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When the idea emerged to devote a special issue of coverage to writers 
whom we consider literary rebels, or who love writing books about rebellious 
characters (like the trailblazing motorcyclist Bessie Stringfied on our cover), 
the first thing I thought to ask wasn’t which writers we should feature in this 
issue but whether there are any writer rebels left. The “rebel writer” short-
hand, at least in America, leads us to think of Jack Kerouac, for example; the 
account of how he wrote On the Road in a three-week jag is alluring: a mix of 
desperation and rugged inspiration. It’s a heady story. Also, it’s not true. 

Most innovative writers don’t foster such compelling origin myths 
about themselves or their books; they think and write something original 

and against the grain of the times in which they publish, and maybe readers and critics pick up 
on it, or maybe they don’t. The days when Allen Ginsberg could be rebellious by doing drugs and 
generally being a hell-raiser feel quaint. So, are there literary rebels nowadays? Of course there 
are; but you have to work harder to find them because they’re usually not so obvious about it. 

In the fiction section, we talk to Argentinean writer Pola Oloixarac. As staff writer Megan 
Labrise writes in her interview with Oloixarac, “When 
Pola Oloixarac’s debut novel, Las teorías salvajes (Sav
age Theories), was published in Spanish in 2010, the 
response from certain critics was brutal. Who did she 
think she was to write so ambitiously, incisively, satiri-
cally about Argentine academia? She should deliver 
something more suitably feminine in the future.” Her 
new novel, Dark Constellations, is out from Soho Press 
on April 16. The book moves from the story of a 19th-
century botanist researching a supposedly hallucino-
genic plant to 2024, when people are surveilled to an extreme degree. Fiction, Oloixarac tells us, 
is “the spaceship to escape condescension, decency and society, and fear.”

In nonfiction, Kembrew McLeod, the author of The Downtown Pop Underground: New York 
City and the Literary Punks, Renegade Artists, DIY Filmmakers, Mad Play wrights, and Rock ’n’ Roll 
Glitter Queens Who Revolutionized Culture (2018), says that “even punk has been told as a story of 
angry, mostly white boys. My book tries to show that punk was more complicated and inclusive 
of gay men and women and of trans people.”

And in the children’s section, Joel Christian Gill, the writer and illustrator of Fast Enough: Bes
sie Stringfield ’s First Ride, tells us that Stringfield, who became known in the early 20th century 
as the “Negro Motorcycle Queen” “was just a badass in general. And when I did the research, I 
found this 5-foot-2 black woman who completely just destroyed the gender and racial norms of 
the time and just rode her motorcycle wherever she wanted to go all over the United States….
Why are we not spending more time talking about her?” This issue is full of revelations about 
rebels you may or may not have heard about; I hope you enjoy reading it. 
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THE PAPER WASP 
Acampora, Lauren
Grove (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-0-8021-2941-3  

In this thrilling debut novel, a young 
woman with big but unfocused ambi-
tions moves to Los Angeles to become 
the personal assistant to her childhood 
best friend, a rising Hollywood starlet.

Brilliant Abby never really made 
it out of her childhood bedroom in Michigan. Her vivid 
dream life and teenage obsession with the surrealist film-
maker Auguste Perren have pinned her in one place while she 
grows ever more detached and depressed. “The walls around 
my dream life leaked,” Abby admits, early in the novel. “My 
night visions were three-dimensional, lavishly detailed scenes, 
feature-length films.” But when Elise Van Dijk, Abby’s child-
hood best friend and a now-famous actress, returns home for 
their 10-year high school reunion, her near-erotic dreams of 
reconnection take on the contours of reality. Weeks after the 
reunion, Abby hops a plane to LA and shows up out of the blue 
at Elise’s gated front door, where she resumes her role as best 
friend, confidante, and support system. “I was simply there to 
listen, to groan in sympathy and glow with pride....I loved the 
sound of your voice. Whatever its petty grievances or vacuous 
prattle, I would have been happy to hear it forever.” Acampora 
(The Wonder Garden, 2015) writes propulsive sentences at a fever 
pitch, guiding the reader through Abby’s dream world as she 
hunts for corresponding clues in a reality of her own making. 
Told in the second person, the novel is by turns a confession, 
an accusation, and a stalker’s diary, yet it is also grounded by 
Acampora’s musings on philosophy, art, and ambition. While 
there are more novels than ever dedicated to obsessive female 
friendship, Acampora takes a relationship story that could have 
been reduced to petty jealousy and turns it into something big-
ger and weirder, as if David Lynch had astral projected into the 
work of Melissa Broder. This is the Los Angeles of weird cults 
and day-drunk stars, of struggling documentary filmmakers 
and mysterious but powerful directors. By turns demented, sad, 
and frightening, Abby is a unique heroine making all the wrong 
choices feel somehow right and just.

Utterly bizarre and completely bewitching, this 
twisted, delicious tale will grab you from the first page and 
hurl you over the edge.

4   |   1  a p r i l  2 0 1 9   |   f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

fiction
THE PAPER WASP by Lauren Acampora ............................................ 4

WHERE WE COME FROM by Oscar Cásares .....................................10

PATSY by Nicole DennisBenn ............................................................18

THIS STORM by James Ellroy .............................................................21

SABRINA & CORINA by Kali FajardoAnstine .................................22

STALINGRAD by Vasily Grossman; illus. by Robert  Chandler & 
Elizabeth Chandler, ed. by Robert Chandler & Yuri BitYunan ....... 26

AYESHA AT LAST by Uzma Jalaluddin ............................................ 28

HENRY, HIMSELF by Stewart O’Nan ................................................36

BEYOND ALL REASONABLE DOUBT by Malin Persson Giolito; 
illus. by Rachel WillsonBroyles .......................................................... 37

THE NEED by Helen Phillips ............................................................... 37

THE RED DAUGHTER by John Burnham Schwartz .........................43

MORE NEWS TOMORROW by Susan Richards Shreve ................... 44

ON EARTH WE’RE BRIEFLY GORGEOUS by Ocean Vuong .............45

THE RATIONING by Charles Wheelan .............................................. 46

OVAL by Elvia Wilk ........................................................................... 48

IN WEST MILLS by De’Shawn Charles Winslow ............................. 48

WESTSIDE by W.M. Akers ..................................................................59

FALL; OR, DODGE IN HELL by Neal Stephenson ..............................62

SEVEN BLADES IN BLACK by Sam Sykes .........................................63

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

PATSY
DennisBenn, Nicole
Liveright/Norton (432 pp.)
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NIKOLAI NIKOLAEVICH 
AND CAMOUFLAGE
Aleshkovsky, Yuz
Trans. by White, Duffield 
Columbia Univ.  (224 pp.) 
$30.00  |  $15.95 paper  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-0-231-18966-8
978-0-231-18967-5 paper  

Rescued from the literary under-
ground, these two historical novellas 
provide a coarse satirical insight into 

post–World War II Soviet dissatisfaction.
Aleshkovsky emigrated from the Soviet Union in 1979 as an 

infamous writer of imaginative dissident fiction. Translated into 
English here for the first time, Nikolai Nikolaevich (1970) and Cam
ouflage (1977) each have a foulmouthed narrator who buttonholes 
the reader with bizarre stories about his adventures in Soviet 
society. These fascinating but dated novellas were first officially 
published in Russian in Ann Arbor, Michigan, in 1980. Prior to 
that they were distributed as samizdat, part of Russia’s literary 
underground. The careful footnotes to the narrators’ allusions 
provide an introduction to Soviet pop culture of the 1950s and 
1970s. Nikolai Nikolaevich is set in the years around Stalin’s 1953 
death. The eponymous Everyman narrator gives up pickpocket-
ing when he is offered a lucrative job masturbating for an official 
laboratory. Although Nikolaevich’s process is of interest to some 
on the scientific team, it’s his sperm that is the central concern 
of Kimza, the chief. Humor comes from the frequent absurd 
juxtaposition of serious and profane. For example, every morn-
ing the laboratory springs to life with Kimza’s bellow: “Atten-
tion! Orgasm!” The worlds of science, sex, two-bit criminality, 
and Communist bureaucracy intertwine and grotesquely collide. 
Camouflage is, if possible, an even darker novel. In the run up to 
the 1980 Moscow Olympics, our highly unreliable alcoholic narra-
tor, Fedya Milashkin, portrays the decrepit appearance of Soviet 
society as a Cold War strategy. Designed to confuse passing CIA 
satellites, the camouflage brigade of millions distracts the spying 
Americans from the war preparations hidden belowground.

Through his two scurrilous antiheroes, Aleshkovsky 
laughs at Russian society from the gutters of the Soviet 
underworld. Though they read like potty-mouthed Kafka, 
these stories remain of primarily academic interest.

BEFORE US LIKE A LAND 
OF DREAMS
Anderson, Karin
Torrey House Press (320 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-948814-03-4  

This resonant novel is told in a multi-
tude of voices, forming a family saga that 
is both a revisionist history of Latter-day 
Saint settlement in the American West 
and a personal journey.

Anderson draws upon her own heritage for this sweeping 
story. It begins with a long chapter narrated by a woman in her 
50s, a mother and professor who cannot fathom where her life 
goes next: “I want my mostly-grown kids to get on with their 
own lovely ludicrous lives and leave me to salvage mine....I no 
longer know who to be.” In search of herself, she leaves “White-
people Central, Utah,” for a small Arizona town where an aunt 
who died in infancy is buried. There she has the first of several 
intense visions of her ancestors, revelations of their lives that 
form the novel’s subsequent chapters. As the book’s genealogy 
chart shows, Anderson will lead readers through two centuries 
and half a dozen generations of a family that eventually joined 
the Latter-day Saint migration to the West. Their lives are filled 
with great hardship and loss, foolhardiness and danger—at one 
point, grown men leave an 8-year-old boy to guard cattle on a 
mountaintop amid lethal raids by the Shoshone—and moments 
of wonder and love. Anderson does not shy away from the often 
bloodstained relationship between the Latter-day Saints and 
the Indigenous tribes they displaced or the religion’s other 
forms of bigotry. She strips the romanticism from traditional 
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notions of how the West was won: “I’ve spent a lot of time, 
post-Emersonian that I am, trying to figure out why it is that 
living in beautiful scenery so often turns human beings into vio-
lent fanatics. It’s not what Wordsworth predicted, or Thoreau 
or Whitman or Brigham Young. Hawthorne maybe.” In power-
ful prose, she lets a chorus of voices tell their own often surpris-
ing, sometimes heartbreaking stories.

People from several generations of one woman’s fam-
ily gain vividly individual presence, recounting their lives 
in the American West as it moves from wilderness to 
modernity.

MOSTLY DEAD THINGS
Arnett, Kristen
Tin House (366 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-947793-30-9  

A young woman struggles to take the 
reins of her father’s failing taxidermy 
shop after his suicide.

Jessa-Lynn Morton only feels com-
fortable when she’s scraping out the guts 
of a dead baby raccoon with delicate 

precision or drinking to forget the girl who got away. When 
her beloved father unexpectedly commits suicide, Jessa must 
carry the weight of her broken family on her own. “My father 
molded me to assist him; to be the one who helped shoulder 
the load,” Jessa recalls. In the wake of his death, it doesn’t take 
long before everything unravels. Jessa’s mother starts placing 
stuffed and mounted animals in flagrante delicto in the shop 
window as well as “a parade of animals decked out in lingerie 
and posed in front of boudoir mirrors, alligator skulls with 
panties stuffed in their open mouths and dangling from their 
teeth.” Meanwhile, Jessa’s brother, Milo, sleeps through shifts 
at the local car dealership; Brynn, Jessa’s first love and Milo’s 
wife, is nowhere to be found; and the couple’s children suffer 
from inattention and abandonment. Things begin to shift when 
Lucinda, an ambitious gallery owner, takes note of the strange, 
sexual displays in the taxidermy shop window, forcing Jessa to 
confront her childish anger about her mother’s artwork as well 
as her chronic fear of intimacy with other women. Arnett’s 
debut switchbacks through time, slowly skinning the pelt of 
Jessa’s formative obsession with Brynn and her tragic relation-
ship with her father, forged over preserving animals scraped 
off deserted Central Florida highways. Arnett writes in clear, 
perceptive prose, tracing Jessa’s struggles growing up queer in 
the Deep South, yet the pacing and climax of this deeply psy-
chological novel remain off-kilter. Jessa is stuck playing the 
eternal, repressed “straight” man to her creator’s wry sense of 
humor—with mixed results. For all of Arnett’s insights, the out-
size mother-daughter conflict at the heart of the book feels as 
if a bear skin were draped over the skeleton of a much smaller 
mammal. Still, there’s much to admire in Arnett’s vision of Flor-
ida as a creative swamp of well-meaning misfits and in the sweet 
hopefulness of finding your way back to yourself through family.

My favorite rebels are the quiet 
ones, the ones who keep their heads 
down and go on doing their work 
whether anyone is paying attention 
or not. Is it any surprise that so many 
of these are women of a certain age? 

Take Penelope Fitzgerald. She 
published her first book, a biog-
raphy of the artist Edward Burne-
Jones, at 58 and her first novel at 60. 

She won the Booker Prize two years later for Offshore, 
a slim book based on her years living on a houseboat 
on the Thames with her family, until it sank. Ah ha, you 
might say, she won the Booker Prize! What’s so rebel-
lious about that? But no 
one expected Fitzgerald 
to win, and, according to 
Hermione Lee’s biography 
of the writer, she was con-
descended to and humili-
ated by the media. When 
she appeared on the BBC’s 
Book Programme, the host 
started out by saying that 

“the Booker judges had 
made the wrong choice” 
and “the best book didn’t win,” Lee writes. Then, “snide 
pieces appeared...in the London papers, describing the 
winner as ‘Shy Penelope,’ author of ‘a whimsical family 
drama.’ ” Lee says Fitzgerald decided to keep “play[ing] 
the role which she would now adopt as a useful camou-
flage.” Then she went back to work, turning out books 
that were brilliant if not fashionable. 

Many of my favorite rebels wrote short, either short 
novels or short stories. In addition to Fitzgerald, they in-
clude Gina Berriault, Lucia Berlin, Rachel Ingalls, and 
Edith Pearlman (the only one of these writers who’s still 
among us). Kathleen Collins was a playwright and film-
maker who left behind a trove of short stories when she 
died at 46. Diana Athill, who recently died at 101, spent 
most of her life as an editor but became a successful 
memoirist in the final decades of her life. Perhaps she’s 
the perfect role model for the writing rebel. —L.M.

Laurie Muchnick is the fiction editor. 

rebel without 
a sound

Penelope Fitzgerald
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An ambitious debut writer with extraordinary promise, 
Arnett brings all of Florida’s strangeness to life through 
the lens of a family snowed under with grief.

EXPOSED
Blondel, JeanPhilippe
Trans. by Anderson, Alison
New Vessel Press (157 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-939931-67-2  

A short philosophical novel about art, 
time, and memory.

Narrator Louis Claret finds himself 
at a melancholy point in his life. He’s 
divorced from his wife, Anne, and his 

two daughters are grown and living far away. Claret has for many 
years been an English teacher in a French lycée, a career he no 
longer finds particularly interesting or challenging. Out of the 
blue, Alexandre Laudin, a former student, invites him to the 

opening of an art show. Although Laudin is an up-and-coming 
artist who is starting to develop an international reputation, 
he has never been particularly close to his former teacher, and 
he has an agenda in arranging their reconnection: He wants to 
paint Claret’s portrait. Claret is both mystified and intrigued 
by this request, and he shows up at Laudin’s studio for multiple 
sessions. As the artist continues to develop a series of sketches 
leading up to a portrait (actually three—he decides to make a 
triptych), an intimacy grows between them, one with erotic 
overtones. Louis finds his life beginning to change in bewilder-
ing but significant ways. For one thing, his perceptions become 
more aesthetically inclined. In looking at his kitchen table, for 
example, he notices that “the cups, spoons, and pack of sugar 
are there, pointless. They would make a magnificent still life.” 
He also finds himself becoming more possessive—even jeal-
ous—of the artist, feeling “like some jilted mistress begging for 
attention.” This is a quiet novel, one in which most of the events 
are internal. Blondel allows us to enter Claret’s mind and heart, 
to feel the sadness and lost moments of his life. When Claret 
finally confronts the finished portrait, his emotions are intense, 
complex, and ambivalent, and it’s clear that through the process 

A short philosophical novel about art,
time, and memory.

exposed



of aesthetic transformation he’s reached a new awareness about 
his life.

A subtle and at times radiant read.

SOMEONE WHO WILL 
LOVE YOU IN ALL YOUR 
DAMAGED GLORY
BobWaksberg, Raphael
Knopf (256 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-5247-3201-1  

Eighteen sometimes-whimsical, some-
times-biting short fictions from the cre-
ator of Netflix’s Bojack Horseman.

This offbeat collection of bad 
romances will be a treat for fans of Bob-Waksberg’s animated 
cult comedy but also fits squarely into the type of wry humor 
practiced by peers like Amy Sedaris and Simon Rich. It opens 

with a disastrous date in “Salted Circus Cashews, Swear to God,” 
which uses both typography and tension to land its unresolved 
ending. There’s a dash of Welcome to Night Vale in a longer selec-
tion, “A Most Blessed and Auspicious Occasion,” in which the 
happy couple getting married must wrestle with how many 
goats to sacrifice. Elsewhere, we find an uncomfortable reunion 
in “These Are Facts,” a collection of mundane superheroes in 

“up-and-comers,” and a scathing satire of professional theater in 
“You Want to Know What Plays Are Like?” While the author’s 
longer prose is deft, his humor lands more squarely in pieces 
that might seem gimmicky—lists, riffs, and bitterly funny imag-
ined scenarios. These include “short stories,” which is made up 
of a list of premises such as “ ‘You’re not like other girls,’ he said 
to every girl”; “Missed Connection—m4w,” in which “timeless 
romance” takes on a very different meaning; the deeply uncom-
fortable “Lies We Told Each Other (A Partial List),” which ends 
with “I love you too”; “Lunch with the Person Who Dumped 
You,” a lurid choose-your-own-adventure scenario; and “Rules 
for Taboo,” a deeply weird set of rules for a game of that name. 
Bob-Waksberg caps his collection with a theme park of dead 
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presidents in “More of You That You Already Are,” strongly 
reminiscent of David Sedaris’ “Santaland Diaries,” and a chaser 
in “We Will Be Close on Friday 18 July,” which pushes existential 
angst into a simple grammar error.

While not pushing to the limits to which Bob-Waks-
berg is demonstrably capable, a savage sendup of love in all 
its dubious glory.

THE KREMLIN STRIKE
Brown, Dale
Morrow/HarperCollins (464 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-06-284301-2  

A despotic Russian leader builds a 
technologically advanced space station 
with the power to decimate American 
satellites.

Brown (The Moscow Offensive, 2018, 
etc.), a former U.S. Air Force captain, has 

written the next chapter in the ongoing saga of fabled American 
pilots Patrick McLanahan and his son, Brad, who are ever adapt-
ing to new advancements in techno-warfare and looming threats 
to the security of the entire world. It’s spring 2021, shortly after 
the U.S. public voted the incompetent president Stacy Anne 
Barbeau out of office. The new president, John Dalton Farrell, 
has “every intention of reversing her earthbound policies of 
drift, indecision, and isolationism.” Evidently, America, and the 
rest of the free world, will need a strong leader because Russia—
under the rule of coldblooded autocrat Gennadiy Gryzlov—has 
just created a dangerous new weapon. Modeled after a scrapped 
American defense initiative from the Reagan years, this “coax-
ial plasma rail gun,” nicknamed Thunderbolt, could potentially 
make Russia the world’s unchallenged superpower. With the 
American space defense slowly revitalizing, this unchecked 
aggression from Russia must be stopped by Brad, his romantic 
interest (and former Polish special forces soldier) Maj. Nadia 
Rozek, and the Iron Wolf Squadron, an elite group of operators 
entrusted with the job of protecting Eastern European allies. 
This action-packed techno-thriller is filled with enough com-
plex aerospace and aeronautical jargon to sizzle the senses of 
those who spend time up in the clouds while leaving some of 
those down on the tarmac dizzy with details.

A well-researched and fast-paced story that provides all 
the requisite sparks to keep the pages turning.

THOSE PEOPLE
Candlish, Louise
Berkley (352 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-0-451-48914-2  

An upscale London neighborhood 
becomes the setting for escalating class 
warfare in Candlish’s (Our House, 2018, 
etc.) acidly funny and disturbing novel of 
domestic suspense.

With a structure reminiscent of 
Liane Moriarty’s Big Little Lies, Candlish’s latest opens with a 
teaser about the horrific, unexpected death of an unidenti-
fied character and then backtracks eight weeks to examine the 
events that precipitated that death on a quiet little block of 
Lowland Way. Here live upwardly mobile Ralph and his take-
charge wife, Naomi, Ralph’s slightly less successful brother, 
Finn, and his reticent wife, Tess, stressed young parents Ant 
and Em, and determined Sissy, who has turned her home into 
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An upscale London neighborhood becomes the setting for 
escalating class warfare in Candlish’s acidly funny novel.

those people



a bed-and-breakfast after her husband’s decampment. Into this 
uncertain Eden arrives unrepentant commoner Darren, who 
promptly turns the house he has inherited from his Aunt Jean 
into a “disaster zone” of a construction site, blasting hard rock 
at all hours, taking up valuable parking spaces with the used cars 
he sells, and generally tampering with “the solid, unassailable 
respectability” of the neighborhood. Soon enough, he and his 

“other half,” Jodie, have gotten on the last nerve of everyone 
on the block, and every neighborhood conversation turns to 
a heated discussion of ways, legal and ethical or not so much, 
to get rid of him. Candlish slyly examines the primitive urges 
behind her supposedly civilized characters as the novel inexo-
rably turns from light comedy of manners to something much 
darker. While some of the turns of the plot strain credulity, and 
some of the characters are better developed than others, Can-
dlish convincingly portrays the effects of pressure on this social 
microcosm as fault lines open both within the characters and 
in their relationships. Although Darren is not, like the others, 
seen from the inside, Candlish allows the reader to glimpse the 
complicated man behind the caricature his neighbors create.

A nicely paced, wryly intelligent novel with sharp 
insights into human behavior.

WHERE WE 
COME FROM 
Cásares, Oscar
Knopf (272 pp.) 
$25.95  |  May 21, 2019
978-0-525-65543-5  

A Mexican-American family in 
Texas finds their home turned into a way 
station for immigrants smuggled across 
the border.

Cásares (Amigoland, 2009, etc.) returns 
to his hometown of Brownsville for a potent novel about the 
complexities of immigration and the lies we tell ourselves and our 
families. Twelve-year-old Orly is from Houston, has light skin, and 
speaks passable Spanish even though he strongly prefers English 
and sometimes denies knowing Spanish at all. After his mother’s 
sudden death, Orly is sent by his dad to spend the summer with 
his aunt Nina in Brownsville. Unbeknownst to him, Nina has a 
small, pink casita in her backyard being used by coyotes mov-
ing human cargo north. Neither Nina nor Orly quite knows 
how they got into their situations. Orly’s brother is at camp, his 
father is in Napa with a new girlfriend, and his mother’s absence 
is a gaping hole so big he can’t see the other side. Just when Nina 
thinks she’s rid of the smugglers for good, a young boy named 
Daniel knocks on her back door in the middle of the night after 
narrowly escaping Immigration and Customs Enforcement. 
Nina puts him up in the casita and now has to hide her secret 
from Orly, her elderly mother, and her bossy brother. As Nina, 
Orly, and Daniel learn each other’s secrets, the reader is treated 
to a novel that addresses the complexity of immigration, iden-
tity, and assimilation while telling close, intimate stories. The 
novel is told in a roaming third person that turns each character, 
no matter how seemingly one-dimensional or minor, into a pow-
erful presence. Each voice in this chorus has something urgent 
to say. Cásares devotes a page or so of italicized backstory to 
seemingly minor characters who would drift out of a different 
novel without a second glance: a raspas vendor, a coyote quickly 
arrested, a Brownsville police officer, Orly’s English teacher, 
and many more. Whether it’s the teacher about to be deported, 
a man who doesn’t concern himself with the fact that his own 
mother used to be undocumented, or the many people making 
the dangerous crossing who are beset by tragedy, these asides 
all reveal the sometimes-hidden yet always profound effects of 
immigration. Helping us learn the truth about who we are indi-
vidually and as a society is the ultimate goal of this novel.

In some ways timely, this quiet, delicate book delivers a 
truly timeless emotional punch.
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THE SUMMER WE LOST HER
Cohen, Tish
Scout Press/Simon & Schuster (352 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-5011-9968-4  

Elise Sorenson has worked hard in 
hopes of someday making the Olympic 
dressage team. At last her dream beck-
ons, but her ambition may destroy her 
marriage.

Matt Sorenson was raised by his 
grandfather Nate, who warned him against marrying Elise, 
a woman he saw as too driven to be a good wife. Cohen (The 
Search Angel, 2013, etc.) heartbreakingly spins out the dire con-
sequences of Nate’s prophecy, as Elise seems to be punished 
at every turn. Her career comes at the price of a faltering mar-
riage—her long absences limit Matt’s own career options and 
push him to assume both parents’ roles for their daughter, 
Gracie, who has cerebral palsy due to Elise’s fall from a horse 

while 31 weeks pregnant. And Nate’s disapproval always made 
her feel like an outsider at the Sorensons’ family cabin on Lake 
Placid—a home Matt plans to sell to invest in his law partner-
ship. Unfortunately, he now feels compelled to use the proceeds 
to fund Elise’s Olympic bid. When the family heads north to 
get the cabin ready to go on the market, Matt quickly rekindles 
his friendship with the voluptuous Cass, his first love, who now 
lives next door. But as Matt repairs the cabin, he recognizes the 
gaps that separate him from the town—the men repairing his 
roof may remember Nate as a financial savior, but they see Matt 
as a privileged Manhattan attorney, an outsider. Then Gracie 
disappears and the Sorenson family splinters, as Cohen smartly 
sets each character’s crisis on a collision course with the oth-
ers. Caught between her equestrian dreams and her suspicions 
about Cass, Elise risks losing everything. Even Gracie, with her 
hopes to be like other kids, risks too much. And as the summer 
progresses, Matt realizes that Nate’s legacy may be much darker 
than he remembers.

A sharp, suspenseful portrait of a family on the verge 
of collapse.
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When Pola Oloixarac’s debut novel, Las teorías sal
vajes (Savage Theories), was published in Spanish in 2010, 
the response from certain critics was brutal. Who did she 
think she was to write so ambitiously, incisively, satirically 
about Argentine academia? She should deliver something 
more suitably feminine in the future. She’s done no such 
thing in Las constelaciones oscuras (Dark Constellations), a vi-
sionary sophomore novel that charts a course between 
19th-century biologist and explorer Niklas, Argentinian 
hacker Cassio, and talented young scientist Piera, who 
penetrates the subterranean laboratories of surveillance 
technology’s brightest bros circa 2024. Witty, wild, and 
profound, Dark Constellations (April 16) will expand your 
idea of what a novel can do. Oloixarac corresponded with 
Kirkus via email in the following edited and condensed 
interview. A fuller version can be found on Kirkus.com.

In an interview you gave in 2015, soon after Dark 
Constellations was published in Spanish, you said, “I 
wanted to make the biography of a character who at 
the same time was like the biography of the internet.” 
Could you explain why?
The arrival of the internet created a consciousness, or a 
certain kind of consciousness. There were many evange-
lists of this birth: Media gurus like Tim O’Reilly spread 
the idea that our interactions, connected, were bringing 
forth a higher sense of intelligence; that humanity, by shar-
ing their thoughts and collaborating online, was evolving 
into a new interconnected being. Now the tide is turning: 
What used to be “emerging intelligence” is now perceived 
as a form of madness (Trump, Brexit). It started with a very 
community spirit and now is not so cute anymore; it’s the 
youngest face of the military-industrial complex. Whatev-
er our moral feelings about it are, the internet is this con-
sciousness that we all make together and that we are start-
ing to get to know. It’s alive, and for this reason I wanted to 
create a bildungsroman of the internet. 

Among the three characters who headline the sections 
of the novel, Piera is my favorite. (Her withering per-
sonal theory on concentrated testosterone is enough to 
make me love her.) Would you say a little bit about how 
she evolved?
While I was writing the novel I worked in a technology 
startup, doing the texts and publicity. I lived for a while in 
Bariloche, where there’s a nuclear and space center, and 
then I spent a couple years in San Francisco, heart of Sili-
con Valley, so I got to know a few women in tech working 
in these testosterone-driven ecosystems. Silicon Valley’s 
myth that anyone can have a great idea and innovate in 
a garage is, well, like the stories the Incas told each oth-
er looking at the dark figures in the sky....It’s a miniature 
male-dominated world.

I made friends with these women, and they told me 
their stories, and, most importantly, they communicated 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Pola Oloixarac

FOR THIS ARGENTINEAN WRITER, FICTION IS “THE SPACESHIP TO 
ESCAPE CONDESCENSION, DECENCY AND SOCIETY, AND FEAR”
By Megan Labrise

Photo courtesy H
elena Insinger
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THE POLICEWOMEN’S 
BUREAU
Conlon, Edward
Arcade (430 pp.) 
$24.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-948924-07-8  

The NYPD’s “No Girls Allowed” 
sign fades in this fictional account of a 
real woman’s struggle for respect and 
success in a profession that men wanted 
all to themselves.

Men wanted all the manly stuff, anyway, like murders and 
armed robberies. The New York City Policewomen’s Bureau 
gave the gentler gender something to do, like arresting pick-
pockets, shoplifters, and hookers. But policewomen wanted 
more. In 1958, Marie Carrara (in real life, Marie Cirile) is a “hand-
picked gal,” chosen by her boss to assist male detectives in rob-
bery stakeouts and drug buys. Note: assist only. “Girls can’t be 
real police, baby,” Marie’s cop husband, Sid, tells their daughter. 

“They stay inside, so they can’t get hurt.” Former NYPD detec-
tive Conlon’s (Red on Red, 2011, etc.) novel follows the growth 
of a career and the disintegration of a marriage. In 1955, Marie 
joins in family laughter about the idea of “she-cops” who “might 
as well join the circus.” Then she passes the policewomen’s civil 
service exam and never looks back. Over the years she takes on 
difficult cases and realizes she isn’t “a kid anymore, but a cop on 
a job.” In her marriage, Sid cheats while Marie would no more 
stray than be a Soviet spy. And he frequently beats her, which 
she puts up with for years. “You’re nothing without me,” he tells 
her, which cannot be further from the truth. They’re traditional 
Italian Catholics, and the word “divorce” would give their par-
ents the vapors. So for a long time Marie publicly pretends to 
be in love with Sid. But she tells his lover on the phone, “Pick 
him up in the next hour, and I’ll give you a free toaster.” Mean-
while, day by day, she earns professional respect and eventually 
earns promotion to detective. There are no dramatic set pieces 
in the novel, yet it’s an engaging drama with cinematic potential. 
Society was on the cusp of major change, and the Policewomen’s 
Bureau would disappear in the early 1970s when people became 
police officers instead of policewomen and policemen.

Great fare for lovers of police stories and a dead-on 
accurate portrayal of the era’s attitudes toward women.

RECURSION
Crouch, Blake
Crown (336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-5247-5978-0  

In Crouch’s sci-fi–driven thriller, a 
machine designed to help people relive 
their memories creates apocalyptic 
consequences.

In 2018, NYPD Detective Barry 
Sutton unsuccessfully tries to talk Ann 

to me a certain mood. Their demeanor was alert, seduc-
tive, very sharp, and I started to see them as cats. Cats 
roam among us humans with an air of entitlement and 
fear, similar to what many women in tech experience on 
a daily basis. Any mistake, like falling off the chair, they 
turn it into a form of elegance. So my other big inspira-
tion for Piera were my cats, Gmail and Charlotte. I ad-
opted them in Bariloche and then we moved with them 
to San Francisco.

Why do you write?
In a time of fake news, fiction is where the truth be-
comes apparent. Fiction is necessary to tell the truth—
this I borrow from Ricardo Piglia, an Argentine writer I 
admire. Imagining the future is the most important task 
right now. After living in San Francisco for a few years 
(I was there just two weeks ago), I think I’ve seen the 
future close enough to fear it quite a bit. But of course, 
fear is not an interesting feeling if left to its own devices. 
Writing is the spaceship to escape condescension, de-
cency and society, and fear.

Megan Labrise is the Editor at Large and cohost of the Ful-
ly Booked podcast. The review of Dark Constellations is 
forthcoming. 



Voss Peters off the edge of the Poe Building. She claims to have 
False Memory Syndrome, a bewildering condition that seems to 
be spreading. People like Ann have detailed false memories of 
other lives lived, including marriages and children, but in “shades 
of gray, like film noir stills.” For some, like Ann, an overwhelm-
ing sense of loss leads to suicide. Barry knows loss: Eleven years 
ago, his 15-year-old daughter, Meghan, was killed by a hit-and-
run driver. Details from Ann’s story lead him to dig deeper, and 
his investigation leads him to a mysterious place called Hotel 
Memory, where he makes a life-altering discovery. In 2007, a 
ridiculously wealthy philanthropist and inventor named Marcus 
Slade offers neuroscientist Helena Smith the chance of a lifetime 
and an unlimited budget to build a machine that allows people 
to relive their memories. He says he wants to “change the world.” 
Helena hopes that her mother, who suffers from Alzheimer’s, will 
benefit from her passion project. The opportunity for unfettered 
research is too tempting to turn down. However, when Slade 
takes the research in a controversial direction, Helena may have 
to destroy her dream to save the world. Returning to a few of 
the themes he explored in Dark Matter (2016), Crouch delivers a 

bullet-fast narrative and raises the stakes to a fever pitch. A poi-
gnant love story is woven in with much food for thought on grief 
and the nature of memories and how they shape us, rounding out 
this twisty and terrifying thrill ride.

An exciting, thought-provoking mind-bender.

THE LOST LETTERS OF 
WILLIAM WOOLF
Cullen, Helen
Graydon House (336 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-525-89208-0  

A dead-letter detective rethinks 
his life when he reads a series of letters 
addressed to “My Great Love” in Cullen’s 
debut.

William Woolf is one of a small hand-
ful of postal workers who attend to dead letters, letters that for 

1 4   |   1  a p r i l  2 0 1 9   |   f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

 



y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

whatever reason have gotten lost in the system. His particular 
penchant is for the “supernaturals,” letters addressed to mythi-
cal, fictional, or otherworldly recipients. When he finds a let-
ter addressed to “My Great Love” in his pile one day, he slowly 
begins a journey of rediscovery in his own life. The letter writer 
is addressing her future love whom she’s not yet met, and in her, 
William sees both the vitality of young love and the difference 
between this vibrancy and the state of his own marriage. His 
relationship with Clare, his wife of 14 years, has been getting 
rockier and rockier, and this echo of what they once had brings 
it to the forefront. Should he find the mysterious letter writer? 
Should he try to reconnect with his wife? The novel is exceed-
ingly well-written and flows incredibly well. Despite the quirki-
ness implied by the setting of the dead-letter office, the story 
is focused much more on William and Clare’s marital problems 
than anything that’s happening at William’s job. There are 
chapters told from both William’s and Clare’s points of view, 
although more frequently William’s. Though Cullen attempts 
to show that both spouses are somewhat at fault for their situ-
ation, Clare is a less sympathetic character; she seems unaware 
for most of the book of the unrealistic standards she is impos-
ing on her husband. A scene of William reuniting an important 
package with its recipient is quite moving, and the lack of more 
scenes showing the pathos of William’s work is unfortunate.

An eccentric novel with less whimsy than angst.

SLEEPLESS SUMMER
Dehouck, Bram
Trans. by Reeder, Jonathan
World Editions (180 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-64286-016-0  

An innocuous disturbance leads to 
a series of grotesque calamities in a Bel-
gian town.

The innocuous disturbance is the 
sound of a wind farm’s turbines, which 

prevents the town butcher from sleeping at night. That’s it. That’s 
the impetus for a story that leads to charges of indecent expo-
sure, assault, murder, animal poisoning, attempted rape, and sev-
eral graphically described bouts of diarrhea. The sleep-deprived 
butcher is the means by which the book proceeds along its esca-
lating course of outrages. Along the way the novel takes care to 
detail the surliest, most suspicious, sadistic, or racist thoughts of 
the inhabitants. It’s not that these are people whose flaws inadver-
tently draw them to disaster. Many of them are awful to begin with, 
and even the marginally sympathetic, or at least unobjectionable 
ones, are held at such a distance that no emotion is expended on 
them. This is the type of book that, as soon as a dog is introduced, 
you wait for it to be horribly killed. The narrative concern is not so 
much with, say, a person being killed as it is with the person’s head 
exploding in blood and bone matter.

The tension the book produces is not so much what’s 
going to happen as how much you are going to have to go 
through before reaching the end.

DAWN
Demirtaş, Selahattin
Trans. by Spangler, Amy Marie & 
Ferguson, Kate
SJP for Hogarth (176 pp.) 
$22.00  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-0-525-57693-8  

Imprisoned Kurdish lawyer and pro-
gressive politician Demirtaş delivers a 
closely observed series of portraits of 
lives oppressed.

Demirtaş, held in a high-security prison in Turkey, describes 
his surroundings as a kind of city of intellectuals who ought 
to be out serving their country—but there’s the rub, for that 
country, in his case, is not the one that holds him captive but 
the independent Kurdistan of his hopes. In his introduction, he 
argues that literature and politics serve the same purpose for 
the audience, namely, to inspire. Whether readers will in fact be 
inspired by his grimly matter-of-fact stories is an open question, 
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As any romance fan knows, a joyful resolution 
is one of the signature traits of the genre. No mat-
ter how much turmoil and drama characters endure 
throughout the narrative, they will get to their happy 
ending. This assurance has always held special mean-
ing for Helen Hoang. “I am an emotionally reserved 
person....There are several reasons for that, but one 
of them is self-preservation,” she explains via email. 

“I can’t be devastated if I’m never invested, but, on the 
flip side, I miss out on a lot that way, too. Romance 
novels allow me to let my guard down and experience 
a full range of emotions, from first kiss to heartbreak 
to, as promised, happily-ever-after.” 

Hoang was at work on a romance of her own—
her debut—when she was diagnosed with autism 

spectrum disorder. In past interviews, she has de-
scribed how she gave her heroine Stella Lane many 
of her own behaviors and characteristics—aspects 
of herself that she had long tried to hide. Creat-
ing Stella and exploring her emotional evolution 
through writing The Kiss Quotient (2018) was a jour-
ney of discovery for Hoang. “Even as I wrote the 
book, I knew that it was changing things for me. 
Through Stella, I discovered so much about myself 
and autism spectrum disorder. At the same time, I 
was completely intoxicated by the love story un-
folding between [Stella and Michael].” Readers, it 
turns out, were just as enthralled as she was. The 
Kiss Quotient was named Amazon’s Best Romance of 
2018, Best Romance in Goodreads’ Readers’ Choice 
Awards, and it was a tremendous bestseller.

She continues to explore relationships through 
a neurodiverse lens in her second novel, The Bride 
Test (May 7). This time, Hoang follows the emotion-
al evolution of her hero, Khai Diep. Readers who 
made The Kiss Quotient a hit will be glad to know that 
Michael’s hot cousin Quan reappears in The Bride 
Test—Khai is Quan’s brother—and he’ll get his turn 
as romantic lead in the as-yet-untitled novel Hoang 
is busy crafting right now. She describes her third 
book as “a sort of gender-reversed Sabrina.”

Hoang is writing at the intersection of two im-
portant trends in contemporary book culture. Read-
ers are increasingly demanding diversity—diverse 
characters and diverse authors. The conversation 
about diversity has become especially robust in the 
romance community within the last several years. 
And the #ownvoices movement celebrates stories 
in which authors speak from their own backgrounds. 
Hoang isn’t the only writer who addresses neurodi-
versity in fiction, but the spectacular success of The 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Helen Hoang

A ROMANCE WRITER WHO LEARNS TO EXPERIENCE THE FULL RANGE OF 
EMOTIONS BY…WRITING ROMANCES
By Jessica Jernigan

Photo courtesy Eric Kieu
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Kiss Quotient has generated new awareness of the 
need for such books.

Fans of her work have appreciated not only 
her characters with autism spectrum disorder, but 
also her depictions of Vietnamese-Americans and 
first-generation immigrants. In addition to allow-
ing readers to see themselves, Hoang also under-
stands the unique power of narrative to help peo-
ple truly see people often regarded as “other.” “I do 
hope readers can learn from my books, but not in 
the same way they would from reading a textbook. 
They’re not facts that I hope to convey so much as 
feelings and experiences—the perspectives of peo-
ple with different backgrounds, races, cultures, or 
even neurotypes.” She adds, “I think it’s important 
for people to see themselves represented in love 
stories. Love is universal.”

Jessica Jernigan is a writer and editor living in Michi
gan. She was a 2018 Kirkus Prize judge. The Bride Test 
received a starred review in the March 1, 2019, issue. 

but certainly they convey the essential terror of living in a 
system under which violence is a given and families are often 
separated: A young housecleaner is swept up in a demonstra-
tion and beaten and jailed; a prodigal daughter reads in a dying 
father’s notebook that “every stone on the path to loneliness 
has been laid by nobody else but you”; a young man, shot in 
the head, contemplates his passing: “My grave rests in Semra’s 
bloodshot eyes, hers beneath a tree in the village.” Naturally, 
some of Demirtaş’ stories are set in prison, where he notes the 
apparent paradox that though the courtyard is tiny, it is infinite, 
open to the endless circling of its trudging inhabitants, not just 
the human ones, but the “ants and the spiders with which we 
share it.” And in one ironic piece addressed to a letter-reading 
committee of prison censors, he darts from memory to memory, 
evoking his father’s way of making a poetry of foul curses and a 
childhood friend’s return in a dream to remind him of the smell 
of pastirma, “that spicy meat that comes in thin slices”—the 
stuff, in other words, of the stories he feels compelled to write 
from behind the walls.

A welcome debut collection. One hopes for more—and 
that Demirtaş will not be silenced by his captors.

MR. MILLER
den Tex, Charles
Trans. by ForestFlier, Nancy
World Editions (396 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-64286-015-3  

A camera-ready thriller that follows 
an Amsterdam man on the run as a sus-
pect in a co-worker’s murder.

This successful Dutch thriller is a 
powerful shot of Hitchcock laced with 

notes of Fritz Lang and Franz Kafka. Michael Bellicher, a PR 
consultant for an Amsterdam communications firm, has barely 
recovered from a devastating turn in his brother’s life when 
another crisis confronts him. In an eerie, suspenseful scene, 
Bellicher hears noises while working late one night. He steps 
into a corridor and discovers the dead body of a co-worker. 
Identification in the woman’s purse says she’s Ina Radekker, 
who worked in finance. But moments later, Bellicher finds the 
woman’s body has been moved outside and into a dumpster. Bel-
licher doesn’t know who moved her there or whether, as seems 
likely, someone else was in the building even though security 
records show he was the only person on-site. That makes him a 
suspect in the case. “My word, without witnesses, against a fully 
automated system,” he thinks. “No one would believe me. The 
system wins.” A quintessential version of Hitchcock’s wrong 
man, Bellicher flees across the Netherlands. Den Tex’s concrete, 
vigorous prose charges up several action scenes, including a 
masterful set piece, a duel in driving rain between the protago-
nist, on a scooter, and someone driving a demented Audi. More 
threatening than the tale’s human villains, though, are the tech-
nological ones—hacked laptops; oppressive and invasive secu-
rity systems—that evoke the Kafkaesque nightmares of Fritz 
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Lang. (The titular Mr. Miller, who appears to direct a clandes-
tine effort at Bellicher’s firm, recalls Lang’s Dr. Mabuse films). 
The chase plays out against seemingly disparate elements—Bel-
licher’s roiled family, his troubled girlfriend, and anti-Muslim 
violence in the streets—that connect in a breathless finish. No 
surprise, then, that an adaptation of the book is on the way 
from Netflix.

Well worth reading before it starts streaming.

PATSY 
DennisBenn, Nicole
Liveright/Norton (432 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-63149-563-2  

A woman comes to terms with how 
her immigration to America affects 
her family back home in Jamaica—and 
herself.

For the follow-up to her highly 
acclaimed debut novel, Here Comes the 

Sun (2016), Dennis-Benn returns briefly to Jamaica before shift-
ing her locale to Brooklyn. It’s 1998, and single mother Patsy 
isn’t able to get a tourist visa at the American Embassy in Kings-
ton until she agrees to leave Trudy-Ann, her 5-year-old daughter, 
behind. Patsy’s American dreams are not just about a better 
financial future for Tru; she has long hoped to reunite with 
the love of her life, her childhood girlfriend, Cicely, now living 
in Brooklyn. But her dreams are stymied by the difficult real-
ity of finding work in New York—despite Patsy’s best efforts, 
the only employment she can find is as a bathroom attendant, 
cleaning toilets—and by Cicely’s marriage to an abusive, over-
bearing man. Cicely, now a woman “smelling of expensive flow-
ers and looking resplendent in a long purple peacoat cinched at 
the waist with a belt, a colorful silk scarf wrapped around her 
neck, still holding on to her Chanel handbag,” would rather stay 
with her husband than lose the lifestyle his wealth provides her. 
Tru, meanwhile, is sent to live with the father she doesn’t know. 
Alternating between Patsy’s and Tru’s stories, Dennis-Benn 
allows each character’s experience an equal depth and presence 
in the book. Slowly Patsy comes into her own, finding work as 
a nanny, but as Tru comes of age back in Jamaica missing her 
mother, Patsy, looking after another woman’s child, is haunted 
by the absence of her own daughter and the choices she must 
continue to make to survive in America, alone. Although she’s 
lovingly drawn by Dennis-Benn, Patsy has done the single 
most-damning thing a mother can do in our society: She has 
abandoned her child. It’s a marker of Dennis-Benn’s masterful 
prowess at characterization and her elegant, nuanced writing 
that the people here—even when they’re flawed or unlikable—
inspire sympathy and respect.

Dennis-Benn has written a profound book about sexu-
ality, gender, race, and immigration that speaks to the con-
temporary moment through the figure of a woman alive 
with passion and regret.
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VERY NICE
Dermansky, Marcy
Knopf (304 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-0-525-65563-3  

Five narrators play a game of nar-
rative hot potato with a tale of summer 
sexcapades.

Rachel Klein is a student at “that 
overrated liberal arts school on the Hud-
son.” As the novel opens, she offers to 

dogsit for her creative writing professor, Zahid Azzam—“the 
name of either a superhero or terrorist”—while he goes home 
to Pakistan. Then they have sex. Meanwhile, up in glorious bou-
gie Connecticut, Rachel’s father, Jonathan, has left her mother, 
Becca, and Becca’s beloved poodle has died. So when Rachel 
shows up for the summer with a nearly identical poodle and 
in a few weeks the dog is followed by its owner, the supersexy, 
famous Pakistani writer—well, Becca is in a vulnerable position 
to say the least. Dermansky (The Red Car, 2016, etc.) gives each 
of the Kleins and Zahid a turn at being the narrator and throws 
in one more—a lesbian financial analyst named Khloe who is 
subletting Zahid’s apartment in Brooklyn. Khloe’s interior 
monologue contains lines like these: “Honestly, this kind of shit 
did not happen to me. I was tall and biracial and sexy.” Khloe’s 
twin sister is a writer named Kristi who has stolen Khloe’s child-
hood secrets for her own award-winning first novel, nominated 
of course by Zahid. Now maybe Kristi can help him get a job at 
the Iowa Writers’ Workshop, where she teaches, prying him out 
of his very long lost weekend in Connecticut. There are many 
funny writer jokes in this book, among them the commentary 
on Rachel’s parents’ marriage provided by her short stories; in 
a way the whole book is a writer joke. All the characters sound 
the same—like Dermansky, except with more or less profan-
ity—and that seems to be intentional. “We appreciate short 
sentences,” says Rachel’s mom, speaking for all of them, really. 
Dermansky has won herself a cadre of devoted fans, especially 
among other writers. This may not be the best thing she’s ever 
written—it doesn’t have the sneaky profundity of The Red Car—
but it’s a hell of a lot of stylish fun.

Can you top this? is the question posed by each chapter 
of this upmarket soap opera, and the answer is always yes.

ELIZABETH OF BOHEMIA
Elias, David
ECW Press (360 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-77041-463-1  

Biofic about Elizabeth of Bohemia 
and her thwarted ambitions.

Canadian novelist Elias has painstak-
ingly researched this portrait of a Stuart 
royal whose obscurity is undeserved. At 
16, Elizabeth, daughter of James I of 

England, is wedded to Frederick, Count Palatine of the Rhine. 
James sees Frederick’s candidacy for the throne of Bohemia 
(now part of the Czech Republic) as a way to make Protestant 
inroads in a Europe dominated by the Catholic Hapsburgs. Part 
1 takes place during the couple’s engagement period, through 
which we get a vivid glimpse of the dysfunctionality of James’ 
court. James and the queen spend lavishly, he on building proj-
ects, she on elaborate masques staged by Ben Jonson and other 
courtiers of dubious talent. Elizabeth’s beloved brother, Henry, 
the Prince of Wales, is a patron of the arts with better taste: He 
funds Shakespeare’s productions. As the future king, Henry 
might have restored order, fiscal and otherwise—but he dies 
tragically and somewhat suspiciously. Elizabeth nurses a secret 
crush on Sir Walter Raleigh, an older man whom her father has 
clapped in the Tower. Elias’ use of language to re-create the 
period is striking. In both cadence and vocabulary, Shakespear-
ian parlance is not so much mimicked as suggested: for example, 

“There’s something to be said for vulgarity if it should serve to 
subvert pretense.” But long stretches of dialogue, however spar-
kling, drag out exposition to frustrating lengths. As the scene 
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Novelist T.C. Boyle has a thing for what he calls 
“gurus”—pioneering, difficult men whose cultlike 
charisma complicates the lives of everybody around 
them. The Road to Wellville (1993), his satire of nu-
tritionist and cereal innovator John Harvey Kellogg, 
was the first in a series that’s continued with novels 
on sex researcher Alfred Kinsey (2004’s The Inner 
Circle) and architect Frank Lloyd Wright (2009’s The 
Women). His new novel, Outside Looking In, focuses on 
LSD researcher Timothy Leary in the early ’60s, as 
his rigorous psychological studies began to morph 
into a nascent trippy counterculture.

“You don’t know what your themes and obses-
sions are until you start writing books, and I seem 
to have an obsession with the guru figure,” he says. 

“I didn’t write [Outside Looking In] with the current 
political situation in mind, but certainly one can ap-
ply this to blindly following a leader and what the 
cost is to the followers.”

Leary is the central magnetic figure in the nov-
el—“the shining star everybody want[s] to study with” 
when he arrives at Harvard. But the core story turns 
on Fitz, a Ph.D. student, and his wife, Joanie, as they 
begin to experiment with the then-legal but little-
understood drug. LSD loosens their psychic and sex-
ual inhibitions, so much so that they happily follow 
Leary as he attempts to launch communes in Mexico 
and New York. But as the atmosphere becomes drug-
gier, betrayals and disenchantment set in.

Still, Boyle says his intent is not to malign hip-
pie culture or the drug itself, just to capture Leary, 
who died in 1996, at a pivotal point in his life. He 
also wanted to explore the roots of the society he 
wrote about in his 2003 novel, Drop City, about a 
foundering back-to-the-land community. “It was 
refreshing to me to see him as a charismatic young 
Harvard professor, delving into areas that had not 
been delved into before—the whole hippie con-
sciousness I wrote about [in Drop City] seems to de-
rive from these moments.

“Am I skeptical? I do not do the drug now. I never 
had particularly good experiences. Yes, I saw visions, 
and the early parts of the trip were quite enjoyable, as 
with any drug high. But my experiences beyond that 
were exclusively negative. I think my mind churns 
too much anyway to be in need of such a stimulation 
or reinforcement.”

To that end, even in its most psychedelic moments, 
the prose in Outside Looking In is consistently realistic, 
avoiding logorrheic flourishes or any kind of prose 
to which the word “groovy” might apply. (Fitz feels 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
T.C. Boyle

WAS TIMOTHY LEARY A RADICAL, RECKLESS VISIONARY, OR A 
SELF-PROMOTING HUCKSTER?
By Mark Athitakis

Photo courtesy Jam
ieson Fry
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a “propulsive rush of color and image as if a movie 
were playing in his head at double speed—two mov-
ies, three.”) “All the writing of the ’60s was over-the-
top—Kurt Vonnegut, Tom Robbins, [Richard] Brau-
tigan, etc.,” he says. “I love that, but I felt we’ve seen 
that before. We’ve been there. I wanted to make it 
a realistic novel about a surrealistic time, because I 
think it invites the reader more closely into the co-
nundrum with what’s going on with Fitz and Joanie.”

Boyle’s longtime habit has been to write short 
stories after finishing a novel. Related to his interest 
in synthesized drugs like LSD, his newer stories re-
flect his interests in the perils of modern technology, 
from self-driving cars to CRISPR-Cas9 gene edit-
ing to drug-resistant diseases. “I’m just trying to fig-
ure out what these things mean,” he says. “Like any 
other writer, I don’t have a concrete idea of what I 
think and believe until I see it through this medium 
of writing. I’m opening up the unconscious to find 
out what all this seems to mean to me, then shap-
ing a work of art for whomever might read it about 
what’s happening in society.”

Mark Athitakis is a writer in Phoenix and author of 
The New Midwest. Outside Looking In received a 
starred review in the Jan. 15, 2019, issue.

shifts to Frederick’s ancestral castle in Heidelberg, readers will 
miss the intrigue and backbiting at James’ court. Elizabeth is 
more or less content with her loveless but courteous marriage, 
and she begins to produce children at an alarming rate. (She is 
the first to be alarmed.) Elizabeth’s political machinations on 
Frederick’s behalf backfire catastrophically. Far from viewing 
herself as a pawn, she takes responsibility for strategic missteps, 
mainly allowing the destruction of Catholic artifacts after Fred-
erick is crowned King of Bohemia and underestimating the hos-
tility of the Holy Roman Empire to the Protestant interlopers.

A highly readable telling of a royal fall from grace.

THIS STORM 
Ellroy, James
Knopf (608 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-307-95700-9  

Ellroy, master of California noir 
(Perfidia, 2014, etc.), serves up a heaping 
helping of mayhem in this second vol-
ume of his Second L.A. Quartet.

If there’s a constant in Ellroy’s story-
telling, apart from snappy prose, it’s that 

there’s a fine and often indistinguishable line between good guys 
and bad guys: His cops are dirty, his villains sometimes blessed 
with noble virtues. There’s not much nobility in this new novel, 
though, which picks up after Pearl Harbor in the uneasy months 
when Nazis are floating around on the streets of Tijuana and 
LA, soldiers and sailors are battling zoot-suiters, Father Cough-
lin is sputtering anti-Semitic propaganda across the line on 
Mexican radio, and Japanese-Americans are being rounded up 
for internment. But even the beleaguered nisei take time to 
cast out a few slurs at the Chinese for whom they’re confused, 
while the LA constabulary scours the streets. “How come we’re 
not rousting the dagos and the Krauts?” wonders one, even as 
everyone avoids the elephant in the room, a shipment of gold 
that’s gone missing. It being Ellroy, there are tangled storylines 
aplenty as well as a large dramatis personae, many of whom will 
be familiar to readers of Perfidia. About the best of them is the 
Japanese-American police investigator Hideo Ashida, who har-
bors no illusions about his clientele: “Lustful men and corrupt 
women. It was ghastly business.” Lead player Elmer Jackson, a 
world-weary flatfoot, has his good points, too, but he’d rather 
be back in vice than on the Alien Squad, where it “was Japs 
twelve days a week.” Mix in Mary Jane–dealing starlets, sleazy 
informants, synarchist gangsters, “cops in the Silver Shirts and 
German-American Bund,” Orson Welles and Walter Pidgeon 
in a decidedly non–Hays Code film sequence, and a thousand 
other threads, and you’ve got a raucous tale that will likely leave 
you in need of a shower and a Disney film.

A gritty, absorbing novel that proves once again that 
Ellroy is the rightful heir of Chandler, Cain, and Hammett.



SONG FOR THE UNRAVELING 
OF THE WORLD
Evenson, Brian
Coffee House (232 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-56689-556-9  

Twenty-two otherworldly short sto-
ries that are equal parts Poe, Lovecraft, 
King, and Twilight Zone.

Prolific author, translator, and pro-
fessor Evenson (Critical Studies/CalArts; 

Raymond Carver’s What We Talk About When We Talk About 
Love, 2018, etc.) offers up a fistful of new nightmares culled 
from years of publications in literary magazines and horror 
anthologies that are well-poised to send chills up the most fear-
less of spines. Take the opener, “No Matter Which Way We 
Turned,” which begins, “No matter which way we turned the 
girl, she didn’t have a face.” There are certainly a few promi-
nent themes here—anyone who puckers at the idea of a “skin 

suit” will certainly be horror-struck by the stories “Leaking 
Out,” “Sisters,” and the aptly titled “Shirts and Skins.” Movies 
also play a big role: We get a house haunted by a filmmaker on 
a budget in “Room Tone” and other behind-the-camera hor-
ror stories in “Line of Sight” and “Lather of Flies.” Although 
Evenson’s mimicry of gothic terrors from the past is first-rate, 
he also has a chameleonic ability to dart between eras and 
styles, as evidenced by the excellent “A Disappearance,” which 
evokes Gillian Flynn’s talent for misdirection, and “Lord of 
the Vats,” which echoes the existential angst found in writ-
ers like Cory Doctorow and Daniel Suarez. It seems that no 
matter where Evenson turns his attention, be it to something 
mundane like “Glasses” or a wetwork fragment like “The Car-
diacs,” he conjures a remarkable sense of paranoia, anxiety, 
and dread. While terrors abound here, Evenson can occasion-
ally summon some humor, too, as in the satire “Trigger Warn-
ings”: “Caution: ghosts. Caution: flaming ghosts (as in ghost 
on fire, not flamboyantly gay ghosts). Caution: gay ghosts. 
Caution: spiders.”

Evenson’s little nightmares are deftly crafted, stylisti-
cally daring, and surprisingly emotional.

SABRINA & CORINA 
FajardoAnstine, Kali
One World/Random House 
(224 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-525-51129-8  

Eleven achingly realistic stories set 
in Denver and southern Colorado bear 
witness to the lives of Latina women 
of Indigenous descent trying to survive 
generations of poverty, racism, addiction, 

and violence.
“Ever feel like the land is swallowing you whole, Sierra?” the 

narrator’s mother, Josie, asks her in “Sugar Babies,” the first 
story of Fajardo-Anstine’s debut collection. “That all this beauty 
is wrapped around you so tight it’s like being in a rattlesnake’s 
mouth?” Here, it’s becoming a mother at 16 that threatens to 
swallow Josie, prompting her to abandon 10-year-old Sierra. In 

“Sabrina & Corina,” which follows two cousins, women’s lack 
of opportunities and their dependence on men undo Sabrina, 
a blue-eyed, dark-haired beauty. While Corina, the plainer of 
the two, goes to beauty school, Sabrina spirals into substance 
abuse and sleeps around. She’s murdered at the story’s start, and 
Corina has the horrible task of going to the mortuary to do her 
cousin’s makeup, literally covering up the violence she suffered. 
In “Julian Plaza,” gaping holes in our social safety net ensnare 
the characters. When Nayeli gets breast cancer, her family has 
no good choices: Her husband’s health insurance won’t cover 
effective treatments, and he can’t care for her for fear of being 
canned. Fajardo-Anstine writes with a keen understanding of 
the power of love even when it’s shot through with imperfec-
tions. Nayeli’s young daughters try to carry their mother home 
from the neighbor’s where she has been sent to die. And Sierra 
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from the title story still fantasizes about her mother returning 
at some point, “joyously waving to me, her last stop.”

Fajardo-Anstine takes aim at our country’s social 
injustices and ills without succumbing to pessimism. The 
result is a nearly perfect collection of stories that is emo-
tionally wrenching but never without glimmers of resis-
tance and hope.

DONNA HAS LEFT THE 
BUILDING
Gilman, Susan Jane
Grand Central Publishing (416 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-5387-6241-7  

A suburban mom takes off on a wild 
road trip that changes her life and her 
perspective.

Donna Koczynski was once in a punk 
rock band, but she gave all that up when 

she married stable, reliable Joey and had her two children, now 
teenagers. Now, she’s a saleswoman for a kitchenware company, 
and she spends most of her days doing cooking demonstra-
tions in malls and homes. She’s also a recovering alcoholic who 
hasn’t had a drink in years, and although her life isn’t perfect, 
it’s comfortable. That is, until she comes home early from a 
sales conference to discover that her husband is cheating on 
her. Distraught and confused, Donna gets in her car and takes 
off, destination unknown. She finds an old friend she lost touch 
with, reconnects with a high school sweetheart, and tries her 
best to avoid taking a sip of alcohol. All the while, she unravels 
more and more as she runs from her problems and searches des-
perately for a solution. But when her family needs her, Donna 
realizes that the answer to her problems may not be where she’s 
looking—in fact, her problems may not be such big problems 
after all. Donna’s inner monologue is crude and bracingly hon-
est, which will be refreshing for some readers but off-putting 
for others. Her increasingly bad decisions as she careens across 
America are often hard to read. By the time the story enters its 
third act, Donna has undergone tremendous personal growth, 
and Gilman’s (The Ice Cream Queen of Orchard Street, 2014, etc.) 
writing is moving and well-researched. Although the final des-
tination is surprising and worth it, some readers may find it dif-
ficult to push through Donna’s frustrating exploits to get there.

A larger-than-life story about a woman who makes 
drastic decisions in an attempt to get back on track.

HONESTLY, WE MEANT WELL
Ginder, Grant
Flatiron Books (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-250-14315-0  

A trip to Greece with a family on the 
rocks.

Ginder (The People We Hate at the 
Wedding, 2017, etc.) is back with a speedy 
follow-up to his last wickedly funny con-
coction, again sending his characters 

abroad. Meet the Wright family of Berkeley, California: Hus-
band Dean is a beloved American novelist with a cushy aca-
demic job at UC Berkeley; wife Sue Ellen teaches classics; their 
gay son, Will, 23, is unhappily failing to follow in his father’s 
footsteps, struggling through his college fiction workshops. All 
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are coping with the fallout of Dean’s recent adultery (the one 
they know about, anyway). When Sue Ellen is asked to give a 
lecture to a tour group on the Greek island of Aegina, where 
she did her doctoral research, she jumps at the chance for a 
break. Aegina represents a poignant road not taken in her life, 
and even though her old flame has since died (too bad, he could 
have really kicked things up a notch), she is eager to return. But 
what’s this? Dean and Will insist on coming with her. Combin-
ing farcical elements with more earnest plotlines, the novel 
never quite achieves liftoff. Ginder is at his best when he’s 
over the top—a Swedish bottled beverage tastes like “compost, 
mixed with gull shit and spoiled chocolate milk”; Sue Ellen’s 
lecture, as best her husband can peg it, involves “geriatrics gath-
ering with their walkers at the temple’s steps, and Sue Ellen 
speaking as the sun dipped into the Aegean, and her stopping 
just in time for everyone to have a glass of cheap chardonnay 
before Zeus, or Poseidon, or Shiva, or whoever ripped a tear 
in the space-time continuum and carried them all away to that 
plush, easily navigable retirement home in the sky.” Along with 
the romantic subplots—which are sad—there are not one but 
two cases of literary plagiarism in the novel. It must be conta-
gious; it’s turning up everywhere.

Reliably entertaining and intelligent, Ginder is an 
excellent tour guide for both the sunny Greek islands and 
the darker channels of the human heart.

COLLUSION
Gingrich, Newt & Earley, Pete
Broadside Books/HarperCollins 
(352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-0-06-285998-3  

Faced with a dire threat from Rus-
sia, U.S. operatives attempt to sneak a 
disgruntled Kremlin official with knowl-
edge of an impending attack out of 
Moscow.

The official is Deputy Foreign Minister Yakov Pavel, whose 
political standing is being whittled down by Putin-like Presi-
dent Vyachesian Leninovich Kalugin’s coldblooded henchman, 
Gen. Gromyko. Since the mysterious death of Pavel’s daughter 
and son-in-law, scientists who were working on a secret project, 
he has been open to overtures from the West. The Americans 
assigned to get Pavel are Brett Garrett, a wrongly dishonored 
former Navy Seal working as a private contractor, and FBI 
agent Valerie Mayberry, a rich girl who has no problem acting 
like one. Garrett, who sounds like John Wayne (“Listen to me 
and listen good”), is hooked on opioids; Mayberry takes Adder-
all for her ADHD. Driving the action are the gunning down 
of the U.S. ambassador in Kiev and violence perpetuated by 
Antifa protesters who some American officials insist are work-
ing with the Russians. Considering there is nary a mention of 
Russian meddling in U.S. elections, the title of the book seems 
cynical and exploitative. President Randle Fitzgerald, a former 
NFL quarterback, has a marginal presence (as does Kalugin). 

It’s left to CIA director Harold Harris to voice his contempt 
of Congress.. As one might expect, Gingrich (with co-author 
Earley) tilts to the right in portraying liberals as misguided or 
naïve. The results can be laughable. “How dare you objectify 
me!” Mayberry shouts at a conservative congressman. “You’re 
exactly what’s wrong with Republicans and our government.” 
Even though Mayberry is play-acting in the scene, you have to 
wonder who would buy such fakery.

For all its political posturing, Gingrich’s first entry in 
a new contemporary series is a competent thriller. But in a 
crowded field of books inspired by current events, lacking 
top-drawer suspense, it fails to stand out.



THE FRIENDS WE KEEP
Green, Jane
Berkley (384 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-399-58334-6  

Throughout college, Evvie, Maggie, 
and Topher were the best of friends. But 
time and the mistakes that come with 
simply being human may strain their love 
to the breaking point.

The daughter of a hardworking 
Jamaican immigrant and an abusive American banker, Evvie 
Williams grew up a child actor, ironically starring as an ador-
able daughter in The Perfect Family. That’s when her struggles 
with weight began, as her mother put her on her first diet at 
age 7. After her father hit her mother one too many times, she 
and her mother pulled up stakes and moved to London. Years 
of yo-yo dieting later, she heads off to college, where she meets 
Maggie Hallwell, the redheaded only daughter in a raucous and 

somewhat posh family from Sussex. They discover Topher, the 
son of the impossibly glamorous Joan Winthrop, while shopping 
for dorm furniture. Immediately smitten with each other, the 
three are inseparable, even rooming together for the last years 
of college. Of course, there’s also Evil Ben, so dubbed because 
he never smiled at Evvie, even when she began bartending at 
the same local pub. Nonetheless, Maggie falls head over heels 
in love with Ben at first sight. Green (The Sunshine Sisters, 2017, 
etc.) masterfully switches from one character’s perspective to 
another’s, devastatingly sketching their successes, showing how 
they’re riddled with pain, and setting them on a collision course. 
Maggie eventually marries her beloved Ben, yet their seemingly 
perfect marriage is fractured by a lack of children and Ben’s 
catastrophic drinking, which Maggie desperately tries to keep 
secret. Topher embarks on a successful acting career and finds 
love. Yet he’s also struggling with a secret about his past. Evvie 
has not only lived a glamorous life as a supermodel, but also 
raised her son, Jack. And she, too, hides a few secrets. Thirty 
years later, the friends reunite, but one of their secrets threat-
ens to destroy everything.

Love, grief, and forgiveness illuminate this compelling 
summer read.

STALINGRAD 
Grossman, Vasily
Trans. by Chandler, Robert  & 
Chandler, Elizabeth
New York Review Books (1,080 pp.) 
$24.95 paper  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-68137-327-0  

An extraordinary novel by war cor-
respondent Grossman (1905-1964), com-
pleting, with Life and Fate, a two-volume 
Soviet-era rejoinder to War and Peace.

Improbably, Grossman survived the purges of the Stalin 
era even though the dictator’s gaze often fell on him. Toward 
the end of Stalin’s life, Grossman set to work on the pair of 
books that would recount what Russians call the Great Patri-
otic War. His characters come from both sides of the battle and 
include a German lieutenant who crosses the Don River with 
his company in triumph but, by the end of the cycle, comes to 
understand the error of his ways. Grossman’s great subject, in 
his fiction as well as his reportage, was the terrible nature of 
totalitarianism. His characters are given to saying things that in 
the wrong ears could land them in trouble, as when an officious 
commissar insists that a neighborhood bomb shelter is meant to 
save people like him, to which a woman, hiding from the shell-
ing, replies, “The fat brute—anyone would think he’s a German. 
He thinks Hitler’s here already. But we’re Soviet citizens. We’re 
all equal. He’s the one who should be thrown out to die—not 
our children!” Soldiers, nurses, schoolteachers: All wither under 
the months of street-by-street fighting, as do the refugees who 
flood in from the surrounding countryside, having “heard the 
roar of the approaching avalanche.” For them and millions of 
others, Grossman writes in a burst of poetry toward the end of 
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the volume, the “fire of Stalingrad was the fire of Prometheus,” 
promising undying resistance to fascism even as the great fish 
in the Volga hug the riverbanks, hoping to keep safe from the 
rain of metal, and the ants, mice, bees, and other tiny creatures 
of the Soviet earth try to accustom themselves to “the earth’s 
constant trembling.”

A classic of wartime literature finally available in a 
comprehensive English translation that will introduce new 
readers to a remarkable writer.

TIME AFTER TIME
Grunwald, Lisa
Random House (416 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-0-8129-9343-1  

Grunwald’s latest is a quirky ghost 
story set in Grand Central Terminal.

Joe is a Grand Central leverman, 
the railway equivalent of an air traffic 
controller. It is 1937, and Joe, 32, is cross-
ing the Main Concourse when he first 

encounters Nora. She is coatless although it is winter. Her dress 
is antiquated and somewhat shabby, particularly for someone 
who says she lives in the tony Turtle Bay Gardens neighborhood. 
Flashbacks reveal that Nora, a 23-year-old art student, had just 
returned from Paris when she was fatally injured in a subway 
accident. On Dec. 5, 1925, at 7:05 a.m., she died, lying in a pool 
of sunlight among other crash victims on the marble floor of the 
Main Concourse. She has been reappearing sporadically since 
her death—but only on Dec. 5 at 7:05 a.m. and only if a Man-
hattanhenge sunrise shines through the east windows. When 
she ventures too far outside the Grand Central complex, she 
vanishes. Joe and Nora, who have fallen in love, wonder how to 
assure her continuous presence. Is there an allowable distance 
she can stray? In 1941, finagling free rooms in the Biltmore 
(accessible from inside the terminal), they set up a household of 
sorts. But then comes Pearl Harbor. Joe’s “essential personnel” 
status keeps him at home, but when his brother, Finn, enlists, 
Joe shoulders responsibility for Finn’s wife and children. The 
war, and the dawning realization that Nora can never age or live 
normally while Joe will grow old, puts pressure on the couple. 
Much of the novel is taken up solving the supernatural logis-
tics, which can be intriguing. Although the history of Grand 
Central is fascinating in itself—who knew there was once an 
art school there?—the dimensions of the story are as tightly 
circumscribed as Nora’s material world. Despite the static nar-
rative, rendered more so by the leisurely pace, the characters 
come alive and make us want them to stay that way. The ending 
comes as a satisfying surprise.

An ingenious and winsome novel.

MONTAUK
Harrison, Nicola
St. Martin’s Press (400 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-250-20011-2  

Harrison’s debut explores class privi-
lege and true love in 1938 Montauk.

When financier Carl Fisher, who 
made and lost a fortune developing 
Miami Beach, took an ill-advised gamble 
on the rockbound sand spits of Montauk, 

Long Island, he paved the way for future development—and 
this novel. Harrison’s protagonist, Beatrice, and her banker 
husband, Harry, check into Montauk Manor—the luxury 
resort built by Fisher, which still stands today—with plans 
that she will summer there while he works in the city. Locals 
from Montauk’s seaside fishing village comprise the servant 
underclass at the manor, among them Elizabeth, who collects 
the guests’ laundry to wash in her humble cottage. Bored with 
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A quirky ghost story set in Grand Central Terminal.
time after time
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the manor’s indolent coterie of wealthy wives, Beatrice, whose 
own background is middle-class, befriends Elizabeth. Although 
ostensibly sharing Beatrice’s longing for a child, Harry has been 
neglecting his husbandly duties, because, as Beatrice learns, his 
business in the city is monkey business. But Harry’s protracted 
absences permit Beatrice to pursue an affair with her true soul 
mate, lighthouse keeper Thomas. The dialogue is exposition-
heavy, and the characterizations seem rote, as does the plot. For 
example, Beatrice’s only ally at the manor, Dolly, seems drawn 
from the Rosalind Russell character in the movie The Women, 
complete with flamboyant hats. Dutiful but brief attention 
is paid to American isolationism and FDR’s reluctance, then, 
to engage Hitler. The destabilizing force of gentrification is 
decried at times, but through Beatrice, Harrison concedes that 

“Fisher had developed Montauk without ruining its beauty.” 
Beatrice, writing anonymously for a Manhattan paper, exposes 
the foibles of the moneyed but mindless summer people, 
including their habit of sending soiled diapers home through 
the mail, overburdening the local post office. Harrison fails to 
mine the rich vein of conflict that a mole in the manor’s midst 
might have generated. The novel’s central question is typical of 
movies of that era: Is it better to have true love but no money? 
Or loveless riches? It is a controversy (among many others) that 
this book handily dodges.

An underdeveloped fictional landscape.

AYESHA AT LAST 
Jalaluddin, Uzma
Berkley (336 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-984-80279-8  

A smart young Muslim Canadian 
woman navigates the complexities of 
career, love, and family in this lively 
homage to a Jane Austen classic.

“While it is a truth universally 
acknowledged that a single Muslim 

man must be in want of a wife, there’s an even greater truth: 
To his Indian mother, his own inclinations are of secondary 
importance.” With that nod to Pride and Prejudice firmly in 
place, Jalaluddin lays the groundwork for a raucous story that 
mixes a zany cast of characters with a tightly wound plot. The 

“single Muslim man” in question is the handsome Khalid Mirza, 
who’s hiding behind a long beard and loose-fitting traditional 
clothes. Unlike his Muslim colleague, Amir, Khalid refuses to 

“edit” his identity by shaving or wearing jeans and is therefore 
unfortunately typecast even, at first, by his ravishing neighbor, 
Ayesha Shamsi. The 27-year-old Ayesha, focused on her teach-
ing career and moonlighting as a poet, doesn’t have time for 

“fundy” Khalid, but, predictably, their paths keep intersecting. 
Khalid is a mama’s boy, though, and will do what she says when 
it comes to marriage. As a series of unfortunate events plays out, 
it becomes increasingly clear that there is more to both Kha-
lid’s and Ayesha’s stories. What happened to Khalid’s sister? 
Why does Ayesha feel beholden to her young and pretty cousin, 

5 books that break 
all the rules

Karl Ove Knausgaard N.K. Jemisin

Rachel Cusk Andrea Lawlor

Hanya Yanagihara
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Hafsa? Jalaluddin expertly works in a healthy number of paral-
lel plotlines and keeps the reader invested in the final outcome. 
The ending might be predictable (this is Pride and Prejudice lite, 
after all) and a few peripheral characters feel one-dimensional, 
but all is forgiven as the story races along to its gushy and ador-
able wrap.

Scheming aunties, headstrong cousins, sweet grand-
parents, Pakistani-Canadian masala, and good old-fash-
ioned romance are just the right ingredients for a delicious 
and entertaining novel.

THE DITCH
Koch, Herman
Trans. by Garrett, Sam 
Hogarth/Crown (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-0-525-57238-1  

How can the mayor of Amsterdam 
possibly think of running a city when his 
wife may be cheating on him and his par-
ents are planning to kill themselves?

Robert, the narrator of Koch’s fourth 
novel translated into English (Dear Mr. M, 2016, etc.), is a little 
obsessed and on edge. A New Year’s party brings official chatter 
about managing soccer fans and the impact of a visit by Presi-
dent Barack Obama, but Robert has his eyes trained on his wife, 
Sylvia, who he suspects is having an affair with an alderman. On 
what evidence? Nothing but her laughing as the alderman “had 
his hand on her elbow and was whispering something in her ear.” 
But paranoia has an easy grip on Robert’s dark temperament, 
as it often does in Koch’s fiction; much of the novel turns on 
Robert’s searching his memory for proof of Sylvia’s disaffection. 
And the bleakness metastasizes: Did he hasten the suicide of a 
staffer caught embezzling? Should he intervene on his parents’ 
plans to soberly kill themselves? (“Not right away,” his nonage-
narian father tells him. “In September or October. Autumn, a 
nice time of year for a double funeral.”) A Paris trip with Sylvia 
does nothing to alleviate his anxiety, and he grows determined 
to “be the mole in my own life”; as the story presses on, threads 
about mortality, murder, and Robert’s past history of alleged 
violence begin to connect. The connection is an awkward one, 
though. Koch has crafted a pitch-perfect tone for a man con-
sumed by jealousy, which in part demands some digression and 
ranting. But longueurs about trash-pickup policies and wind 
power are distracting, even as they intend to reveal Robert’s dis-
tractedness, and dampen the impact of the (somewhat) reveal-
ing final chapters.

A shadowy tale of the power of projection that’s 
swamped by the narrator’s rambling nature.

THE DISHWASHER 
Larue, Stéphane 
Trans. by Strauss, Pablo
Biblioasis (464 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-77196-269-8  

A Québécois bestseller thankfully 
arrives for English readers.

One can see how this bleak bildungs-
roman attracted so much attention in 
Canada, despite the nihilism it wears 

on its sleeve, because it captures a singular voice as well as the 
blood, sweat, and tears of life in the trenches of a restaurant 
kitchen. Larue’s debut novel, translated from the French by 
Strauss, reads like a cross between the dearly departed Anthony 
Bourdain and Stephanie Danler’s Sweetbitter, combining the 
complicated life of a kitchen wretch with a highly literate 
voice. It’s also complicated by a narrator who’s deeply troubled 
but endlessly fascinating in the manner of the Beats’ beautiful 
losers. Stéphane, an artist, college student, metal head, and 
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inveterate gambler, who shares the name of his creator, is a loser 
by any definition of the word. He’s screwed friends, relatives, 
and a death metal band called Deathgaze over an album cover 
for which he’s been paid thousands but gambled away. At the 
behest of his compassionate cousin, Malik, our narrator gets 
his shit together enough to get a job as a dishwasher at a high-
end Montreal restaurant. Stéphane’s tales of his struggles with 
addiction are as dizzying as any alcoholic memoir, while his 
drunken adventures—with a crew that includes his mentor and 
enabler, Bébert; a flat-out criminal named Greg; the ex he sort-
of pines after; and other archetypal characters that flit in and 
out of his orbit—are captivating. “Nothing ever works out for 
me,” Stéphane moans to Bébert one night, and while it’s worth 
it to see if that’s true in the end, watching him screw up over 
and over is hypnotizing all by itself; Stéphane’s arc toward self-
destruction is outright malignant.

A few shattering days in the life of a broken and desper-
ate young man.

NATALIE TAN’S BOOK OF LUCK 
& FORTUNE
Lim, Roselle
Berkley (320 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-9848-0325-2  

Loss, homecoming, romance, recipes, 
and magic mingle in this debut novel.

Natalie Tan knows her mother has 
died when a bird sings Ma-ma’s favorite 
aria on her balcony, a glint of magical 

realism that then takes a while to resurface. Natalie returns 
to San Francisco’s Chinatown to plan the funeral and grapple 
with her resentment toward the community she felt didn’t help 
her when she was growing up with a mother who suffered from 
depression and agoraphobia. Ma-ma herself caused a seven-year 
rift with Natalie by opposing her wishes to become a chef. But 
the Chinatown to which Natalie returns is changed in many 
ways. Some for the worse: Business is down everywhere; the 
place is in disrepair. But some for the better: Natalie begins to 
bond with the neighbors who cared for Ma-ma in her absence. 
And she learns that her grandmother’s restaurant—shuttered 
after her untimely death—is now hers to run. A local friend and 
seer tells her she must cook for and help her neighbors before 
she can successfully open the restaurant; here the magical ele-
ments return. Serving dishes chosen from her grandmother’s 
recipe book for their promised effects, Natalie watches mira-
cles unfold. In one instance, cracks form in the eaters’ faces and 
are filled with gold, patching up their relationship. Of course a 
perfect suitor arrives, drawn by the scent of dumplings. And of 
course all Natalie’s progress must fall apart in order for her to 
find her inner strength and put it back together.

While the plot is timeworn, the book is distinguished 
by the love Lim shows the neighborhood, the characters, 
and the food.

LIKE THIS AFTERNOON 
FOREVER
Manrique, Jaime
Kaylie Jones/Akashic (224 pp.) 
$32.95  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-61775-718-1  

Two friends take divergent paths 
through the priesthood in war-torn 
Colombia, keeping their homosexuality 
under wraps.

Manrique’s sixth novel (Cervantes 
Street, 2012, etc.) is set against the drug-fueled violence that’s 
afflicted the author’s native Colombia for decades—fami-
lies “hacked to pieces” by soldiers, severed heads displayed as 
threats by bandoleros. The church is one of the few escape 
hatches out of poverty and bloodshed, so two young men, 
Lucas and Ignacio, are nudged into the priesthood. They 
meet in high school in the early 1990s, and though they have 
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different temperaments—Lucas is gregarious and earnest, Igna-
cio moody and headstrong—they quickly develop a romantic 
affection for each other that’s complicated by both church doc-
trine and their different backgrounds. (“[Ignacio] was an Indian 
and Lucas was a white-looking mestizo,” a particular pressure 
point for Ignacio.) The two wind up at the same seminary, they 
launch a relationship, keeping their affair hidden for the next 
decade and a half while they lead separate parishes in Bogotá. 
(Ignacio’s is a particularly challenging assignment, filled with 
refugees from drug violence.) Stress, shame, questioning God, 
and a descent into drugs and reckless sex ensue, which Man-
rique depicts more in a spirit of lament than moral judgment—
the noble urge to do God’s work warps under the pressure to 
remain chaste and quiet our affections. Still, the story’s arc 
leans toward melodrama, evoking a bygone era of gay romance 
where a lover was all but obligated to die for perceived sins. 
That’s tempered somewhat by Manrique’s thoughtful use of 
the theological backdrop following Ignacio’s mournful contem-
plation of God as a being “drunk on his infinite inventiveness,” 
using men as playthings.

A novel that strives to encompass drug violence, faith, 
and sexuality, though not entirely cohesively.

THE SUN ON MY HEAD
Martins, Geovani 
Trans. by Sanches, Julia
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (128 pp.) 
$22.00  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-0-374-22377-9  

A clutch of stories exploring the per-
ilous and complex inner lives of residents 
of Rio’s favelas.

This taut debut collection is mostly 
populated by young men who’ve been 

quickly hardened by the druggy, violent milieu of Brazil’s slums, 
where “sorry’s a feeling you get and lose quick,” as one narrator 
puts it. But most tend to be spectators, not participants, and 
none are so hardened that their characters lapse into gangland 
clichés. The drug-dealer-adjacent narrator of “Lil Spin” just 
wants to avoid being hassled by a cop for smoking a blunt on 
the beach; in “The Tag,” a veteran graffiti artist is trying to keep 
painting despite having a son at home and violence in the air; a 
recovering crack addict in “Padre Miguel Station” laments the 
drug’s impact on his old neighborhood, down to the pregnant 
junkie he spots on one grim visit; and the hero of “The Crossing” 
is a low-level thug ferrying a corpse to a landfill, though Mar-
tins wryly allows a sliver of guilt to slip inside him. (“He was 
so sure he was done for, he even started thinking about God.”) 
Martins’ prose (via Sanches’ translation) is fast-paced and slangy 
(“riding dirty’s a cinch, the parley’s slick”) while preserving the 
flavor of its Portuguese source; the word “perrengue,” slang for 

“problem,” stands untranslated for a kind of struggle remem-
bered with a certain fondness (“We’ve been through plenty of 
perrengues together”; “one person’s perrengue can be another’s 
joy”). That word crystallizes the retrospective mood of these 13 
stories, which are more sketches of remembered moments than 
full-bodied tales. At their best, though, Martins’ sketches are 
remarkably powerful, as in “The Case of the Butterfly,” in which 
a boy watches a butterfly sink in a pan of frying oil and recog-
nizes a symbol of his impending fate.

A tough-and-tender study of street life.

THE GOOD SISTER
McAllister, Gillian
Putnam (400 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-0-525-53939-1  

Two sisters re-examine their relation-
ship as one of them stands trial for mur-
dering the other’s infant.

Martha Blackwater’s 8-week-old baby, 
Layla, suffocated while she was under her 
aunt Becky’s care. The book opens several 
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months after the baby’s death, as Martha attends Becky’s trial, des-
perately hoping to be convinced of her sister’s innocence. Becky 
had been working as a nanny for Layla, a plan the sisters hatched 
when Becky complained about her dead-end job as a set 
designer. Feeling as though she’s never measured up to her per-
fect older sister, Becky is determined to excel at being a nanny. 
Doctors hypothesize that Layla suffers from gastric distress, 
but they are unable to alleviate her symptoms, and the baby 
cries incessantly. When Martha leaves town on a business trip at 
the same time that her husband, Scott, is traveling, Becky is left 
to care for Layla, and to suffer her endless crying, for two nights. 
The prosecution now insists that the child’s interminable cry-
ing pushed Becky over the edge, leading her to smother Layla 
into silence. As Martha listens to the prosecution, she cannot 
believe that Becky would ever harm her child. However, with 
each witness’s surprising testimony, Martha begins to wonder 
whether she’s ever known her sister at all. As Martha and Becky 
take turns narrating this tale, they provide details on both the 
courtroom events and their personal histories, showcasing their 
deep bond and subtle resentments. The author also includes 

chapters told from the perspectives of several witnesses, with 
each of these chapters appearing immediately before the same 
witness testifies in court. Rather than feeling repetitive, this 
approach emphasizes the differences between real-life events 
and courtroom testimony, a medium through which facts can 
easily get warped. Through these varying perspectives, the 
author draws complex, nuanced characters while also illus-
trating the litany of emotions that can torment bereft parents. 
With fast-paced prose and several unexpected twists, the author 
skillfully weaves a web in which any of the characters might be 
the guilty party.

For those who can withstand the difficult subject of 
infanticide, a suspenseful courtroom drama full of poi-
gnant flashbacks and unique insights.

TO THE BONES
Nieman, Valerie
West Virginia Univ. Press (204 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  Jun. 1, 2019
978-1-946684-98-1  

A man exits the interstate in coal 
country and enters a waking nightmare.

Federal auditor Darrick MacBrehon 
is en route from Tennessee to Washing-
ton, D.C., when someone attacks him at 
a Redbird, West Virginia, gas station. He 

wakes, bleeding, in a dark pit full of human remains. His assail-
ant has stolen his phone, wallet, keys, and the medication he 
takes for ataxia—a disease that affects muscle control. Darrick 
manages to claw his way out and seeks refuge in a sweepstakes 
parlor staffed by Lourana Taylor. Per Lourana, Darrick wouldn’t 
have been the first to go missing in town: A scientist disappeared 
after testing the heavily polluted river, and Lourana’s daughter, 
Dreama, vanished while working for Kavanagh Coal and Lime-
stone. The all-powerful Kavanaghs are likely to blame, but since 
they essentially own Redbird, calling the police is pointless. 
Regardless, Darrick insists on investigating, so Lourana invites 
him to stay, hoping he’ll also find Dreama. When Darrick’s 
would-be murderer tries again, Darrick unleashes newfound 
psychic abilities and kills him. Discovery of the corpse coupled 
with zombie rumors inspired by glimpses of a shambling Dar-
rick spark a panicked manhunt. Evocative, intelligent prose 
conjures an anxious mood and strong sense of place while spot-
lighting the societal and environmental devastation wrought by 
the coal mining industry. Regrettably, the story collapses under 
its own weight after Nieman (Blood Clay, 2011, etc.) incorpo-
rates elements of Celtic lore and gothic monster myth. Darrick 
and Lourana are subtly shaded characters with rich backstories, 
but their burgeoning romance lacks heat.

What starts as a supernatural-tinged small-town mys-
tery devolves into cheesy B-movie horror.
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THE GIRL WITHOUT SKIN 
Nordbo, Mads Peder
Trans. by Barslund, Charlotte
Text (352 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-925603-83-5  

The discovery of a mummified 
Norseman in the blinding Greenlandic 
ice cap—perhaps the archaeological 
find of the century—goes bad when the 
mummy disappears and the officer who 

had been guarding it overnight is left in a bloody heap, gutted 
like a seal.

Nordbo debuts in English with this lurid noir. Protagonist 
Matthew Cave, a journalist, finds his dream of scoring an inter-
national scoop complicated when the mummy find becomes a 
murder investigation. Plagued by personal demons, including 
the recent death of his pregnant wife and a father who disap-
peared years earlier, Matthew is bemoaning the fact that his 

newspaper won’t publish his article about the mummy when 
his editor mentions a series of 40-year-old deaths that might 
be worth looking into. These unsolved cases featured flayed 
adult victims as well as missing girls, and they seem reminis-
cent of the recent murder. When Matthew starts looking into 
the cold cases, a police officer named Ottesen gives him a diary 
he’s found in the files; it belonged to Jakob Pedersen, an officer 
who worked on the 1970s murders and then disappeared. This 
leads to parallel protagonists and timelines. Ottesen gave Mat-
thew the diary because his own father worked with Pedersen, 
but the other cops aren’t happy when they learn that Matthew 
has it. Meanwhile, Matthew becomes obsessed with Tupaar-
naq Siegstad, a suspect in the recent murder, who’s just been 
freed from prison after having served time in Denmark for 
killing her family, including her father, whom she gutted, when 
she was 15. Tupaarnaq offers to take Matthew hunting, then 
compels him to eat raw seal liver—“You can’t come home after 
your first seal hunt without having tasted warm liver. Those 
are the rules, and they apply to you too”—and later to carry a 
leaking bloody plastic bag bursting with chunks of seal meat 

Fans of Nordic crime fiction have a new author to follow.
the girl without skin
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for miles. These scenes and others offer intriguing glimpses of 
Greenland, its relentless summer light and oppressive winter 
darkness. While the mystery is dramatically resolved, readers 
will want to learn what’s next for the bereaved Matthew, who 
learns a little more about his missing father in the midst of 
this investigation.

Fans of Nordic crime fiction have a new author to follow.

HENRY, HIMSELF 
O’Nan, Stewart
Viking (384 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-7352-2304-2  

The husband and father whose death 
haunted two previous novels about the 
Maxwell family (Wish You Were Here, 
2002; Emily, Alone, 2011) speaks for him-
self in this moving third installment.

The prolific and protean O’Nan (City of Secrets, 2016, etc.) 
has ranged with aplomb over many genres and locales, but his 
heart is most evidently engaged in the novels set in his native 
Pittsburgh. The city has been home to Henry Maxwell’s fam-
ily for generations, but his neighborhood is changing; there are 
supermarkets he doesn’t like wife Emily shopping in alone, and 
the couple is shaken by reports of an assault-rifle attack on a 
nearby backyard party. The traditions that sustain and nour-
ish Henry—weekly churchgoing, holiday charitable giving, the 
annual spring flower show, summers at their cottage by the lake 
in Chautauqua—seem to be cherished only by a dwindling band 
of elderly folks like himself. As the novel progresses through the 
year 1998, O’Nan poignantly captures Henry’s sense of loss and 
diminishment—he is 74 and overweight with bad cholesterol—
while tenderly evoking his enduring love for prickly Emily, his 
devotion to their two children and four grandchildren, and the 
pleasure this retired engineer takes in puttering in the garage 
and tending to the house. Memories of his past are deftly inter-
polated to illuminate the childhood and wartime experiences 
that shaped a quiet, slightly distant man who dislikes conflict. 
Several flashbacks to World War II are particularly notable for 
the delicacy with which O’Nan unfolds the lasting impact of 
Henry’s combat experiences. As usual, this profoundly unpre-
tentious writer employs lucid, no-frills prose to cogently con-
vey complicated emotions and fraught family interactions. The 
novel makes no claims for Henry or his kin as exceptional peo-
ple but instead celebrates the fullness and uniqueness of each 
ordinary human being.

Astute and tender, rich in lovely images and reveal-
ing details—another wonderful piece of work from the 
immensely gifted O’Nan.

DUAL CITIZENS
Ohlin, Alix
Knopf (288 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-525-52189-1  

Two sisters navigate childhood and 
early adulthood together.

As a child, Lark craves routine, and 
since no one else provides it, every 
Wednesday she scrounges coins from the 
couch cushions to buy a pizza for herself, 

her little sister, Robin, and their young single mother. Soon she’s 
pretty much raising Robin herself. When Lark moves from their 
Montreal home to Massachusetts for college, Robin follows not 
long after. Quiet Lark studies film while Robin, the wilder of the 
pair, reveals herself as a piano prodigy. Ohlin’s (Signs and Wonders, 
2012, etc.) latest novel follows Lark and Robin from childhood 
to adulthood. Lark is the narrator, and she’s a thoughtful, lucid 
guide. Still, the nature of the book, and the long time span it 
encompasses, results in a one-thing-after-another feel rather than 
a tightly woven story. Eventually the sisters move to New York, 
where Robin attends Juilliard. But then they have a kind of fall-
ing out, and Lark ends up cloistered in small-town Pennsylvania, 
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working for an eccentric filmmaker, while Robin takes off trav-
eling the world. The reasons for their falling out, while hinted 
at, are left ambiguous—frustrating, given how close they’d been 
before. Lark is a wonderfully developed character, well-nuanced, 
but the others—from Robin and their mother to Wheelock, the 
filmmaker—are more shadowy, even enigmatic. Ohlin’s prose is 
lovely, and she asks smart, complicated questions not only about 
family, but also about the nature of narrative itself—whether in 
literature or in film—about the difference between artifice and 
truth and the meaning of nostalgia. Certain elements of the novel 
could have been developed further, but, all in all, Ohlin’s latest is a 
lovely, deeply moving work.

A lyrical account of the lives of two women, their fail-
ures and hopes, and ultimately their quiet redemption.

BEYOND ALL 
REASONABLE DOUBT 
Persson Giolito, Malin 
Trans. by WillsonBroyles, Rachel
Other Press (480 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-59051-919-6  

A lawyer scrutinizes the investiga-
tion and trial that imprisoned a scientist 
for murdering a teen in this intriguing 
legal thriller.

The victim carefully prepares herself and a meal, but the 
lover’s visit goes terribly wrong, and 15-year-old Katrin Björk 
is found beaten to death in her house after her terrified dog 
barks so much that the neighbors call the police. Stig Ahlin, the 
research scientist convicted of the murder, has been in jail for 
13 years when lawyer Sophia Weber is asked to revisit the case 
and petition for a new trial. Persson Giolito (Quicksand, 2016), 
a retired Swedish lawyer, toggles between two time periods to 
give background on Katrin and Stig and the police investiga-
tion of the murder. Because Stig admits he was sleeping with 
Katrin and is also being investigated for allegedly abusing his 
daughter, Chief Inspector Bertil Lundberg—who’s about to 
become a father—has little doubt about his guilt and proceeds 
accordingly. The press dubs him Professor Death. In the novel’s 
present, Sophia pieces together a vital flaw in the investigation 
and prosecution involving questionable evidence from a too-
helpful forensic dentist. Something clicks for her about the dog 
at the crime scene. A journalist offers another angle on the past. 
Katrin morphs from model student to bad seed. Stig has a thing 
for prostitutes and biting. The author shows unusual restraint 
in keeping violence offstage while keeping the reader guessing 
right up to the two very different twists that make for a gut-
punching finale. Sophia was featured in a previous novel along 
with her irascible grandfather and a love interest in one DI 
Adam Sahla, who resurfaces here. An ongoing series would be 
welcome given the author’s legal savvy, well-drawn characters, 
and insightful look at the subtle variations of guilt.

No courtroom fireworks but smart, well-written legal 
and procedural drama.

THE NEED 
Phillips, Helen
Simon & Schuster (272 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-1-9821-1316-2  

An intruder upends the life of a young 
mother and paleobotanist, prompting 
her to recalibrate her relationships with 
her family, her work, and, most impor-
tantly, herself.

One evening, with her husband out 
of town and her kids’ babysitter gone for the day, Molly hears 
a noise. It could be the footsteps of an intruder...or her own 
fears intruding on the cozy life of her family. Molly, a paleobot-
anist who has recently made some especially unusual finds at 
the defunct gas station adjacent to a fossil quarry in which she 
works, sometimes hears danger in the quotidian. For instance, 
she’ll mistake the wail of a passing ambulance for that of her 
infant son or the groan of a cabinet hinge for her 4-year-old 

Suspenseful and mysterious, insightful and tender.
the need
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daughter’s “impatient pre-tantrum sigh.” Unsure if the threat is 
real or imagined, Molly scoops up her children and retreats to a 
corner of a bedroom, huddling in the dark, carefully considering 
how to protect her progeny and restore the chaotic tranquility 
of her home. What Molly ultimately discovers—unexpectedly 
emerging from the toy chest that doubles as a coffee table in 
her living room—propels her on a surreal adventure in which 
she must (rather literally) confront herself and contend with 
her apprehensions and strengths, limitations and capabilities as 
a mother. Phillips’ fuguelike novel, in which the protagonist’s 
tormentor may be either other or self, is a parable of parent-
ing and the anxieties that prey on mothers and fathers, ampli-
fied by exhaustion, sleeplessness, the weight of responsibility, 
and shifting identities and roles. It is also a superbly engaging 
read—quirky, perceptive, and gently provocative. Molly may be 
losing her marbles, but we can’t help rooting for her to find her-
self. While Phillips’ exquisitely existential The Beautiful Bureau
crat (2015) found humanity, love, and hope in a dark, dystopian 
world, this novel locates them in the routine aspects of child-
rearing, capturing not only the sense of loss and fear that often 

attends parenting, but also the moments of triumph and bliss.
Suspenseful and mysterious, insightful and tender, 

Phillips’ new thriller cements her standing as a deservedly 
celebrated author with a singular sense of story and style.

TIGHTROPE 
Quick, Amanda
Berkley (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-399-58536-4  

After surviving a murderous attack 
and starting a new life as an innkeeper, 
a former trapeze artist is drawn to the 
enigmatic man investigating the bizarre 
murder of her first-ever guest.

Amalie Vaughn is putting the past 
behind her, especially the recent attack from the Death Catcher, 
a serial killer who targeted trapeze artists. Using every dime of a 
family inheritance, she’s bought a villa in Burning Cove, a fash-
ionable California resort town, determined to make it a premier 
inn. Unfortunately, the mansion has had a bad reputation since 
a Hollywood psychic jumped off its roof. Then her first guest, 
an inventor, is murdered at the hands of his robot during an 
exhibition. Amalie is worried that the event will further risk her 
chances of success, and when Matthias Jones, a rumored gang-
ster, shows up to investigate the crime, she feels tarred by his 
interest—in her and in the possessions the inventor left behind. 
Matthias is sexy and intriguing, and his intuitive talent—an 
ability to tell when people are lying—is disconcerting, but after 
Amalie’s circus life and near-death experience, she figures it’s a 
manageable challenge. Matthias isn’t exactly a gangster, though, 
and when the investigation uncovers a cryptic machine that 
would threaten national security if it landed in the wrong hands, 
Matthias moves into Amalie’s inn since she’s become a target. 
As suspects pile up and the danger gets closer, so do Amalie and 
Matthias. The romance is sexy, and it’s entertaining to watch 
Amalie save her livelihood through the power of publicity with 
help from an aging movie star and a celebrity gossip columnist.

Quick (aka Jayne Ann Krentz) delivers another Holly-
wood golden age romantic suspense that’s a little over-the-
top, but in a clever, fun way.

ROGUE STRIKE 
Ricciardi, David
Berkley (416 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-399-58576-0  

CIA agent Jake Keller’s drone nearly 
starts World War III, and he puts his life 
on the line to prevent it in this nonstop 
thriller.

Let’s get this out of the way first: Zac 
Miller, the hero of Ricciardi’s Warning 
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Light (2018), has changed his name to Jake Keller, but he’s still a 
badass. With colleague Curt Roach, they launch a drone called 
Drifter-72 against an al-Qaida terrorist in Saudi Arabia. But it 
escapes their control, flies to Mecca, and obliterates 3,000 Mus-
lims on the last day of the Hajj at “the holiest site in all of Islam.” 
Suddenly, the whole world hates the United States. Keller 
convinces his bosses that the drone had been hijacked, but by 
whom? Apparently, by someone who wants to drive a permanent 
wedge between America and Muslims. The backlash is fero-
cious, with many small groups of terrorists infiltrating the U.S., 
shooting up civilians and blowing up fuel storage facilities. Bad 
guys hire an old freighter bound for Texas and load a container 
holding a nuke. Saudi Arabia’s king professes faith in America’s 
innocence, but that may get him killed. America’s strong suspi-
cion for the Hajj attack turns to China, the only other country 
with the technical ability to reprogram someone else’s drone 
in flight. That could well mean a full-blown conflict between 
two big, angry countries with nukes. If the U.S. believes China 

“attacked another nation in their name, then there will be war,” 
states China’s President Chéng. Obviously, Keller and company 

had better sort this out PDQ. This yarn has a Category 5 hurri-
cane in the Caribbean, a nasty sandstorm and a pitched battle in 
a Roman coliseum in Libya, and of course the proverbial ticking 
clock. Plenty of bodies fall from high-velocity lead poisoning, 
and the tension in this well-plotted thriller continues right to 
the end.

Fun fare by a talented storyteller. Let’s just hope Ric-
ciardi’s hero doesn’t change his name again.
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SOUL OF THE BORDER
Righetto, Matteo
Trans. by Curtis, Howard
Atria (240 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-5011-8812-1  

A young woman takes up her absent 
father’s tobacco-smuggling business in 
Italian writer Righetto’s first novel to be 
translated into English.

As the story begins, it’s late in the 19th 
century, and a man named Augusto periodically smuggles tobacco 
over the rugged, mountainous border from Italy into Austria. As 
his daughter Jole grows older, she begins accompanying him. Soon 
enough, Augusto vanishes and is presumed dead. As her family 
faces economic hardship without him, Jole decides to make the 
same journey her father regularly made. And while he faced dan-
gers along the way, the passage is even more perilous for a young 
woman. Righetto’s novel abounds with naturalistic details that 

help create a fine sense of place—evoking both the literal path 
that Jole follows and the sense of a world on the cusp of something. 
A reference to a newly built railway is one such example; the fact 
that Jole and her siblings, born between 1878 and 1886, will likely 
be alive for the First World War is a more subtle, but no less omi-
nous, detail. The narrative itself is a fairly straightforward jour-
ney, speckled with some mystery as to what actually happened to 
Augusto. The characters outside the central family don’t register 
nearly as deeply, however: De Menech, Jole’s contact over the bor-
der, wavers between amoral and actively malicious, while Näckler, 
a copper and silver smuggler who works with De Menech (and 
whose visceral method of smuggling is described in precise detail), 
is given a horrific backstory that seems to build him up for a larger 
role in the narrative—one that never comes.

There’s an archetypal tale of danger and family to be 
found in this novel, but some of the background details 
don’t work nearly as harmoniously.

THE SPIES OF SHILLING LANE
Ryan, Jennifer
Crown (368 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-525-57649-5  

Ryan (The Chilbury Ladies’ Choir, 
2017) presents a social climber in reverse 
in Mrs. Braithwaite, a recently divorced, 
not very well-off granddaughter of an 
earl just deposed from her position as 
head of the Women’s Voluntary Service 

in her English village during World War II.
Raised by her Aunt Augusta, a heartless snob, Mrs. Braith-

waite has always been told her family is superior to others. When 
her WVS nemesis, Mrs. Metcalf, forces her out, Mrs. Braithwaite 
realizes that a secret Mrs. Metcalf knows about her will always 
make her vulnerable, so she decides to go to London to tell her 
daughter, Betty, about the secret, thus denying Mrs. Metcalf the 
upper hand. Arriving in Wandsworth Common, she meets Mr. 
Norris, Betty’s landlord, and finds out that Betty has been miss-
ing for several days in the midst of the Blitz. Undeterred, Mrs. 
Braithwaite sets about searching for Betty, eventually enlisting 
Mr. Norris in this quest. As they make their way around war-torn 
London, unraveling the mystery of what kind of war work Betty 
has been doing and where she’s been, Mrs. Braithwaite engages 
in some self-reflection. As the story unfolds, she and Mr. Norris 
become a team, thwarting a group of British fascists and helping 
a number of other people along the way. Mrs. Braithwaite trans-
forms from a somewhat bossy and imperious person to a more 
likable one. The transformation is believable as she begins to 
turn outward and do her bit not because of any misplaced sense 
of rank or privilege, but out of more selfless concerns. Some of 
the minor characters are less-than-fully fleshed out, and the last 
part of the story feels superficial. The very end of the book leaves 
the door open to a possible sequel, and readers will want to know 
what Mrs. Braithwaite and Mr. Norris will get up to next.

A cozy, entertaining historical spy story.
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ALL THE LOST THINGS
Sacks, Michelle
Little, Brown (288 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-316-47545-7  

Seven-year-old Dolly embarks on an 
exciting road trip with her father only 
to realize that they aren’t really heading 
anywhere—it’s more of an escape.

At first, it’s her best day. Dad picks 
Dolly up unexpectedly, and they drive 

through several new states. When they stop to eat, she can choose 
any junk food she wants, and the hotel has a fantastic soaking bath-
tub. Dolly and her best friend, toy horse Clemesta, are relieved to 
be leaving Mom behind, for some mysterious reason that has to do 
with Los Angeles and YOU KNOW WHO. But as the adventure 
stretches on, Clemesta’s unease affects Dolly, who begins to miss 
the routine of home and rules. Clearly, there is a reason for Dad’s 
increasingly irrational behavior, even as the word abduction starts 

to echo in Dolly’s head. Everyone recognizes that the fragments of 
a child’s conversation directly echo the words and thoughts of the 
adults around them. It’s very possible that, if one were to transcribe 
a youngster’s internal monologue, there would be a mix of childish 
enthusiasm and weary adult awareness. However, reading almost 
300 pages of this kind of transcription, with words frequently writ-
ten in ALL CAPS for emphasis, drags on one’s patience and, para-
doxically, makes it MORE apparent that this is an adult assuming a 
child’s voice because it is so stylized. What are the odds that Dolly 
may be parroting words and ideas that she does not fully under-
stand, and what are the chances that this misunderstanding might 
be important to the unknowns of the plot? I’d bet on it. It’s pos-
sible to write well from a child’s perspective, as Emma Donoghue 
did in Room, but Sacks (You Were Made for This, 2018, etc.) doesn’t 
pull it off.

A story that could have been riveting from a different 
perspective. Instead, an unending loop of childish prattle.

AUG 9 - FOG
Scanlan, Kathryn
MCD/Farrar, Straus and Giroux (128 pp.) 
$20.00  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-374-10687-4  

An elderly woman’s diary of daily life 
in the Midwest provides inspiration for 
this assemblage of found text.

Scanlan’s debut begins with an indis-
pensable author’s note in which she 
describes acquiring a diary at an estate 

auction. The diary spanned five years in the life of an Illinois 
woman who was 86 years old when she began the project of 
keeping track of her days. Falling apart and badly water-dam-
aged, the diary was only partly legible. But the voice Scanlan 
found within it—idiosyncratic, matter-of-fact—compelled her 
to keep returning to the diary, rearranging and collaging bits of 
language. The result, labeled “part diary, part collage, part fic-
tion,” is a slender volume arranged by seasons; most pages fea-
ture only a few words. The weather is one obsession: “Terrible 
windy,” reads one entry, “everything loose is traveling.” We get 
glimpses of chores, like sewing and canning, and gossip from 
others’ lives. A narrative starts to emerge when one recurring 
figure, seemingly a son or son-in-law, gets severely ill and then, 
in the hospital, “seemed to just sleep away.” There is an undeni-
able poignancy in the readerly act of filling in the gaps of this 
octogenarian’s life, her voice pulled into the present from where 
it had been suspended in the late 1960s/early ’70s. Scanlan’s proj-
ect will be familiar to anyone who reads contemporary poetry: 
Titans like Susan Howe or Solmaz Sharif have made stunning 
poems from found text. But Scanlan’s book is “part fiction,” and 
it’s unclear where the invention, if any, actually comes in. What 
are the woman’s words, and what aren’t? Scanlan doesn’t explain. 
And where Sharif or Howe use public texts, this is private writ-
ing manipulated and published as a work of art by Scanlan. Here, 
the text offers pleasures that the context complicates.

A work of frequent beauty but puzzling intent.
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THE RED DAUGHTER 
Schwartz, John Burnham
Random House (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-1-4000-6846-3  

Fact and fiction mingle seamlessly in 
a story of the defection and lonely wan-
derings of Josef Stalin’s only daughter.

Our travels with Svetlana Alliluyeva 
(she took her mother’s last name, then 
later reinvented herself as Lana Peters 

when she married for the second time) begin with her arrival in 
New York City after having defected from the Soviet Union in 
1967. She is met by crowds of curious photographers and wary 
State Department officials. From here, real-life events blend 
with Schwartz’s (Northwest Corner, 2011, etc.) imagining of her 
haunted inner life. Holding these two threads together is the 
character of Svetlana’s attorney, Peter Horvath, based in part 
on the author’s father, who was actually sent by the CIA to 

smuggle Alliluyeva into the United States. In the richly detailed 
pages of these fictional journals, Svetlana recalls her dark girl-
hood in Russia grieving her mother’s suicide and fearing her 
father’s brutal power. As a young woman, she sees lovers sent to 
work camps or exiled by her disapproving father and the Soviet 
government. Unable to be seen as an individual apart from her 
parentage and fearing the same fate for her two grown children, 
she defects to the U.S. to start over on her own terms, convinc-
ing herself it’s the only way they can all break free. But things 
don’t go according to plan, and Svetlana’s life becomes a series 
of stranger-than-fiction twists and turns that take her all over 
the world in search of her elusive and authentic self.

An insightful and compelling saga of a woman desper-
ately trying to escape her infamous past.

An insightful and compelling saga of a woman 
desperately trying to escape her infamous past.

the red daughter
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THE SUMMER DEMANDS
Shapiro, Deborah
Catapult (224 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-948226-30-1  

A woman struggling to find direction 
in life finds herself drawn to a younger 
woman in Shapiro’s (The Sun in Your Eyes, 
2016) latest.

Emily and her husband, David, are 
living at a summer camp that was once 

run by Emily’s aunt and uncle but has since gone out of business. 
Their own plans to reopen the camp as a high-end resort have 
gone aground, and while David has gone back to work, Emily is 
biding her time as she attempts to come to terms with a miscar-
riage and unsuccessful fertility treatments. But one day she meets 
Stella, a college-aged woman secretly living in a bunkhouse on 
the camp grounds. The two quickly strike up a close friendship 
that morphs into something more intimate—and potentially 

dangerous for Emily’s marriage even though it brings her a joy 
and comfort she hadn’t known she needed. Emily is a sympa-
thetic protagonist, a woman who is beginning to feel doors clos-
ing in her life even though she doesn’t feel like an “adult.” Stella is 
no less captivating, embodying youthful freedom and vulnerabil-
ity. Together, they make for an electrifying duo, and the strange 
and blurred relationship that emerges between them is charged 
to the point of creating an edge-of-your-seat tension.

While the plot can feel low-stakes, the emotional 
connection between the two women is captivating and 
complex.

MORE NEWS 
TOMORROW 
Shreve, Susan Richards
Norton (272 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-393-29294-7  

Dead parents haunt Shreve’s 16th 
novel (You Are the Love of My Life, 2012, 
etc.).

In 2007, George Washington Uni-
versity professor Georgianna Grove still 

grapples with the mysterious tragedy that orphaned her as a 
small child. In 1941, when Georgianna was 4, her father, Wil-
liam, a Jewish immigrant from Lithuania, went to prison for 
murdering her mother on a canoe trip to the Wisconsin sum-
mer camp he ran. Four years later, William died in prison, leav-
ing Georgianna to face a lonely childhood with unapproachable, 
anti-Semitic maternal grandparents. In reaction, Georgianna 
made the concept of “home” central to her research as an 
anthropologist and has continually welcomed strangers into the 
house where she raised her own three children. They’d become 
fatherless themselves at ages 4, 2, and still-in-the-womb when 
Georgianna’s husband died in Vietnam. On her 70th birthday, 
Georgianna receives a letter from the only other person from 
the 1941 canoe trip who’s still alive. At the time, Roosevelt 
McCrary was an 11-year-old child who had been hired, along 
with his mother, to work at the camp despite being black. As 
an adult, Roosevelt became a part owner of the camp and has 
retired there. Hoping he has information to exonerate William, 
Georgianna decides to revisit the camp and nearby murder site 
for the first time. She drags along her family—grown children 
Venus, Rosie, and Nicolas, whose work on Barack Obama’s 
campaign hovers in the background; Rosie’s 13-year-old son, 
Thomas, in the throes of grieving his own father’s recent death; 
Nicolas’ son, 15-year-old Jesse, and 4-year-old daughter, Oona, 
coincidentally Georgianna’s age in 1941. Georgianna discovers 
that her parents’ lives and deaths were more complex and mys-
terious than she thought and not truly knowable. Shreve cre-
ates a spooky atmosphere with stormy weather, eerie parallels 
between past and present, and at least one threateningly crazy 
woman. Even spookier is the backdrop of 20th-century racism, 
anti-Semitism, and anti-immigration feeling that are all too 
familiar today.
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Part gothic novel, part adventure story, but primar-
ily a meditation on surmounting misfortunes that may lie 
beyond an individual’s control.

ON EARTH WE’RE 
BRIEFLY GORGEOUS 
Vuong, Ocean
Penguin Press (256 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-525-56202-3  

A young man writes a letter to his 
illiterate mother in an attempt to make 
sense of his traumatic beginnings.

When Little Dog is a child growing 
up in Hartford, he is asked to make a 

family tree. Where other children draw full green branches full 
of relatives, Little Dog’s branches are bare, with just five names. 
Born in Vietnam, Little Dog now lives with his abusive—and 
abused—mother and his schizophrenic grandmother. The Viet-
nam War casts a long shadow on his life: His mother is the child 
of an anonymous American soldier—his grandmother survived 
as a sex worker during the conflict. Without siblings, without a 
father, Little Dog’s loneliness is exacerbated by his otherness: He 
is small, poor, Asian, and queer. Much of the novel recounts his 
first love affair as a teen, with a “redneck” from the white part of 
town, as he confesses to his mother how this doomed relation-
ship is akin to his violent childhood. In telling the stories of those 
who exist in the margins, Little Dog says, “I never wanted to 
build a ‘body of work,’ but to preserve these, our bodies, breath-
ing and unaccounted for, inside the work.” Vuong has written one 
of the most lauded poetry debuts in recent memory (Night Sky 
with Exit Wounds, 2016), and his first foray into fiction is poetic 
in the deepest sense—not merely on the level of language, but 
in its structure and its intelligence, moving associationally from 
memory to memory, quoting Barthes, then rapper 50 Cent. The 
result is an uncategorizable hybrid of what reads like memoir, 
bildungsroman, and book-length poem. More important than 
labels, though, is the novel’s earnest and open-hearted belief in 
the necessity of stories and language for our survival.

A raw and incandescently written foray into fiction by 
one of our most gifted poets.

MAN OF THE YEAR
Walker, Caroline Louise
Gallery (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-9821-0045-2  

After being feted as Sag Harbor’s Cit-
izen of the Year, Dr. Robert Hart should 
be riding high. But everything he holds 
dear may be thrown into jeopardy when 
his son, Jonah, brings his college room-
mate, Nick, home for the summer.

Walker’s debut novel compellingly captures Robert’s inte-
rior monologue, riddled with bitter doubts. Can he really trust 
his wife Elizabeth’s fidelity? After all, they both cast off former 
spouses to marry each other. Can he trust his son’s love? Indeed, 
why would Jonah love the father who abandoned him when he 
was just a child? Can he trust his houseguest, Nick, the young 
stud? Even his neighbors, the same townspeople who voted him 
Citizen of the Year, give Robert pause, for aren’t they all phony 
posers just waiting for him and Elizabeth to show their true col-
ors and commit adultery again? With a mother who died of ALS 
when he was just 14 and a father who died by suicide soon after, 
Nick has become self-sufficient, but he welcomes the chance to 
join the Hart family, if only for a while. Once Nick is ensconced 
in the guesthouse, Robert becomes convinced that their guest 
has designs on Elizabeth, and he embarks on a convoluted 
plan to keep Nick away from her, a plan that may well endan-
ger his own career. Meanwhile, Elizabeth and Jonah have their 
own troubles, including Elizabeth’s conviction that the other 
women in town will never forgive her first broken marriage and 
Jonah’s struggle to care for a previously absentee father. When 

A raw and incandescently written foray into 
fiction by one of our most gifted poets.

on earth we’re briefly gorgeous
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Nick disappears, all that lurks beneath percolates up, triggering 
a few very surprising twists.

A darkly beguiling summer mystery that exposes the 
shaky foundations of a complicated family.

MRS. EVERYTHING
Weiner, Jennifer
Atria (480 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-5011-3348-0  

A sprawling story about two sisters 
growing up, apart, and back together.

Jo and Bethie Kaufman may be sis-
ters, but they don’t have much else in 
common. As young girls in the 1950s, 
Jo is a tomboy who’s uninterested in 

clothes while Bethie is the “pretty one” who loves to dress up. 
When their father dies unexpectedly, the Kaufman daughters 
and their mother, Sarah, suddenly have to learn how to take 
care of themselves at a time when women have few options. Jo, 
who realizes early on that she’s attracted to girls, knows that 
it will be difficult for her to ever truly be herself in a world 
that doesn’t understand her. Meanwhile, Bethie struggles with 
her appearance, using food to handle her difficult emotions. 
The names Jo and Beth aren’t all that Weiner (Hungry Heart, 
2016, etc.) borrows from Little Women; she also uses a similar 
episodic structure to showcase important moments of the sis-
ters’ lives as she follows them from girlhood to old age. They 
experience the civil rights movement, protests, sexual assault, 
drugs, sex, and marriage, all while dealing with their own per-
sonal demons. Although men are present in both women’s 
lives, female relationships take center stage. Jo and Bethie are 
defined not by their relationships with husbands or boyfriends, 
but by their complex and challenging relationships with their 
mother, daughters, friends, lovers, and, ultimately, each other. 
Weiner resists giving either sister an easy, tidy ending; their 
sorrows are the kind that many women, especially those of 
their generation, have had to face. The story ends as Hillary 
Clinton runs for president, a poignant reminder of both the 
strides women have made since the 1950s and the barriers that 
still hold them back.

An ambitious look at how women’s roles have changed—
and stayed the same—over the last 70 years.

THE RATIONING 
Wheelan, Charles
Norton (432 pp.) 
$26.95  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-324-00148-5  

An entertaining political satire that 
follows the handling of a national medi-
cal crisis both in the White House and in 
the lab.

Around the year 2030, a new flu-
like viral disease emerges mainly in the 

United States. No problem: Science has invented Dormigen, 
a drug that effectively treats viral and bacterial infections. Yes 
problem: A warehouse fire destroys some of the federal gov-
ernment’s supply of Dormigen, and the private company that 
produces the fallback stockpile tries to cut corners. The awful 
upshot as the death count from the new bug rises: Washington 
may have to ration existing supplies if the National Institutes 
of Health can’t save the day. Wheelan (Naked Money, 2016, etc.) 
teaches public policy at Dartmouth, has written primers on 
economics and statistics, and ran unsuccessfully for Congress. 
His narrator is a 30-year-old scientist and purported author 
of a book called The Rationing about his experience as one of 
the NIH researchers seeking a cure and given access to White 
House meetings. While the narrative’s science side is by turns 
interesting or tedious, the insider’s view of the political turmoil 
is the big draw of this debut novel. In a Hollywood pitch, it 
would be a mashup of Dustin Hoffman films: Outbreak meets 
Wag the Dog. But it’s more like a West Wing marathon, with 
Sorkin-esque dialogue, well-drawn characters, and sharp-edged 
infighting. Meaty subplots and sidebars arise. A feisty famous 
older woman starts a national death watch when she refuses 
available Dormigen on principle. China mounts a clumsy 
tradeoff by offering its stores of the drug in exchange for unfet-
tered Asian dominance and more parking spaces at the U.N. 
India’s prime minister links sharing his supply to a PR campaign 
involving toilets and televisions. There’s almost too much going 
on. Still, the pages generally flutter by quickly, fueled by the 
political heat and Wheelan’s smooth, workmanlike prose.

A highly readable and intelligent first novel.

PARIS 7 A.M.
Wieland, Liza
Simon & Schuster (352 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-5011-9721-5  

Inspired by a missing period in poet 
Elizabeth Bishop’s journals, Wieland 
(Land of Enchantment, 2015, etc.) imagines 
her adventures in France on the brink of 
World War II.

Although the bulk of the action takes 
place in 1936 and ’37, we first meet Elizabeth as an undergraduate 
at Vassar in 1930. She relishes conversations with her roommate, 
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Margaret, as involved with painting as Elizabeth is with poetry, 
and envies Margaret’s relationship with her mother; Elizabeth’s 
has been in a mental institution since she was 5. Elizabeth 
already drinks more than is wise, but that doesn’t keep her from 
connecting with Marianne Moore, who becomes her mentor, 
and from attracting the attention of Robert, a sweet young man 
she could maybe love, if she were interested in men. By the time 
she sails for France in 1936 with her well-connected friend Lou-
ise, the two women are lovers, or at least, Wieland has implied 
that in the oblique style that characterizes the entire novel. It’s 
equally unclear why the three German women they meet in 
Douarnenez have left Berlin, nor do things become clearer in 
Paris. There, Elizabeth meets Sylvia Beach, Natalie Barney, and 
German deputy ambassador Ernst vom Rath, whose assassina-
tion (the pretext for Kristallnacht) is alluded to but remains as 
murky as everything else in a finely written but frustrating nar-
rative. Wieland creates an unsettled, dread-soaked atmosphere 
appropriate to the period, with ugly scenes of Jew baiting and 
inexplicable German rage, but it’s no substitute for charac-
ter development. The facts that Elizabeth yearns for her lost 

mother and that Marianne Moore has urged her to engage with 
the world don’t seem adequate to explain why the poet agrees 
to help French aristocrat Clara smuggle two Jewish infants to 
safety in a Paris convent. A hasty wrap-up that whisks from 1938 
to 1979 in 25 fragmentary pages reinforces the impression of an 
author not quite sure what she intends.

An intriguing but imperfect attempt to translate the 
subtlety and poise of Bishop’s poetry into prose.
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OVAL 
Wilk, Elvia
Soft Skull Press (352 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-59376-405-0  

Deeply weird and unsettlingly hilari-
ous, Wilk’s dystopian debut pushes the 
grim absurdities of the present just a 
little bit further, into a near future that’s 
too plausible for comfort.

Anja and her boyfriend, Louis, live 
together, inconveniently but rent-free, on the side of an (arti-
ficial) mountain in an experimental zero-waste eco-colony—a 
welcome escape from Berlin’s skyrocketing rents. And yes, 
their house doesn’t really work, exactly—though it monitors 
them constantly, it is in a perpetual state of decay—and yes, it 
is a project of Finster, the all-knowing corporation where Anja 
works as a lab scientist. Or she did, until her division is sud-
denly shut down and she’s promoted to “Laboratory Knowledge 
Management Consultant,” where she’ll “do nothing for more 
money.” (“That’s how companies run,” her mentor/ex-lover 
advises, brightly.) But when Louis, an American “artist-consul-
tant” with a prestigious NGO gig, where it is his job to produce 
exactly nothing with explicit applications—“his creativity,” 
Wilk explains, “was both the means and the end”—returns from 
his mother’s funeral, he’s changed somehow, in ways that Anja 
cannot pinpoint. Instead of grieving, as she imagines grief to be, 
he immerses himself in a new and secret creative project: a drug 
called Oval that gets people high on generosity. “Generosity is 
already in the brain, just waiting to be unlocked,” Louis tells her. 

“It takes the tiniest change to make giving feel better than taking.” 
It could be the solution to inequality. After all, he says, “Capital-
ism—it’s in the brain.” With Louis consumed by his project, and 
the eco-colony all but condemned, Anja—who has developed 
a mysteriously vicious rash— is left to navigate an increasingly 
sinister reality. If the novel sounds dangerously on-the-nose, 
it isn’t thanks to Wilk’s off-kilter humor. But the book’s true 
surprise is its startling emotional kick: If the circumstances are 
heightened to extremes, the relationships—with their delicate 
dynamics—are all too real.

Witty and alarming, a satire with (unexpected) heart.

THE SUMMER COUNTRY
Willig, Lauren
Morrow/HarperCollins (464 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-06-283902-2  

A tale of two sugar plantations on 
Barbados before and after the abolition 
of slavery.

In 1854, Emily Dawson and her 
cousin Adam arrive on the island of Bar-
bados in the British West Indies, he to 

secure contracts for the family shipping company and she to 

take possession of Peverills, the plantation she unexpectedly 
inherited from their late grandfather, Jonathan Fenty. Fenty, 
once the bookkeeper at Peverills, had been a “Redleg”—the 
Barbadian term for poor whites—but then he had escaped to 
England and made his fortune. On arriving in Barbados, Emily 
and Adam meet their grandfather’s wealthy business associate, 
Mr. Turner (a former slave), and his nephew, Nathanial Braith-
waite, a medical doctor, who will figure heavily in Emily’s future. 
During an uprising of enslaved people that led to emancipa-
tion in 1816, Peverills was burned down and has laid in ruins 
ever since. Beckles, the neighboring plantation, is run by the 
imperious Mrs. Davenant with the assistance of her grandson, 
George. The action shifts back and forth between 1812-1816 
and 1854 as the tangled histories of the two plantations pains-
takingly emerge. In 1812, Charles Davenant, the older son lately 
returned from England, has inherited Peverills, much to the 
chagrin of his younger brother, Robert. Charles tries to mol-
lify Robert by encouraging him to court Mary Anne, heiress to 
Beckles. Charles’ heart belongs to Mary Anne’s enslaved maid, 
Jenny, the mixed-race daughter of Mary Anne’s uncle. Jenny 
is torn between loving Charles and her struggle for freedom. 
Complications, rivalries, and plot points ensue, leading up to 
mysteries surrounding Emily’s lineage. Willig’s (The English Wife, 
2018, etc.) decision to alternate chapters between the two time 
periods, rather than adopt a more straightforward chronology, 
means that information about who’s who is withheld in a way 
that slackens the book’s momentum. Characters of all races are 
fully fleshed out as Willig confronts the island’s complex racial 
dynamics, in particular the sexual exploitation of enslaved 
women and its consequences.

A deep dive into Caribbean history which requires, and 
ultimately rewards, close reading.

IN WEST MILLS 
Winslow, De’Shawn Charles
Bloomsbury (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-63557-340-4  

This tender, exuberant, and impres-
sively crafted debut novel spans decades 
of family upheaval and painful secrets 
in telling the story of a freethinking 
black woman in a tightly knit Carolina 
community.

Someone as widely read and as fiercely committed to moon-
shine and serial relationships as Azalea “Knot” Centre would fit 
snugly within the sophisticated confines of a major metropolis, 
even in the early 1940s when this saga begins. But Knot lives 
and teaches school in the rural hamlet of West Mills, North 
Carolina, and is viewed by the locals as (at best) something of 
a crank, a solitary eccentric gruffly determined to live life her 
way. Knot is in her 20s when, the same month Pearl Harbor is 
attacked, she discovers she’s pregnant by a man who’s left town 
for the military. As determined as she is to go through this ordeal 
on her own, especially given her estrangement from her family, 
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Knot is nonetheless besieged by the kindness of her neighbors 
two doors down, the aptly named Otis Lee Loving and his wife, 
Penelope (or “Pep,” as he calls her), who agree to find a local 
couple to adopt the child. That’s the kind of man Otis Lee is, 
somebody who arranges and fixes things for others, especially 
those he’s closest to. And in Knot, Otis Lee finds a person who 
needs his help whether she admits it or not. They forge a life-
long platonic bond that can’t be shaken even when Otis Lee has 
to do the same thing all over again when Knot has another baby 
by yet another man she’s not marrying. Through Winslow’s 
evocative writing and expansive storytelling, the layers of Otis 
Lee’s past life, as troubled and heartbreaking as Knot’s, peel 
away to reveal how hard it has been for him to remain steadfast 
and strong to those within and outside his immediate family. 
And in the brave, hard-bitten, but deeply vulnerable Knot, Win-
slow has created a character as memorable and colorful as any 
created by Knot’s favorite writer, Charles Dickens. Through 
more than 40 years of ups and downs, Knot and Otis Lee’s story 
makes you feel the enduring grace and potential redemption to 
be found in even the unlikeliest of extended families.

Winslow’s heroine isn’t easy to like. But over time, she 
reaches into your heart and touches it deeply. So does this 
book.

m y s t e r y

A WEB OF SILK
Buckley, Fiona
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jun. 1, 2019
978-1-78029-113-0  

The fallout from a previous exploit 
comes back to haunt Queen Elizabeth’s 
half sister.

Mistress Ursula Stannard, who’d like 
to lead a quiet life caring for her estates 
and raising her son, Harry, is disturbed by 

a visit from Sir Robert Dudley, who tells her that he’s just sold 
neighboring Knoll House to widower Giles Frost, a Catholic 
merchant. When Ursula receives a message from Walsingham, 
the queen’s spymaster, she knows something unpleasant is com-
ing her way. Before she can answer his summons, her servant 
Roger Brockley, her partner in many a dangerous adventure, 
finds his son, Philip Sandley, shot dead by a crossbow. Although 
Philip had been involved in the kidnapping of Harry (The Reluc
tant Assassin, 2018), Brockley grieves his only child and vows to 
find his killers. When Ursula travels to Greenwich Palace, Wals-
ingham asks what seems like a small favor: for her to go to Knoll 
House with her companion, expert needlewoman Sybil Jester, 
and teach her new neighbor Frost’s twin daughters, Joyce and 
Jayne, to embroider while dropping false information about 

the British fleet that Frost will pass on to the Spanish. But first 
she must take up the problem of a stained glass window in the 
local church that is so gruesome that it disturbs children and 
parishioners alike. She hires Master Julius Stagg, a designer and 
creator of stained glass, to replace the window, which someone’s 
just broken. On a visit to the studio he shows her a magnificent 
chest that holds a stunning silver salt cellar he’s giving his niece 
Eleanor as a part of her wedding dowry. Soon thereafter, Stagg 
and a tearful Eleanor beg her to search for the chest, which they 
claim has been stolen and hidden at Knoll House. Despite her 
misgivings and the advice of her friends, Ursula agrees—a mis-
take that will put her and Brockley in far worse peril than some 
of her most harrowing tasks for the queen.

More cerebral than many of Ursula’s prior escapades 
but still an authentic Elizabethan cliffhanger.
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THE MAD HATTER MYSTERY
Carr, John Dickson
Penzler Publishers (294 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-61316-133-3  

Dr. Gideon Fell, that beloved, avun-
cular detective from the genre’s golden 
age, returns in this reprint of his second 
case, originally published in 1933.

Otto Penzler’s brief introduction, 
which emphasizes Carr’s unrivaled repu-

tation nearly 50 years after his death as the master of the locked-
room mystery, hails this one for including “an impossible crime.” 
The murder here doesn’t involve a locked room; instead, it 
pushes whimsical absurdities to a sinister extreme. As the tale 
begins, Dr. Fell, just arrived in London, hears of two notable 
thefts: the disappearance of an original Poe story from the 
possession of Sir William Bitton, who’d unearthed it in one of 
Poe’s homes in Philadelphia, and a rash of thefts of headgear—
a police constable’s helmet, a barrister’s wig, Sir William’s top 
hat—by some wag who relocates his prizes to new places sure 
to offend the victims and amuse everyone else. News swiftly fol-
lows that Sir William’s nephew, journalist Philip Driscoll, who’s 
been milking the Mad Hatter story for all it’s worth, has been 
found dead at Traitors’ Gate, in the densely fogged-up Tower of 
London, stabbed or shot by a crossbolt Sir William’s brother 
and sister-in-law, Lester and Laura Bitton, had recently brought 
home from a trip abroad. As usual with Carr (The Hungry Gob
lin, 1972, etc.), the plotting is denser than a London particular. 
But this time there’s nothing impossible about the mystery, just 
plenty of outré details. In truth, this is middling Carr, unable to 
sustain its atmosphere through the increasingly labored revela-
tions of its second half, and its principal red herring, the theft 
of all those hats, is more vivid, more baffling, and more logically 
satisfying in its elucidation than the murder of Philip Driscoll—
a flaw Carr duly corrected in the masterpieces that followed: 
The Three Coffins, The Burning Court, The Crooked Hinge, and, as 
Carter Dickson, The Judas Window.

Even so, fans won’t, and shouldn’t, hesitate to dive back 
into a past in which whodunits could be so unsettlingly 
evocative in their setups and so unabashedly brainy in their 
solutions.

TURNING SECRETS
Chapman, Brenda
Dundurn (408 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-4597-4181-2  

When the body of a young single 
mother is found on a Canadian con-
struction site, the death will affect all 
members of the Kingston Major Crimes 
Squad in ways both professional and 
personal.

In this sixth installment of the Stonechild and Rouleau 
series (Bleeding Darkness, 2018, etc.), there is enough turmoil in 
the squad to rival a soap opera. Staff Sgt. Rouleau, fresh from 
a stint as acting chief, is back as head of Major Crimes, but his 
romance with a reporter may lead to complications. Officer 
Kala Stonechild is doing her best to help her teenage foster niece, 
Dawn, who’s now living with her; and while Kala may be ready 
to move forward her romance with Officer Paul Gundersund, 
the reappearance of Paul’s estranged wife poses another com-
plication. Vanessa, one of Dawn’s friends at school, has grown 
distant since taking up with an older boyfriend. Does Vanessa 
know something about the murdered woman? The reappear-
ance of Dawn’s ex-con father is a secret she’s afraid to share with 
Kala, which will have surprising consequences. Chapman does a 
competent, if not exciting, job of keeping all the storylines mov-
ing, and readers who are new to the series will for the most part 
be able to follow the current plot if missing some references to 
past events and people.

With a satisfying ending and a clever twist or two, 
Chapman ensures that her fans will look forward to the 
next installment.

THE WOMAN WHO SPOKE 
TO SPIRITS 
Clare, Alys
Severn House (240 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jun. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8868-6  

A budding investigative agency takes 
on a new employee and two thorny cases.

Spring 1880 finds Lily Raynor return-
ing to London from a stint of nursing in 
India and fleeing an undisclosed incident 

that changed her life. She’s inherited her grandparents’ house 
and makes ends meet with the help of one annoying renter. Seek-
ing office help for her World’s End Investigation Bureau, which 
has already solved a number of problems from missing dogs to 
cheating spouses, she interviews Felix Wilbraham, a young man 
dressed in good but worn clothes who’s obviously well-educated. 
Soon after she takes him on, Lily meets with Lord Berwick, who 
wants information on the actress Violetta da Rosa, with whom 
his young and unworldly son, Julian, has fallen in love. Felix is 
visited in turn by nervous Ernest Stibbins, who fear that some-
one plans to kill the much younger second wife who replaced 
his first, drowned after she fell off the Chelsea Bridge. Instead 
of disabusing Stibbins of the assumption that he’s Mr. Raynor, 
Felix accepts his case. Albertina Stibbins is a gifted psychic who 
senses a hidden threat to her life. As Lily worms her way into 
the circle of people who consult Albertina, Felix, no stranger 
to actresses or the theater, investigates Violetta, who he finds 
has both a boyfriend and an illegitimate daughter. Though he 
feels sorry for Violetta, Lily insists they must tell their client 
everything, a decision that has devastatingly unforeseen con-
sequences. A disgruntled reporter tells Felix that many women 
have been discovered in the river just as dead as the first Mrs. 
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Stibbins, but the police have no interest in investigating. Lily, 
who finds Albertina’s séances disquieting, feels a black cloud 
hanging over her as they investigate the members of the séance 
group, hoping to find who or what is threatening Albertina.

A marvelous addition to Clare’s varied repertoire of 
historical mysteries (The Angel in the Glass, 2018, etc.) intro-
duces two captivating new detectives and features a sur-
prising denouement.

THE AUGURIES
Cottam, F.G. 
Severn House (208 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jun. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8869-3  

A mythical book holds the key to ter-
rifying events.

In a London suburb, an altar boy 
hears troubling noises coming from a 
coffin, but fellow altar boy Peter Jackson 
hears nothing. Back home, Peter men-

tions the phenomenon to his clever sister, Dawn, who calls it 
the Auguries, a manifestation of the unrestful dead described in 
an ancient book they’ve discovered among their grandfather’s 
possessions. The two lived with their grandfather, but when he 
died, Dawn refused to call the authorities. So they’re living off 
his debit card while an unconcerned Dawn uses the informa-
tion in the book. Her first experiment involves cutting off the 
head of their pet fish, who continues to swim around. Her next 
is killing Peter and raising him from the dead. Suddenly odd and 
alarming things start to happen. An excursion boats sinks in the 
Thames with no survivors. Statues all over London begin to 
bleed. Professor Juliet Harrington, an expert on the Almanac of 
Forbidden Wisdom, a lost volume thought to have been written in 
the 16th century, is called to a meeting with the Home Secretary, 
the Archbishop of Canterbury, and the Metropolitan Police 
Commissioner, who ask about the Auguries, which, she explains, 
occur whenever someone uses the book. Juliet believes the vol-
ume was compiled in 1530 by a group of occult practitioners led 
by the German alchemist Gunter Keller. When the calamities 
continue with an outbreak of the plague and a plane crash, Juliet 
is commissioned to track down the book and find whomever 
is using it. The pressure mounts as London undergoes disaster 
after disaster and the fate of the world hangs in the balance.

Cottam (The Lucifer Chord, 2018, etc.) is a masterly maven 
of the deeply disturbing occult. His latest may well leave 
you with nightmares.

A DAGGER BEFORE ME
Dams, Jeanne M.
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jun. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8870-9  

A leisurely journey around England 
to take in some ancient ceremonies ends 
in a curious murder investigation.

When American expatriate Dorothy 
Martin is struck by spring fever, her hus-
band, retired Chief Constable Alan Nes-

bitt (Crisis at the Cathedral, 2018, etc.), suggests they travel to see 
some of England’s more exotic customs. Although Alan’s con-
nections get them into a few rituals not open to the public, their 
next murder case is provoked by a chance encounter with Sir 
Edwin Montcalm, whose uncle was a friend of Alan’s. Alan even 
attended Edwin’s christening back in the day, and Edwin now 
asks Alan to be godfather to his son since all his own relatives 
are dead. In another of those odd English traditions, the new-
born son must be christened in the presence of a jeweled dagger 
long in the family’s possession in order to inherit the entailed 
estate. Days before Christmas, Dorothy and Alan, arriving at 
Dunham Manor in Suffolk for the christening, are met by a 
frantic Edwin, who tells them that the dagger’s vanished. Apart 
from anything to do with finances, Edwin tends to fall apart in 
family crises. Luckily, his stunning Canadian wife, Judith, is far 
stronger than him. Dorothy is taken with baby Joseph and his 
sisters, Cynthia and Ruth, and is pleased when Alan offers his 
expertise in finding the dagger. That expertise is required even 
more urgently when the discovery of a woman’s body with a 
jeweled dagger in her back brings the police to Dunham Manor. 
The dagger is only a clumsy copy, but Alan realizes that Edwin’s 
hiding something and finally gets him to admit that the victim, 
Angela Wilson, turned up on his doorstep claiming to be his 
birth mother. Naturally, the police are suspicious of Edwin. It’s 
up to the sleuthing duo to find out who hates Edwin enough to 
frame him for murder.

An Anglophile’s delight piled high with enchanting 
details of arcane rituals, all neatly wrapped around a nice 
little case of murder.

ONE SMALL SACRIFICE
Davidson, Hilary
Thomas & Mercer (416 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Jun. 1, 2019
978-1-5420-4211-6  

A capable but jaded NYPD detective 
questions whether a dangerous killer is 
picking off his romantic partners one by 
one—or whether someone else is getting 
away with murder.

When Alex Traynor’s fiancee, Emily, 
goes missing, Detective Sheryn Sterling feels partly respon-
sible. After all, when another woman connected to Alex died 

A mythical book holds the key to terrifying events.
the auguries
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the previous year after falling off a roof, she was sure he was 
guilty—but she could never find enough evidence to put him 
away. Alex might be an award-winning photojournalist, but his 
years spent bearing witness to the horrors of war have given him 
PTSD, and Sheryn knows from personal experience that this 
demon can make rational people do terrible, violent things. As 
the investigation into Emily’s disappearance deepens, Sheryn 
and her new partner find themselves going back over the previ-
ous case as well. It’s possible that there’s a darker story there 
and that Alex isn’t the only one with secrets. The novel changes 
third-person perspectives in each chapter, giving insight and 
development to a handful of different characters, which allows 
for several characters to become multifaceted throughout the 
novel. There is an immediate relevance to Alex’s struggles with 
PTSD as well as to Sheryn’s concern that her beloved former 
(retired) partner’s casual bigotry might have had some effect 
on how they approached their job. An additional plot thread 
involving both opioid addiction and illegal prescriptions also 
rings sadly current. Overall, Davidson’s (Blood Always Tells, 2014, 
etc.) plot doesn’t offer anything groundbreakingly new or unfa-
miliar, but it’s easy to get drawn deeply into the various motives 
and secrets of each character because it’s so perfectly human for 
all of us to keep things hidden, even from those we love.

A thoughtfully plotted and skillfully characterized pro-
cedural mystery—and, it appears, the first in a new series.

THE RIVALS OF 
SHERLOCK HOLMES
Ed. by Davis, Graeme
Pegasus Crime (400 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-64313-071-2  

Seventeen stories, originally pub-
lished between 1837 and 1913, test the 
sweeping assertion by editor Davis (More 
Deadly Than the Male, 2019, etc.) that the 
period constituted “the mystery story’s 

first golden age.”
The results are less than consistently convincing. The most 

successful detective in the earliest tale, Williams Evans Burton’s 
windy, plodding “The Secret Cell,” is the kidnapped heiress’s 
dog. Scotland Yard’s pursuit of horse thief Tally-Ho Thompson 
in Charles Dickens’ “The Detective Police” is much more confi-
dently presented but still forgettable. The excerpts from novels 
by Mary Elizabeth Braddon, Charles Felix, and Emile Gaboriau 
are nothing more than efficient ways of allowing fans to skip 
the books from which they’re taken, and reprinting the climac-
tic chapter from Gaston Leroux’s The Mystery of the Yellow Room 
provides major spoilers for one of the seminal locked-room 
novels. Leslie Klinger’s well-documented introductory essay 
notes that Arthur Conan Doyle himself acknowledged few for-
bears and that those he did note, Edgar Allan Poe (whose widely 
reprinted “The Mystery of Marie Rogêt” makes still another 
appearance here) and Gaboriau, did not come off well. Doyle’s 
gifts for economical exposition, epigrammatic dialogue, and 

solutions that were ingenious without seeming labored set him 
far above most of his rivals. Of the entrants here, top prizes 
go to the derelict police officer’s dying confession of his most 
signal failure in Wilkie Collins’ “Mr. Policeman and the Cook,” 
the death of one sister and the disappearance of another solved 
by the determined Lady Molly of Scotland Yard in Baroness 
Orczy’s “The Ninescore Mystery,” The Thinking Machine’s 
brisk investigation into the death of a woman soon after she 
demanded to have her finger cut off in Jacques Futrelle’s “The 
Superfluous Finger,” and the bright debuts in the careers of 
blandly efficient private investigator Martin Hewitt (“The Len-
ton Croft Robberies”) and blind consulting detective Max Car-
rados (“The Coin of Dionysus”).

The audience most likely to enjoy the whole enter-
prise consists of those willing to overlook the claims that 
Holmes had any truly successful rivals and that his career 
coincided with a golden age. Bronze, maybe.

SOME CHOOSE DARKNESS
Donlea, Charlie
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 28, 2019
978-1-4967-1381-0  

Forensic reconstructionist Rory Moore 
knows her odd quirks and obsessive habits 
are a strength when she’s re-creating a crime, 
but when she investigates a 40-year-old 
serial-killer case, even she isn’t sure she can 
handle what she’s uncovering.

Rory works for the Chicago Police Department, reconstruct-
ing homicides. She’s so good at her work that Detective Ron 
Davidson not only tolerates her preferences (no touching, little 
eye contact, minimal social interaction), but allows her frequent 
breaks to recover from her total immersion in her work. One 
day Davidson asks Rory to meet with the father of a murdered 
young woman. Rory’s calming hobby is repairing china dolls, and 
the father wants his daughter’s doll repaired as a memento. But 
as Rory explores the woman’s murder, she gets pulled into the 
case of The Thief, a suspected serial killer who murdered young 
women in Chicago in 1979. Then, after Rory’s attorney father 
dies, she finds that he had been representing The Thief, who is 
about to be paroled. Alternating in time, the story follows Angela 
Mitchell, a woman with autism who becomes obsessed with 
studying the murders in 1979; and, in 2019, Rory, as one discov-
ery leads to more surprises and questions. Donlea (Don’t Believe 
It, 2018, etc.) so vividly describes the tension the two women feel 
that the reader stays tense, too, as the stories escalate. He’s also 
so careful about describing his characters’ particularities that nei-
ther woman is portrayed as bizarre (although the people around 
them may think they are) but rather highly intelligent, tormented 
women determined to find the truth.

In Donlea’s skillful hands, this story of obsession, mur-
der, and the search for truth is both a compassionate char-
acter study and a compelling thriller.
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THE DISAPPEARANCE OF 
ALISTAIR AINSWORTH
Goldberg, Leonard
Minotaur (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-250-10108-2  

Joanna Watson, the daughter of 
Sherlock Holmes, continues to pursue 
the espionage investigations that have 
recently become her specialty (A Study in 
Treason, 2018, etc.).

November 1915. Dr. Alexander Verner suddenly appears at 
221B Baker St. with a story for the Watson family about how 
he was taken in a carriage with blacked-out windows to visit 
a patient whose identity he was not told but who managed to 
communicate that he was being held captive. After Dr. Verner 
leaves, Joanna ponders the problem together with her hus-
band, John Jr., and her father-in-law, Holmes amanuensis Dr. 
John H. Watson, concluding that the unknown man is being 
held by German agents who may also target Dr. Verner. They 
arrive at Verner’s door only to find Inspector Lestrade of Scot-
land Yard investigating the man’s disappearance. Lt. Dunn of 
Naval Intelligence, called to join the party, reluctantly iden-
tifies the mysterious patient as Alistair Ainsworth, a citizen 
who’s highly prized by German spies. Because Verner’s spilled 
chloroform on the floor, Toby Two, a hound with an amazingly 
sensitive nose, can track the odor to a deserted house where 
they find the body of Dr. Verner, tortured and strangled, but 
no sign of Ainsworth. Dunn finally acknowledges that the 
abduction of Ainsworth, one of four people in a top-secret 
cryptanalysis unit charged with making the British naval codes 
fail-safe, could spell disaster. Ainsworth’s fellow workers, all 
brilliant and unorthodox in their methods, are both suspects 
and sources of help in recovering him before the Germans can 
break him and get the sensitive information they seek. Using 
her father’s methods, Joanna leads the search for Ainsworth, 
who, despite being moved from place to place in a high-stakes 
game of cat and mouse, keeps hiding clues in plain sight for 
Joanna and her crew to follow.

Fans of all things Sherlock-ian will delight in Joanna, 
so like her father and already training her schoolboy son, 
Johnny, in the methods that have solved so many cases like 
this exceptionally tricky one.

DEATH OF AN ART COLLECTOR
Goldsborough, Robert
Open Road Integrated Media (240 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-5040-5754-7  

Everyone in Manhattan’s art world, 
from Frank Lloyd Wright on down, seems 
to be pressing Nero Wolfe to determine 
whether a wealthy collector fell or was 
pushed out of his office window.

A dinner to preview the 1959 open-
ing of the Guggenheim Museum for its upper-crust patrons 
introduces Archie Goodwin, who’s accompanying his philan-
thropist girlfriend, Lily Rowan, to the soon-to-be-deceased 
Arthur Wordell, the father of Lily’s friend Nadia, and most 
of the intimates who seem fated to rub him the wrong way: 
biographer Faith Richmond, Art & Artists publisher Emory 
Sterling, curator at large Henry Banks, fine arts professor 
Boyd Tatum, abstract expressionist painter Zondra Zagreb, 
and Roger Mason, mopey curator of the Wordell collection. 
The only suspect missing from the group is Alexis Evans Far-
rell Wordell, the long-estranged wife who’s evidently hoping 
her refusal to divorce the collector will put her first in line if 
he dies intestate, as he obligingly does by tumbling 20 stories 
from the nondescript midtown office window in which he’s 
wont to perch to the parking lot below. Nadia, who’s convinced 
her father’s death was neither accident nor suicide, importunes 
Wolfe (The Battered Badge, 2018, etc.) to investigate. So does 
Alexis, who makes no secret of the fact that she thinks Nadia 
is responsible. And so does Wright, famed architect of the Gug-
genheim, who thinks Wolfe owes it to the city to take the case 
without a fee. Remarkably, Wright’s visit to Wolfe’s brownstone 
is no more remarkable than any of the other visits he gets from 
suspects, some at their insistence, some at his. No clues emerge 
from their conversations; no one in particular is implicated; and 
everyone sounds so much like everyone else that you may for-
get who’s sitting in the red leather chair this time. When it’s 
time for the big reveal, Wolfe summons all interested parties, 
tosses out some vague remarks that could implicate anyone, 
and enjoys the dubious satisfaction of seeing the killer snap like 
a week-old breadstick. As if.

If it weren’t for the proper names and historical refer-
ences, fans would never know they were reading a continu-
ation of one of the 20th century’s great detective franchises.

Everyone in Manhattan’s art world wants to know whether a 
wealthy collector fell or was pushed out of his office window.

death of an art collector
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ASSASSIN OF SHADOWS
Goldstone, Lawrence
Pegasus Crime (288 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-64313-130-6  

Historian/novelist Goldstone (Unpun
ished Murder: Massacre at Colfax and the 
Quest for Justice, 2018, etc.) finds a surpris-
ing conspiracy beneath an unlikely presi-
dential assassination.

“I done my duty,” announces anar-
chist Leon Czolgosz after shooting William McKinley twice 
in a reception line in Buffalo, New York. At first his satisfac-
tion seems premature, since the president recovers sufficiently 
after the bullets are removed to eat solid food and ask for a cigar. 
Even before he dies eight days later, however, the game is afoot 
for Secret Service agents Walter George and his boss, Harry 
Swayne. Pulled away from their normal caseload of counterfeit-
ing, the pair ask why the suspiciously bandaged Czolgosz was 
able to get so close to the president, why none of McKinley’s 
bodyguards protected him, and who the two men were who 
visited both Czolgosz and librarian Esther Kolodkin, who sym-
pathized with his cause, in the weeks leading up to the assas-
sination. Some of these questions have much better answers 
than others, and the best indications that Walter and Harry 
are on the right track are that the people they’re looking for 
start to turn up dead and the powers that be start to question 
their activities. Realizing they can’t completely trust either new 
Secret Service chief John E. Wilkie or incoming President The-
odore Roosevelt, whom the evidence increasingly implicates in 
a plot to kill his predecessor, the sleuths watch their steps with 
increasing apprehension as they interview a sweeping range of 
interested parties from Czolgosz’s home in Cleveland to Chi-
cago, where the spider’s web seems to have its center, before 
confronting the head of a conspiracy as audacious and unex-
pected as it is logical.

Goldstone deftly mixes fact and fiction to bring the 
turn of the century alive as his detecting pair unearth a 
breathtaking, satisfying conspiracy that may pique but 
won’t outrage serious students of the period.

ARCHES ENEMY
Graham, Scott
Torrey House Press (200 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-948814-05-8  

Archaeologist Chuck Bender’s con-
tract for preservation work in Utah’s 
Arches National Park is disrupted by a 
sudden death that turns out to be only 
the first of several.

Whatever provoked Megan Johnson 
to ignore all the park rules and venture onto the Landscape Arch, 
one of many striking, naturally formed sandstone structures 

that give the park its name, payback was swift and unforgiving: 
The arch collapsed under her, plunging her five stories to her 
death. A regrettable accident, says chief ranger Sanford Gib-
bons. Not a bit, insists hotheaded Chuck (Yosemite Fall, 2018, 
etc.). First he blames George Epson, the regional manager of 
O&G Seismic, for the petrochemical blasting he thinks caused 
the arch to collapse; then, when he finds a neat hole bored in the 
base of the arch with telltale signs of an explosive packed into 
it, he insists that it was deliberate murder—and that Gibbons, 
who maintains that he examined the remnants of the arch itself 
without finding anything suspicious, is covering it up. Chuck’s 
knack of antagonizing would-be allies isn’t limited to the death 
of Megan Johnson. He constantly crosses swords with his wife, 
Durango paramedic Janelle Ortega, over how best to handle 
her newly rebellious 13-year-old daughter, Carmelita; with Car-
melita herself, who’s got quite the mouth on her; and with his 
hippy-dippy mother, Sheila Bender, who neglected him during 
the years he was fighting to grow up but wants back into his 
life now that she’s hung out a shingle as a seer in nearby Moab. 
Almost everyone in the case, from a pair of retired couples visit-
ing the park to a homeless man who’s taken up residence there, 
Chuck gradually realizes, is connected to his mother. Where 
will it all end?

Readers new to the series are advised to save their sym-
pathy for the peripatetic hero and his immediate family 
since most members of the noncontinuing cast are bound 
for either the slammer or the morgue.

DEAD MAN’S MISTRESS
Housewright, David
Minotaur (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-250-21215-3  

Unlicensed Twin Cities private eye 
Rushmore McKenzie gets an object les-
son in why successful American regional-
ist painters should drive more carefully.

It’s been a generation since Ran-
dolph McInnis skidded from a patch of 

ice to the ditch where he died and nearly that long since collec-
tors have learned that most of the 133 paintings and drawings 
in his Scenes from an Inland Sea series depicted his assistant 
and muse, painter Louise Wykoff, often in intimate poses. But 
Louise and Mary Ann McInnis haven’t spoken since then. Now 
Louise confides in McKenzie that McInnis actually left behind 
136 artworks, three of which she secretly kept at his invitation. 
These three undocumented paintings have been stolen, and 
Louise, who can’t afford to notify the police or, still less, McIn-
nis’ widow, wants McKenzie (Like to Die, 2018, etc.) to retrieve 
them. Tracing a tea set and a pair of candlesticks also filched 
from Louise’s house to David Montgomery, a handyman with 
an eye for the ladies, McKenzie thinks, “It couldn’t possibly be this 
easy,” and the discovery of Montgomery’s dead body perhaps an 
hour later proves him right. Even after he releases McKenzie 
from a holding cell, Cook County Sheriff Bill Bowland stoutly 
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maintains against the evidence that Montgomery shot himself, 
and Deputy Peter Wurzer broadly hints that he’d love to invite 
McKenzie back and work him over. So it looks as if McKenzie 
will have to track down the paintings and fend off the interfer-
ence of wealthy collector Bruce Flonta and documentary film-
maker Jeffery Mehren alone—except of course for Louise’s 
neighbor Peg Younghans, Mehren’s daughter Jennica, and all 
the other unsuitable women who keep throwing themselves at 
him.

Smooth, professional work whose mounting complica-
tions, from a shooting in Canada to a secret auction for the 
missing canvases, are kept under admirable control right 
up to the double-barreled denouement.

THE ISLAND
Jónasson, Ragnar
Trans. by Cribb, Victoria
Minotaur (304 pp.) 
$27.99  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-250-19337-7  

A prequel to The Darkness (2018) that 
picks up Inspector Hulda Hermansdót-
tir in 1997, 15 years before her unplanned 
retirement, and finds her already just as 
lonely, resentful, and driven to succeed 

against all odds.
Ten years after the death of Katla, a young woman who 

was murdered on Ellidaey Island, an uninhabited scrap of 
rock off the remote southwest coast of Iceland, four friends 
of hers return to the island. It’s not entirely clear why securi-
ties trader Dagur, farmer’s daughter Alexandra, or perennially 
unemployed Klara, who mostly aren’t close to each other, have 
accepted the invitation of software company founder Benedikt 
to the scene of Katla’s murder. But it’s soon very clear that the 
reunion was a seriously bad idea. When one of the four not-
quite-friends ends up at the bottom of a cliff, the others make 
appropriately mournful sounds. But the discovery of marks 
on the victim’s throat indicates that this new death is another 
murder and raises the uncomfortable question of which of the 
three survivors—there’s literally no one else on the island—is 
the killer. Hulda, who’s been off in America seeking her birth 
father from among a short list of GIs named Robert who could 
possibly have impregnated her mother during a tour of duty in 
Reykjavik, returns in time to grab the case from under the nose 
of Lýdur, the former professional rival who’s now her boss after 
having risen swiftly through the ranks, his rise propelled in no 
small part by his work 10 years ago in identifying Katla’s killer, 
who suddenly doesn’t look so guilty after all.

Jónasson, who could give lessons on how to sustain a 
chilly atmosphere, sprinkles just enough hints of ghostly 
agents to make you wonder if he’s going to fall back on a 
paranormal resolution to the mystery. Don’t worry: The 
solution is both uncanny and all-too-human.

A SHOT OF MURDER
Kazimer, J.A. 
Midnight Ink/Llewellyn (336 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Jun. 8, 2019
978-0-7387-6007-0  

A D-list Florida actress investigates 
a murder.

Charlotte Lucky isn’t exactly the 
town of Gett’s favorite daughter. Too 
many Gettians remember the time she 
defaced the local water tower with a sug-

gestive update to the town’s name. And her most memorable 
role during her recent stint in Hollywood—a herpes victim in 
an STD–drug commercial—hasn’t helped them forget, much 
less forgive, her youthful hijinks. When she returns to town to 
nurse her ailing grandfather, owner of the Lucky Whiskey Dis-
tillery, she finds few of her neighbors willing to give her the time 
of day. Brodie Gett, her childhood nemesis and grandson of the 
town’s founding family, is still around to harass her. And Roger 
Kerrick, her high school boyfriend, now works as her grandpa’s 
chief distiller. But she never gets to reconnect with her old 
flame, because the first cask of whiskey she tries to tap con-
tains his mortal remains. Now her chilly reception back home 
poses a real threat. Brodie’s brother, Sheriff Danny Gett, arrests 
Granddad Jack on suspicion of Kerrick’s murder. Charlotte’s 
only hope of clearing him is to pry loose enough information 
about the night of the crime from his reluctant neighbors to 
unmask the real killer. After all, she reasons, “The last person to 
see Roger alive might very well be the same one who killed him.” 
So true, Nancy Drew. But it will take more than Ned Nickerson 
in his snappy blue roadster to save Charlotte from the perils of 
tracking down a coldblooded murderer.

Kazimer’s series debut establishes its place in the home-
again corner of niche cozies, but its heroine will need more 
wit and keener perceptions to earn an encore.

THE MAUSOLEUM
Mark, David
Severn House (304 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jun. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8872-3  

A lifetime of secrets is slowly revealed 
in this intricate look into past murders 
and present-day guilt.

October 1967 finds Cordelia Hem-
lock lonely and grief-stricken in the 
remote area of the Scottish borderlands 

hard by Hadrian’s Wall, mourning her young son who recently 
died. While lying in a cemetery one day, she’s approached by 
Felicity Goose, a local woman destined to become her lifelong 
friend. Cordelia and her rarely seen husband bought a house 
in the area where they were raising Cordelia’s son, Stefan, the 
product of a short-lived university affair that could never end 
in marriage. Instead, Cordelia accepted an offer of support 

A D-list Florida actress investigates a murder.
a shot of murder
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for Stefan and herself from a gay, highly placed government 
official who needed a wife for cover. The area residents’ dis-
missal of Cordelia as a snob has softened since she lost her 
child. Now, when a sudden storm catches the two women in 
the graveyard, a lightning strike fells a tree, destroying a small 
crypt and revealing not only ancient bones, but the body of 
a much newer corpse in a dark suit. Recovering in Felicity’s 
house, Cordelia meets a neighbor named Fairfax Duke, who 
agrees to go to the cemetery to see the body Felicity doesn’t 
want to admit exists. When Fairfax doesn’t return to Felic-
ity’s house, it turns out that he’s been killed in a car crash. The 
other body has disappeared, but the police ask no questions, 
so Cordelia finds a new purpose in life investigating what she 
assumes is a murder. Since the death of his son in World War 
II, Fairfax had never stopped asking questions and writing the 
stories of everyone in the area who would talk to him, and now 
he’s left a rich lode of information for Cordelia. Many of the 
people he interviewed are local, but some just never left the 
area after being released from a POW camp during World War 
II. As the story shifts from the 1960s to 2010, appalling secrets 

come to light, putting Cordelia in jeopardy while changing her 
life in unimaginable ways.

In a departure from his superlative police procedurals 
(Cold Bones, 2019, etc.), Mark produces a stand-alone psycho-
logical thriller, character-driven but with plenty of bizarre 
twists, that’s sure to please fans of Catriona McPherson.

THE BODY IN THE WAKE
Page, Katherine Hall
Morrow/HarperCollins (240 pp.) 
$25.99  |  May 4, 2019
978-0-06-286325-6  

Veteran sleuth Faith Fairchild (The 
Body in the Casket, 2017, etc.) finds other 
fish to fry when she vacations on Sanpere 
Island, Maine.

Despite the summer’s record-break-
ing heat, Penobscot Bay holds pleasures 
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aplenty for Faith. There are porches to loll on, like the one at 
The Birches, her younger friend Sophie Maxwell’s family home; 
Bar Harbor rockers to admire; and lots and lots of family his-
tory to absorb, starting with learning Sophie’s much-married 
mother Babs’ five last names. Now that Faith’s best friend Pix 
Miller’s daughter, Samantha, is getting ready to marry Zach 
Cohen, there’s a wedding to plan, with all the attendant food 
and festivities. So when Faith finds a dead body in Lily Pond, 
she really doesn’t have time to think much about it except to 
notice an odd-looking tattoo on the young victim’s arm. The 
corpse gets pushed even further from the spotlight when Zach’s 
mother, Alexandra, comes to town and does her best to upend 
Pix’s carefully laid wedding plans. Pix, Faith, and Alexandra all 
enroll in a course on writing memoirs; Faith’s daughter, Amy, has 
an increasingly demanding job at the Shores, a local resort run 
by Dr. and Mrs. Childs; and the summer wears on and on. The 
dead body is barely mentioned for the next hundred pages, until 
a second, similarly tattooed corpse is found. Even then, Faith 
keeps her promise to husband Tom not to investigate, and the 
case solves itself when the killers push their greed a step too far.

When the heroine can’t summon much interest in the 
murder, it’s hard to imagine readers will either. This one’s 
strictly for fans of Down East local color.

THE WOUNDED SNAKE
Sampson, Fay
Severn House (208 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jun. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8930-0  

A master class in crime writing unin-
tentionally offers a real murder to solve.

Gavin Standforth is using his repu-
tation, based on one highly successful 
mystery novel, The Long Crippler, to run 
a weekendlong class at historic Morland 

Abbey in Devon, England, now a posh hotel. Hilary Masters, a 
retired teacher with a love for history, and her recently widowed 
friend, Veronica Taylor, have signed up. As an added attraction, 
there is an opening session with 92-year-old Dinah Halsgrove, 
the reigning queen of crime writing. A mixed bag of attendees 
enjoys Halsgrove’s lecture and the next day’s boat trip on the 
River Dart, which Halsgrove does not attend for the very good 
reason that she has been found collapsed. That night, Hilary is 
disturbed by someone attempting to enter her room; it turns 
out to be Gavin’s helper, Melissa, who he claims was sleepwalk-
ing. Gavin has divided the wannabe authors into three groups—
the Toads, the Snakes, and the Slowworms—and he offers a 
prize to the person who can explain the derivation. He chal-
lenges the group to start off their stories with a strong sense of 
place, and, to that end, they scatter, looking for inspiration. Hil-
ary visits nearby Totnes and follows the mysterious Leechwell 
Street to three basins served by three springs that a passer-by 
tells her have healing powers and are called the Toad, the Snake, 
and the Long Crippler—which is another name for a slowworm. 
Some students think Halsgrove’s illness is part of a stunt to 

make the class more interesting, but that idea is quashed when 
the police arrive asking questions. Hilary and Veronica walk to 
Totnes to see the well only to find Melissa, who it turns out is 
Gavin’s wife, lying in the Long Crippler. Hilary’s CPR attempts 
fail, and this time the police have no doubts it was murder but 
are not interested in Hilary and Veronica’s theories. Hilary 
is quite determined to solve the case, but how can she know 
what might motivate anyone in the disparate group of mystery 
mavens to kill?

The second (The Wounded Thorn, 2015) in a new series 
could benefit from some pruning but offers plenty of sus-
pects and does not make it easy to winkle out the killer.

DEAD END 
Spencer, Sally
Severn House (208 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jun. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8874-7  

Once again, DCI Monika Paniatow-
ski’s team seeks to solve a thorny case 
without the expertise of its leader, who’s 
in the hospital after having been the vic-
tim of an attack.

After losing his young son to cancer 
and his wife to grief and estrangement, Archie Eccleston had 
little left in his life to love other than his tiny allotment on Old 
Mill Road. When the county council inform him that they’re 
taking back the land, to be bulldozed with most of the others 
to make way for development, Archie knows what he needs 
to do. He chains himself to the fence, locking himself to the 
gate with two sturdy padlocks. For their part, the council call 
on the Mid-Lancs’ finest, who now include Police Cadet Rutter 
(known to her friends as Louisa Paniatowski, Monika’s daugh-
ter), to cut him loose. The mad scramble of Archie, the police, 
and the council’s earthmover uncovers a body which in turn 
resurrects a cold case. Arthur Wheatstone, a fellow allotment 
holder, was found hanged in his garage four years ago in remote 
Barrow Village, and his killer conveniently disappeared. Wheat-
stone worked for the British aircraft industry, so his death is of 
interest to a shadowy Mr. Forsyth, who wants certain details of 
Wheatstone’s employment to remain secret. With DCI Pani-
atowski (The Hidden, 2017, etc.) still in a coma, Colin Beresford 
has been left in charge of her team. But one never knows, does 
one? As Forsyth moves to neutralize the comatose Monika, 
Beresford struggles to preserve her legacy, little suspecting how 
much he also needs to protect his vulnerable boss.

The intrusion of the British version of the deep state 
into the world of brigands and bobbies brings a creepy new 
note to Spencer’s long-running series.

A master class in crime writing unintentionally 
offers a real murder to solve.

the wounded snake
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THE BODY IN THE 
CASTLE WELL
Walker, Martin
Knopf (352 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-525-51998-0  

Lt. Bruno Courrèges asks how a visit-
ing American student could have ended 
up in a well in the peaceful, yet strangely 
homicidal, Périgord village of St. Denis.

All too soon after she’s reported miss-
ing, Bruno finds Claudia Muller, an art history Ph.D. student 
at Yale, in a disused well in the courtyard of the Limeuil castle 
along with a cat who’s lucky enough to still be alive. Did cat-lov-
ing Claudia climb into the inadequately protected well to rescue 
the animal and end up tumbling in herself? Was she impaired by 
the drugs in her system? Or did someone deliberately toss her 
in? Suspicion quickly focuses on two men: Laurent Darrignac, 
the falconer who met and befriended her the very day he was 

released from a 10-year prison sentence for killing three Boy 
Scouts in a drunken driving accident, and Pierre de Bourdeille, 
the legendary art expert with whom Claudia had been working. 
On the face of it, both choices seem impossible: Laurent, who 
professed sincere repentance for the accident that jailed him, 
had clearly been attached to Claudia, and it’s not obvious how 
de Bourdeille, a 90-something-year-old disabled by the bullet 
that made him a hero of the Resistance and confined for years 
to a wheelchair, would have had either the temperament or 
the physical ability to commit the crime. But the case is com-
plicated by the news that Claudia had questioned some of her 
mentor’s attributions, striking at his formidable reputation, 
and de Bourdeille’s plan to leave his collection to the town of St. 
Denis, depriving his longtime housekeeper, Nathalie Bonnet, 
of the inheritance she’d grown to expect. Walker weaves the 
details of Bruno’s unruffled investigation together with all the 
obligatory social rituals fans of the series (A Taste for Vengeance, 
2018, etc.) have come to expect.

A detective story whose dramatic trajectory is marked 
less by its rising suspense than by the increasingly elabo-
rate meals consumed by the hero, who prepares one of its 
most endearing menus for the sometime lover who’s just 
spent the night with him.

TRAITOR’S CODEX 
Westerson, Jeri
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jun. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8875-4  

Religion and politics prove to be a 
volatile combination for Crispin Guest.

London, 1394. Guest, disgraced 
knight and clever detective—a man 
lucky to escape with his life, though not 
his property or station, when he backed 

the Duke of Lancaster, in whose home he was raised, to become 
king over his nephew, the volatile Richard II—has been making 
ends meet by taking on any case that promises payment. Sitting 
in his favorite tavern, he’s approached by a man who gives him 
a book and says that he’ll know what to do with it. The leather-
bound book is obviously very old, but Crispin can’t read its 
language, so he and his longtime apprentice, Jack Tucker, who 
shares Crispin’s small house along with his wife and children, go 
to a book dealer who tells him it’s a papyrus written in Coptic. 
His next stop is a goldsmith, who suggests he try the barber sur-
geon Peter Pardeu, a learned rabbi who’s stayed hidden in Eng-
land since the expulsion of the Jews. Pardeu identifies the codex 
as the gospel of Judas, one of several rejected by the Council of 
Nicaea. Crispin knows the volume is dangerous but can’t bring 
himself to destroy it. While he’s still pondering his options, he 
literally runs into Lancaster, who takes him to the palace to 
make sure the queen’s death was not murder. Meantime, all 
the men he’s consulted about the book are killed and Crispin 
himself is attacked several times. When Richard discovers him 
in the palace, their conversation, a revelation to Crispin, leaves 
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him in greater favor with the king but still a traitor. Back in Lon-
don, he must escape those who want the codex and deal with 
an imposter using his name while trying to solve three murders.

Fans of this long-running series (The Deepest Grave, 2018, 
etc.) will revel in the insights into their favorite characters’ 
lives while enjoying the historical background and a chal-
lenging mystery.

SKIN GAME 
Woods, Stuart & Hall, Parnell
Putnam (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-7352-1916-8  

The CIA calls on its favorite rogue 
ex-operative, Teddy Fay (The Money Shot, 
2018, etc.), to flush out a mole in its Paris 
office.

Agency director Lance Cabot makes 
no bones about how serious the problem 

is when he reaches out to Teddy, aka film producer Billy Barnett, 
aka stunt man Mark Weldon, demanding his help and offering 
in return no money, precious little logistical support, and not 
even the pretense that Teddy owes his country something. In 
fact, the problem’s even more serious than Lance knows: Syr-
ian strongman Fahd Kassin can already listen in on Lance’s 
phone calls, and soon enough his operatives have drawn a bead 
on Teddy’s communications as well. Uncertain exactly what 
Teddy’s charge is or how he plans to fulfill it, Kassin dispatches 
a series of assassins to neutralize the threat, but through a com-
bination of experience, sharp instincts, physical conditioning, 
and dumb luck, Teddy (spoiler alert) manages to stay a step 
ahead of them, outwitting some of them and killing the oth-
ers. Arriving safely in Paris under still another alias, reactivated 
CIA agent Felix Dressler, he introduces himself to members of 
the staff, takes the best-looking one to bed, and roots around 
till he comes across something that makes his antennae bristle: 
the participation of several world-class scientists in a hush-
hush, invitation-only session of the Endangered Species Pres-
ervation Conference. Ignoring Lance’s directive about how to 
proceed, Teddy, who “couldn’t recall an operation where there 
had ever been so much at stake,” pretends to have left the coun-
try, disguises himself yet again as big-game-hunting Texas oil-
man Floyd Maitland, and talks himself into that secret session, 
whose rationale is almost worth the price of the book.

Once again, Woods-plus-collaborator is Woods-plus. 
The high body count is utterly weightless, and the identity 
of the mole will surprise only fifth-graders reading their 
first volume from the adult section, but the influence of 
Hall guarantees a plot that’s coherent, ingenious, and even 
somewhat consequential.

WESTSIDE 
Akers, W.M. 
Harper Voyager (304 pp.) 
$22.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-06-285399-8  

Akers’ debut novel is an addictively 
readable fusion of mystery, dark fantasy, 
alternate history, and existential horror.

Gilda Carr is a 27-year-old private 
investigator living on the Westside of a 
1921 Manhattan that is divided by miles 

of barbed-wire fence running down Broadway. The heavily 
guarded partition separates the Eastside from its otherworldly 
neighbor to the west, where thousands of people have inexpli-
cably vanished over the years and strange occurrences—like 
disappearing doorways in homes—have become commonplace. 
Carr specializes in solving “tiny mysteries,” but when she agrees 
to find a woman’s lost leather glove she becomes entangled in 
a much larger—and more dangerous—mystery, involving ruth-
less crime lords, bootlegged moonshine, and a looming turf war 
that could kill hundreds. Carr’s own missing father—a legend-
ary brawler–turned–NYPD detective—is strangely connected 
to many of the key players. As the fearless Carr uncovers more 
secrets, she also begins to understand what happened to her 
presumably dead father—and why. The seamless blending of 
genre elements creates a fresh and unpredictable narrative, but 
the real power here comes from Akers’ focus on description 
throughout. Masterful worldbuilding, character development, 
and attention to dark atmospherics make for a fully immersive 
read in which even secondary characters are memorable. An 
elevator operator, for example is portrayed as having “skin the 
color of raw kielbasa,” and the elevator ride to a hotel’s pent-
house is powered by sublime imagery: “[Jazz] music echoed 
down the elevator shaft like far-off guns—intoxicating, dan-
gerous, and impossible to resist.” The cast of deeply developed 
characters and the richly envisioned setting are perfectly com-
plemented by a breakneck-paced and action-packed storyline. 
It’s like a literary shot of Prohibition-era rotgut moonshine—
bracing, quite possibly hallucination-inducing, and unlike any-
thing you’ve ever experienced before.

The illegitimate love child of Algernon Blackwood and 
Raymond Chandler.
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SPINE OF THE DRAGON
Anderson, Kevin J.
Tor (528 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-250-30210-6  

Anderson begins a new high fantasy 
series, Wake the Dragon, after recent 
diversions into science fiction (The Dark 
Between the Stars, 2014, etc.).

Long ago, the nonhuman wreths 
created humans (with whom they can 

interbreed) as servants, then occupied themselves with kill-
ing their hereditary foe, a huge, evil dragon. This caused great 
destruction, depleted the land of magic, and ultimately failed, 
after which they disappeared, leaving the world to humans. 
Many years later, two continents, the Commonwealth of the 
Three Kingdoms and Ishara, fought bloody wars; desultory 
raids across the sea continue. Now, astonishingly, Queen Voo 
and her sandwreths show up to inform Adan Starfall, king of 
Suderra, that they are resuming their quest. Somehow, they still 
have magic; worse, they’re going to fight Queen Onn and her 
frostwreths first. Voo offers Adan an alliance against the frost-
wreths. What to do? Well, nobody’s ever accused Anderson of 
writing bleak, hard-edged realism, and the oft-repeated mantra 

“the beginning is the end is the beginning” is as profound as he 
gets. Instead, he builds momentum with a measured but relent-
less pace, introducing multiple characters and points of view in 
different locations and steadily increasing complications with 
glimpses of plots within plots, motives behind motives, and 
secrets inside secrets. Thus we learn of Empra Iluris of Ishara 
and her dangerously belligerent rival, Priestlord Klovus. Blood-
magic halfbreed warriors called Brava are sworn to protect the 
Commonwealth and Konag (high king) Conndur, whose son and 
heir, Mandan, has no interest in statecraft and prefers to paint 
portraits. Elliel, an outcast Brava, labors in the mines where the 
wreths’ dragon probably slumbers. And so forth. Piecemeal, it’s 
undistinguished. Aggregated, it’s seductive.

The pages turn almost by themselves, because you abso-
lutely, categorically have to find out what happens next.

LONGER
Blumlein, Michael
Tor (240 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  May 28, 2019
978-1-250-22981-6  

A cerebral story about the ethics 
and emotional impact of extending the 
human life span.

Cav and Gunjita are scientists. 
They’re conducting research on the 
space station Gleem One, testing a cut-

ting-edge drug to see how it responds to zero-gravity conditions. 
They’re also married—for 50 years already, and Gunjita’s look-
ing forward to another 60. She has just “juved” at the age of 82, 

returning her body to youth and health. But Cav is waiting, con-
sidering, asking himself whether three lifetimes is more than a 
person ought to need. More than he needs. When a deep-space 
mining probe returns to the station with an asteroid sample 
that has a mysterious yellow-green lump of something—some-
thing alive?—attached to it, the scientific mystery will affect 
both Cav and Gunjita deeply, testing their relationship even as 
they wrestle with the question of whether or not Cav is going 
to extend his life a second time. Blumlein (All I Ever Dreamed, 
2018, etc.) is tackling the biggest possible questions in this slim 
volume: If it were possible to live three or more lifetimes, would 
you? Should you? What do we owe the people we love? What 
makes life worth living? The story itself is spare and demands 
close attention, as whole worlds and lives are sketched with a 
few well-chosen details. The result is thought-provoking, if not 
always emotionally affecting.

This intriguing thought experiment will please readers 
who like to contemplate the meaning of it all.

MAGIC FOR LIARS
Gailey, Sarah
Tor (336 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-250-17461-1  

A private investigator is hired to solve 
a murder at a magical academy where her 
sister teaches in Gailey’s (The Fisher of 
Bones, 2017, etc.) contemporary fantasy.

Ivy Gamble has worked 14 years as 
a PI, following around cheating spouses 

and solving insurance-fraud cases. When she’s hired for a genu-
ine murder case, her ambition (and her empty bank account) 
leads her to accept the job...even if the clients are the last people 
she wants to be working for: magicians. The dead woman was a 
teacher at the Osthorne Academy for Young Mages, where Ivy’s 
estranged sister, Tabitha, also teaches. The two have barely spo-
ken for years, ever since Tabitha’s burgeoning magical abilities 
and Ivy’s decided lack of them drove a rift between them. But 
to solve the case, Ivy will have to enter her sister’s world, where 
even freshmen can make pencils fly or glamour away a bad hair 
day. And there’s no shortage of suspects among the student body, 
from queen bee Alexandria, who seems able to exert unnerving 
control over everyone else, to her half brother, Dylan, obsessed 
with his foretold destiny. Or perhaps it’s a teacher, such as 
the charming Rahul, who finds Ivy delightful—as long as she 
makes him believe she’s a magician, too. While the whodunit 
twists and turns in satisfying fashion, Ivy’s real search here is for 
peace and forgiveness: forgiving her sister, and herself, for their 
mutual histories. The truth will out, even if it’s truths that Ivy 
and Tabitha have each struggled to forget. The worldbuilding 
is thin, but the tensions between the characters sweep readers 
past any questions that might result.

A poignant and bittersweet family tragedy disguised as 
a mystery but with a magic all its own.
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HER SILHOUETTE, DRAWN 
IN WATER
Kaftan, Vylar
Tor (112 pp.) 
$11.99 paper  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-250-22113-1  

A woman struggles for survival and 
her sense of self in this hallucinatory 
novella.

Bee and her companion/lover, Chela, 
are imprisoned in a cave system on the 

distant world of Colel-Cab, spending their days in a challeng-
ing and miserable struggle to reach each supply drop before the 
local bug population destroys the goods they need to survive. 
The chip used to inhibit Bee and Chela’s telepathy has also 
apparently damaged Bee’s memory, and she remembers noth-
ing about the crime she supposedly committed and little about 
her life before her imprisonment. Then Bee makes contact with 
someone outside the prison, bringing back memories of Bee’s 
beloved wife, Jasmine, inspiring the hope for escape, and cast-
ing doubt on both Chela’s identity and her true motivations. A 
person lost in a mental or virtual construct is a sci-fi plot ele-
ment so common as to be pedestrian, and the worldbuilding 
is the merest sketch. All we know is that this is a near future 
where telepaths exist and are despised. This could be a small 
piece of a greater whole—the first few chapters of a novel of 
the great telepathic rebellion—but by itself, this story doesn’t 
add up to very much. The focus is on Bee’s journey of self-dis-
covery as well as the relationship between Bee and Jasmine, but 
we don’t learn enough about Bee or Jasmine to get more than 
mildly invested in them. We know they’re in love, because the 
characters tell us they are. One is presumably meant to find 
some poetry or profundity in Bee’s mental landscape, but it’s 
not terribly substantial or even that interesting. At most, there’s 
a decent exploration of whether infidelity is possible when one 
spouse has amnesia and can’t even remember the wife she swore 
fidelity to.

Not enough there, there.

AIR LOGIC
Marks, Laurie J.
Small Beer Press (400 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-61873-160-9  

The culminating chapter of Marks’ 
(Water Logic, 2007, etc.) acclaimed tetral-
ogy finds Karis G’deon and her sprawling 
family once more imperiled, this time 
by the legacy of violence that threatens 
to unravel the fragile peace they have 

woven across their land.
Marks’ Elemental Logic series introduced readers to the 

realm of Shaftal, an intricately imagined land whose people 
operate within the boundaries of their basic natures—here 

defined as logics—which sometimes bequeath them with 
access to magical, elemental powers and sometimes embroil 
them in unsolvable internal conflicts. In the first book of the 
series, the invasion of the magic-hating Sainnites destroyed 
Shaftal’s government and exposed its people to subjugation and 
starvation under the cruel rule of the invaders. In true fantasy 
fashion, only Karis, a reluctant earth witch addicted to a deadly 
drug, and her band of equally unlikely allies can rise to rebuild 
the shattered legacy of Shaftal into a new world capable of shel-
tering Shaftali and Sainnite alike. The final book opens in what 
seems like the epilogue of their struggles. Karis has assumed 
the mantle of leadership, and her family—a polyamorous clan 
of friends, lovers, parents, and sparring partners—has joined 
their sometimes-querulous forces to work in unity toward the 
new governmental order. Peril follows them, however, as series 
favorites (Zanja, Karis’ wife and last member of a slaughtered 
border tribe; Emil, a scholar-warrior from old Shaftal; Medric, 
a Sainnite seer who knows more than he can say; Norina, a dis-
agreeable air witch for whom both love and justice are swift and 
total) must do battle with a traitor from within their own home 
who threatens not only to undo all their efforts at peace, but 
also the bonds of their family. Invested in diversity, the Elemen-
tal Logic series as a whole represents characters who are neu-
rodiverse, queer, ethnically and racially varied, and unaffected 
by gendered assumptions of societal roles. This final book goes 
one step further to champion the value of long, committed 
friendships as equal to, and sometimes even superior to, the 
passions of romantic love. Shaftal is a convincing world, lov-
ingly detailed and fiercely envisioned. Marks’ characters are so 
real in their depth of feeling that a reader unfamiliar with the 
convoluted interpersonal relationships established over the last 
three books can feel left behind. However, as the last note in a 
familiar melody, this book rings true.

A final book that stays true to the spirit of the whole, 
sending readers out of Shaftal on a high note.

FRAY 
Miller, Rowenna
Orbit (480 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-316-47863-2  

Miller (Torn, 2018) returns readers to 
a world of political upheaval and revolu-
tion, following a seamstress with magical 
gifts as she struggles to find the role she 
must play.

Previously, commoner Sophie Bal-
strade’s greatest daily concern was increasing the clientele of 
her upscale clothing shop, where she made charmed gowns 
for fine ladies. But her life has changed: Now she is engaged 
to the crown prince of Galitha, Theodor, whose proposed 
reforms are poised to transform the country and grant com-
moners more rights. While some nobility support Theodor, 
many oppose yielding any of their power—and hold Sophie 
in contempt. Some even accuse her of ensorcelling Theodor 

A woman struggles for survival and her sense
of self in this hallucinatory novella.

her silhouette, drawn in water
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with her charm-crafting. Sophie and Theodor’s love is tested 
by malicious rumors and political consequences, but there’s 
more than just love at stake: As Theodor’s betrothed, Sophie 
must play princess-to-be, navigating the treacherous waters of 
high society and political intrigue. A diplomatic summit goes 
disastrously wrong when Sophie and Theodor are betrayed and 
Sophie becomes the target of an assassination attempt. But 
Sophie is discovering more than just political treachery: The 
domestic magic by which Sophie’s made her living is turned to 
far more warlike goals in other countries. As Theodor’s father, 
the king, sides with the nobles against the peasantry, a civil war 
erupts in Galitha, and Sophie must determine if a common 
ground exists between her roles as revolutionary figure, royal-
to-be, and charm caster—especially when she is asked to use her 
magic for more than she ever thought possible. As the second 
part of a series, the book lays the necessary groundwork for the 
next volume while still managing a tense plot and satisfying 
character development.

This enjoyable installment maintains the innovative 
magic and well-handled conflict between the personal and 
the political that marked the series debut.

THE SOL MAJESTIC
Steinmetz, Ferrett
Tor (384 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-250-16819-1  

The richest people in the galaxy have 
to make reservations years in advance to 
eat at the Sol Majestic, but each night 
the restaurant gives a free meal to whom-
ever can best answer a simple question: 
Why do you love food?

When Kenna stumbles on the line of people waiting to 
answer this question, he is starving and barely alive. He’s a mem-
ber of a religious class called the Inevitable Philosophers, who 
used to command immense power but have since fallen out of 
favor, leaving Kenna and his parents scrounging to feed them-
selves. Despite their plight, Kenna’s parents are still devoted 
to their personal “Inevitable Philosophies,” simple ideas like “I 
will lead my people out of darkness” that form the foundation 
of all their actions and beliefs. Kenna, however, is struggling 
to keep the faith. Bewildered by the idea of enjoying the kind 
of exotic cuisine offered by a restaurant like the Sol Majestic, 
Kenna hopes that if he had “one good meal, to show [him] what 
life [he] could dream about,” then maybe he’d discover his Phi-
losophy. Much to his surprise, Kenna is swept into the hallowed 
halls of the Sol Majestic by its eccentric and volatile leader, Pau-
lius, who introduces him to a world of not just fantastic food, 
but of friendship, love, and purpose. When Paulius decides to 
risk everything to host an epic meal in the traditional style of 
the Inevitable Philosophies, Kenna finds that the fates of the 
restaurant and his new group of friends all rest on his ability 
to fake a religion he isn’t sure he can believe in anymore. The 
colorful cast of characters feels cartoonish at the beginning, and 

there are pivotal scenes that are too melodramatic to make an 
emotional impact. But as the story progresses, Kenna and his 
friends gain much-needed depth, and the villain introduced 
toward the end is all the more terrifying for being true to life. 
By the end, Steinmetz (The Uploaded, 2017, etc.) builds up to a 
suspenseful finale that’s deliciously satisfying.

An uneven first course, but the meal as a whole is worth 
savoring.

FALL; OR, DODGE 
IN HELL 
Stephenson, Neal
Morrow/HarperCollins (880 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-06-245871-1  

When Richard “Dodge” Forthrast 
dies under anesthesia for a routine medi-
cal procedure, his story is just beginning.

As the founder and chairman of a 
video game company, Dodge has a pretty 

sweet life. He has money to burn and a loving relationship 
with his niece, Zula, and grandniece, Sophia. So when he dies 
unexpectedly, there are a lot of people to mourn him, including 
his friend Corvallis Kawasaki, who is also the executor of his 
will. To make matters worse (or, to say the least, more compli-
cated), there’s something unexpected in Dodge’s last wishes. It 
turns out that in his youth he put it in writing that he wanted 
his brain to be preserved until such technology existed that his 
consciousness could be uploaded into a computer. And much 
to everyone’s surprise, that technology isn’t so far off after all. 
Years later, Sophia grows up to follow in her clever grand-uncle’s 
footsteps and figures out a way to turn on Dodge’s brain. It is at 
this point that the novel splits into two narratives: “Meatspace,” 
or what we would call the real world, and “Bitworld,” inhab-
ited by Dodge (now called “Egdod”) and increasing numbers 
of downloaded minds. Stephenson (co-author: The Rise and Fall 
of D.O.D.O, 2017; Seveneves, 2015, etc.) is known for ambitious 
books, and this doorstop of a novel is certainly no exception. 
Life in Bitworld is more reminiscent of high fantasy than sci-
ence fiction as the ever evolving narrative plays with the daily 
reality of living in a digital space. Would you have special abili-
ties like a mythical god? Join your aura together with other souls 
and live as a hive mind? Create hills and rivers from nothing? 
Destroy your enemies with tech-given powers that seem magi-
cal? Readers looking for a post-human thought experiment 
might be disappointed with the references to ancient mythol-
ogy, but those ready for an endlessly inventive and absorbing 
story are in for an adventure they won’t soon forget.

An audacious epic with more than enough heart to fill 
its many, many pages.
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SEVEN BLADES 
IN BLACK  
Sykes, Sam
Orbit (704 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-316-36343-3  

Another ultraviolent doorstopper 
opens the Grave of Empires fantasy tril-
ogy, from the author of God’s Last Breath 
(2017, etc.).

Welcome to the Scar, a continent 
ravaged by the vicious and seemingly endless war between the 
elitist Empire and the egalitarian Revolution. To this once beau-
tiful land came the famous Sal the Cacophony riding a giant bird 
named Congeniality. She carried a sword named Jeff, a sentient 
but bloodthirsty gun named, yes, the Cacophony, with whom 
she’s made some sort of deal, and a must-kill list of seven rene-
gade mages. Later, as the story opens, somehow the Revolution 
has captured her. So to delay being executed she explains why 
she came to the Scar and what she did there. Her captors listen 
since one of their own soldiers is involved. She wanted revenge, 
obviously, but the details won’t be disclosed for several hundred 
gore-soaked pages. We do wonder, though, if her will, indomita-
ble though it may be, is stronger than the magics arrayed against 
her and if she’s blinded herself to anything beyond retribution. 
All this evolves naturally out of the gritty, well-developed back-
ground, Sal’s persuasive and involving backstory, and Sykes’ 
intriguing ideas on how and why magic works here and how it’s 
wielded. The characters are larger than life—they have to be 
to handle the flashes of black humor and profanity-laden dia-
logue. If you hadn’t guessed, the action’s ferocious, bloody, and 
unrelenting—but no matter how loud the explosions or pierc-
ing the screams, the antagonists always have time for a merry 
quip, a stinging rejoinder, or a philosophical discursion. While 
the author’s previous offerings have often proven hollow at the 
center, with disappearing plots and long, soggy passages, this 
one’s compulsive from start to finish.

All in all, something of a breakthrough. Will Sykes sus-
tain it?

FIX HER UP
Bailey, Tessa
Avon/HarperCollins (400 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-0-06-287283-8  

A young woman fakes a romantic 
relationship with her brother’s best 
friend in order to show her family she’s 
worthy of respect.

At 23, Georgie Castle is a proud busi-
ness owner, but she hates that her fam-

ily refuses to treat her like a responsible adult. When an injury 
tanks his baseball career, Travis Ford returns to their Long Island 
hometown. He mopes, drinks, and licks his wounds, but Georgie 
is determined to keep him from hiding. She has been in love with 
Travis for years but assumed she’d be forever stuck in the friend 
zone. Both of them are shocked at the now undeniable chemistry 
between them, and for Travis those feelings are accompanied by 
confusing and overpowering possessiveness. When Travis real-
izes his womanizing reputation (his nickname, “Two Bats,” hints 
at his prowess both on the field and in the bedroom) might pre-
vent him from landing a coveted job as a broadcast announcer, 
Georgie suggests a mutually beneficial fake relationship. Georgie 
will make him look like a responsible boyfriend, and Travis will 
prove to her family that she’s all grown up. Bailey (Runaway Girl, 
2018, etc.) populates the novel with a lovable cast of meddling 
secondary characters who help and hinder Georgie and Travis. A 
charming subplot describes how Georgie and her friends create 
the Just Us League, which is dedicated to helping women reach 
their goals. The club having captured something in the zeitgeist, 
soon every woman in town clambers to be a member, and Geor-
gie wryly tells Travis, “You should all be seriously alarmed how 
many women showed up.” The sexual relationship between Tra-
vis and Georgie is sizzling, but the emotional journey from fake 
relationship to true love is just as compelling.

Don’t let the cover fool you: This romance is as steamy 
as it self-empowering.

IGNITE
Grant, Donna
St. Martin’s (416 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-1-250-18289-0  

A woman who’s convinced she’ll 
never find a man is suddenly in the arms 
of her dream lover, a Dragon King, just 
as he and all his friends are preparing to 
go to war.

All Claire wants is a man, but she 
keeps winding up with jerks. Of course she’s noticed the 
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gorgeous Dragon Kings, the dragon shape-shifters who live 
nearby. Claire knows something of the Kings and their secrets 
because her best friend is married to one, but she never expects 
to attract any of them. She’s drawn to V, the enigmatic King 
who’s mostly slept for centuries. Trying to help him acclimate, 
his friends arrange for V to spend time with Claire, hoping 
they’ll connect and give him something to focus on. Claire and 
V’s chemistry is electric, though Claire is convinced his interest 
will be fleeting. Meanwhile, a powerful enemy is rising against 
the Kings, and Claire becomes an unwitting pawn in a danger-
ous game. Her uncertainty regarding V’s feelings makes it dif-
ficult to feel welcome in the Dragon Kings’ tight community, 
yet as V and Claire grow closer, it becomes clear that their bond 
strengthens V, his magic, and everyone around them. Grant’s 
Dark Kings series is a deeply drawn world that revolves around 
dragon shape-shifters but is also inhabited by a variety of other 
magical beings who are fighting against the control of a power-
hungry few. The cast and canvas are fascinating, and the war is 
obviously brewing. However, the central love story has little 
conflict beyond V’s wavering or Claire’s bad romance history, 
and her evolution from weepy self-described lonesome loser to 
insecure partner to steel-spined mate may make readers wonder 
what he sees in her at first and where she came from in the end, 
despite attempts to explain it.

A surprising miss in a notable series.

I WANT YOU BACK
James, Lorelei
Jove/Penguin (400 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-451-49274-6  

A retired hockey player gets a chance 
to make amends with the woman who 
got away while redeeming himself as 
both a romantic partner and a father.

Hockey has been the love of Jaxson 
Lund’s life but also the source of a lot of 

his problems. He gave up the love of a lifetime for the lure of 
fame, women, and booze. Once upon a time, he fell head over 
heels with graphic designer Lucy Quade after a chance meet-
ing at a car wash. Their romance happened hot and fast, and 
Lucy soon became pregnant. But Jaxson’s life on the road and 
Lucy’s hesitancy when it came to trusting men created a toxic, 
relationship-ending combination. What followed were years of 
tense custody battles, infrequent child support payments, and 
explosive conversations. Lucy and Jaxson’s daughter is now 8; 
Jaxson’s sobriety and retirement have enabled him to put down 
roots close to his child. He hopes he can finally be the dad he 
always should have been and perhaps win Lucy back along the 
way. Redeeming a hero who made terrible decisions, even while 
abusing alcohol, requires a balance of sincere groveling, honesty 
about past and present mistakes, and earnestness in moving for-
ward. James (Wound Tight, 2018, etc.) nails it. Jaxson desperately 
wants to be a better man, and his commitment to that, and to 
learning from his mistakes, is truly the emotional heart of this 

romance. Emotions, especially while co-parenting, are com-
plex and messy. While slip-ups are bound to occur when decid-
ing what’s best for a child, Lucy’s and Jaxson’s ability to handle 
what life throws at them is as endearing as it is inspiring. Lucy 
is understandably skeptical of having a happily-ever-after with 
Jaxson, and their path to a satisfying reunion is written with ten-
der patience.

An unexpectedly raw and compassionate romance.

THE TROUBLE WITH 
VAMPIRES
Sands, Lynsay
Avon/HarperCollins (416 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-0-06-285517-6  

When a young boy makes a 911 call, 
saying he’s afraid his neighbor is in 
danger from someone who might be a 
vampire, it draws the attention of the 
powerful Notte family, putting his aunt 

on a path to love with her fated mate.
Petronella “Pet” Stone is watching her nephew, Parker, 

when she meets the Nottes, taking special notice of tall, dark, 
and handsome Santo. Pet doesn’t know the Nottes have been 
drawn to the neighborhood by an emergency call Parker made 
out of worry for his neighbor Mr. Purdy. She only knows that 
she’s seen the Notte’s “glowing eyes” before, in China, when she 
was 6 and her mother and stepfather, an Enforcer, were viciously 
killed by a group of immortal criminals. Pet distrusts the Nottes 
until they rescue Parker from a break-in and he explains the 911 
call and that they believe Mr. Purdy is in danger from his mur-
derous cousin. Pet also acts on a ridiculous attraction to Santo, 
and while she’s deciding whether or not to become his immortal 
match, she and Santo share details from their tragic pasts that 
help them bond. Meanwhile, attacks against her family esca-
late. Sands continues her popular Argeneau series with a Chi-
nese heroine who mates with a Notte and opens the door to yet 
another band of heroes and villains readers might anticipate in 
future titles. The romance between Santo and Pet is compelling, 
but their individual backstories are horrifying. The rest is the 
usual combination of Argeneau vampire mythology, incendiary 
sex, touches of humor, and generally interesting storytelling.

Typical fare for Sands’ Argeneau series.
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THE ROGUE OF FIFTH AVENUE
Shupe, Joanna
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  May 28, 2019
978-0-06-290681-6  

First in a new Gilded Age romance 
series by an author who made her name 
reviving interest in this overlooked his-
torical setting.

Marion “Mamie” Greene is a Knick-
erbocker princess, the precious oldest 

daughter of one of New York’s leading families, destined to 
marry one of fin de siècle New York’s richest young men. Mamie 
dutifully accepts the betrothal, but she cannot repress the inde-
pendent streak that takes her far from her uptown mansion and 
into the most dangerous parts of the city. The Five Points area 
teems with impoverished immigrants who get no sympathy 
from rich industrialists and little assistance in keeping order 
from the brutal metropolitan police. Mamie is determined to 
offer what help she can, at great personal risk, regardless of the 
disapproval of her father’s attorney, Frank Tripp. Frank is deter-
mined to keep Mamie safe and compliant until the wedding, but 
he is irresistibly attracted to her spirit and directness, not to 
mention her stunning beauty. Despite his own destitute begin-
nings in the slums, he finds in Mamie a kindred spirit. Between 
his work for her father and their mutual interest in uncovering 
the culprit in the murder of a Five Points woman the police 
seem unusually reluctant to investigate, Frank and Mamie have 
the opportunity to explore their feelings, memorably during a 
midnight game of billiards in his Fifth Avenue mansion. With 
a law practice composed largely of acrimonious divorce cases, 
Frank declares, “I’ll never marry. I have no intention of failing 
at fidelity.” The setup promises both an exciting emotional rev-
olution for Frank and strong sexual tension, but the romance 
falls flat, and the sexual scenes are so clinical that even the 
heroine muses, “Hmm. When this whole business started, she’d 
assumed they would be consumed by passion.”

A passionless pairing dulls an otherwise interesting 
setting and premise.

TO TAME A WILD COWBOY
Wilde, Lori
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  May 21, 2019
978-0-06-246829-1  

In the seventh installment of the 
Cupid, Texas series, a custody battle 
between a rodeo star and a neonatal 
intensive care unit nurse leads to a mar-
riage of convenience.

After years of living on the road, 
Rhett Lockhart is on track to win the Professional Bull Rid-
ers World Finals Championship when Child Protective Ser-
vices drops a tiny bombshell on his carefree life—he has a 

daughter, Julie, the product of a weekend fling. Ever since her 
biological mother abandoned her, baby Julie’s been in the care 
of Tara Alzate, the selfless nurse who saved her when she was 
born premature. Tara loves children but can’t have any of her 
own. Rhett’s reputation as a womanizer precedes him—he 
once dated Tara’s sister Aria—and Tara is determined to keep 
the baby away from him. But she can’t stop Rhett from claiming 
his parental rights. Torn between his career and his unexpected 
love for his daughter, Rhett tries to stall his court hearing long 
enough to make it to the championship before he takes Julie 
home. But Tara has a better idea. She asks Rhett to marry her—
it’ll please the judge and allow Tara to keep Julie in her life. She 
moves to Cupid, Texas, where a few of Rhett’s brothers have 
already married and settled down with Tara’s sisters, to watch 
Julie while Rhett is on the road. There’s a legend in Tara’s family 
that when an Alzate meets her soul mate, she’ll hear a humming 
sound. Tara hears it when she kisses Rhett on their wedding day, 
and their marriage of convenience turns out to be anything but. 
Rhett’s job is still dangerous, and Tara’s too practical to trust 
her heart. The narrative is punchy and fun—“Rhett Lockhart 
should be classified as a Schedule 1 drug. Dangerous and highly 
addictive.” And the relationship builds slowly enough that 
Rhett’s transformation from a selfish cowboy to a hopeful hus-
band and father feels earned.

A heartwarming drama that’ll rope you in.
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nonfiction
THEODORE ROOSEVELT FOR 
THE DEFENSE
The Courtroom Battle to Save 
His Legacy
Abrams, Dan & Fisher, David 
Hanover Square Press (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-335-01644-7  

An account of a much-publicized 
early-20th-century trial that exposed “the 
sordid reality” of New York State politics.

In April 1915, eager spectators filled a Syracuse courtroom 
in anticipation of a trial involving one of the most prominent 
men in America: former President Theodore Roosevelt, who 
was being sued for libel by party boss William Barnes over Roo-
sevelt’s published assertion that Barnes was corrupt. The trial 
yielded a 3,738-page typed transcript as well as colorful reports 
in newspapers across the country, sources that ABC’s chief legal 
affairs correspondent Abrams and Fisher (co-authors: Lincoln’s 
Last Trial: The Murder Case that Propelled Him to the Presidency, 
2018, etc.) have mined thoroughly to produce a detailed—some-
times dramatic, sometimes humdrum—account of the drama. 
The abundant sources prove to be both a boon and a short-
coming: Not all of the 104 witnesses who testified during the 
trial were compelling; nor were some issues—such as Barnes’ 

“alleged involvement in printing industry corruption,” which 
occupied the court for many days. The highlight of the trial—
and of this book—was the week that Roosevelt, “an explosion 
of energy,” took the stand. As the New York Press reported, Roo-
sevelt dominated the courtroom “with that marvelous person-
ality of his and has won more friends in Syracuse than he made 
at any particular time.” After more than 38 hours of question-
ing, heckled by the plaintiff ’s lawyers, who tried to goad him 
into anger, he emerged “smiling and happy and ready for more,” 
stepping down from the stand and grinning at the jury. The trial 
was not the only news: War was brewing in Europe, and Presi-
dent Woodrow Wilson strained to keep America out of the fray. 
Roosevelt strongly urged engagement, a stand that worried his 
lawyers, who were fearful of alienating several jurors of German 
descent. Roosevelt held back from criticizing Germany—until 
the sinking of the Lusitania, “piracy accompanied by murder,” 
he said, impelled him to urge America’s immediate entry into 
the war.

A feisty Roosevelt takes center stage in a mostly lively 
history.

THE DREAMT LAND by Mark Arax ..................................................67

AMERICAN MOONSHOT by Douglas Brinkley .................................70

ERNESTO by Andrew Feldman ........................................................... 75

WHAT MY MOTHER AND I DON’T TALK ABOUT 
by Michele Filgate ................................................................................ 77

THE BOOK OF PRIDE by Mason Funk ...............................................79

THE BURIED by Peter Hessler .............................................................81

THE SECOND MOST POWERFUL MAN IN THE WORLD 
by Phillips Payson O’Brien .................................................................. 90

SUPERIOR by Angela Saini .................................................................93

MR. KNOW-IT-ALL by John Waters ....................................................97

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

THE BURIED
An Archaeology of the
Egyptian Revolution
Hessler, Peter
Penguin Press (448 pp.)
May 7, 2019
978-0-525-55956-6
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COSMOLOGICAL KOANS
A Journey to the Heart of 
Physical Reality
Aguirre, Anthony
Norton (384 pp.) 
$27.95  |  May 21, 2019
978-0-393-60921-9  

A physicist and philosopher deliv-
ers a provocative set of meditations 
on the nature of life, the universe, and 
everything.

If you think hard enough about the unlikeliness that you 
are you—to say nothing of the fact that the universe is not only 
infinite, but also expanding—your head is likely to hurt. All the 
more so when Aguirre (Physics/Univ. of California-Santa Cruz; 
co-editor: What Is Fundamental?, 2019, etc.) throws in a monkey 
wrench on the latter point: “It’s got just one glaring flaw: the 
actual universe that astronomers observe is not like this.” Throw 
in other imponderables worth pondering, as the author does—
e.g., “if the electric repulsion between protons in the nuclei of 
atoms were just a bit stronger, then those atoms, and hence 
chemistry, and hence life itself, could not apparently exist”—and 
the throbbing temple threatens to explode. Some of Aguirre’s 
forays into cosmological questions can be as squishy as any New 
Age guru’s, as when he asks us to consider ourselves not just part 
of the universe, but central to it, but he tempers the fuzziness 
with some truly engaging questions (and questions, he hints, are 
vastly more interesting than answers when it comes to matters 
of the universe). Of what, for instance, are atoms made? The 
textbook answer is quarks and mesons and electrons and such, 
but also, Aguirre writes, information. And not just any old infor-
mation, but information that projects dimensionally, proving 
Zeno’s paradox and Galileo’s notion that “there is nothing par-
ticularly natural or easy or special about being at rest.” Though 
written with the generalist in mind, Aguirre’s arguments can be 
a little difficult to grok sometimes, which is probably the point: 
It stands to reason that “quantum reality is somewhat ambigu-
ous,” but it gets a little shaky when we ask, since everything is 
quantum mechanical, why do we die?

A delight for readers raised on books like Gödel, Escher, 
and Bach and The Dancing Wu Li Masters. (27 illustrations)

OUR SYMPHONY WITH 
ANIMALS
On Health, Empathy, and Our 
Shared Destinies
Akhtar, Aysha
Pegasus (336 pp.) 
$27.95  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-64313-070-5  

Why bonding with animals makes us 
better human beings.

Neurologist Akhtar (Animals and 
Public Health, 2012), deputy director of the Army’s Traumatic 

Brain Injury Program and a lieutenant commander in the U.S. 
Public Health Service, makes an impassioned and moving argu-
ment that empathy with animals deeply affects humans’ health. 
Drawing on interviews with a wide range of individuals, includ-
ing prisoners, a serial killer, a vegetarian chicken farmer, animal 
researchers, and victims of PTSD; scientific studies; and her 
own experience as a sexually abused and bullied young girl who 
bonded with an abused dog, the author examines the physi-
cal, emotional, and psychological responses that occur when 
humans connect with any animal, not only common house pets. 
Animals, she writes, “calm us by lowering our blood pressure, 
heart rate, and stress hormones. We relax with animals” because 
they “defuse a lot of the human-generated pressure in our lives.” 
The beneficial response, one psychologist suggests, comes from 
the release of oxytocin, a hormone that “increases social inter-
action, generosity, bonding, and attachment. It also improves 
trust and decreases aggression, fear, and hyperarousal.” Many 
organizations, writes Akhtar, promote human-animal connec-
tion, such as K9s for Warriors, a nonprofit group that “pairs 
dogs with military veterans who have PTSD”; Feeding Pets of 
the Homeless; Rowdy Girl Sanctuary, which rescues farm ani-
mals; and FORWARD, an organization that establishes cat 
sanctuaries in prisons, where inmates care for and socialize 
abandoned or abused cats. The cats, Akhtar notes, “provide 
the only physical contact and affection many of the inmates 
receive.” The author’s research uncovers much animal cruelty 
at the hands of individuals and in the livestock industry, which 
she describes in sickening detail. “It is the same mind-set that 
encourages cruelty toward animals and toward other humans,” 
she asserts, whereas empathy encourages kindness: “Animals 
remind us that the world is larger than us. They can teach us 
to look beyond the racism, poverty, and cruelty in our lives.” A 
brief appendix offers readers suggestions for positive change.

A heartfelt call for compassion for all living species. (8 
pages of color photos)

THE DREAMT LAND 
Chasing Water and 
Dust Across California
Arax, Mark
Knopf (592 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 24, 2019
978-1-101-87520-9  

Journalist, biographer, and mem-
oirist Arax (West of the West, 2009, etc.) 
offers a sweeping, engrossing history 
of his native California focused on the 

state’s use, overuse, and shocking mismanagement of water.
“Our water wars,” writes the author, “began 150 years ago, 

at least. What’s changed is our old nemesis drought has been 
joined by the new nemesis of climate change—and thirty mil-
lion more people.” Traveling “from one end of California to the 
other, from drought to flood to wildfire to mudslide,” he chron-
icles in absorbing detail the transformation of the state’s Cen-
tral Valley from modest seasonal farms to huge agribusinesses 

A stunning history of power, arrogance, and greed.
the dreamt land



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

exporting pistachios, almonds, mandarins, and pomegranates. 
His story begins in 1769, when Father Junípero Serra, report-
ing to the Spanish king, combined religious fervor with sophis-
ticated agriculture, building dams and wells and diverting 
streams to grow wheat, apples, citrus fruits, dates, olives, and 
grapes. Yet while the land yielded a bounty, the Native Ameri-
can laborers and converts fell victim to European diseases. “In 
the matter of a single decade,” Arax reports, “tens of thousands 
of natives from San Francisco to Santa Barbara died from for-
eign germs.” After the demise of the Spanish missions, Mexico 
stepped in with “the first great California land grab,” doling out 
thousands of acres to gentry. That land grab was hardly the last: 
The author offers sharply etched portraits of some of the most 
imperious landowners, including Johann August Sutter, who in 
the 1850s became the state’s “biggest farmer, storekeeper, inn-
keeper, distiller, miller, tanner, manufacturer, enslaver and lib-
erator”; “cattle king” Henry Miller, who from the mid-1800s to 
the early 1900s controlled more than 10 million acres, includ-
ing a few rivers; and Stewart Resnick, the wealthiest farmer in 
America, perpetrator of clandestine deals and secret pipelines. 
Drawing on historical sources and nearly 300 interviews, Arax 
reveals the consequences to land and wildlife of generations 
of landowners who have defiantly dug, dammed, and diverted 
California’s waters.

A stunning history of power, arrogance, and greed. (65 
photos; map)

TALKING TO STRANGERS
Selected Essays, Prefaces, 
and Other Writings, 
1967-2017
Auster, Paul
Picador (400 pp.) 
$20.00 paper  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-250-20629-9  

An eclectic collection of essays from 
the 50-year career of a beloved novelist 
and thinker.

In the first piece, Auster (4 3 2 1, 2017, etc.) muses that “to 
feel estranged from language is to lose your own body. When 
words fail you, you dissolve into an image of nothingness. You 
disappear.” One can forgive him for a bit of youthful melo-
drama, as the essay was written in 1967, when the author was 
only 20 years old and his illustrious literary career still years 
away. Still, it’s a start to the collection, which skips through that 
career at a chipper pace, highlighting some of his famous essays 
and criticism along with several pieces that have never been 
published. Selections from the 1970s are particularly erudite; 
Auster was then a young poet and little-known novelist, but he 
made a name for himself contributing pieces of literary criti-
cism to the New York Review of Books. Beckett and Kafka—two 
writers with undeniable influences on Auster’s own fiction—
appear for the first time there and then several more times 
throughout the book. One of the most engaging essays is also 
one that another writer or editor might have shoved, forgotten, 

Anyone with even a passing famil-
iarity with the tech industry knows 
that the field is male-dominated—
and often toxically so. But since the 
late 1970s, Ellen Ullman has thrived 
in the business, gaining renown as a 
path-breaking programmer who de-
signed user interfaces that preceded 
Microsoft Windows.

Ullman is also a talented writer, 
as she has demonstrated in two nov-

els and two nonfiction books about technology. Kirkus 
called her first novel, The Bug (2003), “a forceful testa-
ment to the uphill struggle of pioneer programmers,” 
and her second, By Blood (2012), which received a star, “a 
first-rate literary thriller of compelling psychological and 
philosophical depth.”

While I enjoyed both novels, I was most compelled 
by her nonfiction books, Close to the Machine (1997), and 
Life in Code, about which we said, 
in a starred review, “what Antho-
ny Bourdain did for chefs, Ullman 
does for computer geeks. A fine re-
joinder and update to Doug Cou-
pland’s Microserfs and of great in-
terest to any computer user.” My 
knowledge of code is admittedly 
rudimentary, so what impressed 
me the most about Life in Code 
was Ullman’s ability to clarify 
highly complex concepts in read-
able, never-boring prose as well as 
her pointed commentaries on the state of tech today. As 
our reviewer wrote, “Ullman’s narrative is a you-are-here 
chronicle of the evolution of things we take for grant-
ed, from the early AI research of the 1970s and the first 
flickerings of the personal computer to the founding 
of Google—and now, to a decidedly dystopian present 
that is the real thrust of a sometimes-rueful confession. 
As Ullman writes without hyperbole, all the liberatory 
promise of the personal computer has been swallowed 
up by corporations.”

Ullman is to be celebrated for both her technological 
and literary contributions; one hopes she has numerous 
protégées waiting in the wings to continue and extend 
her work in a male-saturated field. —E.L.

Eric Liebetrau is the nonfiction and managing editor. 

rebel in 
the code

Photo courtesy Leah O
verstreet



in a drawer: a lecture from 1982 at Seton Hall that becomes a 
fascinating exploration of the influence of European readership 
on Edgar Allan Poe, which is particularly interesting consider-
ing how popular Auster would become in Europe. Later in the 
collection, the essays branch out from literature to other art 
forms, as Auster writes about filmmaker Jim Jarmusch, illustra-
tor Joe Brainard, and even New York Mets pitcher Terry Leach. 
They also turn more personal, with the author examining every-
thing from an ode to his beloved typewriter (which Auster trav-
eled with for decades even as the world turned to computers 
and word processing) to a somber remembrance of his family’s 
experiences during 9/11.

This isn’t essential Auster, but fans and scholars of his 
work will undoubtedly be charmed and intrigued by his 
evolving thoughts on art, language, and other assorted 
topics.

A HISTORY OF THE BIBLE
The Story of the World’s Most 
Influential Book
Barton, John
Viking (608 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-525-42877-0  

A sweeping examination of the devel-
opment of the Bible.

Barton (Emeritus, Interpretation of 
Holy Scripture/Univ. of Oxford; The Theol

ogy of the Book of Amos, 2012, etc.), an ordained and serving priest 
in the Church of England for more than 40 years, provides an 
exhaustive look at the creation of today’s Bible. He takes a largely 
thematic approach to his work; rather than a linear history of 
the Scriptures, he offers a collection of essays exploring facets 
of the book’s story. The author always looks at the Bible with 
a critical eye, and he questions larger concepts that are too 
often taken for granted. For instance, he dismisses the well-
worn belief that the New Testament canon was formed slowly 
and deliberately through church councils that took the time 
to exclude numerous other texts. Instead, he argues that the 
Christian Bible books coalesced organically and there was lit-
tle conscious debate over what was or was not “official” Scrip-
ture. Though the author respects the role of the Bible in the 
Jewish and Christian faiths, he examines the texts more as cul-
tural literature than as works strictly tied to the holy or super-
natural. For instance, he bluntly concludes, “the prophets 
were not helpful people, and their books are not helpful texts.” 
One benefit of Barton’s aloofness from the Scriptures is his 
ability to thoroughly delineate the different ways in which the 
Hebrew Bible is viewed and valued by Jews and Christians. In 
fact, he carefully notes throughout that there is an inherent 
difficulty in viewing the Bible as a “book” with a single history 
or theme, given that it is instead a compendium of works rep-
resenting different eras, languages, cultures, genres, and faiths. 
Barton’s work is accessible to lay readers, but many readers of 
faith may not receive it enthusiastically, as the author’s tone 

about the Bible, though not hostile, skews toward the secular 
and is occasionally skeptical.

A useful religious history that is critical in approach 
and wide in scope.

THE WAY HOME
Tales from a Life Without 
Technology
Boyle, Mark
Oneworld Publications (304 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-78607-600-7  

A candid chronicle of letting go of 
and living without the seemingly ubiqui-
tous technological connections of mod-
ern society.

For more than a decade, Boyle (Drinking Molotov Cocktails 
with Gandhi, 2015, etc.), aka the Moneyless Man, has been 
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disconnecting from the virtual world of money and banks. At 
the end of 2016, he took the next step, abandoning “industrial-
scale, complex technologies”—i.e., anything dependent on or 
derived from fossil-fuels (cars, plastics, etc.), powered by elec-
tricity (water pump, refrigerator, TV, etc.), that facilitates seam-
less connections (internet, phone, laptop, etc.), or that requires 
any of the above (solar panels, windmills, etc.). In his latest 
book, the author takes readers along on his experiences during 
his first year, from one winter solstice to the next, living in a 
cabin he and his partner built by hand on three acres in rural 
Ireland. “To me,” he writes, “the most beautiful place on earth 
is this unsophisticated half-wild three acre smallholding in the 
middle of somewhere unimportant.” What Boyle’s writing 
lacks in comparison to Henry David Thoreau’s transcendental-
ism or Aldo Leopold’s lyricism is made up for by his consis-
tently earnest self-reflection. A visit to Ireland’s Great Blasket 
Island, evacuated in 1953 and now a global tourist attraction, 
revealed to Boyle that nature was recovering and doing better 
without permanent residents than if it were still tended by the 
19th-century hand-plow or axe. For the author, the main ques-
tion is whether nature is better off with us living in it hand-to-
mouth like our tech-free ancestors or apart from it in our urban 
cocoons. Unfortunately, neither is sustainable with our current 
population of more than 7 billion, an inconvenient truth that 
the author refers to only obliquely.

There’s not enough space on Earth for everyone to 
move off the grid and back to the land, but Boyle’s pleasant 
book allows us to at least imagine the dream.

MENTORS
How to Help and Be Helped
Brand, Russell
Henry Holt (176 pp.) 
$20.00  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-250-22627-3  

The actor/comedian and former 
drug addict explains how mentors have 
helped him change his life.

Sex, drugs, fame, power—these are 
just some of the things Brand (Recovery: 

Freedom from Our Addictions, 2017, etc.) has been addicted to in 
his lifetime. In this meandering narrative, the author shares 
stories of who he was and how he changed via the help of vari-
ous mentors at different stages in his life. Chip, himself a for-
mer drug addict, helped Brand get off drugs by showing him 
he needed to be honest, willing, and open-minded about life. 
He taught the author “that it is okay to talk about your feelings, 
more than okay, mandatory,” including feeling “vulnerable, inad-
equate, fearful and angry.” Meredith, an acupuncturist, took on 
the role of mother, nurturing Brand through the difficult details 
of his divorce. Jimmy identified Brand’s codependent relation-
ships and helped him move beyond them, forcing him to re-
evaluate what he took and what he provided in each of them. 
Each of the author’s mentors has assisted in his transformation 
from an angry, disillusioned person to the more well-rounded 

father and spiritual person he is today. “All of us live on a can-
yon wire between the person we used to be, the person we are 
ascending and the person we are aspiring to become,” writes the 
author. “Every day the pugilistic slog goes on for me....I’m back 
and forth between the kind and ideal me...and the ‘Venom’ ver-
sion of myself, all fangs and inner eelish sinew, writhing.” After 
readers meet each of his guides, they will clearly understand 
how they have helped Brand, but it is debatable whether this 
knowledge, delivered in a rambling way throughout the text, 
will be enough to get readers to look for mentors of their own.

Circuitous stories of how advisers and role models 
have influenced and supported the changes in one man’s 
messy life.

AMERICAN MOONSHOT 
John F. Kennedy and 
the Great Space Race
Brinkley, Douglas
Harper/HarperCollins (576 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-06-265506-6  

A look back at the days when Amer-
ican presidents and politicians believed 
in and promoted science—days when 
there was a world to win, along with 

the heavens.
Prolific historian Brinkley (Chair, History/Rice Univ.; Right

ful Heritage: Franklin D. Roosevelt and the Land of America, 2016, 
etc.) avers that his latest is a contribution to “U.S. presidential 
history (not space studies).” However, in his customarily thor-
ough way, it’s clear that he’s mastered a great deal of the facts 
and lore surrounding the Mercury, Gemini, and Apollo projects 
that landed American astronauts on the moon 50 years ago. 
As his account unfolds, two themes emerge. One is that fiscal 
conservatives, exemplified by President Dwight Eisenhower, 
were reluctant to fuel the emerging military-industrial com-
plex, affording John F. Kennedy a campaign issue that revolved 
around the “missile gap” between the U.S. and the Soviet Union. 
As Brinkley writes, “having been raised in a family obsessed 
with winning at every level, [Kennedy] reduced the complexi-
ties of Cold War statesmanship to a simple contest.” The sec-
ond theme is that the space race was very much an extension of 
the wider Cold War. In both matters, notes the author, NASA 
became the beneficiary of both federal largess and the advan-
tages of “unfettered capitalism,” tapping into a fast-growing 
network of military contractors and spinning off basic research 
into an array of technological products. Even during the Bay of 
Pigs crisis, Kennedy kept his eye on the lunar prize, tasking his 
vice president, Lyndon B. Johnson, with determining whether 
the American parties involved in the space race were “making 
maximum effort.” With JFK’s assassination, the moon program 
seemed in danger of losing impetus and funding, but thanks 
to a vigorous NASA administrator and political allies in Con-
gress and the executive branch, the Kennedy-inspired effort 
was realized. In fact, writes the author, it became a “marvelous 

A highly engaging history not just for space-race 
enthusiasts, but also students of Cold War politics.

american moonshot



alternative to all-out war with the USSR or future proxy wars 
such as Korea.”

A highly engaging history not just for space-race enthu-
siasts, but also students of Cold War politics. (16page color 
insert; b/w photos throughout)

THE SECOND MOUNTAIN
The Quest for a Moral Life
Brooks, David
Random House (384 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-0-8129-9326-4  

The popular New York Times colum-
nist propels himself through another 
heartfelt, earnest pilgrimage toward self-
awakening and commitment.

Deeply concerned about the break-
down in civil discourse and the terrible compromises that suc-
cessful people—especially politicians—make in their careers, 

Brooks (The Road to Character, 2015, etc.) elucidates another way 
to live, what he calls the Second Mountain. The first mountain 
is what people of his well-educated, affluent milieu climb to 
gain good jobs, recognition, money, and success—doing what 
our society expects us to do. While some people reach the top, 
they might find it “unsatisfying.” Others fall away and fail, for 
whatever reason, and spend time suffering in the valley, which 
is where Brooks finds the truly interesting stories. “The people 
who have been made larger by suffering are brave enough to 
let parts of their old self die,” he writes. “Down in the valley, 
their motivations changed. They’ve gone from self-centered to 
other-centered.” Brooks uses innumerable examples of people 
who have suffered in this profoundly disappointing wilder-
ness and been made stronger in their sense of purpose. These 
include historical figures like Abraham Lincoln and Leo Tol-
stoy as well as the author’s friends and acquaintances. Indeed, 
Brooks uses his own experience of being broken by the dissolu-
tion of his marriage of 27 years and his embrace of Christianity 
(he was raised in a Jewish household) and eventual remarriage 
to a younger woman who acted as his research assistant and 
spiritual guide. Essentially, he sets out to create a blueprint for 
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Bret Easton Ellis

HIS FIRST BOOK OF ESSAYS, WHITE, IS PROVOCATIVE, BUT HASN’T 
ELLIS ALWAYS BEEN CONTRARIAN?  
By Mark Athitakis

It’s two days after the Oscars, and Bret Easton El-
lis is rolling his eyes at the online chatter about Green 
Book’s best picture win. The consensus says the mov-
ie is a retrograde celebration of white-saviorism, but 
Ellis isn’t having it. “[The commentary is] far dumb-
er than I expected,” he says over the phone from his 
home in Los Angeles. “It is a complete overreaction to 
this movie. The movie is being used as some kind of 
symbol for something it isn’t, which is going on in the 
culture a lot.”

That attitude—contrarian and disenchanted with 
current discourse about identity politics—provides 

the backbone of White (April 16), Ellis’ first book of 
nonfiction. The essays are all autobiographical; he re-
calls his childhood movie fandom, the early success 
of his 1985 debut novel, Less Than Zero, the controver-
sy surrounding 1991’s American Psycho, and his recent 
switch from fiction writing to podcasting. But the 
book is as much op-ed as memoir, shot through with 
his frustration with what he sees as the death of sensi-
ble cultural discourse. Moonlight, another best picture 
winner, stokes his sense that, as he writes, “if you re-
fuse to join the chorus of approval you will be tagged 
a racist or a misogynist. This is what happens to a cul-
ture when it no longer cares about art.”

The book’s title underscores that point in two ways. 
First, Ellis says, it’s a tribute to Joan Didion’s clas-
sic 1979 essay collection about Southern California, 
The White Album, recalling an era when writers occu-
pied the heart of American cultural life. But he’s also 
spotlighting white male privilege and his ambivalence 
about the concept.

“There was a joke title, ‘White Privileged Male,’ 
that [my editor and I] used for a long time, because it 
seemed to sum up the point of view of the book, which 
was from a white privileged male. There’s no way of 
getting around that, and it’s addressed in the book,” he 
says. “He ultimately said, ‘Why don’t you just get rid of 
the privileged male thing and just simply call it White?’ 
I kind of resisted it at first, thinking it could push the 
wrong button. But then I also thought, if that button’s 
pushed, then that’s part of the problem that we have in 
the world right now.”

White isn’t designed to offend, exactly. But Ellis is 
comfortable with his provocations. He dismisses the 
gay rights organization GLAAD as one that “reinforc-
es the notion that gay men are oversensitive babies.” 

Photo courtesy Casey N
elson



moral transformation by eschewing the hyperindividualism we 
are taught to champion as children and which, he concludes 
via social data, leads only to loneliness, distrust of institutions, 
loss of purpose, and tribalism. Instead, we must open ourselves 
to family, community, and religious commitments. Brooks is a 
heart-on-his-sleeve writer, and his language is not terribly pro-
found, but his message is accessible and inclusive.

A thoughtful work that offers an uplifting message to 
those struggling in the wilderness of career and existential 
challenge.

GHOSTS OF GOLD MOUNTAIN
The Epic Story of the 
Chinese Who Built the 
Transcontinental Railroad
Chang, Gordon H.
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-328-61857-3  

A well-researched history of the 
“Railroad Chinese,” those who traveled to 
the United States to build the transconti-

nental railway system but were thereafter mostly forgotten.
As Chang (History/Stanford Univ.; Fateful Ties: A History of 

America’s Preoccupation with China, 2015) notes, the lives and fates 
of the Chinese railroad workers who labored to build steel lines 
across mountains and deserts are not well-documented; much 
is an argument from silence, barring the discovery of “that elu-
sive prize, the diary of a Railroad Chinese.” What is certain is 
that many thousands arrived, traveling freelance or having been 
recruited from villages and cities in China. Drawing on family 
memories, government records, archaeological reports, and 
other materials, Chang reconstructs their difficult work and the 
social organization that underlay it, with young workers led by 
somewhat older foremen and labor brokers. Some arrived dur-
ing the various gold rushes of 19th-century California, where 
they “frequently worked in teams on claims abandoned by white 
miners” and learned skills that would prove essential in later rail-
road work. Praised as “very good working hands,” they were also 
subject to racism at every level of American society and were 
often the victims of violence—e.g., the case of “a Chinaman,” as 
the court record calls a man named Ling Sing, who was repeat-
edly shot by a white man who escaped punishment thanks to 
laws that forbade nonwhites from testifying against whites. 

“Where Ling Sing is buried is not known,” writes the author. The 
identities and pasts of so many others who died in construc-
tion accidents are similarly unknown, and although Railroad 
Chinese participated in strikes and asserted their rights, most 
disappeared after the lines were built, some to return to China, 
others to find work as farmers and laborers in places like New 
Orleans and California’s Central Valley.

A valuable contribution to the history of the Chinese in 
North America, allowing the formerly nameless to emerge 

“as real historical actors.” (38 b/w illustrations; 3 maps)
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He defends Milo Yiannopoulous’ stoking online at-
tacks on Leslie Jones, “who couldn’t handle a vicious 
yet typical Twitter trolling.” And if he doesn’t support 
Donald Trump, he’s annoyed at the left’s catastroph-
ism about him (“this hysteria, a kind of fake game that 
didn’t even come close to connecting with the real and 
the pragmatic”).

These days, Ellis says he’s all but given up on so-
cial media except to promote his podcast. “Absolutely 
nothing,” he says, when asked what Twitter is good for. 

“I thought it was kind of a funny performative space 
to make dirty jokes, say outrageous things, cause out-
rage,” he says. “But now it’s a virtue-signaling site, ba-
sically. It’s just not fun.”

If this all sounds like sour grapes from a novelist 
at a time when novelists lack prominence, Ellis ar-
gues he’s just staying on-brand. This is, after all, the 
same author who wrote American Psycho, an enduring 
button-pushing satire of our national greed and ego, 
and his view has long been a jaundiced one, he says. 

“Everything is a lament for me….My whole career has 
been built on lament. I was the old man on the porch 
with Less Than Zero, calling out those kids for what 
they’re doing. Nothing’s really changed.”

White was reviewed in the March 1, 2019, issue. 
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CONSCIENCE
The Origins of Moral Intuition
Churchland, Patricia
Norton (272 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-324-00089-1  

The “founder of neurophilosophy” 
considers the complex, abstract idea of 
conscience.

MacArthur fellow Churchland 
(Emerita, Philosophy/Univ. of California, 

San Diego; Touching a Nerve: The Self as Brain, 2013, etc.) draws 
on neuroscience, genetics, psychology, religion, and philosophy 
to offer a clear, informative examination of the meaning of con-
science. How, she asks, do individuals develop a sense of right 
and wrong? To what extent is conscience shaped by the social 
world? What accounts for similarities of cooperation and shar-
ing in human behavior? What accounts for psychopathology 
and for the disdain for honesty, kindness, and decency displayed 

by some celebrities and politicians? No discipline provides a 
complete answer to these formidable questions, but Church-
land gleans insights from all. Neurobiology identifies the hor-
mone oxytocin as having a large role in facilitating attachment 
between mothers and infants and between mates. In “strongly 
bonded marmosets,” for example, “fluctuations in oxytocin lev-
els are synchronized.” The author notes, however, that no single 
hormone or genetic inheritance accounts for moral behavior. 

“Empathizing,” she underscores, “is not a single operation, in 
contrast to, say, an eye-blink response to a puff of air.” She was 
surprised to learn that some complicated personality traits are 
inheritable: Studies of identical and fraternal twins reveal a 
genetic link for traits such as extroversion, openness, agreeable-
ness, conscientiousness, and emotional stability. But, Church-
land cautions, these traits involve hundreds of genes and can 
be strongly influenced by one’s environment. Individuals learn 
caring behavior by internalizing social norms through a reward 
system: “the pleasure of social approval and the pain of social 
disapproval.” Psychopaths—narcissistic, pathological liars who 
show no guilt or remorse for their anti-social behavior—are 
puzzling outliers: Psychopaths have generated biochemical and 
psychological theories but no firm explanation for their lack 
of a moral compass. In addition to biology, Churchland looks 
to Judeo-Christian and Asian religions and to a range of phi-
losophers who have grappled with ethical issues. She concludes, 
after all, that conscience “is a brain construct rooted in our neu-
ral circuity, not a theological entity thoughtfully parked in us by 
a divine being.”

A thoughtful, accessible, and enlightening book. (13 
illustrations)

ROUGHHOUSE FRIDAY
A Memoir
Coffin, Jaed
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (288 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jun. 18, 2019
978-0-374-25195-6  

Adrift in Alaska, a young man con-
fronts his past and seeks direction by 
competing in a barroom boxing show in 
Juneau.

In his second memoir, Coffin (Cre-
ative Writing/Univ. of New Hampshire; A Chant to Soothe Wild 
Elephants, 2008) interrogates his close but conflicted bond with 
his father and his mythical ideals of masculinity. The author was a 
year out of college when he impulsively embarked on a solo kaya-
king journey from the San Juan Islands in Washington to Sitka, 
Alaska. There, he landed a job tutoring at a local high school. One 
evening, he met and sparred with Victor, a local boxing legend 
and coach. As Victor recognized the author’s innate toughness, 
he encouraged him to enlist in a boxing event called Roughhouse 
Friday. Through these physically demanding, adrenaline-soaked 
matches, under Victor’s expanding influence, Coffin began to 
unleash a long-suppressed rage, mainly directed toward his father 
but also against the subtle bigotry he experienced as the child of 

A compelling story of small-town boxing in Alaska and
a complex examination of masculine identities.

roughhouse friday
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a white American father and a Thai mother. His father, a mili-
tary psychologist, left his mother and their two children in Maine 
while Coffin was still a young boy and started a new family. The 
author’s anger toward his father, though intently explored, feels 
somewhat unprocessed; there’s a raw nerve left under the surface 
that the author may address in future writing. The strength of 
the narrative derives from Coffin’s vivid and perceptive accounts 
of the boxing matches and the participants, each with varying 
boxing abilities and their own individual scores to settle. “Even 
the most raw, unskilled bouts,” writes the author, “when watched 
with any empathy at all for the people in them, reveal a tender 
story about each fighter: what they are made of, who they are, 
what sadness they carry, what joy....I sometimes found myself 
leaving the ring feeling numb and dull while, on other occasions, 
I went back to my corner on the verge of confused tears.”

A compelling story of small-town boxing in Alaska and 
a complex examination of masculine identities.

THE APOLOGY
Ensler, Eve
Bloomsbury (128 pp.) 
$22.00  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-63557-438-8  

The Tony Award–winning playwright 
and bestselling author excavates the vio-
lent truths of sexual, physical, and emo-
tional abuse in a painful quest for healing.

Told from the perspective of the 
father who committed countless wrongs 

against his child, Ensler’s (In the Body of the World: A Memoir 
of Cancer and Connection, 2013, etc.) latest is a chilling portrait 
from the broken mirror of his memories; only in the final pages 
will readers find the narrator’s candid acceptance of respon-
sibility for this sadistic history. Fully amplifying her father’s 
warped perceptions, the author provides an exacting, reveal-
ing glimpse into the psychology of gaslighting from the view 
of a perpetrator. Ensler effectively unearths tragic betrayals of 
trust and the multiple terrors survived by her younger self. Her 
father’s twisted attention and attempted sabotages persisted as 
he notes the criticisms he planted to undercut his daughter’s 
growth and independence at every turn. Paternal contempt 
followed the author through high school and beyond, and she 
captures it all in a fevered account that traces periods of resis-
tance, rebellion, self-destruction, creativity, and sobriety in the 
years she spent seeking to break from the restrictions cast by 
a father obsessed with violating her agency. Ensler’s father is 
certain to frustrate readers looking for a more concrete sense 
of justice, and the graphic catalog of sexual abuses and physical 
violence will challenge most readers and trigger some. Still, this 
is a potent, necessary narrative of healing, and the author suc-
ceeds in her “attempt to endow my father with the will and the 
words to cross the border, and speak the language, of apology so 
that I can finally be free.” This imagined voice is as intimate as it 
is alarming, and Ensler also taps into a broader struggle, seeking 
to hold all perpetrators of abuse accountable for their actions.

Readers searching for full and consistent contrition 
may be uncomfortable, but those seeking a greater under-
standing of psychological manipulation will appreciate 
this powerful examination.

ERNESTO 
The Untold Story 
of Hemingway in 
Revolutionary Cuba
Feldman, Andrew
Melville House  (512 pp.) 
$29.99  |  May 28, 2019
978-1-61219-638-1  

With the opening of Cuba’s Heming-
way archives in Havana, a Heming-
way scholar plunged into two years of 

research. The result is this original portrait of the author’s life 
and work.
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Kembrew McLeod

THE HISTORY OF PUNK ISN’T JUST ABOUT ANGRY WHITE BOYS
By J.W. Bonner 

Think of punk, and you immediately imagine safety-
pinned leather and ratty clothing and young men play-
ing propulsive, guitar-driven songs that clock in un-
der two minutes. Kembrew McLeod’s The Downtown 
Pop Underground: New York City and the Literary Punks, 
Renegade Artists, DIY Filmmakers, Mad Playwrights, and 
Rock ’n’ Roll Glitter Queens Who Revolutionized Culture 
(2018) upends and complicates that stereotype. Tracing 
the development of downtown New York punk back 
to the DIY ethos of off-off-Broadway, coffeehouse cul-
ture, and the catalyzing influence of Warhol, McLeod 
opens up the downtown scene to position women 
and the influence of gay culture more prominently in 
punk’s antecedents.

“A lot of histories of the 1950s and ’60s avant-garde 
movements have focused on men,” McLeod explains. 

“Even punk has been told as a story of angry, mostly 
white boys. My book tries to show that punk was more 
complicated and inclusive of gay men and women and of 
trans people. I wanted to tell the story of punk by focus-
ing on two women, Patti Smith and Debbie Harry, along 
with the Ramones and Richard Hell.”

McLeod’s book highlights the contributions of gay 
figures such as Hibiscus, founder of the Cockettes, the 
gay theater collective, as well as such icons as Divine, 
Candy Darling, Jackie Curtis, and Lance Loud, family 
member in the historic PBS reality TV show An Ameri
can Family. McLeod relishes a critic’s review of Candy 
Darling’s off-off-Broadway debut (she shared the stage 
with a young Robert De Niro); the New York Times’ the-
ater critic, McLeod writes, “commented without irony…
‘hers was the first female impersonation of a female im-
personator that I have ever seen.’ ”

“When we think about revolution, we usually think 
politics,” McLeod suggests. “But a revolution can hap-
pen within the culture itself. And culture can influence 
the world. For example, the revolutionary acts of gay 
people being themselves in the 1960s have ended up re-
shaping our culture today.”

As McLeod explains, underground scenes have ex-
isted in all major cities for “the last two centuries.” But 
New York City had something that was missing, say, in 
the more dispersed population of San Francisco or the 
car culture of Los Angeles. “New York City had the den-
sity. The people I interviewed talked time and again 
about rounding the corner and running into someone 
and being invited to attend or perform in some event. 
And,” McLeod explains, “downtown rents were so cheap 
that, as one of my interview subjects explains, he could 
work a quarter of the time to pay rent and have all the 
rest of the time for experimenting with art.”

And the media capital of America, with its TV net-
works, national magazines, and publishers in midtown 
Manhattan, was located a few subway stops from down-
town. McLeod mentions a section of the book describ-
ing a 5-minute CBS segment in 1965 on the underground, 
introduced by Walter Cronkite, in which Andy Warhol 
and other underground artists are interviewed—a seg-

Photo courtesy Lisa Jane Persky
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Going to the “source” after “54 years of Cold War blockade,” 
New Orleans–based academic Feldman adds extensively to the 
already massive Hemingway archival material. Cuba—and, in 
particular, the Finca Vigía that he bought with his third wife, 
Martha Gellhorn, in 1939—became the center of many things: 
his writing solace and success; his alternating marital bliss and 
torment (after Gellhorn, he brought Mary Welsh there, where 
they lived off and on until his suicide in Idaho in 1961); his heart-
felt attachment to the locals and their families; his watering 
hole and source of fishing adventures; and the ultimate degra-
dation in his health, mostly from drinking. Feldman engagingly 
traces Hemingway’s remarkable journey as an American writer 
and mythmaker on many levels. At the same time, he delineates 
the history of modern Cuba, especially the creation of Havana 
as a glamorous magnet for rich Americans while it festered in 
political turbulence, culminating in Fidel Castro’s consolida-
tion of power in 1959. While the sordid details of Hemingway’s 
affairs, excessive drinking, and brutal treatment of family and 
friends are familiarly difficult to read, what remains in Feld-
man’s eloquent, evenhanded biography is a palpable sense of 
the author’s fierce allegiance to his work, which crushed every-
thing that came in the way, including wives and devoted friends 
like F. Scott Fitzgerald. Papa’s demons, in the end, caught up 
with him, leaving many books (Islands in the Stream, A Moveable 
Feast, True at First Light) unfinished. Feldman concludes with a 
touching chronicle of how Castro revered the author (“All the 
work of Hemingway is a defense of human rights”) and how the 
Cubans remember El Americano warmly to this day.

A fresh and fair assessment of Hemingway’s life and 
work that refreshingly avoids slipping into hagiography.

WHAT MY MOTHER 
AND I DON’T 
TALK ABOUT 
Fifteen Writers Break 
the Silence
Ed. by Filgate, Michele
Simon & Schuster (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-1-982107-34-5  

Fifteen essayists—many luminaries—
write unflinchingly about their mothers.

From the first page of the introduction, where editor Fil-
gate—an MFA student at NYU and contributing editor at 
Literary Hub—names cooking as a way of staying connected 
to the mother she doesn’t talk to very often, this collection is 
honest and riveting. Kiese Laymon writes about the difference 
between loving someone and loving how that someone makes 
you feel, while Carmen Maria Machado explores how her feel-
ings about the mother from whom she’s estranged shape her 
thoughts about having, or not having, children herself. In her 
sharp contribution, Lynn Steger Strong considers what she 
cannot find a way to say about the anger she feels toward her 
mother. Julianna Baggott describes being her mother’s “confes-
sor.” André Aciman’s ruminations about his mother’s deafness 
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ment which includes the Velvet Underground playing, 
two years prior to the release of their first album. “Mid-
town producers had their ears pitched to downtown 
culture,” McLeod notes, “and took it national.”

Warhol serves as one key figure in McLeod’s book 
(which does a great job of introducing less well-known 
characters such as Ellen Stewart, who founded La 
MaMa), partly because of his Zelig-like ability to be ev-
erywhere. “Warhol was a key connector figure,” McLeod 
states. “Just as punk has become characterized in a false, 
one-dimensional manner, Warhol, too, exists in a one-
dimensional way in the popular imagination: the Camp-
bell’s soup can guy. Warhol has a huge canon of under-
ground films. He forged connections to the downtown 
poetry scenes and to multimedia performance.”

Punk, too, proved more complicated. “The Ra-
mones’ stance and imagery were clearly ironic. They 
came from working-class backgrounds and wore leather 
jackets—all of which presents a rough punk image. But,” 
McLeod adds, “these ‘brothers’ were all about theater 
and artifice and Warhol-ian irony in the way they pre-
sented themselves.”

J.W. Bonner teaches writing and humanities at Asheville 
School in Asheville, North Carolina, and he writes regularly 
for Kirkus Reviews.
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also serve as odes to language and bodies and communication. 
Brandon Taylor illuminates the experience of cancer and exam-
ines his lack of empathy for his mother, and Leslie Jamison 
rounds out the collection with a loving piece in which she 
attempts to “project my admiration back through time to reas-
sure the woman my mom had been, that woman who felt only 
that she had somehow failed the man who loved her first—that 
women who did not know, could not have known, the road 
ahead.” Most of the essays are pointedly literary and lyrical; 
many include meta-reflections on the nature of truth-telling, 
and the narrators show themselves thinking and rethinking the 
claims they hazard and then revise about their mothers. For 
the most part, the collection avoids cliché and sentimentality; 
equally remarkable, each one of these intimate and gut-wrench-
ing essays reaches beyond itself to forge connections with read-
ers. Other contributors include Alexander Chee, Melissa Febos, 
and Sari Botton.

Moving Mother’s Day reading for the fearless and 
brave—though some readers may want to have their thera-
pist on speed-dial.

TIME IS THE THING A BODY 
MOVES THROUGH
Fleischmann, T
Coffee House (152 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-56689-547-7  

A sharp memoir that explores gender, 
identity, and other complex, timely matters.

Even before considering the idea 
of binary gender identity as an illusion, 
this book would be difficult to catego-

rize; it is an intriguing mixture of memoir, manifesto, arts criti-
cism, and prose poem. The settings include Manhattan, Chicago, 
Tennessee, Seattle, and Berlin, with Iceland and Greenland on 
the horizon. Fleischmann (Syzygy, Beauty, 2012) offers differ-
ent perspectives on one relationship that provides a focus, one 
that is “joined somewhere between the platonic and the erotic.” 
Even there—maybe especially there—distinctions, catego-
ries, and motivations prove difficult. “I was born in 1983,” writes 
Fleischmann, “and heard for the first decade of my life no men-
tion of queerness outside of the context of hate and epidemic. As 
media representation and legal protections grew in the following 
years, so too did a queer cultural anxiety around political collapse, 
and a gnawing awareness that those protections were flimsy, insuf-
ficient at best....it seemed urgent that I resist the mainstreaming of 
queerness and sustain a more radical tradition, assimilation being 
a form of death.” As a teenager, the author recounts experiencing 
the feeling, “I’m hideous and I’m gay,” and how they made pilgrim-
ages to New York and Chicago to explore the limitless possibilities 
of identity, subsequently discovering that there “are actually rural 
pockets...all over the country, of weird people...doing all sorts of 
odd things in places you wouldn’t expect.” Throughout the book, 
identity remains as fluid as gender, as the author investigates both 
in interesting ways. Providing a reference point across the text is 
the work of gay artist Felix Gonzalez-Torres, whose art has inspired 
the author to interpret personal experience and response through 
the lens of queer relationships.

Both provocatively and evocatively written, the book 
illuminates the process of becoming.

THE CULT OF THE 
CONSTITUTION
Franks, Mary Anne
Stanford Univ. (280 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-5036-0322-6  

A law professor and cyberactiv-
ist examines America’s “constitutional 
fundamentalists.”

It’s an article of faith, writes Franks 
(Univ. of Miami School of Law), president 

of the Cyber Civil Rights Initiative, that the Constitution is the 
embodiment of a foundational wisdom that has not come along 
since. Yet, she argues, it also embodies a “founding fraud”—i.e., 

Both provocatively and evocatively written, the book
illuminates the process of becoming.

time is the thing a body moves through



that the authors of that document really believed that “we the 
people” included everyone and not just adult white male prop-
erty holders. “Constitutional fundamentalism,” writes Franks, 

“whether of the right or left, sanctifies the men and the moment 
of the founding era: that is, an era in which the interests of women 
and racial minorities were subordinated to those of white, econom-
ically powerful men.” The First Amendment is a particularly active 
battleground in that clash of interests, with adherents to the cult 
of the Constitution insistent that freedom of speech is absolute 
even as the author and like-minded critics seek legislation to pro-
tect Americans from such things as cyberstalking. In that amend-
ment, she writes, civil liberties organizations such as the American 
Civil Liberties Union and Electronic Freedom Foundation were 
as implacably opposed as any conservative think tank. As for the 
Second Amendment, Franks argues that the idea that self-defense 
requires access to firearms is “reductive and dangerous to the gen-
eral welfare.” Moreover, its protections are unevenly distributed: 

“Who gets to stand their ground?” she asks, provocatively, observ-
ing that the National Rifle Association and other gun-freedom 
groups have never been quick to encourage armed self-defense 
on the part of black Americans. Such double standards are abet-
ted by strict interpretations of a document that, Franks allows, has 
become more sympathetic to the interests of minorities, as with 
the 14th Amendment—but even so, such changes “have at most 
modified white male supremacy, not dislodged it.”

Though repetitive and a touch too sweeping at times, 
this is a worthy addition to the literature of critical legal 
studies—and a timely text as battles over the Constitution 
and its interpretation continue to rage.

THE BOOK OF PRIDE 
LGBTQ Heroes Who 
Changed the World
Funk, Mason
HarperOne (288 pp.) 
$24.99 paper  |  May 21, 2019
978-0-06-257170-0  

A dignified tapestry of trailblazing 
pioneers who have contributed to the 

gay liberation movement.
Funk’s nonprofit OUTWORDS is an initiative dedicated to 

recording and preserving the stories and histories of LGBTQ rev-
olutionaries. Among the dynamic voices featured in his empow-
ering anthology are activists, leaders, and individual contributors 
who represent the struggle of LGBTQ people to be heard above 
the perennial din of intolerance, discrimination, and hate. Rec-
ognizing that many of the pioneers are baby boomers and that 
there will be “fewer of our elders around to interview,” the author 
briskly traveled across America arranging interviews for a volume 
he knew would “do justice to the long, complex journey that our 
community has traveled.” Split into 10 thematic sections, the col-
lection begins with community-focused individuals like Emma 
Colquitt-Sayers, a Dallas-based organizer who overcame the rav-
ages of a difficult childhood to emerge successful and immensely 
philanthropic. Other contributors include former Los Angeles 

nightclub owners Jewel Thais-Williams, whose Catch One bar 
was born during the sexual revolution, and Gene La Pietra, who 
consistently thwarted rampant anti-gay police brutality at his 
venues (he recalls one night when “the cops game in with billy 
clubs flying...helicopters, the whole nine yards...giving out com-
mands just like Nazis”). Many of these diverse voices come from 
transgender activists, and others have legal, political, or perfor-
mance backgrounds and media, military, and ministerial affilia-
tions. “Pioneering protester” Dick Leitsch recalls rushing to the 
Stonewall Inn in June 1969 to witness the riots firsthand, and 
organizer Donna Red Wing’s posthumous profile reflects her 
lifelong dedication to humanitarian equality. Many of these sto-
ries are highly introspective and poignant—e.g., interviews with 
several longtime AIDS survivors and a few spirited octogenar-
ians—while some are humorous, including that of drag queen 
Bradley Picklesimer’s trajectory from Chess King–wearing youth 
to Hollywood performance artist. To Funk, each voice is essential, 
and “if we hurry, we can record many more stories—and thank 
our pioneers in person.”

A significant educational and motivational tribute to 
dozens of social justice heroes. (photos throughout)
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NORTH OF HAVANA
The Untold Story of Dirty 
Politics, Secret Diplomacy, 
and the Trial of the 
Cuban Five
Garbus, Martin
New Press (288 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-62097-446-9  

An account of the anti-Castro hatred 
that infected 1990s Miami.

In 1996, a Cuban jet fighter downed a plane flying over 
Cuban airspace dropping anti-Castro leaflets, a mission sanc-
tioned by Miami’s right-wing Cuban exiles. Immediately, the 
enraged Cuban community called for justice, and five men—
none of whom had been in Cuba at the time—were arrested, 
tried, convicted for spying, and imprisoned in the United States. 
One of them, Gerardo Hernández, received 2 life sentences. 
Ten years later, eminent trial lawyer Garbus (The Next 25 Years: 
The New Supreme Court and What It Means for Americans, 2007, 
etc.), after reading more than 20,000 pages of trial transcript 
and “a mountain of connected documents,” decided to repre-
sent Hernández to reverse his conviction, convinced that his 
client was innocent and had been denied a fair trial. By the time 
he took the case, Garbus already had a distinguished career 
defending prominent dissidents, including Daniel Ellsberg, 
Cesar Chavez, and the Cuban poet Heberto Padilla. Although 
he realized that Hernández’s case was “nearly hopeless,” he 
admits that “by psychology, instinct, and training, I respond to 
injustice by running toward it, to see what I can do to correct 
it.” The trial of the Cuban Five, as the defendants came to be 
known, was rife with misconduct: an inexperienced judge who 
rejected six motions for a change of venue, forcing the trial to 
proceed in a community “actively organized against the defen-
dants”; inflammatory pre-trial publicity that amounted to a 

“propaganda crusade”; ineffective defense strategy; and an inevi-
tably biased jury. Garbus chronicles his efforts to win justice 
for Hernandez, a combination of dogged work, luck, surprising 
new evidence, and an evolving political climate in which a thaw 
in Cuba–U.S. relations seemed possible. He movingly portrays 
the pain, degradation, and hardship his client experienced as 
well as his own frustrations with prison officials who “compli-
cated and interfered” with his work in every way possible. His 
impassioned book is both an indictment of the legal system and 
a plea for prison reform.

A harrowing chronicle of a fight for justice.

GHOST WORK
How to Stop Silicon Valley 
from Building a New Global 
Underclass
Gray, Mary L. & Suri, Siddharth
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (288 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-328-56624-9  

An exploration of the hidden human 
labor force that works with artificial 
intelligence to power many popular web-

sites and apps.
As Microsoft Research senior analysts Gray and Suri note, 

some 20 million individuals worldwide make up an “on-demand 
gig economy,” working as freelancers to handle judgment-call 
tasks that computers do not do—from moderating content and 
editing product reviews to developing web pages—and execut-
ing such high-tech piece work (for apps like Uber and websites 
like Facebook) in isolation, amid great uncertainty, without 
feedback or benefits, and under no clear labor laws. Drawing 
on a pioneering five-year study of workers in the United States 
and India, the authors provide a revealing, overly detailed view 
of this rapidly growing world of “ghost work,” in which “faceless” 
labor platforms (at the behest of well-known firms) hire work-
ers represented by numbers rather than names. The platforms 
organize, route, and schedule projects to individuals working 
from home or elsewhere. This prospect—not the takeover of 
work by robots—represents the “inevitable” future of jobs, 
argue the authors. The book includes portraits of many workers 
such as Karen, a 37-year-old stay-at-home mom who does cap-
tions for an on-demand platform called Amara, earning $15 per 
hour; and Zaffar, 26, an IT graduate who handles tasks for Lead-
Genius, another platform, from his home in India. Most are col-
lege graduates under age 40, and many have failed to find—or 
do not want—9-to-5 jobs. Some are disabled, retired, or caring 
for children or elderly relatives; all take on first-come, first-
served assignments at their convenience. Worker experiences 
are mixed: Some hustle to land steady work, while others find 
some of the hundreds of platforms (Amazon’s MTurk, Micro-
soft’s UHRS, LeadGenius, and Amara are examined in detail) 
hard to understand. Nearly a third report being unpaid for work 
completed. The authors urge many reforms, including a safety 
net for future workers and “company-issued, shared workspace.”

A sobering book for policymakers and anyone consider-
ing on-demand gigs. (8page 4color insert)
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WAR AND PEACE
FDR’s Final Odyssey: D-Day 
to Yalta, 1943–1945
Hamilton, Nigel
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (592 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-544-87680-4  

The final installment of the biogra-
pher’s significant study of Franklin Roo-
sevelt’s sine qua non leadership in World 
War II.

It seems safe to say that, following his Commander in Chief: 
FDR’S Battle with Churchill, 1943 (2016), Hamilton is not Win-
ston Churchill’s greatest admirer. As this volume recounts 
frequently and at length, Churchill often attempted to assert 
British leadership of the tripartite alliance with the United 
States and the Soviet Union, especially by pressing not for a 
cross-Channel invasion of Europe but instead for a push up 
through Italy, “an alternative Mediterranean strategy” that had 
the virtue, for Churchill, of taking place in a theater that was 
largely in the British sphere to begin with. Churchill’s strategy 
endangered one of D-Day’s lesser-known effects: The Western 
Allies’ pledge to open a second front in continental Europe 
would in turn produce a deepening of the war in the East—so 
Stalin promised, at any rate, while nursing a private bitterness 
that the Soviet Union had borne the brunt of the fight. Mean-
while, Germany exploited the weaknesses that emerged by 
floating hints of making a separate peace, with Joseph Goebbels 
noting in his diary that “Americans have only a secondary inter-
est in the war in Europe and are only inspired by the war against 
Japan.” Even so, and against the odds, the Allies held together, 
an achievement that Hamilton credits to FDR’s unwavering 
leadership even in the face of Churchill’s maneuvering—and 
even though FDR, by the author’s account, knew that he was 
dying and still pressed on. The fact that those German offers 
were floated in March 1945, however—no secret from Hitler 
but a deliberate strategy—increased the Soviet mistrust of the 
Western powers and, Hamilton suggests, may have “presaged 
the Cold War” that followed the defeat of the Axis powers.

Of considerable interest to students of presidential and 
American military history, though likely to court criticism 
from the Churchill camp. (two 8page b/w inserts; 3 maps)

CONSCIOUS
A Brief Guide to the 
Fundamental Mystery of the 
Mind
Harris, Annaka
Harper/HarperCollins (144 pp.) 
$22.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-06-290671-7  

This brief book challenges conven-
tional ways of thinking about thinking 

and presents provocative alternatives.

How are humans conscious of consciousness, something 
that we have and that a rock does not? By the end of science 
writer Harris’ (I Wonder, 2013) book, readers may be less certain 
that consciousness distinguishes us from the rest of matter—or 
that there is any such thing as a conscious self, because “the 
idea of the self, as a concrete entity, is an illusion.” As the author 
notes early on, “this book is devoted to shaking up our every-
day assumptions about the world we live in...[to] pass along the 
exhilaration that comes from discovering just how surprising 
consciousness is.” Some readers might even make the leap into 

“panpsychism,” which is “a perspective in which consciousness 
is a fundamental feature of the universe, as opposed to being 
confined to some level of information processing.” While Har-
ris, whose husband is renowned neuroscientist Sam Harris, 
admits that “a panpsychic view...still carries the stink of the 
New Age,” she is on more solid scientific ground with her dis-
cussions on meditation and psychedelic drugs, both of which 
lead to a letting go of the idea of a self. The author delivers fasci-
nating insight into binding, how the senses correlate their vari-
ous impressions into a single experience, one in which we are 
always conscious of the experience just slightly after our senses 
have independently registered it. “Without binding processes,” 
writes Harris, “you might not even feel yourself to be a real self 
at all. Your consciousness would be like a flow of experiences in 
a particular location in space”—much like a meditation session 
or an acid trip, each of which tends to loosen those binds.

You might not be fully convinced about all of the 
author’s points, but you may be less certain that there’s a 

“you” to convince.

THE BURIED 
An Archaeology of the 
Egyptian Revolution
Hessler, Peter
$28.00  |  Penguin Press (448 pp.) 
May 7, 2019
978-0-525-55956-6  

The New Yorker staff writer recounts 
five years of work as a correspondent in 
Egypt, where he witnessed the events of 
the so-called Cairo Spring.

The great struggle of Egypt, suggests Hessler (Strange 
Stones: Dispatches from East and West, 2013, etc.) over the course 
of this long but economically written study, is both to forge a 
national identity and to enter history—the history that one 
can record accurately, that is. On the second matter, the author 
looks deeply into the Egyptian past and the pharaonic notion 
that the past is never even past but instead “exists forever in 
the present.” It would also seem to be open to interpretation; 
Hessler opened a textbook to find that, as if by miracle, Egypt 
won the October War of 1973, which “actually ended with the 
Egyptian Third Army surrounded by the Israelis.” So it is that 
Egyptian museums display but don’t really interpret the past, 
even as that textbook noted, in passing, “Whoever has no his-
tory has no present.” All of these ponderings have bearing on 
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Nuanced and deeply intelligent—a view of Egyptian politics 
that sometimes seems to look at everything but and that 

opens onto an endlessly complex place and people.
the buried
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what Hessler witnesses on the streets of Cairo and surrounding 
small towns as Islamists battle modernist reformers and mem-
bers of the old post-Nasserite regime, each with a different 
view of what it means to be an Egyptian—in some instances of 
which former “fellaheen,” or “peasants,” actually claim descent 
not from the pharaohs but instead from the Saudis across the 
Red Sea. Hessler’s interlocutors are a fascinating lot, including a 
garbage collector who ports away his own empty bottles of beer 
after visits, knowing he’s going to have to do so anyway, and an 
Arabic-language instructor with a subtle command of politics. 
In the chaos of the revolution, some of those interlocutors are 
forced to leave, finding exile in faraway lands.

Nuanced and deeply intelligent—a view of Egyptian 
politics that sometimes seems to look at everything but 
and that opens onto an endlessly complex place and people.

WHY YOUNG MEN
The Dangerous Allure of 
Violent Movements and What 
We Can Do About It
Jivani, Jamil
All Points/St. Martin’s (288 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-250-19989-8  

A personalized examination of 
efforts from Egypt to Europe to counter 
young men’s drift toward violence.

In his debut, Toronto-based lawyer and community orga-
nizer Jivani explores a widely considered yet vexing issue: the 
connections between movements, from white nationalism to 
radical fundamentalism, and a population of angry, hopeless 
men. In the foreword, J.D. Vance summarizes the author’s per-
spective as perceiving how “today’s world throws more traps 
and temptations in front of young men than ever before with 
even fewer ladders out of the ditches they end up in.” Organiza-
tionally, the book balances Jivani’s background and experiences 
with consideration of these negative influences and the forces 
countering them. Growing up in a multiracial family haunted 
by his own father’s gradual estrangement, Jivani recalls his own 
drift toward gangster fantasies: “We saw no distinction between 
us and the rappers we idolized.” Later, at Yale, he observed 
New Haven’s segregation, wondering how he fit into the then-
prominent narrative of a “clash of civilizations.” In violence-
ridden Newark, the author first engaged with organizations 
that “offered an alternative moral code that encouraged young 
men to rise above their circumstances and be better than those 
around them.” While monitoring law enforcement in Toronto, 
he developed a surprising relationship with a progressive 
deputy chief, defusing a legacy of racial mistrust: “We weren’t 
speaking just as a citizen and a police officer. We were speaking 
as two activists.” Jivani went on to teach law before moving on 
to Brussels to research radicalization following the 2015 Paris 
terror attack. He notes that immigrants subject to terrorist 
recruitment attribute this temptation to “rejection from main-
stream society through unemployment and discrimination.” Yet 

he also points out the prominence of “faithless radicals” among 
those attracted to terrorist groups, with “more of a background 
in criminal activity than religious observance.” He also argues 
that the American “alt-right” is at least as dangerous and fueled 
by similar alienation.

An earnest and mostly engaging attempt at “thinking 
about the diverse reasons for the destruction young men 
cause.”

SHADOW STRIKE
Inside Israel’s Secret Mission 
to Eliminate Syrian Nuclear 
Power
Katz, Yaakov
St. Martin’s (320 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-250-19127-4  

A detailed account of a little-known 
episode in Middle Eastern history.

Jerusalem Post editor-in-chief Katz 
(co-author: The Weapon Wizards: How Israel Became a HighTech 
Military Superpower, 2017, etc.) takes advantage of high-level 
contacts in the Israeli military and government to give the inside 
story of a bombing mission that preserved the balance between 
two rival powers. The story begins in 2007, with a visit by Meir 
Dagan, director of the Mossad, to the George W. Bush White 
House. Dagan met with the director of the National Security 
Agency and Vice President Dick Cheney, showing them photos 
of a site in Syria that Israeli intelligence believed to be a nuclear 
reactor under construction. With some help from American 
intelligence, that interpretation was confirmed. However, Bush 
decided not to take direct action, which left it to Israel to deter-
mine how to respond to the threat. The decision was compli-
cated by Israel’s setbacks in its 2006 conflict with Hezbollah 
along the Syrian border, which left that nation in an apparently 
weak defensive posture. Furthermore, the clear evidence of a 
North Korean role in Syria’s reactor project raised the critical 
issue of nuclear proliferation. Katz takes readers inside the 
discussions at the White House, the Israeli National Security 
Council, and the Israeli Defense Forces, and he profiles key fig-
ures in the mission and in the political discussions preceding 
it, many of whom are probably unfamiliar to many American 
readers. We get close-up looks at former Prime Minister Ehud 
Olmert, IDF Chief of Staff Gabi Ashkenazi, and Amos Yadlin, 
head of Israeli military intelligence. The author also explores 
the early career of Syrian president Bashar al-Assad as part of 
the analysis of Syria’s response to the attack. On the whole, 
Katz makes a solid case that the attack, which largely escaped 
wide public attention at the time, had profound implications 
for nuclear nonproliferation policy, the ongoing Syrian civil war, 
and the U.S.–Israel relationship.

A valuable document for understanding Israel’s defense 
policy and its broader effects on the Middle East as a whole. 
(b/w photos)



A GRIP OF TIME
When Prison Is Your Life
Kessler, Lauren
Red Lightning Books (192 pp.) 
$25.00  |  May 1, 2019
978-1-68435-078-0  

An intrepid journalist immerses her-
self in a maximum security prison.

Displaying her impeccable observa-
tional skills, Kessler (Raising the Barre: 
Big Dreams, False Starts, and My Midlife 

Quest to Dance The Nutcracker, 2015, etc.) takes on the complex, 
fraught subject of incarceration in America. For most Ameri-
cans, she writes, the portrayals of prisons in dramas like The 
Shawshank Redemption and Orange Is the New Black are the only 
sources of information about that world. “We figured we knew 
what was what. But of course we didn’t,” she explains, stating 
that her mission was to “learn about this hidden world. So that 
we all could. I could teach these men to craft stories. They could 
educate me about prison life. I needed to know—I thought we 

all needed to know—who these people were that we put away, 
far away from us, in a country that puts more people in prison 
than any other country on earth.” After arduously pursuing 
permission to launch a writers group at Oregon State Peniten-
tiary, she finally succeeded and spent the next three years visit-
ing inmates willing to participate in the Lifers’ Writing Group. 
Her group included a dozen convicted murderers of varying 
ages serving life sentences, some with, others without, parole. 
Some participated regularly, others came and went, but the 
core became committed to expressing themselves through the 
written word. Discussing everything from “joy” to “privacy” to 
topics like recidivism, Kessler moved deeper into these men’s 
collective life experiences as they revealed themselves both 
verbally and on the page. Their inner thoughts and feelings are 
as eye-opening as they are enlightening. “I am, time and again, 
struck by their intelligence, their insight, their candor, their 
humor,” writes the author. Between poignant moments tossed 
up with the drudgeries, frustrations, and clever dodges of prison 
life, Kessler gives a pulsing heart and a human face to this por-
tion of the population all too often forgotten outside the walls.

An incisive, welcome look at prison life in the U.S.
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A FATHER
Puzzle
Lacan, Sibylle
Trans. by West, Adrian Nathan
MIT (104 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-262-03931-4  

A brief memoir in snapshots by the 
daughter of famed French psychologist 
Jacques Lacan.

By the time Sibylle Lacan (1940-
2013) was born, her father had not only abandoned her mother 
and siblings; he had another daughter on the way. The author 
and her siblings would retain their father’s surname, but he 
officially erased all mention of them from his professional life, 
from his listing in Who’s Who, and even from his office, where 
he had a single photo of his youngest daughter with his second 
wife: “To his patients, to us, to me, for over twenty years, my 
father seemed to be saying: Here is my daughter, my only daugh-
ter, here is my darling daughter.” Since her father was already 
gone from the household by the time of her birth, and their 
relationship ever after was sporadic, his presence in her life was 
mainly an absence, which became a black hole of depression: 

“Impossible to study, to learn, to recall,” she writes. “Always the 
same weariness, that foggy sensation, the same absence of emo-
tion. My life was hell.” She wanted her father to save her, but 
the best he could do was to refer her to other analysts. “He was 
an intermittent father,” she writes. “A father in fragments.” This 
choppy memoir is as much about the author’s own emotional 
disappearance into the ether as her father’s presence or absence 
in her life. Many of the passages are less than a page, a para-
graph of a couple of sentences; very few extend over more than 
two pages. For the author, closure only came after her father’s 
death—despite a “doubly sinister” funeral in which her own 
family felt like bit players. Several years later, she visited his 
grave, “laid my hand on the icy stone until it burned,” and finally 
felt reconciliation.

Slim, fragmented memories of the daughter that Lacan 
and readers barely knew.

THE WASHINGTON WAR
FDR’s Inner Circle and the 
Politics of Power that Won 
World War II
Lacey, James
Bantam (608 pp.) 
$35.00  |  May 28, 2019
978-0-345-54758-3  

A new history of the Franklin Roos-
evelt/World War II era and the many sig-
nificant characters who inhabited it.

Beating Germany or Japan was not a given in the bitter early 
stretches of the war, and it could not have happened unless 
the United States effectively harnessed its resources quickly. 

Military historian Lacey (War, Policy, and Strategy/Marine Corps 
War Coll.; Great Strategic Rivalries: From the Classical World to the 
Cold War, 2016, etc.) shows how the U.S.—which, in 1940, had a 
military the size of Bulgaria’s—would, within 30 months, turn 
the tide to victory. Much of the success owes to the leadership 
and strategy of Roosevelt and Gen. George Marshall, yet the 
momentum toward victory was years in the making. Roosevelt 
played his advisers against each other—e.g., Henry Hopkins, 
secretary of commerce, and Harold Ickes, secretary of interior, 
who were both tasked with ending the Depression—and he 
often worked in secret, as when he jump-started the military 
procurement in 1938 before the public knew of his motivation 
to aid England. As the European conflict intensified, Roosevelt 
stood firmly by the people he trusted. Ever politically astute, he 
appointed two Republicans to key war-building positions just 
on the eve of his own dicey decision to run for a third term: 
Henry Stimson at the war department and Frank Knox to run 
the Navy. With the Cabinet stocked with men in a driving hurry, 
Roosevelt tapped the brilliant Ernest King as chief of naval 
operations. Lacey manages to gather together the many strands 
of this remarkable story of how the U.S. government harnessed 
the disparate talents of business leaders, congressmen, volatile 
generals, and prickly heads of state such as Churchill. As the 
author notes, these “titanic rows almost always led to better 
outcomes than would have prevailed had there been a single 
man or apparatus directing events.”

A densely researched, thorough history for students of 
Roosevelt and World War II.

DOTTORESSA
An American Doctor in Rome
Levenstein, Susan
Paul Dry Books (270 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-58988-139-6  

In her first book, Levenstein recounts 
how a one-year assignment in Rome 
became 40 years of practicing medicine 
in Italy.

In 1978, the author and her husband 
moved to his home city of Rome and quickly faced the diffi-
cult task of navigating Italy’s infamous bureaucracy. One of the 
first words to learn, she writes, was “pazienza,” or “patience 
squared,” which is “often invoked as a gentle reprimand for a 
foreigner’s loss of cool” and “extends beyond the prosaic ‘keep 
waiting’ to the philosophical.” She also learned ways around 
the system; someone always knows someone who can grease 
the wheels. After finally gaining the official title of Dottor-
essa, waiting for the sole calligrapher to produce her diploma 
took nearly two decades. In the meantime, finding a position 
with an established group was not as hard as finding an office. 
Levenstein tried out numerous different offices, each with a 
seemingly worse landlord than the last, until her group settled 
in 2010. The most interesting part of the book is the author’s 
descriptions of her alternating admiration and horror at Italian 

A densely researched, thorough history for 
students of Roosevelt and World War II.

the washington war
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medical practices. Collegiality is all but unknown, and there 
are no referrals. Office hours are optional. Doctors almost 
never touch their patients, but they always listen to every word. 
Though they write prescriptions, the pharmacist can and will 
substitute another drug. As for testing, if a patient feels she 
needs an MRI, CT scan, or other test, she can just go in to the 
office and request one. Levenstein also demonstrates how well 
universal health coverage works. Italians live some of the lon-
gest, healthiest lives of anyone on the planet, mostly due to diet, 
accessible care, and even distribution of wealth. The author 
gives many illuminating examples of patient encounters as well 
as encouraging accounts of alternative forms of treatment.

Levenstein’s devotion to the Italian practice of medi-
cine is admirable, and she delivers a charming story well 
told.

THE NEW RIGHT
A Journey to the Fringe of 
American Politics
Malice, Michael
All Points/St. Martin’s (320 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-250-15466-8  

A sometimes-confused, sometimes-
insightful journey into extreme right-
wing antinomy.

A self-described anarchist who appears 
as a commentator on the Fox News network, Malice (Dear Reader: 
The Unauthorized Autobiography of Kim Jong Il, 2014, etc.) begins his 
exploration of the new—read mostly alt—right by asserting that it 
is a grave mistake to equate all of its adherents to Nazis, adding, 

“even within an ideology, whether Nazism or progressivism, one 
will find a continuum of thought.” Still, many of his interlocu-
tors in this winding book are disturbingly assured that Hitler, 
if not Jefferson Davis, had it right. Malice, who is also Jewish, 
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doesn’t miss a beat when told by one after another that in the 
ideal new right state, he would not be allowed citizenship. His 
reasoning is often scattershot: Since two-thirds of fetuses with 
Down syndrome are aborted, he writes, “does that mean that 
inside the breast of every expectant mother beats the heart of 
a Nazi eugenicist?” Eugenics is but one plank of an extreme 
platform that, while on a continuum, also finds points in agree-
ment in despising democracy not because it is democratic but 
because it’s “a bait-and-switch used by the left to foster their 
own elite.” One interesting though highly debatable specula-
tion on Malice’s part is that some members of the new right are 
merely acting out creatively as a “response to progressivism and 
the Cathedral,” somewhere between true believers and anti-
establishment rebels doing whatever the mainstream disap-
proves of. Also of note are the author’s observations on how the 
Trump administration has helped various strains of the new/alt-
right to enter that mainstream—even if, he adds, there are many 
points of divergence, since Trump is a member of the despised 

“Cathedral,” the power elite, himself.
Of some interest to politics watchers but less insight-

ful than Vegas Tenold’s Everything You Love Will Burn (2018) 
in describing what makes subscribers to fringe causes tick.

THE DRAMA OF CELEBRITY
Marcus, Sharon
Princeton Univ.  (320 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-0-691-17759-5  

Fame and the famous are put in 
perspective in this insightful and often 
entertaining take on celebrity.

Given the author’s scholarly creden-
tials—Marcus (Between Women: Friendship, 
Desire, and Marriage in Victorian England, 

2007, etc.) is a professor of English and comparative literature at 
Columbia University and a founding editor of the book review 
website Public Books—some readers may expect an erudite 
work that drains the fun and color from a take on fame. Though 
there are instances of overly academic language—e.g., “defiant 
celebrities speak to a paradoxically social investment in fan-
tasies of anti-social autarky”—for the most part, the author’s 
heavily researched observations (notes and bibliography total 
more than 75 pages) both divert and provoke. Fleshing out her 
basic point that fame results from a confluence of the public, 
media, and celebrities, Marcus follows Marilyn Monroe tak-
ing her fight with Twentieth Century Fox to her fans as well as 
news stories of fans stampeding and endangering the public at 
an early Elvis Presley concert in Vancouver. The linchpin of the 
author’s study is French stage actress Sarah Bernhardt, a mas-
ter of self-promotion. To the shelves of works about Bernhardt, 
Marcus brings a singular take—richly illustrated throughout by 
reproduced drawings, paintings, and photographs—that fasci-
nates as it explains her concepts of celebrity. She also makes it 
clear that the idea of fandom existed long before the E! network, 
People, and other media thrived on it. Marcus effectively breaks 

down her broad topic into considerations of intimacy, sensation, 
imitation, and other elements she sees as components of her 
subject. In one of the book’s most impressive discussions, the 
author defines what some consider undefinable: She suggests 
that star quality can be defined not as some vague interior qual-
ity but rather something concrete that results from “arresting 
facial expressions, vocal acrobatics, and extravagant, riveting 
body movements.”

Marcus ably shows why and how celebrities are not like 
you and me.

SUPERBUGS
The Race to Stop an Epidemic
McCarthy, Matt
Avery (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 21, 2019
978-0-7352-1750-8  

A riveting insider’s look at the race 
to find a cure for antibiotic-resistant 
infections, one of the most pressing chal-
lenges in modern medicine.

It’s official: Bacteria are outsmart-
ing us. Bacterial strains that are impervious to even the most 
powerful antibiotics, nicknamed “superbugs,” are increasingly 
common and frighteningly lethal. Physicians are often left 
with their hands tied, forced to see patients die from infec-
tions that could have easily been treated 10 years ago. In this 
eye-opening book, McCarthy (The Real Doctor Will See You 
Shortly: A Physician’s First Year, 2015, etc.)—an assistant profes-
sor of medicine at Weill Cornell and a staff physician at New 
York-Presbyterian Hospital, where he is a member of the ethics 
committee—breaks down the complex interplay among bio-
medical researchers, the pharmaceutical industry, the Food and 
Drug Administration, and clinicians. Unsurprisingly, the most 
important consideration in this complicated equation is money. 
Conducting clinical trials to test the efficacy and safety of new 
antibiotics is expensive, and even when they are approved, the 
medications may not be hugely profitable for the manufacturer. 

“A study from the London School of Economics,” writes the 
author, “estimated that, at discovery, the net present value of 
a new antibiotic was minus $50 million.” McCarthy, however, is 
not deterred, and he agreed to lead a cutting-edge clinical trial 
involving a brand-new, synthetic antibiotic known as dalba. He 
pulls no punches as he details the tension between institutional 
bureaucracy and patient care, often becoming emotional as he 
describes his patients and their stories. He makes it clear that 
despite the importance of protocol, there is no time to waste. 
The author’s storytelling is at once urgent and empathetic, a 
compelling combination that leaves readers feeling informed 
and optimistic.

Insightful and honest, McCarthy effectively combines 
useful information about the latest advances in microbial 
research with accounts of the best aspects of humanity.

 
Marcus ably shows why and how 

celebrities are not like you and me.
the drama of celebrity
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THE MAP OF KNOWLEDGE
A Thousand-Year History of 
How Classical Ideas Were 
Lost and Found
Moller, Violet
Doubleday (336 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 14, 2019
978-0-385-54176-3  

How ideas survived in the ancient 
world.

When Moller (Oxford in Quotations, 
2014, etc.) was a young historian in England, she wondered 

“what had happened to the books on mathematics, astronomy 
and medicine from the ancient world. How did they survive? 
Who recopied and translated them?” To provide some answers, 
the author meticulously and enthusiastically unwinds the 

“dense, tangled undergrowth of manuscript history” in seven 
cities. Each had the political stability that allowed scholar-
ship to flourish and scholars, the “stars of the story,” to locate, 
translate, and transcribe rare works of literature and science. 
The first stop on her map of knowledge is the “intellectual 
heart of the ancient world,” Alexandria, home to a magnifi-
cent library and the city where Euclid wrote his Elements 
around 300 B.C.E. and Ptolemy his Almagest a few centuries 
later. Galen visited Alexandria but wrote his major works on 
medicine around 160 C.E. in Pergamon. By 500, Alexandria 
was floundering, and the fate of these texts written on papyrus 
was uncertain. In the ninth century, “knowledge flowed into 
Baghdad from every direction.” Scholars were busy translat-
ing manuscripts from Greek into Arabic using a new product, 
paper, while working in Baghdad’s many public libraries. Cór-
doba became the “new axis around which the world of schol-
arship revolved,” drawing scholars from far and wide. Moller 
enlivens her history with stories about young scholars who 
dedicated their lives to preserving these valuable texts, like 
Gerard of Cremona, whose Latin translation of the Almagest 
in Toledo was the “first to be widely disseminated in Europe.” 
In the eleventh century, Salerno was the “most advanced cen-
tre of medieval learning in the whole of Europe.” The author’s 
wonderful journey of discovery ends in Venice. In the 1350s, 
Petrarch studied Greek there to translate classical texts. By 
1500, it was a major center of book publishing. The legacies of 
Euclid, Ptolemy, Galen, and others were now secure.

A dramatic story of how civilization was passed on and 
preserved. (16pages of 4color photos; 35 illustrations in text; 2 maps)

THE YEAR GERMANY LOST 
THE WAR
1941
Nagorski, Andrew
Simon & Schuster (400 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-5011-8111-5  

A new history of a “decisive year” in 
World War II.

Because Nazi Germany lacked the 
means to win a prolonged war, each 

year of the war could qualify as significant, but few readers will 
object to this expert history of 1941, a year when Hitler made 
a flurry of stupid decisions. Award-winning former Newsweek 
journalist Nagorski (The Nazi Hunters, 2017, etc.) emphasizes 
that when Hitler’s advisers warned that his targets—France, 
Britain, and the Soviet Union—could mobilize much greater 
resources, he concluded, paradoxically, that Germany must 
go to war immediately while its military held the advantage. 
Conquering Poland in 1939 was relatively easy, but the 1940 
defeat of France (considered the world’s strongest military 
power) flabbergasted everyone and did nothing to discourage 
Hitler’s megalomania. At the beginning of 1941, Germany had 
become massively powerful, and by spring, Winston Churchill’s 
campaign to involve the United States was slowly advancing. 
President Franklin Roosevelt had revived the draft the previ-
ous fall. The Lend-Lease Act passed Congress in March, and 
the Destroyers-for-Bases agreement was finalized in September. 
Most readers will be surprised when Nagorski points out that 
Hitler’s plan to invade the Soviet Union was no secret thanks to 
talkative Nazi officials and Soviet spies. Allied diplomats sent 
repeated warnings, but Stalin, as deluded as Hitler, dismissed 
them as capitalist disinformation. When the invasion began in 
June, everyone knew that the war had entered its critical phase, 
but it was winter before Allied leaders stopped worrying that 
the Soviet Union would collapse. Popular histories extol Allied 
lend-lease aid, but little arrived during 1941, so the Red Army 
pulled itself together on its own. The author ends with Hitler’s 
bizarre declaration of war on America after Japan’s December 
attack on Pearl Harbor. For much of the last half of the book, 
Nagorski concentrates on the Russian front, where over 90 
percent of the fighting occurred, a figure that diminished only 
modestly in later years.

Despite few revelations and though dominated by the 
immense war between two unsympathetic evil empires, 
this is a lively, opinionated account of a critical year. (16 
pages of b/w photos)

A dramatic story of how civilization 
was passed on and preserved.

the map of knowledge
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CULTURAL INSURRECTION
Natural Wine and 
Agriculture to the Rescue
Nossiter, Jonathan
Other Press (272 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-59051-826-7  

Like Joni Mitchell with “Woodstock,” 
sommelier and award-winning film direc-
tor Nossiter (Liquid Memory: Why Wine 
Matters, 2010) suggests that it’s time “to 

get back to the garden,” to an Eden that was lost to consumerism.
The author’s 2004 film Mondovino, a documentary on the 

world of wine that would continue to influence both his sub-
ject matter and his process, represented something of a turning 
point for him. He discovered that “spontaneous fermentation 
is possible,” for both wine and film, if one follows the best 
impulses that refuse to cater to the marketplace and the sort 
of additives—chemicals for wine, celebrity and commerce 

for filmmakers—that can deaden radical inspiration. This is a 
sequel of sorts to his previous book, and it reinforces the impres-
sion that sometimes a glass of wine is more than a glass of wine. 
As Nossiter rails against “the agro-cultural homogenization of 
branded wines,” he draws parallels with the culture at large, and 
film in particular. Where the likes of Fellini and Cassavetes once 
followed their own muses, modern filmmakers more often sub-
mit to the will of consumer society, becoming an accessory to 
the powers that be rather than an adversary. Ultimately, artists 
become nothing more than brands. Film critics, like wine jour-
nalists, are equally culpable, reinforcing standards that further 
rob the art of its vitality. Nossiter finds the natural wine move-
ment filled with those who had pursued their passion in the arts 
(literary, dance, film, etc.) before finding that wine could both 
express and satisfy the artistic impulse. In reclaiming the value 
of the authentic and the sincere, terms trashed by critics and 
academics, the author also attacks “the coked-up contortions 
of Martin Scorsese’s self-consciously frenetic movement.” Even 
when Nossiter’s arguments don’t completely convince, his writ-
ing is always provocative and entertaining.
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An audacious manifesto that restores the broken bond 
between culture and agriculture and finds vital inspira-
tion for contemporary filmmaking in the natural wine 
movement.

THE SECOND MOST 
POWERFUL MAN 
IN THE WORLD 
The Life of Admiral William 
D. Leahy, Roosevelt’s Chief of 
Staff
O’Brien, Phillips Payson
Dutton (544 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-399-58480-0  

A welcome biography of Franklin 
Roosevelt’s closest adviser.

Though William D. Leahy (1875-1959) lacked charisma, his 
importance has been surprisingly muted over the decades; 
this excellent life appraisal should help restore it. Graduating 
from the Naval Academy in 1897, Leahy rose steadily, always 
impressing superiors, according to O’Brien (Strategic Studies/
University of St. Andrews; How the War Was Won: AirSea Power 
and Allied Victory in World War II, 2015, etc.). “It was striking,” 
he writes, “how often a senior commander, once he had Leahy 
serve beneath him for the first time, tried to co-opt the younger 
officer in the future.” He hit the jackpot in 1913, when Roos-
evelt, then the assistant secretary of the Navy, took a liking to 
him, and they became friends. Leahy reached the Navy’s highest 
office, Chief of Naval Operations, in 1937. After his retirement 
in 1939, Roosevelt sent him on diplomatic missions but made 
him chief of staff after the U.S. entered World War II. O’Brien 
disagrees with most historians, who believe America’s most 
influential military man during WWII was Gen. George Mar-
shall. Marshall was an “august, formal, and upright figure” with 
everyone, including Roosevelt, who preferred a chatty infor-
mality with his colleagues. FDR could relax with Leahy and call 
him “Bill.” The first time he called Marshall “George” was the 
last. Roosevelt vastly preferred Leahy’s company and advice, 
and when Marshall disagreed with Leahy, Marshall lost. In case 
readers have doubts, the author produces a table that juxta-
poses their opposing strategic views. Sure enough, they differed 
on invading North Africa in 1942, invading France in 1943, and 
whether to give defeating Germany priority over Japan. With 
these and all others, Leahy prevailed. Upon assuming office in 
1945, Truman kept Leahy, but he retired into obscurity in 1949.

A lucid, opinionated life of a man who exerted far 
greater influence than historians give him credit for—and 
a book sure to invite spirited argument from historians 
who disagree.

THE LANDS IN BETWEEN
Russia vs. the West and the 
New Politics of Hybrid War
Orenstein, Mitchell A.
Oxford Univ.  (248 pp.) 
$24.95  |  May 1, 2019
978-0-19-093614-3  

A slender, astute study of Russia’s 
nefarious modus operandi, evident espe-
cially in its treatment of smaller satellite 
countries in Eastern and central Europe.

Orenstein (Russian and East European Studies/Univ. of 
Pennsylvania; Privatizing Pensions: The Transnational Campaign 
for Social Security Reform, 2008, etc.) probes the contradictions 
inherent in the simultaneous lure of NATO, on the one hand, 
and Russian money and gas supplies, on the other, which has 
propelled poorer countries in between to play both sides. The 
author explores this situation, promising that when we “under-
stand this paradox of politics in the lands in between, the seem-
ingly upside-down politics of the West today will snap into 
focus.” Orenstein first looks at when and why Russia turned 
against the West: somewhere around 2000, when Vladimir 
Putin first assumed power and began to rue publicly the loss 
of Russia’s imperial greatness. To him, the West’s support of 
Kosovo’s secession from Serbia was against international law, 
and Russia retaliated by invading neighboring Georgia in 2008. 
Russia’s alarm at NATO’s expansion was largely ignored, and its 
annexation of Crimea took the West by surprise. The author 
believes Russia is acting out of paranoia and fear of European 
expansion, viewing the European Union as a “competitor for 
influence” in countries it views as part of its sphere and thus 
embarking on what the author defines as a “hybrid war” entail-
ing more than just military might. These methods of covert 
action have become increasingly obvious—e.g., using agents 
of influence, funding extremist parties, spreading propaganda 
and disinformation, and engaging in cyberattacks, all with the 
aim of polarizing, destabilizing, and ultimately destroying Euro-
pean institutions. As Orenstein notes, the lands in between are 
vulnerable to influences both West and East, and they have ele-
vated oligarchs in their governments to play both sides in what 
is increasingly becoming the politics of “civilizational choice.”

A scholar of the region clarifies many of the bewil-
dering contradictions that directly affect European and 
American politics.

A lucid, opinionated life of a man who exerted far greater influence 
than historians give him credit for—and a book sure to invite 

spirited argument from historians who disagree.
the second most powerful man in the world
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BEHIND PUTIN’S CURTAIN
Friendships and 
Misadventures Inside Russia
Orth, Stephan
Trans. by McIntosh, Jamie
Greystone Books (304 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-77164-367-2  

An intrepid German journalist recounts 
his 2016 adventures in the far-flung reaches 
of Russia.

Orth (Couchsurfing in Iran: Revealing a Hidden World, 2018, 
etc.), who served for nearly a decade as the travel editor at 
Der Spiegel, seems to crave learning about places other people 
would never dream of visiting—e.g., Mirny, Sakha Republic, in 
the far east of Russia, affectionately termed “the asshole of the 
world” due to its massive diamond-mine operation. The author 
is clearly unafraid of confronting “anti-aesthetics on a scale that 
makes you faint,” and he is determined to look deeper than the 
information provided by official Russian sources. In this quirky, 
subtly revealing work, Orth provides a useful snapshot of the 
character and tone of Vladimir Putin’s Russia. The author’s 
9,500-kilometer journey began in Moscow, where his host was 
Genrich (from couchsurfing.com), a hypereducated polyglot 
with dozens of pages of initial interview queries who turned out 
to be an ideal conversationalist. Other hosts proved intelligent 
and keen, as well, such as when Orth visited the chess capital, 
Elista, in the autonomous Republic of Kalmykia; Astrakhan, 
on the Volga River; a farming community in Volgograd, in the 
southwest; or Sevastopol, the home port of the Black Sea Fleet, 
in the newly annexed Crimea. Orth also traveled to former Rus-
sian president Boris Yeltsin’s hometown of Yekaterinburg; there, 
the author reports that “in 1991, 71 percent of Russians con-
sidered themselves European...by 2008 the figure was only 21 
percent.” From the Altai Republic in Siberia, where the author 
ventured for a week of crazy car travel with Nadya, to a retreat 
near Lake Baikal to the remote Olkhon island in Siberia, Orth 
manages to bring forth a side of Russian life rarely seen.

Amazing reporting, generous pictures, and the author’s 
true sense of connection with the locals add up to a truly 
honest view of Russia today. (16color insert; maps)

TRUTH WORTH TELLING
A Reporter’s Search for 
Meaning in the Stories of Our 
Times
Pelley, Scott
Hanover Square Press (352 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-335-99914-6  

Declaring that “values matter,” the 60 
Minutes reporter and former CBS Evening 
News anchor examines a number of values, 

virtues, and vices he sees in America—and around the world.

In his debut, Pelley combines memoir, exposition, and exhor-
tation to chronicle his long and honored career. His strong opin-
ions, however, are not partisan: He assails our current president 
but also the Clintons and others, regardless of party, who have 
failed to adhere to the virtues he identifies, such as gallantry, 
devotion, gratitude, and vision. The text is organized themati-
cally. The author begins with the efforts of the FDNY during 
9/11 and ends with what reads like a “go-forth-and-do-good-work” 
graduation speech to new graduates at a journalism school. He 
includes tributes to (and denunciations of) well-known figures—
e.g., George W. Bush, whom Pelley treats kindly and apprecia-
tively for his 9/11 leadership and then takes to task for the Iraq 
War—and figures whom he escorts from the wings into the 
limelight. Among these are a military nurse in Iraq, the parents 
of Sandy Hook students, and Bao Tong, a member of the Chi-
nese government who spoke against Tiananmen Square—and 
has paid a lifelong price. Occasionally, Pelley inserts between 
chapters a minisection entitled “Field Note,” mostly anecdotal, 
personal comments about his experiences or observations dur-
ing his reporting days. One recurrent theme is the importance 
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of free speech and the free press. He worries about the current 
climate, rife with the proliferation of fake news on social media. 
Pelley is consistently generous in his praise of his colleagues; pro-
ducers, camera operators and many others earn high marks in the 
author’s gradebook. Of Bob Simon, for example, he writes, “I 
learned more from [him] than any other colleague.”

Piercing tributes to values and those who embody them 
mixed with crisp, detailed accounts of reporting in highly 
hazardous locations.

BLACK DEATH AT THE 
GOLDEN GATE
The Race to Save America 
from the Bubonic Plague
Randall, David K.
Norton (304 pp.) 
$26.95  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-393-60945-5  

A complex tale of medicine, politics, 
race, and public health.

Reuters senior reporter Randall 
(The King and Queen of Malibu: The True Story of the Battle for 
Paradise, 2016, etc.) works his way through a story that is 
well-documented in the epidemiological literature but hasn’t 
received much popular attention. At the end of 1899, bubonic 
plague broke out in Honolulu, with an unknown number of 
deaths and panic in its wake. Public health officials on the main-
land knew that San Francisco was likely next, and they mounted 
a campaign of quarantine. Even so, crowded Chinatown, in the 
heart of the city, saw the first cases. A dilemma followed, with 
Marine Health Service bureau chief Joseph Kinyoun wrestling 
with whether to cordon off the area; writes Randall, “any harsh 
measures that might scare those living in the plague zone into 
fleeing outside the district would potentially expand the grip of 
the disease further.” Working against Kinyoun were California’s 
governor and San Francisco’s mayor, who alternately denied the 
existence of the outbreak or demanded that it be hushed up, 
and even members of the Chinese community, who sued to end 
the quarantine when a plague had not been officially declared. 
Racism and corruption played their parts. In the end, Kinyoun 
was replaced with another public health officer, Rupert Blue, 
who, also against much opposition, was more successful in his 
campaign of “eliminating hundreds of thousands of rats from 
the streets and sewers.” Chaos returned with the great earth-
quake that struck the city, and Blue, who ran into trouble with 
his bosses in Washington, was assigned elsewhere only to return 
to Randall’s narrative decades later in Los Angeles, where plague 
had appeared. There are many moving parts to the story, and 
they don’t always mesh neatly, but the author does good work 
in revealing the clamorous crash of public and private interests 
surrounding the outbreak—and, he notes, the bubonic plague 
still pops up from time to time in the U.S.

A tale that resonates with the outbreak of measles, 
mumps, and other supposedly contained epidemics today. 
(14 illustrations)



SUPERIOR 
The Return of 
Race Science
Saini, Angela
Beacon (256 pp.) 
$26.95  |  May 21, 2019
978-0-8070-7691-0  

The racist science behind white 
supremacy.

“The cancerous surge in nationalism and 
racism around the world has taken many 

of us by surprise,” writes British science writer Saini (Inferior: How 
Science Got Women Wrong—and the New Research That’s Rewriting the 
Story, 2017). Sadly, as the author shows in this superb study, it should 
not be so surprising. There have always been scientists prepared to 
argue that skin color, or brain structure, or our genes, or whatever, 
indicates the “innate superiority” of whites. This deeply researched 
and unsettling book blends history, interviews, and the author’s per-
sonal experiences growing up as an Indian girl in a white working-
class section of London. Saini traces the history of modern ideas 
regarding race since the era of European colonialism, when white 
Europeans were deemed “better” than others. As she notes, it is 

“perfectly possible for prominent scientists to be racist....Science is 
always shaped by the time and the place it is carried out in.” The 
author recounts the racist thinking of crackpot and respectable 
scientists—past and present—going back to Enlightenment prac-
titioners who argued that nonwhites were inferior. She describes 
the popular human zoos that displayed people in cages at world’s 
fairs, beginning in the 1800s, and the “well-to-do, gentlemanly race 
scientists” like Reginald Ruggles Gates (1882-1962), who have held 
forth over the years. After World War II, race science fell out of favor 
but soon resurfaced in genetics and other fields that studied human 
differences. Funding from the Pioneer Fund and others made pos-
sible the blatantly racist Mankind Quarterly (1961-present) and the 
research in Charles Murray’s controversial book The Bell Curve 
(1994). Saini also covers ancestry testing, American exceptionalism, 
and “black” genes and health. The “virulent racism” of today’s social 
media, right-wing websites, and in mainstream discourse prompted 
a 2017 Nature editorial against the use of science to justify prejudice.

An important and timely reminder that race is “a social 
construct” with “no basis in biology.”

THE REVOLUTION THAT 
WASN’T
How Digital Activism Favors 
Conservatives
Schradie, Jen
Harvard Univ. (384 pp.) 
$29.95  |  May 1, 2019
978-0-674-97233-9  

Academic study of how contending 
political groups do—or do not—leverage 
digital media in their quests to recruit 

support and members.

Focusing on the workers rights movement in the battle-
ground state of North Carolina, documentary filmmaker and 
sociologist Schradie points out a great gulf in technological 
sophistication between left and right, with the former “having 
belatedly awoken to the notion that they were on the wrong side 
of a digital political divide that they weren’t even aware existed.” 
Part of the problem, writes the author in a book likely to appeal 
most to sociologists and aspiring digital activists, is that many 
working-class labor activists have neither the interest nor the 
resources required to master social media even as conservative 
activists manage to form themselves into “hierarchical organi-
zations” with the money to buy computers and the people com-
mitted to getting their message out. Thus, Schradie suggests, 
the image the words “digital activist” should conjure is not of 
a left-wing student or labor activist but instead a well-heeled 
think-tank denizen or technologically adept tea party member. 
Though the latter groups tend to be well-funded, it’s not only 
money that carries the day; it’s that very hierarchical organiza-
tion that seems central. Moreover, as Schradie observes, the 
decline of traditional journalism has come in an atmosphere in 
which rightward organizations such as Fox News and Breitbart 
have filled the vacuum even as left-leaning publications have 
struggled to find space in the cybersphere and funding to per-
mit them to compete. “As a result,” she notes, “digital evange-
lists were able to spread their anti-government message in sync 
with the convergence and ascent of social media, conservative 
news, and the Christian right.” If they are to compete, leftist 
activists must do more to gain access to media and attain the 
skills necessary to put out a coherent message; if not, the gulf 
will only grow.

A rather arid but useful work in the sociology of politi-
cal communication. (4 illustrations; 13 tables)

THE MAN THEY WANTED ME 
TO BE
Toxic Masculinity and a 
Crisis of Our Own Making
Sexton, Jared Yates
Counterpoint (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-64009-181-8  

A contributing writer for Salon con-
tinues his examination of Trumpian 
America through the lens of gender 

expectations and their discontents.
Men don’t cry. Men provide for their women, and women 

better be grateful for it. Growing up in rural Indiana, writes 
Sexton (Creative Writing/Georgia Southern Univ.; The People 

Are Going to Rise Like the Waters Upon Your Shore: A Story of Ameri
can Rage, 2017, etc.), these were the kinds of tropes that were 
planted in him as a man-to-be. Yet the toxic masculinity that 
such ideas enfold is hardly useful—if it ever was—in a new 
economy and world in which the blue-collar American male 
has “given way to a new era of progressivism that rewards com-
munication, creativity, and education, all things that have been 
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scorned in working class families for generations.” These things 
are scorned in the White House, as well, but Sexton locates 
in the current occupant the very soul of that toxic ethos, one 
that itself is giving way to a culture that has less use for precise 
ideas of gender roles, to say nothing of gender itself. Donald 
Trump may be the dark antimatter standing in the way of a bet-
ter future, but the author considers him a tragically weak fig-
ure. His followers are just as weak, but “their loyalty to Trump 
is unending because the fragility of their own masculinity is 
unending.” It’s a point that, when raised in the newspaper piece 
that gave birth to this book, earned Sexton hate mail and death 
threats. At book length, it’s unlikely to find many readers among 
his detractors, but even his supporters may conclude that the 
author belabors the point just a bit too long. Still, it’s refreshing 
to think that the complex of domestic abuse and willful stupid-
ity, which Sexton links to larger issues in our history, may soon 
end at the hands of a rising society “that’s actively dismantling 
the patriarchy.”

Pop sociology and journalism meet in a powerful, occa-
sionally repetitive argument against things as they are.

THE THEFT OF A DECADE
How the Baby Boomers Stole 
the Millennials’ Economic 
Future
Sternberg, Joseph C.
PublicAffairs (288 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-5417-4236-9  

Of spendthrift elders and strapped 
youth, their respective lots accidents of 
birth mixed with a hefty dose of politics.

Born in 1982, Wall Street Journal editorial board member 
Sternberg immediately indicates his thesis in the subtitle: 
The economic habits of the baby boomer generation, born 

“between the end of World War II and the introduction of the 
birth control pill,” will weigh forever on later generations. In 
2020, millennials will be more numerous than boomers, but 
boomers will nevertheless be a burden for decades to come, 
draining social welfare funds even as their younger counterparts 
struggle to foot the bill. For the last decade, writes the author, 

“the main entitlement trend has been that Millennials are losing 
the ability to pay for these benefits. The evaporation of a politi-
cal willingness to pay won’t be far behind.” Numerous trends 
contribute to this situation, foremost the fact that many millen-
nials are outside the normal job track, having come of age dur-
ing the Great Recession and never having been able to catch up. 
Sternberg’s account opens with the rather frivolous example of 
the price of avocado toast, but it builds on more substantial turf, 
including the elusiveness of the dream of owning a home, find-
ing a meaningful way to participate in the workforce, and sav-
ing money for future needs. As it is, he writes, millennials have 
been staying in school (and in their parents’ homes), at great 
cost not just to themselves, but to the larger economy. Stern-
berg’s argument is made without rancor, but parts of it seem 

misplaced: The chief enemies of the millennials would seem to 
be structural and predate the earlier birth cohort. However, he 
also makes the good point that people born into times of plenty 
behave economically differently from those born into times 
of want, with the result that members of the younger group 

“appear to be the most financially cautious generation since the 
cohort who grew up in the middle of the Great Depression.”

A suggestive essay in demographics and political trends.

A WELL-READ WOMAN
The Life, Loves, and Legacy 
of Ruth Rappaport
Stewart, Kate
Little A (368 pp.) 
$24.95  |  May 1, 2019
978-1-5039-0415-6  

The biography of a little-known 
figure who escaped Nazi Germany as a 
teenager and, after a colorful series of 
careers, went to work as a cataloger for 

the Library of Congress for two decades.
The first book by fellow librarian Stewart takes advantage of 

Ruth Rappaport’s (1923-2010) voluminous diaries and letters as 
well as an oral history recorded a few weeks before her death, all 
now stored at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 
in Washington, D.C. In 1938, then 15-year-old Rappaport, “a dil-
igent, intense, bespectacled bookworm who questioned every-
one and everything,” boarded a train for a visit from her home in 
Leipzig to Zurich and then refused to go back with the mother 
who, like her father, would later die in a concentration camp. 
In Zurich, she was taken in by a series of foster families, one 
of which complained that she was “spoiled and self-important,” 
while she waited to get a visa to the United States. A year later, 
she moved in with her wealthy aunt and uncle in Seattle, where 
she continued a heavy involvement with the Zionist movement 
that she had begun back in Germany. After years of dropping 
into and out of college and working for various papers in Israel, 
Paris, and New York, she settled on librarianship as a career. 
In Saigon during the Vietnam War, she was responsible for 
establishing a network of libraries for those in all of the armed 
forces. Then, from 1971 to 1993, she worked as a cataloger at the 
Library of Congress, where her first job was to recatalog a col-
lection that included “pornography, erotica, race-track guides 
and other items confiscated by the FBI.” Stewart is frank about 
Rappaport’s prickly personality, her tendency to carry on with 
married men, and the idealism that led her to abandon one proj-
ect or person after another. Those details, coupled with more 
admirable qualities like curiosity and drive, serve to make her 
an entertaining presence.

A lively, chatty exploration of a life that veered in many 
intriguing directions.



PEOPLE, POWER, AND 
PROFITS
Progressive Capitalism for 
an Age of Discontent
Stiglitz, Joseph E.
Norton (366 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-324-00421-9  

The renowned economist builds on 
his already extensive writings in the hope 
that policymakers will see the wisdom 

of altering both political and financial practices to restore the 
middle class in the United States.

Though Nobel Prize–winning economist Stiglitz (Inter-
national and Public Affairs/Columbia Univ.; The Euro: How a 
Common Currency Threatens the Future of Europe, 2016, etc.) has 
unquestionably earned the prestige to be heard on nearly any 
issue related to the economy, he concedes that the cataclysmic 
changes he proposes would probably never derive from the 
current Republican Party and might never occur if the Demo-
cratic Party controls the White House and Congress. Regard-
less, the author rarely wallows in pessimism as he presents his 
extensive platform in language that will be accessible to most 
general readers. Stiglitz sets the stage for his approachable 
narrative by recalling his childhood in a healthy industrial city 
(Gary, Indiana) and how, when he returned to Gary for his 55th 
high school reunion, the healthy economy had been tainted by a 
combination of political and economic policies benefitting the 
ultrawealthy. Those conditions led to massive income inequality, 
one of the most significant issues facing the country today. Sti-
glitz pinpoints the causes as a toxic stew of too-big-to-fail banks 
placing greed above economic growth, government initiatives 
favoring globalization without protecting American laborers, 
lack of recognition by both government and the private sector 
that shifts from a manufacturing economy to a service economy 
require a new paradigm, and the lack of effective responses 
to obviously increasing income inequality. In the second part 
of the book, the author offers a massive platform for change 
that must be preceded by voters choosing candidates for Con-
gress and the White House who are willing to cast aside the 
hegemony of the ultrawealthy. As he writes, “achieving greater 
equality is not just a matter of morals or good economics; it is a 
matter of the survival of our democracy.”

A lucid book grounded in vast knowledge—and equally 
vast idealism.

CHASING THE MOON
The People, the Politics, and 
the Promise that Launched 
America into the Space Age
Stone, Robert & Andres, Alan
Ballantine (368 pp.) 
$32.00  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-5247-9812-3  

In an informative companion book 
to the PBS miniseries of the same name, 
documentary filmmaker Stone, the pro-

gram’s writer, producer, and director, and Andres, a consulting 
producer and researcher on the series, chronicle the quest for 
space travel that culminated in Neil Armstrong’s first step on 
the lunar surface.

As the authors reveal, the journey to the moon did not 
begin with John F. Kennedy’s commitment to a moon landing 
by the end of the 1960s but more than half a century earlier, in 

“agrarian czarist Russia,” where “a popular spiritual philosophy 
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A brisk narrative, deft anecdotes, and abundant 
illustrations enliven a well-researched history.
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called cosmism” posited space travel as “the ultimate liberation” 
from “the shackles of Earth’s gravity” and into a realm where “all 
humanity would partake in cosmic immortality.” In the decades 
that followed, space travel piqued the public’s imagination: Sci-
ence fiction magazines, novels, and movies found an eager audi-
ence, and interplanetary societies began in America and the 
U.K. By 1950, Arthur C. Clarke became a popular spokesman 
for, and writer about, interplanetary flight, so well-known that 
in 1964, when director Stanley Kubrick planned “an ambitious, 
optimistic epic about humanity’s destiny in space,” he called on 
Clarke as a collaborator; 2001: A Space Odyssey was released, to 
great acclaim, a few years later. The authors profile other major 
figures who influenced America’s space program through-
out the 1950s and ’60s: charismatic German rocket engineer 
Wernher von Braun and his mentor Willy Ley, who became 
part of “America’s new German brain trust”; NASA head James 
Webb, who advocated for government support even in the face 
of skeptical congressmen; newscaster Edward R. Murrow, who 
repeatedly pressed for integrating the astronaut corps; Poppy 
Northcutt, the first female flight controller; and the teams 
of astronauts who manned the Mercury, Gemini, and Apollo 
crews. The authors re-create in breathtaking detail the launch 
of Apollo 11 and Armstrong’s calm announcement four days 
later: “The Eagle has landed.”

A brisk narrative, deft anecdotes, and abundant illus-
trations enliven a well-researched history.

DEAD WRONG
The Continuing Story of 
City of Lies, Corruption and 
Cover-Up in the Notorious 
B.I.G. Murder Investigation
Sullivan, Randall
Atlantic Monthly (320 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-8021-2932-1  

A startling update on the still-
unsolved murder of rapper Notorious 

B.I.G., focused on powerful figures’ attempts to obfuscate the 
investigation.

Former Rolling Stone contributing editor Sullivan (The Curse 
of Oak Island: The Story of the World ’s Longest Treasure Hunt, 2018, 
etc.) delivers a follow-up to his revealing LAbyrinth, noting about 
that book’s publication, “even in 2002, I was incredulous that 
arrests hadn’t been made.” In LAbyrinth, the author focused on 
detective Russell Poole’s thwarted investigation, which uncov-
ered “a cadre of LAPD officers—‘gangsta cops’—who were 
working for Death Row Records and aiding the record label’s 
CEO, Suge Knight, in commission of crimes that ranged from 
drug dealing to homicide.” This mushroomed into the tumultu-
ous Ramparts scandal, which threw the LAPD into chaos; Sul-
livan shows how this scandal was “mostly trumped up” by Rafael 
Perez, one of the officers Poole had identified. Meanwhile, the 
departmental resistance Poole faced led to his retirement and 
decline; upon his death in 2015, Sullivan notes, “There was a 

sense about him of someone forever attempting to keep hope 
alive.” The author otherwise focuses on the legal battle between 
the city and Voletta Wallace, the bereaved mother of Notorious 
B.I.G., whose lawsuit forms the spine of this narrative. Sullivan 
documents how the lawsuit’s tortuous and inconclusive path 
nevertheless revealed concealment of evidence and other offi-
cial misconduct. Simultaneously, an FBI inquiry into the case 
was squelched, with one agent noting, “If LAPD is involved in 
the Biggie murder, and the Biggie murder is solved, LAPD is 
done. They’re over with. Financially, they cannot survive.” In a 
circuitous narrative that lacks some of the propulsive energy of 
LAbyrinth, Sullivan identifies many such strange manipulations 
of the investigative process. Though readers must navigate such 
baffling bureaucratic roadblocks and a dizzying cast of char-
acters, the author convincingly continues to support Poole’s 
essential thesis: that a team of criminal cops planned the rap-
per’s assassination and then enjoyed political protection.

A mostly engaging and disheartening capstone to a nar-
rative of murder and malfeasance that has crossed into cul-
tural infamy.

THE ROYAL SOCIETY
And the Invention of Modern 
Science
Tinniswood, Adrian
Basic (200 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-5416-7358-8  

A simple, delightful book on the 
Royal Society of London, its members, 
and accomplishments.

As respected historian Tinniswood 
(History/Univ. of Buckingham; Behind the Throne: A Domestic 
History of the British Royal Household, 2018, etc.) recounts, in 
1660, a group of friends from Wadham College Oxford met with 
other academics at Gresham College, London, to form a society 
fostering experimentation and observation rather than merely 
refining existing Aristotelian and Ptolemaic thought. By 1662, 
they were called the Royal Society, with a charter from the king. 
The Silver Mace presented to the group by Charles II still is 
exhibited at each meeting. The makeup of the society included 
physicians, professors of mathematics, physics, and natural 
philosophy, and some members of the aristocracy (in order to 
ensure not only proximity to power, but the hope of financial 
help). The society received its charter thanks to Sir Robert 
Moray, but it was Robert Hooke, as curator of monthly experi-
ments, who kept the group in the vanguard of experimentation. 
Just a few of those exhibitions included demonstrations about 
poison, respiration, and blood transfusions. In 1665, Henry Old-
enburg produced the first edition of the Philosophical Transac
tions of the Royal Society, a first-of-its-kind scientific journal that 
provided a public forum for an international culture of knowl-
edge exchange that continues today. The society’s repository 
was eventually combined with the holdings of Sir Hans Sloane 
to form the basis of the British Museum. Its most important 



move was sending botanist Joseph Banks, who became the 
longest-serving president of the society, on the expedition to 
record the transit of Venus in 1768, a voyage led by James Cook. 
For more than 350 years, the society has been an independent 
voice in the scientific community devoid of vested interests 
and the influence of government, private parties, and universi-
ties. Tinniswood’s writing is scientifically clear, organized, and 
crisp, making this short book a wealth of information as well as 
a pleasant read.

A welcome, concise addition to the literature on the his-
tory of science.

SACRED LIBERTY
America’s Long, Bloody, 
and Ongoing Struggle for 
Religious Freedom
Waldman, Steven
HarperOne (400 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-06-274314-5  

An energetic pop history surveys 
America’s commitments to religious lib-
erty from the 17th century to the present.

As journalist and Beliefnet co-founder Waldman (Found
ing Faith: Providence, Politics, and the Birth of Religious Freedom 
in America, 2008, etc.) shows, whatever you may have learned 
in elementary school about the Puritans, the Colonies were 
hardly bastions of religious freedom; in fact, using execu-
tions and arrests, English leaders harshly enforced various 
ecclesial establishments. It wasn’t until the American Revo-
lution that the Founding Fathers crafted norms of religious 
liberty. James Madison is the star of Waldman’s account; 
Thomas Jefferson shows up for his 1801 use of the phrase 

“wall of separation between Church & State,” but the author 
pays too little attention to his important role in pushing 
for religious toleration in revolutionary Virginia. The late-
18th- and early-19th-century articulations of religious free-
dom were the true beginning of the story. In the decades 
that followed, many groups, including Catholics, Latter-day 
Saints, and Jehovah’s Witnesses, prodded the nation to fur-
ther embody its ideals of religious liberty. As late as 1942, 
Franklin Roosevelt opined that America was “a Protestant 
country and the Catholics and Jews are here under suffer-
ance.” Indeed, as Waldman’s especially helpful discussion of 
the post–World War II landscape demonstrates, the 1940s 
brought a new push for interfaith understanding—Amy 
Vanderbilt’s etiquette guide included a chapter on it—as a 
sort of generic, pluralist faith was marshalled as a counter to 
communism. The 1940s also saw the Supreme Court taking 
a more expanded role defining religious freedom; in earlier 
decades, argues the author, the shape of religious liberty was 
largely left up to local governments. Turning to the present, 
Waldman suggests how anti-Islamic sentiment among non-
Muslim Americans provides a way of assessing the reach and 
the limits of America’s commitment to religious pluralism.

Armchair historians who can tolerate Waldman’s occa-
sional stylistic indulgences—e.g., dramatic single-sentence 
paragraphs, breathless ellipses, lengthy block quotes—will 
be rewarded with an informative account.

MR. KNOW-IT-ALL 
The Tarnished Wisdom 
of a Filth Elder
Waters, John
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (384 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 21, 2019
978-0-374-21496-8  

An exuberantly transgressive Ameri-
can filmmaker gets down, dirty, and 
weird about life, art, and career.

In this collection of loosely con-
nected, photo-illustrated essays, Waters (Make Trouble, 2017, 
etc.) ponders his improbable state of respectability after years 
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Comic and rude but always compulsively readable,
Waters’ book demonstrates that he is not only first among 
Filth Elders; he is also a keen observer of American culture.
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on the artistic fringe. He begins by reflecting on his first major 
Hollywood success, Hairspray (1988). The film catapulted Waters, 
along with such colorful actors as Divine and Mink Stole, from 
the world of underground filmmaking to at least the edges of 
the mainstream. The author’s newfound status as Hollywood 
insider allowed him to direct such A-list celebrities as Johnny 
Depp and Kathleen Turner and make films that enjoyed mar-
ginal success in the 1990s. After several box office failures that 
included Cecil B. Demented (2000), a film about an insane movie 
director who kidnaps an A-list actress to star in an underground 
film, and A Dirty Shame (2004), a “sexploitation satire” that he 

“was amazed got made at all,” Waters cheerfully slid back into 
the gutter to cash in on his fall from mainstream grace. Waters 
discusses everything from his wide-ranging musical tastes, 
which include the Nutty Squirrels, jazz vocalists who predated 
Alvin and the Chipmunks, to his latter-day yippie political lean-
ings. He also shares his fantasies of his perfect “Stalinist chic” 
home and dispenses remarkably sound advice on how to invest 
in art made by monkeys. A lifelong “drug enthusiast,” Waters 
tells the story of an LSD trip he took at age 70. Aware of—and 
perhaps reveling in—the gruesomeness of his own mortality, 
he includes a letter to his “son,” a plastic baby doll named Bill, 
and a meditation on a “lunatic resurrection” after death as the 

“Duke of Dirt.” Comic and rude but always compulsively read-
able, Waters’ book demonstrates that he is not only first among 
Filth Elders; he is also a keen observer of American culture.

Wickedly smart and consistently laugh-out-loud funny. 
(21 b/w illustrations)

THE WAY WE EAT NOW
How the Food Revolution Has 
Transformed Our Lives, Our 
Bodies, and Our World
Wilson, Bee
Basic (400 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-465-09397-7  

A wide-ranging look at how food 
today is killing us through its abundance.

British food historian Wilson (First 
Bite: How We Learn to Eat, 2015, etc.), who writes a monthly 
column on food for the Wall Street Journal and has been named 
BBC Radio’s food writer of the year, avers that diets are getting 
worse across most of the world. “We snack more, we eat out 
more, and yet we often enjoy food less,” she writes. In her view, 
we are in the fourth stage of diet transitions, following the low-
fat one of prehistoric hunter-gatherers to the cereal-rich one of 
the agricultural revolution to the third healthier, more varied 
one that followed. In stage four, diets are getting sweeter, fatter, 
and meatier—and not just in the rich countries. The author has 
talked to researchers, economists, and other experts, gathering 
data from around the world. Happily, she presents the data in 
an appealing, informal, almost chatty fashion. If readers want to 
know more about, say, the decline in cooking oil prices in China 
or the rising cost of green vegetables relative to ice cream in the 

U.K., a few charts provide this information. More interesting is 
Wilson’s discussion of trendy foods, where she exposes frauds 
and fads; she gives close attention to such foods as quinoa, 
yogurt, skyr, kale, pomegranate juice, and coconut water. The 
author also explores the dilemma of eating out versus cooking 
at home and examines the rise in popularity of meal kits, which 
provide customers with all the ingredients and instructions for 
making a home-cooked meal. She optimistically predicts that 
we may be entering another dietary transition to healthier foods, 
and she offers tips for enjoying our food while waiting for this 
new food culture to emerge. Though Wilson offers an enjoyable 
reading experience, her failure to consider potential future food 
shortages as climate change reduces arable land and the popula-
tion grows makes some of her predictions questionable.

Though not a complete picture, this book is an enter-
taining choice for naturalists, foodies, and health-con-
scious readers.
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children’s
ADOPTING A DINOSAUR 
Andrés, José Carlos
Illus. by Sanfelippo, Ana
Trans. by Dawlatly, Ben
nubeOCHO (40 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-84-17123-63-5 
Series: Somos Ocho 

A girl’s quest for a pet, any pet, takes a turn when she finds a 
dinosaur egg in the park.

Ali is a little girl with puppy fever. And kitten fever. Really, 
she’d settle for just about any animal to call her own, but her 
parents shut her down. So of course when Ali finds the giant 
egg, she brings it home, and after a week of love and attention, 
a dinosaur hatches. Cleverly, Ali asks her parents for a dino-
saur. When they indulgently tell her, “Okay, if you find one, you 
can adopt one,” Ali’s won. Kimo the saltasaurus is both cute 
and fast-growing, and the story concludes in the only way the 
laws of real estate allow: The dinosaur parents show up, and 
Kimo becomes a beloved occasional visitor. If the ending is 
predictable and the story familiar, this stands out in its above-
and-beyond execution. The writing is snappy, especially when 
the dialogue is rendered in large hand-drawn letters (“WOAH, 
WOAH, WOOAAAHHH THAT’S A DINOSAUR!”), and 
the art throughout is consistently delightful. Kimo, of course, 
turns out to be the most adorable-est, cuddliest dino, and when 
he’s covered with licks by his adoring saltasaurus family while a 
child on a ladder pats one of the parents...let’s just say no reader 
will be able to resist. A Spanish-language edition, Adoptar un 
dinosaurio, proves just as charming. Ali and her parents present 
white.

Humorous without a trace of snark, this Spanish import 
hatches just right. (Picture book. 48) (Adoptar un dinosaurio: 
9788417123628)

MAX ATTACKS 
Appelt, Kathi
Illus. by Dullaghan, Penelope
Caitlyn Dlouhy/Atheneum (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-4814-5146-8  

A pet cat demonstrates typical feline behavior.
The orange and pink fish swimming in the fishbowl fasci-

nate Max, pictured as a blue cat with black stripes. He is eas-
ily distracted, however, so his first foray to get the fish ends 
quickly when he takes a detour up the patio-door screen in 
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pursuit of a lizard. The fact that he then pulls the curtains down 
on the dog’s head results in a comical tally: “Max, one. Dog, 
none.” The distractions (and the scorekeeping) continue. Max 
chases a catnip toy, battles a basket of socks, and pounces on a 
swinging shoestring. After each diversion, he returns to the fish-
bowl. His eventual assault appears to be successful, but the final 
reckoning reassures readers that the fish have survived to swish 
another day. Rollicking rhymes and playful language create an 
admiring third-person narrative that perfectly captures Max’s 
energy and charm. The typeface, which mimics painted block 
printing, adds personality and enhances the humor. Dullaghan’s 
illustrations suggest a spare, mid-20th-century modern home; 
lots of white space keeps the focus on the bouncy main char-
acter’s amusing antics. Textured brush strokes add to the sense 
of movement, while simply drawn features convey a wealth of 
emotion (even in the case of the unflappable fish).

Clearly a paean to the pleasures of having a cat com-
panion, this catalog of Max’s actions should win plenty of 
accolades: Max, a million; readers a million-plus. (Picture 
book. 58)

ALBERT’S QUIET QUEST
Arsenault, Isabelle
Illus. by the author
Random House (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-553-53656-0
978-0-553-53657-7 PLB 
Series: Mile End Kids 

Reading, friends, and fertile imagi-
nation combine in this neighborhood 

follow-up to Colette’s Lost Pet (2017).
Young Albert is looking through Mile End, an urban row-

house neighborhood in Montreal, for a quiet place to read a 
book. In the alley, Albert finds a discarded painting of an ocean 
sunset and pulls up a chair in front of it for quiet reading and con-
templation. The page turn gives way to a wordless double-page 
spread of Albert sitting in a chaise on the beach, and readers will 
understand that Albert has entered the ocean-sunset picture via 
imagination. Two friends arrive in the alley to repot a plant, and 
in Albert’s imaginative world they also enter the beach scene, 
building a sand castle. As other friends arrive, they, too, enter the 
beach scene, until it becomes crowded and noisy. Finally Albert 
yells in frustration, “That’s it! QUIET!!” This pale, blue-green–
and-orange beach scene is now followed by an illustration show-
ing Albert’s friends, wearing reproachful expressions, slinking 
away down the black-and-white alley. They return, though, with 
books of their own—and a surprise response to Albert’s abashed 
apology. Author/illustrator Arsenault does a terrific job directing 
the story’s pace and ambiance using wordless spot and double-
page–spread illustrations interspersed with others containing 
dialogue bubbles and hand-lettered sound effects. Albert pres-
ents white, and his friends are diverse.

This accessible story will validate readers who relish 
their quiet time as well as their friends. (Picture book. 47)

GHOST CAT
Atteberry, Kevan
Illus. by the author
Neal Porter/Holiday House (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-0-8234-4283-6  

A young child describes the behavior of a spectral cat.
Straightforward first-person narration combines with sim-

ply composed illustrations to explain why the child believes that 
a ghost cat shares the house with them. Although they admit 
that “It’s always gone before I can really see it,” they’re con-
vinced that the cat is moving around, engaged in typical feline 
behaviors like scratching, rubbing, cuddling, and meowing. 
Illustrations that show upended books and bowls and a trauma-
tized fish provide additional, gently humorous evidence to sup-
port their hypothesis. When they finally catch a glimpse of the 
ghost cat (readers have seen it all along—gray-blue surrounded 
by a haze of white with staring yellowish eyes), it’s on its way out, 
or rather “through,” the front door. The child opens the door to 
find an apparently corporeal white kitten waiting there. Atte-
berry’s digitally created artwork features a limited but appeal-
ing palette of primarily warm golds and browns and cool blues, 
punctuated with greens and yellows. Lightly sketched back-
grounds are spare in detail, though a few carefully placed photos 
suggest that the child and cat once shared their home in a more 
conventional fashion. The minimal detail extends to the child’s 
face, which is very expressive despite the absence of a mouth 
(the child has beige skin and a shock of straight, brown hair).

Losing a pet is always difficult; finding a new one isn’t 
the solution for everyone, but in this case, it’s a decidedly 
happy development. (Picture book. 58)

WHAT’S THAT 
TERRIBLE GROWL?
Benjamin, A.H.
Illus. by Eyckerman, Merel
nubeOCHO (32 pp.) 
$15.95  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-84-17123-55-0  

A loud and terrible growl envelops the house—what could it 
be? What does it want?

As a toddler-age child plays, eats, reads, and gets ready 
for bed, there is an ever present “GGGGRRRR” in the back-
ground. As the text speculates on the source of the growl, deli-
cately lined, crisp illustrations, done in soft colors against white 
space, depict the possibilities. “Is it a big, hairy bear from the 
dark woods?” Or maybe “a mean, ugly ogre who lives in a castle 
of bones?” Or worse yet, “a spiky, green sea monster from the 
bottom of the ocean?” The recurring text “What’s that terrible 
GROWL?” and “What does it want?” along with the playful 
use of typeset and the outlandish speculative possibilities make 
for a breathless and spirited read-aloud. The first time through, 
readers might be so caught up they won’t take time to stop 
and explore the illustrations. That can be done calmly on the 

Arsenault does a terrific job directing the
story’s pace and ambiance.

albert’s quiet quest
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inevitable second pass. The source of the growl? The delightful 
answer is kept a secret until the very end. The young protago-
nist and his family present white. Unfortunately, the simultane-
ously publishing Spanish version, ¿Qué es ese ruido?, is marred by 
a few awkward translations.

Many an older sibling will identify with the story and 
beg for repeat readings. (Picture book. 25) (¿Qué  es ese ruido?: 
9788417123543)

BAD HAIR DAY
Benton, Jim
Illus. by the author
Simon & Schuster (112 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-1-5344-1337-5 
Series: Franny K. Stein, Mad Scientist, 8 

Another science experiment literally 
goes hair-raisingly wrong.

Following a 10-year hiatus, Franny 
returns to whip up more mad science in 

her bedroom laboratory. Initially rejecting her mother’s efforts 
to turn her on to hair spray and blow drying, Franny recalls that 
science is all about exploring the unknown (“Even if it’s the really 
super-weird stuff that moms like”) and so whips up a line of 
twisted beauty products. These include a Cosmetic Bazooka that 
blasts out whole, heavily made-up faces and “shoe polish” that 
turns high heels into really high heels. Eventually a version of the 
latter not only extends her pigtails to Rapunzel length, but brings 
them to life—whereupon they snip themselves off and rush out 
to menace every barber shop, salon, and furry pet in town. Cue a 
seesaw struggle which Franny, with help from her canine assistant 
Igor, ends by temporarily immobilizing her errant locks with hair 
spray and then presenting her mom with a new “fur” coat. Fran-
ny’s enthusiasm for hands-on experimentation, and the slightly 
menacing grimace she sports in many of the ink-and-wash car-
toons that fill half or more of nearly every page, may add a certain 
raffish charm, but the quaint, not to say sexist, satiric tropes went 
stale long ago. Franny and her mom present white.

A labored effort to revive a series that never was quite 
as clever as it tried to be. (Science fiction. 79)

A CURIOUS MENAGERIE
Of Herds, Flocks, Leaps, 
Gaggles, Scurries, and More!
Berger, Carin
Illus. by the author
Greenwillow (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-0-06-264457-2  

Collective nouns are the singular focus of this straightfor-
ward picture book.

A round-headed monkey asks a white man who has a posi-
tively insectile mustache and is dressed in a top hat and red 

coat, “I’m curious. What do you call a group of geese?” The man 
answers the question (a gaggle) and adds the names of groups of 
sheep (a flock) and cows (a herd). The monkey replies, “Wow! 
I wonder what you would call a group of giraffes?” And so the 
dialogue continues: the monkey asking, the man answering. 
These two characters are pictured against a white background 
on a side panel set off from each spread illustrating the group 
of animals in a way that alludes to their collective noun, with 
varying success—a memory of elephants, for example, is shown 
as an elephant within another elephant’s thought bubble within 
a third elephant’s thought bubble. There is no apparent reason 
why the monkey wants to know these nouns nor any apparent 
structure moving the story forward. Reading this book aloud is 
no fun, unless learning the collective nouns is of burning inter-
est to readers, and there is no index that would make this book 
useful in a reference collection. The only reason to keep turning 
the pages is the lovely collage illustrations, featuring playful use 
of shapes and patterns in sophisticated color palettes.

There are several other successful picture books about 
collective nouns to be preferred over this one. (author’s 
note) (Informational picture book. 48)
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Merriam-Webster defines the 
verb “rebel” as “to oppose or dis-
obey one in authority or control.” 
In this, our Rebels Issue, I celebrate 
the Diversity Jedi who have seized 
the children’s-literature conversa-
tion from those who’ve controlled 
it and forced it to open up.

The term was coined in 2015 by 
Dr. Debbie Reese, a scholar and 
librarian who is a member of the 

Nambe Pueblo nation, after white author Meg Rosoff 
called her a “stormtrooper” for her vocal critiques of chil-
dren’s books that demonize, demean, or erase First/Na-
tive Nations’ peoples, traditions, and histories. Reese’s is 
one voice among many that have been raised in sustained, 
earned rage over the past several years, demanding that 
the industry do better in its representation of marginal-
ized identities. 

It is the advent of social me-
dia and the work of the Diver-
sity Jedi in wielding it that, I am 
convinced, have forced the in-
dustry to do more than wring its 
collective hands at the dearth of 
diverse books and then subside, 
a roughly every-five-years pat-
tern that has held for the past 
50 years. It is all too easy to read 
a brilliant article in a journal or 
book, sigh and agree, and then 
put it down to get back to busi-
ness as usual. But with Twitter and Goodreads and like 
platforms available, the Diversity Jedi have made it im-
possible for the industry to stop at sighing.

The methods of the Diversity Jedi are often not gen-
tle. I know this from personal experience. But (if you per-
mit the extension of the metaphor) it takes concerted, vi-
olent effort to take out the Death Star. And while I do 
not believe the U.S. children’s-book industry is as inten-
tionally malignant as the Empire, it has all the power on 
its side. Also in 2015, Lee & Low’s Diversity Baseline Sur-
vey confirmed what we all suspected: that the industry 
is an overwhelmingly white, straight, cis one. It cannot 
be dismissed as coincidence that the Cooperative Chil-
dren’s Book Center at the University of Wisconsin finds 
year after year that the overwhelming majority of books 
published mirror those gatekeepers. Inertia is a power-
ful force.

When industry insiders complain in private or in pub-
lic about the tone taken by the Jedi, when they talk about 
abridgment of free speech, I’m 
astonished. No Twitter com-
mentator, however fervently an-
gry, can suppress speech. They 
can—and do—cause authors 
and publishers to reconsider 
publication. That is a choice, 
possibly based on a sense of 
the market, possibly based on 
new conviction. It is not the re-
sult of government suppression. 
Protest, whether physical or virtual, is a vital part of the 
American tradition. The Jedis’ calls for better representa-
tion are far more akin to a boycott than they are to sup-
pression of speech.

I am a librarian and a journalist. The twinned free-
doms to speak and to read are in my DNA. And I am very 
aware that Kirkus is a decades-old institution, one whose 
authority is enshrined in collection-development poli-
cies in libraries around the country. I have a regular pay-
check, insurance, and a platform that allows me to reach 
thousands on a regular basis. When the Diversity Jedi 
take to Twitter, they do not compromise my freedom of 
speech in any way. They complement it, joining in a con-
versation that’s been dominated by hoary, old, normative 
institutions for way too long.

Every day I open boxes to find 
books by and about people of color, 
queer people, people with disabili-
ties, Native people. When a librar-
ian hands Dragon Pearl, by Yoon Ha 
Lee, to a reader who wants a space 
opera, when a bookseller recom-
mends We Are Grateful  Otsalihe
liga, by Traci Sorell and illustrat-
ed by Frané Lessac, to a caregiver 
who wants to share a celebration of 
family with their little ones, when 

a pet-loving kid finds a soul mate in Lety Out Loud, by An-
gela Cervantes, when a teacher offers The Someday Birds, 
by Sally J. Pla, to a kid looking for an adventure—when 
these connections are made, we have, in large part, the 
Diversity Jedi to thank.

And I, for one, am grateful. —V.S.

Vicky Smith is the children’s editor.

the diversity jedi

Photo courtesy Leah O
verstreet
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I’M WORRIED
Black, Michael Ian
Illus. by Ohi, Debbie Ridpath
Simon & Schuster (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-5344-1586-7 
Series: I’m Books 

Black and Ohi team up once more 
to encourage children’s emotional intel-

ligence in this follow-up to I’m Sad (2018) and I’m Bored (2012).
Potato is worried. Potato is anxious about the future and 

all the terrible things that could possibly happen: alien inva-
sions, volcanic eruptions, dinosaur rampages. Like many who 
struggle with anxiety, Potato is an expert at catastrophizing, 
and although Flamingo is initially unconcerned, the spud’s fears 
are contagious. Their human friend encourages them to learn 
to treasure and enjoy the moment right now. Although “some-
times bad things happen,” everything usually turns out OK in 
the end. Ohi’s bright and bold illustrations carry the plot, con-
veying physical humor and emotional expression (even in the 
tuber) along with expanding the dialogue-only text, which 
utilizes different colors and typefaces to identify the speakers. 
Once again Black does an excellent job of normalizing a diffi-
cult emotion and giving children insights on how to cope. The 
book is not as touching as I’m Sad, but the lighthearted antics 
of the friends here will likely assist worried readers to break 
negative thought spirals and perhaps reframe to more mindful 
settings. As the dedication reads: “For worriers. Take a breath. 
Right now, in this moment, you are fine. And this moment is all 
that matters.”

A great launchpad for sharing about worries and devel-
oping vocabulary for thorny feelings. (Picture book. 38)

FRANKIE SPARKS AND THE 
CLASS PET
Blakemore, Megan Frazer
Illus. by Sarell, Nadja
Aladdin (144 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $5.99 paper  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-5344-3044-0
978-1-5344-3043-3 paper 
Series: Frankie Sparks, Third-Grade 
Inventor 

When her teacher announces that 
the class will be getting a pet, rodent lover Frankie Sparks 
knows exactly what it should be—she just needs to convince 
everyone else.

Frankie’s aunt is a rodentologist, so Frankie has a prime 
resource to help her determine which rodent would make 
a good class pet—because of course they will get a rodent...
right? Frankie, who is more adept at math and inventing than 
at reading and writing, is nevertheless so excited that she does 
her research right away and is ready to present her arguments 
for getting a rat before anyone else. But her teacher insists that 

she respect the process. Frankie is disappointed, but things 
get worse when her best friend, Maya, tells her that she really 
doesn’t want a rodent—in fact, she’s scared of them. When 
Maya hits a stumbling block in her research, Frankie seizes the 
opportunity to pressure her into voting for a rat. With some 
advice from her mom, Frankie finally gets a grip and realizes 
that her friendship, complete with differences, is more impor-
tant than a rat. As a chapter-book protagonist, Frankie is pleas-
ingly well-developed, with a full range of emotions, strengths, 
and weaknesses. Frankie and her family are depicted as black, 
and other classmates are realistically diverse, conveyed in both 
text and Sarell’s black-and-white illustrations. Endnotes explain 

“problem scoping” and encourage readers to invent.
A pleasantly complex early school story. (Fiction. 611)

Ohi’s bright and bold illustrations carry the plot, conveying 
physical humor and emotional expression.

i ’m worried
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THE STORY WEB
Blakemore, Megan Frazer
Bloomsbury (336 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-68119-525-4  

Fifth-grader Alice Dingwell believes 
it is her fault her father has gone away, 
and she struggles to find her footing in 
her changed life.

When Alice was a young child, she 
followed a silken strand of thread to 

a giant web in the forest. Her father, Buzz, a hockey hero in 
their depressed Maine mill town, told her it was a Story Web, 
an essential part of the Earth’s well-being. Now, five years later, 
Alice’s father has checked himself into a psychiatric hospital 
after serving in Afghanistan, and Alice’s only connection with 
him is through his letters, which wander in and out of reality. 
Alice’s guilt over her perceived role in her father’s unraveling 
propels her to shrink from life, keeping others at a distance 
and quitting the hockey team. But when forest animals begin 
showing up in town and seem to specifically seek Alice out, she 
wonders if the Story Web is in danger and, reluctantly at first, 
begins to seek answers. Blakemore’s ambitious tale, like her fine 
and original web premise, is filled with many adjunct threads. 
Most weave together strongly, but some feel underdeveloped. 
That said, the story’s essential theme—the importance of trust 
and connection in the health of a community—is an important 
one in this divisive time. Alice is white, and the rest of the com-
munity seems to be white as well.

An ambitious and mostly successful tale about stories 
and their essential role in creating connection. (Fantasy. 811)

OUT OF PLACE
Blecher, Jennifer
Illus. by Liddiard, Merrillee
Greenwillow (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-06-274859-1  

Missing her best friend, Nina, who’s 
moved to New York, Cove, 12, faces the 
mean-girl bullies of her Martha’s Vine-
yard middle school alone.

Nina’s dads invite them to visit, but 
Cove’s mom insists they’ll never leave the island. Focused on 
her own spiritual path and with a new boyfriend in tow, she gives 
Cove’s daily struggles little attention. Tormented by girls who 
bark when they see her, Cove misses Nina most at school. With 
bullying out of control, the school assigns community service to 
instill compassion in students and improve the school’s image. 
Jonah at the used-clothing store introduces Cove to a TV reality 
show on which would-be fashion designers ages 12 through 17 
design and sew in competition. Smitten (home’s TV-free), Cove, 
a talented artist, fantasizes about competing on the show in 
New York and seeing Nina. A nursing-home resident who once 

sewed for Coco Chanel agrees to teach Cove, but progress is 
frustratingly slow. Hanging with Jonah and dumpster-diving 
with new student Jack make life bearable, but only just, so Cove 
hatches a desperate plan. Slow to take shape, the plot’s end-
loaded. While readers have to work for it, this thought-provok-
ing tale of childhood isolation and powerlessness experienced 
in a socially networked world rewards the effort. Cove and her 
mom present white; race is not noted in the text, leaving the 
illustrations (not seen) to fill in those blanks.

Raising more questions than it answers, this recom-
mended read should spark lively discussion; a good bet for 
an intergenerational book club. (Fiction. 812)

THE INVENTION 
HUNTERS DISCOVER 
HOW MACHINES WORK 
Briggs, Korwin
Illus. by the author
Little, Brown (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-0-316-43679-3 
Series: Invention Hunters 

How do you teach kids about pulleys, wedges, cranks, and 
levers (to say nothing of physics and engineering)? Tell a tale of 
goofball invention collectors, of course!

A kid testing a homemade rocket launcher runs into 
a troupe of adults on the hunt for cool things to put in their 
Museum of Inventionology. With every discovery they make at 
the construction site they explore, be it wheelbarrow, jackham-
mer, or crane, they indulge in wild speculation as to what the 
object is only to be corrected by the kid. Each correction not 
only includes diagrams on how the object works, but also its 
history and the science behind its success. By the end, though, 
the hunters are no wiser; they feature wildly inaccurate explana-
tions of their acquisitions in their museum. Jovial and goofy, the 
multiracial pack of men and women come across as nothing so 
much as a troupe of scientifically inclined Amelia Bedelias with 
lab coats instead of aprons. (Their kid guide presents white.) 
Kids will laugh uproariously—not just at their mistakes, but 
from the profusion of toilet gags and diagrams (with a dead fish 
named “Mrs. Bubbles” standing in for fecal matter). The trick 
is in realizing that while the book is funny, the science is sound.

Like the love child of David Macaulay and Captain 
Underpants, this routinely silly, genuinely intelligent deep 
dive into engineering basics leaves kids as informed as they 
are amused. (Informational picture book. 69)

The trick is in realizing that while the book
is funny, the science is sound.

the invention hunters discover how machines work
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HANGRY
Brockington, Drew
Illus. by the author
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-316-55932-4  

This little guy has a monstrous 
appetite.

A little green monster riding the sub-
way emerges at a stop holding a book entitled City Food Guide. 
Alas, Hot Diggity Dog, the restaurant the guide had highlighted 
as “BE$T HOTDOG EVER!!” is “Closed for Vacation.” This 
makes the little kaiju angry, a feeling that’s compounded by see-
ing others around him enjoying tasty foods. Comic book–style 
illustrations with panels and speech balloons show the monster 
repeating the phrases “I’m hungry! I’m angry!” as he balloons 
in size to visually represent his growing rage. Then, a page turn 
shows people fleeing as he stomps, Godzilla-like, through the 
city yelling, “I AM HANGRY.” First responders in the persons 
of a black-appearing policeman and a woman firefighter with 
light brown skin offer cabbages and broccoli, but after down-
ing the vegetables by the truckload, the monster declares, “I 
WANT MORE.” When an olive-skinned street vendor offers 
up a hot dog with all the fixings, the monster is delighted—until 
a pigeon swoops in and snatches it, setting off another hangry 
fit and a chase. Resolution arrives when the vendor announces 
there’s still “plenty of hot dogs...probably enough for everyone.” 
It’s happily-ever-after for all (except vegetarians), and the sati-
ated monster shrinks back to his original size, hangry no more. 
While the joke is extended perhaps a few pages longer than 
necessary, both caregivers and small children will find much to 
chuckle at.

Playful monster nosh. (Picture book. 36)

STORIES FOR KIDS WHO DARE 
TO BE DIFFERENT
True Tales of Amazing People 
Who Stood Up and Stood Out
Brooks, Ben
Illus. by Winter, Quinton 
Running Press (160 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-7624-6855-3  

A follow-up to Stories for Boys Who Dare to Be Different (2018) 
that includes girls and women.

All of the strengths and weaknesses of Brooks’ earlier col-
lection can be found here as well. Readers learn about 76 artists, 
athletes, inventors, and philanthropists, distilled into one-page 
entries opposite a portrait. Many of the entries are clumsily 
written, and the only times the subjects get to speak for them-
selves are in occasional unsourced, sound-bite–y pablum. In 
addition to individuals, Brooks also profiles the band Bikini Kill, 
the Syrian White Helmets, and the German anti-Nazi Edel-
weiss Pirates. Some of the entries, such as the Wright Brothers’, 

stretch the idea of “difference.” The collection’s general attitude 
posits that disabilities are tragedies that one can overcome with 
the right attitude, an idea often pushed back against by disabil-
ity activists. Other entries seem to laud white savior–ism, such 
as one about two white women who “had always been drawn to 
Africa,” which tries to explain female genital cutting to young 
audiences as “a traditional ritual that...involves the girls being 
painfully and pointlessly mutilated for life.” The one trans per-
son, Roberta Cowell, is predominantly referred to by her old 
name and pronouns, with liberal use of the “wrong body” trope. 
The overall message of individualism may be inspirational for 
some, but it will definitely feel limiting to others.

There’s plenty of interesting information in this collec-
tion, but there’s a lot to sift through to get to it. (Collective 
biography. 812)
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Jorge & Megan Lacera

THE REBEL IN THEIR NEW PICTURE BOOK IS A VEGETARIAN ZOMBIE 
By Laura Jenkins

Megan and Jorge Lacera have a thing for scary shows 
and classic horror movies. They also have a son who has to 
go to bed before they can watch them. 

“From a kid’s point of view,” says Jorge, “shows like The 
Walking Dead or Stranger Things seem exciting and attrac-
tive. But they are not made for young children.”

“Our son is 6, but he really likes creepy things—in a safe 
way,” adds Megan. “He would talk about being a zombie; 
he dressed up as a vampire. We realized that there’s not 
much stuff for him that’s not totally violent. So we wanted 
to do something that fed his interest in the genre.”

That “something” is the couple’s recently released, 
Kirkus-starred children’s book, Zombies Don’t Eat Veggies 
(April 2). The Laceras’ entertaining debut is about a young 

zombie named Mo who adores vegetarian cuisine. “For us, 
the zombie thing was always a means to an end,” says Jorge. 

“Zombies are fun; we can make a lot of really funny jokes, 
we can introduce the basic idea of goofy/scary stuff to our 
son or to other kids. But really what became obvious as the 
story developed was how Mo became an analogy for a lot 
of other things that we wanted to talk about.”

As they were writing the book, the couple started dis-
cussing their own childhoods and how kids sometimes feel 
different from their families. 

“My parents are amazing dancers, and they love having 
big parties and having all of our family over,” says Jorge. “It 
was really wonderful, but I loved being by myself in my 
room, with a book or a video game, and that always put 
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me at odds with my family. They’d say, ‘C’mon Jorgie, come 
dance!’ And I’d be like, ‘I don’t...really...want to.’ ”

Megan also found that she was wired a little differently 
from the others in her family. “My dad’s a business guy and 
my mom’s a nurse,” she says. “They’re wonderful and super 
loving, but they—and my sister—are very practical people. 
I’m the creative one who’s a little more of a daydreamer. 
I have goals and visions of things that I want to do, and 
sometimes that means quitting a job I don’t like. In my 
family you don’t just quit a job if you don’t like it.”

Staying true to their natural inclinations has served the 
Laceras well. They met while working at American Greet-
ings—he as an artist and she, a writer. After marrying and 
working on everything from video games to Bibles, the 
duo decided it was time to tell their own stories. But for 
them, part of storytelling is listening to their characters 
and letting them help drive the narrative.

“We asked ourselves ‘What’s the hardest thing for Mo 
to do?’ ” says Jorge. “He really doesn’t like not being able 
to talk about” being a vegetarian zombie. At first Mo tries 
to trick his parents with gazpacho disguised as “blood bile 
bisque.” But as the story unfolds, he eventually comes out 
as a vegetarian to his shocked parents, which turns the nar-
rative toward themes like authenticity, compromise, toler-
ance, and love. 

“I think that a lot of times the truest rebels are people 
who can no longer live a certain way,” says Megan. “When 
society, friends, family, or the world at large is trying to 
push you to do something you don’t want to do, it becomes 
untenable. If you accept who you are, that may lead you to 
be a rebel, whether you want to be or not.”

Laura Jenkins is a writer and photojournalist living in the Texas 
Hill Country. Zombies Don’t Eat Veggies! received a starred 
review in the Feb. 15, 2019, issue. 

ROCKET SAYS 
LOOK UP! 
Bryon, Nathan
Illus. by Adeola, Dapo
Random House (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-1-9848-9442-7
978-1-9848-9443-4 PLB  

Rocket is on a mission...to get her 
angst-y teen brother to put down his cellphone and look up.

An aspiring astronaut, Rocket makes it a point to set up 
her telescope and gaze at the stars every night before bedtime. 
Inspired by Mae Jemison, Rocket, a supercute black girl with 
braids and a coiffed Afro, hopes to be “the greatest astronaut, 
star catcher, and space walker who has ever lived.” As the night 
of the Phoenix meteor shower approaches, Rocket makes fli-
ers inviting everyone in her neighborhood to see the cosmic 
event at the park. Over the course of her preparations, she 
shares information about space-shuttle missions, what causes 
a meteor shower, and when is the best time to see one. Jamal, 
Rocket’s insufferable older brother, who sports a high-top fade 
and a hoodie, is completely engrossed in his phone, even as just 
about everybody in the neighborhood turns up. The bright, 
digital illustrations are an exuberant celebration of both space 
and black culture that will simultaneously inspire and ground 
readers. That the main characters are unapologetically black is 
made plain through myriad details. Rocket’s mother is depicted 
cornrowing her daughter’s hair with a wide-toothed comb and 
hair oil. Gap-toothed Rocket, meanwhile, makes her enthusi-
asm for space clear in the orange jumpsuit both she and her cat 
wear—and even Jamal’s excited by the end.

Outstanding—a breath of fresh air, just like Rocket 
herself. (Picture book. 58)

GRANUAILE
Queen of Mayo
Burke, John P.
Illus. by Burke, Fatti
Gill Books/Dufour Editions (32 pp.) 
$21.00  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-0-7171-8350-0  

A rousing tribute to Granuaile 
O’Malley, 16th-century freebooter from 
County Mayo.

As this import has received no special treatment for an 
international audience, there is no pronunciation guide for 
names and locales, but the Irish author and illustrator offer rea-
sons aplenty for readers this side of the pond to tip figurative 
hats to a fierce and fearless heroine. She started off by cutting 
her hair short (“Granuaile” means “Bald Gráinne”) to become a 
sailor, then went on to exploits that included fighting off Alge-
rian pirates (newborn babe in one arm), leading pirate raids of 
her own, and bargaining face to face (in Latin, their only shared 
language) with Elizabeth I for the release of two sons from 
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prison. Smiling confidently and topped by a flaming mop of red 
hair, O’Malley definitely cuts a swashbuckling figure in the sim-
ple, flat illustrations—cutlass frequently to hand whether leap-
ing into (blood-free) battle or just posing heroically. Though the 
Burkes give both the political waters in which she sailed and the 
violence inherent in her line of work little notice, they do iden-
tify her two husbands and her children as well as select rivals 
or others prominent in her life. Most of the human figures are 
white though some, particularly in fight scenes but also in fam-
ily groupings, display a range of skin tones.

A grand and stirring tale for readers not quite ready 
for Tony Lee and Sam Hart’s Pirate Queen (2019). (timeline, 
additional facts) (Picture book/biography. 69)

SKY CHASERS
Carroll, Emma
Chicken House/Scholastic (288 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-1-338-28527-7  

Magpie, a homeless street urchin 
whose only friend is Coco, her pet 
rooster, survives as a pickpocket in 
southern France.

It is 1783, and there is an intense 
rivalry between England and France 

to create a device that can fly. When Magpie inadvertently 
becomes part of the Montgolfier brothers’ test flight of a huge 
paper balloon, actually flying for a few minutes, she becomes 
completely enthralled even though she is badly injured in 
the rapid descent. They bring her to their home, where she 
becomes a special friend to Pierre, Joseph-Michel Mongolfier’s 
son, and his pet duck, Voltaire. The experiments continue, with 
Magpie’s observations and ideas helping to improve the bal-
loon prototypes. The brothers are commanded by Louis XVI 
to demonstrate their invention at Versailles. The balloon is to 
carry only a sheep, Coco, and Voltaire. Many exciting and dan-
gerous adventures ensue in this picaresque, with false friends, 
highway robbery, a duel, possible spies, a near deadly attack, 
and more. Magpie narrates her story in an immediate present 
tense. Historical figures are woven seamlessly with the invented 
characters, as are imagined events with the actual, recorded fact 
of the balloon demonstration. Magpie is at once suspicious and 
accepting, grateful and wary, a good true friend, and altogether 
delightful. She is biracial, with an absent Algerian father and 
(deceased) white, French mother, though her identity plays no 
part in the story; the book otherwise hews to a white default.

Entertaining, fast-paced, and almost true. (historical 
note) (Historical fiction. 812)

HOW TO TAKE CARE OF 
YOUR DINOSAUR
Cockcroft, Jason
Illus. by the author
Nosy Crow/Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$15.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-5362-0568-8  

A how-to guide on caring for a pet 
dinosaur.

An unnamed child who already has a dog receives a dino-
saur egg in the mail. Along with reading the instructions, which 
make up the whole of the second-person text, readers witness 
the fun that comes with a pet baby dinosaur. They meet the 
adorable, green dinosaur when it hatches. First things first, 
readers learn, you have to feed your dinosaur—maybe eggs, 
bananas, cereal, and bread. Next, it’s time for a walk in the park. 
The baby theropod is depicted leaving a huge pile of poop in the 
grass, a total laugh-out-loud moment for any young reader (and 
a bummer moment for the dino’s child caregiver, who is ready 
with shovel and wheelbarrow). After a splash in the park’s foun-
tain with his friends close by and a lesson in sharing, it’s time 
for lunch and the most adorable picture in the book, when the 
dinosaur takes a nap on top of his young human caregiver. After 
a long day in the park, it’s time to head home and get ready for 
bed, which gives readers a posterlike closing image of child, dog, 
and dino. A natural for fans of Gareth Edwards and Guy Parker-
Rees’ Never Ask a Dinosaur to Dinner (2015), this outing is notable 
for its capable black protagonist.

With a little time, love, and patience, even a huge, green 
reptile can make a great pet. (Picture book. 57)

A BOX OF BONES
Cohen, Marina
Illus. by Bogatch, Yana 
Roaring Brook (288 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 28, 2019
978-1-250-17221-1  

A skeptical girl who distrusts stories 
discovers their value when she’s trapped 
in the middle of one.

The rules of logic and facts shape 
12-year-old Kallie’s predictable life until 

she finds herself in possession of a mysterious puzzle box. 
Unlocking the box unleashes a set of “bewitched” bones with 
strange symbols on them that entangle Kallie in a story beyond 
her control. Throughout her journey, Kallie questions the 
nature of the possible and impossible as she seeks out scientific 
explanations for her problems from her best friend, Pole Rodri-
guez (the only primary character who isn’t presumed white), 
and the missing pieces of truth about the death of her writer 
mother. Anna, a new student with a wild imagination, chal-
lenges Kallie with the fanciful tales she tells about her life and 
helps her learn that stories provide comfort from reality even 
if they aren’t based in fact. Three grayscale illustrations with 

Historical figures are woven seamlessly with the invented 
characters, as are imagined events with the actual, recorded fact.

sky chasers
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Kathleen Cornell Berman & Keith Henry Brown

INTRODUCING A NEW GENERATION TO A JAZZ LEGEND AND HIS 
ARTISTIC PROCESS
By Joshunda Sanders

Birth of The Cool: How Jazz Great Miles Davis Found 
His Sound (Feb. 15), written by Kathleen Cornell Ber-
man and illustrated by Keith Henry Brown, focuses on 
the positive highlights and digestible portions of Da-
vis’ musical history for young readers with a kind of fo-
cused intention that manages to educate a new genera-
tion of music lovers and musicians while also skirting 
some of the more negative aspects of his biography. 

“I really wanted to focus on how he developed his 
unique sound,” Berman says. “As a kid, I fell in love 
with his sound, and I was extremely curious about it, 
so that was the start of my research. I was also in-
spired by the way he focused and developed a really 
unique sound.”

Berman and Brown were less concerned with in-
cluding every facet of Davis’ life and more with giv-
ing young people someone they could relate to. “So I 
focused on the things kids could relate to—he loved 
swimming, he loved baseball just like any other kid,” 
Berman says. “But also right away I wanted to make 
sure kids knew that he absolutely loved music.”

Brown was drawn to the project because of Ber-
man’s text. “I really admire Kathy’s script and the 
message that with music-making, writing, or doing 
any kind of art, you have to learn your craft,” he says. 

“We tend to see everyone fully realized; artists don’t 
really talk about practicing, for instance, because 
maybe they think it’s boring, but in order to be really 
great, you have to practice a lot. The hardest thing in 
the world is developing your own sound.”

Photo courtesy John Abbott

Kathleen Cornell Berman

Keith Henry Brown
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dark lines accompany the text in moments that correspond to 
the stages of the hero’s journey, which Kallie learns about in her 
English class. Cohen weaves together Kallie’s story with a fairy 
tale that follows Liah, a bone carver’s apprentice. Liah’s adven-
ture increases the tension, builds momentum, and darkens the 
tone of the overall story.

A suspenseful mystery with haunting touches of fairy-
tale magic. (Fantasy. 812)

THE PEPPER PARTY FAMILY 
FEUD FACE-OFF
Cooper, Jay
Illus. by the author
Scholastic (128 pp.) 
$5.99 paper  |  May 28, 2019
978-1-338-29704-1 
Series: Pepper Party, 2 

Perfectionist Maria Pepper’s wacky 
family interferes with her mascot ambi-
tions in this simultaneously released 

sequel to The Pepper Party Picks the Perfect Pet (2019).
Supertidy Maria (an oddball in her family) is the kind of 

go-getter who lives her life by her favorite book: How to Make 
Friends, Influence People, and Crush Your Enemies into Dust. Her 
next step on the path to greatness is winning the school con-
test to get to be school mascot, the San Pimento Olive. But 
she’s surprised by stiff competition, which comes in the form 
of Darren Dill IV, an uber-rich new kid who ups the stakes by 
giving away free ice cream. Their contest takes comedic forms 
(including a rap battle featuring 12-year-old Ricky Pepper ver-
sus Darren’s butler, Crinklebottom, a DJ, Y’allTube celeb, and 
lawyer) and culminates in the actual tryouts. Darren unexpect-
edly offers friendship right before her family (in attempts to 
help her) causes their biggest disaster yet in front of the whole 
school (and on camera). Pushed too far, Maria quits her family. 
Darren takes her in, offering her Crinklebottom’s services to 
divorce them, just as he’d done with his own family. It’s up to 
the Peppers to uncover Darren’s true agenda, creating a climax 
that uses funny takes on sinister imagery to reach new heights 
of hilarity and bring forth familial reconciliations. The main 
characters all have light skin, some Peppers lighter than oth-
ers, with the unfortunate result that the rap battle is waged by 
apparently all-white combatants.

Exceptionally funny. (Fiction. 710)

But there are some challenges to the Davis biog-
raphy for young readers. In the early 1950s, when he 
was developing the “cool jazz” that became part of 
his signature sound, he was also addicted to drugs. 
He was known to struggle with his own personal de-
mons, including a storied history of domestic abuse. 

These last aspects of his biography inspired Ber-
man to focus instead on the various mentors Davis 
had in his life as a young person in the form of teach-
ers and many others; she cuts off the narrative when 
Davis was 29. “I wanted to create a portrait of him 
that was a little bit different from other biographies,” 
she says. “I wanted kids feeling something at the end 
of the book instead of just being filled with facts.”

Brown agrees, saying that when he first heard Da-
vis, he didn’t really understand what he was hearing, 
only that “it sounded like art. He created music that 
wasn’t boxed into words or even accepted patterns,” 
he says. “To see a black man do that was inspiring. To 
see a black man do that…there aren’t that many visu-
al artists who were black men, at least there weren’t 
at the time. This was before (Jean-Michel) Basquiat. 
It was really important for me because it suggested 
to me that I didn’t have to do everything to conven-
tion. I could have self-expression.”

Joshunda Sanders is a writer and editor living in the Bronx. 
Birth of the Cool received a starred review in the Feb. 15, 
2019, issue. 
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NOPE. NEVER. NOT FOR ME!
Cotterill, Samantha
Illus. by the author
Dial (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 18, 2019
978-0-525-55344-1 
Series: Little Senses 

It’s dinnertime for little dinosaurs, but trying new foods is 
never easy.

Caregivers will recognize the scenario instantly: sitting at 
the table with their own little dinosaurs, trying to coax a bite out 
of them. This dino—a human child clad in a triceratops-styled 
cowl—has every excuse in the book not to eat the single floret 
of broccoli on their plate, from “too lumpy” to “too scratchy,” 
which may be baffling to caregivers but will make perfect sense 
to toddlers. However, when their mom suggests that the food-
stuff in question is not the child’s nemesis, broccoli, but “trees,” 
our little dinosaur finds their brave side and learns to try some-
thing new, dramatized in a funny, four-image sequence: “gulp! / 
MMF! / yacky! / ROARRR!” Realistically, the broccoli is not an 
immediate hit, but their mother reassures them that just trying 
is brave, turning the once-finicky eater into a “ ‘try’ ceratops.” 
Simple and expressive fine-lined cartoon illustrations with a 
dino-green color scheme help bring the story to life in a way 
that will elicit chuckles. More importantly though, the book 
helps promote healthy ways to talk about food with kids by gen-
tly encouraging them to be brave. The first in a senses-themed 
series, its message is tailored to children on the spectrum and 
with sensory disorders but has broad applicability to neuro-
typical audiences as well. Both child and mom have paper-white 
skin, straight, black hair, and pink cheeks.

A delightful book that reminds us all to try something 
new, even if it’s “yacky!” (Picture book. 36)

BRIAR AND ROSE AND JACK
Coville, Katherine
Clarion (368 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-328-95005-5  

Sleeping Beauty meets Jack the 
Giant-Killer in this retelling.

Lady Briar and Princess Rose are 
twins—but neither one knows this. 
When they were born—Rose with a 
flawless face and Briar with a protruding 

brow and drooping eyelid—the horrified king declared he could 
not raise such an ugly child as his heir. Briar, raised as the orphan 
of a minor noble, grows up best friends with Rose, though most 
other children and adults at court treat her with cruelty for her 
ugliness. Neither girl knows of the fairies who attended their 
christening and gave them a smattering of blessings, nor do 
they know of the wicked fairy who laid a curse that will take 
effect on their 16th birthday. As the girls grow, they become 
friends with Jack, a devastatingly poor villager. Together they 

form a secret society: the Giant Killers! The Giant Killers know 
that when they’re big enough, they’ll defeat the wicked giant 
who is always stealing their tiny kingdom’s food and treasure, 
leaving the kingdom poor and the villagers starving. The two 
intertwined fairy tales, with white characters in a Christian, 
medieval Europe–esque setting, proceed as expected, compli-
cated only by the presence of Briar. Both plotting and writing 
feel underdone, with arbitrary plot elements and character 
swings driving events.

Though a pleasant tale of friendship, the melding of the 
two well-known stories enriches neither. (Fantasy. 911)

CAPTAIN AQUATICA’S 
AWESOME OCEAN
Cramp, Jessica with Smith, Grace Hill & 
Levit, Joe
National Geographic Kids (128 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-4263-3292-0 
Series: Science Superheroes 

An exploration of some of the major 
features of Earth’s oceans, with inter-

spersed minicomic episodes starring the author as Capt. Aquat-
ica and a great hammerhead shark as her sidekick, Finn.

This third in the Science Superheroes series is presented 
by a white American researcher, marine conservationist, and 
National Geographic–funded “Explorer” currently living, work-
ing, and advocating for sharks in the Cook Islands in the South 
Pacific. Chapter by chapter, she and her co-authors describe the 
connected oceans that cover about three-fourths of our planet. 
They consider water movements and storms; examine the tidal 
and ocean zones and ocean floor; explain various ecosystems; 
introduce some sharks; survey the history of underwater explo-
ration; and conclude with a section on environmental threats 
and what can be done. Text boxes introduce a dozen marine 
scientists, male and female, from varying times and places; sev-
eral are people of color. Numerous photos and diagrams with 
informative captions also help break up a relatively dense text. 
Speech bubbles in the superhero comic sections separating the 
chapters are numbered so that readers can easily follow the con-
versation. For the most part the information is accurate though 
not always explained clearly. (Describing tides, the writers state 
that a water bulge also forms on the side of the Earth farthest 
from the moon “because of inertia.”) The introduction clearly 
distinguishes the fantasy of the comic sections from the factual 
exposition.

Readers able to navigate a heavy sea of information 
will enjoy the trip. (afterword, glossary, index, credits and 
image credits, resources) (Nonfiction. 1115)

The book helps promote healthy ways to talk about food 
with kids by gently encouraging them to be brave.

nope. never. not for me!
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GET ME OUT OF THIS BOOK
Rules and Tools for Being 
Brave
Dakos, Kalli & Cholette, Deborah
Illus. by Infante, Sara
Holiday House (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-0-8234-3862-4  

Max, a formerly anxious bookmark, 
shares their journey to find strategies to manage their fear of 
the scary pictures in books.

Stylized mixed-media illustrations create an air of whimsy 
and encouragement in an artistic style reminiscent of Oliver 
Jeffers’: Scribbled lines pop against generous white space and 
a muted, textured color palette. Repetitive and at times rhym-
ing, the text builds a rhythm that lends itself to read-alouds, 
especially for educators with students who seem to have diffi-
culty regulating fear-related emotions. The text depicts Max’s 
instinctive panic response before they demonstrate the three 
Navy SEAL approaches to fear taught at Bookmark School: 

“Breathe deeply,” “Make a plan,” and “Think good thoughts.” 
Typography is utilized well here: The words “RULES AND 
TOOLS,” which serve as a shorthand for the Navy SEAL strate-
gies, are distinguished from the rest of the text by traditional 
serif type, while the words “SCARIEST pictures” appear in 
larger nonserif type. Attired in a jaunty red cap with a yellow 
tassel, Max is a peachy pink bookmark, while their unnamed 
trainer is a deep red color with a long, blue queue-like tassel and 
dramatically sloping eyebrows (unfortunately calling to mind 
problematic, one-sided depictions of Asian characters skilled 
in mindfulness and martial arts).

An ambitious blending of emotional and psychologi-
cal tools with fantasy that will serve the right reader well. 
(authors’ note) (Picture book. 58)

CECE LOVES SCIENCE AND 
ADVENTURE
Derting, Kimberly & Johannes, Shelli R.
Illus. by Harrison, Vashti
Greenwillow (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-06-249962-2 
Series: Cece Loves Science 

Cece uses her science skills at camp 
with her friends.

Cece is excited for her Adventure Girls camping trip, where, 
with her mother as group leader, she’ll be able to explore sci-
ence in nature with her friends Daisy and Caroline. As a scout 
and as a scientist, she uses checklists to pack and be prepared. 
At camp, the girls work together to set up their tent; a series of 
illustrations shows how. When they go on a hike, Cece takes 
pictures of landmarks to track their route. When the sky grows 
dark, Cece uses her knowledge of types of clouds and the tim-
ing between thunder and lightning to figure out how far away 

the storm is. When her mom’s GPS stops working, Cece recom-
mends using her pictures to make a map back to the campsite. 
With some clever improvisation, they make a shelter to stay 
dry and then find their way back to camp. For their problem-
solving and science, the girls earn more than just the camping 
badge. (One wonders how prepared the leader was, but no mat-
ter; Cece to the rescue!) The bright, animation-style illustra-
tions depict fluffy-haired Cece and her straight-haired mother; 
Daisy sports braids and a darker skin tone, and Caroline appears 
Asian. (Cece’s white dad, introduced in Cece Loves Science, 2018, 
stays at home in this outing.) Cece’s checklists and notes are 
interspersed throughout, Magic Schoolbus–style, and an end-
note defines science terms.

Smart girls, friendship, and fun: a winning combina-
tion. (Picture book. 610)

WOLFIE MONSTER AND THE 
BIG BAD PIZZA BATTLE
Ellis, Joey
Illus. by the author
Graphix/Scholastic (144 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-1-338-18604-8
978-1-338-18603-1 paper  

A cheerful monster faces off against a 
diabolical businessman.

With one large eye, bright purple 
arms, a blue head and body, rosy pink feet and cheeks, and an 
unrelenting smile, Wolfie Monster runs Magik Cheez Pizza 
along with his brothers, Jackson and Roy. Wolfie and Roy are 
both goofy and laid-back, while Type A Jackson struggles to 
manage the business. When successful mega-corporation 
Happy Leaf moves into their town, its owner, the take-no-pris-
oners Lord Mudpant, offers to buy out Magik Cheez. Roy and 
Jackson are eager to sell, but Wolfie is not interested. The fiend-
ish Mudpant plots to make Happy Leaf the only choice in town 
and will stop at nothing to achieve pizza domination; can a 
little monster win against a big businessman? Wolfie is silly and 
bumbling, but his best friend, Bea, has the good sense needed 
to take on the nefarious Mudpant. With a good amount of pop 
and fizz, this fun, fast-paced graphic offering will delight read-
ers with its giggle-inducing antics set against a timely backdrop. 
Most of the main characters are male; female Bea is a sunny, tan-
gerine-colored monster with cheery purple hair and body and 
is depicted in a complementary palette and similar body shape 
as the male characters, with none of the stereotypical feminine 
signifiers such as eyelashes or hair bows.

Like pizza, this David-and-Goliath crowd-pleaser is 
hot and fresh. (Graphic fantasy. 610)



1 1 4   |   1  a p r i l  2 0 1 9   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Joel Christian Gill

HIS NEW PICTURE BOOK ABOUT BESSIE STRINGFIELD PLAYFULLY 
PORTRAYS HER GROUNDBREAKING TALENTS
By Joshunda Sanders

In the early 20th century, Bessie Stringfield de-
fied cultural norms around the full range of possi-
bilities black women could attain by becoming the 

“Negro Motorcycle Queen.” 
Stringfield told stories as towering as her lega-

cy. She is officially the first known black woman to 
ride a motorcycle across the United States, a trip 
she took eight times, relying on the now-well known 
Negro Motorist GreenBook to ensure a greater level of 
protection against the biases of the day.

Beyond those confirmed facts, the details of her 
biography get a little murky. She reportedly told 
some people she was born Betsy Ellis in Jamaica in 

1911 but was adopted and raised in Boston by Catho-
lic nuns after tragedy befell her parents upon their 
migration to America.

A 2018 New York Times obituary, though, noted 
that Stringfield was actually born in North Carolina 
and raised by parents who were both alive when she 
would have been telling these tall tales. Though she 
would be crowned motorcycle queen, Stringfield 
also worked as a civilian motorcycle courier, a do-
mestic, and in carnivals to make ends meet.

Ultimately, author and illustrator Joel Christian 
Gill’s poignant graphic-novel/picture-book hybrid, 
Fast Enough: Bessie Stringfield ’s First Ride (Feb. 15), 
tells many of these truths while putting Stringfield’s 
drive and nascent talent for competition at the cen-
ter of his narrative.

Gill was working on a series of graphic novels, 
Tales of the Talented Tenth, when someone randomly 
mentioned her story to him. “She was just a badass 
in general,” Gill says. “And when I did the research, I 
found this 5-foot-2 black woman who completely just 
destroyed the gender and racial norms of the time 
and just rode her motorcycle wherever she wanted to 
go all over the United States. Here’s this woman who 
was an adventurer way back in a time when women 
were told they shouldn’t be doing that...especially 
black women. She’s amazing. Why are we not spend-
ing more time talking about her?”

Gill said he started thinking about what life must 
have been like for Stringfield as a girl. Fast Enough is 
a version of her origin story that the enigmatic leg-
end would have probably enjoyed.

“I thought it was important to add that Bessie 
told one story about her life and the truth was some-
thing different, which is what happens to legends,” 

Photo courtesy Joel C. G
ill
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WAR IN THE RING
Joe Louis, Max Schmeling, 
and the Fight Between 
America and Hitler
Florio, John & Shapiro, Ouisie
Roaring Brook (208 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-250-15574-0  

A historic boxing match becomes 
a proxy for world politics as legendary 
African-American boxer Joe Louis takes 

on his most memorable opponent, German Max Schmeling.
Louis’ parents migrated from Alabama to Detroit, Michi-

gan, in the 1920s hoping for opportunity. Despite his step-
father’s objections, Joe was drawn to the boxing ring, and it 
wasn’t long before he was a contender. His exploits made him 
a hero, particularly to the African-American community, but 
boxing authorities seemed reluctant to see a black champion. 
Meanwhile, Max Schmeling was moving up the ranks in Europe, 
eventually coming to the United States and securing the world 
heavyweight championship—and winning the admiration of 
Adolf Hitler, whose Nazi Party was rising to power in Germany. 
The first fight between the black man and the white man ended 
in defeat for the American, and by the time their rematch 
occurred in 1938, the “battle [became] much more than a con-
test between two prizefighters....Had you asked almost any 
American, you’d have heard that Joe Louis was taking on the 
führer himself.” Florio and Shapiro bring considerable skill to 
their lively telling of this multilayered slice of history. They pro-
vide solid context for readers while keeping the focus on the 
match and its aftermath, giving an honest account of the rac-
ism and anti-Semitism intertwined throughout and realistically 
portraying the complexities of both men. Contemporaneous 
pictures enhance the narrative.

Compelling history well told. (source notes, bibliogra-
phy, index) (Nonfiction. 1014)

BEAR’S BOOK
Freedman, Claire
Illus. by Friend, Alison
Templar/Candlewick (34 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-5362-0571-8  

Bear is a great reader, but when he 
wants to write his own book, he suffers 
from a common malady: writer’s block.

He tries to find ideas by engaging in his favorite activi-
ties. First he tries to find a tree he can scratch his back on, but 
Mouse asks him for help with his dancing. Then he goes for 
a swim in the river—but there, he’s enlisted to help tow Rab-
bit’s boat back to the riverbank. Finally, he tries climbing a tall 
tree, but a baby owl needs rescuing. Frustrated, he returns to 
his house for lunch. Sitting at his little table with its blue ging-
ham tablecloth, he tries again to write a story like his favorites, 

Gill says. “I didn’t want to gloss over the fact that 
over the years there was a black woman who rode a 
motorcycle in all these white spaces and she didn’t 
apologize for it.”

Little girl Bessie as rendered by Gill was a story 
that “just flowed out, it just kind of told itself,” he 
says. In the book, she dreams of riding through tall 
buildings and even racing her little red bicycle over 
water up into a beautiful night sky.

But the point of telling her story wasn’t just to 
share Stringfield’s achievements with a new audi-
ence. “I think it’s important to show that black peo-
ple are not this one block of people,” Gill says. “I 
want to normalize black stories, not make them like 
everyone else’s story—that’s not the same thing. I 
wanted to say, It’s OK for a black girl to have afro-
puffs and want to be on a motorcycle. It’s OK for 
that to be a thing. That’s just as American as apple 
pie and baseball.”

Fast Enough received a starred review in the Jan. 15, 
2019, issue. 



1 1 6   |   1  a p r i l  2 0 1 9   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

which have “exciting beginnings, dramatic middles, and happy-
ever-after endings.” The ideas start to percolate. Bear writes 
and draws his own wonderful story to share when his good 
friends come around with a gift to thank him for his assistance. 
Presented as a gatefold, with antiqued paper and scrollwork 
borders, Bear’s opus is a special pirate story starring all the ani-
mals that Bear met that morning. The theme of friendship is 
matched by the warm, cozy feeling of the mixed-media illustra-
tions. Bear’s helpfulness and his budding creativity make him a 
positive role model.

Reading, writing, listening, helping, thanking: Bear 
and his animal friends can inspire young readers in family, 
school, or library settings. (Picture book. 46)

GOLDILOCKS, GO HOME!
Freeman, Martha
Illus. by Sevilla, Marta
Holiday House (176 pp.) 
$15.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-0-8234-3857-0  

Goldilocks overstays her welcome 
with the three bears in this (very) frac-
tured fairy tale.

Insisting she is really a switched-at-
birth princess, Goldilocks flees her sub-

urban home and runs into the woods in search of her rightful 
parents and their castle. Exhausted from running all night, she 
finds an unlocked house and, as the story goes, tries the porridge, 
chairs, and beds she finds there. Papa and Mama Bear show sym-
pathy for Goldilocks, offering her a place to stay while she waits 
for the Big Bad Wolf to leave the area. But Bobby Bear—Baby 
Bear’s new, more mature name—has had enough of “the furless 
one” and devises a plan to take her to the castle despite his par-
ents’ injunction. With appearances by the hungry bridge troll, 
the three little pigs, and others, this mixed-up story is a new 
take on the classic fairy tale. Goldilocks and Bobby Bear take 
turns narrating their story, but their mutual animosity means 
they keep interrupting each other’s narrative, a device that’s 
sometimes funny but often distracting. Black-and-white draw-
ings are scattered throughout the text, but these obtrusions 
often overpower the narrative. References to cautious Bobby 
Bear’s lack of bravery and princesslike behavior are off-putting, 
in line with the overall abrasive tone of the humor.

A potentially fun twist on a classic fairy tale that unfor-
tunately isn’t “just right.” (Fantasy. 710)

A ROYAL RIDE
Catherine the Great’s Great 
Invention
Fulton, Kristen
Illus. by Fleming, Lucy
McElderry (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-1-4814-9657-5  

Who knew that Catherine the Great 
was such a sport?

Today’s roller-coaster enthusiasts can thank Catherine the 
Great for her role in the creation of an early roller coaster. Since 
the 1400s, Russians had created ice slides, like giant versions of 
today’s playground slides but made of wood, with the slide itself 
covered in ice. Catherine apparently loved wintertime, when 
she could whoosh down the slope in her “jeweled tiara and tap-
estry gown,” but the fun ended when winter ended and the ice 
melted. So she ordered her royal builders to create a slide that 
could be enjoyed year-round. She envisioned “Gilded beams and 
poles as high as a mountain. Golden stairs that spiraled all the 
way to the top.” What she got, in 1784, was a wooden structure 
that threatened splinters in “her royal bum.” It was all downhill 
from there...and uphill...and around. With the installation of 
rails and a wheeled carriage, it was a success and the progeni-
tor of the many refinements over the many years since. In light-
hearted illustrations rendered in Adobe Photoshop, Catherine 
is portrayed as a rosy-cheeked, fun-loving, olive-skinned young 
woman who sponsored schools, universities, and museums. 
Absent from both text and illustrations are the despot’s less-
sterling attributes. Simplifying history to provide context for 
a purposively upbeat story can be a slippery slope, but young 
readers will enjoy the fun in which the volume is intended.

A breezy look at a historical footnote, just right for 
young children on their way to the amusement park. 
(author’s note, timeline, bibliography, acknowledgments) 
(Picture book. 48)

OUT OF MY SHELL
Goebel, Jenny
Scholastic (224 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-1-338-25955-1  

Olivia Forrester’s family vacation is 
one person short this year: Her parents 
have split up.

Liv usually looks forward to the 
annual trip to her grandparents’ beach 
house, but it won’t be the same without 

Dad, who shares the 13-year-old’s love for facts. Determined not 
to upset her parents with her true feelings, pragmatic Liv devel-
ops a protective shell around her pain and anger. During a night-
time visit to the beach, Liv observes a sea turtle looking for a 
place to nest. However, the harsh light from the inn next door 
confuses the turtle, and she turns back to the ocean. Self-reliant 

Likable, familiar Liv is a reflective, 
compassionate, and self-aware narrator.

out of my shell
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Olivia promises herself and the turtle she’ll convince the inn’s 
greedy owner to put in turtle-friendly lighting. Her attempts 
get her into trouble, but even after a desperate act causes fur-
ther tension between Liv and her family, she struggles forward, 
never giving up on her mission. Likable, familiar Liv is a reflec-
tive, compassionate, and self-aware narrator, and she juggles 
myriad conflicting emotions, struggling especially with how 
to express her feelings while being considerate of those of the 
people around her. Facts about sea turtles preface each chapter; 
the story will spark interest in the life cycle of sea turtles. Aside 
from a few secondary characters of color, including Liv’s Latinx 
cousins, assume whiteness.

A strong story about growing up. (Fiction. 913)

BEAR OUT THERE
Grant, Jacob
Illus. by the author
Bloomsbury (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-68119-745-6  

A persnickety, stay-at-home bear is 
pushed beyond his comfort level by a 

bold and creative arachnid.
Spider has made a new kite, and he begs his friend Bear 

to come outside and play. Bear has other plans, namely “a 
tidy day at the house, followed by a nice cup of tea in his cozy 
chair.” But the wind snatches the kite away from Spider, so Bear 
grudgingly agrees to help Spider find it. Everything in the for-
est that delights Spider is anathema to Bear. He does not like 
the “filthy ground,” the “itchy plants,” and the “pesky bugs all 
around” (Spider especially likes them). While Bear grumbles, 
Spider enjoys all the new sights and sounds of the forest. Even-
tually both friends are exhausted and deterred by the weather, 
which has turned nasty. They still haven’t found the kite. Just 
as they are about to give up, they spy the kite high up in a tree. 
Finally Bear gets his cup of tea, and the friends compromise by 
flying two kites comfortably from chairs in the garden. Grant’s 
soft, muted crayon-and-ink illustrations, full of rounded shapes, 
complement the warm comforting tone of the story, and the 
text is clearly laid out and should be easily read by beginning 
readers as well as grown-ups. Spider is adorable, composed of 
two ocher globes with stubby, unthreatening legs, wide eyes, 
and a button hat.

A cozy tale of friendship and compromise between two 
very different creatures. (Picture book. 35)

THE WORST BOOK EVER
Gravel, Elise
Illus. by the author
Drawn & Quarterly (48 pp.) 
$17.95  |  May 28, 2019
978-1-77046-363-9  

It’s not every book that can be trite, 
dull, sexist, gross, kissy, violent, nondi-
verse, and replete with misspellings.

Of course Gravel does it all deliber-
ately and to such comical effect that “I’m wondering if anyone is 
still reading this book!” from one of the motley blobs providing 
reactions to each successive literary malfeasance will definitely 
be a rhetorical question. The storyline features a “brave prinse” 
named Putrick, the “beautiful prinsess” Barbarotte, a monster 
roaring “POOPIE PEEPEE FART BOOGER!” and a closing 
revelation that it was all a dream. It is played out by anthropo-
morphic sausages as the trio of critics (a red spider, black ink-
blot, and lump of what could be silly putty or perhaps a pink 
turd) offer individual, often conflicting takes and observations: 
The inkblot celebrates the potty humor, for instance, even as 
the silly putty (or turd) decries it, for instance. Even they don’t 
catch everything, though, as in the simply drawn cartoon scenes 
such details as the number of legs beneath Barbarotte’s gown 
or the message on Putrick’s shirt are subject to abrupt shifts 
that go unnoted, as do the decidedly gender-stereotypical deco-
rative motifs on the final scene’s twin beds. Once they pick up 
what’s going on, young readers should have no trouble picking 
up the slack and pondering the many implications.

A clever, ingenious author’s “wurst” work yet. (Picture 
book. 68)

SEAGULL & SEA 
DRAGON 
Gregg, Sydni
Illus. by the author
Aladdin (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-5344-2048-9  

Friends can be found in the unlikeliest of places when you’re 
inquisitive enough to look for them!

Seagull and Sea Dragon are both curious, each wonder-
ing about what’s down in the deep blue water or up in the light 
blue sky, respectively. They invent names for what they don’t yet 
understand—“sea trees” for sea dragons and “sky fish” for sea 
gulls—eventually admitting their own fears about the unknown. 
When at last they meet, their made-up names cause confusion at 
first. But they soon realize they actually have lots of knowledge—
about themselves and their own worlds—that they can share with 
each other. And in the process, they form a friendship based on 
their common passion—curiosity! Beginning with the endpapers, 
the luminous artwork, likely digitally created, depicts the pastel 
colors of the sea gull’s sky and the shadowy depths of the sea 
dragon’s watery home. Varying perspectives give young readers 
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a bird’s-eye view down to the sea as well as a watery glimpse 
upward from among the coral and fish. Split-panel spreads give 
the book a graphic-novel look and feel. Young readers can learn 
scientific vocabulary such as “coral,” “feathers,” “moon jellyfish,” 

“flock,” “fins,” and more, encouraging curious first scientists to 
begin their own information journey.

Two curious creatures learn about each other and the 
world around them in this simple but exceptionally well-
crafted story. (Picture book. 48)

SPIKY
Guarducci, Ilaria 
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Watkinson, Laura
Amazon Crossing Kids (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 1, 2019
978-1-5420-4043-3  

At first this looks like one of those 
stories where the scary beast really isn’t, 
but it turns out the creature aptly named 

Spiky really is as bad as he looks.
Brown, spiny Spiky is so ugly he’s almost cute, with his 

googly eyes, exaggeratedly pursed lips, and absurdly skinny 
arms and hands. Some of the stuff he does doesn’t really seem 
so bad, like sticking his tongue out at trees, but some of it really 
is, such as pulling wings off butterflies, which jars readers out 
of initial levity. In a rather strange turn of events, his spikes 
fall off and he finds himself smooth, pink, and defenseless. 
There’s no reason stated for this or for how or why his spikes 
regrow, but during his time without them, he must learn how 
to get along with other creatures. Once his spikes regrow, he’s 
confused about how to act but ends up remaining his nicer self. 
Details in the digitally rendered art add amusement; from the 
fact that his houseplants are all cactuses to the mice—or per-
haps tiny, frowning hedgehogs—running around his house also 
being spiky. Unfortunately, Spiky is bad and mean at first when 
he’s brown; he’s not mean or threatening when his skin is pink, 
which delivers a distressing, disturbing subtext.

Despite potentially appealing art and a worthwhile 
anti-bullying theme, friendship and coming-of-age stories 
are better done elsewhere. (Picture book. 36)

LEILA IN SAFFRON
Guidroz, Rukhsanna
Illus. by Mirtalipova, Dinara
Salaam Reads/Simon & Schuster (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 18, 2019
978-1-5344-2564-4  

Little Leila discovers that she is so 
much more than just “skinny arms and 
knobby knees.”

Leila is at her grandmother’s house for their weekly Friday 
family dinner. When Naani tells her, “Saffron is a good color for 

you,” a buoyant Leila goes on the lookout for other things to 
like about herself. That evening, Leila is delighted to discover 
that she and her aunt have the same smile. She also bursts with 
pride when everyone praises the curry she helped Naani make 
(with some cilantro from neighbor Miguel’s garden). Just before 
going home, Leila tries on Naani’s saffron-colored silk scarf 
and is surprised by how beautiful she looks in the mirror. Only 
then does she realize that “each and every part of me comes 
together to make me who I am.” While young children may 
need help understanding how Leila gets from A to B, there is 
much to love about this book. Guidroz’s sensory magic shines 
in the “clink clink” of Naani’s glass bangles and in her shimmer-
ing silk scarves “the color of lentils, bright and orange,” and 

“pomegranates, juicy and rosy.” Plus, Mirtalipova’s mixed-media 
illustrations expertly convey the vivacity and warmth of Leila’s 
family and their Pakistani culture. A glossary in the back pro-
vides pronunciations and definitions for Arabic and Urdu words 
included.

A glorious book that’s a feast for both eyes and ears, this 
story set in a multicultural context will ring true for chil-
dren of all stripes. (Picture book. 48)

NOW WHAT?
A Math Tale
Harris, Robie H.
Illus. by Chatterton, Chris
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$15.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-0-7636-7828-9  

How can a puppy fit blocks together 
to make a place to nap?

Harris and Chatterton team up for another “Math Tale” 
(CRASH! BOOM!, 2018) in this shapes primer for young readers 
who’ve graduated from board books. An orange puppy with black 
ears and white paws has a bag full of wooden blocks. The pup 
counts and identifies each block, then arranges them through 
trial and error until there’s a platform big enough to lie on with 
a blanket and teddy bear. The repetitive text keeps a steady pace 
and includes exhortations to “Look!” and count the “1. 2. 3. 4 
corners” of a rectangle, encouraging reader engagement. The 
content pushes understanding beyond the basics, noting, for 
example, how every side of a rectangle block is also rectangular. 
Sometimes the phrasing can be confusing, as when the puppy 
examines a new shape and exclaims, “Oh. This is a rectangle 
that’s square!”—but such moments could be opportunities for 
young readers to make discoveries of their own in the moment 
or during a reread. The digitally colored pencil illustrations with 
some photographic elements are dear, with an appropriate level 
of simplicity and lots of negative space in its white, pastel blue, or 
yellow backgrounds. The puppy’s soft curves and spots provide a 
distinctive visual counter to the beveled edges of the blocks.

Quaint independent learning. (Picture book. 35)
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WELCOME TO MORNINGTOWN
Hellman, Blake Liliane
Illus. by Henry, Steven
Bloomsbury (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-68119-873-6  

Animals awaken to a lovely morning and get ready for their 
day.

Chirping birds, splashing frogs and turtles, fish and crabs in the 
deep sea, and gently floating butterflies all appear in their natural 
habitats as they begin their day. To a greater or lesser extent, all are 
depicted as anthropomorphic. Many have homes with beds and 
other furniture and indoor plumbing. Many wear clothes, brush 
their teeth, and eat with cutlery. Raccoons play banjos, and porcu-
pines, rabbits, and beavers enjoy playground equipment. They are 
all neighbors living harmoniously in an idyllic village with expan-
sive parkland (and even a bandstand). A bear family provides a nar-
rative anchor for this very slight tale, as illustrations depict them 
preparing for a fishing trip amid the rest of the bustle. The book 
ends when the father bear goes back to bed, and mother and child 
go fishing together. Each activity is accompanied by boldfaced, 
large-print, simple descriptive words or phrases that move with 
the characters through their morning ablutions. Softly colored, 
detailed cartoon illustrations bring to mind some of the more gen-
tly themed animated films of long ago. The pale yellow and brown 
endpapers could be wallpaper in a child’s room.

There is no real story to speak of and it feels more than 
a bit treacly, but very young readers will enjoy seeing the 
everyday activities and the gentle spirits of these animal 
counterparts. (Picture book. 25)

BRUCE’S BIG FUN DAY
Higgins, Ryan T.
Illus. by the author
Disney-Hyperion (32 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-1-368-01577-6  

Bruce the bear (Bruce’s Big Move, 2017, 
etc.) is back for another grumpy day, this 
time in early-reader form.

Fans of Bruce can rejoice as their 
favorite character advances alongside his 

audience. The well-known grouch appears with his signature 
skeptical expression and mouse frenemy Nibbs. Nibbs arranges 
a “BIG FUN DAY” for the pair, but as per usual, it’s laced with 
disaster. Youngsters will giggle at and groan alongside Bruce as 
he recovers from a syrup-doused breakfast in bed, runs from 
an ant-infested picnic gone awry, and endures an extremely wet 
boat ride. The sight of oblivious Nibbs leading Bruce through 
the challenges, constantly beaming, adds to the laughs. The twist 
ending—that Bruce “likes being grumpy” and secretly enjoyed 
his harrowing day—is a smidge disappointing after such a fresh-
feeling story, but no one will complain after all the fun. Higgins’ 
droll narrative style uses predictable and repetitive vocabulary 

and plenty of clear visual cues to help newly independent read-
ers navigate the book themselves. There are enough meaty 
words like “afternoon” and “fancy” and “supper” interwoven to 
keep youngsters on their toes, but the narrative is so engaging 
and the art so crisp and colorfully textured that they’ll be eager 
to read on.

Bruce may not be having a “BIG FUN DAY,” but new 
readers sure will. (Early reader. 47)

LENA’S SLIPPERS
Hobai, Ioana
Illus. by the author
Page Street (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-62414-695-4  

Perseverance and determination help 
a little girl take part in her school’s ballet 

performance.
Lena, who has short, straight brown hair and wears a school 

uniform, is so very excited to be dancing in a student recital. 
She will join the others as a daffodil. Unfortunately, material 
for the costume is hard to find in her town, and Lena has out-
grown last year’s. There are lines at the stores for everything, 
including milk. Happily, she and her mother do find the almost 
right fabric, but all the white ballet slippers are sold out. Lena is 
upset, but with a little help from her unsuspecting father, who 
is a painter, she comes up with a perfect if not long-lasting solu-
tion. The performance wows the audience. Hobai, debuting as 
an author, grew up in Romania and has set her little story in 
an unnamed country with strict rules, often bare shelves, and 
a seemingly all-white citizenry. Her ink, watercolor, and acrylic 
illustrations deftly convey Lena’s many facial expressions, from 
worry to joy, and their fluid lines are the right touch to portray 
little dancers. Adults sharing this book with children may need 
to provide a little background information about Communist-
era Eastern Europe, but many children today will understand 
the economic hardships faced regardless.

Ballet lovers will feel a strong kinship with this aspir-
ing ballerina. (author’s note, photograph) (Picture book. 47)

FROM 1 TO 10 
Hout, Mies van
Illus. by the author
Pajama Press (24 pp.) 
$17.95  |  May 31, 2019
978-1-77278-084-0  

Count different number sets on 
boldly drawn and vibrantly colored animals.

Open this Dutch import and marvel at the rich, saturated 
background colors and the grinning, oversized animals. Naively 
portrayed creatures made from splotches and scribbles of paint, 
chalk, and pastels invite readers to count their body parts or pat-
terned designs, such as the mottled black “7 stripes” decorating 

Open this Dutch import and marvel at the rich, saturated 
background colors and the grinning, oversized animals.

from 1 to 10



1 2 0   |   1  a p r i l  2 0 1 9   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

a green-and-teal fish. All the deeply textured animals have a 
childlike glee about them, especially due to the high-contrast 
smudges of primary color and the way that they invitingly catch 
readers’ eyes with their own wide eyes. The veteran illustrator 
guides toddlers’ fingers to the countable parts by rendering them 
overlarge (“1” rotund red “belly” on a friendly bear), by contrast-
ing them against the background (a bug’s “6 legs,” starkly white 
against midnight black), or by adding highlights (green dots on 
a monkey’s fingers, which beg to be touched as they’re counted). 
Don’t skip the backmatter on this one, as the clear and accessible 
instructions, ideas, and vocabulary offer caregivers easy ways to 
engage children in their own counting adventures within the 
book and beyond. The book’s neat, square trim size and padded 
cover are ideal for sharing with lap readers.

Simplicity plus spirited art equals a counting book that 
you can count on. (Picture book. 14)

SEA GLASS SUMMER 
Houts, Michelle
Illus. by Ibatoulline, Bagram
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-0-7636-8443-3  

“Some years ago, a boy named 
Thomas” spends a summer collecting 

fragments of sea glass and dreaming of their origins.
Photorealistic watercolor illustrations depict both mid-20th-

century Maine’s dappled rocks, glinting waters, and lucid sun-
light and also a grandmother’s entreating, tender smile and a 
grandson’s eager, earnest eyes. Thomas skips rocks and scans 
the shore, wholly absorbed in exploration, discovery, and imagi-
native play. His grandfather’s magnifying glass brings the bits 
and pieces given up by the ocean into focus. These masterful, 
moving watercolor pictures transmit feelings and features so 
faithfully they feel somehow deeply personal. The boy’s dreams, 
which trace his various sea-glass finds back to the events that 
made them shards in the ocean, appear as full-bleed, double-
page spreads in gradations of gray. Even though set in the mono-
chromatic past, these historical scenes (a ship’s christening, a 
schooner tossed in a tempest’s fury) still appear startlingly clear, 
specific, and realistic. Young readers might play with the idea 
that Thomas’ dreams transmit actual historical events, turning 
this inexplicable impossibility over in their minds again and 
again like a piece of glass tumbling in the tide. When a pres-
ent-day girl hands her Papaw Tom a piece of clear sea glass she 
finds, one that could have come from a broken magnifying glass 
decades before, the past and present converge. Thomas and his 
family all present white.

A celebration of small miracles. (Picture book. 510)

TROPICAL TERRY
Jarvis
Illus. by the author
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-5362-0546-6  

Terry, a small, plain-blue fish, lives in 
a coral reef and wishes to be welcomed into the crowd of beauti-
ful, colorful tropical fish.

His humdrum, monochromatic hue allows him to blend in 
with the sea environment, but he does not appreciate the advan-
tages conferred by this camouflage. Though best friends Cilla 
the crab and Steve the sea snail play with him constantly, Terry 
wants only to be noticed and valued as a spectacular tropical 
fish. Terry crafts a fancy, vibrantly decorated tail and fins from 
bits and pieces he collects using sticky seaweed to dazzle his fel-
low fish. Now all the tropical fish want to play and accept him 
in their group until Eddie, a very large and hungry eel, turns up 
looking for dinner. The peril of being caught and eaten makes 
Terry realize that he must shed his flamboyant duds and use his 
innate ability to hide and protect himself. Luminous, vivacious 
underwater scenes done with pencil, chalk, and paint and digi-
tally colored in predominantly blue and aqua backgrounds host 
an array of rainbow-colored sea creatures. Reminiscent of Leo 
Lionni’s Swimmy, Terry’s wit and fortitude provide guidance for 
all his friends, who conceal and disguise themselves within the 
coral to shrewdly outsmart the hungry eel. Themes of individu-
ality and self-esteem along with the importance of using inher-
ent assets to thrive subtly come through in this aquatic fable.

A pleasing fish story. (Picture book. 35)

DINOSAURS 
By the Numbers
Jenkins, Steve
Illus. by the author
HMH Books (40 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-1-328-85095-9 
Series: By the Numbers  

An introduction to dino diver-
sity through visual comparisons and 
infographics.

Small of trim size but rich in facts and insights, this set 
of images and charts mixes Jenkins’ typically realistic paper-
collage animal portraits with variously colored silhouettes of 
modern or prehistoric figures. These are all arranged in ways 
that vividly clarify relative sizes, for instance, allowing viewers 
to understand at a glance (with a bar chart composed of stacks 
of bones) the very different quantities of fossil finds on each 
continent or graphically represent such big numbers as the dev-
astating effects of (select) mass extinctions and the tiny time 
humans have existed on Earth compared to the reign of the 
dinosaurs. One- or two-sentence captions and side notes com-
ment on the visual presentations, the index is annotated with 

These masterful, moving watercolor pictures transmit feelings and 
features so faithfully they feel somehow deeply personal.

sea glass summer
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additional facts, and the backmatter includes both a reasonably 
current reading list and a cogent reminder that much of what 
we know about dinosaurs is speculative. Reinforcing that last 
point, a schematic image of a Lythronax (a T. Rex relative) speci-
men in which the very few bones that are actual fossils and not 
reconstructions stand out in a vivid red will give museum visi-
tors who think that the full skeletons they see on display are all 
original a whole new perspective. Companion title Earth: By the 
Numbers publishes simultaneously.

A spectacular series kickoff featuring imaginative 
graphics and visual design that will provide even confirmed 
young dinophiles with fresh food for thought. (maps, glos-
sary) (Nonfiction. 69) (Earth: By the Numbers: 9781328851017)

LOOK AGAIN
Secrets of Animal 
Camouflage
Jenkins, Steve & Page, Robin
Illus. by Jenkins, Steve
HMH Books (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-1-328-85094-2  

Collage illustrations show camou-
flaged animals hiding to stay alive.

This latest title by Jenkins and Page show how creatures 
camouflage themselves in many different environments: coral 
reefs; trees; flowers; forest floors; Arctic snow; leaves and vines; 
and rocks. Each double-page spread shows from four to seven 
creatures (one image shows eggs) hidden in a natural context. 
On the next spread, thumbnails from the previous page, silhou-
ettes of the creatures showing size relative to a human hand or 
body, and a short paragraph of explanation of its camouflage 
techniques accompany clear images of the same creatures. The 
backmatter includes images of the creatures in the order shown 
along with a paragraph of further information, usually its size, 
food or feeding habits, and general location. From the crocodile 
fish and leafy sea dragons in coral reefs to the Namibian stone 
grasshopper and the marine iguana of the Galápagos, these 
interesting animals come from all over the world. Alas, there 
are no page numbers, and a couple of inaccuracies sneak in: The 
giant Pacific octopus is depicted as a coral-reef inhabitant when 
it prefers chillier waters than is typical for coral, and the trum-
petfish is incorrectly indicated as inhabiting the eastern Atlan-
tic instead of the western Atlantic. Jenkins’ torn- and cut-paper 
collages show remarkable artistry, and he is not the first to dem-
onstrate this concept through artistic tools and techniques, but 
photographs (such as Dwight Kuhn’s in David M. Schwartz and 
Yael Schy’s Where in the Wild, 2007, and its sequel, Where Else in 
the Wild, 2009) are more convincing.

Another exploration of nature’s wonders by an author-
illustrator pair who delight readers with their examples. 
(resources, useful search terms) (Informational picture book. 
48)

CAN I KEEP IT?
Jobe, Lisa
Illus. by the author
Page Street (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-1-62414-696-1  

A young boy tries to get himself a pet 
in this picture book.

The story opens with a double-page spread of a boy trap-
ping a squirrel using a propped-up cardboard box. The boy’s 
expression is hopeful as he asks, “Mom, if a squirrel follows me 
home, can I keep it?” This is a bending of the truth that isn’t so 
much cute as it is the second display of the boy’s questionable 
role modeling for readers. Mom, whose face readers never see, 
tells her son that squirrels like to climb trees and gather acorns. 
The boy gets the point and lets the squirrel go, even gathering it 
some acorns. (Against seasonal logic, the ripe acorns are shown 
on the same tree as a bird’s nest containing eggs.) The boy 
tries this gig twice more with a frog and a bird, and with each 
his mother reminds him where the animal would be happiest. 
Meanwhile, a stray cat has been following the boy throughout, 
and the story ends as the boy finally gets a pet that has genu-
inely followed him home. Author/illustrator Jobe’s watercolor, 
gouache, pastel, and digitally collaged illustrations inventively 
utilize negative and positive space—and kudos for the unusual 
viewpoints presented—but their clinical precision, as well as 
the faceless mother, gives the story a rather sterile ambiance. 
Both boy and mother present white.

Dubious activities are paired with sophisticated but 
emotionally detached illustrations. (Picture book. 58)

SPIES
James Armistead Lafayette
Jones, Kyandreia
Illus. by Utomo, Gabhor
Chooseco (144 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  May 1, 2019
978-1-937133-31-3 
Series: Choose Your Own Adventure 

Readers get a taste of life as a black spy 
helping the colonists fight the British in 
1780s Virginia.

James Armistead Lafayette, a real-life figure, was born into 
slavery and was recruited to join the colonist army, in which he 
served as a spy. This slim Choose Your Own Adventure volume 
lets readers ponder decisions Lafayette might have faced as 
they navigate his world and alter his trajectory. Early decisions 
include whether or not to enlist in the Revolutionary Army and 
how to react when white soldiers taunt “you.” Later decisions 
involve when and how to infiltrate the British army and whether 
to help a runaway slave. Black-and-white full-page drawings are 
interspersed throughout the book. Despite the story’s histori-
cal basis and high stakes, the narrative is little different from 
others of its type: fast-paced and simplistic, neither delving into 
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nuance nor effectively conveying what is at stake with each deci-
sion. At times things move so quickly that facts are disorienting 
(for example, Lafayette’s wife and children are mentioned in the 
opening pages and never again), and the multiple endings are 
abrupt. The feeling of life in the Colonies is basic and may disap-
point readers seeking immersion in the setting, but none of this 
is surprising given the limitations of the format. For all its flaws, 
bringing the life of an enslaved person within reach for modern 
young readers is a feat.

For fans of Choose Your Own Adventure books, this his-
torical drama is worth having on the shelf. (Historical fiction. 
812)

HOMES IN THE WILD
Where Baby Animals and 
Their Parents Live
Judge, Lita
Illus. by the author
Neal Porter/Roaring Brook (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jun. 18, 2019
978-1-62672-724-3  

Home is where the heart is...and the bears, gorillas, raccoons, 
rabbits, anteaters, etc.

In this interesting, information-packed book, Judge brings 
home for younger readers facts about the kinds of dwellings a vari-
ety of mammals live in with their young. Each class of residence is 
introduced by a two-page spread featuring a simple sentence that 
identifies homes by general concepts rather than specific types 
or construction methods: “A home can be hidden”; “A home can 
cover many miles of open country”; “A home can be built by an 
architect”; “A home can be crowded”; and others. Following these 
openers are spreads that describe, in clear, instructive, well-writ-
ten paragraphs, the actual, specific kinds of homes lived in and 
built by two or three different, relevant animals, as in the black 
bears’ den under a tree, the bobcats’ nest in a rocky crevice, and 
the porcupines’ home in a hollow log—all examples of “hidden.” 
In conclusion, the book equates animals’ needs for safety and 
shelter with those of humans. The paintings on the introductory 
spreads and text pages are true, endearing winners, depicting 
realistic, adorable, close-knit animal families in their homes and 
habitats. In the backmatter, enhancing the book’s appeal and use-
fulness, are additional facts about each animal named in the text, a 
glossary, sources, and websites.

Solid, appealing nonfiction for the younger set. (Infor
mational picture book. 58)

5 books that break 
all the rules

Thomas Scotto
Illus. by Olivier Tallec

Trans. by Claudia 
Zoe Bedrick & Karin 

Snelson
Cynthia Leonor

Garza
Illus. by Alyssa 

Bermudez

Jacob Kramer
Illus. by K-Fai Steele

Elise Gravel
Maurice Broaddus
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A PLACE TO BELONG 
Kadohata, Cynthia
Illus. by Kuo, Julia
Caitlyn Dlouhy/Atheneum (416 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-4814-4664-8  

A family battered by war crosses an 
ocean to settle in a land still mired in 
suffering.

Twelve-year-old Hanako, her 5-year-
old brother, and her parents were 

interned along with over 110,000 other Japanese-Americans 
during World War II. Papa, who agitated for the internees’ civil 
rights, was separated and targeted for especially harsh treat-
ment. Having lost their restaurant and now disillusioned by 
America, they become expatriates, traveling to Hiroshima Pre-
fecture to live as struggling tenant farmers with Hanako’s pater-
nal grandparents. There they confront harsh social inequities, 
the impact of the atomic bomb, and the privations of postwar 
life. Even as she is embraced with warm, unconditional love by 
Jiichan and Baachan, Hanako struggles to adjust. She is clearly 
a foreigner in the land of her forebears, an identity crisis that’s 
exacerbated by extreme hunger, encounters with survivors of 
the bombing, and her loving parents’ emotional stress. The 
third-person limited narration vividly captures Hanako’s literal 
and figurative journeys as she faces complex moral dilemmas, 
deals with cultural dislocation and terrible uncertainty, and tries 
to lift the spirits of those around her. Superb characterization 
and an evocative sense of place elevate this story that is at once 
specific to the experiences of Japanese-American expatriates 
and yet echoes those of many others. Final art not seen.

Full of desperate sadness and tremendous beauty. 
(afterword) (Historical fiction. 1014)

WHEN PENCIL MET ERASER
Kilpatrick, Karen & Ramos Jr., Luis O.
Illus. by Blanco, German
Imprint (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 28, 2019
978-1-250-30939-6  

Opposing art implements must learn to coexist in the same 
space and create together as one adds while the other subtracts.

Change is hard, especially for Pencil. The solitary graph-
ite artist who “loved to draw” finds his worldview challenged 
when Eraser comes into the picture and uses negative space to 
complicate the drawings. Believing art can happen only when 
you add to the image, Pencil has a hard time playing well with 
others and accepting the notion that, sometimes, less is more. 
In contrast, ever gleeful Eraser sees potential and beauty in 
removing. When Pencil challenges Eraser to create art from 
his chaotic lines, Eraser deftly gives Pencil something he can-
not resist: a maze. Eraser’s creativity opens Pencil to the pos-
sibility that, perhaps, there might be more to art than making 
lines on a paper. The two become fast friends as the potential 

for their creativity doubles when combining forces. Debut illus-
trator Blanco creates endearing endpapers that serve as mirrors 
to the story. Although this is a creative concept, it comes after 
Max Amato’s Perfect (2019), which covers similar conceptual 
territory. However, through Kilpatrick and Ramos’ text, Pencil 
and Eraser entangle in a deeper dialogue than Amato’s imple-
ments do, and further potential for disaster—or so Pencil would 
think—is humorously foreshadowed by more art utensils com-
ing into the picture.

An imaginative and engaging look into artistic possibil-
ity. (Picture book. 48)

WHY WORRY?
Kimmel, Eric A.
Illus. by Ikegami, Aiko
West Margin Press (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-5132-6200-0  

A pair of friendly insects experiences 
a series of worrisome events, but each 
has radically different reactions.

Although Grasshopper thinks it is “a fine day,” her neigh-
bor Cricket has a bad feeling about it. Indeed, as he makes 
his way over for tea, a crow captures the two friends. Cricket 
frets, declaring vindication, although Grasshopper persistently 
assures him that “everything will turn out all right.” She gets 
them out of the bird’s clutches, but they tumble from one meta-
phoric pickle into another, relying on luck for the rest of the 
adventure until they serendipitously return home. Once, Grass-
hopper shows a sensitive acknowledgement of Cricket’s fears, 
when she wraps her arms around Cricket while he cries. The 
rest of the time, she dismisses his concerns and concentrates on 
the fun she’s having. Cricket’s worries prove monumentally pre-
scient, and Grasshopper’s reassurances come across as uncaring 
placations. The backmatter essay on “Children and Worry” by 
two psychotherapists, intended for adult readers, explores why 
children (of an undefined age) may experience worry and offers 
a bulleted list of suggestions with sample dialogue. However, 
the life events they suggest that may provoke worry (conflict, 
bullying, divorce, bereavement), while grave, don’t have the 
same stakes as the life-threatening events the story charac-
ters face. The soft edges of the pastel-hued illustrations recall 
fuzzy felt. Their bright cheeriness tempers the scary events of 
the story and matches the pedantic tone. Large type and a fair 
amount of negative space make for appealing layouts.

“Why worry?” Because the potentially lethal events 
depicted warrant it. (Picture book. 47)

Superb characterization and an evocative 
sense of place elevate this story.

a place to belong
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DIARY OF AN AWESOME 
FRIENDLY KID
Rowley Jefferson’s Journal
Kinney, Jeff
Illus. by the author
Amulet/Abrams (224 pp.) 
$13.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-4197-4027-5 
Series: Diary of a Wimpy Kid 

The wimpy kid’s best friend tells his 
side of the story.

After 13 volumes documenting events from Greg Heffley’s 
perspective, Rowley Jefferson takes a turn. The result is oddly 
refreshing: Greg’s unreliable narration gives readers plenty to 
chuckle at, but Rowley’s brutal honesty supplies fans of the 
series an unblinking look at their favorite protagonist. Greg’s 
jerk-y behavior that always lurked beneath the surface emerges 
fully here, coming dangerously close to ruining the character. 
Kinney uses this perspective shift to explore Greg’s behavior 
from the outside but through the eyes of his best friend, and 
that distinction is important. Rowley has cleareyed faith in his 
friend despite his father’s disapproval and nudges to make a bet-
ter one. This faith is tested during a difficult sleepover and an 
exasperating study session but rewarded in the end. The Wimpy 
Kid books have never been heavy on plot, instead emphasizing 
character and gags. The gags in this volume are serviceable, but 
the character work is terrific. The fact that Kinney can expose 
new facets of his characters this deep into the series is a credit 
to the property. Underneath the marketing, the movies, the 
bookmarks, and the merchandise, the Wimpy Kid books are 
about a couple of pals figuring themselves out.

A pleasant twist on a sturdy franchise. (Graphic/fiction 
hybrid. 710)

THAT’S FOR BABIES
Kramer, Jackie Azúa
Illus. by Brandenburg, Lisa
Clavis (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  $9.95 paper  |  Jun. 15, 2019
978-1-60537-455-0
978-1-60537-456-7 paper  

Someone is in a hurry to grow up—
until she isn’t.

On Prunella’s birthday she decides that she is “a BIG kid 
now” and proceeds to reject all manner of items and activities 
she decides she’s outgrown. “That’s for babies!” Pru repeatedly 
declares, even discarding “her favorite doll, Talking Sally...in a 
box of old toys.” The depiction of the doll makes it seem like a 
sentient, oddly small person, lending a perhaps unintentionally 
creepy feeling to the story as Pru begins to regret her rejection 
of Sally when she gets bored after spurning many opportunities 
for fun, including a tea party that Talking Sally suggests from the 
toy box. Then nighttime comes, and with it a lightning storm. 
Frightened Pru retrieves Sally from the box of toys, asking 

“Sally, are you scared in there?” And then she reassures the doll, 
“Don’t be scared! I’m here!” Seeking additional reassurance for 
herself, Pru ends up in her parents’ bed, and then throughout 
the following day she happily plays with Sally, embracing activi-
ties she’d previously eschewed and acknowledging that seeking 
comfort is both “for babies...and big kids like me!” Pru and her 
family present white, as does Sally, and all display snub noses 
that give them a piglike air. While eagerness to grow up is com-
mon in children, both text and art fail to create a compelling 
story around this feeling.

Not for us. (Picture book. 35)

SUPERBUNS!
Kindness Is Her Superpower
Kredensor, Diane 
Illus. by the author
Aladdin (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-1-4814-9068-9  

Rabbit sisters quibble over the utility 
of compassion.

The question of taxonomy is at the heart of this picture 
book. Clad in cape and leotard, Superbuns (nee Buns) is com-
pelled to perform random acts of kindness, and she seems con-
vinced that her “listening ears,” “huge heart,” and “big caring 
eyes” count as superpowers. Her know-it-all big sister, Blossom, 
a bespectacled cynic, is familiar with more-traditional abilities 
such as strength and speed, arguing that “Kind is kind, but it’s 
not a superpower!” The climax results from another disagree-
ment of category when, en route to Grammy’s, Superbuns holds 
the door for a young fox, saying, “I noticed that you’ve been fol-
lowing us all day.” Blossom panics, rightfully informing her sister 
that foxes are known to eat rabbits, but the caring pseudo-hero 
understands that in this world of anthropomorphized animals, 
the fox is in need of protection. Blossom is won over by the big-
eyed predator’s predicament and the opportunity to show off 
her knowledge of geography, ultimately conceding that “maybe 
being kind was kind of...super.” The goofy, buck-toothed rab-
bits, set against an anodyne version of New York City, are cute, 
and there is a fizzy graphic-novel vibe to the illustrations, but 
the overall story comes across as cloying and contrived. Kids 
who identify with Superbuns will feel validated; less so the Blos-
soms in the audience.

A teaching text for those whose taste runs to the sac-
charine. (Picture book. 48)

The fact that Kinney can expose new facets of his characters 
this deep into the series is a credit to the property.

diary of an awesome friendly kid
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PIE IN THE SKY 
Lai, Remy
Illus. by the author
Henry Holt (384 pp.) 
$21.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-250-31409-3
978-1-250-31410-9 paper  

Two brothers navigate a new country, 
a new language, and grief through cake.

In this graphic/prose hybrid novel, 
12-year-old Jingwen, his little brother, 

Yanghao, and their mother immigrate to Australia. The family 
is Chinese, though their home country is never specified. The 
boys start at the Northbridge Primary School not knowing 
any English, which has Jingwen feeling they have just arrived 
on Mars. Quickly he realizes it is he and Yanghao who must 
appear to be the Martians to everyone else, comically literal-
ized with pictures of a four-eyed, antennae’d Jingwen. While 
Yanghao quickly picks up English, Jingwen resists, struggling in 
lessons and to make friends. Piece by piece readers learn it was 
Jingwen’s father’s dream to open a cake shop called Pie in the 
Sky in Australia before he suddenly passed away. After finding 
the family’s cookbook, the boys decide to secretly bake all the 
Pie in the Sky cakes. Jingwen especially takes it to heart, pour-
ing his grief and frustrations into every frosted layer, believing 
that it “will fix everything.” Herself an immigrant to Australia 
from Singapore, Lai unfolds the story like a memory, giving 
brief flashbacks interspersed throughout the daily musings 
and nuanced relationships among family members. Jingwen’s 
emotional journey is grounded in honest reality; it ebbs and 
flows naturally with strategic spots of humor to lighten the 
overall tone.

Like salted caramel, a perfect balance of flavors, this 
deftly drawn story is a heartfelt treat. (Graphic/fiction hybrid. 
1013)

NONI THE PONY RESCUES 
A JOEY
Lester, Alison
Illus. by the author
Beach Lane/Simon & Schuster (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-5344-4370-9 
Series: Noni the Pony 

After Noni the Pony and pals Coco (a cat) and Dave (a dog) 
meet a young wallaby on the trail, they help him find his family.

Continuing her rhyming series, Lester lets Noni the Pony 
do what she does best—run free in the Australian hills. Noni is 
exploring with her two friends when they discover a lost, dis-
tressed wallaby joey. Thinking his family group, also called a 
mob, must be near, the four animals start looking. On their way, 
they meet several well-known Australian animals such as a koala, 
a wombat, a platypus, and an emu as well as others perhaps less 
familiar to American readers, such as an echidna, a possum, a 

goanna, and a quoll. Unfortunately, “no one has spotted the wal-
laby mob, / and Joey’s small sniffle becomes a big sob,” so Noni 
invites Joey to her home. It’s there that they find Joey’s wallaby 
family, and everyone celebrates their reunion by the light of the 
moon. This simple tale is a nifty introduction to Australian ani-
mals and their homes. As a read-aloud, the dialogue will need a 
bit of practice to keep the meter. Illustrations are colorful and 
detailed, with splashes of humor (Noni and Dave have identical 
orange-and-white coloring, and the cow chorus line is a hoot), 
but the wallaby family is shown as a father, mother and two chil-
dren when usually only one wallaby is born at a time.

A sweet tale of friends helping friends. (Picture book. 36)

HORSE AND BUGGY PAINT 
IT OUT!
Long, Ethan
Illus. by the author
Holiday House (32 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-0-8234-4256-0 
Series: I Like to Read 

The irrepressible horse first met 
in Dance, Dance, Dance (2018) is at it again—jumping in before 
thinking through the consequences.

This time Horse has decided to paint a mural. Sporting a 
jaunty artist’s beret, Horse proceeds to make a mess. Buggy 
patiently and courteously offers suggestions, which Horse 
politely but adamantly refuses. Finally, splattered with purple 
paint and after slipping in a puddle of yellow, Horse sheepishly 
accepts Buggy’s advice. Following Buggy’s planning tips, Horse 
finally paints a successful mural. All this could come across 
as quite pedantic, but Long’s loose cartoon illustrations of 
Horse’s exuberant painting style keep the message light. Horse 
wields the paintbrush with hooves or jauntily holds it between 
clenched teeth. Horse’s posture and facial expression reflect 
enthusiasm, frustration, and ultimate delight. Children who 
have been given the freedom to paint without planning will 
appreciate Horse’s dilemma. Buggy’s neutral tone and patience 
make for a good model for caregivers or teachers (though they 
may be tempted to add cautionary language when Buggy says, 

“Draw your picture on the wall!”). The cartoon panels with 
speech bubbles, picture-book trim, and vocabulary of fewer 
than 80 words used repeatedly make this sequel ideal for chil-
dren just beginning to read on their own. Younger children will 
have no problem reading the pictures.

Sure to inspire some enthusiastic painting. (Early reader. 
48)
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WHEN AIDAN BECAME 
A BROTHER 
Lukoff, Kyle
Illus. by Juanita, Kaylani
Lee & Low (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-62014-837-2  

A transgender boy anticipates his new job as a big brother by 
helping his parents prepare for his baby sibling’s arrival.

Aidan “felt trapped” in his old name, clothes, and room 
before he told his parents “what he knew about himself.” Some 
girls never wore dresses, “but Aidan didn’t feel like any kind of 
girl” because he was “another kind of boy.” With his parents’ 
support, he embraces his identity and takes on a new, important 
role, becoming a big brother. More than anything, he wants the 
baby to feel loved and understood. This picture book sets a new 
standard of excellence in transgender representation by cen-
tering the feelings of Aidan, a biracial (black and South Asian) 
transgender boy. Juanita’s (TaDa!, 2018) digital illustrations 
have the look of ink and watercolor, and they bring the love in 
Aidan’s family to life. Bright, mixed patterns in Aidan’s clothes 
capture the vibrancy of his personality and his excitement to 
welcome a baby into the family. Lukoff (A Storytelling of Ravens, 
2018) breaks away from binary language and stereotypical gen-
der roles, highlighting within the text and in an author’s note 
that there is more than one way to be a person of any gender. 
The hopeful message at the end emphasizes love and the impor-
tance of staying open to learning.

Joyful and affirming, Aidan’s story is the first of its kind 
among books for welcoming a new baby. (Picture book. 37)

WAITING FOR 
CHICKEN SMITH 
Mackintosh, David
Illus. by the author
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-5362-0771-2  

At the beach, a child waits for a sum-
mer friend to arrive.

The book’s narrator, a young child whose skin color var-
ies from kraft-paper brown to graphite-pencil gray, is waiting 
for Chicken Smith. Every year, Chicken Smith and his father 
occupy a cabin near the one the narrator’s family stays in. But 
this year, Chicken is late, and the narrator waits, shell gift in 
hand, recalling past summer activities: how Chicken can kick 
a tennis ball from the porch to the beach and his dog, Jelly, will 
fetch it, and how they go to the lighthouse with Chicken’s bin-
oculars to look for whales. Regularly interrupting these musings, 
the narrator’s sister, Mary Ann, keeps urging, “Hey! Look!” but 
the narrator puts her off. Finally Mary Ann yells, “Just hurry 
up!” and she dashes to the lighthouse, with the narrator follow-
ing. “There he is!” shouts Mary Ann, and points—to a whale. 

“Even with binoculars, Chicken Smith and I never saw one,” 

relates the narrator. As the poignancy of Chicken’s nonarrival 
settles in (readers see a “Summer RENTAL” sign on his cabin), 
Mackintosh deftly delivers a satisfying conclusion as the narra-
tor and Mary Ann begin to bond. Mackintosh’s text perfectly 
captures the timelessness of childhood summer, and his scrib-
bly illustrations (done in pen, pencil, ink, watercolor, and kraft 
paper) conjure associations of a child’s project sketchbook, the 
handcrafted look underscored by the old-fashioned-typewriter 
typeface.

Just wonderful. (Picture book. 38)

MAYA AND THE LOST CAT
Magerl, Caroline
Illus. by the author
Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-5362-0423-0  

Girl meets cat. Girl loses cat. Girl 
meets kitten.

When Maya spies a sodden, gray cat sitting on a rooftop 
in the rain outside her bedroom window, she tries to lure it 
inside. Cat ignores her efforts until she leaves an open sardine 
can (described as “a boatful of fish with a tiny tin sail”) outside 
her door. That does the trick! Cat gobbles up the fish, and then 
Maya goes out into her neighborhood to try to find the lost 
feline’s home, Cat trailing along behind her through the rainy 
night. There’s no mention of Maya’s family back at home, which 
lends a fantastic air to the storytelling that’s reinforced by the 
sonorous text. Magerl’s watercolor-and-ink illustrations bear a 
striking resemblance to Quentin Blake’s or Charlotte Voake’s 
art, with their loose lines and whimsical sensibility. But some 
are a bit hard to read, and readers might find themselves squint-
ing through the busy lines to decode the action. Maya finally 
finds Cat’s owners on a houseboat, and their joyful reunion is 
bittersweet for the girl, who’s grown fond of Cat. But then Cat 
gives Maya “a small and cloudy gray bundle.” The little kitten, 
named Moby, is prone to seasickness. Maya, who presents white, 
happily brings Moby home to snuggle “in the waves and folds of 
[her] blankets.”

A cozy, quirky read. (Picture book. 36)

THE HIDEOUT
Mattiangeli, Susanna
Illus. by Sala, Felicita
Trans. by the illustrator
Abrams (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-4197-3416-8  

“ ‘Where are you?’ a voice called. 
‘Hurry up, we have to go!’ But Hannah 

wasn’t there, and no one could find her.”
Those are the sole words printed on the opening, double-

page spread. It depicts Hannah’s bedroom, in which readers 
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may spot, among other items, binoculars, art supplies, and 
a stuffed creature resembling one of Maurice Sendak’s wild 
things. On the next page, the protagonist is shown in a park, 
wearing a coonskin cap, aiming a slingshot at a squirrel, and 
musing about living there instead of heeding the voice that 
was rushing her. As the pages progress, Hannah does live there 
for an indeterminate amount of time, her sole companion the 
Odd Furry Creature, who is apparently mute. The Odd Furry 
Creature (resembling the toy in Hannah’s bedroom) is not the 
only homage to Where the Wild Things Are; the fanciful art has 
the same muted palette and a similar, appealing style. More-
over, the text offers, instead of a plot, a dreamlike dive into 
Hannah’s psyche. Both art and text deftly illustrate a common, 
contradictory urge to escape the company of humans while 
also retaining its safety. The companions live—undetected—
in a vine-enclosed space large enough for their feathery capes, 
leafy beds, and small fire for roasting pigeons on. When Han-
nah decides to return to those who miss her, the final pages 
leave readers uncertain about what—if anything—has actually 
happened. Hannah presents white; humans seen in the back-
ground are diverse.

From Italy, a beautiful, charming bedtime story for 
readers comfortable with ambiguity. (Picture book. 47)

DESTINATION MOON 
The Remarkable and 
Improbable Voyage of 
Apollo 11
Maurer, Richard
Roaring Brook (400 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-62672-745-8  

“Someday, people are going to try to 
go back to the Moon, and they are going 
to find out how hard it really is,” reflected 

one of the men who had been deeply involved in America’s drive 
to land a man on the moon.

How right he was. Maurer begins his reads-like-fiction tale 
with the roots of the moon missions, World War II. Not only 
were many of the primary scientists, managers, and astronauts 
veterans of the war, but the technology needed for a success-
ful moonshot also emerged then. The story is neatly broken 
down into the numerous steps (and missteps) along the way, 
each providing impetus for the next, that made up the effort 
to reach the moon by the seemingly almost unachievable goal 
of decade’s end that President John F. Kennedy set in 1961. By 
providing plenty of information about the parallel—but always 
a step or two ahead—Soviet space program, Maurer clearly con-
textualizes the U.S. effort against the simmering threat of the 
Cold War. Accurate, detailed, and thoroughly entertaining, this 
tale is an essential purchase at a time when some are question-
ing if the moon landings were a propaganda hoax. Numerous 
archival black-and-white photographs, meticulous endnotes, an 
extensive reference list, and a timeline round out this outstand-
ing work.

Inspiring, fascinating, and, like the millions of parts 
that had to function for the space program to succeed, 
practically perfect. (Nonfiction. 10adult)

BIG PROBLEMAS 
Medina, Juana
Illus. by the author
Candlewick (96 pp.) 
$14.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-5362-0131-4 
Series: Juana & Lucas 

Juana is back. This time she has 
to navigate the ups and downs of the 

changes brought on by the new person in Mami’s life.
The way she sees it, “My life is just about perfect.” She lives 

in Bogotá, “a city that smells of eucalyptus and fresh fruit”; she 
has the nicest neighbors; Mami is perfect; her abuelos are won-
derful; her school “is quite good, too, though math and English 
are hard for me to learn.” And of course, there is Lucas, “the 
most perfect perro in the whole entire world.” Lately, though, 
her life is “a little less perfect.” Mami has changed her hairstyle 
and is singing a lot, and Juana is spending more time with her 
relatives and less with Mami. Turns out, “Mami has a new friend. 
His name is Luis.” As with its predecessor, the Belpré-winning 
Juana & Lucas (2016), the story is told from Juana’s point of view 
with humor and drama. The typeset, text, and illustrations are 
playfully intertwined, with a sprinkling of italicized Spanish 
words throughout. Medina’s cartoon-style illustrations done in 
ink and watercolor are vibrant and full of movement, beauti-
fully capturing the full range of Juana’s conflicting emotions as 
Luis becomes a part of their lives.

Juana’s big problema will resonate with many readers, 
who will look forward to hearing more about this spunky 
Colombian girl’s life. (Fiction. 58)

SEE ME PLAY
Meisel, Paul 
Illus. by the author
Holiday House (32 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-0-8234-3832-7 
Series: I Like to Read 

In Meisel’s latest dog-themed early 
reader (See Me Dig, 2013, etc.), a pack of 

determined dogs chases after a yellow tennis ball by using a hot 
air balloon, a speedboat, and a pink convertible.

The simple, predictable text uses just four or five words per 
double-page spread, with elementary sentence structures that 
are accessible to new readers. The story begins with an olive-
skinned human (shown only from the shoulders down) ready 
to throw the ball for the waiting dogs. Several sentences are 
repeated with the change of just one word as the ball is taken 
in turn by a bird, a whale, and a lion. The amusing canines can 

Medina’s cartoon-style illustrations are vibrant and 
full of movement, beautifully capturing the full range 

of Juana’s conflicting emotions.
big problemas
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conjure up whatever help they need in their joint effort, taking 
off in a hot air balloon to chase after the bird, zooming across 
open water in pursuit of the whale, and speeding after the lion 
in their sporty pink convertible. The smiling lion suddenly 
stops and swallows the ball, ending the chase. The conclud-
ing page finds the playful pups whisked back home where they 
started, with the human character now ready to throw a stick. 
The illustrations provide plenty of motion, appealing animal 
characters, and funny details such as the tennis ball clenched in 
the whale’s jaws.

A humorous and effective early reader that meets the 
standard set by this successful series. (Early reader. 47)

HARRIET’S MONSTER DIARY
Awfully Anxious (But I Squish 
It, Big Time)
Melmed, Raun & Abramson, S.E.
Illus. by Kriembonga, Arief
Familius (116 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  May 1, 2019
978-1-64170-127-3 
Series: Monster Diaries 

A young monster learns to be brave as 
she struggles with anxiety.

Harriet “Ari” Hairstein wants to be a monsterologist when 
she grows up, but when she has to give a presentation in mon-
sterology class, she panics. Even though she’ll be talking about 
her favorite animal, the manglemane lion, when she thinks 
about speaking in public, she can’t breathe, her stomach hurts, 
and her heart pounds. Ari is plagued by catastrophic thinking 
and nightmares until her friends Marvin and Timmy, each of 
whom tackled their own troubles in previous Monster Diaries 
(ADHD and screen addiction, respectively), offer to help her 
with ST4 strategies, or STOP: Take Time To Think. The book 
emulates a Diary of a Wimpy Kid design, with lined pages, faux 
hand-printed typeface, and kidlike line drawings. Helpful back-
matter includes a parents’ guide with activities for alleviating 
stress and anxiety in children and instructions on how to use co-
author Melmed’s ST4 program. A wide array of monster types 
populates Ari’s world. There are clues that Ari’s loving family 
is Jewish: Bobbe (her grandmother) is similar to the Yiddish 
Bubbe, and Harriet’s nickname, “Ari,” means lion in Hebrew; 
immigrant Bobbe is possibly Polish (she makes a lot of borscht, 
or in their case, roarscht, and pierogis).

Readers who experience anxiety will undoubtedly 
identify with—and hopefully find comfort in—Ari’s story. 
(Fantasy. 711)

MR. SQUIRREL AND THE KING 
OF THE FOREST
Meschenmoser, Sebastian
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Wilson, David Henry
NorthSouth (64 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-0-7358-4342-4  

As a result of mistaken identity, the 
animals of the forest deal with a smelly mishap.

Legend has it that “once in a hundred years,” the King of the 
Forest, a chimeralike creature “crowned with leaves” appears. 
Longing to see this figure, Mr. Squirrel misidentifies a mutt with 
leafy branches stuck in his collar as the king. The forest animals 
diligently abide by the “king’s” wisdom but are confused with 
his decree to “leave their scent wherever they lived.” They all 
obey, and quickly “the whole forest stank to high heaven!” The 
animals seek refuge on a small island in the middle of the lake 

“where the wisdom of the king was still unknown.” Thankfully, 
the rain comes, and the smell is washed away. Readers have 
little explanation for the setup, dropping into an exposition 
of the legend via a yogic billy goat. Meschenmoser undoes the 
initial solemnity of the story with several spreads in which Mr. 
Squirrel and his hedgehog friend dodge various animals’ cata-
pulting feces. The rough lines of the muted graphite-and–col-
ored-pencil illustrations give layered textures to the creatures 
and the natural environment, a style that’s interrupted by a few 
spreads of richly colored paintings for the legend of the king. 
Perhaps readers of the other Mr. Squirrel books (It’s Springtime, 
Mr. Squirrel, 2018, etc.), also translated from German, will adapt 
better to the tonal changes of this lengthy tale.

The majestic setup and the ensuing scatological humor 
make strange narrative bedfellows. (Picture book. 58)

CAMP
Miller, Kayla
Illus. by the author
HMH Books (224 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $10.99 paper  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-328-53081-3
978-1-328-53082-0 paper  

Summer camp tests the bond between 
best friends in this new graphic novel.

Olive and Willow are besties who 
are lucky enough to go to summer camp 

together at Acorn Lake; they even share a bunk bed in their 
cabin. Initially, they are inseparable, always together during 
camp activities. Right away, Willow begins to become anxious 
and homesick, while Olive is enjoying the ride and making 
friends. Willow doesn’t like the food, she doesn’t want to join 
in with most of the activities, and she wants Olive by her side 
at all times. At first, Olive feels obligated to take care of Wil-
low and stays close by, but inevitably, the two get into a fight 
and spend the next couple of days apart. But eventually Willow 

Helpful backmatter includes a parents’ guide with 
activities for alleviating stress and anxiety.

harriet’s monster diary
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begins to make new friends, joining a newly formed band with 
the other kids, and she and Olive slowly find their ways back 
to each other. The emotional beats are believable, and Olive 
and Willow are well-enough developed that readers will sympa-
thize with them both. Miller illustrates a very culturally diverse 
group of campers, representing different races and a range of 
gender expressions. Though the races of the protagonists aren’t 
specified, both are light-skinned, Olive with dark hair and Wil-
low with blonde.

All in all, a sweet summer camp story about friendship 
in a multicultural setting. (Graphic fiction. 812)

TANGLED
A Story About Shapes
Miranda, Anne
Illus. by Comstock, Eric
Paula Wiseman/Simon & Schuster 
(40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-1-4814-9721-3  

Two- and three-dimensional shapes must problem-solve 
when several get stuck while at the playground.

“One day a little circle, just as happy as could be / got caught 
inside the jungle gym, and couldn’t wiggle free.” Several friends 
try to help her, either ineffectually or, worse, getting stuck 
themselves. As crowds gather, a line arrives, and she devises the 
perfect plan. With the help of a prism and a sphere, she sets 
up a lever and pops the shapes free. Miranda’s rhyming verses 
sometimes stumble. Comstock’s shape characters, with noodle-
like arms and legs, mostly sport similar expressions of dismay or 
happiness. His depictions of the jungle gym fail to make it clear 
how the shapes are trapped; they look as though they could just 
slip out. Only two shapes are specifically gendered female in the 
text. Both are pink (at least one other pink shape is explicitly 
male); one has a bow atop her head, the other, who wears glasses, 
has eyelashes. The mix of 2- and 3-D shapes makes the audience 
tough to pin down. Some shapes will be mystifying to chil-
dren still sorting them out: The word “ellipse” is used instead 
of “oval,” and in a scene where crowds gather, the text refers to 

“points” joining the throng; readers may not know what they are 
till they reach the ending shape gallery, which shows points as 
a group of dots.

There are so many shape-recognition books that are so 
much better; this one should remain tangled. (Picture book. 
38)

BEAR CAME ALONG 
Morris, Richard T.
Illus. by Pham, LeUyen 
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-316-46447-5  

A succession of forest creatures—
and even the river itself—learn from one 
another and validate their relationships 
with both one another and the wider 

world.
The simplicity of the text and the stylized, comical crea-

tures belie the depth of the message that comes through for 
even the youngest of readers: We are all in this together, and 
our differences strengthen our unity. The river “didn’t know it 
was a river...until” Bear accidentally begins riding down it on 
a piece of broken tree trunk. Bear in turn doesn’t realize he is 
on an adventure until Froggy lands on his back; lonely Froggy 
doesn’t know how many friends she has until the wary Turtles 
show up on the ever-more-swiftly-moving log; the Turtles learn 
how to enjoy the ride when Beaver climbs aboard; and so on 
through several more characters until they are all at the brink 
of a waterfall. Outstanding art perfectly complements the text, 
showing the animals’ differing personalities while also using 
color, space, and patterns to create appealing scenery. There 
are several hilarious double-page spreads, including one from 
the animals’ collective perspective, showing solely the various 
feet on the tree-trunk–cum-raft at the waterfall’s edge, and one 
requiring a 90-degree turn, showing the plummeting animals as 
they reach for one another—some looking worried and others, 
like Duck and Beaver, obviously enjoying the sudden drop.

To quote one particularly joyous double-page spread, 
“Oh, what a ride!” (author’s note, illustrator’s note) (Picture 
book. 25) 

UNICORN DAY
Murray, Diana
Illus. by Flowers, Luke
Sourcebooks Jabberwocky (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-4926-6722-3  

Fabled equines party and play in a 
bright confection of a picture book.

“Hooray! Hooray! It’s Unicorn Day!” 
In galloping rhyming text that mostly scans, a community of 
chipper, bright-eyed unicorns obeys the three rules of Unicorn 
Day: “Show off your horn,” “Fluff up that hair,” and “Have fun, 
fun, fun!” They dance, frolic with butterflies, and of course eat 
cupcakes. But then they discover an interloper: A dun-colored 
quadruped, with a horn suspiciously attached with string, is 
outed as a horse. He mopes off, but the unicorns come running 
after—“they don’t want to lose a friend!”—and his horn is tied 
back on. With tension limited to a page turn, this very minor 
climax is resolved immediately. Then it’s back to the fun, as 
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lots of other creatures (human children, a rainbow octopus, a 
Yeti, and more) join the unicorn parade with their own tied-on 
horns. Is this an allegory about straight people at pride parades? 
An argument that appropriation is OK sometimes? Should one 
read meaning into the identity of the only brown “unicorn”? 
Or is it just a zany, philosophy-free, sugar-fueled opposite-of-
a-bedtime story? Regardless of subtext, conscious or otherwise, 
kiddie readers hungry for fluff will be drawn to the bright, ener-
getic illustrations as to cotton candy.

Give this to the sparkle- and cupcake-obsessed child in 
your life. (Picture book. 48)

A TALE MAGNOLIOUS
Nelson, Suzanne
Knopf (368 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  Jun. 18, 2019
978-1-9848-3174-3
978-1-9848-3175-0 PLB  

An orphan girl during the Dust Bowl 
steals an elephant, some magical seeds, 
and a cantankerous old man’s heart.

Nitty’s starving since she’s run away 
from Grimsgate Orphanage, where 

she’s spent all of her 10 years, but she’ll take hunger outside 
over abuse inside any day. She’s no thief, but when she sees the 
gorgeous, glowing, green seeds for sale on the tinker’s wagon, 
she can’t resist swiping the bag. She flees town in a dust storm, 
taking refuge with the “Great Magnolious,” an abused circus 
elephant scheduled to be hanged in a “spectacle never to be for-
gotten.” The pair finds shelter in cranky Windle’s barn, quickly 
warming his heart. Despite friendship (Windle is joined in 
Nitty’s found family by Twitch, a boy with dust pneumonia), all 
is not well in tiny, poverty-stricken Fortune’s Bluff. The towns-
people are deeply in debt to “dastardly” Mayor Snollygost for 
food and medicines, and it’s funny how the dust storms seem 
to strike whenever the mayor is angry at someone. Will the 
magical crop from Nitty’s little cache of stolen seeds help them 
save the day? Nitty loves words, and Nelson’s prose rises to the 
occasion, spooling out gorgeous sentences. Twitch has brown 
skin while almost everyone else is either undescribed or clearly 
white, but even the villains in this 1930s American town seem 
inexplicably oblivious to race.

A beautifully written fantasy allegory with comic grace 
notes. (Fantasy. 911)

HOW TO WALK A DUMP 
TRUCK
Pearson, Peter
Illus. by Catusanu, Mircea
Harper/HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-0-06-232063-6  

The care and feeding of ravenously hungry trucks.
The team behind How to Eat an Airplane (2016) returns with 

a slightly less ridiculous, yet still highly whackadoodle, tale of 
pet ownership. “Everyone knows that dump trucks make the 
best pets. However, adopting a dump truck is a big responsi-
bility.” Certainly owning a pet truck isn’t just something you 
jump into. After finding the right one you’ll need to feed it, get 
it licensed, walk it, and keep it in line. Illustrating the second-
person text, an enthusiastic child takes the truck to exercise at 
the local construction site and cleans up after it, even when it, 
er, dumps. Not a single step in pet-truck ownership is skimped, 
whether it’s bathtime or bedtime. There’s even a highly infor-
mative (and lengthy) fact-filled quiz at the end in which kids can 
try to determine if the questionnaire is discussing a dog or a 
dump truck. The book bears many similarities to Jason Carter 
Eaton and John Rocco’s How to Track a Truck (2016) as a how-
to on truck ownership, but the unusual, Terry Gilliam–esque 
art stands out. Digitally collaged illustrations present a mixed-
media look and feel. Humans in the story present an array of 
different skin tones, with the protagonist presenting white.

A book that runs like a well-oiled machine; expect a load 
of love from both truck fanatics and pet owners. (Picture book. 
47)

THE STONEWALL RIOTS
Coming Out in the Streets
Pitman, Gayle E.
Abrams (208 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-4197-3720-6  

A substantive look at a key moment 
in the history of the LGBTQIAP–equal-
ity movement.

Pitman provides readers with a well-
rounded look at gay and lesbian—and 

to a somewhat lesser extent transgender—life in America in 
the 1950s, ’60s, and ’70s. She smartly uses the introduction to 
remind young readers that the term “LGBTQ+” is an evolv-
ing one and notes that source materials through the account 
may use various versions of the initialism. Organized around 

“objects” (often photos, sometimes cultural touchstones), the 
book begins with the construction of what would become the 
Stonewall and briefly touches on gay and lesbian life pre-1940s, 
but the story begins to delve deeply into the movement in the 
1950s. Along the way, Pitman deftly weaves in social issues of 
the time—women’s liberation, the Black Power movement, 
El Movimiento, etc.—along with frank discussions of the 
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ideological weaknesses sometimes found in the gay community: 
racism, transphobia, internalized homophobia, and misogyny. 
The story provides a balanced if somewhat scattered account. 
For all it does well, Pitman’s narrative has a tendency to meander, 
and some parts feel repetitive. The backmatter alone is almost 
worth the purchase price, as it includes a timeline, footnotes, 
and a healthy bibliography. The book makes good use of images 
throughout the text, but the absence of captions for some pho-
tos is an irritant, and image credits do not take up the slack.

A user-friendly look at a watershed event and its con-
text. (index) (Nonfiction. 1114)

TREASURE OF THE 
GOLDEN SKULL
Priestley, Chris
Illus. by the author
Bloomsbury (272 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-1-4088-7310-6 
Series: Maudlin Towers, 2 

Could there be hidden pirate trea-
sure somewhere about that might save 
the decrepit old school from closing?

Once again, students Arthur Mildew and Algernon “Sponge” 
Spongely-Partwork set off on a round of “detectivating,” as only 
a stash of gems purportedly left by Greenbeard the pirate can 
save Maudlin Towers from being shut down. Fortunately, there 
are plenty of only mildly obscure clues to the trove’s location 
scattered about the grounds. Unfortunately, news of the trove 
gets out, and soon the faculty is suddenly replaced by a bevy of 
more colorful, if perhaps less qualified, strangers with names 
like Jacques Blacques and Leather-Nose Susan who bill them-
selves as descendants of Greenbeard’s crew. There are other, 
more subtle, treasure hunters on the prowl too. Plainly consid-
ering this as but one in a continuous string of episodes, Priest-
ley chucks in references to previous events, an encounter with 
a time-traveling teacher who was dead in the previous outing, 
and a giant, floating eyeball explicitly slated to reappear in a 
future one. Channeling Edward Gorey, the author gives the all-
white cast depicted in frequent ink drawings and closing gallery 
a comically cadaverous look. This import is coming to the U.S. 
as is, complete with British spellings and punctuation conven-
tions for an immersive experience.

More “faldoolery” for fans. (Gothic farce. 1012)

MARIGOLD STAR
Primavera, Elise
Illus. by the author
Harper/HarperCollins (240 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 18, 2019
978-0-06-056949-5  

An upbeat little girl embarks on a 
quest to discover her magical power.

Marigold Star quite literally has “a star 
above her head,” a “sure sign,” according 

to her parents, that she’s “marked for greatness.” While gregari-
ous Marigold makes friends easily, she has problems. She hasn’t 
mastered flying or invisibility, she keeps misplacing her magic 
wand, a new baby sister has disrupted her home life, and her 
star is blinking. She seeks advice from Granny Cabbage, who 
urges Marigold to discover her magical power and warns her 
to never let her wand fall into human hands. After her wand 
vanishes during a failed spell, Marigold invokes another spell 
to make her invisible to all but one special friend who needs 
her the most. Instantly, Marigold finds herself in the Human 
World, invisible to all except Winnie, a nasty, friendless girl who 
has Marigold’s wand and refuses to return it—which threatens 
to trap Marigold in the Human World. Nevertheless, Marigold 
befriends Winnie as well as other friendless kids and creatures 
she encounters as she tries to regain her wand. Somehow Prima-
vera succeeds in writing a preternaturally good protagonist who 
is nevertheless likable, and although she flirts with the twee 
throughout, she never succumbs to it. Black-and-white illustra-
tions capture Marigold’s whimsical friends, both magical and 
human; she and Winnie present white, but illustrations suggest 
some secondary characters of color.

A humorous, affirming middle-grade fantasy extolling 
friendships (especially imaginary ones). (Fantasy. 812)

TRAVELS WITH MY GRANNY
Rix, Juliet
Illus. by Corr, Christopher
Otter-Barry (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 1, 2019
978-1-91095-934-3  

Granny and grandchild travel by 
sharing her memories.

Adventurous, much-traveled Granny 
“can’t remember yesterday, but she knows all about the world.” 
The narrator cheerfully says: “That’s fine with me. I can 
remember yesterday myself. But I need my granny to take me 
travelling.” The child wisely realizes that grown-ups (likely the 
peripatetic woman’s offspring) think something is wrong. “The 
grown-ups say Granny is confused and doesn’t know where 
she is. But I think she knows exactly where she is. It just isn’t 
where the grown-ups are.” Granny luckily still lives surrounded 
by objects collected on her travels. The armchair travelers go 
far. Full-bleed, double-page spreads painted in intense colors 
and in Corr’s signature charming, naïve style show the duo in 

Somehow Primavera succeeds in writing a preternaturally 
good protagonist who is nevertheless likable.

marigold star
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Delhi, Rome, Jerusalem, London, New York, and elsewhere. All 
of these places and more are pointed out on the back endpaper 
map, where Granny’s souvenirs appear in a matching activity. 
There’s also a note about dementia directed at adults. Unfor-
tunately, the visual imagery includes many international tropes, 
such as the safari in an unnamed African country and copious 
Orientalism in the depiction of Delhi. Labeling of specific sites 
is scattershot. Granny and her family present white.

Despite these missteps, children need to cherish their 
grandparents, who may develop dementia, and this picture 
book tackles that issue effectively. (Picture book. 58)

ALADDIN
Far from Agrabah
Saeed, Aisha
Disney Press (336 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-368-03170-7  

Follow Princess Jasmine and Alad-
din—in disguise as Prince Ali—on a new 
adventure into a magical world beyond 
Agrabah.

After exploring Agrabah, Jasmine 
wants to see the prince’s kingdom. Genie obligingly creates 

“Ababwa” to order, asking Aladdin to describe “the perfect king-
dom.” Aladdin’s description is as enchanting as it is meaningful 
to him. He thinks of a courtyard, because “my mother loved the 
courtyards of Agrabah,” and “It should also have a pretty fantas-
tic menagerie,” since he wants Jasmine to see “animals and birds 
she’s never seen before.” But once they’re in Ababwa, Jasmine 
and Ali’s return to Agrabah is threatened when the carpet is sto-
len by an embittered man named Abbas. Writing in alternating 
chapters from Aladdin’s and Jasmine’s points of view, Saeed also 
includes legends within the main story, some shedding light on 
Abbas’ backstory. Although this veers from the story of Disney’s 
Aladdin, many familiar elements are present. Saeed’s Jasmine is 
a strong, smart woman with a love for maps, and she aspires to 
do well by her people, because “[they] are what make Agrabah 
beautiful. And they deserve a leader who knows that.” Aladdin 
wants more from the world too, and the adventure causes him 
to question his lies to Jasmine. Saeed powerfully captures both 
their emotions and the setting.

For Aladdin fans who would enjoy a different journey. 
(Fantasy. 1114)

WHERE DO SPEEDBOATS 
SLEEP AT NIGHT?
Sayres, Brianna Caplan
Illus. by Slade, Christian
Random House (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-5247-6575-0
978-1-5247-6576-7 PLB  

This author-illustrator team add nautical nighttime bliss to 
their ever growing roster of transportation-related beddy-bye 
books (Where Do Jet Planes Sleep at Night?, 2017, etc.).

Even motorized ocean denizens have to go to bed some-
time. A wide range of grinning, anthropomorphic boat caregiv-
ers call in their little ones against richly painted scenes of skies, 
stars, and seas. Initially the book focuses on parent-child boat 
pairs, but as the story progresses readers will see sleepy-eyed 
adult ships bedding down on their own. The book covers a wide 
gamut of vessels, including the titular speedboats, canoes, subs, 
tugs, and aircraft carriers. Meanwhile, gentle rhymes lull read-
ers with comforting couplets (that occasionally force scansion). 

“Where do cruise ships sleep at night / once their ports have all 
been reached? / Do these boats begin to dream / of their own 
trips to the beach?” With each new boat the sun dips lower until 
readers are left at last in a home where a child’s toy boats perch 
on the edge of the bath at the end of a long day. As with the pre-
vious books in the series, each image incorporates a little white 
mouse, playing peekaboo with readers in each and every spread.

Seaworthy, sleepworthy, bedtimeworthy fare. (Picture 
book. 36)

ONE DARK BIRD
Scanlon, Liz Garton
Illus. by PrestonGannon, Frann
Beach Lane/Simon & Schuster (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-1-5344-0443-4  

Starlings and their ability to form the 
avian phenomenon known as murmura-
tions propel this rhyming counting tale 

from day into night.
The sun shines on an iridescent bird as it surveys its world. 

Soon its group grows from one to 10, allowing readers to count 
each starling silhouette. As they fly over a multicultural town, 
hundreds join their flock to chatter and sing. But when danger 
appears, the starlings act as one, twisting and turning across a 
twilight sky until dusk slowly sends them home. Thus begins a 
quiet countdown, ending with one starling asleep in a moonlit 
tree. Scanlon’s closing stanza, almost identical to the first, brings 
a deliciously satisfying end to the day. Digitally collaged illus-
trations, done in a warm color palette, use simplified shapes to 
playfully symbolize different objects. Close-ups of the starlings’ 
lustrous, rainbowlike colors highlight Preston-Gannon’s skillful 
understanding of the way light reveals itself on a dark form. A 
brief but thrilling description of starlings and murmurations on 

Digitally collaged illustrations use simplified shapes 
to playfully symbolize different objects.

one dark bird



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   1  a p r i l  2 0 1 9   |   1 3 3

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

the title page may pique older readers’ interest while the rhym-
ing text and lush illustrations will hold the attention of all.

Perfect for the budding ornithologist’s bookshelf. (Pic
ture book. 37)

OLLIE OXLEY AND THE GHOST
The Search for Lost Gold
Schmid, Lisa
Jolly Fish Press (216 pp.) 
$11.99 paper  |  Jun. 18, 2019
978-1-63163-289-1  

A preteen detective solves an impor-
tant case with an unusual partner.

Ollie Oxley is not pleased about mov-
ing again, but his mom’s new job at the 
Bingham Theater in Granite City, Cali-

fornia, may provide some form of permanence. After moving 
so many times, Ollie’s friend-making skills are a bit rusty, but 
it isn’t too long before he finds a pal in Teddy. But Teddy isn’t 
like most 12-year-olds. First off, Teddy is a ghost, a ghost of a 
boy who lived during the Gold Rush. The two friends tangle 
with the school bully and solve a mystery that will save the Bing 
and (more importantly) keep Ollie’s mom’s job. The novel is 
light and breezy, moving forward at a quick clip. Readers may 
bump up against Ollie’s snark-filled attitude at first, but the 
author provides just enough reason for the character’s hard 
edges before sanding them down. Teddy’s character is a bit 
more interesting, and readers might find themselves wondering 
how the story would seem from his perspective. While there’s 
nothing here that bucks any trends, the novel remains a well-
built work: smartly structured with enough character work to 
hold interest and a solid mystery that springs like a well-coiled 
mousetrap. Readers fascinated by ghost stories and mysteries 
and even history will find that this scratches those particular 
itches. The book adheres to the white default.

A sturdy mystery with engaging sleuths. (Supernatural 
mystery. 812)

ULTRABOT’S FIRST 
PLAYDATE 
Schneider, Josh
Illus. by the author
Clarion (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-1-328-49013-1  

Despite initial anxiety, a robot expe-
riences his first playdate with the kid 

next door.
Ultrabot and its professor live on Primrose Lane in a “little 

top-secret laboratory.” When the professor announces that 
Becky, the girl next door, will be coming for a playdate, Ultrabot’s 
response is “NEGATIVE.” Concerned Becky might be “mean” 
or break its toys, Ultrabot has difficulty sleeping. After Becky 

arrives, Ultrabot’s initial shyness evaporates when she offers 
to share her ball and they bond during a ball-bouncing contest. 
Becky shows Ultrabot how to draw a cat, they have sandwiches, 
and Ultrabot shares its toys with Becky. When Becky leaves, 
Ultrabot’s eager for their next playdate! Precise, detailed, linear 
pen-and-ink illustrations washed with pale watercolor and fin-
ished in Photoshop add a hilarious dimension to this seemingly 
normal, uneventful playdate. The visual incongruity between 
Ultrabot’s enormous, hangar-size lab with sliding roof panel 
and observatory next to Becky’s modest Cape rouses instant 
curiosity. The disparity between Ultrabot, a giant, red robot 
who plays with real planes and jeeps, and diminutive Becky, a 
little white girl with a ball, couldn’t be greater. Very clever use of 
varying viewpoints intensifies their dramatic differences while 
marvelous visual details reinforce their similarities as they play 
together like any kids.

A delightful, picture-perfect playdate. (Picture book. 47)

MOTHER STEALS 
A BICYCLE 
And Other Stories
Selvam, Salai
Illus. by Tejubehan
Tara Publishing (64 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Jun. 10, 2019
978-81-934485-1-9  

An Indian mother’s tales of her mis-
chievous rural childhood are almost too 

magical to believe.
In the intricate world woven by an 11-and-1/2-year-old 

child’s mother, bicycles pedal themselves, shadows become 
friendly ghosts, hyenas haunt the fields, and insects predict the 
weather. Amma’s descriptions of her exploits in the southern 
Indian village where she grew up walk a thin line between fact 
and fiction, and the narrator is never quite sure what is truth 
and what is exaggeration. Only one thing is certain: Whether 
she is plucking feathers off of a live peacock or throwing herself 
into a river before she knows how to properly swim, Amma’s 
courage and curiosity are the driving forces behind all of her 
fantastical adventures. By the end, the narrator wishes that 
they, too, lived in a place as interesting as Amma’s village. The 
book is written as a dialogue between a mother and child, and 
its conversational tone makes it suitable for both read-alouds 
and independent reading. The narrator’s voice is charming, as 
are the pen-and-ink illustrations and the cleverly designed text, 
which uses various fonts to emphasize key words in the narra-
tive. Amma’s fearless and empowered personality is particularly 
refreshing to read, as is the book’s portrayal of rural India as a 
fascinating place bursting with possibility instead of an impov-
erished backwater in need of Western intervention.

A beautifully designed and expertly narrated introduc-
tion to childhood in the southern Indian countryside. (Fic
tion. 1012)
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NADYA SKYLUNG AND THE 
MASKED KIDNAPPER
Seymour, Jeff
Illus. by Helquist, Brett
Putnam (336 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-1-5247-3868-6 
Series: Nadya Skylung, 2 

The adventures of Nadya Skylung 
and the crew of the cloudship Orion 
continue.

Nadya and her friends are still reeling from the loss of Mrs. 
T, the crew’s skylung, who kept the cloudship afloat through the 
tending of a garden. Moreover, Nadya also lost her leg after the 
events that closed Nadya Skylung and the Cloudship Rescue (2018). 
Now the Orion is headed to the port city of Far Agondy, a steam-
punk wonderland, for repairs and to deliver their three pirate 
prisoners. But as the ship is about to dock, a sudden explosion 
provides cover for the escape of the prisoners. Indeed, intrigue 
swirls around Far Agondy, where there’s been a rash of child 
kidnappings. After Nadya herself is nearly kidnapped, the crew 
puts a plan in place to thwart them. Seymour paints a realistic 
picture of Nadya’s adjustment to the loss of her leg; even her 
can-do optimism sags as she contemplates the reality of living 
without it. Adding emotional texture is a breach in her friend-
ship with crewmate Pepper. The cast is racially diverse—indi-
cated by references to skin tone and naming convention—and 
descriptions do not have the exoticizing feel occasionally pres-
ent in the previous book. Seymour describes his research on 
what it’s like to be an amputee in the acknowledgments.

An action- and machine-filled follow-up for fans of the 
first novel with just enough of an open ending for a poten-
tial sequel. (Fantasy. 812)

WHAT’S THE BIG DEAL 
ABOUT AMERICANS
Shamir, Ruby
Illus. by Faulkner, Matt
Philomel (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 18, 2019
978-1-524-73803-7  

A paean to Americans that features a 
heavy emphasis on diversity.

This fact is immediately indicated by the “It’s a Small World” 
cover illustration—jammed with people of seemingly every pos-
sible category, including a lad in a wheelchair, women in hijab, 
and an interracial female couple holding hands. Readers will 
soon max out on the overbusy and slightly caricatured illustra-
tions that crowd each page, sometimes with a forced whimsy 
that defies rhyme and reason (Lady Liberty holds a huge ice 
cream cone). Depictions of Native Americans, presidents and 
patriots, Russian Jews, and robust mustachioed immigrant men 
fulfill customary stereotypes, and the author trots out the “apple 
pie” trope, informing readers that its roots are international 

(but fails to explain how apples got to North America from what 
is now Kazakhstan). The oversimplified text does a disservice 
to complicated issues: “Even if we make bad laws, we can always 
fix our mistakes.” Similarly, slavery is glossed over, citing only 
the fact that “enslaved people suffered and were denied every 
possible freedom.” With these caveats, the author’s apparent 
intention of celebrating immigration to the U.S. is a laudable 
one, and she hints that “rules” are prohibiting open access. A 
timeline provides an overview of landmark moments including 
the Iroquois Confederacy, Chinese Exclusion Act, and opening 
of Ellis Island.

A simplistic but good-hearted effort. (author’s note, 
bibliography) (Informational picture book. 47)

QUEER HEROES
Sicardi, Arabelle
Illus. by TanatJones, Sarah
Wide Eyed Editions (64 pp.) 
$22.99  |  May 2, 2019
978-1-78603-476-2  

Fashion blogger Sicardi introduces 
readers to 52 queer heroes from around 
the world.

The book’s survey of diverse individuals should be 
applauded. Commendable ranges of ages, ethnicities, genders, 
professions, and time periods are covered. However, the book’s 
downfall begins with the sparseness of information offered 
about each subject. Each entry includes a name, a date range 
and birthplace, a few scant paragraphs, a stylized portrait, and 
nothing else. For example, while the joint entry on Sylvia Rivera 
and Marsha P. Johnson covers their friendship and work with 
homeless LGBTQIAP youth in New York City, it makes no 
mention of Rivera’s historic 1973 speech regarding homopho-
bia and transphobia within the LGBTQIAP community. That 
was kind of a big deal. Likewise, David Bowie is praised for his 
music, but mention of his infamous 1983 Rolling Stone article, in 
which he identified as heterosexual, is absent. (In fairness, the 
title could refer to heroes of queer people.) The book’s other 
major deficit is its disorder. The subjects are arranged arbitrarily, 
without a table of contents or an index. There is no further 
reading section and no bibliographies for references. A haphaz-
ard two-page glossary exists (thankfully in alphabetical order), 
but that’s it. The book has some merit as a brief introduction 
to people readers may not have heard of but doesn’t have the 
follow-through necessary to lead them to further discoveries.

Save your money. (Biography. 912)
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THE BOY AND THE BEAR
Stein, Peter
Illus. by the author
Holiday House (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-0-8234-4095-5  

“A boy had a bear. A fuzzy brown bear. 
/ It went with him here and went with 
him there.”

This book starts simply with a cartoon-style boy and his 
teddy bear in a Seussian terrain, full of knolls, knobs, and curls. 
They tranquilly journey through day and night, “[a]ways a 
pair.” The story becomes a rhyming cumulative tale when the 
boy picks up a “goat in a polka-dot coat.” The trio continues 
on their journey, gathering the increasingly odd, seemingly toy 
creatures that dot the landscape, from a “huggable, lovable 
slug” to a “sing-along thing.” The pile of creatures in the boy’s 
arms becomes so high that with “a teeter” and “a totter” they 
all tumble down to the ground. But where is the bear? Read-
ers know, but the distraught boy discovers that bear is on his 
head only when he cries out and the bear slides down. After 
their joyful reunion, the boy discovers where all the toys have 
come from. He assists in their return, and the boy and bear are 
alone again, “simply a pair.” The book ends with two pages of 

“Feelings,” challenging children to match “Sad” or “Happy,” for 
example, with a corresponding drawing of a facial expression 
exhibited by the protagonist, who is white. This seems a bit of 
overreach, since the boy’s expressions throughout the tale are 
overwhelmingly mild, and the illustration for Happy is the only 
one that has not appeared previously.

All tried-and-true territory here but not a comprehen-
sive, satisfying experience. (Picture book. 35)

DUCKWORTH, THE 
DIFFICULT CHILD
Sussman, Michael
Illus. by Sardá, Júlia
Atheneum (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 18, 2019
978-1-5344-0512-7  

The difference between a snake and 
a snake costume is pretty big.

Duckworth is a human boy who 
wears knickers and stockings and whose hairstyle can only be 
described as a comb-forward. He’s playing contentedly in his 
room when a massive, orange-patterned snake slithers out of the 
closet. Duckworth goes downstairs and informs his parents, but 
Mother and Father are busy reading a book called Dealing with 
Your Difficult Child. They consider the snake a figment of Duck-
worth’s imagination—and even when the snake swallows Duck-
worth and comes downstairs, they insist it’s merely Duckworth 
wearing a snake costume. Duckworth, intact and articulate 
inside the snake, explains the situation, but his parents cleave 
to the parenting book’s philosophy that Duckworth’s “fantasies 

will go away if we ignore them.” As the snake sits at the dinner 
table, Duckworth’s bodily outline can be seen inside the snake’s 
midsection, far away from the table. The family has no meeting 
of the minds. Eventually, Duckworth extricates himself from 
the snake—none the worse for wear—and considers seeking a 
book about dealing with difficult parents. Sardá’s illustrations 
blend a gothic sensibility with an art deco style, highlighting 
geometrical patterns, sharp angles, and a lot of orange and gray. 
People’s skin color comes from the flat white background paper.

Unlike Maurice Sendak’s Pierre, Duckworth has no 
lesson to learn; readers can decide for themselves whether 
he’s highly imaginative or merely unflappable when swal-
lowed. (Picture book. 47)

FISH EVERYWHERE
Illus. by Teckentrup, Britta
Big Picture/Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-5362-0625-8  

Here’s a colorful, factoid-filled offer-
ing about many kinds of fish.

In a sequence of topical double-page 
spreads, it covers what distinguishes fish 

from other animals (cutaway diagrams show the insides of two 
fish), how they evolved, where they live, what they eat, how 
they survive and defend themselves, how they propagate, and 
their relationship to humans. One spread, odd in its specific-
ity, discusses Atlantic salmon. These subjects are explained in 
brief paragraphs written in a conversational tone accompanied 
by digital illustrations with labeled examples of well-defined 
fish specimens; the graphics and charts aptly flow with energy. 
Topic presentation is arbitrary and organizationally loose, 
which encourages browsing rather than strictly orderly, page-
by-page perusal. Occasionally, readers must turn the book 90 
degrees to read text and examine artwork. Attractive design 
elements include the helpful use of boldfaced type to set off 
names of individual fish species in captions and labels. A few 
spreads invite children to embark upon attention-getting “can-
you-find-it?” challenges that don’t really have much to do with 
the subject at hand, though they are amusing; one challenge 
encourages youngsters to find a bristlemouth lurking some-
where inside the book. Though it won’t support report writers 
and there is no glossary or pronunciation guide, this will be wel-
come in classroom libraries.

Nothing fishy about it: Enthusiasts can dive right in. 
(Informational picture book. 69)

Attractive design elements include the helpful use of boldfaced 
type to set off names of individual fish species.

fish everywhere
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MOTH
Thomas, Isabel
Illus. by Egnéus, Daniel
Bloomsbury (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-1-5476-0020-5  

Thomas presents the peppered moth 
as an emblem of natural selection, tracking its adaptations dur-
ing the Industrial Revolution and beyond.

The moth’s striking salt-and-pepper scales, which enhanced its 
camouflage during daytime rests on lichen, became an impediment 
as late-19th-century industrial pollution prevailed. As lichens died 
and industrial soot blackened tree bark, the species’ occasional 
dark moth’s advantages resulted in an adaptation. With the light, 
speckled moths more easily spotted and eaten by prey, surviving 
dark moths procreated, dominating the species within a 50-year 
time span. In turn, the answering trend toward pollution mitiga-
tion swung the pendulum back. Lichens reappeared, soot-stained 
bark fell away, and the light moths’ camouflage value reasserted 
itself, with both dark and light moths seen today. Thomas narrates 
this biological success story in past tense and simple, declarative 
prose. Egnéus’ lovely illustrations—in traditional mixed media 
and Photoshop—provide a stylized overview of the moth’s adap-
tive journey. The bilateral symmetry of the peppered moth’s wing 
coloration is ignored in favor of exquisite, dark umber–and-gray 
montages evoking dry-brushed ink blots and sun-dappled botani-
cal silhouettes. Forest tableaux yield to industrialization’s coal-
powered factories and locomotives, Egnéus’ palette morphs from 
natural hues to rust-red and soot-black—and back, to today’s tenta-
tive, hopeful blues. (Depicted humans are light-skinned and red-
nosed.) An inspired choice for text type (Tom’s New Roman) and a 
gorgeous, silver-embellished cover enhance the package.

A fascinating story with striking visuals. (author’s note) 
(Informational picture book. 59)

STONE RIVER 
CROSSING 
Tingle, Tim
Tu Books (320 pp.) 
$20.95  |  May 30, 2019
978-1-62014-823-5

A friendship between an enslaved 
black boy and a Choctaw girl leads to 
freedom.

Lil Mo is one of two children in a 
black family enslaved on a Mississippi 

plantation in 1808. He meets Martha Tom, a Choctaw girl, when 
she crosses the Bok Chitto River to pick blackberries. Martha 
shows Lil Mo the secret river crossing, a shallow underwater 
pathway made of stones the Choctaw laid long ago. When the 
plantation owner decides to sell Lil Mo’s mother, Martha’s fam-
ily helps Lil Mo’s family escape across the river, where they are 
adopted into the Choctaw nation. Thus Lil Mo inherits an uncle, 
an elder by the name of Funi Man, whose humor and wisdom 

lighten the air of vigilance maintained to protect Lil Mo’s family. 
As Lil Mo’s family learns the language and way of life of the Choc-
taw, all seems well until an old witch lays a curse that impels Funi 
Man onto a dangerous journey to once and for all save Lil Mo’s 
spirit. As he did in his picture book Cross ing Bok Chitto (illustrated 
by Jeanne Rorex Bridges, 2006), Tingle (Choctaw) captures a 
rarely explored bond that formed during colonization between 
enslaved Africans and Native Americans, an alliance of survival 
under white colonial tyranny. He evokes a 19th-century South-
ern landscape, presenting it through the lens of Americans whose 
perspectives are too rarely shared.

This vital story will deepen readers’ understanding of 
the nation’s complex history. (Historical fiction. 1014)

HOLD HANDS
Varon, Sara
Illus. by the author
First Second (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-59643-588-9  

I wanna hold your hand: It’s easy, rewarding, and comforting.
Do it with younger siblings or parents...even a favorite stuffed 

toy. Hold hands when it makes good, practical, safety sense, as 
when you’re navigating a high, precarious staircase; crossing the 
street; standing on a bus because you don’t have a seat; or getting 
into the family car. Holding hands is great when you’re about to say 
goodbye to a parent or buddy; going off to school or to a friend’s 
house; and pairing up with a classmate, especially at a teacher’s 
direction. Have you held hands with a tree at the playground? Even 
the sun and moon do it! You know when it’s really great? When your 
mom kisses you. With gentle guidance, young readers will pick up 
on the broader message that hand-holding represents more than 
just tactile pleasure; it also embodies strong emotional connection, 
bonding, and inclusion. The latter concept is well-depicted in the 
colorful, cartoony illustrations of the smiling, bearlike protago-
nists and their fellow community members, who represent various 
animal species, colors, sizes, and shapes. In laptime, library, and 
classroom read-aloud sessions, encourage listeners to suggest other 
hand-holding scenarios. Additionally, all kids should be invited to 
hold hands while listening—and, crucially, given space not to if 
they don’t want, a principle that is missing from this book.

Engaging and reassuring. (Picture book. 36)

LOTTIE & WALTER
Walker, Anna
Illus. by the author
Clarion (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-328-47038-6  

Lottie knows something no one else 
knows. Her mother and brother don’t 

know. Her swimming instructor does not know, and the other 
children in swim class certainly don’t know.

Tingle (Choctaw) captures a rarely explored bond 
between enslaved Africans and Native Americans.

stone river crossing
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There is a shark that lives in the pool. It wants to eat Lot-
tie—only Lottie—and Lottie is not going to let it get anywhere 
near her. Most children have had moments when they’ve sat 
on the sidelines watching others laugh and play because they 
were too scared to just dive in, and that is precisely where Lot-
tie finds herself. Lucky for her, Walter shows up just in time. 
He sings, they read books, play in bubbles, and even share the 
same favorite food. But when it comes time for Lottie to face 
her fears, can Walter truly help? Walter, as readers and Lottie 
see but her family may not, is an enormous walrus. Walker’s soft 
and appropriately watery illustrations complement and extend 
her whimsical text, lending a dreamlike feel to the story. Read-
ers will discern the shadowy, predatory shape of the shark below 
the surface of the water even as Lottie’s classmates splash and 
play, and they will sympathize, and they will giggle at the depic-
tions of Walter’s huge bulk in Lottie’s tidy urban home while 
believing that Walter will protect her. Lottie, her mother, and 
her brother have light-brown skin and black hair.

A quiet book about making a giant leap. (Picture book. 35)

FELIX EATS UP
Wells, Rosemary
Illus. by Wells, Rosemary
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$14.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-7636-9548-4 
Series: Felix & Fiona 

As a birthday dinner at a restaurant 
approaches, Felix puts his trust in his 
best friend, Fiona, to guide him past his 

food neophobia.
Every day, Felix brings the same sandwich to school for 

lunch: sprouts on buttered oat bread. It seems Fiona has a more 
robust appetite, chowing down on an enchilada with hot sauce. 
Throughout the day, Felix worries about Fiona’s upcoming half-
birthday sleepover, specifically dinner out at a restaurant. He 
would much rather have Fiona’s mom’s macaroni and cheese. 
Fiona keeps mentioning different unusual restaurants, filling 
his mind with imagined plates of unpleasantness. His anxi-
ety increases as fish with staring eyes and open mouths, liver-
enriched sausage, and flaming hot pans appear in his thought 
bubbles. At the restaurant, Fiona considerately orders a dish 
she thinks Felix will like: snow peas. He envisions a pile of 
ice cubes. Without disapproval or exaggeration, Wells quietly 
addresses the common discomfort of selective eating disorder 
and eases Felix through the situation with kindness. His jour-
ney to the other side is cause for celebration. As with the other 
titles in this tender series, Wells illustrates how a young person 
facing a problem can be comforted with the balm of friendship.

Fans of these sweet guinea pigs will smile at another 
one of life’s small victories. (Picture book. 58)

SUMO JOE
Wenjen, Mia
Illus. by Iwata, Nat
Lee & Low (40 pp.) 
$18.95  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-62014-802-0  

Friendly sibling rivalry sparks a face-
off between the two Japanese martial art forms, sumo and 
aikido.

Spare rhyming text introduces Japanese-American Sumo 
Joe as a “Strong big bro, / built for sumo,” who is “gentle, though.” 
While sister Jo must go to aikido, Joe’s friends arrive to “prac-
tice sumo!” His two friends, both boys of color, are quick to 
help tie the special belt and construct their makeshift wrestling 
ring with various throw pillows. They continue with “teppo,” or 
drills, including flinging salt to purify the “dohyō,” or ring. Japa-
nese terms, printed in boldface on first occurrence, are seam-
lessly incorporated into the text, explaining different aspects of 
sumo. An author’s note and glossary also provide extended cul-
tural notes on both martial art forms, including sumo’s origins 
in Shinto. Iwata provides a warm pastel palette with characters 
full of movement and personality. This is especially apparent 
when Jo returns from practice with her hair flying behind her. 
Jo is tenacious in challenging her brother despite the traditional 
sumo practice that women cannot enter the ring once it is puri-
fied. When Sumo Joe accepts, readers are treated to a lively sib-
ling duel with a good-natured conclusion. With a saturation of 
ninja/ninjutsu books in the market, this is a refreshing new take 
on the martial arts genre.

Young readers will enjoy this spirited debut with 
insightful integration of cultural exploration. (Picture book. 
36)

TO CATCH AN ELEPHANT
Westgate, Vanessa
Illus. by the author
Clavis (40 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Jun. 15, 2019
978-1-60537-432-1  

A child in a pith helmet goes hunting 
for elephants.

A white boy with blue hair resembling grass heads to Africa 
and hires a guide, who also appears to be white, and in a zebra-
patterned vehicle they set off to catch an elephant. When the 
boy and his guide find their prey minding his own business and 
eating breakfast, the text strongly cautions against bothering 
an elephant. Nevertheless, the boy successfully nets him, and 
the elephant’s herd’s attempts to rescue their family member 
are to no avail. Once home, the elephant doesn’t fit anywhere 
and becomes a general nuisance to the boy’s neighbors. Eventu-
ally, the elephant becomes homesick and refuses to eat, which 
is when the boy has an epiphany that the elephant should be 
with his family. Reuniting the elephant with his family proves 
to be difficult, as “all elephant herds tend to look alike.” The 
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boy is heartbroken to leave the elephant, and the elephant is 
depicted as crying for its captor, but the boy consoles himself 
with the belief that the elephant is “back home in Africa where 
he belongs.” This unfortunate book, painted in cheerful yel-
lows and blues, completely overlooks the reality that poaching 
and rehoming have rendered African elephants near extinction. 
Reading the elephant as a metaphor for African humans, it’s 
even more unfortunate. With many countries throughout the 
continent of Africa struggling to reclaim the resources and dig-
nity stolen for generations, this book plays it for laughs.

A hard pass. (Picture book. 58)

THE GIRL WHO SAILED 
THE STARS
Woods, Matilda
Illus. by Allepuz, Anuska
Philomel (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-0-525-51524-1  

A girl in the far north wants to go still 
farther north.

Ten-year-old Oona lives in the village 
of Nordlor, which sits beside a fjord that 

stretches to the Great Northern Sea. She wants to be a ship’s 
captain like her father; she wants to catch whales and see the 
magical creatures called nardoos that might live in the north-
ern ocean. However, Nordlor girls and women aren’t allowed on 
ships at all—they’re not even taught to read. Moreover, Oona’s 
own family hates her. Using elements familiar from Western 
fairy tales (Oona’s the seventh child, the youngest, the hated 
one, the only pretty one) and tall tales (cats who play fiddles 
and go down with their ship; houses that retain characteristics 
of the ship whose wood they’re built from), Woods gives stow-
away Oona the freezing ocean adventure of her dreams, includ-
ing celestial navigation and an unexpected (and unexplained) 
connection between nardoos and the northern lights. Allepuz 
decorates the adventure with nautical sketches in the margins 
and some appealingly gruff full-page drawings. Unfortunately, a 
settler/colonialist premise underlies everything: Nordlor is in 
the “wild...north,” named for a “great explorer,” and explicitly 

“settled” by an entirely white population; indigenous people 
don’t seem to exist or have ever existed, while white people use 
whale blubber (which they also eat), seal skin, and fox fur.

A rousing seafaring adventure about a brave girl—
based, alas, on unacknowledged erasure. (Fantasy. 811)

HECTOR 
A Boy, a Protest, and 
the Photograph That 
Changed Apartheid
Wright, Adrienne
Illus. by the author
Page Street (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-62414-691-6  

A white South African who grew up 
in apartheid, Wright captures the largely untold story of Hec-
tor Zolile Pieterson, who died in the Soweto student protest 
against mandatory lessons in Afrikaans in 1976 and whose pho-
tograph alerted the rest of the world to apartheid’s impact on 
black children.

Told graphic novel–style through dialogue and narrative in 
frames illustrated in pastel colors and earth tones, this story 
emerged from interviews Wright held with Pieterson’s family 
members as well as from research on the photographer of the 
historic photo, Sam Mzima, and Mbuyisa Makhubu, a teenage 
good Samaritan who carried Hector’s limp body from the scene 
where the police threw tear gas and shot and killed children. 
This powerful story offers three perspectives: Hector’s, his sis-
ter, Antoinette’s, and photographer Sam’s, respectively. Sam hid 
his most important roll of film in his sock to keep it from the 
Afrikaner police, who ruined his other rolls of film to prevent 
public awareness of this massacre. While the details of Hector’s 
life help readers realize that he was just a regular boy who didn’t 
deserve to die under this unjust system of segregation, this por-
trayal of the protesting teens also emphasizes how much power 
children can have when they stand up for their rights.

A tragic but inspiring story about an event in South 
Africa’s history that must never be forgotten. (historical 
note, author’s note, biographies, glossary, bibliography) 
(Graphic biography. 812)

THE PUMPKIN WAR
Young, Cathleen
Wendy Lamb/Random (192 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-5247-6733-4
978-1-5247-6734-1 PLB  

A 12-year-old girl hopes to turn last 
year’s pumpkin-boat–race loss into a 
win, but revenge might ruin a friendship 
forever.

Billie and Sam’s friendship ended last 
summer when Sam beat her in Madeline Island’s annual pump-
kin race. According to Billie, Sam cheated, and this summer he’ll 
pay. From pumpkin planting to race-day harvest, Billie’s bitter-
ness grows. First she refuses to accept his help, then she ignores 
him completely. Billie’s grandmother admonishes her for this 
shameful behavior, but it takes a more serious event to lift Bil-
lie to forgiveness. The plot offers an appealing premise, and the 
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story’s division into four summer-month sections makes for a 
quick read. Unfortunately, the cultural milieu comes across as 
unrooted. Billie’s “half Ojibwe from [her] mom’s side” with “red 
hair and green eyes” from her father’s Irish side, which is com-
pletely believable, and some Ojibwe words (italicized) and cul-
tural touches are included. However, such phrases as “running 
wild” and “wild dancing” read as woefully unaware, and attempts 
at cultural scenes either surface skim in a manner reminiscent 
of diversity box-checking or are described through a naïve awe 
that reads as a white gaze. Additionally, attributing the Black-
foot word “Sinopa” as an Ojibwe name and incorrectly writ-
ing that “nitsidigo’i” is an Ojibwe word for “kneeldown bread” 
when both the word and the bread are Diné (a culturally and 
linguistically unrelated people 1,600-plus miles away) amplify 
readers’ sense of the author’s unfamiliarity with Native peoples.

A promising plot that plays Indian; readers looking for 
#ownvoices should paddle their pumpkins on. (Fiction. 812)

THE NIGHT IS YOURS
Zachariah, AbdulRazak
Illus. by Bobo, Keturah A.
Dial (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-0-525-55271-0  

On hot summer nights, Amani’s par-
ents permit her to go outside and play 

in the apartment courtyard, where the breeze is cool and her 
friends are waiting.

The children jump rope to the sounds of music as it floats 
through a neighbor’s window, gaze at stars in the night sky, and 
play hide-and-seek in the moonlight. It is in the moonlight that 
Amani and her friends are themselves found by the moon, and it 
illumines the many shades of their skin, which vary from light 
tan to deep brown. In a world where darkness often evokes ideas 
of evil or fear, this book is a celebration of things that are dark 
and beautiful—like a child’s dark skin and the night in which she 
plays. The lines “Show everyone else how to embrace the night 
like you. Teach them how to be a night-owning girl like you” are 
as much an appeal for her to love and appreciate her dark skin as 
they are the exhortation for Amani to enjoy the night. There is 
a sense of security that flows throughout this book. The court-
yard is safe and homelike. The moon, like an additional parent, 
seems to be watching the children from the sky. The charming 
full-bleed illustrations, done in washes of mostly deep blues and 
greens, make this a wonderful bedtime story.

Vital messages of self-love for darker-skinned children. 
(Picture book. 37)

THE TREE AND ME 
Zemke, Deborah
Illus. by the author
Dial (160 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $7.99 paper  |  May 14, 2019
978-0-7352-2941-9
978-0-7352-2942-6 paper 
Series: Bea Garcia, 4 

Problems are afoot at Emily Dickin-
son Elementary School, and it’s up to Bea 
Garcia to gather the troops and fight.

Bea Garcia and her best friend, Judith Einstein, sit every day 
under the 250-year-old oak tree in their schoolyard and imag-
ine a face in its trunk. They name it “Emily” after their favor-
ite American poet. Bea loves to draw both real and imagined 
pictures of their favorite place—the squirrels in the tree, the 
branches that reach for the sky, the view from the canopy even 
though she’s never climbed that high. Until the day a problem 
boy does climb that high, pelting the kids with acorns and then 
getting stuck. Bert causes such a scene that the school board 
declares Emily a nuisance and decides to chop it down. Bea and 
Einstein rally their friends with environmental facts, poetry, 
and artwork to try to convince the adults in their lives to change 
their minds. Bea must enlist Bert if she wants her plan to suc-
ceed. Can she use her imagination and Bert’s love of monsters 
to get him in line? In Bea’s fourth outing, Zemke gently encour-
ages her protagonist to grow from an artist into an activist. Her 
energy and passion spill from both her narration and her fre-
quent cartoons, which humorously extend the text. Spanish-
speaking Bea’s Latinx, Einstein and Bert present white, and 
their classmates are diverse.

A funny and timely primer for budding activists. 
(Graphic/fiction hybrid. 69)

m o t h e r’s  d ay  & 
fa t h e r’s  d ay 

p i c t u r e  b o o k s

BABYMOON
Barrett, Hayley
Illus. by MartinezNeal, Juana
Candlewick (33 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-7636-8852-3  

Two new parents spend the first days 
after baby’s arrival on their “babymoon.”

The opening spread draws the eye from the verso, on which 
is pictured a rickety home with interesting details, to the tone-
setting lines of text on the recto: “The house is hushed. The 

Zemke gently encourages her protagonist to 
grow from an artist into an activist.

the tree and me
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lights are low. / We’re basking in a newborn glow.” Rhyming 
couplets spur the page turns, celebrating various aspects of 
life with a tender newborn. On “a sweet, secluded afternoon,” 
the lighter-skinned father lies sleeping with the swaddled baby. 
The brown-skinned mother, framed by long, puffy hair, washes 
baby, with “Soothing water and warm embrace / of tentative and 
awkward grace.” Then they are “reassuring, building trust” in a 
beautiful breastfeeding scene. Martinez-Neal’s distinctive illus-
trations feature soft, hazy lines that convey a dreamlike qual-
ity. The muted colors of the clothing and surroundings, along 
with the ample use of white space, let the family’s skin tones 
shine with a reddish glow that can be interpreted as a blush of 
happiness. More an encouragement to new parents to savor the 
moment than a book for babies, this heartfelt offering success-
fully captures the feelings one wants to remember about this 
precious time (and leaves out the not-so-pleasant moments).

Expect this lovely gift for new parents to live by the 
rocking chair, helping families discover their own “baby-
moons.” (Picture book. 6 mos.3, adult)

MY MAMA IS A MECHANIC
Cenko, Doug
Illus. by the author
blue manatee press (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-1-936669-71-4  

In this follow-up to My Papa Is a 
Princess (2018), a young child lists the many roles their mama 
performs.

In paired digitally created images, usually double-page 
spreads, the child describes a series of occupations, some fan-
ciful and some not. The first image depicts Mama engaged in 
some grand pursuit with text that reads “My mama is...,” while 
the second image concludes the statement and depicts reality. 
She drives a monster truck in an arena in one image, while the 
next depicts her holding a cardboard-box truck; in another pair-
ing, she wears scrubs, suturing a patient while her child holds a 
tray of tools in the first image, while the second reveals her sew-
ing up the abdomen of a ripped teddy bear. Other roles she pur-
sues are: chemist (cooking), quarterback (tossing a football with 
her child), treasure hunter (discovering lost items under the 
sofa cushions), architect (playing with blocks), hot lava rescuer 
(playing make-believe), superhero (more make-believe), and 
mechanic (attaching training wheels to her child’s bike). While 
it’s a little too bad that readers don’t see any actual occupation 
this mama may pursue aside from motherhood (wouldn’t it be 
awesome if she really were a surgeon?), the depiction of a black 
mother and her child stands out among similar titles that depict 
either white humans or animals.

Sweet recognition of mothers’ myriad talents. (Picture 
book. 36)

DADDY-SITTING
Coy, Eve
Illus. by the author
Clarion (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-328-48989-0  

A young girl tells readers how 
she cares for her father when she is 
Daddy-sitting.

As in many other books with this similar theme, the dis-
connect between the pictures and the text is what makes the 
book funny: It’s clear that the girl is acting according to her own 
wishes and whims, not her dad’s, and that’s to be expected at her 
young age. “Daddy is full of energy and needs lots of exercise” 
shows the dad pedaling a bicycle up a steep hill, his daughter in 
a tow-behind trailer (neither wear helmets), on the way to the 
playground. He seems pooped. The page reading “Sometimes 
he doesn’t watch where he’s going” sets up the page turn nicely, 
Daddy headed for an obstacle course of toys on the floor while 
toting a heaped laundry basket. The watercolor-and–colored-
pencil artwork combines spot, single-page, and full-spread illus-
trations to show the loving relationship the two share, Daddy 
always willing to jump in and join his daughter’s play while at 
the same time giving her space to explore on her own (and for 
him to get some chores done). Mommy appears in the evening 
with her leather satchel, which reads as her returning from 
work. All three present white.

This stay-at-home dad, though clearly imperfect, 
knows what’s important. (Picture book. 38)

DANDY
Dyckman, Ame
Illus. by Santoso, Charles
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-316-36295-5  

In the war against weeds, there’s no 
match for a father’s love.

The front endpapers paint the setting perfectly: a suburban 
street of neat houses with lawns and shrubs manicured to within 
an inch of their lives, the adult caretakers grooming them while 
their children play. A turn of the page, and Daddy is reacting 
with consternation as he spies “something scary on his perfect 
lawn.” He’s too late, though: His daughter, Sweetie, has adopted 
the weed—sorry, flower—as her best friend, “Charlotte.” “Daddy 
hoped his friends wouldn’t notice.” But they do. And they pres-
sure Daddy to take care of the weed that threatens the whole spe-
cies-diverse neighborhood. But though he tries numerous times 
(“book time,” naptime) and in numerous ways (shovel, mower), 
Sweetie is somehow “always there” with Charlotte. The neigh-
bors add more pressure; Daddy’s tactics grow wilder. And then 
Sweetie leaves for swim lessons: the perfect opportunity. But 
Daddy chokes. When something is suddenly “WRONG” with 
Charlotte, Daddy looks into his daughter’s teary eyes and knows 

Spot, single-page, and full-spread illustrations
show the loving relationship the two share.

daddy-sitting
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what he must do. And the rear endpapers show that the neigh-
borhood tough-guy talk was just that, the fathers now joining 
their children in their play, dots of yellow on their lawns. The digi-
tal illustrations are a riot, both Daddy’s obsession and Sweetie’s 
sweetness and innocence coming through loud and clear.

Hopefully this will spread around suburban neighbor-
hood families just like Charlotte’s seeds. (Picture book. 48)

BE BRAVE, BE BRAVE, 
BE BRAVE
A True Story of Fatherhood 
and Native American 
Heritage
Falcon, F. Anthony
Illus. by Mason, Trisha
POW! (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-57687-914-6  

A father recounts true events surrounding the difficult birth 
of his son, Lakota, an experience that challenges him to be tri-
ple brave.

Moments after being born, doctors rush Lakota away, 
requiring the narrator to leave his wife, who suffers complica-
tions from prolonged labor, and follow. When Lakota stabi-
lizes, the father returns to her side. Just as the new parents 
feel “the worst [has] passed,” Hurricane Harvey forces their 
evacuation. The remaining story revolves around the legacy a 
father hopes to impart. What starts as a simple story centered 
on themes of bravery, resilience, and family and community 
bonds becomes mired in several ways. With its menulike selec-
tion of Native Nations, gatherings, artifacts, events, ceremo-
nies, heroes, and metaphors, the tale reads more Pan-Indian 
than urban-Native. Additionally, generic phrases such as 

“Native American ancestry,” “gift of my culture,” and “folktales 
and legends” call attention to themselves with their outsider 
perspective and lack of specificity. However, the biggest issue 
results from a misguided attempt to equate deliberately sys-
tematic, historical, “forced” removals of Native Nations with 
a natural disaster evacuation, an event itself oddly described 
as “a trip.” A watercolor illustration depicting the Trail of 
Tears reinforces this inappropriate comparison. Other images 
include hackneyed motifs—horses, eagles, wind, and feath-
ers. Rather than celebrating genuine heritage, this tale uses 
self-identification/family stories to claim Native American 
descent, presents Pan-Indian tropes as a singular Native iden-
tity, and attacks sovereignty by suggesting a DNA test legiti-
mizes connection.

A journey for identity and belonging that borders on 
culturally harmful. (author’s note) (Picture book. 68)

JUST LIKE MOMMY
Freegard, Lucy
Illus. by the author
Sterling (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-4549-3420-2  

A cheetah cub learning from their 
Mommy expresses the many things they 
will be able to do when they grow up.

Based on what their Mommy does/
knows, this cub will know about the Earth, the oceans, and 
the night skies, pictured in the watercolor illustrations with 
the two visiting a dinosaur exhibit, snorkeling, and viewing 
the stars on a backyard campout. They will also learn to “be 
practical and creative,” growing their own food and making 
music; to find reasons for laughter despite mishap; and that 
a cuddle is perhaps the best antidote to regrettable actions. 
This mother (she is the only adult depicted; other kids in the 
illustrations are diverse species) is involved in her child’s life 
in a positive way, interacting with both her own child and oth-
ers’ during trips to the playground, birthday parties, and what 
appears to be a Scout-like outing. The cub, who narrates, is 
not gendered, and the activities that Mommy takes part in are 
not limited to stereotypically feminine ones. Companion title 
Just Like Daddy is similar, focusing on a raccoon duo who sport 
bow ties.

A celebration of all the small things (which are really 
the big things after all) of ordinary parenting that add up 
to make our world a better place. (Picture book. 38) (Just Like 
Daddy: 9781454934196)

A FATHER’S LOVE
Holt, Hannah
Illus. by Chan, Yee Von 
Philomel (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-525-51420-6  

Various animal dads show how they care for their young in 
this gently rhyming book ideal for bedtime.

Spreads familiarize readers with nine species of animals 
found in different regions of the world and in different habitats 
(a concluding world map shows their locations), providing color 
recognition practice and introducing similes and metaphors 
along the way. “Across a field of HAZY YELLOW, / this lion 
stalks a lazy fellow. / He charges Dad with baby claws. / This 
father’s love has velvet paws.” Backmatter gives a bit more 
information about each of the nine species, which helps readers 
parse the midwife toad that sits with eggs around his backside 
in one spot illustration and with tadpoles swimming about him 
in another. A penguin dad keeps his chick warm, a fox keeps 
his family safe by digging burrows (and by providing food: In 
the illustration, he has a gray rodent in his mouth). A marmo-
set dad carries his baby, a sea horse hatches his young, and fal-
cons, wolves, and emus round out the animals. A final spread of 
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diverse human dads and babies sharing hugs, snuggles, books, 
and sleep is the perfect nightcap. Most of Holt’s rhyming cou-
plets scan well. Chan’s pen-and-pencil outlines are filled with 
digital color; parallel hatched lines indicate fur in the stylized 
illustrations, keeping the animals from appearing overly cute; 
none are anthropomorphized.

A sweet bedtime book about fathers and how their 
“love is everywhere.” (Picture book. 37)

BEFORE YOU WERE BORN
Kerbel, Deborah
Illus. by Del Rizzo, Suzanne
Pajama Press (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  May 3, 2019
978-1-77278-082-6  

Poetic verses compare a child’s pre-
birth potential with things in the natural world in this latest col-
laboration between Kerbel and Del Rizzo (Sun Dog, 2018).

“Before, you were... / A song in our hearts, / A star in our eyes, // 
A smile on our lips, / Shimmering skies, // The sun on our faces, / 
The full moon at night, // The tiniest murmur of tender delight.” 
While rhythmic and rather soporific, the comparisons are not 
ones children will be familiar with or likely to understand, and 
they only grow more abstract from this beginning. For parents-
to-be and new moms and dads, though, the metaphors will 
surely strike a chord: A child in utero is “A curve in the road, up 
ahead out of view, / A whispered secret that only we knew.” And 
the ending is both beautifully illustrated and poignant: “Where 
Father Sky meets Mother Earth, // A new family dawns in the 
glow of your birth.” Accompanying the first line of the couplet 
are many of the animals that have appeared before in a sunrise 
gathering near the ocean, and accompanying the second is the 
light-skinned family—mother, father, baby—in each other’s 
arms and overlooking the same ocean sunrise. While the text 
is abstract and tends toward treacly, Del Rizzo’s polymer clay–
and-acrylic wash artwork is the star here, adding texture and 
depth to the scenes, which show animals, many with babies, in 
their natural habitats.

Parents-to-be may enjoy the poetry, but only the pic-
tures are meant for children. (Picture book. Adult)

SUPERHERO MOM
Knapman, Timothy
Illus. by Berger, Joe
Nosy Crow/Candlewick (29 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Mar. 26, 2019
978-1-5362-0567-1  

Move over Superhero Dad—there’s a 
new superhero in town.

As in their previous collaboration (2016), Knapman and 
Berger spin a young girl’s ordinary routine so that it seems her 
mother must be a superhero: whipping up breakfast (including 

“mending” the mixer with a screwdriver before using it), carrying 

a bunch of things (including her daughter!) and “flying” to the 
bus stop, making up fun games to play, kissing and bandaging 
injuries, and finding lost items. Knapman’s rhyming text some-
times stumbles in its rhythm, and the rhyme scheme, usually 
abcb, falters as it approaches the book’s conclusion. And unlike 
in the Dad title, in which the father turns the tables and says 
his son is the superhero for being “brave and kind and fun,” the 
mother here simply states: “Every mom’s a superhero / and so 
is every girl!” Rainbow-bright colors, dots, stripes, and stars 
fill the pages, befitting the superhero theme. Both mother and 
child are white with reddish hair, mom’s in a perky ponytail. 
Other parents and children in the background are diverse; all 
female characters sport eyelashes. Eyes—just black dots in oth-
erwise white eyes—can sometimes appear manic rather than 
enthusiastic.

Superhero Dad would be the clear victor in a matchup 
against Superhero Mom, though neither can stand up to 
Superman. (Picture book. 48)

YOU ARE MY HAPPY
Kotb, Hoda
Illus. by Mason, Suzie
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.)
$18.99  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-0-06-288789-4

As the day draws to a close, a parent 
bear recalls those events shared with their child that gratified 
them, from observing hatching nestlings to the stars that come 
out at bedtime.

The scansion works and the emotions expressed are sweet, 
but that’s the limit of this book’s achievement. Mason is unable 
to create a coherent visual narrative that explicates and expands 
on the nonsensical text, which opens and closes with a paren-
tal address to “my fuzzy one” but in between is unclear as to 
who is expressing the syrupy sentiments. The sequence of sen-
tence fragments “For special friends who made me giggle / and 
silly songs that made me wiggle. // For space to play, for shade 
to rest, / for secret spots we love the best” is illustrated in two 
double-page spreads with images of the young bear first playing 
with a young raccoon and second intently observing a caterpil-
lar. Although that implies the young bear is speaking, the itera-
tion of the refrain that ungrammatically brings the sequence 
to a close—“That’s what made me happy”—seems to bring the 
narration back to the parent bear. But really, giving up on sense 
seems to be the best one can expect from a book with a title 
that inartfully co-opts an adjective as a noun.

Yet another celebrity picture book that will steal sales 
from far, far better ones. (Picture book. 35)
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MY CAT LOOKS LIKE MY DAD
Lam, Thao
Illus. by the author
Owlkids Books (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Apr. 15, 2019
978-1-77147-351-4  

“Family is what you make it.” Indeed.
An at-first-unknown narrator tells 

readers all the ways that their cat and 
their dad are alike: They look alike; they both love milk and sar-
dines and belly rubs; they incorporate stretches and naps into 
their daily routines; etc. Lam is tricky in doling out clues as to 
the narrator’s identity. A female character does appear about 
halfway through, but a few pages later she is identified: “Mom 
is always picking up after my dad. And my cat.” (A dirty sock 
and a dead mouse, respectively.) It’s not until the final three 
spreads that the narrator is finally revealed, and readers will 
immediately flip back to the beginning to try to spy this char-
acter in the illustrations (in the book’s 15 spreads, eight include 
the narrator, who may have gone completely unnoticed in most 
of them). Lam’s trademark paper-collage artwork has a 1970s 
aesthetic: Dad sports flowered shirts with patterned collars, 
aviator-style glasses, big hair, and, while stretching, head- and 
wristbands. Mostly white backgrounds keep the focus on the 
colors, patterns, and characters. Both have light skin; Dad has 
sandy-colored hair, and Mom wears her straight black hair in a 
ponytail.

A tale sure to find a home among myriad types of fami-
lies. (Picture book. 38)

WHY A DAUGHTER NEEDS 
A MOM
Lange, Gregory R.
Illus. by Hanson, Sydney
Sourcebooks Jabberwocky (32 pp.) 
$10.99  |  May 1, 2019
978-1-4926-6781-0  

All the reasons why a daughter needs a mother.
Each spread features an adorable cartoon animal parent-

child pair on the recto opposite a rhyming verse: “I’ll always sup-
port you in giving your all / in every endeavor, the big and the 
small, / and be there to catch you in case you should fall. / I hope 
you believe this is true.” A virtually identical book, Why a Daugh
ter Needs a Dad, publishes simultaneously. Both address stand-
ing up for yourself and your values, laughing to ease troubles, 
being thankful, valuing friendship, persevering and dreaming 
big, being truthful, thinking through decisions, and being open 
to differences, among other topics. Though the sentiments/
life lessons here and in the companion title are heartfelt and 
important, there are much better ways to deliver them. These 
books are likely to go right over children’s heads and develop-
mental levels (especially with the rather advanced vocabulary); 
their parents are the more likely audience, and for them, the 
books provide some coaching in what kids need to hear. The 

two books are largely interchangeable, especially since there are 
so few references to mom or dad, but one spread in each book 
reverts to stereotype: Dad balances the two-wheeler, and mom 
helps with clothing and hair styles. Since the books are separate, 
it aids in customization for many families.

New parents of daughters will eat these up and perhaps 
pass on the lessons learned. (Picture book. 48, adult) (Why a 
Daughter Needs a Dad: 9781492667834)

GOOD DAD DIEGO
Maloney, Brenna
Photos by Kennedy, Chuck
Viking (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-451-48126-9  

Diego has “one of the toughest jobs 
in the world”: dad.

Diego is one photogenic pug, posed against white back-
grounds with a few props while wearing hats signifying different 
jobs. In a photo of Diego in a police cap, a knocked-over plant 
and police-line tape on the verso, the text reads: “Sometimes, 
he has to be ‘The Law.’ / ‘Stop digging up the plants!’ / ‘No poop-
ing on the floor!’ / ‘Don’t eat cat barf.’ ” Other jobs Diego ful-
fills include cook, nurse, and fix-it guy. But most of all, Diego 
wants to be a good dad, cleaning the dishes, doing the laundry, 
mopping, and acting as a role model. A large part of the humor 
in this book is the juxtaposition of the text with the photos of 
Diego’s wrinkly face. Diego sets an example by always wear-
ing his winter hat in the cold: “I look like an elf.” Yes, a grumpy, 
rather chagrined one. While Diego lacks the sophistication of 
William Wegman’s Weimaraners, he perfectly embodies the 
feelings of dads everywhere as, after being “Dad”ed for the 12th 
time, Diego, front legs splayed and chin on the floor, responds, 

“That’s me.” Maloney and Kennedy miss an opportunity to show 
fatherhood in action, though: Diego never interacts with his 
pup, who’s only shown on one spread, albeit five times—or per-
haps that’s five puppies, each shown once.

A look at the many hats fathers wear, best for dog lovers. 
(Picture book. 37)

MY PAPI HAS A MOTORCYCLE
Quintero, Isabel
Illus. by Peña, Zeke
Kokila (40 pp.)
$17.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-0-525-55341-0  

A screaming, bright-blue comet zooms through the streets 
of Corona, California, in a race against the orange setting sun.

A unicorn-decorated purple helmet can’t hide the grin 
of the young girl tightly gripping the waist of her carpenter 
father, who’s hunched over his blazing motorcycle as a comet 
tail of sawdust streams behind them. Basking in her father’s 
wordless expression of love, she watches the flash of colors 

Lam’s trademark paper-collage artwork has a 1970s aesthetic.
my cat looks like my dad
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zip by as familiar landmarks blend into one another. Changes 
loom all around them, from the abandoned raspado (snow 
cone) shop to the housing construction displacing old citrus 
groves. Yet love fills in the spaces between nostalgia and the 
daily excitement of a rich life shared with neighbors and fam-
ily. Quintero’s homage to her papi and her hometown creates 
a vivid landscape that weaves in and out of her little-girl mem-
ory, jarring somewhat as it intersects with adult recollections. 
At the end, her family buys raspados from a handcart—are the 
vendor and defunct shop’s owner one and the same? Peña’s 
comic-book–style illustrations capture cultural-insider Mexi-
can-American references, such as a book from Cathy Camper 
and Raúl the Third’s Lowrider series and the Indigenous jag-
uar mask on the protagonist’s brother’s T-shirt. Dialogue in 
speech bubbles incorporates both Spanish and English, and 
the gist of the conversation is easily followed; a fully Spanish 
edition releases simultaneously.

Every girl should be so lucky as to have such a papi. (Pic
ture book. 711) (Mi papi tiene una moto: 9780525554943)

SIDE BY SIDE
A Celebration of Dads
Raschka, Chris
Illus. by the author
Phaidon (48 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Mar. 11, 2019
978-0-7148-7866-9  

Raschka celebrates the many roles 
fathers and children take on when they 
spend time together.

The tall, skinny trim size and largely 
white background emphasize the relationship between father 
and child that fills each spread, leaving little room for the sparse 
text, mostly just one to three words per page. “Horse / and rider” 
opens the book, showing a child with long braids astride a man 
who’s down on his hands and knees. The next page shows the 
same pair, “Queen / and jester,” as they pose, she in a crown, he 
clowning for her. The third contains the book’s refrain, “Side 
by side,” and shows the two, hand in hand, flying kites. This 
pattern repeats with other parent-child pairs of diverse skin 
tones and hair textures (though most pairs have similar fea-
tures and coloring). One pair swaps roles as teacher and learner 
(as they fish and then jump rope); some engage in activities 
together—pretend play, chess—and others separately (“base / 
and explorer”). Raschka’s trademark illustrative style is in evi-
dence in his brushy watercolors. Readers will have no doubt as 
to the emotions of the characters, and they are sure to find both 
mirrors of their own play as well as ideas for new ways to inter-
act with their grown-ups.

Parents and children will seek out some side-by-side 
time after sharing this. (Picture book. 37)

YOU MADE ME A DAD
Sala, Laurenne
Illus. by Malbrough, Mike
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$15.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-06-239694-5  

There is much to both teach and to 
learn in becoming a dad.

This story begins with a couple’s pregnancy. It is narrated by 
Dad, as a story or letter told to his child. It is clear from the out-
set that the white male partner is thrilled to become a parent. 
He looks longingly at other fathers interacting with their chil-
dren in tiny detail illustrations in the end pages. He bends down 
on his knees to connect directly with his brown-skinned part-
ner’s ever growing belly. He is gentle and caring with Mommy, 
rubbing her feet and consoling her fears. He describes his child’s 
arrival in simple words that will resonate with all parents: “you 
were perfect.” From here the tone shifts from anticipation to 
exaltation, as Dad recounts the important things he is learning 
from his biracial child, like “how to dance silly” and “hide in the 
sneakiest spots.” Interestingly, after the child arrives, Mom is 
not seen or mentioned again; she is even absent from the child’s 
family drawings. Because this is unaddressed in the text, it feels 
unnerving—did something happen to her? Regardless, the star 
of this show is the very special bond between Dad and child.

A joyful and tender love letter to fatherhood. (Picture 
book. 26)

MOMMY SAYANG
Sullivan, Rosana
Illus. by the author
Disney Press (48 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-368-01590-5 
Series: Pixar Animation Studios Artist 
Showcase 

A story of mother and daughter, their day-to-day life in a 
small Malaysian village, and the love they have for each other.

“Little Aleeya and her dear mommy—Mommy sayang,” spend 
their days in their kampung (small village), making everyday 
tasks fun together. Whether it is during prayer (when her mother 
wears a telekung), doing chores, or spending time with family 
and friends, Aleeya and Mommy are always side by side. Even in 
Aleeya’s dreams they spend time together, eating curry puffs in 
the shade of red hibiscus flowers. But when Mommy gets sick, 
the little girl must comfort herself and try to think of a way to 
make Mommy feel better. This autobiographical picture book, a 
debut from Pixar artist Sullivan, celebrates the vibrancy of life in 
a small Malaysian village. The all-Malaysian cast evinces differ-
ences in skin tone and facial features; Aleeya’s mother and aunties 
wear tudung/hijab, with long tops and pants, skirts, sarongs, and 
abayas, while two men wear the traditional kopiah, a truncated 
cone cap. Aleeya has curly black hair and wears a sleeveless red 
romper. In one poignant scene she clutches her mother’s sarong 

This autobiographical picture book celebrates the 
vibrancy of life in a small Malaysian village.

mommy sayang
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and weeps; her joy in another, at seeing her mother recovering in 
bed, in a T-shirt and with hair uncovered, is palpable. Since Mom-
my’s illness is never specified, this is a gentle vehicle to introduce 
many kinds of parent-child separations.

A simple but welcome addition to a small, but growing, 
number of books depicting Southeast Asian Muslims. (Pic
ture book. 36)

MOM AND ME, ME AND MOM
Tanco, Miguel
Illus. by the author
Chronicle (36 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Mar. 26, 2019
978-1-4521-7190-6  

Tanco follows his odes to father-
child and brother-brother relationships 
(You and Me, Me and You: Brothers, 2018, 
etc.) with this one dedicated to mothers 

and children.
As in his previous titles, the author keeps readers on their 

toes with the page turn. The tiny tyke in these pages tests both 
her mother’s flexibility (standing on her leg as the mom does an 
inverted yoga pose) and, on the next page, her reflexes (mom 
dodges a kicked ball). Every parent will relate to at least a few of 
the scenarios presented here: Children certainly show their par-
ents a new sense of style, notice things they do not (the muse-
um’s water cooler rather than the art), and follow their lead 
(the two read back to back in the grass), and they do have a way 
of improving the mood after a long day of work. But one line 
spoken by the child narrator rings concerning: “I...keep your 
secrets safe.” Pops of orangey-red are the only spots of color, 
the rest black or gray against mostly white pages. Whereas the 
child in You and Me, Me and You, concerning fathers, was largely 
ungendered, the child here wears a dress and a girl’s bathing suit. 
Mother and daughter resemble each other, with red-outlined 
curly/scribbly hair and pointy noses. Both are paper-white.

Tanco mostly nails it: Life is about the little things, 
which add up to time spent together, and what’s more 
important than that? (Picture book. 36)

GREAT JOB, MOM! 
Wang, Holman
Illus. by the author
Tundra (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 26, 2019
978-0-7352-6408-3  

We all know the work that goes into 
parenting. This book and its companion 

celebrate and name all the unpaid jobs moms and dads do at 
home after their regular 9-to-5 jobs are over.

“My mom works as a carpenter. / She builds things big and 
strong. // At night, though, she’s a general / who’ll march the 
troops along. // She’s also part-time curator / with passion for 

the arts. // And frequent archaeologist / in search of buried 
parts.” Wang’s scenes will be familiar to fans of his Cozy Clas-
sics board books, done with his brother Jack Wang; crafted of 
needle-felted characters and found or made props and then 
photographed, they are genius, making clear the many paren-
tal duties: enforcing bedtime, changing out the fridge art, and 
combing through the laundry. Companion title Great, Job, Dad! 
publishes simultaneously and follows a similar format. His day 
job is “manager”; at home, his duties include “waiter,” “chauf-
feur,” “inspector” (of diapers), and “judge” (between siblings). 
Both titles show both traditional gender roles and otherwise, 
and they end similarly: “Dad does one job to pay the bills, / the 
others out of love.” Mom! features a white family with an older 
brother and younger sister; Dad! spotlights an Asian family with 
an older sister and younger brother. The photography and nee-
dle felting are not to be missed. The backmatter provides detail 
on the artist’s process, complete with photographs; this is sure 
to capture readers’ imaginations.

The artwork in this tongue-in-cheek look at the many 
roles moms—and dads, in the separate title—play in family 
life is certain to have readers poring over the pages. (Picture 
book. 38) (Great Job, Dad!: 9780735264106)
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young 
adult

LOVE FROM A TO Z 
Ali, S.K.
Salaam Reads/Simon & Schuster 
(352 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-5344-4272-6  

Zayneb is an 18-year-old hijabi from 
Indiana—and she was just suspended for 
standing up to her Islamophobic teacher.

Now she’s on her way to Doha to 
spend two weeks with her cool aunt 

Nandy and forget about her troubles at school. On the flight, 
Zayneb meets Adam, who converted to Islam at age 11 after his 
mom—Auntie Nandy’s best friend—died from multiple sclero-
sis. Enamored with each other, Adam and Zayneb begin to share 
their life stories: Adam is keeping a huge secret from his father 
and sister, Zayneb hasn’t shared with her aunt why she’s been 
suspended, and both are mourning loved ones. Slowly, they fall 
in love, but their different experiences of dealing with racism 
and pain threaten to drive them apart. The novel’s dual narra-
tive structure uses raw, earnest journal entries to guide readers 
through the painful realities of the Islamophobia and racism 
that permeate all levels of society. Zayneb’s story shows how the 
smallest incidents have trickle-down effects that dehumanize 
Muslims and devalue Muslim lives in some people’s eyes. This 
is a refreshing depiction of religiosity and spirituality coexist-
ing with so-called “normal” young adult relationships and expe-
riences: What makes Zayneb and Adam different is not their 
faith but their ability to learn from and love one another in a 
world hurling obstacles their way. Zayneb is half Pakistani and 
half West Indian; Adam is Canadian of Chinese and Finnish 
descent.

Heartfelt and powerful. (Fiction. 1318)

THAT NIGHT
Balog, Cyn
Sourcebooks Fire (320 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-4926-7904-2  

A girl struggles to understand her 
boyfriend’s suicide—or to discover if it 
really was a suicide.

For years, Hailey’s life has revolved 
around the charismatic stepbrothers 
across the street. Popular, handsome 

Kane’s her childhood best friend—they lost their virginity 

LOVE FROM A TO Z by S.K. Ali ...................................................... 146

THE THINGS SHE’S SEEN by Ambelin Kwaymullina & 
Ezekiel Kwaymullina ........................................................................ 157

DISSENTER ON THE BENCH by Victoria Ortiz .............................159

SORCERY OF THORNS by Margaret Rogerson ...............................159

THE EXACT OPPOSITE OF OKAY by Laura Steven ........................161

LAURA DEAN KEEPS BREAKING UP WITH ME by Mariko Tamaki; 
illus. by Rosemary ValeroO’Connell .................................................161

ORDINARY GIRLS by Blair Thornburgh .........................................162

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

THE THINGS SHE’S SEEN
Kwaymullina, Ambelin & 
Kwaymullina, Ezekiel
Knopf (208 pp.)
$17.99 | May 14, 2019
978-1-9848-4878-9
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together as fumbling, awkward 15-year-olds. Then there’s his 
equally charismatic stepbrother—brilliant, talented, devout 
Declan—a gorgeous multiracial boy (Hailey fetishizes his eth-
nically ambiguous features). Told from Hailey’s point of view, 
the story jumps back and forth between the present—a year 
after Declan’s death—and flashbacks to her intense, romantic 
relationship with Declan and the lead-up to his death. Hailey, 
whose life has fallen to pieces since that night (after a lengthy 
in-patient stay, she’s self-harming and drinking), suffers from 
what her therapist calls selective retention, her brain refusing 
to process painful memories as suicide runs so counter to the 
Declan she knew. Then Declan’s mother finds a strange photo-
graph and threatening message among his things. Soon, Hai-
ley’s seeing hints of something suspicious everywhere she turns. 
Desperate, Hailey pushes hard, slowly unraveling relationships 
and secrets in her own memories. The vividly-drawn charac-
ters are consumed by the drama of their powerful feelings. The 
truth she finally finds is downright chilling. Most characters 
default to white.

A twisted, engrossing tale of relationships intermin-
gling to disaster. (Thriller/mystery. 1518)

VIRAL
The Fight Against AIDS 
in America
Bausum, Ann
Viking (176 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-425-28720-0  

From the front lines of the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention to 
the front lawn of the White House, how 
the reaction to an epidemic evolved from 

mystery and ignorance to knowledge, bravery, and activism.
The 1969 Stonewall uprising lifted a shroud of secrecy 

from the marginalized LQBTQ community. Suddenly there 
was empowerment to live more freely, albeit within coastal, 
cosmopolitan microcosms. Liberation from centuries of 
closeted lives manifested in a revolution of sexual freedom. A 
decade later, an unknown malady swept through this liberated 
landscape, mystifying, terrifying, and baffling insiders and 
outsiders alike: AIDS. The LGBTQ community was fearful 
and angry, while a conservative collective was reassured that 
sexual deviants were deservedly being punished. However, 
research dissolved rumor, and boundaries clung to by the igno-
rant were pierced with fact. Bausum’s (The March Against Fear, 
2017, etc.) journalized account is divided into three sections: 
1969-1983, 1983-1992, and 1992-today. The objectivity of her 
research is colored by the kind of compassion that can only 
come from having lived through a dark era and fully recogniz-
ing the breadth of tragedy. As frustrating and frightening as 
this political and social timeline is, and susceptible though we 
all are to this disease, we’re also all able to do something that 
unites rather than separates in a time of tragedy: love. A criti-
cal account for today’s youth.

Read to remember, remember to fight, fight together. 
(author’s note, timeline, resources, source notes, index) 
(Nonfiction. 1218) 

ROMANOV
Brandes, Nadine
Thomas Nelson (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-7852-1724-4  

A fantasy that reimagines the fate of 
Anastasia Romanov and her family.

It’s 1918, and Nastya and her fam-
ily are in exile in Tobolsk, Russia. With 
no clue as to what the family’s fate will 
be, her Papa, the deposed Tsar Nikolai, 

gives Nastya the mission of finding the magical matryoshka 
doll created by Vasily Dochkin, “Russia’s most respected and 
skilled spell master,” which could save the family. The family 
is relocated to Ekaterinburg, and, throughout their confine-
ment, Nastya’s Papa stresses the importance of kindness and 
forgiving their captors. She commits to following his example 
by befriending one of the Bolshevik guards watching the family, 
Zash, a young man from an unspecified semi-nomadic Siberian 
ethnic group who has his own reasons for hating the Romanovs. 
As the Romanov family adjusts to their new life, Nastya and 
Zash grow closer even though they know only pain can come 
of their relationship. Then the unimaginable happens—and 
Nastya must find a way to save her family. Brandes’ (Fawkes, 
2018, etc.) accuracy in this retelling—the majority of the char-
acters and events are true—and the bits of Russian sprinkled 
throughout are highlights. However, the second half of Nastya’s 
story is a noticeable departure from the well-paced beginning; 
it feels almost like a separate story with a forced romance and a 
focus on Nastya’s internal turmoil.

A promising retelling that misses the magical mark. 
(author’s notes, discussion questions) (Historical fantasy. 1318)

THE BEHOLDER
Bright, Anna
HarperTeen (448 pp.)
$17.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-06-284542-9

A naïve young noblewoman sails 
from the New World into several Euro-
pean fairy tales.

Selah has spent her sheltered life as 
the heiress to Potomac, a small territory 
in an alternate-timeline America, read-

ing fairy tales and chastely longing for Peter, a childhood friend, 
oblivious to the political intrigues that surround her. But when 
Peter refuses her proposal, her conniving stepmother sends her 
on a sudden mission to Europe to court more politically useful 
romantic connections. Selah boards the Beholder armed with a 
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It’s not unusual for au-
thors who are unhappy with 
reviews of their books to ex-
press their displeasure; it’s far 
less common for authors to 
conduct a systematic analysis 
of problems in reviewing as a 
whole and to improve the pro-
cess for everyone. Fortunate-
ly, four years ago, YA author 

Malinda Lo did just that. Her series of Tumblr 
posts, later gathered on her blog under the ti-
tle “Perceptions of Diversity in Book Reviews,” 
took the kid lit world by storm, provoking an-
imated discussion and a thoughtful response 
from Kirkus’ children’s editor, Vicky Smith, in 
her April 1, 2015 column. Lo’s critique contin-
ues to be shared and to have a tangible impact 
on reviewers and those who rely on their work.

Lo made several critical points regarding unin-
tentional bias in reviews of YA literature. These 
were patterns of (mis)perception that revealed far 
more about dominant cultural viewpoints than 
about the individual merits of the works being as-
sessed. It was the remarkable overall consistency 
in the types of critiques leveled at books with di-
verse content that revealed a deep-seated lack of 
awareness by many reviewers that they were in 
fact expressing their own cultural assumptions.

In 2015 I was the librarian and diversity coor-
dinator at a K-8 school, and I frequently found 
myself gnashing my teeth in frustration over 
some reviews, particularly after reading the 
books in question and being startled at the gap 
between what I and the reviewers had experi-
enced between their covers. Lo’s analysis gave 
me a framework for understanding in a global 
way what was going on. She made me a better 
consumer and writer of reviews and, today, a 
better review editor.

Rather than attempt to inadequately summa-
rize her points here, I strongly encourage look-

ing up the original. Some of what Lo called out 
reminded me of this point from Peggy McIn-
tosh’s classic 1989 piece “White Privilege: Un-
packing the Invisible Knapsack”: “I can remain 
oblivious of the language and customs of per-
sons of color who constitute the world’s major-
ity without feeling in my culture any penalty for 
such oblivion.”

The mindset behind many reviewers’ at-

titudes highlighted the need for people from 
mainstream Western backgrounds, particularly 
those who do not live, work, and socialize in di-
verse circles, to feel obliged to learn about cul-
tures and communities outside their own.

In the years since Lo pushed back against 
these harmful patterns, I’ve observed the pub-
lication of more YA books featuring diverse 
intersectional identities (by similarly diverse 
authors), and increased exposure to these ad-
ditional layers of complexity will, one hopes, 
force reviewers of all backgrounds to consider 
more perspectives. In the meantime, there is 
still work to be done, and Lo’s criticisms remain 
crucial reading. —L.S.

Laura Simeon is the young adult editor. 

reviewing without 
blinkers

Malinda Lo

Photo courtesy Sharona Jacobs
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book of fairy tales and the blessings of her godmother, a nun—
and soon encounters Arthurian legend, Nordic mythology, Baba 
Yaga, and other fairy-tale motifs aplenty. An array of charming 
princes provide swooningly romantic moments, and Selah’s 
attraction to multiple boys is written as normal, not shame-
ful. Selah is white, and Peter and many secondary characters 
are racially diverse, but the book’s idealized multiculturalism 
is severely undercut by erasure of the Indigenous population 
in Potomac, an oversight that makes Selah’s criticism of other 
land-hungry empires ring hollow. Winking nods to various tales 
and their tellers—Selah’s entourage includes Homer, Perrault, 
Yasumaro, and Lang, to name a few—are sometimes twee but 
always entertaining. Selah is at first tiresomely naïve and sugar-
sweet but begins to rise into maturity and complexity that, the 
cliffhanger ending suggests, will be explored more thoroughly 
in a sequel.

A selection box of candy-sweet fairy-tale tropes. (Fan
tasy. 1218)

THE LOST COAST
Capetta, Amy Rose
Candlewick (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-5362-0096-6  

A group of queer fledgling witches 
search for their friend in a small town 
among the redwoods of Northern 
California.

The Grays—four tightknit high 
school friends—cast a spell to draw 

someone to their town who can help find Imogen, their fifth 
group member, whose body is present but whose mind is else-
where. They attract Danny, a Michigan native. The Grays intro-
duce her to magic, and together, they use their personalized 
abilities to solve the mystery of Imogen’s disappearance. Along 
the way, Danny starts to feel at home with the group and nurses 
a crush on one member, Rush—problematic because she has 
history with Imogen. The Grays’ frank conversations about 
identity are utterly refreshing and ring true to life. “What word 
fits in a way that makes you happy at this very moment?” one 
Gray asks. Danny is queer and white; Rush is fat, queer, and 
white; Hawthorn is black and bisexual; June is gay and Filipina; 
Lelia is nonbinary, gray asexual, and white; Imogen is white and 
dates girls. Short chapters weave a tapestry of past and pres-
ent of narration from Danny, the Grays, and others. Though 
arguably fitting with the narrative’s murky, otherworldly atmo-
sphere, Imogen’s disappearance initially lacks context, and the 
book-spanning hunt to find her deserves more momentum. The 
positive, gentle depiction of Danny and Rush’s physical rela-
tionship offers much-needed representation.

Ideal for readers searching for queer- and female-
driven contemporary fantasy. (Fantasy. 1418)

FIVE MIDNIGHTS
Cardinal, Ann Dávila
Tor Teen (288 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-250-29607-8  

In her solo debut, Cardinal draws on 
the lore of her Latinx roots.

Sixteen-year-old Lupe, “the Gringa-
Rican from Vermont,” is determined to 
get to know the real Puerto Rico, away 
from tourist hot spots, while visiting 

her father’s extended family over the summer. Javier is holding 
onto sobriety on the cusp of his 18th birthday when childhood 
friends begin to be killed in gruesome ways. One young man in 
the crosshairs is Lupe’s cousin, setting her on a course to dis-
cover the truth that entangles her with Javier and other island-
ers who view her as an interloper. Setting differences aside, 
Javier and Lupe work together but find their top suspect to be a 
figure from legend, El Cuco—the mythical monster Latin moth-
ers warn their children to steer clear of by making wise choices. 
In the end, however, the true fight is not with a supernatural 
bogeyman but with one’s inner demons. Cardinal brings both 
the colorful culture as well as the struggles of Puerto Rico to life, 
illustrating the saying, “When the U.S. gets a cold, Puerto Rico 
gets pneumonia.” Though pacing is tight through most of the 
story arc, the climax drags, trifling with the reader’s willingness 
to continue to suspend disbelief. Nevertheless, this novel is a 
thrilling spin on legendary source material as well as a study in 
identity, community, and connection.

A story that lingers in sinister shadows. (Supernatural 
thriller. 1418)

WE HUNT THE FLAME
Faizal, Hafsah
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (480 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-0-374-31154-4 
Series: Sands of Arawiya, 1 

Threatened by the encroaching dark-
ness of the Arz, the kingdom of Arawiya 
and its five caliphates can only be saved 
by an artifact that will restore magic to 
the land.

The caliphate of Demenhur is covered in snow where there 
once was sand, its people on the brink of starvation but for 
the efforts of the Hunter. Few know that the Hunter, able to 
navigate the cursed forests of the Arz, is actually 17-year-old 
Zafira, disguised as a man since women are perceived as tainted 
in Demenhur. Nasir is both prince and assassin, his targets the 
perceived enemies of his father, the tyrannical, abusive sultan. 
When Zafira is summoned to embark on a quest for the lost 
jewel, Nasir is sent after her, to take it and kill her. They are soon 
thrown together, first as enemies and then reluctant allies, by 
the secrets and whispers of an enemy who poses an even greater 
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threat. Debut author Faizal paints a vivid world, inspired by 
ancient Arabia and its mythology, that will appeal to fantasy 
and romance readers as well as fans of the Assassin’s Creed 
video games. The prose is at times beautiful, at times awkward. 
Themes of morality and understanding others beyond stereo-
types are present throughout, though some characters are not 
well-fleshed-out. Characters embody different physical charac-
teristics, with humans ranging from pale to dark-brown skinned 
and various fantastical creatures.

An appealing spin on traditional fantasy elements. 
(map) (Fantasy. 1418)

EVE OF MAN
Fletcher, Giovanna & Fletcher, Tom
Random House (464 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jun. 18, 2019
978-1-9848-3011-1 
Series: Eve of Man, 1 

Fifty years have passed since the 
birth of a girl on Earth—until Eve, that is.

Sequestered in the Dome atop the 
all-pervasive Tower, Eve represents 
humanity’s last hope to slow human-

kind’s descent into irrelevance. Now 16 years old, she must 
choose a mate to procreate with under the watchful, stern eye 
of lead Mother, Vivian Silva. When meetings with the first two 
potential mates have disastrous results, the Revival program 
spirals into a state of utmost urgency. Complicating matters is 
18-year-old Bram, a hologram pilot in the Extinction Prevention 
Organization. In defiance of threats from his abusive father, the 
brilliant Dr. Isaac Wells, Bram forms a bond with Eve, which dis-
rupts the EPO’s plans. Slowly, Eve questions the reality shaped 
around her and begins to rebel. Meanwhile, Bram uncovers the 
Tower’s secrets and falls into the climate-ravaged world below, 
joining a rebel group of Freevers who wish to reclaim Eve as a 
symbol. Part meditation on reproductive rights, part dystopian 
thriller, the novel casts a wide web of intrigue, deception, and 
hope. Chapters alternate between Eve’s and Bram’s perspec-
tives, fruitfully intertwining into a heady page-turner. Though 
Eve and Bram don’t rise above character archetypes, and the 
authors adopt a fairly rigid framework for gender roles and sex-
uality nearly devoid of queerness, there’s plenty here for fans of 
tales of humanity gone wrong. A white default is assumed.

An enthralling start to a trilogy. (Dystopian fiction. 1418)

GIRLS OF JULY
Flinn, Alex
HarperTeen (480 pp.)
$17.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-06-244783-8

City girls go back to nature, where 
they bond with locals, let go of stress, 
and gain new perspectives.

The adventure begins with a post 
on social media. When Spider’s fam-
ily wants to sell their summer home in 

the Adirondacks to ease their financial worries, she convinces 
her grandmother to allow her to list their extra rooms for rent. 
Three Southern girls respond—each in dire need of relaxation, 
each escaping something different, and each needing a summer 
to regain her footing in life. Drama queen Britta, whose mother 
can’t seem to see what a creep her new boyfriend is, comes up 
with the plan. Her classmate Meredith, an honor student with 
intensely ambitious parents, follows along. Kate, a wealthy 
debutante whose father is in trouble with the law, shows up at 
his suggestion. Four very different young women break down 
barriers and forge new relationships: By challenging who they 
think they can befriend, they see themselves anew and are per-
manently changed. Flinn (Beheld, 2017, etc.) knows her teenage 
characters: their cultural interests, their pop references, their 
witticisms and speech patterns. However, the novel covers a lot 
of territory without offering readers earth-shattering emotion 
or insights. The setting is evocative, but the characters lack a 
rich internal life that would move them beyond types. White-
ness is assumed for all apart from Britta, whose mother is Cuban.

A relaxing and romantic summer tale that would have 
benefitted from greater depth. (Fiction. 1318)

REFUGEE 87
Fountain, Ele
Little, Brown (256 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-316-42303-8  

After a family secret reveals that his 
freedom might be in danger, the life of 
Shif, a 14-year-old African boy who excels 
at school, takes an unexpected turn.

Shif needs to leave his home coun-
try (not named but probably Eritrea) 

to escape military service by being smuggled to Europe. But 
plans to escape are cut short, and he is rounded up with his best 
friend, Bini, to a prison where dissidents are often kept for life 
without trial. As the older inmates help the young boys plot an 
escape, Shif and Bini learn that their stories are not unique in 
a country where no one is allowed to criticize the government 
and there is always something someone could be punished for. 
Escaping the prison that’s in the middle of the desert comes at 
a huge price. When Shif arrives at a town where he does not 
know the language, he is thirsty, hungry, dirty, and almost dead. 
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A door opens when he meets the family of Almaz, a young girl 
from his country, and finds out that they are on the run too, but 
new forms of danger loom en route to Europe via the desert and 
then the sea. Shif ’s present-tense narration pins readers to his 
side throughout his ordeal. The publisher’s suggested age range 
is 8 to 12, but the narrative feel, all-too-realistic violence, and 
relentless grimness of Shif ’s circumstances suggest an older 
audience.

A suspenseful debut novel about the forces of greed and 
love that shape a refugee’s fate. (Fiction. 1318)

SCREEN QUEENS
Goldstein, Lori
Razorbill/Penguin (368 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-0-4514-8159-7  

Three smart and tech-savvy teenage 
girls are teamed up at ValleyStart, the 
country’s most prestigious high school 
tech incubator competition.

The prize is an internship with Pulse, 
the ultimate app that calculates each 

user’s level of influence across social media platforms. Palo 
Alto native Lucy Katz, a determined young socialite in the top 
percentile of her class, plans to elevate her unimpressive Pulse 
level and get into Stanford University with a win at ValleyStart. 
Maddie Li, a gifted graphic designer from Cambridge, Mas-
sachusetts, could care less about her Pulse score and is only at 
ValleyStart to build her portfolio. Shy Delia Meyer, a self-taught 
coder from Littlewood, Illinois, hopes that a Pulse internship 
will lead to a job that will not require an expensive college edu-
cation. Upon their first meeting, the three feel incompatible. 
But the chance to become the first all-female team to win at 
ValleyStart raises the stakes, encouraging them to prove them-
selves in a male-dominated field and pave the way for other 
young women engineers. Predictably, all three fit a specific 
archetype—Lucy, the fearless leader; Maddie, the tough chick; 
Delia, the quiet X factor. But their teamwork and appreciation 
toward women entrepreneurs who came before them make this 
a welcome addition to the literature. Lucy is white and Jewish, 
Delia is white, and Maddie is half Irish/half Chinese.

A fun and uplifting story that celebrates female friend-
ship and empowerment. (Fiction. 1218)

RISE
Goodlett, Ellen
Little, Brown (352 pp.)
$17.99  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-0-316-51535-1 
Series: Rule, 2 

In this action-packed sequel to Rule 
(2018), Zofi, Ren, and Akeylah once again 
find themselves in a precarious position 
in the palace they now call home.

Not only are they hiding terrible acts 
of treason, but they are also no closer to finding their black-
mailer—the true heir—who threatens to expose them. Since 
the sisters refuse to give up their claims to the throne, the black-
mailer begins to target them and their loved ones instead: Fol-
lowing the murder of their aunt, Yasmin, an attempt is made on 
Ren’s life (although she is rescued in the nick of time). To make 
matters worse, everyone now knows that Zofi murdered her 
half brother, the Silver Prince, and that Ren’s misplaced trust 
resulted in the loss of hundreds of lives. Only Akeylah’s secret—
accidentally cursing King Andros to his death—is still safe, but 
that is only because the true heir thinks she is easy to manipu-
late. With Zofi banished from the kingdom and Ren under lock 
and key, will the sisters stop the true heir before anyone else 
is killed? Goodlett does not disappoint—unexpected twists 
and turns keep the plot fresh and readers wanting more, and 
character development is stronger than in the previous volume. 
Ethnicity remains difficult to determine, but the treatment of 
Travelers and mistrust of foreigners reflect issues in our world.

A female-centric narrative that puts empathy, trust, 
and familial love before romance. (Fantasy. 1418)

THE LANGUAGE OF FIRE
Joan of Arc Reimagined
Hemphill, Stephanie
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (512 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-0-06-249011-7  

Hemphill (Fatal Throne, 2018, etc.), 
known for her verse biographies of 
young women, returns with the story of 
15th-century Saint Joan of Arc.

Jehanne, as the otherwise illiterate 
peasant girl spelled her name, was 13 years old when she first 
heard voices telling her she was to save France. It was 1425, and 
England and France were well into the fight for domination 
known as the Hundred Years’ War. At 16, Jehanne convinced the 
captain of the French dauphin to take her to him. After show-
ing Charles a vision of a golden crown, she rode as a soldier at 
the head of his army, raised the siege of Orléans, and saw him 
crowned Charles VII at Rheims. The next spring, however, she 
was captured by English factions, put on trial, and burned at 
the stake. In blank verse from Jehanne’s point of view, Hemp-
hill goes into extraordinary detail regarding the battles she 

A female-centric narrative that puts empathy, trust, 
and familial love before romance.

rise
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Tehlor Kay Mejia

HER DEBUT NOVEL IS AN ACTION-PACKED THRILLER ABOUT 
OPPRESSION AND RESISTANCE 
By Megan Labrise

Tehlor Kay Mejia’s “thrilling and timely” YA debut 
wasn’t written with timeliness in mind.

“I wrote this book as full-on fiction,” says Mejia, 
author of We Set the Dark on Fire (Feb. 26), a daring 
fantasy that features a bold, queer Latinx heroine. “I 
wrote the first draft four years ago, so there was no 
Trump yet, there was no border wall [controversy] yet. 

“There were obviously many struggles in immi-
grant communities that have been going on for a long 
time,” she says by phone from her home in Ashland, 
Oregon, “but in terms of on-the-nose political con-
tent—there’s a wall that people are crossing, the gov-
ernment is mad at them for it—it caught up with the 
book, which has been a surreal experience.”

17-year-old Daniela “Dani” Vargas’ life has been a 
series of surrealities. She left her family, her friends, 
her village, to attend the Medio School for Girls, a 
tony institution that trains wives-to-be for the island 
nation’s political elite. Tradition accords each privi-
leged young man two: a shrewd Primera, to assist in 
business, and a passionate Segunda, to bring pleasure. 

Dani is a Primera, first in her class. On the eve of 
graduation, she witnesses an anti-government pro-
test by resistance organization La Voz. 

“For the first time in her life, Dani awaited the 
arrival of the military police with something oth-
er than terror,” Mejia writes. “She wanted them to 
come. To disperse the protest so she could go back 
to doing what they all did best—pretending Medio 
was prospering and peaceful. Pretending there was 
nothing but infertile ground and ocean beyond the 
looming border wall that kept their island nation di-
vided in half.”

An agent of La Voz visits Dani that night, entreat-
ing her to spy on soon-to-be husband Mateo Garcia, 
the arrogant and ambitious son of the country’s ruth-
less military leader. Sota hopes the greater good will 
motivate her compliance, but, if not, he’s willing to 
divulge a dangerous secret from her past that could 
compromise her gilded future.

“Dani is a stubborn person, and she’s had to be to 
protect herself in this world with this big secret,” Me-
jia says. “She could have ended up stuck in her ways, 
but she’s willing to open her eyes, and that’s my favor-
ite thing about her. Just because something has been 
her experience for her whole life doesn’t necessarily 
mean it’s right. She’s willing to evolve her beliefs and 
change when she realizes she’s wrong, which is some-
thing a lot of people have a hard time with.”

Photo courtesy Tehlor Kay M
ejia



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   y o u n g  a d u l t   |   1  a p r i l  2 0 1 9   |   1 5 3

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

fought and the men who did or did not support her—helped 
by the transcripts from Joan’s actual trial, among the most 
detailed medieval records still extant. The decision described 
in her author’s note to condense the holy voices Jehanne heard 
minimizes the elements of faith and piety; Jehanne is reduced 
to a protofeminist for modern readers. Also, the story slogs: It 
could have been half the length with twice the impact.

Pick up David Elliott’s Voices (2019) instead. (foreword, 
list of monarchs, author’s note, further reading) (Historical 
fiction. 1218)

THIS MIGHT HURT A BIT
Horner, Doogie
Simon Pulse/Simon & Schuster (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-5344-2717-4  

An angry teen works out his issues.
Tomorrow will be the 1-year anni-

versary of Kirby’s worst day: the day 
his sister Melanie died. Since then 
Kirby has withdrawn from the world, 
letting his sorrow fester as he watches 

Die Hard over and over again. The only personal connections 
Kirby still maintains are his friendships with Jake and PJ. PJ 
is popular and likable; Jake, on the other hand, is “a real ass-
hole.” The three boys get together for an evening of mischief, 
and things quickly go south. The next day at school Kirby 
struggles to avoid not just his own feelings about what hap-
pened, but also the school jocks looking for payback. The 
ensuing novel effectively externalizes Kirby’s emotional arc 
as he twists and turns to push himself forward. Kirby’s sullen 
anger could easily become repetitive, but the author cuts it 
with plenty of humor and a few moments of clarity, creating 
an engaging read. Less artfully drawn are the tertiary charac-
ters: Kirby’s parents and the school administrators are one-
note obstacles for Kirby and his friends to move around but 
never truly engage with. In the end, Kirby achieves his pre-
sumed catharsis and readers will feel for him, but the story 
isn’t as rich as it could have been. PJ is the only character 
whose ethnicity is mentioned (he’s Puerto Rican); all others 
can be assumed white.

An irreverent journey through despondency with some 
minor flaws. (Fiction. 1217)

In a world where whom you trust can be a mat-
ter of life or death, Dani’s first challenge is whether 
she can reveal her feelings for Segunda Carmen San-
tos, the haughty young woman who shares her hus-
band (and some old grievances). “An action-packed 
third-person narrative, smart dialogue, and lush de-
scriptions offer readers a fresh and steely heroine in a 
contemporary coming-of-age story,” Kirkus’ review-
er writes. 

“I hope readers take from it that you don’t nec-
essarily have to be a special person who already has 
power or agency in your life to effect change in your 
own world,” Mejia says. “Dani isn’t a chosen person. 
She doesn’t have a magic weapon, physical prowess, 
or much privilege or currency when the story starts. 
I hope people look at her and think, Even if I feel 
downtrodden and oppressed, I can still find a way to 
do my part. I can find the skills I have to help move 
things forward.”

Megan Labrise is a staff writer and cohost of the Kirkus 
podcast, Fully Booked. We Set the Dark on Fire received 
a starred review in the Dec. 1, 2018, issue. 
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
David Elliott

THE AUTHOR OF BULL RETURNS WITH A MULTIVOICED RETELLING 
OF THE LAST DAY OF JOAN OF ARC’S LIFE
By James Feder

David Elliott admits that he was somewhat taken 
aback by the runaway success of Bull (2017), his retell-
ing of the classic story of the Minotaur. “But people 
seemed to like it,” he says modestly. In particular, the 
reception of a novel in verse form was so enthusias-
tic that almost immediately Elliott began thinking of 
the next story to tackle in his uniquely lyrical fashion. 
Voices: The Final Hours of Joan of Arc (March 26) was not 
where he thought he’d end up, though. 

“In some ways, I am the least likely person to have 
written such a book,” he acknowledges. “In the first 
place, I knew almost nothing about Joan of Arc when I 
started this. Also, I have no real interest in facts.” But 

let’s consider the final product, which includes ex-
cerpts from the transcripts of the trials of Joan of Arc, 
both the one that condemned her in 1431 and the one 
in 1456 that nullified her death sentence. Something 
substantial must have taken place to shift Elliott so far 
from his ordinarily fact-free process. That something 
was awakening at 3 a.m. to see the words “Joan of Arc” 
emblazoned in fiery letters in the air above his bed. 

“Now this is my memory of what happened,” he clari-
fies. “Did it actually happen? I don’t know.” But from 
that moment he felt a sense of obligation to see Joan’s 
story told. 

While Voices tells the story of Joan of Arc, of her 
spectacular victories and horrific demise at the stake, 
hers is not the only voice the reader encounters. In 
fact, it’s not even the most prevalent one. In a quite 
literal sense, with their words wrapping and contort-
ing themselves across the pages, the story is woven to-
gether based on accounts of those who bore witness 
to her life. Her hair. Her sword. The fire. Her accusers. 
Her defenders.

Realizing how much people throughout history 
have used Joan’s life as a prism for telling their own 
stories—the suffragists used Joan in their campaigns, 
as did the Nazis in Vichy France and the French Resis-
tance in WWII—Elliott says he felt honor-bound to 
try to project as little of himself onto his character. “I 
was really searching for not the saint, not the hero, but 
for this young girl who just happened to prefer men’s 
clothes.”

While there were, of course, many different ele-
ments that came together to seal Joan’s fate (the geo-
politics of the Hundred Years’ War, for one), it was the 
very human components that stuck with Elliott. Not 
only did Joan prefer to wear men’s clothing, but she 
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BRAVE FACE
A Memoir
Hutchinson, Shaun David
Simon Pulse/Simon & Schuster (368 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-5344-3151-5  

A ’90s era teen–cum–YA novelist pres-
ents a frank, good-humored recollection 
of depression, self-loathing, and eventual 
self-respect.

For the fainthearted, a disclaimer 
gives fair warning that this trip is pregnant with discomfort 
and mounds of bad behavior. Make it past that fence post and 
there’s an amalgam of emails, journal entries, and early writ-
ing peppered throughout a contemporary memoir. These 
time-capsule bread crumbs of Hutchinson’s (The Past and Other 
Things That Should Stay Buried, 2019, etc.) younger voice layer 
even more honesty than might otherwise be there; though it’s 
autobiographical, he’s acutely aware that he’s writing what he 
remembers. As a teen he grapples with his sexuality, unable 
to understand why his heterosexual make-outs skew repulsive 
instead of gratifying. When Hutchinson’s own writing helps him 
realize that he’s gay, it’s not a smooth shift to self-love; rather, 
the realization helps him articulate why he hates himself. Being 
gay instills a fear of rejection because he doesn’t yet have the 
faculty to realize that homosexuality is more than subscribing 
to a flamboyant Hollywood stereotype doomed to be treated 
with disgust or ridicule. In recognizing he’s gay, he’s now tasked 
with re-establishing a future that had been previously forecast 
on a disingenuous heterosexual foundation. His depression’s 
always-there voice of suicide says he’ll never have what he wants, 
coloring his days difficult. There’s a lot to endure and survive 
and screw up before he finds there’s a niche for anyone in the 
queer community.

Compelling. (Memoir. 14adult)

BEFORE THE BROKEN STAR
King, Emily R.
Skyscape (300 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 1, 2019
978-1-5420-4378-6 
Series: Evermore Chronicles, 1 

When she was 7, Everley Donovan 
witnessed the murder of her entire fam-
ily. She was rescued from the same fate 
by her Uncle Holden, a clockmaker, who 
buys her more time by making her a 

clock heart.
Now 17, Everley hungers for revenge; when Gov. Killian 

Markham—the man who murdered her family in cold blood—
walks into her uncle’s clock shop one day, she knows she 
must seize the moment. Everley slips out of the house later 
that night and challenges Harlow, a streetwalker, to a duel 
in exchange for information about Markham’s whereabouts. 

was able to thrive in what was undoubtedly a man’s 
world of war. “To see the parallels,” he says,” from hun-
dreds of years ago. I mean, we’re still punishing these 
people who are different. We can’t seem to learn. Why 
do people hate Nancy Pelosi? So much of it is that 
she’s a woman. She’s a strong woman. She’s stronger 
than many of the men. Smarter than many of the men. 
More experienced than many of the men.” 

Voices is a powerful, thoughtful novel that challeng-
es the conventional parameters for young adult litera-
ture. Readers will be prompted to reckon with their 
attitudes toward verse and to embrace the malleabil-
ity of the English language, which is part of what El-
liott set out to do. “I also hope,” he adds, “that boys 
will read the book, young men. And I hope that when 
they come across a strong woman, a woman stronger 
or more capable than they are in certain areas, that 
they’ll be willing to take a step back.”

James Feder is a writer based in Tel Aviv. Voices received a 
starred review in the Jan. 15, 2019, issue. 
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Kip Wilson

THE DEBUT WRITER’S NOVEL PROFILES THE STUDENTS LEADING 
THE RESISTANCE TO THE NAZIS
By Michael Valinsky

Over the past decade, artists have taken to un-
packing the horrific tragedy that fell upon five stu-
dents and a professor seeking to organize a nonvi-
olent resistance movement against Hitler’s total-
itarian regime. In 2006, the German film Sophie 
Scholl: The Final Days, directed by Marc Rothe-
mund, was released, and in 2015, Kirkus Prize fi-
nalist Russell Freedman published his children’s 
book We Will Not Be Silent. And now debut YA 
author Kip Wilson is publishing her novel, White 
Rose (April 2).

The White Rose was headed by two siblings, 
Hans and Sophie Scholl, as well as fellow students 
at the University of Munich. The group gathered 

behind closed doors to draft leaflets that called for 
virulent opposition to the Nazi state. The leaflets 
made their ways through the halls of their alma 
mater, into the mailboxes of neighboring towns, 
and into the hands of Nazi officials. What ensued 
was a witch hunt to find the culprits; the Nazis 
did end up finding the Scholls. 

In American high schools, the White Rose 
movement is often left off the syllabus, perhaps 
because before arriving at such resistance move-
ments, teenagers must first learn about the scope 
of Hitler’s influence and key players, like Anne 
Frank, who have come to shape our understand-
ing of the Holocaust. “When so few Germans ac-
tually resisted the Nazis, and when so many were 
guilty of indifference, it’s easier to lump the entire 
population together and mark them all as evil, so 
it’s understandable in a way that the White Rose 
hasn’t been so well-known here,” says the author.

But Wilson has now given both adults and 
teenagers a new form through which they can be-
gin to understand the White Rose. Wilson takes 
us through the inner workings of the woman of 
the group, Sophie, as she considers the implica-
tions of resistance, the role women had in a soci-
ety that killed off so many, and academic and pro-
fessional ambition amid the turbulence of a totali-
tarian regime. Structured as a crisscross narrative, 
the novel offers a simultaneous perspective of the 
events that led up to the drafting of the first leaf-
let and Sophie’s eventual death sentence.  

If the subject matter isn’t alluring enough, Wil-
son’s poetry might attract those readers interest-
ed in renditions of history in verse. Wilson wrote 
her dissertation on the poetry of Rainer Maria 

Photo courtesy Rosanne Sam
son
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When her plan goes awry and they get arrested, however, Ever-
ley rejects the opportunity to evade punishment, lies about 
her identity, and gets sentenced to seven years in a penal col-
ony. Everley is shackled aboard a ship to the accursed Dagger 
Island alongside other female convicts—part of achieving her 
goal of avenging her family’s deaths. Almost all the characters 
are white. King’s (The Warrior Queen, 2018, etc.) innovative plot 
and complex storyline are unfortunately hampered by charac-
ters who lack depth and development; Everley, in particular, 
displays a blank personality, and, as a result, the relationships 
between characters seem forced.

Despite its flaws, readers who enjoy plot-driven narra-
tives will eagerly look forward to the second book in the 
series. (Fantasy. 1318)

THE THINGS 
SHE’S SEEN 
Kwaymullina, Ambelin & 
Kwaymullina, Ezekiel
Knopf (208 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-9848-4878-9  

Beth Teller may be a ghost, but she 
is hoping to solve a mystery and heal her 
father’s broken heart.

Beth is a biracial Aboriginal (no 
nation is specified) girl from Australia who remembers very 
little about the car accident that took her life. She can’t fathom 
why her spirit hasn’t moved on, but she suspects it might have 
something to do with her love for her grieving white father. He’s 
a detective who always did right by her mother and siblings after 
being rejected by his own parents when he fell in love with an 
Aboriginal woman. Dedicated to serving justice, her dad has 
fallen into a deep depression after Beth’s death. When he finally 
heads back to work, he must investigate a possible arson: the 
charred remains of a children’s home. What Beth and her father 
find are secrets far more complicated than the mere burning of 
a building. A legacy of violence sits at the heart of this impor-
tant novel, yet artful language softens the blows of pain and fear. 
The only interviewee the two detectives can consult is a witness 
who speaks in riddles: Isobel Catching. Who is she, and what 
does she know? Crimes—common yet unspeakable—rise to the 
surface in this fast-paced thriller with a supernatural bent.

An #ownvoices story that empowers its female hero-
ines, giving them pride in their lineage and power in 
remembering. (Thriller. 1318)

Rilke but never tried writing in verse until, as the 
poetry editor for YARN, she talked to a couple 
of novelists who write in verse. “They both men-
tioned that novels in verse are particularly well-
suited to tragic, emotional subjects, and that mo-
ment was a real epiphany for me,” Wilson says. 
She began working on White Rose in verse the very 
next day.

Infused with deep compassion and a meticu-
lous language economy, the poems offer frag-
mented glimpses into the episodes that populat-
ed Sophie’s life, from her initial exclusion from 
the group because of her gender to the fire in her 
gut pushing her to join the movement to her final 
thoughts right before her beheading.  

Michael Valinsky is a Los Angeles–based writer whose 
work has been published in the Los Angeles Review 
of Books and Hyperallergic, among others. White 
Rose received a starred review in the Feb. 1, 2019, issue.
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SPLINTERED
McGoran, Jon
Holiday House (368 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-0-8234-4090-0  

A science-infused political sci-fi 
thriller.

The irrepressible Jimi continues to 
throw caution to the wind to help her 
chimera (humans who have enhanced 
their DNA with animal genes) friends 

in their fight for equality. A few months after the conclusion of 
Spliced (2017), Jimi finally reunites with love interest Rex, but 
when their friend Doctor Guzman is wrongfully arrested for 
a chimera’s death, the 17-year-old and her friends seek to clear 
his name and uncover the secrets behind the facility that last 
treated the deceased chimera. The heroine continues to res-
cue her modified friends with her ingenuity and bravery, which 
begins to grate due to predictability and reliance on tired tropes. 
All roads lead to tech billionaire Howard Wells, but he barely 
makes an appearance even though his reach is omnipresent. 
The romance fails to come to life and often falls in dated gender 
territory. Awkward dialogue and belabored exposition mar the 
otherwise effective exploration of relevant and timely issues, 
such as personhood, genetic experimentation, slave labor, and 
more. The long-lasting impact of prejudice and the evils that 
are perpetrated in its name are poignantly woven in with some 
success, but uneven pacing and characterization detract, and 
the worldbuilding falters to the point of distraction. A big 
reveal in the last chapter hints at more to come, but fans might 
not return for future entries.

A disappointing sequel that fails to capture the cohe-
siveness of the first book. (Science fiction. 1418)

WHEN THE LIGHT WENT OUT
Morrissey, Bridget
Sourcebooks Fire (336 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  Jun. 1, 2019
978-1-4926-7098-8  

California teens reunite to chase the 
memory of a dead friend.

Five years ago, when Nick Cline was 
only 11-years-old, he accidentally shot 
and killed 15-year-old Marley Bricket. 
Olivia Stanton idolized Marley, who was 

her older sister’s best friend and the leader of their group. In the 
aftermath of the tragedy, Olivia is even more consumed with 
thoughts about Marley, carrying her memory everywhere she 
goes. And after all these years it seems Nick—who has returned 
to town—feels the same way. The two soon uncover clues 
Marley has left for them to follow, and they gather the kids of 
Albany Lane to search for answers, closure, and perhaps even 
redemption. Olivia is an unreliable narrator and a manipula-
tive individual who appears motivated by a desire to gain the 

power which Marley once lorded over her friends. Readers will 
enjoy the romance, dark humor, and bicycle-squad nostalgia as 
they move through an eerie and dangerous scavenger hunt. The 
uncertainty and suspense lead to questions of whether what’s 
unfolding is a ghost story or an elaborate suicide. The well-
paced story offers an authentic exploration of grief, but the 
elaborate deceptions detract from readers’ ability to connect 
to that experience. Olivia, Nick, and Marley are white; there 
is diversity in secondary characters who are Latinx, Korean-
American, black, and lesbian.

A thrilling, adventure-filled story that captures the 
anguish of losing a friend. (Fiction. 1215)

LIKE A LOVE STORY
Nazemian, Abdi
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (432 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-06-283936-7  

At the height of the 1980s AIDS 
crisis, three teens grapple with love and 
friendship.

Raised in Tehran, then Toronto, 
Reza is living in New York City with his 
mother and new stepfather and step-

brother. Though he is attracted to men, he is paralyzingly afraid 
of AIDS, equating being gay with death. Judy, who loves fashion, 
is best friends with Art, the only out student at their school, and 
both are bullied by fat-shaming, homophobic peers. United in 
their love for Judy’s uncle Stephen, who is gay and has AIDS—
and whom Art sees as a father figure—they become involved in 
AIDS advocacy. After meeting Reza, the duo find that they are 
both attracted to him, their friendship strained when Reza and 
Judy start dating—despite Art and Reza’s undeniable chemis-
try. In a tribute to gay culture icons, the book depicts the social 
and political climate of the time in vivid detail, capturing the 
dichotomy between fear and love and, finally, acceptance. The 
lack of clinical trials for women and people of color, safe sex, 
and heteronormativity are highlighted in a nondidactic way 
along with the legacy of the 1980s gay community, the devas-
tation of HIV/AIDS, present-day joy, and continued violence 
toward the queer community. Reza and his family are Persian, 
and Art, Judy, and their families are assumed white. Despite an 
abrupt ending, a truly lovely romance to cherish.

Deeply moving. (author’s note) (Historical fiction. 1318)
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WHERE I END AND YOU BEGIN
Norton, Preston
Disney-Hyperion (416 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-4847-9835-5  

Ezra Slevin and Wynonna Jones are 
sworn enemies—until they start swap-
ping bodies and realize that they have 
more in common than they thought.

Ezra has been in love with Imogen 
Klutz since the fourth grade, and after 

years of pining for her, he decides to ask her to junior prom. 
There are, however, two problems: the first is Ezra’s social 
anxiety and the second is Wynonna, Imogen’s best friend, who 
bullies him relentlessly. On the day of the solar eclipse, Ezra’s 
best friend finally convinces him to ask Imogen out. But his 
world turns upside down when, in the middle of a scuffle, he 
swaps bodies with Wynonna and then switches back to himself. 
The incident kicks of a pattern of the two constantly flipping 
between each other’s worlds. As they begin to uncover each 
other’s secrets, Ezra and Wynonna realize all they share—and 
that, chillingly, the switch might end up being permanent. 
Ezra’s narratorial voice is well-crafted and witty, and the charac-
ters are layered and complex. Although the book deftly explores 
the fluidity of gender and sexuality without moralizing or over-
simplifying, there is little mention of race and all main charac-
ters are white. Unfortunately, while the end of the novel flies by 
in a stream of fast-paced action and nuanced character develop-
ment, the first two-thirds are overwritten, with unnecessarily 
detailed descriptions and strange tangents.

An entertaining queer romance that could have ben-
efited from some additional editing. (Romance. 1418)

DISSENTER ON 
THE BENCH 
Ruth Bader Ginsburg’s 
Life And Work
Ortiz, Victoria
Clarion (208 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-544-97364-0  

A biography of Supreme Court Jus-
tice Ruth Bader Ginsburg that illustrates 
her lifelong commitment to promoting 

civil rights.
The author has expertly selected cases for this readable 

volume that will pique the interest of teens. The gripping first 
chapter introduces Savana Lee Redding, the eighth-grade honor 
roll student who sued after being strip-searched at school and 
eventually won in the Supreme Court, due partly to Ginsburg’s 
explaining to her uncomprehending male fellow justices the 
humiliation the girl felt. Subsequent chapters intersperse black-
and-white photos and details of Ginsburg’s life with fascinating 
cases focusing on free speech, marriage equality, gender-based 

pay and benefit discrimination, and other hot-button issues. 
Readers learn about her early years as a Jewish girl in Brook-
lyn, hard work and academic stardom, college years at Cornell 
(where she met her husband-to-be), egalitarian marriage, and 
distinguished legal career spent in dogged pursuit of equality. 
Many examples of how Ginsburg herself experienced or wit-
nessed discrimination are included. The last chapter explores 
the justice’s recent role as a popular media and cultural icon. 
The author carefully shapes the most salient facts into a narra-
tive that brings both protagonists and issues to life, deftly situ-
ating each case in its historical context; the result is far more 
than just a biography or history. It’s a complex interweaving of 
both.

Meticulous research and outstanding storytelling 
make Supreme Court arcana and the fight for equality 
come to life. (The Bill of Rights, source notes, bibliography, 
photo credits, index) (Biography. 1218)

SORCERY OF THORNS 
Rogerson, Margaret 
McElderry (464 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-4814-9761-9  

An apprentice librarian faces a magi-
cal threat against a Great Library.

Orphaned Elisabeth Scrivener was 
raised in Summershall, a Great Library 
of the kingdom of Austermeer. She 
hopes to train as a warden—a battle-

ready librarian, guarding against sorcery. The grimoires within 
Summershall are dangerous and imbued with life by the spells 
within them; if damaged, they become uncontrollable Maleficts. 
A chance encounter introduces Elisabeth to the infamous sor-
cerer Magister Nathaniel Thorn, who is charmingly roguish—
but she doesn’t trust sorcerers. One night, Elisabeth awakens 
to find the library’s Director slain and a Malefict on the loose. 
Wielding the Director’s sword to destroy the monster, by morn-
ing she’s painted as a traitor and questioned by the Magisterium. 
Over time, Thorn and his demon companion, Silas, prove to be 
less evil than clever and confounding. As more attacks befall the 
Great Libraries, Elisabeth decides to seek the evil that threat-
ens them, but it requires challenging everything she believes in 
a world of complicated magic where things are never as they 
seem. Elisabeth’s journey is fraught with hard-won self-discov-
ery, and Thorn and his demon make for delightful counterparts. 
The world lives and breathes as enchantingly as the grimoires, 
and readers will flip pages feverishly, led by the tip of Elisabeth’s 
sword. All major characters are white; two minor characters are 
brown-skinned, and Nathaniel is bisexual.

An enthralling adventure replete with spellbinding 
characters, a slow-burning love story, and a world worth 
staying lost in. (map) (Fantasy. 14adult)

Readers will flip pages feverishly. A world worth staying lost in.
sorcery of thorns



1 6 0   |   1  a p r i l  2 0 1 9   |   y o u n g  a d u l t   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

5 books that break 
all the rules

Julie Murphy Nicola Yoon

Mackenzi Lee Cherie Dimaline 

Kelly Loy Gilbert 

THE KINGDOM
Rothenberg, Jess
Henry Holt (352 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 28, 2019
978-1-250-29385-5  

Ana is flawless, and she lives in a fan-
tastical place of perfection where her job 
is to please.

Ana and her Fantasist “sisters” are 
human/animatronic hybrids. They per-
form as gorgeous princesses for paying 

guests in the Kingdom, a kind of futuristic Disneyland. At 
night they settle in for update installations, their wrists bound 
with velvet straps to their beds. But hybrid creatures through-
out the Kingdom, from butterfly to polar bear, are starting to 
malfunction. The Fantasist women are acting out of character 
too. Ana finds herself having strange sensations such as desire 
and anger...feelings. As Ana evolves, she begins to wonder why 
her sisters can’t remember what happens behind the scenes 
when powerful visitors get time alone with the Fantasists. And 
then—as punishment for a bizarre act of violence—one of her 
sisters is abruptly replaced. As her discernment and fear grow, 
so does Ana’s obsession with 19-year-old Taiwanese-American 
Owen Chen. The textured narrative unfolds through court doc-
uments, trial transcripts, and first-person narration from Ana, 
cleverly conveying her motivations. This sublime blend of The 
Stepford Wives and Westworld is richly composed and intricately 
plotted. Ana and most major characters are white; there is some 
diversity among the Fantasists.

Breathtakingly imagines humanity entangled with 
artificial intelligence. (map) (Fantasy. 1318)

THE ART OF 
BREAKING THINGS
Sibson, Laura
Viking (304 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jun. 18, 2019
978-0-451-48111-5  

Does 17-year-old Skye Murray break 
things because she is broken, or are these 
fractures the only way she can try to fix 
the damage of her past?

Skye breaks her mother’s rules, 
betrays her younger sister Emma’s trust, and disappoints her 
art teacher’s expectations, all because she’s trying to deal with 
the fallout of an event that happened when she was 12 years 
old. Her only healthy way of coping is making art, although 
she often chooses to get high or hook up with boys instead. 
Despite her strong support system, which includes best friend 
Luisa; art buddy Ben (who sometimes feels like more than a 
buddy); single, hardworking mother; and spirited sister, Skye 
often feels like she doesn’t belong. Her only ticket out of her 
small town near Philadelphia hangs on a scholarship to the 
Maryland Institute College of Art. Skye knows she grew up 



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   y o u n g  a d u l t   |   1  a p r i l  2 0 1 9   |   1 6 1

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

too fast and she’s doing her best to make sure that doesn’t hap-
pen to Emma. But when her mother’s ex-boyfriend re-enters 
their family, Skye is unsure whether she’ll be able to protect 
herself, let alone Emma. All characters are assumed white. In 
this moving debut, Sibson has created a flawed and likable nar-
rator who attempts to work through cause and effect, shame 
and secrecy, avoidance and obligation. With layered nuance, 
the novel brings to light the impact of sexual assault and the 
importance of consent.

A somber yet triumphant tale of family and fortitude. 
(Fiction. 1418)

SOMETHING LIKE GRAVITY
Smith, Amber
McElderry (400 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jun. 18, 2019
978-1-5344-3718-0  

Two teens struggling with their pasts 
fall in love over the summer and help one 
another gain confidence.

Transgender Chris escapes to his 
aunt’s house for the summer, 700 miles 
away from bad memories and high ten-

sion with his parents. Cisgender Maia, with a Christian father 
and Jewish mother, on the other hand, chases the ghost of her 
dead sister, Mallory, through the photographs that Mallory left 
behind. Both of them long for someone to see them without 
defining them by the hardships in their lives. When their lives 
intersect, love pulls them together “like she was magnetic north, 
and I was just a rule of nature.” Alternating between Chris’ and 
Maia’s perspectives, Smith (The Last to Let Go, 2018, etc.) crafts 
a slow summer romance with an emphasis on consent and an 
open, hopeful resolution. Love helps both characters grow, heal, 
and learn more about themselves. After Maia discovers that 
Chris is transgender, she realizes the information is his to dis-
close in his own time and assures him when he tells her that it 
doesn’t change her feelings. Although Chris’ aunt and eventu-
ally his parents support him, he lacks connection to other trans-
gender people apart from viewing videos and lurking on social 
media. He also takes pride in “passing.” The cast of characters 
is a white default.

A sensitive romance that values personal growth and 
inner truth. (Fiction. 1418)

THE EXACT OPPOSITE 
OF OKAY 
Steven, Laura
HarperTeen (352 pp.)
$17.99  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-0-06-287752-9

High school senior Izzy O’Neill has a 
“spectacular list of problems” that’s about 
to get longer.

The hilariously crass 18-year-old self-
proclaimed “aspiring comedian and all-

around idiot” is an unapologetic connoisseur of peanut butter 
cups and sex. When photographic evidence of her love for the 
latter is posted to a website entitled “Izzy O’Neill: World Class 
Whore,” she finds herself at the epicenter of a national sex scan-
dal, bearing name-calling, judgment, and public scrutiny of her 
actions and her body. During the following weeks, Izzy tackles 
double standards, slut-shaming, and male entitlement. The boy 
who appears in the leaked sex photo is the son of a powerful 
uber-conservative politician. In their small American town, the 
school’s sex ed program focuses on abstinence and purity—and 
is taught by a deeply religious teacher. Izzy tells her story via 
blog entries as events happen. Her snarky, scathing, and irrever-
ent narration is dotted with hilarious parenthetical asides. The 
shaming and harassment wear down her natural confidence, but 
she manages to keep her sense of humor even when she truly is 
the opposite of OK. Whiteness is assumed for most characters, 
including Izzy. Ajita, Izzy’s supportive best girl friend, is Nepali-
American, and Izzy’s love interest, Carson, is black.

Essential for opening and fueling dialogue about a 
culture that normalizes slut-shaming and promotes toxic 
masculinity. (Fiction. 13adult)

LAURA DEAN KEEPS 
BREAKING UP WITH ME 
Tamaki, Mariko
Illus. by ValeroO’Connell, Rosemary
First Second (304 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-62672-259-0  

A 17-year-old struggles to navigate 
friendship and finding herself while navi-
gating a toxic relationship.

Biracial (East Asian and white) 
high schooler Freddy is in love with white Laura Dean. She 
can’t help it—Laura oozes cool. But while Freddy’s friends are 
always supportive of her, they can’t understand why she stays 
with Laura. Laura cheats on Freddy, gaslights and emotionally 
manipulates her, and fetishizes her. After Laura breaks up with 
her for a third time, Freddy writes to an advice columnist and, 
at the recommendation of her best friend Doodle, (reluctantly) 
sees a psychic who advises her that in order to break out of the 
cycle of her “non-monogamous swing-your-partner wormhole,” 
Freddy needs to do the breaking up herself. As she struggles to 
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fall out of love and figure out how to “break up with someone 
who’s broken up with me,” Freddy slowly begins to be drawn 
back into Laura’s orbit, challenging her relationships with her 
friends as she searches for happiness. Tamaki (Supergirl, 2018, 
etc.) explores the nuances of both romantic and platonic rela-
tionships with raw tenderness and honesty. Valero-O’Connell’s 
(Lumberjanes: Bonus Tracks, 2018, etc.) art is realistic and expres-
sive, bringing the characters to life through dynamic grayscale 
illustrations featuring highlights of millennial pink. Freddy and 
her friends live in Berkeley, California, and have a diversity of 
body shapes, gender expressions, sexualities, and skin tones.

A triumphant queer coming-of-age story that will 
make your heart ache and soar. (Graphic novel. 14adult)

THE RED LABYRINTH
Tate, Meredith
Flux (270 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-63583-034-7  

An outcast must save the boy she 
loves from a dangerous labyrinth.

In a future world ravaged by drought 
and plague, the desert city of Trinnea is 
protected from the wastelands (and its 
inhabitants) by a wall and a treacherous 

labyrinth. Its most valued citizens have skills such as telekine-
sis, levitation, and invisibility. Seventeen-year-old Zadie Kalvers’ 
dark hair and tan skin set her apart from her blonde, pale half 
sister, Chantry, as does her status as a Blank. Unlike Chantry, 
Zadie grew up in indentured servitude, and her lack of skills and 
the brands on her palms label her as an outcast. When Zadie’s 
best friend (and love interest), the uber-skilled, blond-haired 

“Limitless” Landon Everhart, disappears after a tussle with laby-
rinth dweller Dex, aka the Devil of Trinnea, the town is taken 
over by vicious outsiders and falls under a strange spell—and it’s 
as if Landon never existed. To save him, Zadie asks Dex to guide 
her through the maze to ask Trinnea’s immortal Great Leader 
for help. Even before Zadie’s pitfall-studded journey, readers 
will likely predict that the olive-skinned Dex isn’t quite a devil 
and that Zadie’s world will inevitably be turned upside down. 
Darker shades of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz and Alice’s Adven
tures in Wonderland creep in, but few clues are offered about the 
world beyond Trinnea until the heavily revelatory finale. Over-
all, this type of thing has been done better. A cliffhanger ending 
leaves room for a sequel.

Predictable. (Dystopian. 14adult)

WILD AND CROOKED
Thomas, Leah
Bloomsbury (416 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-5476-0002-1  

In three voices and six “acts,” 
Thomas’ (When Light Left Us, 2018, etc.) 
latest plumbs the prejudices behind a 
murder that divided two families and 
their Kentucky town.

What’s in a name? Plenty. Gay, femi-
nist Kalyn-Rose Spence’s surname is synonymous with poverty 
and being targeted for harassment; the residents of Samsboro 
(aka “Shitsboro”) never forgave her father for murdering a 
local golden boy decades earlier. But is he guilty? Wealthy, “gay 
and confused” Gus Peake, who has cerebral palsy, two moms, 
and a “glorious menagerie of issues” including aphasia, feels 
doomed to be “the disabled kid” or “the kid whose dad got mur-
dered.” When their pasts threaten their budding friendship, 
Shakespeare-inflected, uber-analytical classmate Phil tries to 

“keep Capulets and Montagues from clashing” as he struggles to 
develop a conscience despite his anti-social personality disor-
der. In alternating perspectives, the trio endeavor to forge their 
own identities as they seek clues that may reveal Gus’ father’s 
real killer. The mystery resolves in a last-minute rush, but the 
book’s real stars are its poignantly explored issues: love, social 
class, sexuality, homophobia, and the cycles of poverty and 
abuse. Kalyn’s conflicted, loving relationship with her dad is 
particularly well-examined. However, the teens’ heavy-handed 
exposition and discussions of fictional tropes and their subver-
sion risk making their characters feel as “manufactured” and 

“intentionally offbeat” as the teen-targeting goth store Gus 
browses in, marring their refreshingly intersectional diversity. 
Most characters default to white.

Thought-provoking. (Mystery. 1418)

ORDINARY GIRLS 
Thornburgh, Blair
HarperTeen (368 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-06-244781-4  

Self-contained, responsible Plum, 
long eclipsed by her brilliant, exhaust-
ing older sister, Ginny, breaks free when 
domestic disasters reshape the family 
landscape.

The sisters’ beloved Victorian home 
needs costly maintenance. That’s not happening on their art-
ist mother’s teaching income and book royalties, even with a 
paying tenant. Their deceased father’s life-insurance payout 
covers tuition at the girls’ Philadelphia private school. Finan-
cial stress aside, the all-white, all-female trio, plus pets, is close-
knit, though Ginny, a senior whose Ivy League hopes rest on 
winning a hefty scholarship, feels overwhelmed. Plum, 15—shy 

Wise, funny, thoroughly contemporary.
ordinary girls
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at school, assertive at home—soothes her, shouldering house-
hold tasks Ginny’s too agitated or busy for and their distracted 
mother overlooks. As they’re coping with a financial blow that 
coincides with a plumbing emergency, Ginny ditches her fam-
ily for Thanksgiving. Feeling abandoned, Plum keeps her hesi-
tant, fledging friendship with outgoing, popular Tate Kurokawa 
(implied biracial white Jewish/Japanese), her social opposite, 
secret. When she’s hired to tutor Tate, their awkward, confus-
ing affinity grows. The sisters’ relationship—what pulls them 
apart, what draws them together when their connection is 
strained—is the story’s beating heart. While there’s romance, 
this is no pink-coded, Austen retread but a swell-told, univer-
sally human—regardless of gender—tale about teens discover-
ing who they are, where they want to go, and how to get there.

This wise, funny, thoroughly contemporary coming-
of-age tale earns bonus points for acing the Bechdel test. 
(Fiction. 1318)



1 6 4   |   1  a p r i l  2 0 1 9   |   i n d i e   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

Copperfield’s Books opened in 1981 when Paul Jaffe and Barney 
Brown bought a tiny storefront in Sebastopol, California, with 
the intention of creating “a full-service community-based book-
store.” It has since expanded to nine locations in three Northern 
California counties, all while maintaining the original mission. 
Here we talk with frontlist buyer Sheryl Cotleur and Jaffe, who 
calls Copperfield’s “a sanctuary for books and people!”

How would you describe Copperfield’s Books to 
the uninitiated?
Paul Jaffe: Companywide we have a commitment to and general 
atmosphere of what we loosely call soulfulness. This translates to 
not only warmth and kindness with our fellow humans, but also 
to our relationships with the landscape, the air, and our ecological 
choices in what we buy and build. So both a spiritual and environ-
mental sensibility pervades. We strive to be eclectic and entertain-
ing while also helping inform and support the collective conversa-
tion. We are a general bookstore that strives to serve as diverse a 
population as possible so everyone feels welcome. 

If Copperfield’s were a religion, what would be its 
icons and tenets?
Sheryl Cotleur: Our icons might be our four buyers—collec-
tively we have over 100 years of experience! Our religion includes 
a hearty effort to bring humor to the job, including a point system 
among buyers for unique mistakes. There’s not much praying (out 
loud, anyway), but laughing counts a lot.

Which was your favorite event and/or most 
memorable disaster?
SC: I have to say having Wendell Berry and Gary Snyder in con-
versation in June 2014. We filled our local high school with over 
900 excited folks. The book in question was Distant Neighbors: 

The Selected Letters of Wendell Berry and Gary Snyder. These two 
gentlemen of advanced age were in rare form with all those com-
bined years of wit, warmth, and wisdom on full display. We all 
hung on every word, and folks jumped to their feet at the end 
with explosive applause. This was that kind of evening one cher-
ishes forever. 

How does the bookstore reflect the interests of 
your community?
SC: Frankly that’s what indie bookstores do—if we didn’t, we’d 
be out of business in a minute. Here’s a specific, maybe unusual, 
example: the Northern Californian fires came perilously close to 
some of our stores (we had to close a few), and when we reopened, 
we provided a safe space, coffee, conversation, and a site for do-
nations. It was also a chance for residents to get out of the toxic 
atmosphere. Later we upped 
our stock on rebuilding and 
landscaping books, which to 
this day are heavily browsed 
and purchased. 

What trends are you 
noticing among 
young readers?
SC: Our kids buyer says she’s 
happy to see more and more 
diversity in her books….She 
also sees a surprising drop-off 
in series books. The first one does well but the next ones aren’t 
holding their own like in the Harry Potter years. 

What are some of the bookstores’ top 
current handsells? 
SC: The wonderful Michelle Obama book, Becoming. While I am 
just so-so about the title, I am 110 percent happy with the con-
tent. Make no mistake, this is a truly interesting memoir. We con-
tinue to sell The Overstory by Richard Powers, which I think is 
one of the greatest novels ever. Our geography encompasses the 
realm of the California redwoods, but that’s only a convenient (to 
us) part of the deeply moving quality of this novel. It soars, like 
the trees it honors, both poetically and biologically. The Winter 
Soldier by Daniel Mason is terrific, and I must mention a favor-
ite—Scribe by Alyson Hagy—an original paperback that shocked 
me (in a good way) with its power and message. 

Karen Schechner is the vice president of Kirkus Indie.

Shelf Space
By Karen Schechner
Q&A with Paul Jaffe and Sheryl Cotleur of Copperfield’s Books

Sheryl Cotleur
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A HOME FOR THE 
FINCH FAMILY
Allensworth, Stephanie Lee 
Illus. by Merkt, Juliana 
Self (30 pp.) 
$14.97  |  $9.97 paper  |  Dec. 6, 2018
978-1-949873-80-1
978-1-949873-89-4 paper  

In this children’s picture book, two 
goldfinches work hard to protect their 

chicks when a storm brews.
A house in the woods has a south-facing covered porch with 

a hanging basket of pretty pink flowers. Mr. and Mrs. Finch 
believe it’s just the place to raise a family. They build a nest in 
the basket, and soon, Mrs. Finch lays three white eggs. The par-
ents take turns sitting on the nest, and after the chicks hatch 
and grow, they also take turns feeding and sheltering the hungry 
nestlings. One day, though, a frightening storm arises. Mr. and 
Mrs. Finch spread their wings protectively over the chicks—
she in the nest, he on the basket’s handle. After an exhausting 
struggle against wind, rain, and hail, the birds make it through 
safely. Allensworth (Mister Hamster’s Rescue, 2017) reassures 
young readers in this simple, dramatic tale that no matter how 
hard things get, parents will stand strong and make sure no 
harm comes to their babies. This theme is effectively echoed by 
the human house-dweller, who carefully avoids disturbing the 
nest. Merkt’s (Chuck and Jack Meet at Summer Camp in the Sierra 
Mountains, 2016, etc.) images are attractively detailed, domi-
nated by green and gold and emphasized by black outlines; the 
anthropomorphic birds display clear emotional expressions.

A nice combination of drama and warmth with pleas-
ing illustrations.

THEO AND THE 
FORBIDDEN LANGUAGE
Ansley, Melanie 
Writing Rooster Media (318 pp.) 
$2.99 e-book  |  Nov. 19, 2014  

An illegally literate rabbit must 
help defend sapient animals against 
humans out to steal their speech in 
this fantasy novel.

In Mankahar lives healer’s appren-
tice Theo, a short, gray rabbit of almost 

17, who has twice been caught breaking the strict taboo against 
reading, or “word-catching.” Solving an odd puzzle requires 
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This title earned the Kirkus Star:

FINDING CLAIRE FLETCHER
Regan, Lisa
Thomas & Mercer (396 pp.)
$15.95 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Jul. 25, 2017
978-1-5420-4610-7

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



1 6 6   |   1  a p r i l  2 0 1 9   |   i n d i e   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

Theo to break the taboo a third time, which causes him to 
be formally ostracized outside the village. But he’s suddenly 
abducted by Brune, a battle-ax–equipped bear whose mission 
is to take Theo on a dangerous journey to Mount Mahkah for 
training as an Ihaktu warrior. The Red Emperor Dorgun seeks 
total “Pacification”: that is, taking sapience from animals and 
using them for work, raw materials, and food. Opposing the 
emperor is his brother, Lord Noshi, and the Order of free ani-
mals. With war looming, Noshi believes only someone with the 
Forbidden Knowledge can turn the tide. Most, including the 
Order, see reading and writing as sacrilegious—but some “say 
that if the Library of Elshon is ever found, it may bring back 
Mankahar’s Golden Age.” If the Order can make a desperate 
last stand, perhaps Theo and his allies can survive long enough 
to mount a search for lifesaving answers at the fabled library. 
Ansley (The Queen and the Dagger, 2016) writes an imaginative 
good-versus-evil narrative, providing some extra chills and food 
for thought in the treatment of sapient beasts. Arguably, beasts 
without language aren’t “mindless,” but it makes sense that hor-
rified sapient animals would see them that way. A few scenes 
of animal treatment are upsetting. While the animal cultures 
are captivating (such as the appropriate proverbs; bears say 

“Why worry about bee stings when you haven’t even found the 
honey?”), it’s impossible to picture how these beasts can speak, 
use tools, handle weapons, and get about on two legs because 
they still seem to have animal forms. The book’s ending raises 
hopes for a sequel.

Complex and compelling worldbuilding, with some 
exciting battle scenes and cunning strategic maneuvers.

JEANNETTE RANKIN
America’s First 
Congresswoman
Aronson, Peter 
Double M Books (126 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
978-1-73207-755-3  

A biography for middle-grade readers 
tells the story of the first woman elected 
to federal office in the United States.

Aronson (Bronislaw Huberman, 2018) 
introduces young readers to Jeannette Rankin (1880-1973), who 
was elected to Congress twice and voted against the United 
States’ entry into both world wars. The book takes readers on a 
chronological tour of her life, from her childhood on a Montana 
ranch to her work as part of the women’s suffrage movement 
and social work, moving into her political career and anti-war 
activism. It brings the story full circle with her late-in-life oppo-
sition to the Vietnam War, when a new generation of activists 
looked up to her as a role model. Through well-documented 
research—the backmatter includes citations, a bibliography, 
and a timeline of Rankin’s life—Aronson provides a thorough 
overview of her subject. He includes plenty of specific detail 
(“She was handed a bouquet of flowers and then driven down 
Pennsylvania Avenue to the Capitol in an open car, waving to 

Rebellion is a key part of human na-
ture—and human history. Entire na-
tions, including the United States, came 
into being due to acts of political rebel-
lion. However, armed revolt isn’t the only 
way to bring about societal change. Here 
are three Kirkus Indie–reviewed books 
about rebels whose contributions have 
changed the world in subtler, but no less 
meaningful, ways:

Not many people know that one of 
the Declaration of Independence’s most 

famous, and most crucial, concepts—that “all men are creat-
ed equal”—was a paraphrase from the writings of Italian-born 
pamphleteer Filippo Mazzei, Thomas 
Jefferson’s friend. He’s the subject of 
Rosanne Welch’s aptly titled 2018 his-
torical novel, America’s Forgotten Found
ing Father—“an unusual, if at times ha-
giographic, portrait of a man whose im-
portance to the founding of the United 
States has indeed been generally over-
looked,” according to Kirkus’ reviewer.

Gretchen Dykstra’s Civic Pioneers 
(2019) isn’t about revolutionaries but 
about not-so-famous American re-
formers in the late 18th and early 19th 
centuries who changed everyday lives 
for the better. They include Oklahoma State House Commis-
sioner Kate Barnard, who campaigned against prisoner abuse, 
child labor, and injustices against Native American orphans, 
and George Waring, who led New York City’s first successful 

modern sanitation department. Kirkus’ 
review called the book an “engaging 
celebration of public service.”

In 20 Women Changemakers (2017), 
editors Pamela Burke and Patricia 
Caso interview several unheralded 
women who’ve worked to change the 
status quo. Maggie Doyne was 19 when 
she started a school in a poverty-strick-
en area of Nepal. Architect Tina Hov-
sepian wanted to do something to help 
the plight of homeless people, often 
ignored in American society—so she 

invented an inexpensive, portable shelter. As Kirkus’ reviewer 
points out, “the optimistic tone and diversity of the projects 
demonstrate that there are countless ways for those with vision 
to generate positive change.” —D.R. 

David Rapp is the senior Indie editor.

a rebel song
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supporters as she was escorted by 25 flag-draped cars”) while 
sticking to documented facts, and the numerous photographs 
and scanned newspaper images add to the reader’s understand-
ing of the various time periods. Aronson’s prose is straight-
forward, conveying information without rhetorical flourishes: 

“On November 6, 1916, Rankin had the opportunity to vote for 
the first time in her life in a main election—and she voted for 
herself.” He does a good job of establishing Rankin’s historical 
noteworthiness but not overselling her legislative accomplish-
ments, acknowledging the symbolic value of her initial election 
and her votes against the wars but also noting that the votes 
cost her re-elections in both cases. He also draws links between 
her relatively short congressional career and her lifelong activ-
ism. The concise narrative provides an age-appropriate amount 
of information, and it will be a useful addition to middle–school 
library shelves—particularly in light of the historic number of 
women elected to Congress last November.

A well-organized and thoroughly researched account of 
a remarkable historical figure.

JANE AMONG FRIENDS 
Barnes, Gregory A. 
CreateSpace (242 pp.) 
$12.00 paper  |  $6.00 e-book
Oct. 9, 2017
978-1-974301-86-7  

A predatory leopard plagues a wom-
an’s cattle farm in Africa as she struggles 
to devise a response with the help of a sci-
entifically minded gorilla.

In this novel, Jane Porter lives on 
a cattle farm in Kenya with her husband, John Greystoke, an 
Englishman of notable descent. They suffer regular attacks by 
a leopard they call Sheeta, and as the losses mount, they try to 
devise a plan to thwart him. But Sheeta turns out to be a cun-
ning hunter and only grows bolder over time, even taunting 
their futile efforts to capture him. Meanwhile, the couple meet 
Chulk, a 400-pound gorilla endowed with astonishingly preco-
cious intelligence, capable of speech and rational inference. As a 
result of Chulk’s preoccupation with abstract, intellectual con-
cerns, he’s “rebuffed by his clan.” Under Jane’s patient tutelage, 
Chulk becomes extraordinarily well-versed in the intricacies 
of scientific investigation and helps Jane brainstorm a way to 
defend her family’s land against Sheeta’s costly assaults. After 
John dies trying to stop Sheeta, Jane is left in charge of the farm, 
though she finds herself at loggerheads with her son, Jack, who 
has old-fashioned ideas about gender roles and pretensions 
about the “Greystoke destiny.” Chulk, a “magnificent scientific 
discovery,” deepens his reflections to include not just science, 
but also the whole of life, displaying the “avid curiosity of a 
social anthropologist.” His ruminations extend to philosophi-
cal and theological matters as well, and he engages in profound 
exchanges with Jane, a devout Quaker, about the nature of the 
universe, conversations intelligently depicted by Barnes (The 
Beauty Queen of Bonthe and Other Stories of West Africa, 2018, etc.). 

The plot is a remarkably inventive one, and the author raises 
provocative questions about the relationships between differ-
ent species—John at one point is deeply attracted to a female 
gorilla. In addition, Barnes sensitively tackles the issue of the 
societal constraints placed on Jane both as a woman and a senior 
citizen—she is forced to squarely confront what she calls the 

“handicaps of my age and (particularly) my gender.” This is a 
peculiar but captivating tale that readers will not soon forget.

An engrossing and philosophically challenging medi-
tation on what it means to be a living being worthy of 
moral respect.

SENTINEL STAR
Barone, Sam
Eskkar Enterprises (372 pp.) 
$13.49 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  Jul. 9, 2018
978-0-692-98300-3  

An international expedition to meet 
alien soldiers exposes Earth to the possi-
bility of apocalyptic war in Barone’s (Jet
tisoned, 2014, etc.) sci-fi novel.

In 2052, astronauts watch in shock 
and awe as a wormhole near Jupiter 

disgorges a fleet of spaceships and a giant juggernaut in pur-
suit; during a spectacular dogfight, the latter destroys half 
of the smaller craft before they annihilate it. The mysteri-
ous winners of the battle head for the solar system’s inner 
planets, and Earth’s superpowers—the United States, Russia, 
and China, who are barely at ease with one another—launch 
a team of specialists to meet the potential threat. Brooklyn, 
New York–born U.S. Marine Capt. Joe Delano, a linguist and 
tactician, is tapped to intercept and interpret for the invad-
ers, and the humans open tentative lines of communication 
with what turns out to be two related alien species. The hir-
sute, tough Tarlons (imagine Star Wars’ Wookiees, with long 
ears) and the Halkins have fought running battles with the 
marauders in the bigger ships—the Ktarrans, described as an 
empire of sadistic predators. The newcomers gravely inform 
Delano and his comrades that Earth should expect a savage 
Ktarran attack and enslavement. But are these aliens telling 
the truth—and what can humanity do about it? Some read-
ers may expect a few twists involving characters from Barone’s 
previous novella, but they figure little in the big picture. Over-
all, though, this is a wildly entertaining riff on the old Flash 
Gordon idea that, when multiple species confront a powerful 
menace, only earthlings have the nerve and cooperative abil-
ity to rally and go on the offense. And, indeed, the combat 
finale, with its long-shot strategies, unfolds cinematically, 
like a well-told caper film. Barone’s prose sometimes recalls 
that of a Cold War–era techno-thriller: “These are not basic 
Glocks....These are modified, match-quality weapons with 
longer barrels. The extra length increases the bullet’s velocity. 
The armor-piercing +P ammunition is quite powerful as well.” 
Also, Delano’s multiple relationships with foreign women puts 
him in James Bond/Matt Helm territory. However, even genre 
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fans who are well-acquainted with these formulas will salute 
this yarn’s finesse.

A rousing, if familiar, actioner that squarely hits its tar-
get coordinates.

BECK & CAUL
Spring 1919
Baysinger, Eric 
Manuscript (91 pp.) 

An epistolary fantasy novel tells 
the story of a budding romance quickly 
placed under supernatural pressures.

Sailor Zebediah Beck meets fighter 
pilot Tom Caul on the USS Fanning, 
which is heading home now that World 
War I has ended. After Zeb assists the 

seasick Tom, the two share a bunk—though, unlike other men 
that Zeb has palled around with, his new friend merely sleeps 
in his arms. The two assume they will part ways when the 
ship docks, but the aristocratic Tom decides he enjoys farm 
boy Zeb’s company, even if they make an unlikely pair. After a 
disastrous stay with Zeb’s family in rural southwest Pennsylva-
nia, and despite Tom’s inclinations, the two go to Tom’s stately 
home outside Pittsburgh: Prouwder House. Tom’s extended 
family has gathered for a convocation—incomprehensible to 
Zeb—to select new members to take up “the Work,” a mys-
terious duty that preserves the clan’s fortune even as it seems 
to kill or maim those who perform it. Tom and Zeb finally act 
on their impulses only to discover the next morning that it 
is they who have been chosen to do the Work, which entails 
responding to ethereal screams by leaping through passages in 
Prouwder House that transport them across the world. These 
rescue missions take them to a burning building in Chicago, a 
man hanging from the side of a dirigible in Italy, and impris-
oned Jews in Poland. Will Zeb forgive Tom for pressing him 
into this dangerous service? Will they even make it out alive? 
The story is presented as alternating entries in the diaries of 
both men, whose distinct voices Baysinger (BrotherOutLaw, 
2018, etc.) admirably renders. The blue-blooded Tom is precise 
and literary even when complaining of seasickness: “Poseidon 
take me and this whole damned destroyer, only end my suf-
fering!” Zeb writes in his own rough-hewn vernacular: “He 
was worse off for a while, but I taught him to keep his eye on 
the horizon and that helped. We’ve been tradin’ war stories.” 
Fantasy fans should appreciate the depth the author gives the 
characters. In truth, the speculative element is far less intrigu-
ing than the simple fact of two men from different worlds 
documenting an illicit relationship in dueling diaries.

An original tale about selfish love and selfless work.

ANGEL PARK
Booth, C.J.
Self (300 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Jan. 7, 2019
978-0-9838329-3-5 

Sacramento detectives inch closer to 
a serial killer—or killers—in the conclu-
sion to Booth’s (Crimson Park, 2016, etc.) 
mystery trilogy.

The On-going Investigation Divi-
sion handles cold cases for Sacramento 

PD. The current case for detectives Jake Steiner and Stan Wyld 
and assistant Mallory Dimante is a missing person. Or it was 
until they find the mutilated remains of the missing movie 
producer, along with someone else’s. As the investigation pro-
gresses, OID links at least one individual to the producer and 
Olive Park, an earlier cold case. Said individual threatens one of 
the detectives, and Mallory, after watching footage of the inci-
dent, determines the assailant had demanded a bear. This must 
be a teddy bear belonging to 7-year-old Jessie Cooper, but she 
and her older brother, Michael, both also connected to Olive 
Park, ran away from Child Protective Services. There is, how-
ever, a deeper mystery. The car in which cops found the bodies 
contains a fingerprint belonging to Anna Chase, an 11-year-
old in New Jersey. As OID struggles to make sense out of the 
evidence, the trio learns of another related murder and adds 
people to their growing suspect list. Behind the murders lies a 
sinister scheme that will put at least one OID member in dan-
ger. Reading Booth’s trilogy from the beginning is a necessity. 
While the third installment incorporates the occasional recap, 
plot twists, characters’ surprise returns, and deaths are more 
shocking with knowledge of Books 1 and 2. The author tidily 
wraps up the convoluted story, most of it stemming from the 
preceding installments, by tying off loose ends and providing 
clear motivations. The murder mystery takes precedence, but 
nuanced relationships are a bonus, from Michael’s protecting 
Jessie to a possible romance between Jake and Mallory. Much 
of the book is unsettling. Corresponding atmospheric scenes 
include searching a small passageway with an odor that hits the 
back of Mallory’s throat, “like biting on aluminum foil, with a 
bouquet of rust.”

A solid, entertaining, and unnerving series ending.

WAXING PATHETIC
Clark, M.B.
Manuscript (207 pp.) 

Clark (Stripping Down to the Bones, 
2013) recounts her life’s indignities in a 
self-deprecating memoir.

“Pathetic” would probably not be the 
first term that most people would use 
to describe their own lives. “I like the 
word,” Clark writes in her introduction. 

“It’s not sad, it’s more like pitiful. It kind 

Clark is insightful and funny and seems to always 
have a new, more surprising anecdote to share.

waxing pathetic
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of wallows around and whines a lot, even though the whining is 
probably justified. It also connotes a certain obsessive cyclical 
pattern.” In this memoir, she includes some diary entries and 
essays that she wrote during her teenage years, which document 
her first crushes; her ambitions at 12 years old, which included, 

“I’d like to be a person everyone would like”; and dates. She 
attempts to explain her later lack of success at romance, dis-
cussing, for example, how she misunderstood certain sexual 
terms and made unfortunate choices in men. She tells of three 
different cancer scares, which included a hysterectomy, and 
how they affected her self-image, quality of life, and plans for 
the future. She also writes about why she decided to become 
an exotic dancer—“the Thinking Man’s Stripper”—and how 
that work shaped her ideas about her own sexuality, feminist 
identity, and American society. Clark’s prose is frenetic and 
engaging, combining self-referentiality, humor, deconstruction-
ist tendencies, and even a bit of friendly antagonism toward 
readers: “Some people complain that my transitions are abrupt, 
and I jump from one episode, time frame, or topic to another, 
but I am merely subverting expectations and avoiding predict-
ability, to ensure the reader that no algorithm wrote this stuff.” 
The narrative is largely free from the constraints of traditional 
structure, which only adds to the sense that the reader is inhab-
iting the author’s mind. Clark is insightful and funny and seems 
to always have a new, more surprising anecdote to share—all 
while tying her experiences into the larger framework of being 
a woman in contemporary American society. What the book 
occasionally lacks in polish it makes up for in raw exuberance 
and hard-won wisdom.

An original, wonderfully readable feminist remembrance.

THE DEAD SEED PROJECT 
Cole, Welcome
Caelstone Press (293 pp.) 
$1.99 e-book

Cole’s noir fantasy sees an assassin 
turn against those who pay him while 
preparing the ultimate revenge.

In Old Detroit City, Diego Valerius 
Vega kills criminals. The city’s evil Mas-
terminds pay him well to take “unwanted 

garbage off the street.” His rage traces back to a campground 
in Montana where, at age 9, he witnessed his mother’s violent 
death at the hands of the one currently known as his Arch Nem-
esis. Within a week, the end of a 20-year cycle will reopen the 
Rift and return this Monster to the campground. Diego has 
been living only to avenge his mother, but according to junkie 
Billy Gums, something’s happened to Bess Smith, a prostitute 
Diego has sworn to protect. Billy eventually reveals that Bess 
had been working a Supervillain’s private party when things got 
rough. Diego and his partner, Berny Duende, check the girl’s 
apartment to no avail. The heroes pay one of her neighbors, 
the keen-eared Eleanor, to call if Bess returns. Then they head 
to a strip club run by Frannie, the woman who took in Diego 
after his mother’s murder. The crime fighters learn that Oliver 

Brighton (of the infamous Brighton boys) and his gang pum-
meled Bess. Diego hopes to find Bess and settle up with Oli-
ver before his showdown with his Arch Nemesis in Montana. 
Fortunately, the duo has unusual skills. Diego can shape-shift 
and Berny has visions prompted by certain smells, but neither 
anticipates the tempest fate has in store.

Though Cole’s (The Burden of Memory, 2016, etc.) latest may 
seem like a straightforward urban fantasy, it dives deeper into 
the characters’ psychologies than readers may expect. Berny, the 
narrator, is tortured by memories of the enigmatic Whitecoats 
who gave him powers when they “opened that hidden door to 
[his] skull and flipped on their secret switches.” Diego, a suc-
cessful albeit murderous riff on Batman, uses flames, smoke, and 
claws to dole out justice. Yet Cole winks at the strict superhero 
dynamics that fans love to dissect, like the exact nature of the 
bats and red spiders with which Diego assaults criminals (“They 
descend...like the breath of God”). Instead he focuses on pulpy 
atmospherics, crafting startling visual moments and prose that 
revel in depravity (“Her left iris looks like a blue gem resting on 
a bed of red velvet”). Cole scales back the roaming dialogue that 
flavored his previous works but unleashes Berny’s bristly com-
mentary: “The air reeks of sulfur and despair and hopelessness.” 
The narrator wonders whether Diego can “save the ones you 
love” and still “suckle the breast of Vengeance.” Such flamboy-
antly noirish lines put him in good company with Frank Miller, 
artist and writer of the Sin City graphic novels. Overall, Cole 
remembers to ground Old Detroit as a human place, like when 
an “old couple” feverishly makes out in Frannie’s club. Only in 
the grim finale is the book’s title explained, as he pushes his 
characters toward their least expected destinies.

This urban fantasy’s got a quick wit and a thick mood.

1967
A Coming of Age Story
Doornink, Richard W. 
Manuscript (155 pp.) 

A Canadian boy struggles to fit in after 
his family relocates to a new town in this 
beguiling debut memoir by Doornink.

In 1966, Doornink was “not quite a 
teenager.” Raised in Winnipeg, his life 
changed dramatically when his father 
accepted a job at the Rexall Drug Com-

pany and the Doornink family relocated to the small Canadian 
prairie town of Yorkton. The author was an immediate out-
sider. He acquired the unfortunate nickname of “donkey” on 
his first day of school and was mocked for picking the Win-
nipeg Blue Bombers as his favorite football team. The book, 
which begins in September 1966 and ends in August 1967, is a 
series of vignettes that capture the journey toward teendom. 
In this time, he forged a friendship with Mark, a boy of similar 
age who, to Doornink’s disbelief, also hailed from Winnipeg; 
landed in all manner of amusing predicaments, such as when 
he was caught taking down laundry from a lady’s line to collect 
clothespins to attach to his bicycle wheels; and weathered the 
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awkwardness and exhilaration of the school dance. Doornink 
possesses the rare ability to depict the precarious moment 
between childhood and adolescence. For instance, while his 
dad was driving, the boy was eager to help him light a cigarette. 
The lighter fell to the car floor, and as Doornink reached to 
retrieve it, his father accidently stepped on his hand, press-
ing it into the burning coil: “My brain screamed every swear 
word I’d ever heard but my mouth only managed a quiet, 

‘Sorry, Dad.’ ” The division of the memoir into a series of anec-
dotes gives it a staccato feel. However, through each tale, it’s 
possible to discern Doornink’s gradual coming-of-age, which 
naturally propels the narrative. Reminiscent of Holden Caul-
field’s defiant first-person narrative in The Catcher in the Rye, 
and with echoes of the mischievous schoolboy escapades of 
Richmal Crompton’s Just William, this is a thought-provoking, 
fun read that captures the mood of the era.

A triumphant, emotionally insightful debut.

HAPPY JACK
Edgington, Jacqueline J.
Bowker (140 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Nov. 20, 2018
978-0-9980338-0-8  

In this debut novel, a lonely little boy 
travels through strange lands in an odys-
sey of self-discovery.

Two years after Jack was abandoned 
by his parents at age 7, he is in yet 

another children’s home. Sad, angry, and isolated, Jack is bullied 
at school; his only friend is a battered toy dog named Ivanhoe; 
and he is tormented by dreams of a terrifying monster, sparked 
by the spiky branches of a looming monkey puzzle tree out-
side his bedroom window. One night, a cotton-stuffed monkey 
mysteriously appears, brings Ivanhoe to life, and tells Jack that 

“Satya, the dreamer of all dreams,” has the answer to his recur-
ring nightmares. Joined by loyal Ivanhoe, now able to speak, as 
a supportive friend, Jack finds himself moving through shifting 
dreamscapes on a quest to reach the “quiet place,” where Satya 
dwells. The boy’s experiences in peculiar lands include a ride on 
the “Mindless Express,” where he nearly loses himself playing 
video games. Before Jack makes his empowering discovery of 
just who or what Satya is, he will learn not to run away from his 
feelings, to tame his stress-inducing “monkey mind,” to change 
a negative perspective by exercising forgiveness and kindness, 
and to trust himself to be his “own best friend.” Edgington, a 
yoga teacher, describes her engaging novel as an “adult allegory” 

“styled as a children’s book.” There is a great deal of imaginative 
storytelling on display here, and kids will undoubtedly enjoy 
Jack’s eventful journey and happy ending. Among the numerous 
odd characters that the hero encounters are “mountain lyings”—
furry creatures that collect and frolic with all the lies people tell 
themselves and others—a discarded Christmas ornament who 
is sick of the holiday, and an ogre who embodies Jack’s worst 
fears. But this is fundamentally and unapologetically a self-help 

book whose child-centric plot exists solely as the framework 
for heartfelt lessons about self-realization and self-acceptance 
that should resonate with older, stressed-out readers despite 
the juvenile setting.

An inventive children’s fantasy whose earnest messages 
about cultivating emotional health through mindfulness 
target adults.

THE SAFE LIST
Fairbairn, G.S. 
Self (428 pp.) 
$13.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Nov. 29, 2018
978-1-79049-531-3  

A debut novel delivers a romance 
set in the rarefied world of pop-music 
superstardom.

Kalynn Stearne is a newly minted 
superstar on the verge of her first big 

solo tour. She has two platinum albums, industry awards, and a 
huge fan base. But she also has serious problems. An experience 
with abuse in her past keeps her from sleeping. She feels smoth-
ered by her fame, having to be accompanied by bodyguards 
wherever she goes. She doesn’t get to do the normal things a 
19-year-old does, and everybody wants something from her. It’s 
hard for her to trust men when every guy she meets, includ-
ing other pop stars and even her tour director, treats her like 
a sexual trophy. That’s why her immediate attraction to Layne 
Kennett, her new tour photographer, is so unusual. Layne has 
his own troubles—he is on probation and has been given this 
assignment from his father’s media company as a last chance 
to go straight. Just to stir the pot, Kalynn has a stalker named 
Alexa/Alex sending her threatening notes. When Kalynn’s long-
time manager, Mae, is found dead, the stalker takes credit for it. 
Now Kalynn has to work through her trust issues, worry about 
a creep getting to her and her adopted family, and mount the 
most important tour of her life. Layne has to keep Kalynn’s 
trust and still reveal his past as a felon. That’s a lot of stuff work-
ing against a happy ending, but this is a romance novel, after all, 
and a briskly moving one at that. Fairbairn doesn’t break any 
new ground with this tale, but it does have plenty to offer. The 
characters, especially Kalynn and Layne, are well-drawn and 
believable. Their development feels natural, even in extraordi-
nary circumstances. There are plot points, for example, a party 
in Malibu when Layne sees a pop star hitting on Kalynn, in 
which the author avoids obvious choices and allows his char-
acters to be more human than caricatures. And his prose is 
sparkling clean, with never a muddled moment.

An engaging, tightly written love story with a dash 
of suspense.
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PLUMBESS SEG
Fawley, Jude 
CreateSpace (244 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  Aug. 2, 2018
978-1-72094-510-9  

In a fantasy set in a surreal world 
of pipes and plungers, the fates of two 
young women intertwine.

Plunger in hand, 19-year-old Seg 
leaves the Orphanage, the only home 
she has known, to fulfill her destiny as a 

Plumbess adept in the mysteries of Plumbing. This is real plumb-
ing but with a mind-boggling twist. The massive Orphanage 
trains waifs (their origins are cloudy) in the intricacies of sewage 
treatment, pipework, and drains and tells them how to clean up 
filth and keep water flowing before sending them out to serve 
hapless humanity and powerful Pipe Lords. Plungers are weap-
ons, divining rods, obstetric tools, and readers and destroyers 
of souls. Drains respond to a Plumbess’ power in arresting and 
at times horrific ways: A flooded library agrees to drain itself; a 
drain in a sink obligingly enlarges to accommodate body parts. 
(This book is not for the squeamish.) Haunted by nightmares 
and her hatred of a fellow Plumbess named Eck (discovered as a 
child in a den of snakes and unable to think of herself as human), 
Seg finds work in the parched manor of Hope Springs, where 
a Baron controls the water source as a protest against corrup-
tion. Fawley’s (An Exception, 2018, etc.) novel is a unique and 
audacious take on fantasy worldbuilding despite introducing its 
vision of Plumbing sorcery with a weighty, enigmatic solemnity 
that may induce head-scratching and a disinclination to read 
further. (The book’s larger fault is its abrupt ending, intended 
perhaps to signal a sequel but giving the impression that a page 
is missing.) Fortunately, patience will be rewarded for those 
seeking wildly imaginative and thought-provoking storytell-
ing. Eck serves a wealthy Pipe Lord whose towering, water-rich 
Manor is capped by a permanent storm and wrapped in a web of 
pipework that captures “the very moisture from the sky.” Dis-
turbing wrongness there (the Dry Princess will haunt readers) 
will push Eck to untold feats of Plumbing, spark a profound 
sacrifice, and change Seg’s life as a Plumbess forever.

An enjoyably original tale: part steampunk, part horror, 
and part fantastical commentary on the effects of human-
generated droughts and floods and the connection between 
civilization and proper drainage.

THE LONG TABLE DINNER
Frahmann, Dennis
Loon Town Books (250 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  $7.99 e-book
Jan. 8, 2019
978-0-578-42994-6  

Frahmann’s (The Devil’s Analyst, 2016, 
etc.) novel tells the story of several lives 
intersecting at an elaborate outdoor dinner.

Teddy Massetti, 69, has spent nearly 
his entire life on his family’s ranch on the 

central California coast, where he raises beef cattle and aba-
lone.There’s usually few people at the ranch, but that’s about 
to change with a one-day event called the Long Table Dinner: 

“a pop-up restaurant for one night only, marked by a long table 
that would snake through the farm and...a menu specific to the 
region and that specific purveyor.” The solitary Teddy, who 
keeps his emotions close to his vest, is highly anxious about the 
arrival of 200 strangers, even if he did agree to the event last 
year. For him, it was an excuse to invite his old, semiestranged 
friends Jessica and Frank back to the ranch. The couple—Ted-
dy’s former babysitter and her boyfriend—were once like sur-
rogate parents to him, but there’s long been tension between 
them. Other participants include a chef whom Teddy knew as a 
boy who’s now trying to impress his next-door neighbor and a 
tech genius to whom Teddy sold half his ranch; this transaction, 
in turn, destroyed Teddy’s relationship with his sister. There’s 
also a couple who blame Frank, a general in the first Gulf War, 
for a tragedy and a young caterer with a mysterious past. Teddy 
hopes the dinner will be a chance to start anew—but has too 
much time already been lost? Throughout this novel, Frah-
mann’s prose is finely attuned to minute details: “There is a 
string of cursing. Frank figures it has to be the chef, who has 
no idea how his cursing can skip up the hill with the wind. The 
sounds break the mood.” Teddy is shown to be a wonderfully 
complex character who’s alternately infuriating and captivat-
ing—which is all the more impressive given how little he actu-
ally speaks over the course of the narrative. The novel luxuriates 
in rarified pleasures—culinary delicacies, expensive wine, and 
clifftop beauty, purchased at $250 a plate—while also ruminat-
ing deeply on the hollowness of life and how easily time can be 
lost to inaction.

A finely crafted story about late-in-life regrets.

A unique and audacious take on fantasy worldbuilding.
plumbess seg
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Tiana Warner

A SELF-PUBLISHER FINDS HER AUDIENCE AND SUCCESS
By Rhett Morgan

Tiana Warner spends her days geeking out over new 
technologies at a software company and her nights ful-
filling a different passion: She writes fantasy and sci-fi 
novels for YA readers that are filled with supervillain 
technologies, mermaids, and LGBTQ romances. With 
the rise of YA franchises like The Hunger Games, War-
ner wanted to release her own series inspired by the 
landscapes of her native Pacific Northwest. The result 
was 2014’s mermaid and warrior epic, Ice Massacre, which 
became a Kindle bestseller, placed first in several self-
published awards, and spawned several sequels. Warner 
spoke with us about publishing, LGBTQ mermaids, and 
her latest book, Aries 181, which follows female STEM 
interns taking on their corrupt boss.

What were some of your main influences for the Mer-
maids of Eriana Kwai? 
I plunged into Ice Massacre thinking of it as “The Hunger 
Games meets ‘The Little Mermaid.’ ” The setting is also a 
huge influence on everything in the story. If you’ve been 
to or seen photos of Haida Gwaii or northern British Co-
lumbia, you know there is a kind of surreal magic to it.

What do you think readers have reacted to the most 
strongly in the series?
The fact that one of the warriors falls in love with a mer-
maid she was sent to kill. I had no idea the LGBTQ as-
pect would become the top selling point! Because the 
romance evolved organically from the plot, I didn’t even 
think to categorize the book as LGBTQ. Just goes to 
show the importance of listening to your readers!

Your latest book focuses on young female characters 
working in science. Was this an important choice 
for you? 
Oh yes. As a woman in computer science, I have unique ex-
periences and insights to share, and I was excited to be able 
to fill the “women in STEM” gap in the literary market. It 
also delves into the daily life and struggles of being a woman 
in this field. I’ve had a lot of comments from early readers 
saying how much of their own workplace struggles they saw 
in the story!

Had you always wanted to write YA fiction? 
Yes. YA readers are an enthusiastic, wonderful bunch of 
humans, and I absolutely love writing for this audience. I 
also prefer the subject matter in YA books as opposed to 
adult ones. YA can still deal with dark and disturbing, of 
course, but I find those scenes in YA a lot easier to read 
than say, those you find in the Game of Thrones series.
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Why did you decide to self-publish your novels? 
Readers don’t care how a book is published; they just 
care whether the reviews are good. This means indies are 
thriving! The trick is to find your niche audience. There 
are benefits to traditional publishing, namely the ease 
of getting into bookstores, award nominations, and sub-
rights, but for me, I love managing my author platform 
like a small business.

What has been the most rewarding part of releasing 
your own work? 
The idea that I have an actual fanbase is so exciting that it 
sometimes brings me to tears. Nothing makes me happi-
er than receiving a note from a reader who enjoyed some-
thing I wrote and felt like it made a positive impact on 
their life.

What can fans look forward to next? 
I have a few simultaneous projects going on and am not 
sure which one I’ll finish first! Among these are the sequel 
to Aries 181, a contemporary LGBTQ romance, and sev-
eral screenplays. My sister and I are both writers. When 
you see “Written by the Warner Sisters” in the credits, 
you’ll know we’ve made it.

Rhett Morgan is a writer and translator living in Paris. 
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BRING THE RAIN
Franklin, JoAnn 
She Writes Press (288 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book
May 21, 2019
978-1-63152-507-0  

A woman battles a debilitating 
brain disease while juggling career and 
romance issues in this sequel.

Former journalist and educator 
Franklin (The Raindrop Institute, 2017) 

continues the saga of Dart Sommers, a 63-year-old North 
Carolina psychology professor and co-founder of the Raindrop 
Institute, a research center aimed at vanquishing global pov-
erty. Though she tries to hide it from Classy, Susan, Lynn, and 
Mary Beth, her four longtime tenants and the institute’s other 
co-founders, Dart has been experiencing harrowing episodes 
of dizziness and vision problems. Whether painting on a lad-
der or displaying odd behavior at work, she sees the condition 
escalate to panic-inducing proportions. Dart’s family history 
has complicated her life as well. On his deathbed, her father 
left his home to her, but conditionally. She would unrealisti-
cally have five years to “solve poverty” or the home would be 
sold. The Raindrop Institute think tank was born, but it has 
yet to curtail civilization’s collapse. Still, the estate’s attorney 
deems Dart’s efforts sufficient and grants her ownership of the 
house, though the decision incites her guilt at not being able 
to do more. This feeling deepens once her symptoms become 
debilitating and she sees a physician, who diagnoses her with 
frontotemporal dementia. This changes everything, not to 
mention that marriage and family issues intrude on her house-
hold, and the tenants begin to leave. Her boss, Jarvis Asher “Ash” 
White, a widower whose wife perished from FTD, wants her to 
move in with him, but Dart is unsure; meanwhile, collaborat-
ing with a research student reignites the bad blood between her 
and a colleague. In this resonant and lucid portrayal of a woman 
facing dire health and job problems, the triple threat of serious 
work accusations, her missing cousin Ellen, and her deteriorat-
ing mental state brings Dart to the brink of a breakdown. But 
she remains buoyed by efforts to advance the institute’s mission 
with outreach efforts and Ash’s unconditional support as she 
declines. Alongside a somewhat grim, melodramatic narrative, 
Franklin imparts some intriguing, thought-provoking theories 
about poverty, brain function, ageism, and gender equality 
(“Did she believe that men alone could save the world? If so, 
they’d had centuries of male leadership to craft a better world, 
and it hadn’t worked”). In addition, the author deftly inspires 
interest in FTD, a “very real disease.”

A rich, thoughtful portrait of a professor in peril both 
from outside influences and her own body’s betrayal.
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FRIDAY CALLS 
A Southern Novel
Glenn, E. Vernon F. 
Self (300 pp.) 
$24.95 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Feb. 26, 2019
978-1-5136-3623-8  

A debut literary novel tells the inter-
locking stories of the denizens of a North 
Carolina town.

In the South in the 1950s, there 
aren’t any bars. The rich drink at their clubs or one another’s 
homes. The poor sip at drink houses. Harry Davis runs a bev-
erage distributor in Winston-Salem, though he also oversees 
an illegal sports-betting operation with his friend Syd Siddon. 
One of Harry’s employees, Evelina Starlight “Big Rise” Peak—
so called because she is the largest woman anyone has ever 
seen—is a former prostitute and Social Security check thief. 
Her younger brother, the simple but sensitive Homer Kenny, 
works for everybody: “Kenny is the fellow who is there if any-
one needs anything—The Master of the Job, the Errand, the 
Task. He works for many people, does many things, knows 
more than they think he does and keeps his mouth shut.” Ben-
jamin Franklin “Bo” Winphrie runs a drink house, sells drugs, 
and thinks enough of himself to adopt the first name of rock 
star Bo Diddley. After a fight about money, Kenny shoots Bo 
in the drink house; meanwhile, across town, one of Harry’s 
well-to-do clients accidentally drives his car onto the railroad 
tracks and is hit by a train. These two events send shock waves 
throughout the town, destabilizing the usual way of things in 
Winston-Salem and bringing its communities—rich and poor, 
black and white—into unexpected collisions. Glenn’s prose 
is full of color and motion, as here, during Bo’s murder: “The 
form of Bo stops moving and yanks like being startled, jerk-
ing to the right, a pulling back away like un-huh, no, no you 
don’t, and then Bo’s chin comes up and down like a fast nod 
and then he cat-dances back to the bar counter and slumps a 
little bit, but stays more due north than not.” The book’s cast 
is large, and the narrative hops between characters every few 
pages, though readers will eventually get to know everyone 
and can mostly keep track of them. At nearly 300 pages, it’s a 
long, dense, and meandering tale, but there is plenty about the 
author’s sprawling yarn to keep readers entertained.

A lyrical Southern tale of rippling effects.

CONFESSIONS OF A 
MARIJUANA EATER
A Songwriter’s Memoir
Gosh, Bobby 
Bygosh Music (182 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  $1.00 e-book
Apr. 20, 2016
978-0-692-75669-0  

Gosh recollects a successful career as 
a songwriter and his long love affair with 

marijuana in this debut memoir.
The author was born in 1936 in Pennsylvania and began 

piano lessons when he was 6 years old. At the age of 18, he had 
his first experience of truly getting high from smoking mari-
juana, which he says helped him to perform music that seemed 
to possess an “otherworldly character.” Out of these early expe-
riences sprang the twin themes of Gosh’s life and of this mem-
oir: a devotion to the salutary benefits of marijuana use—he 
later started ingesting it via homemade baked goods instead of 
smoking it—and the enthusiastic pursuit of musical creativity. 
These ultimately dovetailed for the author, as he says that the 
use of marijuana fuels his artistic imagination and offers him an 
atheistic spirituality: “I get many great hook ideas...under the 
influence of marijuana,” he writes. “It may sound far-fetched, 
but maybe I’m communing in some way with the frequency 
waves of the universe.” Gosh chronicles his career through a 
series of brief vignettes rather than in a thorough, linear history. 
The result is an unconventional memoir whose chapters can 
easily be read nonsequentially. After getting his start playing in 
New York City piano bars, Gosh partnered with the famed lyri-
cist Sammy Cahn, and from there, his career took off; he toured 
with Paul Anka, opened for Barbra Streisand, and was awarded 
a gold record for “A Little Bit More,” a song that became an 
international hit in 1976 for the band Dr. Hook.

Gosh’s remembrance is delightfully unpretentious, which 
is an especially endearing quality given his considerable talent 
and accomplishments. His prose is as informally charming as 
the book’s structure is free-wheeling—as if the reader is being 
regaled with stories over a quiet drink (or, perhaps more fit-
tingly, a shared joint). He discusses a wide range of personal 
and intellectual issues—the two seem inextricably intertwined 
here—including the reasons why he became a “staunch atheist,” 
the state of his marriage, and his adventures buying rare books 
and contemporary art. The memoir is spangled with tantalizing 
tales about the musical greats that Gosh met or worked with, 
such as Frank Sinatra, Björk, and Tony Bennett. However, his 
advocacy for marijuana can feel a touch strident at times. Also, 
his descriptions of his creative experiences after consuming 
drugs often rely on shopworn phrases that are more familiar 
than they are illustrative; for example, regarding an early 1980s 
peyote experience, he writes, “I felt like I was in outer space and 
one with the universe. I seemed to understand the reason for 
everything.” Nevertheless, the book’s virtues outweigh these 
minor vices. For readers interested in the craft of songwriting, 
Gosh’s lucid account of how he composes a song will be enough 
to justify the book’s purchase. Overall, the author has lived a 

Gosh’s lucid account of how he composes a song will 
be enough to justify the book’s purchase.

confessions of a marijuana eater
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rich, fascinating life—personally, artistically, and profession-
ally—and he thoughtfully conveys the highlights in this enjoy-
able work.

An often wild and always engaging autobiography.

ONLY WITH YOU
Hagen, Layla
Self (311 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
$17.99 audiobook  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-79501-533-2 

An intelligent and shrewd lawyer 
sets his sights on a sexy and successful 
businesswoman.

In this fourth installment of a series, 
Carter Sloane has reached a major 

milestone in his impressive career, moving his firm, Sloane & 
Partners, to a prominent new office building. He enjoys the 
trappings of his success, including a black Porsche and posi-
tive press coverage in Forbes magazine, but his heart belongs 
to his nieces, April and Peyton. Their guardian since the tragic 
deaths of their parents in an avalanche, Carter is committed to 
giving them a stable home life. He is not looking for love until 
he meets Valentina Connor at a popular coffee shop. She runs 
Valentina’s Laboratories, a cosmetics and fragrances company 
across the street from Carter’s office. Although Valentina is 
wary of falling for the wrong man, she is intrigued by the sexy 
and self-confident Carter. What begins as a playful flirtation 
soon turns into a passionate romance. Carter falls in love with 
Valentina, especially after she bonds with his nieces, but when 
her company is sued by a competitor, the couple wonder if their 
relationship can withstand the pressures of an instant family 
and two high-profile careers. The latest entry in Hagen’s (Meant 
for You, 2018, etc.) Connor Family contemporary romance series 
delivers a sweet and charming love story bolstered by winsome 
characters, fast-paced storytelling, and a healthy dose of sexual 
chemistry between the protagonists. Valentina and Carter are 
appealing lead characters whose relationship is built on a strong 
mutual attraction and similar family backgrounds. They nar-
rate the story through chapters that alternate between their 
first-person perspectives. This technique allows the author to 
explore their joy over their strong connection and their need 
to offer Carter’s nieces a stable home. Although Valentina and 
Carter’s steamy romance drives the story, their love of family 
lies at the heart of the narrative, from his devotion to his nieces 
to her weekly dinners with her large extended clan. Like the 
other volumes in the series, this book can be enjoyed on its own, 
although family members from the previous novels are part of 
the supporting cast of characters. 

Another satisfying installment of a romance series with 
a lot of heart and plenty of heat.

MY SISTER’S EYES
A Family Chronicle of Rescue 
and Loss During World War II
Halperin, Joan Arnay 
JMA Press (86 pp.) 
978-0-692-84489-2  

In this debut memoir, a Jewish American woman charts her 
family’s escape from Nazi-occupied Europe and celebrates the 
memory of a sibling she never met.

It was a hot afternoon in July 1956 when Halperin discov-
ered that she had a sister. The 11-year-old author was enjoying 
a picnic with her parents in Bear Mountain State Park in New 
York when her father, Ignas, had a chance encounter with a 
fellow Polish refugee. The meeting led to a revelation that the 
author’s older sibling, Yvonne, had died while the family was 
fleeing Nazi-occupied Europe for America. However, Hal-
perin had been unaware of her existence. The author begins 
the narrative by documenting her parents’ lives in Poland 
before World War II. She describes how her mother spoke 
of her youth in Lodz as “a great life...a life full of family all 
around.” Her parents married in 1935 and later relocated to 
Brussels, where Ignas opened a shoe shop. Yvonne was born 
in 1938, and the following year, Germany invaded Poland. By 
1940, the family joined the crowds of desperate refugees intent 
on escape. Halperin follows her family’s passage through Bor-
deaux, France, to Portugal and onward to Jamaica where, tragi-
cally, Yvonne died following a bicycle accident. Presented in 
landscape orientation and in full color, the book records a 
journey of terror, hope, and loss, using family photographs, 
letters, and legal documents. It’s like being allowed access to 
a family’s private archive, and Halperin’s erudite, tender prose 
carefully explains the significance of each and every slip of 
paper. For instance, regarding her mother’s application for 
a U.S. immigration visa, she writes, “Hala tightened her grip 
on the pen. She pictured the marble stone they placed above 
Yvonne’s grave and with a heartache that was unbearable, she 
wrote: ‘I have no children.’ ” The author’s laconic but pow-
erfully evocative style allows the reader to step back to the 
very moment when this heartbreaking declaration was made. 
Overall, this is an important and deeply personal memoir that 
vividly documents the struggles of a refugee family.

A thoroughly researched and intensely moving 
remembrance.
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THE FIREBALL BROTHERS
Hornbuckle, M. David 
Livingston Press (208 pp.) 
Apr. 30, 2018
978-1-60489-228-4
978-1-60489-227-7 paper  

In Hornbuckle’s (The Salvation of 
Billy Wayne Carter, 2010, etc.) latest 
novel, two brothers become inexplica-
bly fused together.

 Fifteen-year-old Robert and 13-year-
old Wally Mackintosh are brothers who live on their parents’ 
farm in Alabama near the Mississippi line. One afternoon in 
early June 1959, the two boys head to a pond, not far from the 
farmhouse, to cool off after a hot morning. Soon after div-
ing into the pool, the two boys smell an unusual, sulfurous 
odor, then hear a whistling sound coming from above. Wally 
clutches Robert in fear, and Robert swims frantically to the 
pool’s edge with his brother on his back. A fireball falls out 
of the sky and splashes down in the opposite end of the pond. 
The water heats up “faster than when a kettle is poured into 
the bath,” and the boys, after dragging themselves out, dis-
cover that they have become physically connected: “Wally’s 
left hand, forearm, and shoulder were stuck to Robert in an 
embrace from behind.” An examination by Dr. Stanhope, the 
local physician, suggests that they won’t be able to be sepa-
rated easily, and this is confirmed at the hospital after X-rays 
show that the fusion is “more than just skin deep” and features 
abnormalities that doctors can’t explain. Military personnel 
arrive and begin conducting tests, and newspaper reporter 
Munford Coldwater takes a personal interest in the family. 
Meanwhile, the boys must come to terms with their new lives 
while searching for a way to break free.

Near the opening of this novel, Hornbuckle embeds the 
story in a specific time in American history, referring to 1959’s 
Communist paranoia, Elvis-mania, and the progress of the 
civil rights movement in a laconic line: “it had been a sum-
mer of reds and a summer of blues and a summer of blacks.” 
This phrase also subtly and powerfully hints at the opposing 
forces that shape the novel’s overarching narrative—a fear of 
otherness and a love of music. Unable to engage in farm work, 
Wally, a keen fiddle player, teaches his nonmusical brother 
to play, and the family takes to the road as mendicant musi-
cians. Hornbuckle’s description of the learning process is both 
tender and unsettling: “[Robert] could feel the hand on his 
chest, Wally’s fingering hand, itching to form into the correct 
positions, unable to curve...he could even sense which finger 
Wally wanted to use on the fingerboard, and this helped him 
sometimes find the spot.” Indeed, he’s an alarmingly talented 
writer who’s able to vividly communicate the wide spectrum 
of sensations and emotions—from intimacy to awkwardness 
to sheer frustration—that spring from the boys’ situation. 
He also seemingly effortlessly captures the atmosphere, pace, 
and cuisine of the American South and shows an acute under-
standing of the political mood, resulting in an engrossing 
novel. Readers who prefer stories that tie up every loose end 

in the denouement will be left wanting more—but otherwise, 
they’ll find this one to be a rare and peculiar gem.

An impressively written tale that’s layered with intrigue.

AUGUST SPIVEY, P.I.
Keenan, Mike
Self (235 pp.) 

Keenan’s (The Georgellen Club, 2017) 
short story collection details the misad-
ventures of a Texan private investigator.

August Spivey isn’t like typical lit-
erary PIs, who are mostly embroiled in 
murder mysteries. Instead, he primarily 
serves people with papers, such as fed-
eral subpoenas or temporary restraining 

orders. However, these tasks can lead to shocking, some-
times-dangerous encounters, including confrontations with 
a violent tennis player (“When Nice Don’t Work”) and a par-
ticularly aggressive pit bull (“It’s What I Do”). The stories in 
this book portray August throughout his career, although the 
first-person narratives never specify the exact years in which 
they take place. They range from the day that he decided to 
move from bartending to PI work (“Life I Chose”) to his later 
years, when he acknowledges he can’t keep up with new tech-
nology. August also sometimes takes jobs outside process-serv-
ing, such as searching for construction siding that someone 
pilfered from his former Catholic school in “The Same Damn 
Dream” and, in a few stories, watching bartenders who may be 
stealing from their employers. The tales work well as stand-
alones, although there are a few recurring characters, such as 
August’s wife, Sandy; his attorney brother, Jack; and fellow 
PI Chuckie Mays, as well as occasional references to other 
tales. August’s life is surprisingly riveting, with a fair amount 
of action, as multiple characters threaten him with a beating 
or a bullet. Most tales feature animated similes and metaphors 
(“sweating like a derby winner”; “a boxing match going on in 
my head”). Even the stories of his life outside work are engag-
ing, as when he becomes deathly ill in “Another Close Call” or 
gets into a serious mishap while driving in the closing “And I 
Call Myself a Private Eye.” At other points, readers learn that 
August is a recovering alcoholic who suffers bouts of insomnia, 
but “A Day in the Life of August Spivey” takes an oddly mun-
dane turn, detailing his meticulous daily routine of exercise 
and writing reports.

A rousing set of tales of a workaday PI.

A rare and peculiar gem.
the fireball brothers
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YOU ARE MY BROTHER
Lessons Learned Embracing 
a Homeless Community
Knotts, Judith 
New Tripoli Press (202 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Oct. 17, 2018
978-1-73228-200-1  

Veteran educator and religious col-
umnist Knotts (The Principal’s Chair, 
2015) collects stories drawn from her 

interactions with members of an urban homeless community 
in Texas.  

These 33 short, poignant anecdotes are about various 
transients whom the author met on the city streets of Austin. 
They’re a diverse group, and she describes each person’s unique 
history and circumstances. Knotts became deeply familiar with 
the members of this community in 2003, after she participated 
in a 72-hour, total-immersion “Street Retreat”—an experi-
ence spearheaded by a local food-truck homeless-outreach 
group called Mobile Loaves & Fishes. The author was initially 
unaware of the squalid conditions, hunger, and desperation 
that people living on the streets experienced, but her eyes were 
opened after she spent three days and nights without food or 
shelter herself. She was immediately inspired to learn more 
about Austin’s homeless people and to work toward potential 
solutions for their enduring plight. Knotts began regularly 
contributing her time, distributing donated food to homeless 
encampments, and in 2008, she began chronicling her encoun-
ters in a recurring column that appeared in the Austin American
Statesman newspaper. Those stories, along with accompanying 
photographs, comprise most of this collection, beginning with 
Knotts’ early recollection of defusing an encounter with a com-
bative homeless man during a meal-distribution event. Other 
stories describe a festive holiday meal, prepared with the 
recipients of the dinner in attendance; a hopeful, churchgoing 
dumpster diver; a struggling Rod Stewart look-alike; and a heav-
ily tattooed, recently released ex-convict who committed, and 
then corrected, a hurtful deed. 

The most moving profile in this book is found near its con-
clusion, as Knotts tenderly describes how she befriended Laura 
Tanier, a transgender Native American homeless woman who 
later perished from injuries sustained in a hit-and-run accident. 
Tanier’s colorful artwork graces the cover of this book; to the 
author, her late friend represents how we are all “colorfully 
unique—connected to each other in startling ways.” Knotts 
also effectively shares many other lessons that she’s learned 
from her interactions with the Austin homeless community. 
She consistently offers vivid details and a humane, loving tone 
throughout these profiles and stories, which illuminate the 
stark reality of what she calls “alley life.” Knotts hopes that her 
epiphanies will help to change general perceptions about home-
less populations everywhere—a demographic that is often pre-
judged and unfairly denigrated. The author’s Christian beliefs 
definitely play a part in her philanthropic efforts, and most of 
the stories in this collection offer an overarching, faith-based 

message with spiritual undertones. Despite their brevity, each 
of these lyrical sketches will provide readers with a powerful 
message of social change—that there’s a dire, worldwide need 
for more acceptance, brotherly love, and charitable compassion 
in daily life. In this informative book, Knotts backs up her firm 
belief that “each small step matters and that we can all play a 
part in making our world a better place.”

An intense and immensely humanitarian glimpse at a 
marginalized population that shows how a little inspira-
tion and understanding can go a long way.

THE YOUNG ACTOR’S 
HANDBOOK
Kruse, Jeremy 
Applause Theatre & Cinema Books 
(104 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  Apr. 1, 2017
978-1-4950-7542-1 

A guide to the craft and business of 
acting.

This comprehensive but unfussy 
addition to the Applause Acting Series 

covers the practical aspects of the acting profession while also 
explaining the meaning behind the artistry. In the very first 
paragraph, professional acting instructor Kruse (Lockers, 1999) 
notes that “An actor does not figure out how to say the lines....
An actor figures out why a character says the lines.” This senti-
ment sets the tone for the rest of the book as the author leads 
readers through each chapter, offering kernels of hard-earned 
wisdom along the way. Kruse expertly weaves his personal expe-
riences as a veteran actor, filmmaker, producer, and playwright 
into the narrative, often driving home the point that success 
doesn’t happen overnight. The topics range from instruction 
on specific acting techniques to tips on auditioning to mono-
logue exercises and beyond. The book also includes helpful 
actor’s worksheets with probing questions to get one’s creative 
juices flowing. The writing style is no-nonsense, and every para-
graph gets straight down to business. Indeed, the author does 
readers a favor by avoiding romantic notions about the pro-
fession, choosing to emphasize the often mundane day-to-day 
reality of being an actor. Ever heard of the term “slating”? Do 
you know where to stand during an audition and how to hold 
a script? If not, this book is meant for you. Kruse also doesn’t 
sugarcoat the cold, hard facts about getting that big break: “It 
could take three years until [an actor] earns enough money to 
drop his side or survival job and work only as an actor. It could 
be twenty years. It could never happen.” However, the author 
notes, real satisfaction can come from simply knowing that we 
have “expressed ourselves truthfully.”

Both aspiring actors and curious observers will find 
something to ponder in this excellent manual.
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REPENTANCE
Lam, Andrew 
Tiny Fox Press (308 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  $7.95 e-book
Apr. 30, 2019
978-1-946501-12-7  

A Japanese-American doctor discov-
ers his estranged father’s role in World 
War II—and a long-guarded family secret.

Daniel Tokunaga is the chief of car-
diothoracic surgery at a major hospital in 

Philadelphia, known for his talent and ambition. He receives 
an unexpected call from his father, Ray—they haven’t spoken 
in years—informing him that his mother, Keiko, was in a car 
accident and that she’s been rushed to a Los Angeles hospital. 
Daniel jumps on a plane to California, and after he arrives, he’s 
startled by a series of peculiar revelations. It turns out that his 
father was awarded a Distinguished Service Cross for extraordi-
nary valor in France while serving with the famous 442nd Regi-
mental Combat Team, a segregated unit of Japanese-American 
soldiers in the Second World War. Daniel also learns that the U.S. 
Department of Defense has been calling his father repeatedly 
to discuss that medal—but that he’s been mysteriously reluc-
tant to talk about it. Lam (Two Sons of China, 2016, etc.) artfully 
unravels the Tokunaga family’s skein of secrets, and in the pro-
cess, he reveals the many difficulties that Japanese-Americans 
faced during the war. For example, Keiko spent three years at a 
detainment camp while her husband risked his life for his coun-
try; at another point, Daniel’s father objects to the girl whom he 
wants to marry, partly because her father was born in Japan and 
fought on that country’s side. Lam’s prose is always clear, and 
at its best, it achieves poetically elegiac notes: “The house was 
a time capsule. A grave, he thought....Inside, the distant pulsa-
tion of the cicadas felt far away. Inside, time had died—life gone 
elsewhere. Even the past had passed on.” Readers will be moved 
by Daniel’s plight as he desperately tries to understand a father 
for whom he still harbors profound resentment.

A poignant, nuanced tale of familial pain and renewal.

SEVEN MALAS 
A Love Story
Lange, John Leslie 
Arjuna Press (455 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $7.77 e-book
Nov. 23, 2018
978-1-73247-300-3  

In Lange’s debut novel, a recovering 
cancer patient finds inspiration in Sufi 
poetry and New Age spirituality as he 
searches for true love.

James Wilder, a divorced father of two, is undergoing 
alternative treatments for prostate cancer at a center where 
he meets a mysterious beauty named Willow Leaf; they recon-
nect later at a Boulder, Colorado, ashram. She’s one of seven 

women with whom he falls in love, but each has a secret that 
tears the relationship apart. In Willow’s case, it’s a fiance whom 
she’s unwilling to leave. James’ old friend Kat inspires him to 
love again, but this realization occurs at the worst possible 
time. Later, he meets Charlotte, who, like him, is playing the 
field after her divorce. This is followed by a connection with 
Saraswati “Sara” Stowe, his yoga instructor, who needs time 
before starting a new relationship—but not for the reason he 
thinks. In Bali, James inspires Londoner Nabila Khan with 
his poetry, but her rich ex-husband stalks them with his body-
guards. Finally, at a San Diego conference, James meets Angie, 
an astrologer, and Malena, a certified nursing assistant, and one 
of them changes the course of his life. In a clever framing device, 
James memorializes each relationship with a mala, a garland of 
beads used for prayer; the chapter names mostly correspond to 
stones within the mala, such as amazonite or lapis lazuli—but 
later, James strives to build a different, “better mala.” Sprin-
kled throughout are unrhymed poems inspired by Sufi poets 
Rumi and Hafiz, of which “A Rude Guest,” personifying love, 
is a highlight. Although the failed relationships dominate the 
story, Lange effectively devotes much of the narrative to James’ 
self-reflection, as when he describes his rescue dog, Rocco, “as 
a consolation prize for the kids when divorce split their world 
into two lesser halves.” Just when all hope seems lost, the author 
brings key plot points together that force his protagonist to 
look at aspects of his life through a different lens, bringing the 
story to a dramatic, heartwarming conclusion.

Readers will be inspired by this novel’s hapless hero and 
his relatable quest to understand his mistakes and change 
his destiny.

THE FALL OF DREAMS
LaSalle, Ryan 
Winterset Books (187 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Oct. 20, 2018
978-0-692-04007-2  

A debut novel sees a boy fall into a 
fairy tale within a nightmare.

Ten-year-old Peter Engel is afraid of 
his dreams. They feel too real. Like the 
dream he has when he nods off during a 

math test and finds himself tied to a table, captive of a...witch? 
(“There, a long spindly figure searched near the hut. She was 
draped in a long glossy garment of the darkest blue and her arms 
dangled at her sides like broken branches.”) Peter’s fear makes 
him an insomniac, always tired, unable to sleep at night or even 
articulate his distress. Then, on the Friday before Halloween, 
he meets sixth-grader Sarah. She tells him how to escape from 
nightmares: All he has to do is fall and hit the ground. But that 
night, Peter is abducted by flying monkeys who drop him into 
a forest and into a dream. Running away, he meets the wood-
carver Mr. Thorne and his tiny servant, Master Key. Peter takes 
shelter in their treehouse. He chops wood for Mr. Thorne and, 
in the forest one day, rescues a young girl from a witch. The girl’s 

LaSalle captures the dark atmosphere of the Grimm brothers’ fairy 
tales, mixing short, vivid descriptions with a simple narrative style.

the fall of dreams
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name is Hannah. She seems familiar, but Peter is now forgetting 
the details of his real life. He is lost, and the witches are closing 
in. Will he ever find his way home? LaSalle captures the dark 
atmosphere of the Grimm brothers’ fairy tales, mixing short, 
vivid descriptions with a simple narrative style. Peter’s fears 
and forlornness come across as very real, yet readers are kept 
at a safe distance by the book’s dreamlike quality. This mani-
fests particularly through the personages of Mr. Thorne and 
Master Key, who converse at a slight remove from reality and 
wouldn’t be out of place in a Lewis Carroll tale. Peter is a brave, 
if rather fatalistic, protagonist, remaining resolute even though 
out of his depth. The novel doesn’t provide easy answers—there 
is little guidance and no underlying moral—but this is apt. As 
with many of the Grimms’ stories, young readers may thrill at 
the shadows and, where necessary, take comfort merely in not 
being alone.

A dark, effective exploration of childhood fears.

BE THE HERO OF YOUR LIFE
How to Get Unstuck, Move 
Forward and Live Your True 
Authentic Life
MacMillan, J. Scott 
BalboaPress (194 pp.) 
$33.95  |  $14.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Dec. 7, 2018
978-1-982216-43-6
978-1-982216-42-9 paper  

A professional life coach uses a meta-
phorical journey to expound on the psychology of success.

When MacMillan (Monetize Your Message, 2015) was studying 
documentary filmmaking, he says, he was struck by the notion 
of the “Hero’s Journey,” a concept popularized by American 
academic Joseph Campbell. According to the author, this quest-
plot structure—which was famously used as the template for 
Star Wars, among other films—is a metaphor for how one can 
discover what he calls a “true authentic life.” But to get there, he 
says, “you’ve got to wander through the desert of your traumas.” 
In this book, he does an admirable job of translating the prin-
ciples of the hero’s journey into practical, modern applications 
for personal development. In clear, engaging text supported 
by useful examples from films and the real world (including his 
own experiences), the author walks readers through three spe-
cific phases, which he labels “The Preparation, The Journey and 
The Return.” A visual “map”—basically a pie chart—helpfully 
depicts the numerous stages of the journey, starting with a “Call 
to Adventure.” At first glance, this journey may appear over-
whelming, but over the course of the book, MacMillan makes 
astute observations; he notes, for example, that a crisis can “be 
both danger and opportunity together” and that one’s thought 
processes can be seen “as the mediator through which we expe-
rience life.” The author writes with a distinctive voice in prose 
that’s descriptive and educational. The chapters are short but 
rich with detail, and the interactive exercises interspersed 
throughout—including such questions as “What dreams do I 

have, day or night, that reveal my purpose?”—are gathered in 
an appendix, making them easy to tackle as a single unit. A few 
portions of the book, such as discussions about ego and achiev-
ing an “Alpha/Theta state,” may be a bit too esoteric for some 
readers. Still, this book has the potential to elicit deep thought 
and self-reflection.

A refreshing take on how to pursue life to the fullest.

HOO HOO WHO?
Maier, Mary & Horton, Lauren
Illus. by Maier, Mary  
Building Block Press  (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Feb. 7, 2019
978-1-944201-14-2  

In this debut picture book, young 
readers are asked to assist an owl host 
with a thorny problem.

Owl is giving a surprise birthday party 
for Mouse, and readers are invited. But, oh no—his glasses are 
broken, and he needs the audience to help him identify guests at 
the door. First, Owl hears a reveler coming: “Splish...Splash...Flap...
Flap,” for example, or “Hiss...Hiss...Slither...Slide.” Then Owl pro-
vides some rhyming clues based on noted characteristics: “Who 
has yellow feathers? / Who has splashy feet? / Who says QUACK 
QUACK / with their smiling little beak?” or “Who has a scaly dia-
mond back? / Who looks like the letter S? / Who says Hisssss / ...and 
is the LONGEST of our guests?” The answers are rewarded with 
Owl’s enthusiastic responses: “Exactamundo!” “DING! DING! 
DING! Correct!” As each partygoer arrives, the animal’s special 
sound is added to a list, from “Hoo hoo!” to “Squeak squeak!” for 
the guest of honor. Not only that, Owl gets a new pair of glasses. 
With all the sound effects, repeated hoo’s and who’s, the final shout 
of “SURPRISE!” when Mouse arrives, and the overall guessing 
game, Maier and Horton’s tale makes for a fun read-along experi-
ence for adults and children. The attractive, scribbly pen-and-ink 
plus watercolor illustrations are a nice change from the usual pri-
mary colors. Dominated by pale blue, orange, peach, and gray, they 
are dynamic with repeated circle shapes.

A rewarding read-aloud with enjoyable question-and-
answer rhythms and bubbly, festive animal illustrations.

JOSEPHINE’S DAUGHTER
Michaels, A.B. 
Red Trumpet Press (395 pp.)
$15.99 paper | $5.99 e-book
Mar. 10, 2019
978-0-9975201-2-5

In this fifth novel in Michaels’ (The 
Price of Compassion, 2018, etc.) Golden City 
series, set in 19th-century San Francisco, 
an intrepid young woman rebels against 
her parents and refuses to conform to 

high society’s expectations. 

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



1 8 0   |   1  a p r i l  2 0 1 9   |   i n d i e   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

The story opens in 1893 at the home of young Katherine 
“Kit” Firestone as she and her friends, Cecily Anders and Bea 
Marshall, play in a tree while their parents socialize. From up in 
the branches, the girls overhear Cecily’s father and Bea’s mother 
discussing an extramarital affair. The story quickly jumps five 
years forward, when 18-year-old Kit allows a secret courtship to 
turn physical. She soon realizes that her feelings for the young 
man, Easton Challis, are fleeting. She agonizes over how to let 
him down easy, but then she’s shocked to learn that he’s pro-
posed to her old friend Cecily. Worse yet, it appears that Easton 
has already impregnated Cecily and infected her with syphilis. 
(He’d used a prophylactic with Kit.) As Kit attempts to nurse 
Cecily back to health, her desire to help her friend sparks a 
passion for practicing medicine and protecting women’s rights. 
The narrative shifts back in time repeatedly to show Kit’s 
mother, Josephine, as a young woman. Due to tragedies in her 
youth, Josephine also found solace in helping female friends and 
championing feminism. Rather than recognizing their mutual 
activist spirits, Kit and her mother only butt heads. Indeed, 
readers are likely to wonder whether it’s possible for Kit and 
Josephine to stop arguing long enough to realize their similari-
ties and use their mutual passions productively. Still, the novel’s 
fast-paced narrative and engaging dialogue will draw readers in 
from the start. It’s full of intriguing details about San Francisco 
near the turn of the last century, and it also provides engaging 
information about the evolution of medicine—and women’s 
health care, in particular. There are a few too many distracting 
subplots and tangents, and the book might have fared better if 
it were split into multiple volumes. Even so, the various threads 
remain compelling, and the novel as a whole provides a titillat-
ing journey through history.  

A solidly entertaining, feminist tale that’s also well-
suited for medical-history buffs.

DARK CURE
Moore, Cameron K. 
Self (336 pp.)
$18.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Jan. 22, 2019
978-1-925764-78-9

A debut mystery tells the story of a 
group of scientists trapped in a remote 
compound in the Amazon.

Former Army Ranger Karl Shepherd 
has only been at the Inn—a tiny research 

outpost in the remote Amazon—for a couple of weeks when 
one of the biologists disappears. Shepherd and a few of his col-
leagues hunt for the scientist, who had left the Inn to gather 
samples of a newly discovered plant that the team believes 
might provide a cure for Alzheimer’s. The searchers find the 
biologist’s corpse with a gunshot wound to the skull. Back at 
the Inn, head scientist John Alderton informs the assembled 
researchers and staff that the station must be evacuated due to 
an early start of the rainy season. The only problem is the com-
munication satellite is down, and if it can’t be fixed, it might be 

weeks or even months before a supply boat is sent to evacuate 
them. In the meantime, Alderton and the other leaders look 
for the murder weapon with the help of the quickly exonerated 
Shepherd while the other scientists and naturalists grumble 
and accuse one another of foul play. With a cure for Alzheimer’s 
on the line, the professional ambitions of everyone at the Inn 
come to the surface. A cure could mean riches and a Nobel Prize. 
As Allie Temple, the Inn’s head of operations, explains to Shep-
herd, “The presence of the rainforest exacerbates existing ten-
sions. You haven’t been here long, but believe me, it can really 
get to you.” Yet would any of the team be willing to kill for the 
cure? Or is there something even darker lurking in the jungle? 
Moore excels at communicating the claustrophobia and suspi-
cion of this tiny community stuck in one of the world’s deadliest 
landscapes. Allie tells Shepherd: “At first it’s the little things, the 
endless insects, the constant heat, the noises. Then the sheer 
presence of it, the immensity of it, can overwhelm you. Even-
tually, it can break you down.” While the characters are rather 
conventional, the premise makes for a perfect locked-room 
mystery, and the author plays the various tempers and vanities 
of her scientists against one another with ingenuity, keeping 
readers guessing all the way to the end.

A fun thriller set in a deadly jungle.

CHASING PARADISE
Patterson, Cindy 
CreateSpace (291 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Jan. 23, 2017
978-1-5413-2637-8 

In this debut novel, an unconven-
tional romance ignites in Pennsylvania 
Amish country.

When teenager Rachel Adams, one 
of the main characters in Patterson’s 

series opener, moves with her mother from Florida to Paradise, 
Pennsylvania, in the wake of her father’s death, she’s expecting 
disappointment and loneliness. Rachel’s mother, Beverly, has 
purchased a farmhouse in Paradise, and because it requires 
the extensive attention of an expert handyman, she’s referred 
to young Paul Fischer, an Amish teenager who comes highly 
recommended. Rachel is determined to step outside her own 
resentment of the move. “If there was any hope of contentment, 
it was up to her to make that happen,” she muses, nevertheless 
bitterly telling herself that “regardless of the name, this would 
never be paradise.” For his part, Paul looks on the offer to do 
work unconnected to his well-meaning family and domineer-
ing uncle as an answered prayer even though his upbringing 
has warned him constantly about the dangers of associating 
too closely with outsiders. In the standard manner of such love 
stories, circumstances conspire to bring the two young people 
together, and romantic chemistry almost immediately develops. 
In gentle stages, Rachel warms to Paul. “He was amazingly easy 
to talk to, this Amish man who’d entered her life,” she thinks at 
one point. “Every encounter she had with Paul made the scales 

Moore excels at communicating the claustrophobia 
and suspicion of this tiny community.

dark cure
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tip in favor of staying in this small town—of even being happy 
about it.” Patterson captures this slow process with a careful ear 
for dialogue and a sharp eye for the texture of small-town life. 
The book indulges in very little of the saccharine idealization 
that often mars Amish fiction. Instead, the difficulties thrown 
in the path of true love here feel entirely organic and unforced—
including the competition Paul faces for Rachel’s attentions 
from Kevin Williams, an outsider. The author writes a fairly pre-
dictable story with a great deal of heart and conviction; readers 
should be charmed almost from the first chapter.

A well-crafted and heartwarming cross-cultural tale of 
first love.

FALSE MEMORY
Raine, Meli
Self (185 pp.) 
Nov. 13, 2018  

A woman’s new friendship lands her 
in a coma—which turns out to be just the 
beginning of her problems—in this novel.

Lily Thornton leads a simple life 
working in her parents’ flower shop, but 
everything changes when she meets Jane 
Borokov, a highly connected and wealthy 

woman. Jane, rumored to have “betrayed a senator’s daugh-
ter,” yearns to escape the spotlight. The two friends are easily 
mistaken for twins, but their resemblance proves nearly fatal 
for Lily. A hit man sent to kill Jane carries out an attack on Lily 
instead. A shot to the head should have killed her, but after 14 
excruciating months, she is able to make a miraculous recovery 
from her coma. A guilt-laden Jane has offered to pay for every-
thing, from reconstructive surgery to a private security team. 
But with her mind sharp, Lily realizes the hit man has wormed 
his way into her inner circle, working on her security detail 
and even befriending her mother. This muddies the waters for 
Lily, who can’t tell if she can trust the rest of her security team, 
including Duff, the ruggedly handsome bodyguard who seems 
close with the hit man while genuinely caring about her recov-
ery. But fully recovered is the last thing she wants, knowing that 
playing dumb is the only real way to keep her and her family 
safe. While the immediate—and more compelling—tension in 
Raine’s (A Shameless Little Bet, 2018, etc.) heart-pumping series 
opener comes from Lily’s constant proximity to her would-be 
killer, the action takes place against a backdrop of secret gov-
ernment scandals. The “screwed-up D.C.-insider scandal,” as it 
is clumsily summarized early on, is pleasingly twisty but often 
rushed. Fortunately, Lily’s voice is captivating, wry, and tough 
enough to sell this thriller. “I laugh because of course the presi-
dent of the United States is involved in my shooting. Of course he 
is,” she muses. The novel ends with a cliffhanger that startles, if 
only because readers will have become so attached to Lily.

The intrigue and dark humor on display in this thriller 
enliven what could easily have become a clichéd plot.

SINS OF THE SISTER 
Reede, Zari 
Black Opal Books (269 pp.) 
$14.49 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Dec. 15, 2018
978-1-64437-023-0  

In Reede’s (Blinked, 2017, etc.) thriller, 
a Texan private investigator makes head-
way in her search for her missing sister, 
who vanished three years ago.

Lana Madison has never stopped 
looking for her identical twin, Dania, even if the police evi-
dently have. The 23-year-old has such a strong spiritual con-
nection to her sibling that she’s certain that Dania is still alive. 
After dropping out of college, Lana consulted private inves-
tigator Ben Collins, who later hired and trained her. She’s 
skilled in self-defense tactics, which come in handy when two 
men abduct her; fortunately, it turns out that the perpetrators 
may be connected to Dania’s disappearance. Lana investigates 
them with help from “The Boys”—her computer-savvy pals Kit 
and James—as well as EJ, who was Dania’s prom date back in 
high school. One of the traffickers possesses bondage-torture 
videos, and although the images are blurry, Lana and EJ sus-
pect that Dania is the victim pictured in the footage. Lana also 
works with fellow private eye Oscar “Oz” Cooke, whose teen-
age stepdaughter, Cassie, disappeared around the same time as 
Dania did. Meanwhile, a creepy, unknown stalker is watching 
Lana as her determination to find her sis puts her, and possibly 
her friends, in further peril. Reede’s flawed but resolute pri-
vate eye is an exceptional protagonist. “I’m nobody’s punching 
bag,” she says—a statement that applies both to social settings 
and physical confrontations. At the same time, the author 
shows Lana to be emotionally conflicted, particularly when 
it comes to romance; she resists her attraction to multiple 
men (including EJ; Oz; her friend/personal trainer, Favor; and 
local police detective Samuel Norris), resulting in occasionally 
awkward—and funny—situations. Scenes from the unnerving 
stalker’s perspective offer memorable moments, and Lana’s 
investigation progresses at a steady pace throughout. The plot 
relies too heavily on coincidence at times, but the extraordi-
nary ending is one that readers won’t easily forget.

An absorbing tale with a capable and complex detective.
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ALL GOOD THINGS
Reeve, Rosemary 
Self (300 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Apr. 29, 2018
978-1-980960-26-3 

In debut novelist Reeve’s (Starting 
with a Quart of Tomatoes, 2009) Seattle-
set series starter, a young legal eagle finds 
himself tangled in a web of corporate 
intrigue and murder.

Twenty-nine-year-old Harmony Piper—an associate attor-
ney at law firm Piper Whatcom & Hardcastle and the grand-
daughter of one of the named partners—is missing. She’s always 
been hardworking, extraordinarily reliable, and well-liked. 
Indeed, fellow associate Jack Hart, who’s a year younger than 
Harmony, is smitten with her. He becomes concerned when he 
notices a tiny spot of blood on the carpet of her office. Security 
tapes reveal that she left the building, crying, via the freight ele-
vator at 2:11 a.m. the previous night. The police aren’t impressed 
with his investigations—until the next day, when Detective 
Anthony and Officer Oden arrive to report that the body of 
Harmony’s father, Humphrey Piper II, has been found stuffed 

into his own suitcase, which had been offloaded from a plane in 
Fukuoka, Japan. “It was a big bag,” notes Anthony. “And he was 
a little man.” Humphrey had established, and was running, the 
firm’s Asian division. In between writing legal briefs and inter-
rogatories, Jack becomes immersed in the ensuing investigation, 
eventually putting his own life at risk. But as the body count 
increases, Harmony is nowhere to be found. Reeve is an attor-
ney herself, and she packs this page-turner with enough legal 
maneuverings and insider jargon to keep most genre readers 
satisfied. She mixes in a healthy amount of Jack’s backstory as 
she unspools the complicated mystery plot, which occasionally 
stretches the limits of credulity; however, she keeps things run-
ning along at a consistent pace. Jack narrates the tale, and read-
ers learn a lot about him early on when he tells the story of why 
he took in his “starving, mistrustful, half-psychotic” dog, Betsy, 
who’d followed him home: “I knew what it was like to be beaten 
up and abandoned.” His relationship with the quirky Betsy adds 
levity to the proceedings and provides some of the book’s most 
tender scenes.

An impressive novel that gives fans of legal thrillers a 
rising star to follow.

FINDING CLAIRE 
FLETCHER  
Regan, Lisa
Thomas & Mercer (396 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Jul. 25, 2017
978-1-5420-4610-7 

Suspense novelist Regan (Aberra
tion, 2013, etc.) tells the story of a woman 
victimized by a twisted kidnapper and 
sexual predator.

At the book’s outset, readers find 
out that Claire Fletcher was kidnapped on her way to school 
10 years ago, when she was 15. In the very next chapter, set in 
the present, 25-year-old Claire is in a bar, where she seduces off-
duty Detective Connor Parks of the Sacramento Police Depart-
ment, whose own personal and professional life is in shambles. 
They have a tryst at his apartment, but she quickly leaves so 
that she can return to her kidnapper before he realizes that she’s 
missing; she leaves Connor with her family’s address, trying to 
let them know that she’s still alive. When he finds out about 
Claire’s true situation, he becomes determined to find her. He 
gets help from his buddies on the force and from private investi-
gator Mitch Farrell, an old family friend of the Fletchers. Claire 
was abducted by a twisted man with a dark past. For years, he’s 
been tying Claire up and brutalizing her—all the while declar-
ing his love for her and telling her that she will come to love 
him. Eventually, though, she’s allowed a very small amount of 
freedom—which she uses to her advantage. Her kidnapper is 
assisted by a young woman named Tiffany, a runaway who sees 
Claire as a rival. The story effectively toggles between first-
person narration (from Claire’s point of view, in captivity) and 
a third-person perspective, which usually focuses on Connor. 
Regan’s pacing is a marvel—one moment, she’s lingering on the 
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grotesque, brutal treatment of Claire, and the next, she shifts 
gears to show Connor’s frantic pursuit of the kidnapper. The 
latter is truly a monster, and his portrayal will disturb readers’ 
sleep. Claire, meanwhile, is believably shown to be gutsy and 
resourceful under conditions that would crush even the tough-
est people. Tiffany’s minor role becomes a star performance, 
mixing evil with apparent innocence.

A wonderfully written crime tale that favorably com-
pares to the work of Michael Connelly, James Lee Burke, 
and Elmore Leonard.

THE LOLLIPOP TREE
Schaufeld, Karen 
Illus. by Schwarz, Kurt
Quidne Press (50 pp.) 
$19.95  |  $5.99 e-book  |  Nov. 17, 2013
978-0-9887223-7-8  

A little tree tries to overcome set-
backs—and learns that she can heal—in this debut picture book.

A tiny shoot grows into a seedling and then a sapling. When 
she and other trees are planted in a row along a road, she’s proud 
of her height and how much she resembles her cohorts. One 
night, lightning strikes the tree; passers-by fear she will be cut 
down. But she wills herself to grow, and when she recovers, she 
has a new shape and a nickname: the Lollipop Tree. Soon she 
suffers another hardship when a driver knocks half her roots 
out of the ground. But with the help of the man and his com-
panions, she gets a second chance to thrive. The realistic paint-
ings by debut illustrator Schwarz feature lovely landscapes and 
skyscapes. While a few humans appear, the images often offer 
a tree’s-eye view of events. Each image contains a praying man-
tis, which lap readers should enjoy hunting for. The sentences, 
like Schaufeld’s contemplative story, meander. The frequently 
challenging vocabulary (fragrant, pliable) makes this a suitable 
read-aloud. The tale’s largely quiet movement through the sea-
sons—and its happy ending—gives it an appealing tone for nap 
or bedtime reading. Independent readers may grasp the deeper 
concepts: that healing requires resolve; struggles may seem 
unfair; and surviving a problem instills confidence to confront 
the next one.

While its unusual structure and poetic language may 
puzzle audiences, this empowering story of beating the odds 
and the beautiful paintings should encourage rereading.

1916
The Blog
Schneider, Christian 
Pelham Press (271 pp.) 
$11.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Nov. 26, 2018
978-0-692-04447-6  

Humor comes together in a some-
times-dark, often playful, and ultimately 
humanist satire of technology, media, and 
politics past and present in this fascinating 

debut novel by Schneider, a journalist and political commentator.
The story opens as the author clears out his grandfather’s 

attic. But the unenviable chore yields something unexpected: 
his great-grandfather’s writing and a strange, typewriterlike 
device that seems to have been part of a miraculous turn-of-
the-century internet. The writings make up the rest of the novel 
as the great-grandfather, Sebastian Schneider, navigates his 
menial career as a typist for the Milwaukee Post in 1916. When 
Sebastian receives the device—called a Finger-Phone—from a 
colleague, he begins blogging his thoughts and feelings on the 
matters of the day, from women’s suffrage to the specter of Pro-
hibition. Throughout, the text delivers plenty of laughs, por-
traying historical events without the perspective of hindsight 
and understanding and viewing Sebastian’s 20th-century ideas 
through 21st-century technology. His misadventures range from 
trying to buy firewood through Tinder to click-bait articles and 
spam messages promising male enhancement. These jokes 
start to feel redundant after a while, but the novel’s effective, 
deadpan prose is still chuckleworthy, and Sebastian’s hapless-
ness allows for plenty of situation comedy as well, like when he 
ends up drunk at a teetotaler rally. He uses his blog as an outlet 
to voice his opinions and share his misadventures, but as time 
goes on, he feels increasingly alone and disconnected. This idea 
isn’t particularly novel, but the story ultimately goes deeper and 
addresses why technology seems to yield these negative feelings. 
Indeed, while the reader laughs at Sebastian’s slip-ups and mis-
understandings, the novel also indicts his sexism, self-certainty, 
and tendency to speak from ignorance. And at the same time, 
while the story mocks plenty of the more absurd aspects of the 
digital age, it also shows how Sebastian gains a genuine friend-
ship through his online interactions—a relationship his own 
prejudices might have kept him from in the real world. In this 
way, the reader comes away with the sense that this is not a bald-
faced indictment of technology but a nuanced treatment on the 
ways in which we abuse it.

A smart, layered satire for historians and cultural crit-
ics alike.
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Not a baldfaced indictment of technology but a nuanced 
treatment on the ways in which we abuse it.
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SEEKING GLORY
A Novel about Relationships, 
Loss, and Finding Your 
Way Home
Shook, Patricia Hamilton 
Outskirts Press (264 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Aug. 25, 2018
978-1-4787-9204-8  

In Shook’s debut novel, a mother 
uncovers secrets about her estranged 

daughter’s mysterious life.
Kate LaRue’s peaceful, independent routine as a boutique 

owner in Cape Cod is shockingly interrupted when she receives 
a phone call about her daughter, Ally. It’s been 10 years since Ally 
turned 18 and ran away from home, cutting off all contact with 
both of her parents. Now she’s dying in a hospital bed of sepsis 
from a ruptured appendix. Kate races to San Francisco just in time 
to see her daughter before she passes away, and she learns that Ally 
had a daughter of her own. Four-year-old Glory is an unusually 
grave, almost nonverbal child, which her doctors say could indicate 
a disability or the effects of a traumatic experience. With little but 
a birth certificate and a few photos found in Ally’s apartment, Kate 
sets out to discover what happened to her daughter during the time 
she was missing—to find closure for herself and to discover any 
information that could help her grandchild. Shook captures the 
rhythms of life in Cape Cod with rigorous detail, from the tourism 
and traffic patterns to the beauty of the oceanfront and unpredict-
ability of the elements. She takes time to appreciate the scenery: 

“The Nantucket Sound, sparkling blue and green in the sunlight, 
rolled in on soft waves that broke over wet sand turned brown 
from the lapping water, and then retreated just as quickly.” Kate’s 
methodical pursuit of answers is the greatest source of intrigue, 
building to a suspenseful, hair-raising conclusion. However, Shook 

also develops more commonplace but equally well-constructed 
subplots as Kate runs her business, navigates her relationships 
with family and friends, bonds with Glory, and comes to terms 
with her daughter’s death. Kate’s love for her home, her shop, and 
her newly found granddaughter make her an endearing character. 
Furthermore, the author’s professional background as a psycholo-
gist gives the work depth and credibility.

Thoughtful and introspective, with a pulse-quickening 
conclusion.

THE HOO-LII CHRONICLES 
Clash of the Aliens
Wood, M.B.
Faucett Publishing (315 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book  |  Jan. 1, 2019
978-1-387-60260-5  

In Wood’s (Collapse, 2018, etc.) sci-
fi novel, a planet of insectoid creatures, 
already stricken by internal conflict, 
reacts fearfully to evidence of other 
intelligent life. 

The previous two books in this series were conventional, if 
well-told, narratives of an Earth reduced to survivalist feudal-
ism by a terrorism-inspired nuclear barrage. The remnants of 
American society then received a fateful visit from the inquisi-
tive Qu’uda—amphibian extraterrestrials seeking habitable 
worlds. Here, in Book 3, the perspective shifts sharply to a far-
away, exotic alien civilization. It’s a technologically advanced 
world that’s dominated by insectlike beings, with a matriarchy 
of divalike queens at the apex of society; the latter have exoskel-
etons with deadly retractable spines, and they communicate, in 
part, by scent. Earlier wars between hives tainted the planet’s 
environment; now, they’ve agreed on an uneasy détente for the 
greater good of their gene pool and adhere to a religion (“the Way 
of the Mother”) that bans fusion weapons, among other things. 
An unwary Qu’uda scout ship intrudes into the situation, trigger-
ing cataclysmic misunderstandings that will echo throughout the 
series’ overarching storyline. Middle chapters in multivolume sci-
fi sagas often get little respect, as they’re often perceived as mere 
bridges to get from one major point to another. But in this third 
installment of the five-part Clash of the Aliens series, invested 
readers receive stylistic dividends. For example, Wood telegraphs 
the resolution by framing the story as a report by historian Kot-
Nih, who pieces events together from various testimonies. The 
alien advises readers that there are no villains, and indeed, Wood’s 
tale doesn’t portray any of the three cultures as intrinsically evil—
although all indulge in dangerous games of power, prestige, and 
social ostracism; indeed, Homo sapiens may come off as the worst 
of the lot. This volume isn’t as action-packed as Wood’s earlier 
books, but it moves things along in a fresh manner, and its total 
immersion in alien values is compelling in its own right. It may 
inspire its human readers to just leave those annoying carpenter-
ant mounds in the yard alone.

An intriguing development as an alien-first-contact 
epic sprouts new characters.
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THE ART OF BEING REMMY 
Zisk, Mary
Illus. by the author
Cabin Studio Books (244 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $12.71 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Aug. 1, 2018
978-1-73248-770-3
978-1-73248-771-0 paper  

In Zisk’s (The Best Single Mom in 
the World, 2001) middle-grade novel, a 
12-year-old New Jersey girl in 1965 defies 

sexist stereotypes—and her father—to take art lessons.
Four years ago, back in third grade, Rosella Maria Rinal-

di’s art teacher dubbed her “a regular little Rembrandt,” and 
kids have called her “Remmy” ever since. The teacher recom-
mended that Remmy keep “the spark of an artist” alive, so the 
tween resolves that her upcoming year in seventh grade will 
be “The Year of My Spark.” Dampening her fire, though, is her 
father, who insists that “No daughter of mine will ever become 
an artist,” with an accompanying “Great Depression Speech.” 
In addition, Remmy finds that her History of Art book doesn’t 
have a single female artist in it. Nevertheless, she finds work 
to pay for secret art lessons. In the months leading up to an 
art contest that Remmy hopes to win, her personal relation-
ships have ups and downs. Her best friend, Debbie, a fellow 
Beatlemaniac, starts hanging out with another girl in the 
French club, often leaving Remmy (who doesn’t speak French) 
out of their conversations; later, Remmy draws a portrait of 
Debbie that causes trouble. Bill Appleton, a former child-
hood friend, has sexist notions (“You know, all great artists are 
men”), but he also suffers because of gendered expectations, 
as he’d rather make art than play sports. This revelation brings 
him and Remmy closer together. She also learns more about 
her father’s past and what it was that’s made him so dead-set 
against art as a career. Remmy’s artistic efforts bring mixed 
results, but she sticks to her resolution.

The book includes an author’s note that features a handful 
of her personal photos from the 1960s (depicting a memorable 
event that mirrors an episode in the book), a timeline of the 
women’s movement from the 1960s to the ’80s, and an appendix 
that lists 23 artists mentioned in the text, featuring short biog-
raphies and four photos. Zisk illustrates the story with Remmy’s 
lively, expressive line drawings, which show that Remmy does 
have some skill; at the same time, they are believably the work 
of a talented 12-year-old. Remmy expresses delight in color and 
pays attention to visuals throughout the narrative, which helps 
to establish her as a budding artist: “I notice everything—dia-
monds of dew on leaves, the changing color of twilight clouds, 
yellow snow in the shape of Florida.” Remmy’s painting classes, 
too, provide readers with an authentic sense of what the educa-
tion of a young painter is like: “composition, proportion, mix-
ing colors (or tones of gray, in my case), brush strokes, shadows, 
highlights.” Also authentic, and perhaps surprising to many 
young readers today, is the depiction of the struggle of women 
artists to gain recognition. H.W. Janson’s History of Art is a real 
book, and Zisk correctly notes that it didn’t include any women 

until the 1987 edition. Remmy’s amusing voice, decency, and 
ambition make her an appealing character, as well.

A highly entertaining and thoughtful tale.
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Remmy’s amusing voice, decency, and ambition 
make her an appealing character.

the art of being remmy
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By Megan Labrise

“My books are all underground. They’re 
about something people don’t want to 
hear expressed. Critics would like to 
carry them off to the shit-yard, [but] 
they can’t, because they haunt people.”

—James Purdy (1914-2009), author of Mal
colm, The Nephew, and the near-career-
ending novel Cabot Wright Begins, among 
others, told Interview magazine in 1972. 
The rebellious, “scabrous” American 
author was recently memorialized in the 
Guardian on the occasion of the delayed 
burial of his remains, next to English poet 
Edith Sitwell in Northamptonshire.

Fi e l d  No t e s
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Email fieldnotes@kirkus.com.
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“Part of what motivates me is that I 
want to disrupt. I am doing things like 
talking about women’s health in casual 
ways. I’m trying to normalize being a 
woman. Being a woman is political.”
—Busy Phillips, author of the memoir 
This Will Only Hurt a Little, in the Los 
Angeles Loyolan

“When I was growing up, we spent our summers on a farm in western Massachu-
setts, and I would often see my parents—my good, kind parents—killing things. 
This deep coexistence of compassion and savagery was something I puzzled over as 
a child....We are often aggressive, underneath our socially acceptable demeanors: 
We fight about territory and our place in the hierarchy and who will get what. At the 
same time, of course, people can also be amazingly kind and generous....Which side 
of us wins out in a particular situation, and why—that question fascinates me.”
—Mandeliene Smith, author of the novel Rutting Season, at the Millions

“I took too long to write it. I went 
into debt for it. I let down a lot of 
people in my life to go away to writ-
ers’ residencies. I missed birthdays, 
cancelled interviews at the last min-
ute, I trashed everything in order 
to get the book done. And then it 
failed. And I was so…ashamed that 
I thought it was worth it. To sacrifice 
everything, other people’s expecta-
tions, in order to write the book. I 
thought ‘when it comes out, they’ll 
understand.’ It was mostly that I let 
people down. It was pretty awful.”
—Andrew Sean Greer, on The Impos
sible Lives of Greta Wells, the novel that 
directly preceded Pulitzer Prize winner 
Less, in the Irish Independent
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What is the meaning of life? The “Ultimate Answer,” arrived at 
by a computer after 7.5 million years of calculation, is “42.” Say what? 
Yes, 42: Six times seven, seven being a number invested with magical 
meaning in cultures around the world. But then, three enjoys the 
same esteem, so why not 9 or 99 or something in between?

The author of that question, asked and answered in his 1979 
novel A Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, was the British writer Doug-
las Adams, a genial rebel who overturned the mostly grim conven-

tions of science fiction by melding Isaac Asimov with Monty Python. As Adams related, he had been lying on a 
hillside, chemically altered, when he began to ponder what might be out there in the stars. His answer: a bunch 
of civilizations more technologically advanced than ours but no less silly. And lo, an empire of words was born: 
a radio play, a book, a BBC series, more books, a movie, all playing with that magical number.

Adams has good fun. His narrator warns that much of what will follow is “grossly inaccurate,” like so much 
information in the world, a bollix of conjecture and confusion. His protagonist, the hapless Arthur Dent, wan-
ders through life blissfully unaware: “Arthur no more knows his destiny than a tea leaf knows the history of the 
East India Company,” writes Adams, and just as a tea leaf is meant to be scalded, so Arthur, like all other earth-
lings, is meant to be vaporized as the planet is pulverized to make way for an improved intergalactic highway. 
It helps that Arthur’s next-door neighbor, a cheerful lad named Ford Prefect, is actually from Betelgeuse and 
knows a little more about such things, and he whisks Arthur, wearing a fuzzy woolen 
bathrobe and carrying a towel, off into the stars with him.

Ford is working endlessly on a revision of the ever popular travel book A 
Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, its cover emblazoned with the helpful words “Don’t 
panic.” He has decided that our planet needs to be reclassified from “harmless” to 

“mostly harmless,” mostly only because we’re still too primitive to do much damage 
to anyone but ourselves. Some of the other inhabitants of the universe aren’t much 
better—the Vogons, for instance, who engineer pathways across the galaxies but are 
given to reciting poetry so bad that it can kill a person. Other inhabitants still are 
worth knowing, though, such as the planet-builder named Slartibartfast, who is at 
work on a second Earth after having designed the original Norway, with its “lovely 
crinkly edges.” 

Douglas Adams died at the age of 49—that is, seven times seven—in 2001. In his honor, devotees carry 
a towel wherever they go every May 25, a date that has not much numerical meaning except that it falls 
two weeks after his death date and, coincidentally, on the day that Star Wars was released two years before 
Hitchhiker’s Guide appeared. Plus, if you add 25 and 5 (for the month of May) and convert it to hexadecimal 
numbering, you get—42. Don’t panic!

Gregory McNamee is a contributing editor.

Appreciations: A Hitchhiker’s Guide to the 
Galaxy Turns 40
BY GREGORY MCNAMEE
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