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Kirkus Reviews has been deeply invested for some time now in the 
push for more inclusivity in the publishing industry. We’d like to see 
more diverse writers published, and we’d like to see more books that 
thoughtfully portray characters who haven’t gotten much coverage 
in the past. In our children’s and young adult reviews, we already 
make note of characters’ races and other diversity categories, and we 
do #ownvoices assigning as much as possible.

But an initiative we launched in fall 2017, Kirkus Collections, has 
been quietly bringing about positive change. Kirkus Collections is a 
service for librarians that offers curated collections of books to assist 

libraries in diversifying their collections in one simple step, combining Kirkus’ historic 
expertise in literary evaluation with our more recent focus on helping our readers iden-
tify books that feature diverse characters and content. So far, Kirkus Collections, which 
we run in collaboration with the distributor Baker & Taylor, has included children’s and 
YA books; check out a preview at kirkusreviews.com/diversity/. Some examples of exist-
ing Kirkus Collections include: Latinx 
Family Stories in Picture Books, First/
Native Nations Characters in the Here 
& Now, and Black Figures in STEM 
Fields. (As an example, the Latinx col-
lection lists 30 books that adhere to 
that theme, and librarians can buy all 
or some of them.) 

A number of organizations are tackling the problem of getting more inclusive books 
into the hands of readers; we’re contributing to the conversation by making it so easy to 
order quality, inclusive books that have been vetted by our critics. Because of the success 
of Kirkus Collections, and because we believe that librarians who serve adult readers 
deserve the same service that the initiative has provided to children’s librarians, we’re 
now expanding the program to include adult books. 

Through the link above, librarians can now access collections with titles such as Black 
American Crime Fiction; Women of Color in Romance Novels; and Latin American Life 
and Literature, among others. We hope you’ll check out Kirkus Collections. 

Huge thanks go to our children’s editor, Vicky Smith, young adult editor, Laura Simeon, 
and all the staff members at Kirkus and Baker & Taylor who have been involved in the 
development of Kirkus Collections. It was the brainchild of our CEO, Meg Kuehn, who 
wants to prove that diverse books will sell once the discoverability problem has been 
solved; we know the world needs them.
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BIG GIANT FLOATING HEAD
Boucher, Christopher
Melville House  (224 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Jun. 18, 2019
978-1-61219-757-9  

An antic novel assembled from con-
nected metafictional stories that stretch 
metaphors to their breaking points and 
beyond.

The 17 stories, several of which 
have been published earlier in one 

form or another, feature as their narrator a hapless anti-
hero who shares a name with the author. This Christopher 
Boucher (only slightly to be confused with the author of Golden 
Delicious, 2016), a writer who lives in the fictional town of 
Coolidge, Massachusetts, has either been kicked out by his wife, 
Liz, or is on the point of being so. He encounters one odd situ-
ation after another, generally coping with them less than grace-
fully. In the title story, for example, a giant face floats through 
the sky following the narrator until his friend shoots it and 
stuffs it into an old storage unit. In “Call and Response,” Chris 
gets a job at a City Hall prayer switchboard, where he’s assigned 
to zap the majority of the prayers that come in, prayers the size 
of a Volkswagen or a refrigerator, until they eventually threaten 
to physically crush him. Often, the stories morph words into 
physical objects. “The Language Zoo” imagines a place with 

“strange, slithering adjectives, followed by propositions hang-
ing high in their cages or burrowing low in hollowed-out logs.” 
When a stampede begins, sentences like “I’m so sad and lonely” 
and “How do I live without love?” break free only to rear their 
heads in the white spaces of other stories in the volume. The 
novel’s primary problem is that its chapters are all basically vari-
ations on a theme. Though the final chapter, “The Unloveables,” 
offers a bit of hope and a sense of closure, those that precede it 
are more or less interchangeable.

Best suited for those with a high tolerance for whimsy 
and literary play.
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AT DUSK
Hwang Sok-Yong
Trans. by Kim-Russell, Sora
Harper/HarperCollins 
(384 pp.)
$27.99  |  $14.99 e-book
May 10, 2016
978-0-06-227702-2
978-0-06-227704-6 e-book



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

WITHOUT HER
Brackenbury, Rosalind
Delphinium (288 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-1-88328579-1  

A lifelong friendship turns more 
complicated and murky when the 
disappearance of one of the women 
leads to unwelcome discoveries and a 
reconfiguration.

Passions supposedly run high in 
Brackenbury’s (The Lost Love Letters of Henri Fournier, 2018, etc.) 
latest novel—there’s the sexual intensity of a long love affair; the 
decision to risk everything for a career in filmmaking; jealousy 
and competitiveness between women friends. And yet little of 
this fire ignites the pages of what is a steady, cool, thoughtful 
novel charting the relationship between Hannah Farrell and 
Claudia Prescott across the decades. The pair bonded at an Eng-
lish boarding school and remained BFFs through the college 
years at Cambridge and beyond. A trip to Europe during which 
they met Alexandre, an attractive student, did set up some ten-
sion between the women, but Hannah, the more mysterious of 
the two, solved the dilemma by walking away, leaving Alexandre 
to Claudia. Despite other occasional disappearances later in 
life, Hannah opted for a traditional track as wife to Philip and 
mother to twins. Claudia, however, struck out for California 
to try her hand as a moviemaker before eventually settling as 
a teacher of film studies at a college in Virginia, with Alexandre 
as her distant, occasional, yet lifelong lover. The two women 
stayed in touch and visited annually, but now Hannah has failed 
to show up as expected at the family holiday home, and Claudia 
is summoned by Philip. When Hannah does reappear, the not 
entirely unpredictable pieces of the story fall neatly into place. 
A final episode imports its own inherent intensity, yet it is in the 
small gestures that the story achieves some resonance.

The author’s delicate touch captures the head if not 
the heart of this meditation on loyalty, friendship, and the 
geometry of human interconnection.

IS THERE STILL SEX IN THE 
CITY?
Bushnell, Candace
Grove (272 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-8021-4726-4  

The further adventures of Candace 
and her man-eating friends.

Bushnell (Killing Monica, 2015, etc.) has 
been mining the vein of gold she hit with 
Sex and the City (1996) in both adult and YA 

novels. The current volume, billed as fiction but calling its hero-
ine Candace rather than Carrie, is a collection of commentaries 
and recounted hijinks (and lojinks) close in spirit to the original. 
The author tries Tinder on assignment for a magazine, explores 

“cubbing” (dating men in their 20s who prefer older women), inves-
tigates the “Mona Lisa” treatment (a laser makeover for the vagina), 
and documents the ravages of Middle Aged Madness (MAM, the 
female version of the midlife crisis) on her clique of friends, a cou-
ple of whom come to blows at a spa retreat. One of the problems of 
living in Madison World, as she calls her neighborhood in the city, 
is trying to stay out of the clutches of a group of Russians who are 
dead-set on selling her skin cream that costs $15,000. Another is 
that one inevitably becomes a schlepper, carrying one’s entire life 
around in “handbags the size of burlap sacks and worn department 
store shopping bags and plastic grocery sacks....Your back ached 
and your feet hurt, but you just kept on schlepping, hoping for the 
day when something magical would happen and you wouldn’t have 
to schlep no more.” She finds some of that magic by living part-
time in a country place she calls the Village (clearly the Hamptons), 
where several of her old group have retreated. There, in addition to 
cubs, they find SAPs, Senior Age Players, who are potential candi-
dates for MNB, My New Boyfriend. Will Candace get one?

Sometimes funny, sometimes silly, sometimes quite 
sad—i.e., an accurate portrait of life in one’s 50s.
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Sometimes funny, sometimes silly, sometimes quite 
sad—i.e., an accurate portrait of life in one’s 50s.

is there still sex in the city?
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IN THE FULL LIGHT OF 
THE SUN
Clark, Clare
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (432 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-0-544-14757-7  

In Berlin between the world wars, a 
trove of rediscovered works by Vincent 
van Gogh propels a story of passion and 
betrayal in the art world.

Clark (We That Are Left, 2015, etc.) 
situates this historical novel in a decade marked by economic, 
political, and cultural turmoil in Germany. The story is told in 
three sections. The first, set in 1923, focuses on Julius Köhler-
Schultz, author of an acclaimed biography of van Gogh and 

“Germany’s pre-eminent art critic, composed, cultured and 
authoritative, a man garlanded with the privileges of lifelong 
success.” That life has been upended by the departure of his 
wife, Luisa, a hedonistic young woman half his age. She has 
taken with her their baby son and Julius’ most treasured paint-
ing, a van Gogh self-portrait. He misses the painting more. 
Julius meets Emmeline Eberhardt, an even more rebellious, 
even younger woman, an artist who will be first his protégé 
and then something more problematic. She is the main char-
acter in the book’s second section, set in 1927, as she explores 
her sexuality in Berlin’s demimonde. The lives of Julius and 
Emmeline become intertwined with that of a charming and 
mysterious young man. Matthias Rachmann, an aspiring art 
dealer, might be a true lover of art driven by aesthetic passion—
or he might be an exceptionally intelligent grifter working a 
very long con. The book’s third section, set in 1933, consists 
of diary entries by Frank Berszacki, who was Rachmann’s 
attorney after he was charged with art forgery. Berszacki is 
Jewish, and he adds yet another layer to Matthias’ story while 
describing his own struggles with the rising tide of Nazism in 
Berlin. Clark’s mastery of historic and artistic details merges 
with skillful plotting and compelling characters in this accom-
plished novel.

A suspenseful, atmospheric portrait of Berlin during 
Hitler’s rise.

THE CHELSEA GIRLS
Davis, Fiona
Dutton (368 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-5247-4458-8  

Perennial Broadway understudy 
Hazel Ripley and center-stage bomb-
shell Maxine Mead formed a close bond 
as performers touring with the USO 
during World War ll. Now that they’ve 
been home for five years, can their 

friendship survive the McCarthy-era witch hunt for Commu-
nists in show business?

Remember the famous 2013 study that 
claimed reading fiction makes people 
more empathetic? It’s been debunked 
by later studies—or at least, it hasn’t 
been replicated—but we could all use a 
little empathy right now, particularly for 
people who come from groups that are 
constantly being disparaged by the U.S. 
president and the right-wing media ma-
chine, so, scientific or not, it feels like 

a particularly good time to read novels set on the Mexican-
American border.

Where We Come From by Oscar 
Cásares (May 21) tells the story of “a 
Mexican American family in Texas 
[that] finds their home turned into 
a way station for immigrants smug-
gled across the border.” Our starred 
review says “the reader is treated to 
a novel that addresses the complex-
ity of immigration, identity, and 
assimilation while telling close, in-
timate stories. The novel is told in 
a roaming third person that turns 
each character, no matter how 
seemingly one-dimensional or minor, into a powerful pres-
ence. Each voice in this chorus has something urgent to say.” 

Tears of the Trufflepig by Fernando A. Flores (May 14) is 
about “a widower just trying to get by on the Mexican border 
[who] wanders into a surreal underground obsessed with re-
viving extinct creatures….Plotwise, the novel is seriously cir-
cuitous, but Flores’ rich characterizations, spare prose, and 
vivid portrayal of the myths of Mexican culture and life along 
the border give what could have been a tinder-dry crime nov-
el a strange whimsy and charm that don’t sound like anything 
else,” according to our review. See our interview with Flores 
in this issue. 

Lost Children Archive by Valeria Luiselli (Feb. 12) is about a 
family journey to the U.S.–Mexico border, “bearing tales of 
broken migrant families all the way down.” Our review says, 

“As the novel rises to a ferocious climax in a 20-page-long sin-
gle sentence, Luiselli thunderously, persuasively insists that 
reckoning with the border will make deep demands of both 
our intellectual and emotional reserves. A powerful border 
story, at once intellectual and heartfelt.” —L.M.

Laurie Muchnick is the fiction editor. 

life on 
the border
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Davis (The Masterpiece, 2018, etc.) has built her brand craft-
ing historical fiction set at New York landmarks like the Barbi-
zon Hotel, the Dakota apartment building, and Grand Central 
Terminal. Now readers are taken behind the doors of the sto-
ried Chelsea Hotel, a creative oasis for artists and freethinkers, 
as Hazel and Maxine try to navigate the Broadway theater scene. 
While Hazel has never enjoyed success onstage, she discovers a 
talent for playwriting and directing. Her career is off to a prom-
ising start, especially since bestie Maxine has agreed to use her 
star power as a box office draw for Hazel’s show. Their drama 
unfolds offstage when both women are named on a list of Com-
munist sympathizers and must testify about suspected anti-
American activities. With a high-stakes storyline that should 
be tension-filled, the novel unfortunately features prose that is 
expository and flat. Maxine’s diary confessionals fail to give any 
insight into her inner life and seem only to serve as information 
downloads. Even revelations that should shock evoke a tepid 
response, probably because the buildup has been so noncom-
pelling. Thankfully, Hazel’s relationships—with everyone from 
her mother to a private investigator working in tandem with the 

FBI—are more engaging and complex. Notably absent from the 
cast list, though, is the Chelsea Hotel itself. In Davis’ previous 
novels, the setting plays an integral role in the storyline. Here, 
though, the sparse descriptions of the site seem to be almost 
an afterthought. Hazel and Maxine could have been living at a 
Holiday Inn and it would have had no effect on the telling.

A forced effort to leverage interest around the legend-
ary Chelsea Hotel, this novel is a miss.
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THE OTHER MRS. MILLER
Dickson, Allison
Putnam (336 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-0-525-53924-7  

When Phoebe Miller spots a myste-
rious vehicle parking on her Chicagoland 
street every day, the silhouette of the 
driver sitting there for hours at a time, 
she has no idea the mayhem that’s about 
to be set loose.

After all, Phoebe already has enough to worry about. Her 
late father, the infamous Daniel Noble, may have left her finan-
cially set for life, but he also saddled her with his notoriety. 
Exposed as a womanizer and rapist, he’s left her little choice but 
to hunker down inside her mansion to escape the glare of pub-
lic shame. Her husband, Wyatt, with his incessant harping on 
babies—whether gotten by fertility treatments or adoption—
isn’t helping. Phoebe can barely wait for him to leave for work 

each day. What’s an heiress to do but drink away her days? That 
is, until the new neighbors arrive, offering distractions. Despite 
her volatile and alcoholic husband, Vicki Napier may turn out 
to be Phoebe’s new best friend. But Phoebe isn’t just an overly 
privileged woman who likes her cabernet sauvignon a little too 
much: Like her father, she gets what she wants when she wants 
it. And Vicki’s 18-year-old hunk of a son, Jake, catches Phoebe’s 
sensual attentions immediately. Soon, the little cul-de-sac at the 
end of a Lake Forest road is writhing with passion and intrigue—
all ominously surveilled by the driver of the mysterious car. 
Dickson’s debut novel swoops and swirls through startling plot 
twists and multiple perspectives, opening doors into the dark 
secrets lurking in her characters’ pasts. Adept at crafting unlik-
able characters who make despicable decisions, Dickson also 
manages to make us care about these potential villains, because 
they, too, have been wronged. So when someone ends up mur-
dered, fingers point in multiple directions, and every suspect 
has reason to chill our bones or break our hearts.

A Hitchcock-ian thriller from a new voice worth noting.

WE CAME HERE TO FORGET
Dunlop, Andrea
Atria (320 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-1-9821-0342-2  

To escape a highly publicized fam-
ily crisis, a champion skier travels to 
Argentina, where she joins a community 
of expats who, like her, are hiding dark 
secrets.

Katie Cleary hops a plane to Buenos 
Aires on a whim and reinvents herself as Liz Sullivan, a tour 
guide with a broken heart. In reality, her past is much more sin-
ister. In alternating chapters, she recounts the events that led 
her to abandon her Olympic dream, leave her family behind, 
and break up with her boyfriend, Luke Duncan, who is a fellow 
skier and a longtime family friend. Glimpses of Katie’s child-
hood with her beloved sister, Penny, offer tantalizing clues as 
to what went wrong and why they’re now estranged. As Katie’s 
life falls apart, Luke’s brother, Blair, emerges as the support-
ive friend—and maybe more—that she couldn’t find in Luke. 
Meanwhile, in Buenos Aires, Liz meets Edward and Gemma, 
a pair of wealthy expats who welcome her into their “Buenos 
Aires Lonely Hearts Society.” Through them, she meets the 
mysterious and brooding Gianluca, who teaches her to tango. 
Cutting in on a love triangle with the two brothers, Gianluca’s 
dance lessons somehow have less fire than Liz’s memories of 
home even though they lead to a truly steamy fling. But when 
the past finally catches up with her and her group, Katie learns 
more about Gianluca, his friends, and his country than meets 
the eye, putting all their sordid stories into new perspective and 
clearing the way for healing, forgiveness, and a return trip home.

The twisty ride to the bottom is heartbreaking and 
compulsively readable.
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THE LIGHTEST OBJECT IN 
THE UNIVERSE
Eisele, Kimi
Algonquin (336 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-1-61620-793-9  

A post-apocalypse novel takes an 
unusually optimistic tack, braiding a love 
story with the efforts of survivors to cre-
ate new ways to live.

Eisele’s debut is set in a near future 
where a global economic meltdown has led to the collapse of 
governments and power grids, complicated by a pandemic of 
deadly flu and the unchecked effects of climate change. The 
main characters dealing with those dire circumstances are 
Beatrix Banks and Carson Waller, a pair of earnest 30-some-
things. Beatrix was an activist for fair labor and trade practices, 
Carson a high school principal. They met when she spoke to 
one of his classes about global warming; they spent less than 
two days together, but they’ve kept the spark glowing via the 
internet—until the web winked out. With no more schools 
or international trade, they’re at loose ends. Carson leaves his 
home in what sounds like New York City to walk cross-country 
to find her, following railroad tracks for 3,000 miles. Beatrix, 
meanwhile, stays put in her home on the West Coast, band-
ing together with neighbors to share food, dig pit toilets, and 
schlep buckets of water delivered by horse-drawn carts. The 
novel alternates between their points of view, except for sec-
tions focused on Beatrix’s neighbor Rosie, a teenager conve-
niently gifted with second sight. As the lovers wonder if they’ll 
ever find each other, they fret separately over an evangelist 
named Jonathan Blue, who seems to have taken over the some-
what functional radio airwaves and is exhorting survivors to join 
his movement. Eisele creates some intriguing characters, but 
the novel makes dealing with the apocalypse seem a little too 
easy. Bad times can bring out the best in some people. But given 
the current state of our deeply divided, heavily armed nation, 
it takes a stretch to imagine that, in the event of total interna-
tional disaster, so much of the population would cheerfully turn 
to manual labor and generosity.

It’s pretty to think that a global economic, political, 
and technological collapse could be solved by bike co-ops, 
backyard chickens, and a radio show about a homegrown 
superhero, plus a little true love, but this novel just doesn’t 
make it plausible.

CAREFUL WHAT YOU 
WISH FOR
Ephron, Hallie
Morrow/HarperCollins (304 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-0-06-247365-3  

If it doesn’t bring you joy...get rid 
of it before it drags you into a murder 
investigation.

In Ephron’s (You’ll Never Know Dear, 
2017, etc.) latest clever crime novel, pro-

fessional organizer Emily Harlow has made uneasy peace with 
her lawyer husband Frank’s extreme garage-sale–ing. As their 
story opens, she’s in her bedroom making a promotional video 
about closet decluttering; he’s downstairs unloading more boxes 
of junk into a basement already stuffed with his collections. The 
irony is not lost on her. But with fertility issues already putting 
stress on the childless marriage, both partners immerse them-
selves in their separate activities rather than face off directly. 
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If it doesn’t bring you joy...get rid of it before 
it drags you into a murder investigation.

careful what you wish for



Conveniently, Emily’s business, Freeze-Frame Clutter Kickers, 
has gotten so busy that she and her business partner, Becca, 
have had to start working weekends. First they have an elderly 
client who urgently needs them to clean out the storage unit 
where her late husband kept his collections. Then a wealthy 
woman whose controlling husband has never let her move her 
stuff into his showplace mansion, the walls of which are covered 
with his priceless collections, offers to pay them double if they 
can come over right away. Everyone’s a collector, right? But this 
is a little more than the skewed perspective of a Marie Kondo 
devotee—something is rotten in the storage unit. But Emily 
hasn’t done anything wrong—so why do people keep telling her 
they’ve got her back? Ephron’s tidy approach to stowing clues, 
arousing suspicions, keeping the chaos of the climax under con-
trol, then tying up loose ends makes her a professional organizer 
of this type of entertainment.

In a word—neat.

THE BOOK OF X
Etter, Sarah Rose
Two Dollar Radio (284 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-1-937512-81-1  

A girl born with an unusual disfig-
urement navigates the loneliness and 
trauma caused by her physical difference 
in this surreal first novel.

Cassie comes from a long line of 
women born with a knotted torso. These knots aren’t small 
bulges, like a knotted muscle. “Picture,” Cassie tells us, “three 
women with their torsos twisted like thick pieces of rope with 
a single hitch in the center.” At school, Cassie is tormented 
by her classmates; her only friend, Sophia, runs hot and cold 
with her affections, and Cassie’s crush, Jarred, finds her both 
attractive and repulsive. At home, things are not much better. 
Each day Cassie’s dad and brother go off to the nearby Meat 
Quarry, tearing raw meat from vast cavern walls and selling it 
at the market when demand is strong. Cassie’s mother is reach-
ing the age when her knot begins to cause her severe physical 
pain; she turns her ferocious attention on Cassie’s appearance, 
encouraging her daughter to slim down by packing her rocks for 
lunch. When an act of violence shatters whatever uneasy peace 
Cassie has made with her own body, she must spend the rest 
of her life dealing with the dark aftermath. Etter, who has one 
previous collection of short fiction (Tongue Party, 2011), struc-
tures this book in fragments, alternating the story of Cassie’s 
physical struggles with sections called “Vision,” in which Cassie 
imagines an alternate life for herself. The surreality highlights 
the unbearably visceral way Cassie sees the world, whether she’s 
helping her father harvest meat with her bare hands from the 

“red wetness” of the quarry, wandering through fields of throats, 
or having electric eels applied to her abdomen in the futile hope 
of becoming normal.

A relentlessly original look at what it means to exist in 
a female body.

THE FLOATING FELDMANS
Friedland, Elyssa
Berkley (368 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-0-399-58689-7  

A family embarks on a cruise 
together—but will the weight of their 
secrets sink the whole ship?

Elise Feldman Connelly knows she 
has a problem. She can’t stop shopping 
even though she’s blown through her fam-

ily’s savings and obliterated her son’s college fund. She just has 
to keep her addiction a secret from her husband, Mitch, until 
she can figure out a solution. But when Elise’s mother, Annette, 
insists the entire family go on a cruise together for her 70th 
birthday, it becomes clear that Elise isn’t the only one with a 
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secret. Elise’s father is hiding an illness, Mitch is contemplat-
ing a career change, and both of Elise’s children have their own 
complicated lives. Perhaps the biggest secret is being kept by 
Elise’s brother, Freddy, whom everyone assumes is nothing more 
than an aging stoner. He’s actually the head of a hugely success-
ful marijuana company, a fact he hasn’t shared with the uptight 
Feldmans. While Annette just wanted her whole family together 
under one roof, keeping everyone happy on a cruise ship plagued 
with crowds, bad food, and forced fun proves to be almost impos-
sible. As family resentment simmers and eventually blows up, the 
Feldmans learn that maybe they all have more in common than 
they thought. Friedland (The Intermission, 2018, etc.) creates vivid 
characters with distinct voices, from the outwardly critical matri-
arch to the insecure teenager. The story is at its best when the 
whole family is together, allowing their individual personalities 
to bounce off one another. There’s also some sharp commentary 
about the pitfalls of cruises, and even readers who’ve never been 
on one will feel positively claustrophobic as they read about the 
cramped cabins the Feldmans stay in.

A fun look at family drama on the open seas.

THE DRY HEART 
Ginzburg, Natalia
Trans. by Frenaye, Frances
New Directions (96 pp.) 
$12.95 paper  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-0-8112-2878-7  

A murderous account of an unhappy 
marriage.

A woman kills her husband. “I shot 
him between the eyes,” she says. Ginz-
burg’s (Family Lexicon, 2017, etc.) latest 

novel to appear in English begins and ends with this unvar-
nished statement. In between is the plainspoken account of an 
unremarkable, if unhappy, marriage. When the unnamed nar-
rator meets Alberto, she is 26, and he is much older. “I didn’t 
really like him,” she says, “and the only reason I was pleased to 
have him come and call on me was that he looked at me with 
such…sparkling eyes.” They begin to see each other almost 
every day: Alberto brings her chocolates and books, and they go 
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A murderous account of an unhappy marriage.
the dry heart



 

on walks and to the theater. Eventually, Alberto confesses that 
he is in love with another woman—a married woman—but still, 
he and the narrator are married. “Before we were married,” she 
explains, “Alberto enjoyed my company even if he wasn’t in love 
with me….He sketched my face in his notebook and listened 
to what I had to say.” After they’re married, the sketches stop, 
and they find less and less to say to one other. Soon Alberto 
starts going on trips, and he’s plainly lying about the reason for 
them. Eventually, the narrator shoots him. Ginzburg, it’s clear, 
is a master of the deceptively simple plot. From the beginning, 
you know how this story will end. Likewise, her prose seems at 
first to be arid, nearly parched. To say that she’s understated is 
itself a serious understatement. This slim, swift book—closer in 
length to a novella than a novel—was first published in Italy in 
1947, but it feels chillingly modern in its structure, subject mat-
ter, and tone.

Haunting, spare, and utterly gorgeous, Ginzburg’s 
novel is a classic of the wife-murders-husband variety.

HAPPINESS, AS SUCH 
Ginzburg, Natalia
Trans. by Proctor, Minna Zallman
New Directions (240 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-0-8112-2799-5  

A young man flees to England, leav-
ing his family in shambles behind him.

Michele is the only son of an Italian 
family. His parents are divorced, his sis-
ters grown. It’s 1970, and Michele may or 

may not be involved in some sort of radical politics. He may or 
may not be the father of a newborn baby. In any case, he’s just 
taken off for England, leaving everyone else behind. In the latest 
installment of Ginzburg’s (Family Lexicon, 2017, etc.) oeuvre to 
appear in English, it is Michele’s absence that drives the novel 
and each of its self-involved characters—Michele’s mother, 
Adriana; his sister, Angelica; friend Osvaldo; and Mara, the 
young woman whose baby might be his. The novel is a swiftly 

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



 

moving blend of dialogue and letters. “I doubt you’ll come over 
for my birthday,” Adriana writes Michele, “because I don’t think 
you remembered it.” Adriana’s letters can be passive-aggressive 
and self-aggrandizing, but at the same time, Ginzburg has made 
her—and all the others—into a nuanced, sympathetic character. 
Some of the best scenes involve Mara, who, with baby in tow, 
is a flighty mess: perpetually broke, unemployed, and disorga-
nized, she relies on the people around her to get her through. 
And she’s hilarious. “Your sister Angelica came to see me,” she 
writes to Michele. “She gave me money. Sixty thousand lire. I 
can’t do anything with sixty thousand lire, but it was a nice ges-
ture.” As a whole, the novel speaks to Ginzburg’s remarkable 
range as a writer: She could and did write deeply moving works 
about the Second World War, which she survived, but she could 
also write comically. Beneath the currents of humor and wit is a 
subtle work of insight and feeling.

Another masterpiece from one of the finest postwar 
Italian writers.

THE INGREDIENTS OF US
Gold, Jennifer
Lake Union Publishing (298 pp.) 
$24.95  |  $14.95 paper  |  Jul. 1, 2019
978-1-5420-4266-6
978-1-5420-4267-3 paper  

An insecure bakery owner in Seattle 
takes refuge in creating decadent des-
serts and pastries after she learns of her 
husband’s infidelity in this debut novel.

After months of missed calls, late 
work nights, and almost no conversation or sex, Elle finds 
out her husband, Tom, has been having an affair with another 
woman. The story unfolds with two timelines: The past reveals 
Elle and Tom’s history: a meet-cute, romantic getaway, marriage 
proposal, wedding, pregnancy scare, and their realization that 
while he wants children, she does not. The present shows Elle’s 
response to Tom’s infidelity. In addition to baking, she seeks 
emotional support and shelter from her best friend and busi-
ness partner, Bonnie, and has “gross” but “necessary” sex with 
Owen, a younger man she meets in a bar. Bonnie’s secure and 
happy marriage to Charlie provides a nice contrast to Elle and 
Tom’s difficulties. Tom seems too perfect at times, and Elle’s 
reaction to his infidelity is more about her own insecurity than 
anger at him. A mix-up that brings Tom, Owen, and a police 
officer to Elle’s home along with an offer from Elle’s previously 
unsupportive mother help Elle embrace the life she really wants, 
which may or may not include Tom. There’s no high concept, 
big surprise, plot twist, or high-stakes conflict in this story, but 
the tension builds nicely, and Elle is likable and sympathetic.

Readers will enjoy the heroine’s journey of self-discov-
ery and the recipes for the lemon tarts, brownies, scones, 
chocolate Bundt cake, and other treats she bakes along the 
way.

RED METAL
Greaney, Mark & Rawlings IV, H. Ripley
Berkley (656 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-0-451-49041-4  

Russia launches war in Europe and 
Africa in this military thriller reminis-
cent of the late Tom Clancy.

A small group of Chinese commu-
nist special forces sneaks into Taiwan 
to assassinate a politician and provoke 

a war. This attracts intense U.S. attention—perfect timing for 
Russia to launch Operation Red Metal and “retain its proper 
place in the world.” The Russians’ ultimate goal is to keep con-
trol of a rare-earth mine in Kenya, for which they need to wield 

“a scalpel through the heart of Europe” to destroy AFRICOM, 
the U.S. Africa Command headquartered in Germany. They 
kill Western satellites to take out GPS and make Europe deaf, 
mute, and blind. On Christmas Day, Russian trains disguised as 
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An insecure bakery owner in Seattle takes refuge 
in creating decadent desserts and pastries after 

she learns of her husband’s infidelity. 
the ingredients of us
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Catherine Chung’s dazzling sophomore novel, The 
Tenth Muse (June 18), begins with an invocation: “Every-
one knows that once upon a time there were nine mus-
es….What not everyone knows is that once there exist-
ed another sister, who chose a different path.” The 10th 
muse eschews her vocation—to inspire the stories of 
men on Earth—by trading acclaim and immortality for a 
chance to tell a story of her own. 

The novel that follows is narrated by Katherine, a bril-
liant mathematician nearing the end of her career. Grow-
ing up in New Umbria, Michigan, in the 1940s and ’50s, 
intuitive and able, she was raised by a Chinese immigrant 
mother and white American father whose encourage-
ment helped foster her ascent through academia, where 

she weathered the suspicion, envy, and scorn of many 
male colleagues. However, in adulthood, much of what 
she believed about her parents proved false. 

Attempting to solve her field’s most famous problem 
while untangling the riddle of her identity, Katherine 
looks back on her life in what Kirkus calls “a powerful 
and virtuosically researched story about the mysteries of 
the head and the heart.” 

Chung corresponded with Kirkus via email; the fol-
lowing interview is condensed.

Did you conceive of Katherine as an incarnation of 
the 10th muse, this rebellious spirit “born again 
in every generation”? 

Absolutely—and not just Katherine, but her mother 
and the mathematicians and scientists whose histories 
she recounts and her best friend Henry, too. To me the 
story of the 10th muse is less about rebellion per se and 
more about a commitment to live life on your own terms 
(which can look like rebellion) and the cost of that com-
mitment if you follow through on it. So knowing the 10th 
muse is reincarnated in every generation is less about the 
question of identifying precisely who she is in any gen-
eration so much as the knowledge that any of us could be 
her—that we too will be confronted with her choice, to 
accept what we’re told we are and remain in some role or 
identity we were born into, or to make of our lives what 
we will while we can—to be true to a calling (whether it’s 
through the course of our whole life or an isolated mo-
ment). 

The other reason the invocation exists is that I want-
ed to give Katherine something to call upon, to invoke 
when telling us her story. So much of her life has been 
about her search for a lineage or a legacy, her feeling of be-
ing alone on her journey and without precedent—there is 
such power in precedent, our entire legal system is based 
upon it—and Katherine recognizes the ways power is in-

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Catherine Chung

THE NOVELIST TELLS THE STORY OF A WOMAN “WHO CHOSE A 
DIFFERENT PATH”
By Megan Labrise

Photo courtesy David N
oles
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herited or bestowed from other people or institutions—
and her journey is in part a search for the kind of power 
that can be hers, that she can claim a right to. I think a 
lot about our oldest stories, our myths and folktales, and 
when I think about Homer, for instance—calling upon 
the muse to sing in him, to fill his voice with the rage of 
Achilles—I’m astonished by the hugeness of that move, 
of the authority he claims and how the source of that 
authority is divine. So in Katherine’s invocation, she 
doesn’t call upon the muses for support but acknowl-
edges instead the cost of the support that’s demanded 
of them, and she tells the story of their sister instead, 
who opted out. And she takes a kind of strength from 
her example and the example of women who have made 
a similar choice to strike out on their own, to seek what 
power they can in their own stories and voices, from 
what they can make of their lives and minds. 

Megan Labrise is an editor at large and co-host of the Fully 
Booked podcast. The Tenth Muse received a starred review 
in the March 15, 2019, issue. 

civilian transport deliver offensive forces into Europe, unload-
ing troops and tanks. They also attack in Kenya, where battles 
rage. NATO hasn’t detected this military buildup and is taken 
completely by surprise. A Russian general opines that the U.S. 
can’t fight a conventional force anymore, embroiled as it’s been 
in Afghanistan. Ha! Tell it to the Marines, like Lt. Col. Dan 
Connolly, who knows “this world’s a damn dangerous place” 
and figures out what the enemy is up to. The war lasts about a 
week, plenty of time for intense battle scenes and the distinct 
possibility of tactical nukes. Having produced well over 600 
pages, Greaney and Rawlings, his Marine co-author, had a bout 
of logorrhea, but the collaboration has yielded plenty of realism. 
There are some good lines, as when an A-10 pilot strafes the 
ground while screaming “Die, Commie, die!” (He apparently 
didn’t get the memo about the USSR.) But the best line: “And as 
long as we get to pop a bunch of those Russkies, death ain’t but 
a thing.” Readers will be humming “The Marines’ Hymn” after 
finishing this paean to the U.S. Marines. Hoorah!

As with all of Greaney’s work, this is a fun read. If only 
all our wars were fiction.

TRAVELERS
Habila, Helon
Norton (288 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Jun. 18, 2019
978-0-393-23959-1  

A sweeping novel that gives voice to 
members of the African diaspora dis-
persed across contemporary Europe.

The narrator is a Nigerian expatriate 
living in the United States with his Amer-
ican wife, Gina, a portrait artist. Their 

marriage is strained, but when Gina wins a fellowship in Ber-
lin, the narrator joins her in a last-ditch effort to save the mar-
riage. He soon feels himself a stranger amid Europeans, and his 
damaged marriage is little comfort: While Gina—whose race is 
never made explicit—had once been sensitive to the narrator’s 
experiences as a black African immigrant, she is now “more 
oblivious of what was happening around her, her gaze focused 
only on her painting.” Lonely in Europe, the narrator befriends 
Mark, a transgender Malawian film student who has escaped 
to Berlin to pursue his art. Mark favors impassioned proclama-
tions about art and life—“What is the point of art if it is not to 
resist?” he asks naively—but his reverie is disrupted when he’s 
detained for being in the country on an expired visa. Rattled by 
this exposure to the ugly side of migration, the narrator leaves 
Gina so he can travel around Europe, bringing him into contact 
with other African migrants. In one chapter, we’re introduced 
to Manu, a Libyan of Nigerian extraction who flees his nation 
for Berlin, where he and his daughter await his wife’s arrival. We 
also encounter Portia, the daughter of a Zambian writer, who’s 
chasing the ghosts of her father and brother in Switzerland and 
England. Habila (The Chibok Girls, 2017, etc.) weaves the narra-
tor’s story through these others, providing readers a guide to 
the African diaspora. Even among all this movement, the book 
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often feels static, a result of flat characters who, despite their 
harrowing stories, often seem more like types than people. 
Habila’s prose is beautifully restrained but occasionally so man-
nered that it feels inert. When the narrator’s marriage ends, it 
simply slides into a silence “occasionally [broken] by birdcalls.” 
The prose undermines a story that should feel more urgent than 
it does.

A powerful novel about African migrants that suffers 
from flat characters and prose.

BEIRUT HELLFIRE SOCIETY
Hage, Rawi
Norton (288 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-1-324-00291-8  

An undertaker manages his grimly 
booming business in Beirut in 1978. 

Hage’s fourth novel (Carnival, 2013, 
etc.) concerns Pavlov, the son of the 
longtime operator of the Beirut Hellfire 
Society, which surreptitiously moves the 

bodies of those killed by sectarian violence, regardless of reli-
gious or political affiliation, to a remote crematorium. When 
his father is himself killed by a bomb, Pavlov continues the busi-
ness with a stolid determination. Following a year in his life, the 
novel is more episodic than plotted, constructed on piercing 
character studies of the corpses he’s obliged to take care of and 
the surviving locals who leave Pavlov either bemused or heart-
sick. A self-declared libertine who catalogs his sexual transgres-
sions in lurid detail wants his funeral to involve his body hanging 
above a massive party; another man wants his ashes spread in 
the same place as those of the gay son he disowned; a married 
woman wants to be secretly buried next to her lover; a woman 
whose entire family was killed becomes mute and shellshocked, 
camping on the steps of Pavlov’s building. Pavlov himself is tar-
geted by a Christian militiaman, and a life defined by death soon 
wears on him: He hears the voice of his dog talking to him, and 
he’s increasingly entangled in the lives of his extended family 
members. (A cousin has a laugh like a hyena; man’s animalistic 
nature, from Pavlov’s nickname on down, is a recurring theme.) 
Despite the mordant mood, there’s something vivifying for 
both the reader and Pavlov alike in these vignettes, a sense that 
our thoughts about death are the true crucible for our lives, 
even if our hero is left unimpressed with humanity by the expe-
rience. Asked by a militiaman what he believes in, he says flatly, 

“I believe in dogs.”
A well-turned seriocomic tale about death in a place 

where it’s become inescapable.

STATE OF THE UNION
Hornby, Nick
Riverhead (144 pp.) 
$15.00 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-593-08734-3  
 

An unhappy couple walks into a bar....
“This would make a good play,” one 

may think while reading Hornby’s (Funny 
Girl, 2015, etc.) latest—if one doesn’t 
know that it has already been dramati-

cally produced for television. In addition to being a little book 
with 10 short chapters, State of the Union is also a 10-part series 
of 10-minute episodes with Rosamund Pike and Chris O’Dowd, 
to be released on SundanceTV the day before publication. 
Consisting almost entirely of witty repartee, the slim volume 
reads more like a script than a novel. In both the book and the 
series, Tom and Louise, a couple, meet at a pub across the street 
from their marriage counselor’s office each week before their 
appointment. Each week he (an unemployed music critic) has 
a pint and works the Guardian’s cryptic crossword and she (a 
gerontologist) has a glass of white wine. Once set up with their 
drinks, they banter either irritably or companionably about 
black-and-white films, Brexit, and their relationship. “It’s a long 
and complicated road that has led us here. Don’t you think?” 
says Louise. “Well. It depends which way you look at it. There’s 
the long and complicated, and then there’s...as the crow flies,” 
says Tom. “Talk me through the route your crow flies,” Louise 
says. “You slept with someone else, and here we are,” says Tom. 
Though between Week 4 and Week 5, Tom moves out of the 
family home and into “a squat with three media studies stu-
dents,” he never goes so far as to buy his own copy of the news-
paper, preferring to print the crossword off the website. Unlike 
another couple they often watch coming out of the appoint-
ment right before theirs, Tom and Louise have hope, right?

Leaves you eager to watch the show. Wait—do you 
think that was the idea?

THE VEXATIONS
Horrocks, Caitlin
Little, Brown and Company (464 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-0-316-31691-0  

Horrocks follows up her well-regarded 
story collection, This Is Not Your City (2011), 
with a rueful novel about composer Erik 
Satie, his family, and friends.

The parameters of the Satie siblings’ 
lives are set shortly after their mother 

dies in 1872. Their overwhelmed father leaves them with rela-
tives and vanishes; when he returns with a new wife, only Erik 
and younger brother Conrad are reclaimed, while Louise is left 
with their great-uncle. Her rage and bitterness are mostly justi-
fied by subsequent events in her life, chronicled in a first-person 
narration so vivid it frequently steals focus from the chapters 

An unhappy couple walks into a bar....
state of the union
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In Tears of the Trufflepig (May 14), Fernando Flores’ de-
but novel, a food shortage has killed a fifth of the global 
population, extinct animals have been brought back to life 
through a process known as “filtering,” Mexican cartels have 
stopped trading drugs in favor of the extinct and exotic ani-
mal trade, scientists are kidnapped and forced to work until 
they break, the Trufflepig (a creature that’s a mix of lizard, 
pig, and eagle) steps out of myth and into reality, a lost tribe 
of Indigenous people reemerge from the desert after cen-
turies, there are two walls separating the United States and 
Mexico (with a third on the way), the main character eats 
dodo gizzards, giant Olmec heads are stolen from across 
Mexico, and then things get really weird. 

Not that Flores is quite ready to claim the mantle of 
“weird” fiction. In fact, he’s unsure about any label: weird, 
speculative, border writer, Mexican American writer. When 

talking about his craft, Flores sounds less like a writer and 
more like an explorer charting an unknown land.

“I didn’t set out to write a book like this; it’s just the way 
it happened,” Flores says. “I’m still learning about the book 
myself. I don’t know. I’m still wondering what kind of writer 
I am.”

Born in Reynosa, Mexico, but raised in South Texas, 
Flores has crafted a beautiful and daring exploration of a re-
gion that usually only gets mentioned in relation to immi-
gration or drug trafficking.

The main character, Esteban Bellacosa, lives in the fic-
tional border town of MacArthur, Texas. He’s both happily 
lonely and, at the same time, haunted by the loss of his wife 
and daughter in the food crisis. Esteban scouts construc-
tion equipment for clients who don’t want to pay for new 
machines, but he’s soon pulled into a mystery involving il-
legal dinners of filtered animals. At the same time, Esteban’s 
brother has been kidnapped by cartels who started an illicit 
trade in shrunken heads. The plot gets more and more cos-
mic, but at its heart lies Esteban’s grief and his attempt to 
make peace with his estranged brother.

Flores describes the border landscape with epic yet 
loving language. For example, toward the beginning of the 
novel, Esteban visits a shack that might just be where he 
was born:

He walked out of the threshold as if emerging from 
quicksand and smoked the rest of the Herzegovina 
Flor by his old Jeep, admiring the cavity structure on 
the dry, barren farmland. The sky was different than it 
appeared from inside, giving the impression time had 
never changed in the shack, and the rooms where we 
are born keep giving birth to us forever. The sun was ris-
ing. It was a roosterless dawn, in the part of South Texas 
where no beast yawned.

The political parallels between the world of Trufflepig 
and our own are plain to see. The rich are hoarding more 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Fernando Flores

“I DIDN’T SET OUT TO WRITE A BOOK LIKE THIS; IT’S JUST THE WAY IT 
HAPPENED,” HE SAYS
By Richard Z. Santos

Photo courtesy Eric M
orales



narrated by Erik, Conrad, Erik’s friend Philippe, and Suzanne, 
the only woman emotionally cut-off Erik comes close to loving. 
The twin traumas of his mother’s death and the involuntary 
separation from Louise have made him pathologically wary of 
any kind of connection, including those that might smooth 
the way for his deliberately provocative music. Aspiring poet 
Philippe collaborates with Erik for a while and admires his 
friend’s disdain for compromise but ultimately opts for a more 
stable existence. Horrocks paints an atmospheric portrait of 
bohemian Paris and a poignant one of Satie and his avant-garde 
circle, who “lived in the yet: not now, but soon” when their art 
would be recognized. Meanwhile, they drink and scandalize 
the bourgeoisie with their bad behavior. An episode of unin-
tentional cruelty cements Erik’s estrangement from Louise, 
whose losses mount in a wrenching account made bearable 
only by the fact that she narrates it as an elderly survivor in 
1944. Erik’s story takes longer to engage readers, but gradually 
his austere passion and fierce dedication to his music become 
as affecting as Louise’s catalog of pain and deprivation. A keen-
ing finale revisits him at 21, with “the most popular seven min-
utes he will ever write…fading away in the sweaty, soot-dark 
room.”

Finely written and deeply empathetic, a powerful por-
trait of artistic commitment and emotional frustration.

GAME OF SNIPERS
Hunter, Stephen
Putnam (400 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-0-399-57457-3  

A storied marksman meets his equal 
in the 11th installment of Hunter’s Bob 
Lee Swagger series (G-Man, 2017, etc.).

Seventy-two-year-old retired sniper 
Bob Lee Swagger watches the prairie 
from his rocking chair in Idaho, neither 

expecting nor wanting to see anyone. But Janet McDowell 
shows up, saying that her son was shot by a sniper in Baghdad 
and that she had gone to extraordinary, fruitless trouble trying 
to exact vengeance on Juba the Sniper, who has killed hundreds 
of Americans. Swagger agrees to hunt the man down—hey, it’ll 
be more interesting than hanging out at Cracker Barrel. Mean-
while, Juba dreams of killing Marines—“The world was a kill 
box. His finger spoke for God.” Soon Swagger is in Tel Aviv, 
chatting with the Mossad. They want Juba, too, but they want 
him alive “to have a series of chats with him.” Swagger would 
like to feed Juba’s face to the pigs, but “Alas,” he’s told, “we’re 
a little Jewish country. No pigs.” Scenes with Juba show off his 
bloodthirsty side—wait, that’s his only side, for which he rou-
tinely gives thanks. This chap is a fascinating one-dimensional 
villain, crediting his bloodlust to God. Then U.S. intelligence 
learns that Juba is coming to America to kill a high-value target 
from a long-distance shot, so Swagger returns home. There’s 
more than enough detail in this story about hollow point shells, 
muzzle velocities, and precision kills from over a mile away 
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and more wealth and resources, immigrants have been de-
humanized to the point where any citizen can detain or kill 
a border crosser, and ecological disaster is oncoming. Yet 
Flores didn’t want to write a novel set here, today. Instead, 
as he says, he wanted to write “South Texas through the 
looking glass.”

“There are lots of things going on in the world I 
couldn’t write about directly,” Flores says. “I can’t say I’m 
going to write about immigration, or racism, or this and 
that. I couldn’t do it, even though I know those things are 
in the book. If I would have done it directly, I would have 
failed miserably.”

From his novel to his short stories, Flores’ work explores 
a complex borderland and the lives of complex people: In-
digenous, American, Mexican, Texan, and everything in be-
tween. Some will call Flores a “Mexican writer” or a “specu-
lative writer” or whichever category they want to stuff him 
into. Flores, for his part, doesn’t particularly care.

“Even if I deny those terms people are still going to call 
me whatever. So am I going to fight it, or am I going to be 
like ‘OK’ and brush it off?” Flores asks.

To Flores, getting to the heart of his characters is more 
important than figuring out how to label himself. With 
each project—and he has several in the works that he also 
can’t quite describe—he’s learning more and more. “Why 
write something if I’m not challenging myself or even my 
idea of what literature is? Or my own abilities?” Flores says. 

“Why write another book in this world unless you’re really 
engaging with yourself or literature itself or the unknown?”

Flores is a cartographer of a land of his own design; the 
rest of us are just along for the journey.

Richard Z. Santos is a writer and teacher living in Austin. He 
has written two novels and his work is widely published. Tears 
of the Trufflepig was reviewed in the March 1, 2019, issue.



to make Second Amendment worshipers quiver jellolike with 
excitement. As the title suggests, Swagger and Juba are inevi-
tably in for a showdown, not a little chat, and it’s going to be 
spectacular. The author is a Pulitzer Prize–winning film critic 
who knows how to tell a crackling good story.

Fast-moving, violent, and entertaining, this is genuine 
good-guy–versus–bad-guy stuff.

AT DUSK 
Hwang Sok-Yong
Trans. by Kim-Russell, Sora
Scribe  (192 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-1-947534-66-7  

In award-winning Korean author 
Hwang’s (Princess Bari, 2019, etc.) lat-
est novel, a successful architect from a 
poor family reconnects with his first love 
many decades later.

As the title suggests, Park Minwoo has reached his twilight 
years. Friends and colleagues are beginning to die. “No one 
should ever forget their roots,” one tells him gravely, but Min-
woo feels embarrassed by the thought. He grew up in a Seoul 
slum called Moon Hollow in “a shabby house with wooden 
boards instead of glass in the windows,” his parents eking out 
a living selling fishcakes. Determined to escape, he studied 
hard, stayed in school, and did well on his university exams. The 
only other high school student in Moon Hollow was the beau-
tiful and sought-after Cha Soona, who secretly loved him. For 
decades Minwoo has repressed Soona’s significance to him; he 
married well, studied abroad, and pursued a career that helped 
modernize Korea. But when he receives Soona’s memoir in an 
email, his wife has moved to the U.S. to be near their daughter, 
and his company is under scrutiny due to corruption scandals. 
Soona remembers Moon Hollow with cleareyed affection in 
spite of what she endured there; her account dredges up their 
shared past, forcing him to reconsider his achievements and 
reckon for the first time with what he lost. The chapters alter-
nate between Minwoo’s point of view and that of a young, strug-
gling playwright whose connection to the story emerges only 
gradually. Having been imprisoned for political reasons, Hwang 
has a restrained, delicate touch, alive to the nuances of memory, 
the slipperiness of the past, and the difficult choices life forces 
us to make. Minwoo’s reexamination of his past serves as a 
reminder of the communities destroyed in the search for a bet-
ter, more modern Korea, the lives disrupted and displaced, and 
the people left behind.

Subtly political, deeply humane, a story about home, 
loss, and the cost of a country’s advancement.

NEVER HAVE I EVER
Jackson, Joshilyn
Morrow/HarperCollins (352 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-0-06-285531-2  

Amy Whey’s sins come back to haunt 
her when she’s extorted for money by 
a beautiful stranger in Jackson’s (The 
Almost Sisters, 2017, etc.) first thriller.

It was supposed to be book club as 
usual: a group of suburban mothers gath-

ering to talk over a glass of wine or two and then going home to 
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Subtly political, deeply humane, a story about home, loss, 
and the cost of a country’s advancement.

at dusk



bed. But when new neighbor Angelica Roux shows up at host-
ess Amy’s door, it doesn’t take long for all hell to break loose. 
The booze flows freely, and soon the women are engaged in a 
game: What is the worst thing you did today? This week? This 
month? In your life? There are many women in the gathering 
with secrets to protect, but none more than Amy, who, as a 
teenager, committed a terrible crime that almost destroyed her. 
Saved by her love for diving, and then by meeting her husband 
and stepdaughter, Amy has worked hard to build a normal, sta-
ble life; she even has a new baby. Angelica has come to threaten 
all of this; she clearly knows about Amy’s past and will expose 
her to her loved ones if Amy doesn’t pay her. As Amy tries des-
perately to outscheme Angelica, she also realizes just how much 
she has to fight for—and what she might be willing to do to keep 
her family safe and her secrets buried. Jackson’s novel is chock-
full of dramatic reveals and twisty turns, but she paces them 
out well, dropping them like regularly spaced bombshells. Just 
when the reader thinks they know what might lie at the heart of 
the novel, the ground shifts seismically, and the truth removes 
again to a distance. It’s skillfully done. Amy herself is an openly 

flawed and relatable character fighting to keep sacred the one 
thing she values most: her normal, loving, messy life.

Be warned: It’s a stay-up-all-night kind of book. Com-
pulsively readable.

HOME FOR ERRING AND 
OUTCAST GIRLS
Kibler, Julie
Crown (368 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-0-451-49933-2  

An early-20th-century Texas refuge 
for wayward girls inspires a troubled 
librarian a century later in Kibler’s sec-
ond novel (Calling Me Home, 2013).

In 2017, Cate moves to Arlington, 
Texas, mostly, the reader gathers, to escape her past. Employed by 
the University of Texas as an assistant librarian, Cate becomes 
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Charlie Jane Anders’ latest science-fiction novel, 
The City in the Middle of the Night (Feb. 12), is set on a far-
away planet populated by humans descended from the 
passengers of a colony ship. Their new home, the plan-
et January, is largely hostile to its alien inhabitants. For 
one thing, instead of the days and nights progressing into 
each other, as they do here on Earth, half of January is al-
ways in the sun, while the other half is always in the dark. 
The humans mostly live in two major cities built on the 
light side: Xiosphant, whose citizens live by a rigid set of 
strictly enforced rules; and Argelo, which is controlled by 
dangerous gangs. 

But Sophie and Bianca, two young friends in Xios-
phant, have joined a growing faction of student progres-
sives at their school. When the police, wanting to squash 
the young revolutionaries, decide to make an example of 

one of them, they choose shy, working-class Sophie while 
privileged, sophisticated Bianca looks on in horror. So-
phie is taken to the dark side of the planet and forced to 
fend for herself. When she falls (literally) into the path of 
one of January’s more frightening species of native fau-
na, she expects to die. But instead she discovers that the 
creatures are, in fact, sentient beings capable of telepath-
ic communication. And, as it turns out, they have a whole 
lot to say. 

Dark versus light, humans versus creatures, Xiosphant 
versus Argelo: This is a novel that is deeply interested in 
binaries and the ways in which life undermines them. 

“Exploring, undermining, and complicating binaries has 
been a major theme in my work, generally,” says Anders. 
She was interested in writing about a tidally locked planet 
because many scientists believe that if humans manage 
to colonize a planet, it is likely to be a tidally locked one. 
From that interest, she started to think about the meta-
phorical implications of a world of opposites and to imag-
ine how people trying to survive in extreme conditions 
might come up with extreme solutions. 

Anders spent over two years making notes about the 
world and compiling bits of the story. She started work-
ing on the book in 2013, and as time went on she saw 
the world she lived in grow to resemble the world she 
was creating. “The binaries and rigid oppositions in our 
society have gotten much more intense and dramati-
cally polarized,” she says. And while there is plenty of 
political turmoil in the book, including the tension that 
happens among people who are supposedly on the same 
side, one of the binaries that Anders wanted to pick at 
was the idea of villains who are totally evil and heroes 
who are always good. 

Take rich-girl Bianca, whom the Kirkus review calls 
“the worst kind of faux ‘woke’ liberal,” a description that 
made Anders laugh when she heard it. She agrees that 
there is “definitely a lot of that,” but Bianca is no one-
dimensional spoiled brat. 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Charlie Jane Anders

IT’S NICE TO IDENTIFY WITH FICTIONAL CHARACTERS WHO ALWAYS DO 
THE RIGHT THING, BUT THAT’S NOT REALITY, IS IT? 
By Chelsea Ennen

Photo courtesy Sarah Deragon Portraits to the People
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Though Anders did plenty of revisions post-2016, 
much of the novel was written when she, like so many 
of us, assumed that 2019 wouldn’t consist of the current 
political landscape. Bianca in particular “means some-
thing very different now than she would have in the 
timeline where I originally thought the book was going 
to be published.” Anders’ work is heavily influenced by 
the writing of Doris Lessing, whose work often focused 
on idealistic young people getting drawn into horrible 
things with the best of intentions. “I think all of us are 
complicit in a lot of terrible stuff and try not to think 
about our complicity.”

Anders’ goal was to make Bianca a character whom 
readers would love and identify with even as she goes to 
a darker place toward the end of the book. “It’s desir-
able to identify with characters who are selfless and en-
lightened and do the right thing all the time,” says An-
ders, “but that’s not real.” 

Chelsea Ennen is an editorial assistant at Kirkus Reviews. 
The City in the Middle of the Night received a starred 
review in the Dec. 15, 2018, issue. 

obsessed with the musty records of the Berachah Industrial 
Home, a church-run shelter for women and girls then known 
as fallen, erring, or wayward—abused women, some pregnant 
out of wedlock, often forced into prostitution. Cate also visits 
Berachah’s only remaining vestige, its cemetery. Interspersed 
with Cate’s story are scenes from early-1900s Berachah, where 
Mattie, an unwed mother, and Lizzie, who was raped by her 
stepbrother and deserted by husband and family, relate their 
experiences in close third-person narration. Mattie’s ailing son 
dies as she arrives at the home, and her one attempt at prostitu-
tion has left her pregnant. Taken in by Berachah along with her 
young daughter, Lizzie goes through heroin withdrawal. The 
momentum of the first half of the book is sluggish. Cate’s first-
person narrative ranges between the present and 1998 during 
her senior year in high school. The only daughter of fundamen-
talist Christians, she is deeply enmeshed in her church commu-
nity. Much space is devoted to a deceptively anodyne account 
of falling in love with new classmate River while being asked to 
the prom by the church golden boy, Seth. In the second half of 
the book, conflicts finally emerge. For the Berachah girls, it’s 
Mattie’s bid for independence in Oklahoma City and Lizzie’s 
ill-advised decision to return home to her mother. A major 
development in Cate’s teenage life is withheld until later in 
the book, and readers may question how Cate, as the narrator, 
could censor her thoughts as to such a crucial revelation. Read-
ers may also question the relevance of the parallel narratives 
until compelling ironies emerge. Not least of these is the role 
of fundamentalist Christianity: as rescuer in Berachah’s time, 
as oppressor in Cate’s.

As this novel powerfully illustrates, the terminology 
has changed but gender discrimination persists.

FAMOUS PEOPLE
Kuritzkes, Justin
Henry Holt (224 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-1-250-30902-0  

An unnamed 22-year-old pop star 
looks back over a decade in the spot-
light and grapples with his family history.

Near the end of this tautly written 
debut novel, structured as its narrator’s 
memoir, he muses on his pop-culture 

ubiquity. “Something I’ve been thinking about a lot is what 
it would be like to read this book if you’d never heard of me 
before,” he writes. It’s a slightly self-conscious touch, but it’s 
also understandable: This musician at times feels like a rec-
ognizable composite of a number of 21st-century singers. The 
narrator’s relationship with his mentor, a writer named Bob 
Winstock with some bigoted remarks in his past, is particularly 
evocative of some of the more contentious aspects of Justin 
Bieber’s public persona. Structurally, the novel is more subtle 
than it first appears: It begins in celebrity tell-all mode, with 
the narrator discussing the loss of his virginity and observing 
that “it’s actually kind of hard for me to remember anything 
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that happened in my life before I was famous.” But the narrator 
reveals himself to be more empathic than he seems, yearning 
for a kind of self-knowledge that he’s never developed the tools 
to manage and clearly frustrated in ways he can’t articulate by 
his parents’ divorce and his father’s suicide. It’s a tricky voice to 
pull off, and Kuritzkes occasionally overdoes some affectations 
of immaturity. A long subplot involving Oddvar, a scientist help-
ing to maintain a seed vault in Svalbard, resolves ambiguously; 
it’s unclear if the narrator is unknowingly convincing Oddvar to 
leave work benefitting the planet for something more ephem-
eral or if Oddvar himself is unsure of what he wants. But over-
all, this novel emerges in a less satirical, more humanistic place 
than it begins.

A thoughtful, subtly structured exploration of fame 
and its discontents.

FEAST DAY OF 
THE CANNIBALS 
Lock, Norman
Bellevue Literary Press (240 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-1-942658-46-7  

The latest book in Lock’s American 
Novels series is narrated by a colleague of 
Herman Melville’s, who tells a story that 
quietly moves toward gothic territory.

About halfway through Lock’s novel, 
narrator Shelby Ross is conversing with his friend and co-worker 
Martin when Martin invokes Moby-Dick. This isn’t a random ref-
erence: The year is 1882, and both men work with Herman Mel-
ville in the customs office. Yet Shelby has no idea what Martin is 
talking about—a telling reminder that Melville had, at this point 
in his life, fallen into literary obscurity. Shelby has similarly seen 
better days, economically speaking, but finds warmth in his 
interactions with both Martin and Melville. The novel is struc-
tured around Shelby’s telling the story of this period of his life 
to Washington Roebling, who engineered the Brooklyn Bridge. 
As Shelby recounts his story—which also includes his rivalry 
with Gibbs, another co-worker, who has a propensity for insults, 
sadism, and violence—it gradually becomes apparent that omi-
nous events are on the horizon for all involved. Gradually, the 
central qualities of several of the characters—Martin’s enthu-
siasm, Shelby’s reticence, and Gibbs’ propensity for chaos—are 
destined for a collision of some sort. In the novel’s second half, 
Lock subtly suggests that Shelby is, if not unreliable, then not 
quite as aware of himself as he should be. And while Moby-Dick 
is often referenced by the characters, it’s Billy Budd, a later work 
of Melville’s, that’s alluded to thematically, as Lock addresses 
questions of desire and repression, both personal and societal. 
What begins quietly takes a turn for the emotionally wrenching.

It takes a little while to build up speed, but this novel 
memorably provides a window into old New York and its 
narrator’s conflicted mind.

WE LOVE 
ANDERSON COOPER 
Maizes, R.L.
Celadon Books (176 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-1-250-30407-0  

This debut is populated by charac-
ters who make unusual choices (big or 
small, intentional or not) and then face 
the fallout.

Some books of short stories feel like 
subtle variations on a theme—practically the same tale over and 
over again. Not this one. The 11 entries in Maizes’ collection are 
deliciously diverse. In the title story, Markus, a 13-year-old boy, 
decides to come out via his bar mitzvah speech and then copes 
with the cascading consequences of his bold, unusual choice. 

“Remember the valedictorian who came out in his graduation 
speech? His video was downloaded two million times….That’s 
what I’m going to do in temple,” Markus tells his boyfriend. In 

“Collections,” Maya, a 65-year-old woman, struggles to adjust 
to her significantly diminished status and circumstances after 
the death of her wealthy partner of 14 years, for whom she had 
originally been hired to cook. “The bedroom wasn’t far from 
the kitchen,” we’re told. In “Couch,” a therapist’s practice and 
life are dramatically transformed when she replaces the seating 
in her office with a couch that magically improves the outlook 
of anyone who sits on it. “Patients so depressed they questioned 
the value of their lives, so anxious they rarely left their homes, 
found relief as soon as they settled onto the sea-foam cushions,” 
Maizes informs us. Certainly there are a few recurring elements 
in these stories: Jewish characters, beloved pets, people who 
love obsessively and/or unrequitedly, and tragic deaths, to name 
a few. Yet each succinct fictional nugget rolls inexorably along 
its own quirky trajectory, arrives at its own unexpected desti-
nation, and never overstays its welcome. Titular shoutout to a 
CNN talking head notwithstanding, this is a book about the 
heart.

Breaking news: Maizes’ gently witty and vaguely weird 
collection is well worth reading.

IF YOU WANT TO MAKE 
GOD LAUGH
Marais, Bianca
Putnam (448 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-0-7352-1931-1  

Three South African women entwine 
their lives as each fights to be a mother in 
this novel by a white South African living 
in Toronto.

The story, centered on two well-to-
do Afrikaner sisters tended by an impoverished black teenager, 
shares elements with The Help. Marais, as she demonstrated 
in her first book, Hum If You Don’t Know the Words (2017), likes 
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The Prison Planet Handbook
Denis Goodwin

Sometimes, the reality prescribed to us 
doesn’t explain what we experience. If you 
too know something isn’t right, and are ready 
for changes on earth, the bottom line is here.

$34.45 paperback
978-1-5434-9516-4
also available in hardcover & ebook

www.xlibris.co.nz

Agony to Agony
Part One: In Search of Tranquility
Patrick Yay

Born in Burma during a time when the 
people of Myanmar felt helpless under 
the rule of brutal dictators, Patrick Yay 
chronicles escaping his native land to 
pursue a career as a doctor.

$23.00 paperback
978-1-5462-9921-9
also available in hardcover & ebook

www.authorhouse.co.uk

Positive Psychology Coaching
Introducing the ©AIPC Coach Approach to   
Finding Solutions and Achieving Goals.
Susanne Knowles

Coaching is an emerging profession across 
all walks of life. Susanne Knowles shares the 
secrets to Positive Psychology Coaching 
to help resolve client’s situation and find 
greater happiness in life.

$20.69 paperback
978-1-9845-0194-3
also available in hardcover & ebook

www.xlibris.com.au

The Curse of God
Why I Left Islam
Harris Sultan

The Curse of God is a critical analysis of 
religion in general and Islam in particular. 
It covers some common misconceptions 
about Islam that both Muslims and non-
Muslims have.

$20.69 paperback
978-1-9845-0212-4
also available in hardcover & ebook

www.xlibris.com.au

Hero at Home
Sarah Verardo

When war ends for catastrophically 
wounded veterans, battles begin for their 
caregivers and families. This book for 
children helps young readers understand 
the new challenges for heroes returning to 
daily life.

$19.99 paperback
978-1-5320-5954-4
also available in hardcover & ebook

www.iuniverse.com

What I Want
Helen Walters

The monster has a face and a name, but is 
that enough for Detective Alice Forbes to 
be able to catch him? Read Helen Walters’ 
What I Want and find out!

$20.69 paperback
978-1-7960-0015-3
also available in hardcover & ebook

www.xlibris.com.au

The Surprising Life and Times 
of a Dominican Sister
Judith Ann Brady

Judith Ann Brady introduces the amazing 
women/Sisters who inspired her to be 
a Dominican Sister. Motivated by love, 
Sister Judith continues her work as 
teacher/professor seeking to improve the 
lives of students.

$13.99 paperback
978-1-5462-6155-1
also available in hardcover & ebook

www.authorhouse.com

Traitors or Patriots?
A Story of the German Anti-Nazi Resistance
Louis R. Eltscher

Incorporating solid historical evidence with 
scholarly interpretation, this history of anti-
Nazi resistance in Nazi Germany discusses 
the little-known activities of the Germans 
who opposed Hitler.

$28.99 paperback
978-1-5320-4676-6
also available in ebook

www.iuniverse.com

A new story awaits… 

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

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



2 6   |   1 5  m a y  2 0 1 9   |   f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

stories of unexpected collisions between white and black 
women, all in turmoil. The new book begins with 17-year-old 
Zodwa seeking out a village healer for a concoction brewed 
to end a pregnancy. In Chapter 2, the action switches to an 
orphanage in Zaire, where aid worker Delilah receives a myste-
rious letter that requires her immediate return to South Africa. 
Meanwhile, Ruth, after a run of plastic surgeries and men, is 
staging her own faux suicide to hang on to her latest husband. 
Both Zodwa’s and Ruth’s missions fail. In this thickly plotted 
novel, readers discover on Page 40 that the prim Delilah, once a 
Catholic novitiate, is sister to Ruth, “South Africa’s Wild Child.” 
The tired virgin/whore duo converge on the family homestead, 
a failed avocado farm, to see their quarrels interrupted by the 
delivery of a black newborn on their doorstep. Ruth determines 
to adopt the boy even as Delilah faces the consequences of 
giving up a son from her own long-ago teen misfortune. Then 
Zodwa, more than a year postpartum, tracks down her child 
and signs on as the sisters’ maid. Shame animates all three pro-
tagonists, who lubricate these pages with tears—it’s hard to 
think of another novel with as much weeping. Marais strikes 

a jaunty tone even as she salts her story with rape, HIV, rac-
ism, and homophobia. The writing is breathless and fraught: 

“Zodwa closes her eyes and feels a spark of hope she never knew 
she was so desperately seeking.”

Every character could use a copy of Girl, Stop Apologizing.

BERTA ISLA
Marías, Javier
Trans. by Costa, Margaret Jull
Knopf (496 pp.) 
$28.95  |  Aug. 7, 2019
978-0-525-52136-5  

Spanish novelist Marías (Between 
Eternities, 2017, etc.) revisits perennial 
themes—the mutability of truth, the 
untrustworthiness of the powerful, the 
vagaries of human behavior—in a brood-

ing tale of lives darkened by separation and deception.
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Berta is intrigued by “Tom or Tomás” from the moment they 
meet at school in Madrid. Completely bilingual, with a Spanish 
mother and English father, he’s good-looking and entertaining, 
brilliant at impersonations, and uninterested in the tortured 
introspection that absorbs most adolescents. These qualities 
attract the attention of the British Secret Service when he 
heads to Oxford in 1969, and Tom (as he thinks of himself in 
England) is pressured into joining after the police inform him 
that a woman with whom he’s been having a casual affair has 
been murdered. Berta doesn’t know this when they marry in 
1974, but she’s enlightened a few years later, and for decades 
she reluctantly abides by Tomás’ insistence that she must never 
ask where he goes and what he does during his long absences. 

“Whatever happens will have nothing to do with me,” he insists, 
“because those of us who do this work both exist and don’t 
exist…the things we do are done by nobody.” This existential 
view of spying echoes throughout the novel in fragments from 
T.S. Eliot’s poem “Little Gidding,” with its images of a spirit 
wandering between two worlds, and in Tom’s musings that spies 
know what others try to forget: that each of us is “an outcast 
of the universe.” Nonetheless, he justifies his life in the shad-
ows as “defence of the Realm,” a rote claim Berta rejects with 
contempt: “How can you say that your causes are just causes, if 
they’re given to you by intermediaries.” As usual, Marías propels 
his philosophical debates with the urgency of a thriller, includ-
ing a bravura plot twist that completely unmoors Tom/Tomás. 
But Berta is more of a construct than a credible female charac-
ter, and the novel has a slightly perfunctory air despite Marías’ 
customary brilliant prose.

Skilled and provocative, as always, but not one of the 
author’s best.

DATING BY THE BOOK
Marlowe, Mary Ann
Kensington Books (336 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-1-4967-1821-1  

A negative review of her book 
inspires an author and bookstore owner 
to rewrite her love life.

Just when Maddie Hanson realizes 
her dream of opening a bookstore in her 
hometown, her fiance leaves her at the 

altar to go back to the city. And her first published novel earns 
a disappointing three-star review from a man called Silver Fox, 
who claims that the romance in the story falls flat. To add insult 
to injury, he adds, “I’m left suspecting the author hasn’t had a 
single romantic experience.” Against her better judgment, Mad-
die writes him back (using her pen name) to defend herself and 
her work, but she secretly worries that he might be right. To test 
her theory, she decides to give each of the men who show up 
for her book club a chance to be her romantic hero in real life: 
Charlie Hamilton, a handsome college professor; Max Beck-
ett, her nosy childhood friend; and Dylan Black, an old flame 
who’s back in town for a break from his music career. She’s even 

more confused when her ex-fiance, Peter Mercer, shows up to 
offer her a second chance. Drawing on everything from Pride 
and Prejudice to You’ve Got Mail, Maddie provides a dizzying 
analysis of which fictional character each man would be—“It 
occurred to me he wasn’t Rhett Butler or Rochester. He was 
Casanova or the Marquis de Valmont.” The men take it surpris-
ingly well. Meanwhile, she and Silver Fox spar over whose life is 
more pathetic until, miraculously, their animosity morphs into 
mutual respect. Silver Fox’s first few emails are truly awful—“I 
find myself wanting to mentor you to a better mental place,” he 
tells Maddie—but he becomes a viable suitor once he opens 
up about his life and even shares his own writing. The final few 
chapters pick up steam as Maddie comes closer to meeting her 
nemesis—who could be her true love—in real life.

Romance junkies will get a kick out of this fun, self-ref-
erential spin on just about every trope in the book.

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

A negative review of her book inspires an author 
and bookstore owner to rewrite her love life.

dating by the book
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BLACK SUN
Matthews, Owen
Doubleday (320 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-0-385-54340-8  

A murder investigation in a super-
secret Soviet city reveals a number of 
surprises.

Fyodor Petrov dies miserably and 
alone in a “city that does not exist,” where 
Soviet scientists and engineers secretly 

develop nuclear arms. Arzamas-16 is a fairyland within the grim 
reality of Soviet Russia: Consumer goods are freely available, 
subversive literature is openly read, and even the local KGB 
defers to the agenda of the cadre of scientists who work there. 
But Petrov’s death sets off alarms, and Alexander Vasin, an inves-
tigator in “Special Cases,” a quasi-independent branch of the 
KGB, is sent to nose around. Petrov was working on RDS-220, 
a superbomb, larger than any bomb previously developed any-
where, a project headed by professor Adamov, the de facto ruler 
of Arzamas-16. Petrov’s death has been ruled a suicide by Gen. 
Zaitsev, who heads the local security forces; he resents Vasin’s 
investigation and over time hampers it somewhat, but Vasin 
nevertheless manages to uncover good reason to doubt the sui-
cide scenario and pursues his investigation, to the discomfort of 
a number of individuals. Matthews is especially adept at limn-
ing the bureaucratic infighting and political double-dealing that 
permeate Soviet society, but Vasin is able to cut through much 
of this, thanks in part to the power wielded by his boss, Gen. 
Orlov, and in the course of his inquiry learns quite a bit about 
nuclear weapons and the projection of power and deterrence. In 
Arzamas-16, politics and physics are inextricably entwined, as 
the investigation slowly reveals, and though the murder mystery 
solution is a long time coming, the depiction of the forces and 
behaviors animating Soviet life are compelling. Vasin, Adamov, 
Adamov’s wife, Maria, and the scientists and functionaries of 
Arzamas-16 are well-constructed characters, and the persistence 
of history is a powerful tidal presence.

Despite a somewhat sluggish plot, this thriller provides 
many pleasures.

THE CHAIN 
McKinty, Adrian
Mulholland Books/Little, Brown 
(368 pp.) 
$28.00  |  $30.00 audiobook  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-0-316-53126-9
978-1-5491-2240-8 audiobook  

For every child kidnapped, another 
must be taken. Otherwise The Chain will 
be broken.

Thirteen-year-old Kylie is waiting for 
the school bus on Plum Island, Massachusetts, when a man and a 
woman pull up wearing ski masks. Her brain tells her to run, but 
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she doesn’t make the correct split-second decision, and she is 
taken at gunpoint. Her mother, Rachel, then receives a call that 
she is now part of The Chain. She must pay a ransom and kidnap 
another family’s child, and then that family must do the same for 
her daughter to be released. No law enforcement, no politicians, 
no journalists. The Chain cannot be broken or the children—her 
child, her Kylie—will be executed. While Rachel scrambles to get 
the money together (even though it isn’t about the money, she is 
told) and pick a child to steal, it becomes clear that she is being 
tracked and her every move is being monitored. She can’t do this, 
she must do this, she is now a completely different person who has 
done this. Inspired by the “exchange kidnappings” that take place 
in Mexico and the old-school chain letters of his childhood, crime 
novelist McKinty (Police at the Station and They Don’t Look Friendly, 
2017, etc.) takes what at first seems like a fantastical scenario and 
imbues it with all the terror, stress, trauma, and messiness of reality. 
At once a commentary on social media, greed, revenge, love, and 
true evil, and written with an almost lyrical quality, this book will 
have readers searching for more McKinty titles to devour.

An unmissable thriller.

THE PHILOSOPHER’S 
WAR 
Miller, Tom
Simon & Schuster (416 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-1-4767-7818-1  

An even more propulsive follow-up 
to emergency physician Miller’s imagina-
tive debut, The Philosopher’s Flight (2018).

Alternative history is endlessly mal-
leable because you don’t have to rewrite 

the whole thing—just change one element and the way the 
world plays out is completely different. Here, the difference 
is Miller’s concept of “empirical philosophers,” nearly all 
women who practice a kind of magic that employs glyphs and 
sigils penned with silver chloride, not to mention a few more 
complicated potions, to enable healing, smoke summoning, 
and, most importantly, flight. Imagine Quidditch on steroids 
plunged into the First World War and you’ll get an idea of what 
to expect here. Once again, our storyteller is 19-year-old Rob-
ert Canderelli Weekes, who has broken decades of tradition 
to become a “sigilwoman” in the U.S. Sigilry Corps on the eve 
of WW1, working in the Rescue and Evacuation Division in a 
tough outfit full of misfits and hard cases. His job should be 
simple: fly in, stabilize wounded warriors, and fly them back to 
an aid station. But things go a bit sideways when he’s recruited 
by Gen. Tomasina Blandings to become part of a secret fac-
tion that Blandings intends to use for armed offense against 
the Germans, violating wartime codes of conduct. “I don’t 
need to tell you how they punish those crimes during wartime,” 
Blandings warns Weekes. Miller has accomplished something 
really grand here: Despite its lone fantasy element, this is a 
visceral war novel that blends into a twisty spy novel with 
brief interludes of heated romance between Weekes and his 
beloved Danielle Hardin, not to mention the quiet yearnings 
of Weekes’ best friend, Essie Stewart, who secretly loves him. 
The combat is incredibly tense, the palpable tension between 
characters is genuinely authentic, and the character arc that 
changes Weekes from an eager young soldier to a hardened 
veteran is truly compelling.

A fantastic example of worldbuilding on a grand scale 
that combines cinematic action with historical accuracy to 
great effect.
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GRAVITY IS THE THING
Moriarty, Jaclyn
Harper/HarperCollins (416 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-0-06-288373-5  

At 15, Abigail Sorensen lost her 
brother, Robert, and someone started 
mailing her chapters of a curious book 
called The Guidebook. But what is it guid-
ing her toward?

Twenty years later, now a single 
mother in Sydney, she is about to find out. Abigail, along with 
25 other recipients of The Guidebook, has been invited on an all-
expenses-paid vacation to Taylor Island, off the southeast coast 
of Australia. Their host, Wilbur, son of The Guidebook’s authors, 
promises to tell them (well, most of them) the truth. But the 
truth behind The Guidebook is more complex than any of them 
expected, and although Abigail leaves the resort disappointed, 
she soon finds that the path has only just begun. At times, Mori-
arty (The Slightly Alarming Tale of the Whispering Wars, 2018, etc.) 
tells Abigail’s story through short, impressionistic snippets, 
entwining first- and second-person perspectives that pull the 
reader into her life, as if we, too, were reading a new version 
of The Guidebook. Abigail’s view of the world is filtered through 
her wry sense of humor, giving Moriarty’s prose (well-honed 
through years as an award-winning YA writer) a style reminis-
cent of a Wes Anderson film, so even the most tragic events 
still carry a tinge of the absurd. Indeed, in Moriarty’s hands, the 
self-help genre gets a few jabs—when Abigail reads The Celestine 
Prophesy, for example, she looks for messages the next day only 
to have her 4-year-old son bring her lots of Cheerios and a co-
worker remark that her dress doesn’t complement her skin tone. 
And The Guidebook itself is riddled with ridiculous observations 
and calls for silly experiments. Yet Abigail does receive mes-
sages, or at least experiences many more serendipitous events 
than your average person. But will the planets align to bring her 
love or danger? And how might The Guidebook help her solve the 
mystery of her brother’s disappearance?

Quirky and beguiling, this witty quest for the truth 
will delight anyone mending their own broken life.

BEIJING PAYBACK
Nieh, Daniel
Ecco/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-0-06-288664-4  

After learning that his father’s mur-
der was committed not by a burglar, as 
reported, but by members of a Chinese 
crime syndicate to which the old man 
had secret ties, California college senior 
Victor Li risks his life to find the killers.

The kind, upstanding father, Vincent Li, was thought to be 
the owner of a popular chain of restaurants in the San Gabriel 

Valley but in fact was only the public face of the Chinese-run 
operation. Victor has no idea what to make of an attaché case 
left by his father containing a wad of cash, a fake passport, and 
a gun. In a letter meant to be read in the event of his death, Vin-
cent explains everything, instructing his son on how to avenge 
his killing and prevent more deaths. That involves going to Bei-
jing with Vincent’s longtime fixer, Sun. In China, the collegian’s 
neophyte nerves are quickly tested by members of the nasty, 
drug-dealing Snake Hands Gang, a former Russian spy living in 
exile, and a plot to export stolen human organs to America. It’s 
a perfectly decent story, but for all of the protagonist’s f-bombs 
and a grim account of his paternal grandfather’s brutal treat-
ment in Communist labor camps, the book is too lightweight to 
have any emotional impact. Victor, who narrates, makes much 
of his life in basketball (he’s a bench player on the college team 
whose much taller black friend Andre brings home the glory), 
but that adds less dimension than distraction.

Nieh’s debut novel is likable enough but never as excit-
ing as it tries to be.
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Quirky and beguiling, this witty quest for the truth will 
delight anyone mending their own broken life. 

gravity is the thing
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LA BASTARDA
Obono, Trifonia Melibea
Trans. by Schimel, Lawrence
Feminist Press (120 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Apr. 24, 2019
978-1-936932-23-8  

A young woman chooses to be her 
true self rather than conform in Equato-
rial Guinea.

Okomo is an orphan. Her mother 
died during childbirth, and no one will 

tell the teenager who her father is. She lives with her maternal 
grandparents, both of whom are eager for her to get married. The 
only member of her family who truly loves her for herself is her 
uncle Marcelo. Both Okomo and Marcelo feel repressed by vil-
lage life and the strict requirements of Fang culture. Marcelo is 
expected to impregnate a woman of their tribe cursed with an 
infertile husband. Okomo is expected to enrich her family by 
finding a wealthy husband. But Marcelo is attracted to men, and 
Okomo loves a girl named Dina. The Fang call Marcelo a “man-
woman,” and he is finally exiled to the forest for his sexuality. As 
for Okomo, there is no Fang word for her. “It’s like you don’t 
exist,” Marcelo tells her. The setting sets this apart from most gay 
fiction published in the United States. Okomo is growing up in 
the 2000s, but her sexual coming-of-age echoes similar stories 
from much earlier American eras. Okomo isn’t just an oppressed 
minority; she is something that most of the people around her 
have never imagined. She doesn’t even understand herself until 
she meets others like her. Obono’s storytelling style is straight-
forward and her language is unadorned. This gives her slender 
novel the feel of a folktale, but an inverted one. While folktales 
most often reinforce social norms, this novel subverts them. The 
forest here is not a place of danger; it is a place of refuge for those 
who have no place in their community. The heroine’s true family 
is, ultimately, her family of choice, and she doesn’t embrace her 
true nature by claiming her birthright or fulfilling her prescribed 
role but rather by accepting herself fully: as a bastarda—the child 
of an unmarried woman—and as a lesbian.

This is a unique contribution to LBGTQ literature 
and the first book by an Equatorial Guinean woman to be 
translated into English.

THE REDEEMED
Pears, Tim
Bloomsbury (400 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-1-63557-382-4  

Battle, its aftermath, and the dawn-
ing of a new era shape the third epi-
sode of Pears’ (The Wanderers, 2018, etc.) 
epic tale of love—love for the land and 
between two long-separated souls.

The pace rarely quickens in this delib-
erate concluding volume of Pears’ trilogy of early-20th-century 

life, set in England’s West Country during the transition from 
old farming and landscape traditions, through war, into the 
mechanical age. Nevertheless, separate moments of intense 
drama mold the lives of both landowner’s daughter Lottie 
Prideaux and carter’s son Leo Sercombe, who was cast out by 
his family years earlier. Like Ulysses, Leo has journeyed through 
multiple landscapes and perils before returning to the estate. 
As the novel opens he’s a boy seaman in World War I, aboard 
the HMS Queen Mary and about to enter the Battle of Jutland, 
which will see the death of nearly the entire crew, more than 
a thousand men and boys. Leo survives to become a deep sea 
diver, spending the postwar years helping salvage the scuttled 
German fleet at Scapa Flow and earning the money to buy him-
self “a field. A horse. A home.” Lottie, meanwhile, is pursuing an 
interest in animal care and will become one of the first women 
to train as a vet. The stage is long set for the reunion of this pair 
whose class-spanning commitment to each other was made in 
childhood, but not before Pears once again lays down intensely 
detailed descriptions of work—in the navy, in the salvage busi-
ness, in stables, fields, and barns—across the years. “Time pro-
ceeds along its ever-onward spiral. We join it for a moment,” he 
observes, and in due course Leo and Lottie will converge. This 
book is less a climax, more the return of the native.

Pears’ achievement is in his fine evocation of an era 
that’s largely been lost and in his attention to the natural 
world.

A GIRL GOES INTO 
THE FOREST
Pursell, Peg Alford
Dzanc Books (240 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-1-945814-87-7  

A collection of short stories and micro-
fictions that investigate the flash points in 
people’s lives—the places where decisions 
turn into consequences—through the lens 
of the girls in the fairy tales.

Pursell (Show Her a Flower, a Bird, a Shadow, 2017) is a mas-
ter of the atmospheric moment. In these 78 very short stories, 
some of which are only a paragraph long, a shift in the light, a 
stray sound, a familiar gesture made suddenly strange are the 
vertices on which the characters’ psyches balance. The women 
we encounter herein are mothers of grown, absent, precarious, 
and endangered daughters. They are lovers to distant, brittle, 
sometimes-brutal, often untranslatable men. They are daugh-
ters to stricken mothers, beloved in their exits, baffling in their 
frosty disinterest. Unlike a traditional fairy tale, where the plot 
hinges on a vulnerable character’s quest into the unknown 
against all advice, these stories could be categorized as ones 
in which nothing much happens. Yet, to ignore the depths of 
engagement Pursell manages to invest in the look that passes 
between aging parents, the smell of a daughter’s shampoo, the 

“airy bell” of an unattainable lover’s gypsy skirt “ringing around 
her hips,” would be a peril of a different sort. Precise, delicate, 
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yet bloody-minded in their refusal to look away from the most 
painful moments of our tender lives, Pursell’s stories shine 
brightest where they allow themselves to dwell undisturbed 
in their instants. The collection as a whole suffers from some 
muddiness due to the sheer number of these moments, which 
inevitably include duplications of vantage and image. This 
encourages the reader to look for an underlying narrative pat-
tern that does not quite materialize; yet, the joys of the individ-
ual stories sparkle so winsomely it is easy to ignore this quibble 
as we push forward, eagerly, into the forest ahead.

Tiny tales that resonate far beyond their borders to 
remind us that, with the right kind of attention, “beast, 
bird, botany, being—all [are] knowable.” 

THE MARRIAGE CLOCK
Raheem, Zara
Morrow/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-0-06-287792-5  

A South Asian Muslim woman who 
grew up in Los Angeles has three months 
to find a husband before her parents plan 
to arrange a marriage for her.

Leila Abid is the American-born 
daughter of Indian parents who have 

been happily married for almost 30 years. At 26, nondrinking 
Leila has been enjoying her quiet routine—work, regular Tues-
day night hangouts with her friends—and everything in her life 
has unfolded nicely. Even if she is still living with her parents. 
But when her parents announce that they will arrange her mar-
riage because of her advanced age, she negotiates a three-month 
reprieve while she looks for a suitable Muslim man to marry who 
makes both her and her parents happy. She is not a traditional 
South Asian Muslim, and her American independence is not 
something she’s willing to compromise on despite her interest 
in a grand Bollywood-esque love story, as she continually tells 
herself, her family, and her friends. Leila’s thought processes as 
she grapples with who she is, who her parents are, and what it 
means to be a Muslim woman jostle for narrative attention in 
between a series of awkward and uncomfortable dates. The first 
half of the book is choppy and repetitive while Leila is in Los 
Angeles, but when she travels to India with her mother for a 
cousin’s wedding, the story settles into itself and the lush heat, 
rich food, and sense of community that surrounds the three-day 
nuptials. Unfortunately, Leila’s final decision packs little punch.

Readers expecting a typical fairy-tale ending will be 
surprised.

STUBBORN ARCHIVIST
Rodrigues Fowler, Yara
Mariner/Houghton Mifflin Harcourt 
(400 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-0-358-00608-4  

A novel about a Brazilian British 
woman takes a fresh approach to bicul-
tural identity.

Readers of Rodrigues Fowler’s debut 
might feel an early sense of confusion. 

Memoir? Poetry? Creative nonfiction? There are elements of all 
in this captivating, unconventional novel. Like the author, the 
unnamed protagonist was raised in a Brazilian British house-
hold. Many familiar themes appear. The woman is perceived 
as foreign in South London, the only place she’s called home, 
while she’s deemed not quite Brazilian by her extended fam-
ily. The story is animated through intimate details that con-
jure the sights, the sounds, and the smells of each event: As 
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A South Asian Muslim woman who grew up in 
Los Angeles has three months to find a husband before 

her parents plan to arrange a marriage for her. 
the marriage clock
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the protagonist visits Brazil or cooks with her grandmother, 
Rodrigues Fowler evokes the taste of Brazilian food, the music 
of Portuguese. But the story is also told between the lines, as 
when Isadora, the main character’s mother, recalls her English 
in-laws learning she was going to marry their son. A pleasant 
visit ended with Isadora kissing and hugging her future mother-
in-law goodbye, as is her tradition, and her soon-to-be husband 
doing the same, later revealing, “You know, that is the first time 
I have hugged my mother in fifteen years.” It seems gimmicky 
to leave the main character unnamed, but by the end, readers 
will feel they know her from the many stories shared about her 
family and her interactions, over time, with her mother, grand-
mother, aunt, female friends, the men and women she loves, and 
her response to those confused or attracted to her “foreignness.” 
As the novel ends, the protagonist has become comfortable in 
her skin, embracing all the facets of who she is, realizing the 
strength of her Brazilian heritage with a full-bodied, heartfelt 
embrace.

This novel seeps with the sweet satisfaction of staking 
a place in the world.

CHANCES ARE . . . 
Russo, Richard
Knopf (320 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-1-101-94774-6  

A reunion on Martha’s Vineyard 
reopens old mysteries and wounds for 
three Vietnam-era college friends.

Russo’s (The Destiny Thief, 2018, etc.) 
14th book blends everything we love 
about this author with something new. 

Yes, this is a novel about male friendship, fathers and sons, 
small-town class issues, and lifelong crushes, and it provides the 
familiar pleasure of immersion in the author’s distinctive, richly 
observed world and his inimitable ironic voice. But this is also 
a mystery about a 1971 cold case. At the center of it is one of 
Russo’s impossibly magical women, one Jacy Rockafellow, who 
graduated Minerva College in Connecticut that year with three 

“hashers”—scholarship students who worked in the dining hall 
of her sorority and were also her closest friends. Mickey is the 
son of a West Haven construction worker, Teddy the offspring 
of Midwestern high school teachers, and Lincoln comes from 
Dunbar, Arizona, the only child of a tiny tyrant named Wolf-
gang Amadeus Moser—Dub Yay to his friends—and his down-
trodden, docile wife, Trudy. Dub Yay announces that in order 
for Lincoln to go to college at a small East Coast liberal arts 
school, he, Dub Yay, would have to be dead. “A statement that 
was clearly designed to end this conversation, so Lincoln was 
surprised to see on his mother’s face an unfamiliar expression 
that suggested she’d contemplated her husband’s mortality with 
equanimity and was undeterred.” Vintage Russo. All three boys 
are head over heels in love with Jacy, who is engaged to someone 
named Vance, Chance, or Lance, whom she seems to care about 
not a whit. Midway through their college years, the draft lottery 

occurs; one of the boys gets a very low number and is certain to 
be called up. A farewell weekend at Lincoln’s mother’s beach 
house on Martha’s Vineyard turns out to be the last time Jacy 
is ever seen or heard of. When the three boys reunite there as 
66-year-old men, they can’t think of anything but her; cherchez 
la femme. No one understands men better than Russo, and no 
one is more eloquent in explaining how they think, suffer, and 
love.

At a rough time for masculinity, Russo’s flawed but 
always decent characters are repositories of the classic vir-
tues of their gender.

THE FLIGHT GIRLS
Salazar, Noelle
Harlequin MIRA (384 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-0-7783-6922-6  

A spirited woman takes on piloting 
planes, helping soldiers, and breaking 
the glass ceiling in Salazar’s debut.

Audrey Coltrane has been obsessed 
with flying since she was a little girl. 
When an opportunity to train new Army 

recruits to fly begins in Hawaii, she takes the job. Unfortunately, 
this means Audrey is up in the air on Dec. 7, 1941, and finds her-
self involved in the attack on Pearl Harbor and its aftermath. 
Determined to continue flying and helping with the war effort, 
she becomes part of the Women Airforce Service Pilots, a group 
of women given the job of ferrying planes to various military 
bases. As Audrey makes her way through the worst of the war, 
she makes and loses friends, deals with her feelings for a faraway 
soldier, and learns what it is she actually wants out of life. Pull-
ing from the real histories of WASP women, the book has an air 
of authenticity when Salazar describes the everyday ordeals of 
talented and hardworking women just trying to do their jobs in 
a harsh environment. The novel is incredibly earnest, and there 
are big ideas on every page, to the point that it detracts from 
the power of the book. The plot races along without any time to 
breathe, so characters appear and are killed without giving the 
reader any chance to get to know them or mourn them. Instead 
of focusing on one experience, the author attempts at least a 
reference to most major World War II events. Despite a section 
set in Hawaii, there are no major characters of color and only 
a brief mention of internment camps. There’s so much stuffed 
into the book that it ends up feeling like very little.

Though it has a lot of heart, this novel bites off more 
than it can chew.



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

THIS SIDE OF NIGHT
Scott, J. Todd
Putnam (464 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-0-7352-1291-6  

Lawmen face a group of brutal kill-
ers along the Mexican borderlands in the 
author’s third West Texas thriller (High 
White Sun, 2018, etc.).

In Mexico, violent groups fighting 
to dominate the lucrative drug trade will 

stop at nothing. Two busloads of normalistas, or student teach-
ers, are stopped and shot. Three are killed, many wounded, and 
19 are missing. Across the border, Deputy Sheriff Danny Ford 
discovers bodies floating in the Rio Grande, known in Mexico 
as the Río Bravo. Enemies of vicious crime lord Fox Uno may 
have orchestrated the crimes so the blame would fall on him—
quite plausible for a killer who says “I am Death, my friend.” 
Those enemies plotting a hostile takeover include his own son, 
Martino. Fox Uno crosses over to Murfee, Texas, to see his 
niece, America. Nicknamed Amé, she is deputy to Sheriff Chris 
Cherry, the embattled star of the series. His bailiwick is the 
vast Big Bend region, including a borderland called “a blighted 
war zone.” The Mexican government wants U.S. help in solving 
the crimes, getting Drug Enforcement Administration Assis-
tant Special Agent Joe Garrison and Sheriff Cherry’s depart-
ment involved. The novel is filled with colorful characters and 
memorable lines. Eddy Lee “Take-Out” Rabbit is a pathetic 
meth addict who wants to recover but probably won’t. Deputy 
Danny Ford, an Afghanistan vet, remembers “You never forgot 
the smell of a fresh corpse.” And if readers want to get prompt 
police attention, they can quote Martino’s observation that “It 
took a surprisingly long time to cut all the way through a man’s 
neck.” Meanwhile, Cherry expects to lose reelection while he 
worries about the safety of his wife, Mel, and their infant son. 
The story’s premise is based on a real event, the disappearance 
of 43 normalistas in 2014. The author exploits his decades of 
experience as a federal agent to create a powerful, realistic pic-
ture of crime along the southern border.

Thriller fans will enjoy this absorbing and disturbing 
book.

MARILOU IS 
EVERYWHERE 
Smith, Sarah Elaine
Riverhead (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-0-525-53524-9  

When one girl goes missing, another 
slides into her place in Smith’s haunt-
ingly gorgeous debut novel.

At 14, Cindy Stoat lives with her two 
older brothers in rural Pennsylvania, 

“basically feral” since, a few months ago, their mother last floated 

out of their lives. And it is during this bleak summer that Jude 
Vanderjohn, the sometime girlfriend of Cindy’s brother, Virgil, 
goes missing. Cindy has been fascinated by Jude for years: Jude 
is older and cooler than she is and better off, the daughter of a 
professor, and the only black person in school (“well, mixed, but 
in Greene County that meant basically the same thing”). In the 
weeks after her disappearance, it is Virgil who takes on the role 
of caretaker for Jude’s ailing, alcoholic mother, Bernadette. Cin-
dy’s presence at Bernadette’s is, at first, a fluke, a way to escape 
the oppressive reality of her own life at home. Until, one night, 
Bernadette, in her state, mistakes Cindy for Jude, and Cindy 
slowly slips into the role. “I wasn’t trying to become Jude. Not 
exactly. But I wanted to disappear, and she had left a space,” she 
explains. “When I stepped into that space, I vanished from my 
senses. It changed me into someone who didn’t have my actual 
mind.” As Jude, Cindy becomes, for the first time, somebody’s 
daughter, even if it’s a delusion. Alone together, the two share 
a tenuous dreamlike existence where Jude isn’t lost and Cindy 
is loved. And it’s a kindness, isn’t it, to spare Bernadette from 
unthinkable pain? This is how Cindy justifies it to herself, any-
way—how she keeps justifying it even after she’s crossed lines 
that can’t be uncrossed. It sounds overwrought; it isn’t. Smith, 
who never insults her characters by pitying them, captures this 
unstable world with matter-of-fact poetry, spare and sensual 
and surprisingly funny.

Bleak and vivid; Smith’s characters are as rich as her 
prose.

THE LAGER QUEEN 
OF MINNESOTA 
Stradal, J. Ryan
Pamela Dorman/Viking (368 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-0-399-56305-8  

A family inheritance tears two Min-
nesota sisters apart—but years later, they 
might get a chance to reunite.

Edith Magnusson never expected 
to be famous for anything, let alone 

her pies. But the pies she makes at her humble nursing-home 
job put the place on the map, and soon people are traveling 
from all over to try a slice. At 64 years old, it seems she’s 
starting a new life...but Edith doesn’t know what’s in store 
for her future. Although she remains a talented baker, the 
years to come leave her widowed, underemployed, and tak-
ing care of her teenage granddaughter, Diana. The two of 
them manage to barely scrape by, but Edith often wonders 
how her life would have been different if she’d received 
her portion of the inheritance from her family’s farm after 
her father died. Instead, Edith’s younger sister, Helen, con-
vinced their father to give her the entire inheritance so she 
could build a successful brewery with her husband. Helen 
made good on her promise, turning Blotz beer into one of 
the country’s most prominent brands, but it comes at a cost. 
Edith stops speaking to Helen, and Helen doesn’t reach out 
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to fix the rift. Many years later, by coincidence, Diana ends 
up working in a brewery. She shows both an interest and skill 
in making beer, and soon she’s a rising star in the world of 
brewing. As Diana’s career takes off, she needs all the help 
from her family she can get—which just might mean a chance 
for Edith and Helen to reconnect. Stradal’s (Kitchens of the 
Great Midwest, 2015) writing is sharp and funny while still 
managing to treat each character with warmth and respect. 
His women are complicated and interesting people who find 
fulfillment in hard work—and, perhaps most refreshingly, he 
never mocks the career hopes of older women. Although the 
characters’ lives are full of loss—Edith of her husband, Diana 
of her parents, all of them of various unfulfilled dreams—the 
story doesn’t wallow in grief or indulge in despair. Instead, 
this is an ultimately hopeful and heartwarming story that 
never feels sentimental or trite. Readers will love watching 
these truly original characters overcome their challenges and 
take care of each other.

An absolutely delightful read, perfect for a summer day 
with a good beer and a piece of pie.

OLIVE, AGAIN 
Strout, Elizabeth
Random House (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Oct. 15, 2019
978-0-8129-9654-8 

The thorny matriarch of Crosby, 
Maine, makes a welcome return.

As in Strout’s Pulitzer Prize–winning 
Olive Kitteridge (2008, etc.), the formi-
dable title character is always a presence 
but not always onstage in these 13 inter-

connected tales of loneliness, loss, and love in its many flawed 
incarnations. Olive has not become any easier to like since her 
husband, Henry, died two years ago; “stupid” is a favorite adjec-
tive, and “phooey to you” a frequent term of dismissal. But over 
the course of about a decade we see Olive struggling, in her 
flinty way, to become “oh, just a tiny—tiny—bit better as a per-
son.” Her second marriage, to Jack Kennison, helps. “I like you, 
Olive,” he says. “I’m not sure why, really. But I do.” Readers will 
feel the same, as she brusquely comforts a former student with 
cancer in “Light” and commiserates with the grieving daughter-
in-law she has never much liked in “Motherless Child.” Yet that 
story ends with Olive’s desolate conclusion that she is largely 
responsible for her fraught relationship with her son: “She her-
self had [raised] a motherless child.” Parents are estranged from 
children, husbands from wives, siblings from each other in this 
keening portrait of a world in which each of us is fundamen-
tally alone and never truly knows even those we love the most. 
This is not the whole story, Strout demonstrates with her cus-
tomary empathy and richness of detail. “You must have been a 
very good mother,” Olive’s doctor says after observing Christo-
pher in devoted attendance at the hospital after she has a heart 
attack, and the daughter of an alcoholic mother and dismissive, 
abusive father finds a nurturing substitute in her parents’ lawyer 

in “Helped.” The beauty of the natural world provides a sustain-
ing counterpoint to charged human interactions in which “there 
were so many things that could not be said.” There’s no simple 
truth about human existence, Strout reminds us, only wonder-
ful, painful complexity. “Well, that’s life,” Olive says. “Nothing 
you can do about it.”

Beautifully written and alive with compassion, at times 
almost unbearably poignant. A thrilling book in every way.

TURBULENCE 
Szalay, David
Scribner (160 pp.) 
$24.00  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-1-9821-2273-7  

The slender new novel from Szalay—
whose most recent book, All That Man 
Is, was shortlisted for the Man Booker 
Prize in 2016—is a (world) tour de force, 
an exploration in fiction of the concept 
of six degrees of separation.

The novel’s most direct literary model is probably Arthur 
Schnitzler’s fin-de-siècle Vienna play La Ronde, an erotic round 
made up of 10 dialogues between lovers whose liaisons cross 
boundaries of marriage and status, with the daisy chain mak-
ing its way back around to where it started. Szalay’s book con-
sists of a dozen brief, plainspoken, deceptively simple sketches, 
glimpses. He begins with a flight from London to Madrid, with 
an elderly woman on the way home from tending her cancer-
stricken middle-aged son. After an incident of turbulence, she 
confides in a small way to her seatmate, who has spilled a soft 
drink on himself. He continues on from Madrid to his home 
in Dakar, where tragic news awaits. And so on—flight by flight, 
chapter by chapter, character by character, the novel circum-
navigates the globe: Sao Paulo, Toronto, Saigon, Doha, Buda-
pest...until, inevitably, we link back to London and the cancer 
patient with whom we began. Along the way, Szalay grants 
brief, poignant glimpses into a wide variety of people and cir-
cumstances: a freight pilot whose taxicab to the airport hits a 
pedestrian, an expatriate gardener with a secret, a melancholy 
oncologist and his brother the chancer, a globe-trotting jour-
nalist, an Indian city-dweller and her abused rural sister. The 
chapters are tiny cross sections of lives, lovingly examined 
under the writer’s microscope. The result is a book that is high 
concept but—thanks to Szalay’s gift for compression and the 
same empathetic imagination that was on display in All That 
Man Is—never gimmicky.

Szalay has devised an ingenious way to accommodate 
enormous range in a miniature form. Subtle, smart—a 
triumph.
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THEME MUSIC
Vandelly, T. Marie
Dutton (400 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-1-5247-4470-0  

A waitress moves into the home 
where, as an 18-month-old baby, she wit-
nessed the ax murder of her mother and 
three older brothers in this debut thriller.

Dixie Wheeler is shopping for a 
house to buy with her boyfriend, Garrett, 

when she discovers her childhood home, scene of the notori-
ous Wheeler Massacre in 1992, is on the market. Garrett refuses 
to live there, but Dixie, compelled to find out what really hap-
pened to her family, arranges a month-to-month rental and 
moves in with her family’s furniture, which her Aunt Charlene 
had kept in storage. Dixie suffers from gruesome nightmares 
and has reason to believe the creepy house in Franconia, Vir-
ginia, is haunted. Mysteries pile up: Did Dixie’s father, Billy 
Wheeler, actually kill his wife, Debbie, and their sons, Josh, 
Eddie, and Michael, and then slit his own throat? Did Dixie 
suffocate her cousin Leah? Did Dixie’s childhood friend Rory 
Sellers push his girlfriend Erin Doyle down the stairs to her 
death? Is Dixie insane? Before long Dixie isn’t sure whether she 
can trust her own instincts about who killed whom or why she’s 

“linked to every bad thing that’s happened.”
Multiple violent crimes make this novel somewhat dis-

turbing, but the many twists, surprises, and reversals will 
keep readers hooked.

CARNEGIE HILL
Vatner, Jonathan
Thomas Dunne Books (352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-250-17476-5  

The secret lives of the board mem-
bers and service staff of a stuffy old 
apartment building on the Upper East 
Side of Manhattan are full of drama.

Upon moving into the Chelmsford 
Arms with her rich, handsome, but oddly 

irritating asset manager fiance, Penelope “Pepper” Bradford 
takes a position on the building’s board in hopes of meeting peo-
ple and developing job prospects better than answering phones 
in her mother’s friend’s third-tier art gallery. She is the youngest 
person by far on the board, a coterie of moth-eaten old farts 
ruled by the ancient Patricia Cooper—“Empress Pat. The Cza-
rina. The Duchess of Carnegie Hill”—and her crazed Pomera-
nian, with assistance from an elderly housekeeper who is the 
only African American in the building save the young gay porter, 
Caleb. The board’s main function seems to be to preserve the all-
white, no-children makeup of the building, to ensure that none 
but a short list of overpriced, incompetent contractors ever 
crosses the threshold, and to prevent tap-dancing, parakeets, 

and other violations of decency. Despite her early doubts, Pep-
per becomes close with several of her neighbors. Francis (a phil-
osophical and literary Jewish man) and his wife, Carol, have hit 
a rough spot in their marriage of 50 years, as have George and 
Birdie (retired boss and secretary from Montreal), and serious 
health and mental health issues are cropping up everywhere. As 
Pepper prepares for her wedding to Rick—and then recovers 
from it—she can find little inspiration for her long-term marital 
prospects. The only happy couple in the building is made up of 
two men, the porter and the doorman, and they are so deep in 
the closet that nobody knows it. By the end of the book it’s time 
for another board election; Patricia’s reign of “corruption and 
thievery” may be over at last. She appears “holding her sleep-
ing Pomeranian like a muff,” wearing “a long red douppioni-silk 
coat embroidered with dragons”—ready to do battle. Will the 
Chelmsford Arms and its residents move at last into the 21st 
century? Vatner’s debut novel is absorbing and comforting in 
its omniscient perspective and delicate handling of its carousel 
of characters.

A good old-fashioned read on the venerable theme of 
marriage.

THE TURN OF THE KEY
Ware, Ruth
Scout Press/Simon & Schuster (352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-5011-8877-0  

Ware (The Death of Mrs. Westaway, 
2018, etc.) channels The Turn of the Screw 
in her latest creepy mystery when a 
nanny takes a post at a haunted country 
house.

Traveling to Heatherbrae House to 
interview for a nanny position, Rowan Caine finds a gorgeously 
redone Victorian mansion nestled in the remote Scottish moors. 
Sandra Elincourt is stylish and smart, and the girls seem sweet 
enough, though 8-year-old Maddie rings some alarm bells in 
Rowan’s mind. So what if the last four nannies left under mys-
terious circumstances? Rowan knows she’s where she belongs—
even when Maddie tries to warn her away, claiming that “the 
ghosts wouldn’t like it” if she stays. On her first day, however, 
Bill Elincourt makes a pass at her, and then both parents leave 
on a business trip, planning to be gone for at least a week. Left 
alone with the three little girls, Rowan can’t shake the feeling 
that there are other forces at work in the house. When strange 
noises begin to wake them all in the night, it seems like the 
house may indeed be haunted. What happened to those other 
nannies? Why is Maddie intent on getting Rowan fired? Why 
is there a garden of poison plants? And who wrote “We hate 
you” all over the attic walls? Ware excels at taking classic mys-
tery tropes and reinventing them; her novels always feel appeal-
ingly anachronistic because while the technology is 21st century, 
there is something traditionally gothic about the settings, full 
of exaggerated luxury and seething dark corners. In this case, 
she reimagines the Victorian ghost story, with Henry James the 

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

The secret lives of the board members and service staff 
of a stuffy old apartment building on the Upper East Side 

of Manhattan are full of drama. 
carnegie hill



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

most obvious influence not just on the plot, but also on the nar-
rative frame, as the story actually takes the form of a letter writ-
ten by Rowan to her solicitor as she sits imprisoned for murder. 
Regrettably, the novel’s ending leaves a few too many loose ends 
while also avoiding the delicious ambiguity of its Victorian 
predecessors.

Truly terrifying! Ware perfects her ability to craft 
atmosphere and sustain tension with each novel.

WE ARE ALL GOOD 
PEOPLE HERE
White, Susan Rebecca
Atria (288 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-4516-0891-5  

A turbulent decade reverberates 
throughout two women’s lives.

The 1960s, as some chroniclers have 
noted, were nothing less than days of 
rage for many young men and women 

suddenly awakened to troubling political realities: overt rac-
ism and a violent, divisive war, both provoking an urgent pres-
sure to act morally, to take a stand, “to dig out the rot.” But 
the upheaval of the ’60s was not only political: Especially for 
women, ethical choices were complicated by love, sex, and, not 
least, money. White (A Place at the Table, 2013, etc.) handles that 
complexity with gentleness and empathy in a novel that fol-
lows the divergent paths of two friends: Evelyn Elliot Whalen, 
the cosseted daughter of wealthy, politely racist Atlantans, and 
Daniella Gold a middle-class, liberal Unitarian whose father is 
a Jewish professor. In 1962, they happily find themselves room-
mates at a small Southern women’s college that, the girls dis-
cover, holds onto some discomfiting customs: The top sorority 
refuses to accept Jews, for one; and African American maids, 
living in the basement of each residence house, clean students’ 
bedrooms and do their laundry. Eve, eager to take up a cause, 
protests their working conditions to the college’s headmaster, a 
gesture that backfires, as the more circumspect and pragmatic 
Daniella knew it would. Her “silly friend,” she reflects, “thought 
she could splash and kick her way into an ocean of oppression 
and instantly change the tide.” Eve continues to kick and splash 
after they both move to New York, become involved in CORE, 
and apply to join the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Com-
mittee in registering voters in Mississippi. Daniella worries 
about the danger: “We should only take actions that are safe?” 
Eve asks, a question they continue to confront as they struggle 
to shape their role in the world. Drawing on memoirs, biogra-
phies, and histories, White vividly portrays the fractious radi-
cals—such as Eve’s arrogant, manipulative lover—dedicated to 
smashing “bourgeois notions and attitudes” as well as the trajec-
tory that some of those ardent rebels took in the 1970s and ’80s.

A well-paced narrative palpably evokes America’s 
stormy past.

WAITING FOR TOM HANKS
Winfrey, Kerry
Berkley (288 pp.) 
$15.00 paper  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-9848-0402-0  

As aspiring but klutzy screenwriter 
runs smack into the rom-com situation 
of her Nora Ephron dreams, spilling cof-
fee on a hunkalicious movie star.

Annie Cassidy’s mother died when 
she was in high school, and the mov-

ies the two watched over and over during Annie’s childhood,  
Sleepless in Seattle, You’ve Got Mail, When Harry Met Sally, etc., 
made a lasting emotional impression. As Winfrey’s (Things Jolie 
Needs To Do Before She Bites It, 2018, etc.) title states, she’s wait-
ing for Tom Hanks. Almost literally. She hasn’t had sex since 
one mistake in high school, her career consists of writing web 
content with titles like “The Five BEST WAYS to Unclog a 
Toilet” and “Is it Expired? What to Keep and What to Throw 
Out,” and her one attempt at blind dating lands her on a date 
with a couch surfing runner who doesn’t drink hot liquids. In a 
coffee shop. But fortunately a movie shoot is coming to Colum-
bus, Ohio, and her uncle, who has been her guardian since she 
was orphaned, was college roommates with the Spielberg-level-
famous director, so whaddya know, she becomes his personal 
assistant. Enter leading man Drew Danforth, the hottest man 
alive, with washboard abs and golden-flecked eyes to prove it. 
Unfortunately, Annie has read that he’s a shallow prankster and 
misinterprets his kindly jokes when she literally spills coffee 
all over him during their meet-cute. So there are “obstacles,” if 
they are hard to take seriously, though one involving a gossip 
site, a missent text message, and a description of Drew’s pri-
vate parts is pretty impressive. Just try to resist falling in love 
with this guy, who turns out to be fully Hanks-ian. The deluge 
of rom-com trivia on Annie’s path to happiness will send you on 
a Netflix spree, and there’s a great indie music playlist and jokes 
for D&D enthusiasts sprinkled along the way as well.

Calling all girls and women downtrodden by life and 
love—happiness awaits!
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BIG SKY 
Atkinson, Kate
Little, Brown (384 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-0-316-52309-7  

Jackson Brodie is back.
This is Atkinson’s fifth Jackson Bro-

die novel (Started Early, Took My Dog, 
2011, etc.), but fans know that the phrase 

“Jackson Brodie novel” is somewhat 
deceptive. Yes, he is the hero in that he 

is a private investigator—former cop, military veteran—who 
solves (usually) mysteries. But he is not so much the central 
character as the grumpy, anxious, largehearted gravitational 
field that attracts a motley assortment of lost souls and love 
interests. In this latest outing, Jackson is a half-duty parent to 
his teenage son while the boy’s mother, an actor, finishes her 
run on a detective series. Vince Ives is a more-or-less successful 
middle-class husband and father until his wife leaves him, his 
boss makes him redundant, and he becomes a murder suspect. 
Crystal Holroyd—not her real name—has built a brilliant new 
life for herself, but someone from her past is threatening her 
daughter. Both Vince and Crystal seek help from Jackson, with 
varying results. Meanwhile, Jackson’s protégée, Reggie Chase, 
has risen through the ranks in the police force and is taking a 
fresh look at an old case. That these stories intertwine is a given. 

“A coincidence is just an explanation waiting to happen” is one 
of Jackson’s maxims; it could also serve as an ironic epigram for 
Atkinson’s approach to the mystery genre. A small cast of char-
acters collides and careens in a manner that straddles Greek 
tragedy and screwball comedy. The humor is sly rather than 
slapstick, and Atkinson is keenly interested in inner lives and 
motivations. There are villains, certainly—human trafficking 
and the sexual abuse of children figure prominently here—but 
even the sympathetic characters are complicated and com-
promised. Jackson has a strong moral code, but his behavior is 
often less than ethical. The same is true of Vince, Crystal, and 
Reggie. The deaths and disappearances that Jackson investi-
gates change with every book, but the human heart remains the 
central mystery.

The welcome return of an existential detective.

DÉJÀ NOIR
Bailey, Robert
Ignition Books (252 pp.) 
$13.99 paper  |  Jul. 31, 2019
978-1-937868-76-5  

As its title suggests, Bailey’s final 
novel is a valentine to the private-eye 
conventions that have seemed like cli-
chés since about two weeks after they 
were presented as fresh and new a cen-
tury ago.

Raymond Kerze can’t afford to be choosy about his clients. 
The only reason he can even afford to live in his office, after 
all, is that the building’s in foreclosure, and the city of Detroit 
doesn’t bother to bill its few remaining tenants for rent. But Ray 
really doesn’t want to take Misty Lake’s money. For one thing, 
she’s got only $11.60. For another, she’s offering it to him for 
killing her. Before she got laid off from her job as a waitress, she 
borrowed $500 from mobbed-up loan shark Benny Slick, and 
now her failure to keep up with the vig has ballooned her debt 
to $950, which might as well be a million. Since she’s Catholic, 
Misty can’t kill herself, though she seems to have no scruples 
about hiring Ray to push her out his office window (a no-go, 
since he’s on the second floor) or stand by as she provokes a 
pair of Aryan-tattooed skinheads lurking outside the building 
to stab her to death. As things work out, Misty doesn’t die, but 
Theodore Sorenson, one of the skinheads, does, unleashing 
mounting complications for Ray, Misty, Misty’s ex-boyfriend 
Jeffrey Enwright, Detective Tony Jackson, and Teddy’s skinhead 
pal John Doe, each of whom gets to tell part of the story. Or, if 

“story” is too strong a word, to present his or her carnival act in 
close-up before yielding to the next one and eventually to the 
final fade-out.

This pipe dream’s highly original narrative structure, 
consistently subordinating events to voices, allows Bailey 
(The Small Matter of Ten Large, 2012, etc.) and his readers to 
inhabit a series of characters that morph from cartoon 
tough guys and gals to people worth caring about once you 
get to see them from outside and inside.

SHAMED
Castillo, Linda
Minotaur (304 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-1-250-14286-3  

A murder and a kidnapping put tre-
mendous pressure on a formerly Amish 
police officer.

Mary Yoder and two of her grandchil-
dren are picking walnuts at a deserted 
homestead when Mary is brutally mur-

dered by someone who also abducts her 7-year-old granddaugh-
ter, Elsie Helmuth. Painters Mill police chief Kate Burkholder 
is on patrol when a panicked Amish girl, who looks about 5, 
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comes running toward her, “vibrating all over...mewling sounds 
tearing from a throat that’s gone hoarse,” screaming that Da 
Deivel has hurt her Grossmammi. Mary lived with her daugh-
ter and son-in-law Miriam and Ivan Helmuth, and the missing 
child is one of their eight. A massive search is instituted after 
the traumatized Annie Helmuth describes the killer as a very 
large Amish man with brown hair. Kate checks out the few obvi-
ous suspects in the generally nonviolent community, including 
several sex offenders, but finds no reason for the crime until 
one of the Helmuth children mentions that “Mamm says Elsie 
was a gift,” and “Bishop Troyer brought her,” helping Kate put 
together several telltale facts. Elsie was the only Helmuth child 
not delivered by midwife Martha Hershberger. She’s a brown-
haired, brown-eyed child whose siblings are all green-eyed 
strawberry blonds. And two of the Helmuth girls are 7 years 
old. After tracking down birth certificates, Kate realizes Elsie 
isn’t the Helmuths’ biological child, and a distraught Miriam 
breaks down and admits the child was indeed brought to them 
by Bishop Troyer and a midwife and bishop from Scioto County. 
Kate, who grew up Amish before leaving the community, is 
aghast that Troyer would have anything to do with an illegal 
child placement. Following up the lead, Kate learns that the 
Scioto bishop was killed in a supposed hit-and-run. The mid-
wife is murdered after Kate’s first visit. Kate herself is lucky to 
escape when she’s attacked by the killer. Bible verses left at the 
scenes that suggest someone seeking revenge leave Kate with 
still more trails to follow. Once again, the queen of Amish mys-
teries (A Gathering of Secrets, 2018, etc.) uses past events to drive 
her story.

Block out time to read this page-turner at a single 
sitting.

A CAPITOL DEATH
Davis, Lindsey
Minotaur (320 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-250-15271-8  

In ancient Rome, politics makes 
strange bedfellows—and lethal enemies 
in Davis’ (Pandora’s Boy, 2018, etc.) latest.

It’s the year 89. Emperor Domitian, a 
former general, is big on ceremony, par-
ticularly when it honors him. Seasoned 

investigator (and droll narrator) Flavia Albia enters his service 
with eyes wide open. To celebrate the return of the emperor 
from his military campaigns, not one but two celebrations 
known as Triumphs are planned, but the project manager, the 
hapless Gabinus, slows their progress when he plunges incon-
veniently from the Tarpeian Rock. His death might have been 
ruled a suicide if there hadn’t been a witness. So Flavia is nudged 
into discreetly finding out whether Gabinus was pushed. The 
timing is far from ideal, for Flavia should be tending her husband, 
Manlius Faustus, who’s been struggling to run his construction 
company ever since he was struck by lightning. Elderly witness 
Valeria Dillia insists that she saw a tussle but is hazy on other 

details and doesn’t want to testify under oath. Her tentative, 
perhaps unreliable evidence forces Flavia to delve uncomfort-
ably deeper, questioning, among others, the renowned augur 
Larth and Gabinus’ meek deputy, Egnatius. A strange additional 
theory of the crime involves the Sacred Geese of Juno, whose 
aggression may have pushed Gabinus off the Rock, because you 
never know. Flavia’s investigation moves slowly. As she uncovers 
surprising connections, she finds herself uncomfortably shad-
owed by unsavory individuals with sinister agendas.

The abundant charm of the heroine and the heavily 
detailed historical background will hook readers and keep 
them hooked.

SEASON OF DARKNESS
Harrison, Cora
Severn House (240 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jul. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8876-1  

Harrison (Murder at the Queen’s Old 
Castle, 2019, etc.) trots out a Victorian 
A-Team to investigate the death of a 
London housemaid no better than she 
should be.

All is not well at No. 5, Adelphi Ter-
race. The building’s residents, barrister Jeremiah Doyle, York-
shire schoolmaster Frederick Cartwright, and rising journalists 
Jim Carstone and Benjamin Allen, are in a tizzy because saucy 
maid Isabella Gordon went missing shortly after hinting to her 
friend and fellow maid Sesina that she knew a secret a certain 
someone would pay handsomely to keep hidden. All too soon, 
Isabella’s corpse is fished from the river, and Inspector Field, 
the real-life inspiration for Inspector Bucket in Bleak House, is 
called to investigate. Since Field’s friend Charles Dickens still 
remembers Isabella as a notably noncompliant tenant of Urania 
Cottage, a home for unfortunate young women largely under-
written by Dickens, the celebrated novelist promptly interjects 
himself and his friend/colleague/amanuensis Wilkie Collins 
into the case. The pair, guided largely by Dickens’ ebullient cer-
tainty that “I’m always right when I put my mind to a matter,” 
decide for highly plausible reasons to focus their suspicions on 
Cartwright and for much more obscure reasons to fasten on 
Isabella’s early, pre-blackmail, pre-Urania years for clues to her 
killing. Despite a plot twist borrowed from one of Agatha Chris-
tie’s last novels, the results are never exactly surprising, but the 
Victorian atmosphere, filtered alternately through Sesina and 
Collins, is thick enough to cut with a knife. The real triumph is 
Harrison’s Dickens: sublimely conceited, short-tempered, self-
dramatizing, often bombastic, and perfectly matched with the 
infinitely less self-assured Collins.

A sequel seems inevitable.
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THE PAWFUL TRUTH
James, Miranda
Berkley Prime Crime (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-0-451-49112-1  

Murder on a college campus leads an 
informal investigator into interdepart-
mental drama that smacks of reality TV.

His longtime work in libraries has 
primed Charlie Harris (Six Cats a Slayin’, 
2018, etc.) for lifelong learning. So when 

he has the opportunity to audit a class in the history of early 
medieval England at his alma mater, Athena College, Charlie 
jumps at the opportunity. He’s heard nothing but wonderful 
things about professor Carey Warriner, and the first day of class 
exceeds his expectations. There’s even another adult learner in 
the course, Dixie Belle Compton, who seems equal parts stu-
dent and fashion plate. When Charlie chats briefly with Dr. 
Warriner after class, he overhears hints of some sort of conflict 
between the attractive professor and Dixie Belle. Not that it’s 
any of his business, but Charlie wonders how the two know 
each other outside class. Athena is apparently a hotbed of inter-
departmental romantic scandals among the faculty. Although 
Dr. Warriner is married to a fellow professor, it’s possible that 
he’s been conducting himself with Dixie Belle on an informal 
basis. Charlie has a history of nosing his way into town gossip, 
so it’s natural for him to consult with his fellow Athenians about 
what might be going on, especially when Dixie Belle is killed 
before the second class meeting. Ably aided by large and fero-
ciously friendly Maine Coon sidekick Diesel and his latest kit-
ten addition, Ramses, Charlie uses his connections to separate 
fact from fiction. Will he be able to solve the case before the 
killer strikes again?

By keeping the action limited to the college and its sur-
rounding gossip network, James presents a sharply focused 
story that celebrates the role of the armchair investigator 
and his informants.

MURDER AT CROSSWAYS
Maxwell, Alyssa
Kensington Books (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-4967-2072-6  

A visit from European royalty has all 
Newport society atwitter—except for 
the corpses.

In 1898, Emma Cross occupies a 
strange spot in Newport as a native, a 
Vanderbilt relative, and an investigative 

reporter. She runs the Newport Messenger for its owner, Derrick 
Andrews. During a beach excursion, Emma falls into a faint on 
seeing a dead man she thinks is her beloved half brother, Brady. 
Awakening, she realizes that he’s a much older man who bears 
a striking resemblance to her half brother. Could he be Brady’s 

father, thought to have died many years ago? Emma, who’s 
helped Detective Jesse Whyte solve many crimes (Murder at 
Ochre Court, 2018, etc.), is naturally interested in this mystery. 
But first she must attend the last big party of the season when 
her society reporter is stranded by a carriage mishap. The 
party, hosted by Mr. and Mrs. Fish at their “cottage,” Cross-
ways, promises the star attraction of Prince Otto of Austria 
as a guest. When Otto does not show, the outspoken Mamie 
Fish has him replaced by an adorable chimpanzee. It’s no laugh-
ing matter, however, when Otto’s body is found stabbed in the 
garden. Despite Emma’s demands at the newspaper, she turns 
again to sleuthing with the unwanted help of Mamie Fish, who 
also aims to find the killer and is enjoying her new life as a detec-
tive. Between them, Emma and Mamie know almost everyone 
in town. The news that Otto may have been involved in drugs 
and certainly toyed with the emotions of several young society 
ladies just increases the number of suspects. After Katherine 
Pendleton, one of Otto’s love interests, is murdered in the same 
way, Emma and Mamie continue to probe, putting themselves 
in danger from a killer determined to remain in the shadows.

Another tricky mystery set against the backdrop of 
some great real-life mansions, some of which remain open 
to anyone who wishes to visit.

KNIFE
Nesbø, Jo
Trans. by Smith, Neil
Knopf (464 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-0-525-65539-8  

Inspector Harry Hole’s 12th case is 
his most grueling to date. And consider-
ing his history on and off the Oslo Police 
(The Thirst, 2017, etc.), that’s quite a claim.

Back on the bottle since his wife, 
human rights executive Rakel Fauke, threw him out, Harry 
wakes up one morning with no idea how he’s spent the last two 
days. Even before he can sober up, he’s hit by a tornado: Rakel 
has been murdered, and Harry’s colleagues want him to stay out 
of the case, first because he’s the victim’s husband, then because 
they can’t rule him out as her killer. The preliminary evidence 
points to Svein Finne, whose long career of raping women and 
later stabbing them to death unless he’s gotten them pregnant, 
hasn’t been slowed down just because he’s spent 20 years in 
prison and is now pushing 80. The elusive Finne, the very first 
killer Harry ever arrested, is driven by the need to avenge his 
own son’s death: “For each son I lose, I shall bring f-five more 
into the world.” Captured after Harry unforgivably uses his 
latest rape victim as bait, Finne blandly confesses to Rakel’s 
murder, but the unshakable alibi he produces sends the inquiry 
back to square one. A series of painstaking investigations iden-
tifies first one plausible suspect, then another, each one of 
whom might have been designed specifically to immerse Harry 
more deeply in his grief. And even after each of these suspects, 
beginning with Finne, is cleared of complicity in Rakel’s death, 
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they continue to hover malignantly over the landscape, ready 
to swoop down and wreak still further havoc. Long before the 
final curtain, most readers will have joined Harry, shut out of 
the official investigation and marginalized in ever more harrow-
ing ways, in abandoning all hope that he can either close the 
case or enjoy a moment of peace again.

The darkest hour yet for a detective who pleads, “The 
only thing I can do is investigate murders. And drink”—
and a remarkable example of how to grow a franchise over 
the hero’s most vociferous objections.

THE LEADEN HEART 
Nickson, Chris
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jul. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8879-2  

As Britain teeters on the brink of the 
Boer War, the Leeds police force braces 
in the expectation of losing too many 
men just when its caseload seems impos-
sible to manage.

The summer of 1899 is blazing hot in 
Leeds, adding more misery for the populace and complicating 
several nasty cases Superintendent Tom Harper has on his plate. 
His wife, Annabelle, who serves on the board of the guardians 
of the poor, is deeply frustrated by her inability to get the con-
descending men to listen to any of her ideas for improvements. 
The well-off are being burglarized by someone who shinnies up 
drainpipes while the occupants are out and helps themselves to 
cash and jewelry. When Harper’s old friend Billy Reed, who now 
does his policing in Whitby, comes to town after his brother 
Charlie commits suicide, his visit leads to a dark and danger-
ous case. Reed discovers that Charlie was being squeezed by 
a landlord who suddenly doubled the rent on his little corner 
shop. An investigation reveals that shops and houses are being 
bought up at suspiciously low prices by the Harehills Devel-
opment Company so that the son-in-law of a town councilor 
can build new houses. Harehills is a front for the North Leeds 
Company, whose lawyer is able to hide the firm’s real ownership. 
Charlie’s shop is trashed and his wife, Hester, beaten by two big 
men, possibly John and Jack Smith, an elusive pair who’ll stop at 
nothing. Then Hester is found dead, and an autopsy shows that 
she was smothered. When two of the most dishonest among 
the council members insist on Harper’s ouster, he and the Chief 
Constable suspect the councillors are involved in the vicious 
scheme. Another fatality chalked up to the Smiths urges the 
force go all out to close the case. Nickson (The Hanging Psalm, 
2019, etc.) is a master at mixing social commentary with police 
procedurals; he digs deep into the backgrounds of his charac-
ters and highlights the inequalities so common to the Industrial 
Revolution while deftly handling several troubling cases.

Nickson’s latest and perhaps finest is a breathless race 
for the truth from start to finish.

FIRST TRACKS 
O’Connell, Catherine
Severn House (256 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jul. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8873-0  

O’Connell (The Last Night Out, 2018, 
etc.) hits the slopes with a new heroine 
whose leading strengths as a detective 
seem to be an ability to absorb serious 
physical punishment and a complete lack 
of fear.

Her love of skiing sent Greta West-
erlind from Milwaukee to Aspen 15 years ago, and once she 
looked around she knew she’d never leave. Her job taking care 
of 80-year-old Sam Simpson ended when he died and left her a 
life interest in his A-frame house, a place she never could have 
afforded on her own. And she loves her job as a ski patroller. 
But not everything has come up roses. Sam’s children fought her 
tooth and nail over the bequest; Joel Simpson still radiates hos-
tility every time she sees him; and, most recently and urgently, 
she’s barely survived an avalanche that killed her ski buddy 
and secret heartthrob, retired bond trader Warren McGov-
ern, whose pregnant wife, Zuzana, expresses unbridled suspi-
cions about what the two of them were doing on the mountain 
together—a question Greta can’t answer because she’s lost her 
memory. Luckily, handsome Dr. Duane Larsen is on hand to 
help her recover first from the trauma of the avalanche, then 
from a near-fatal attack of carbon monoxide poisoning as she 
sleeps. And he makes no secret of his amatory interest in Greta. 
But she’s haunted by her ex-lover Jack’s warning that bad things 
come in threes. So far, so menacing—except that Greta’s third 
adventure involves her rescuing young Richie Alvarez from a 
sudden accident, inspiring his father, wealthy Mexican devel-
oper Pablo Alvarez, to whisk her off to St. Moritz on his private 
jet for several more rounds of skiing and unrelated complica-
tions until O’Connell suddenly seems to remember that Greta 
has a killer to track down.

No prizes for plot construction but a scarred, gutsy 
heroine who surely deserves a second chance.

A HOUSE DIVIDED
Putnam, Jonathan F.
Crooked Lane (320 pp.)
$26.99  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-1-64385-037-5  

In 1839, young Abraham Lincoln and 
his friend Joshua Speed (Final Resting 
Place, 2018, etc.) work to exonerate a man 
accused of murder.

Springfield general store owner 
Joshua Speed is asked by his friend and 

housemate Abe Lincoln, the ambitious Springfield lawyer, to 
check out the State Bank in Chicago. As crisply narrated by 
Speed, the trip becomes a series of misadventures. Speed loses 
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his purse, and his attempt to recover it leads to a hostile show-
down with Archibald Trailor and Flynn Fisher, a pair of seem-
ing louts. Later, he sprains his ankle in the middle of an ice 
storm. Archibald comes to his aid; has Speed misjudged him? 
Back in Springfield, Speed learns that Fisher has disappeared 
and that Archibald’s brother William is suddenly flush with 
cash he claims the recently deceased Fisher bequeathed to 
him. So Speed consults Lincoln, who’s intrigued by the situa-
tion. There’s a third brother, Henry, whom Archibald believes 
teamed up with William to kill Fisher. But when colorful 
mayor Big Red arranges the arrest of Henry, Henry turns the 
tables by accusing Archibald of conspiring with William in the 
crime. Lincoln and Speed must work together to untangle the 
complex mystery just as their friendship is being sorely tested: 
Both men have grown attracted to the Springfield newcomer 
Mary Todd and are determined to woo her. The author’s 
fourth franchise entry keeps a nice balance between history 
and mystery.

Putnam’s satisfyingly plausible portrait of the young 
Lincoln deepens with every installment.

GRAVE EXPECTATIONS
Redmond, Heather 
Kensington Books (320 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-4967-1716-0  

Charles Dickens probes puzzles 
large and small as he continues his court-
ship of his editor’s daughter.

Renting rooms in Selwood Terrace 
for the summer, in addition to his regular 
lodgings in Holborn, seemed like a good 

idea at the time. Although costly, his second home is much 
closer to his fiancee, Kate Hogarth, and her family. And the 
temporary move gives Charles and his brother Fred the chance 
to live in a brighter, airier place than Holborn. Unfortunately, 
darkness soon makes its way even to relatively rural Chelsea. 
First, someone slips a copy of a 50-year-old magazine under 
Charles’ door, with an article titled “Death of a Jewish Child” 
marked for him to read. But before he can learn the identity of 
the sender, another more pressing death confronts him. Wor-
ried that he hasn’t seen his elderly neighbor, Miss Haverstock, 
in several days, Charles goes upstairs to her apartment and finds 
her arrayed in an ancient wedding dress and strangled to death. 
His investigation gains even more urgency when Daniel Jones, a 
local blacksmith, is arrested for the crime, leaving his family on 
the brink of eviction by their unscrupulous landlord. The police 
suspect Jones of being in league with Osvald Larsen and Ned 
Blood, two escaped convicts. But Charles is more suspicious 
of Miss Haverstock’s foster daughter, Evelina Jaggers, and her 
suitor, Prince Moss. While Charles, aided by the ever charming 
Kate, struggles to help the Joneses, he also has to keep an eye 
on young Fred as well as on his hapless father, always a hair’s 
breadth from debtor’s prison. The life of a promising journalist 
in 19th-century London is complicated, but Redmond’s (A Tale 

of Two Murders, 2018) hero is more than up to the challenge in 
this topsy-turvy take on a British literary classic.

Once again, Redmond mixes history, mystery, and a 
little bit of whimsy.

THE BIRD BOYS 
Sandlin, Lisa
Cinco Puntos (306 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-1-947627-13-0  

A Texas private investigator and his 
assistant are hired by a man who is look-
ing for his brother, but what unfolds is 
something completely different.

It’s 1973 in Beaumont, Texas, and 
Tom Phelan is trying to make a go of 

Phelan Investigations with the help of his assistant, Delpha 
Wade, who is recovering from injuries inflicted by a serial killer 
in a previous case (The Do-Right, 2015). And that’s only one of 
Delpha’s problems. She went to prison at 18 for killing a man 
who raped her. Now 32, she’s on parole and learning to navigate 
a world with freedom, choices, and even new social exchanges. 

“Congratulations to you,” she says to someone about a new 
baby—a phrase she’s never uttered before in her life. When an 
elderly man named Xavier Bell asks them to find his brother, 
Tom and Delpha’s meticulous research uncovers more than 
anyone expects. What sounds like an ordinary PI caper, though, 
becomes something elevated, poignant, and complex in this 
beautifully written novel. The author’s use of dialogue is per-
fectly regional, and her descriptions evoke a cross between Ray-
mond Chandler and James Lee Burke. A briefcase “might have 
been rubbed with twenties to give it the mellow sheen,” and 

“the desk man was a middle-aged cop whose starched shirt could 
have worked the shift without him.” The author also conveys 
the realities of doing research in 1973, from using phone books 
and libraries to tracking down old paper records.

Proving that anything old can be new in the right, tal-
ented hands, Sandlin has crafted an outstanding series that 
readers will want to follow and savor.

AN UNSETTLED GRAVE
Schaffer, Bernard
Kensington Books (368 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-4967-1725-2  

A female cop cracks a case from the 
past.

Now that she’s helped solve a serial 
killing (The Thief of All Light, 2018), Car-
rie Santero has settled into her dream job 
as an investigator with the Vieira County 

DA’s office, which covers a wide region of western Pennsylva-
nia. As the office’s only female detective, Carrie gets no respect, 

A female cop cracks a case from the past.
an unsettled grave



4 4   |   1 5  m a y  2 0 1 9   |   f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

and when a woman is raped by a man the victim describes as 
a police officer, Carrie’s boss shunts her off to another, appar-
ently safer case so she won’t be investigating her fellow officers. 
She takes up the new case out in the boonies, but the rape is 
always on her mind, and she is determined to come back to it 
at a later time. When Liston, Pennsylvania, police chief Steve 
Auburn was called out by some hunters who think they’ve found 
a human bone, he immediately knew what he was looking at. 
Back in 1981, schoolgirl Hope Pugh vanished, opening a case 
that’s never been closed. Sent out to help, Carrie discovers a 
moldering box of evidence containing photos, notes, a blanket, 
a knife, a sock, and a teddy bear. Using modern techniques and 
advice from her mentor, disgraced former cop Jacob Rein, she 
pulls prints from the knife and finds residue on the sock that is 
most likely semen. Pondering a letter signed by Jacob’s uncle, 
Police Chief Oliver Rein, she realizes that Jacob and Hope were 
the same age and knew each other. Carrie visits Jacob’s dying 
father, Benjamin Rein, who claims to have killed more than one 
person. A flashback to Jacob’s childhood shows him and his best 
friend targeted by school bullies. Jacob was practically raised by 
his uncle Oliver because Benjamin, a Vietnam vet, was an alco-
holic with PTSD. Jacob became so close to Hope that he was 
devastated when she disappeared the night he was supposed to 
meet her in a secret place in the woods. Back in the present, 
Auburn wants to write off Hope’s death as an accident, but Car-
rie won’t stand for that. The past that alternating chapters pres-
ent reveals a far different story than official records.

Schaffer, a former police officer, imbues the character-
driven story with realism and heart-pounding suspense.

MARKED MEN 
Simms, Chris
Severn House (256 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jul. 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8881-5  

Revenge is best served cold in a 
second case for DC Sean Blake (Loose 
Tongues, 2018), of the Greater Manches-
ter Police’s Serious Crimes Unit.

Jordan Hughes was only a kid of 15 
when Anthony Brown and his mates at 

Belle Vue High framed him for the murder of Norman Hornby, 
a homeless man Ant had delighted in setting afire. Now, after 
spending half his life in prison, Jordan’s free at last, and he makes 
a beeline for Ant and his confederates. Nick McGhee is off in 
Majorca on a photography assignment, but Kevin Rowe, Carl 
Parker, Phil Nordern, Lee Goodwin, and Ant himself, who’s 
risen far enough in the world to own several casinos, are all 
available for target practice. Jordan wastes no time in ambush-
ing Kevin Rowe in his own home and torturing him to death. In 
the meantime, Sean and his mentor, DS Magda Dragomir, have 
already learned of the murder of Lee Goodwin and Phil Nor-
dern. What first looks like a routine game of cat and mouse is 
complicated by the fact that both of them were drowned—a far 
cry from the spectacular violence visited on Rowe. Even if Sean 

were somehow granted miraculous access to Jordan’s mind, he’d 
be none the wiser, because Jordan, after a blackout of 48 hours, 
really can’t remember whether he killed Goodwin and Nordern, 
much as he would have liked to. Is Jordan being framed once 
again? Are two different avengers at work? And if so, just what 
is the connection between them?

Readers willing to suspend an awful lot of disbelief will 
be rewarded with a warts-and-all view of Greater Man-
chester’s finest and an ending guaranteed to surprise.

BLACK DEATH 
Trow, M.J.
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jul. 1, 2019
978-1-78029-116-1  

As the plague grips London, Christo-
pher Marlowe tries to solve the murder 
of a theatrical rival.

In 1592, “The Pestilence” is begin-
ning to creep into the city of London. 
Playwright and sometime sleuth Kit 
Marlowe (Queen’s Progress, 2018, etc.) is 

preparing a new production, The Massacre at Paris, when he gets 
an eerie letter from playwright Robert Greene, who’s recently 
died under mysterious circumstances. The intensely curious 
Marlowe can’t help visiting Greene’s boardinghouse and even 
digging up his grave. His conclusion: “Murder, most foul.” Mar-
lowe enlists the aid of the Queen’s Magus, John Dee, in con-
firming that Greene was poisoned. Even with the approaching 
opening of his play, Marlowe’s driven by his compulsion to learn 
the truth about the death of Greene, who’d been increasingly 
eccentric and reclusive in recent years. Marlowe revisits Cam-
bridge, where he and Greene were fellow students, for some 
insight. Dr. Gabriel Harvey claims to have been in attendance 
shortly after Greene died, reportedly from an overindulgence 
of wine and herring. But when Marlowe explains that Greene 
was poisoned, Harvey’s reaction is odd. The deeper significance 
of this reaction is impressed on Marlowe when, shortly after 
their meeting, he’s attacked and passes out. From that point 
on, there’s no turning back from his search for the truth, which 
is aided considerably by his chance meeting with Richard, an 
industrious orphan lad. Meanwhile, as plague creeps into the 
city, the theaters are closed, threatening Marlowe’s livelihood. 
Trow’s 10th Elizabethan mystery delights with its knowledge of 
16th-century theater and its large cast of real-life characters like 
William Cecil, Richard Burbage, and the murder victim himself.

The mystery is twisty, unpredictable, and ultimately 
satisfying.
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BLINDSIDED
Watterson, Kate
Crooked Lane (288 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-1-68331-762-3  

Getting caught in a storm can’t stop 
a determined doctor in her quest for the 
evidence to put her childhood friend’s 
killer away for good.

Trapped in her car during a Mid-
western snowstorm, Dr. Cadence Law-

rence is preparing for what will happen when her body is found 
days later when help arrives—or does it?—in the form of the 
only other driver foolish enough to be out in the weather. Like 
Cadence, Mick McCutcheon had been testing his luck by going 
out when the weather report called for dangerous conditions, 
and he stops to pick up Cadence as an act of mercy. Cadence 
is anything but thankful. She’s been around long enough not to 
trust a man who wants to help her out of the goodness of his own 
heart. Her mistrust may come from her adolescence, when her 
best friend, Melissa, was kidnapped and likely killed by her con-
trolling boyfriend, Dirk Lyons. Lyons has gone free for years. It 
wasn’t until very recently that Cadence stumbled on him all too 
coincidentally. In fact, Cadence was convinced he was stalking 
her and was in the process of leaving town to escape him when 
she got caught in the storm. Now that she’s been rescued by 
Mick, she can’t help feeling suspicious of his intentions. But the 
heat between Cadence and Mick is too much for either of them 
to deny as they’re trapped in his house, well off the beaten path, 
where they try to weather the storm. Meanwhile, FBI Agent 
Thea Benedict is trying in vain to contact Cadence. There’s dis-
turbing news about Lyons’ latest activity, and Thea fears that he 
may have Cadence in his sights. While Cadence ponders what 
evidence could put Lyons away, Thea tries to track Cadence to 
make sure she’s not next on Lyons’ list. The higher stakes inten-
sify the drama of this one-off departure from Watterson’s fran-
chise series (Severed, 2018, etc.).

As much about a budding relationship as about a tick-
ing-clock search for evidence.

NATIVE TONGUE
Elgin, Suzette Haden
Feminist Press (368 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-1-936932-62-7  

A feminist classic revived.
This book was published in 1984, a 

year before The Handmaid’s Tale. The two 
share several similarities. Both take place 
in a not-too-distant future in which gov-
ernments use Christianity as the ratio-

nale for stripping women of basic rights. Human reproduction 
is regulated by men. And women work together both to make 
their own lives bearable within this system and to create a better 
world for their daughters. Elgin (Peacetalk 101, 2002, etc.), who 
died in 2015, was a linguist as well as a science-fiction author, and 
the conceit at the heart of her dystopian narrative is brilliant: 
When humans make contact with aliens, people who under-
stand how languages work will become an invaluable resource 
for connecting with other sentient species. Linguists become 
a sort of aristocracy, both necessary for interstellar trade and 
reviled for their elitism. While it’s true that the men of the lin-
guist families enjoy some power and authority, the women of 
their houses are valued solely for their ability to work as trans-
lators and their capacity to produce children who will work as 
translators. Once they are infertile, they retire to the Barren 
House. The central household in this novel is the Chornyak 
family, and what the men don’t know is that the women in their 
Barren House have been creating a secret language, a language 
that will allow women to communicate with each other, a lan-
guage that will let them express experiences for which they 
have found no word in any language that they’ve learned. The 
worldbuilding here is intriguing. The concept of women freeing 
themselves from patriarchy by developing their own language 
is awesome. The execution, though….This is a novel about lan-
guage, but the characters all sound the same—and there are so 
many characters that it’s hard to keep them straight. Not only 
do they sound the same, they also sound quite distinctly like 
characters in vintage genre fiction. Who imagines a future that 
includes words like “honcho” and “damnfool” and “loobyloo,” 
let alone swears such as “Sweet jesus christ on a donkey in the 
shade of a lilac tree”?

For women’s studies majors and hardcore fans of old-
school science fiction, and probably nobody else.

A feminist classic revisited.
native tongue
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THE GIRL WHO COULD MOVE 
SH*T WITH HER MIND
Ford, Jackson
Orbit (496 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Jun. 18, 2019
978-0-316-51915-1  

It’s a race against time when a psy-
chokinetic spook is framed for a crime 
she didn’t commit.

Teagan is the only psychokinetic in 
the world—as far as she or anyone else 

on her black ops team knows. The deal is simple. Teagan carries 
out top-secret, totally off-the-books missions for a government 
spook named Tanner, and Tanner keeps Teagan from becoming 
a lab rat for scientists curious about how her powers work. But 
when one of the team’s targets turns up murdered in a way that 
has “special abilities” written all over it, that deal is precariously 
close to disintegrating and landing Teagan in a government lab 
and the rest of the team in jail. Now she has 22 hours to clear her 

name by proving that there is, in fact, a second psychokinetic 
out there. Meanwhile, Jake, a drifter who’s never known why 
he has the power to move things with his mind, is on a mission, 
too: Complete three simple tasks and he gets the information 
he needs about who he is and where he came from. Teagan is 
a frank and funny narrator for this wild ride, which starts off 
with our heroine falling from the 82nd floor of a skyscraper and 
pretty much never slows down. Readers will be glad to learn 
that it’s set for a sequel.

A fast-paced, high-adrenaline tale that manages to get 
into some dark themes without losing its sense of fun.

EMPRESS OF FOREVER
Gladstone, Max
Tor (480 pp.) 
$18.99 paper  |  Jun. 18, 2019
978-0-7653-9581-8  

Gladstone shifts gears from an 
almost scientific brand of fantasy (The 
Ruin of Angels, 2017, etc.) to fantastical 
space opera.

Billionaire tech genius Vivian Liao 
has dangerously annoyed the political 

powers that be through her aggressively public liberal activism. 
So she breaks into a secure facility with the intention of hack-
ing into the global computing network, which would allow her 
to counter her enemies and would, incidentally, give her world 
dominion. Not only does Viv manage to trip an alarm, though, 
but a glowing green figure brutally transports her several millen-
nia into the future. That future is controlled by the same green 
personage, the Empress, who monitors everything through 
the Cloud (a far more evolved version of our own digital atmo-
sphere), looting and then squashing any civilization reaching a 
certain level of technological sophistication to prevent it from 
attracting the deadly attention of a devouring species called the 
Bleed. Thrust immediately into danger, Viv collects a motley 
group of companions as she struggles to understand what’s hap-
pened to her (readers will figure out Viv’s link to the Empress 
before she does), find a way home, and attempt to break the 
Empress’ stranglehold on the galaxy. Adventure breathlessly fol-
lows on adventure, crisis on crisis, so quickly one is hard put to 
recall each step of the journey; the main purpose is to bond a 
disparate team of heroes. The power of love and/or friendship 
overcoming a single adversary is of course an overused trope, 
but Gladstone actually has a valid reason for using it here: He’s 
illustrating the danger of allowing one person to decide that she 
knows best and simply grab control of everything—even if that 
person is stratospherically intelligent and (at least initially) has 
good intentions. He also seems to be commenting on the dan-
gers of the current Silicon Valley cult(ure), in which a company 
is driven by the quirks of one brilliant entrepreneur.

An interesting and intellectually fertile enterprise.
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THE GRAND DARK 
Kadrey, Richard
Harper Voyager (432 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-0-06-267249-0  

A dope-addicted bike messenger 
tries to change his stars in a futuristic 
war-torn republic that reflects some of 
the best fantasy fiction.

Kadrey (Hollywood Dead, 2018, etc.) 
is a trip most of the time anyway, but 

here he’s deviated from his signature Hellblazer-esque Sandman 
Slim books and supernatural humor novels to deliver a stand-
alone heavy hitter that’s more in line with recent deviants like 
Chuck Wendig’s upcoming Wanderers (2019) and Daniel H. Wil-
son’s The Clockwork Dynasty (2017). Tonally, this lush novel is 
closer to Scott Lynch’s pirate fantasy The Lies of Locke Lamora 
(2006), but technologically it resembles the near-future dysto-
pias of Cory Doctorow or China Miéville. The nominal hero 
is Largo Moorden, a bike messenger and junkie trying to make 
his way through the fictional community of Lower Proszawa, 
which is just emerging from “The Great War” with its northern 
neighbor. Largo has a girl he loves and a rather mysterious boss 
in Herr Branca, for whom he delivers anonymous packages. In 
Blade Runner–esque fashion, there’s everything but the kitchen 
sink in Largo’s environment, including a murky dust called 
the “city silver” that coats the city, a plague that threatens to 
decimate the population, and “The Drops,” a mystery illness 
that causes citizens to, well, drop dead. Interstitial interludes 
from fictional histories and documents build out the mythol-
ogy. Kadrey has also infused his saga with a terrific cast of char-
acters that includes a traumatized soldier; the cast of a bizarre, 
hedonistic theater that takes its name from the book’s title; 
and Baron Hellswarth, the influential and elite customer who 
could help lift Largo out of his wretched life or ruin it forever. 
Throw in radicals using eugenics to create creatures that should 
never have existed, and the automata—sentient robots whose 
purposes are probably worse than you imagine—and the odd 
mix of debauchery and desperation starts to gel into a stark and 
compelling vision.

Wildly ambitious and inventive fantasy from an author 
who’s punching above his weight in terms of worldbuild-
ing—and winning.

VELOCITY WEAPON
O’Keefe, Megan E.
Orbit (544 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-0-316-41959-8  

O’Keefe turns from fantasy novels 
(The Proposal Game, 2018, etc.) to sci-fi 
with the story of a spacefaring soldier 
who wakes up on an enemy ship alone—
save for the ship itself.

The last thing Sanda Greeve remembers is her ship being 
attacked by rebel forces. She’s resuscitated from her evacua-
tion pod missing half a leg—and two centuries—as explained to 
her by the AI of the rebel ship that rescued her. As The Light of 
Berossus—aka Bero—tells her, she may be the only living human 
for light-years around, as the war wiped both sides out long ago. 
Sanda struggles to process her injuries and her grief but finds 
friendship with the lonely spaceship itself. Sanda’s story is 
interspersed with flashbacks to the war’s effects on her brother, 
Biran, as well as scenes from a heist gone terribly wrong for 
small-time criminal Jules. The three narratives, separated by 
a vast gulf of time, are more intertwined than is immediately 
apparent. When Sanda rescues Tomas, another unlikely sur-
vivor, from his own evacuation pod, she learns that even time 
doesn’t end all wars. Should she trust Tomas, a fellow human 
but a rebel soldier who has his own secrets—or Bero, the ship 
that saved her? It’s the first twist in a story that fires them like 
railguns. Every hard-earned victory for Sanda, Biran, or Jules is 
turned on its head as new information is revealed, and the ten-
sion is as tight as the pressure seal on a spacesuit. Yet the story 

A dope-addicted bike messenger tries to 
change his stars in a futuristic war-torn republic 

that reflects some of the best fantasy fiction. 
the grand dark
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still makes room for the classic questions of science fiction: 
What counts as a person, and what does it mean to be humane 
at any time, let alone in wartime?

Meticulously plotted, edge-of-your-seat space opera 
with a soul; a highly promising science-fiction debut.

A SWORD NAMED TRUTH
Smith, Sherwood
DAW Books/Penguin (656 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-0-7564-0999-9  

Set after the events of Fleeing Peace 
(2011), the first installment of Smith’s 
new epic fantasy trilogy follows the 
adventures of a group of untested heroes 
as they begin to form an alliance of young 
rulers and magic users to stand against a 

looming invasion from a mythic evil.
With the forces of Norsunder threatening to enter the 

temporal world through rifts after having been vanquished 
more than 4,700 years earlier, Senrid, the newly crowned king 
of the politically unstable nation of Marloven Hess, Hibern, a 
highly talented mage student, and Liere, a young shopkeeper’s 
daughter who saved the realm in an earlier adventure, under-
stand the grave danger a Norsunder invasion brings to all of 
Sartorias-deles. As the young heroes slowly begin to form their 
alliance with other leaders—like Atan, the 15-year-old queen 
of Sartor, the oldest country in the world—the villainous com-
manders of Norsunder, Detlev and his nephew Siamis, plot to 
put the entire realm under magical control. But while Smith’s 
signature realm of Sartorias-deles is richly described and full of 
narrative potential, the entire novel has an unfocused feel to it. 
The unwieldiness of the numerous plot threads slows the pace 
down to a crawl and, coupled with a conspicuous lack of signifi-
cant action (particularly in the first 500 pages), gives the book a 
bloated quality. Readers may also be confused about the target 
audience of this trilogy. The main characters are all young adults, 
and the content—a looming magical war where entire popula-
tions could be wiped out—is decidedly dark. The tone, however, 
is strangely light, downplaying the violence and concentrating 
more on character dynamics. Ultimately, this long novel falls 
flat, with cardboard characters, excruciatingly slow pacing, and 
very little action: disappointing on almost all levels.

Epic fantasy fans would be advised to find their literary 
escapism elsewhere.

THE BIG BOOK OF CLASSIC 
FANTASY
Ed. by VanderMeer, Ann & VanderMeer, Jeff
Vintage/Random House (848 pp.) 
$25.00 paper  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-0-525-43556-3  

The VanderMeers follow up The Big 
Book of Science Fiction (2016) with this 
counterpart anthology focusing on “clas-
sic” fantasy.

Ninety stories are selected to represent the roots of genre 
fantasy, from the 1800s to World War II. Familiar names such 
as J.R.R. Tolkien, Lord Dunsany, Robert E. Howard, and E. 
Nesbit are present, but so are authors not primarily remem-
bered in literature as fantasists—Franz Kafka, Vladimir Nabo-
kov, Herman Melville, Willa Cather, Zora Neale Hurston, 
W.E.B. Du Bois, and others. As in the SF anthology, stories 
never before translated into English have been included, such 
as Aleksandr Grin’s “The Ratcatcher,” Der Nister’s “At the 
Border,” and others. That said, the majority of the stories 
come from Europe or America—the few contributions from 
other parts of the world seem more a dash of seasoning to 
avoid homogeneity than indicative of a truly diverse spread. 
Some stories are more recognizable as fantasy to the modern 
reader, some less so (Paul Scheerbart’s “Dance of the Com-
ets” barely reads as a narrative; Melville’s “The Tartarus of the 
Maids” contains nothing fantastical that could not be read as 
the narrator’s own pitying-but-skewed perceptions; and Niko-
lai Gogol’s “The Nose” is a cynical fable more absurdist than 
fantastic). Highlights include the wry observational humor of 
Stella Benson’s “Magic Comes to a Committee,” the meticu-
lous creepiness of Edogawa Ranpo’s “The Man Traveling 
With the Brocade Portrait,” and G.K. Chesterton’s unsettling 

“The Angry Street: A Bad Dream.” Like its SF counterpart, 
this dense and exhaustive collection would serve as an admi-
rable survey course for the genre—though some stories feel 
included out of just such a didactic sensibility.

Dozens upon dozens of seminal fantasy stories, some 
well-known and others delightfully rescued from obscurity.

THE RAGE OF DRAGONS
Winter, Evan
Orbit (544 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-0-316-48976-8  

The swords-and-sorcery genre deep-
ens its presence on the African conti-
nent with this rough, tough page-turner 
replete with demons, dragons, and really 
bad dreams.

To the grand parade of brooding 
swashbucklers and formidable warriors striding along the thor-
oughfares of epic fantasy, one can now add the name of Tau 
Solarin. As this saga opens, Tau is a novice swordsman who hails 
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from a rural village called Fief Kerem in a coastal corner of a 
mythic ancient Africa where the Omehi, or Chosen, people live 
in ongoing, centurieslong conflict against the Hedeni. Among 
the Omehi, caste divisions are strictly defined and often bru-
tally enforced. And young Tau, who refers to himself as “High 
Common,” is still considered a “Lesser” even by friends who are 
placed in the higher “Noble” stratum. Even after Nobles and 
Lessers band together to fight Hedeni marauders and dragons, 
they battle among themselves for status and honor. And when 
Tau’s father steps in to fight in his son’s place and is killed under 
a Noble’s command, Tau vows revenge on all who abetted the 
murder. Exiled from Kerem, Tau finds his way into a military 
academy, where his physical prowess and intense diligence soon 
separate him from other recruits. In the midst of his training, 
Tau reconnects with his childhood love, Zuri, now among the 
so-called “Gifted” caste of mystic warriors who help Omehi sol-
diers fight the Hedeni. What Tau learns from her about magic 
enhances his considerable virtuosity in combat. The further Tau 
gets into his warrior identity, the more chaotic and complicated 
the world around him becomes. Gradually his burning desire for 
vengeance is all but overpowered by a nascent yearning to bring 
lasting peace to his battle-scarred land. Winter’s debut novel, 
already a self-published cult sensation among fantasy fans, is 
rife with vividly orchestrated battle sequences, whether the 
fights are between two people or vast armies. And the action is 
unrelenting, at times even overpowering. Sometimes you wish 
Tau and his comrades would take longer breaks between both 
mock and real battles. The relative novelty of this saga’s African 
setting will draw comparisons with Marlon James’ Black Leopard, 
Red Wolf, though Winter’s novel is less stylistically ambitious 
and more formulaic.

Hardcore fantasy fans will find this an absorbing, fast-
paced table-setter.

r o m a n c e

COWBOY IN WOLF’S 
CLOTHING
Ballenger, Kait
Sourcebooks Casablanca (352 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-1-4926-7079-7  

Under attack from an enemy, two 
werewolves save each other, share a pas-
sionate night together, and then must 
deal with the consequences before they 
can find happiness together.

After vampires attack Grey Wolf 
high commander Colt Cavanaugh, he stumbles across Belle 
Beaumont, who’d been a prisoner of his pack but escaped. 
Luckily she’s a physician who can treat the potentially deadly 

injury he sustains. Their obvious sexual chemistry leads to a 
one-night stand, and he promises to free her after she tells his 
pack leader the troubling information she overheard when 
she was hiding during the fight: The vampires are developing 
a way to feed off shape-shifters and control them. When the 
vampires attack again, Colt sends Belle away to keep her safe, 
but he’s captured and tortured. Weeks later, Colt has been res-
cued, and Belle returns to the Grey Wolf compound to let him 
know she’s safe but pregnant, then gets caught up in the pack’s 
camaraderie, which reminds her of her own loneliness as a 
clanless wolf. Secrets on both sides keep them apart, however, 
until danger rises again. Ballenger continues her Seven Range 
Shifters series, and there’s a lot going on. Lots of enemies, 
lots of secrets, lots of suspicion. The romance is sexy, and a 
fast-paced, rollicking plot will keep readers engaged, though 
too many head-scratching details get in the way: the shape-
shifting community’s lack of trust for one of its highest rank-
ing warriors; Colt’s not realizing his deep-seated secrets aren’t 
secret at all; none of his friends sharing that fact with him; 
and more.

An ambitious paranormal romance that generally suc-
ceeds on the big picture but misses in the details.

HER OTHER SECRET
Dimon, HelenKay
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-0-06-289278-2  

A woman seeking refuge on a remote 
island inadvertently becomes an alibi for 
her sexy, grumpy handyman, who’s being 
framed for murder.

Whitaker Island, “the perfect place 
to disappear,” promises sanctuary for 
Tessa Jenkins, but she didn’t expect 

to meet someone like Hansen Rye, the hot island handy-
man who can fix anything but isn’t much of a people person, 
ignoring all the women who flirt with him. When Tessa asks 
him to help her investigate a seemingly abandoned boat, they 
see a mysterious man walking out of the sea dressed in a suit. 
The man disappears into the woods, and neither Hansen nor 
his best friend, Ben, the island cop, can find any trace of him. 
When Hansen stops at Tessa’s house to give her an update, he 
finds her terrified, since a fierce storm is raging and someone 
just tried to break in. He stays the night to make sure she’s 
safe, allowing them each to hint at their mutual crush and 
offering Hansen an alibi when the man is found outside Tes-
sa’s home the next morning, murdered. Hansen, who hadn’t 
seen the man’s face on the beach, now recognizes him as the 
person responsible for a tragedy in his family, someone he’d 
threatened in the past. Tessa stands by Hansen, and together 
they and Ben try to solve the crime, which ultimately makes 
them targets of a variety of enemies. Dimon demonstrates 
her romantic suspense chops, setting her new series on an 
island full of residents who are part secret keepers, part 
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gossipmongers. Tessa and Hansen’s shared attraction, 
respect, and trust drive their inevitable happy-ever-after, and 
we are entertained and intrigued by the journey.

A fun, sexy, romantic mystery and a great series launch.

AN AMERICAN DUCHESS
Fyffe, Caroline
Montlake Romance (348 pp.) 
$12.95 paper  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-1-5420-9167-1  

Cultural and societal differences 
challenge two women and their romantic 
interests in Victorian England.

Emma Brinkman Northcott never 
thought she’d leave her ranch in Colo-
rado. When her new husband, Beranger 

Northcott, learns he’s the new Duke of Brightshire, he agrees 
to return to England with his American wife in tow. Charlotte 
Aldridge is a scullery maid at the Brightshire estate. Orphaned 
at a young age, she’s never had a chance to enjoy the finer 
things in life. As Emma settles into English life, she takes the 
young woman under her wing, oblivious to the rules of pro-
priety. While Emma attempts to acclimate to British society 
as an outsider, Charlotte begins to fall in love with a man 
above her station. The two women form a lovely friendship. 
Charlotte helps Emma navigate the unspoken rules of being 
a duchess, and Emma encourages Charlotte’s growth into a 
confident young woman. There’s an intense focus on gossip 
and personal politics, so much so that neither romance is very 
strong. Fans of more traditional historical romances will find 
this straddles the line between historical fiction and romance 
given the lack of standard genre conventions. Though Emma’s 
and Charlotte’s individual storylines are given equal time, they 
aren’t equally as enjoyable. Charlotte is an admirable heroine; 
she wants to establish her own identity beyond being a maid. 
Emma’s sudden unconventional circumstance—an American 
who now holds the title of duchess—has potential but never 
becomes interesting enough to compete with Charlotte’s 
more tender storyline. Simply put, it’s fine. The lack of excit-
ing romantic entanglements and engaging scenarios makes 
this a forgettable read, especially when compared with other 
historical romances.

A half-baked plot with two lukewarm romances.

A TOUCH OF FOREVER
Goodman, Jo
Berkley (416 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-440-00064-8  

An engineering surveyor with a 
stalker agrees to marry a widow with four 
children, creating a new life for both in 
the American West.

Roen Shepard is an engineer origi-
nally from New York who has come to 
Frost Falls, Colorado, to survey land for 

Northeast Rail. The move out West conveniently puts 2,000 
miles between him and his jilted lover, Victorine Headley, the 
selfish, spoiled daughter of the owner of a competing railway. 
In church, Roen spies Lily Salt, a local seamstress and wid-
owed mother of four, and is immediately intrigued by her small, 
serene smile and rust red hair. Lily’s tragic past was a subplot 
in the previous book in the series (A Touch of Flame, 2018): Her 
cruel and abusive husband perished in a fire under mysteri-
ous circumstances. Lily carries a heavy emotional load of both 
post-traumatic stress and guilt, but she is sensible, strong, and 
forthright and agrees to a marriage of convenience with Roen 
to provide a father for her children. For Roen, the marriage 
serves partly as a deterrent to Victorine, who is on her way west 
to claim him, but he is attracted to Lily and more than willing 
to see where the arrangement takes them. Unfortunately, Victo-
rine and the violent man she brings with her are depicted with all 
the subtlety of a charging buffalo, and her pursuit ends with an 
unnecessary and suspiciously convenient plot twist. Goodman, 
a veteran romance writer, is known for her skill in depicting the 
booming American West at the turn of the 20th century, and 
most readers will be happily immersed in daily life in Frost Falls, 
although some will wish the days passed more quickly. Roen and 
Lily are both mature, kind, honest, and witty, and while their 
romance offers little excitement, it is sweet and believable.

Appealing characters and an unhurried plot make this 
a solid entry in Goodman’s Cowboys of Colorado series.

THE MISTER
James, E L
Vintage (498 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-1-984898-32-6  

A feckless Englishman who’s just 
inherited wealth and a title finds purpose 
when he falls for his enigmatic cleaning 
lady, an Albanian refugee with a vast well 
of secrets.

Maxim Trevelyan has just lost his 
beloved older brother, Kit, and inherited his title as Earl of Trev-
ethick. He also discovers his old house cleaner has left and been 
replaced by Alessia, a beautiful young woman from Albania who 
has little beyond the clothes on her back yet plays the piano like 

A feckless Englishman who’s just inherited wealth and a 
title finds purpose when he falls for his enigmatic cleaning 

lady, an Albanian refugee with a vast well of secrets. 
the mister
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a superstar. She’s reticent and modest and came to England to 
escape the brutal man her father wanted her to marry only to 
fall into the hands of sex traffickers. She’s managed to find a job 
and shelter with her mother’s friend, but when she’s threatened, 
it’s clear that Max has suddenly developed a heightened sense 
of protectiveness. He’s falling in love with her. How could he 
not? She’s beautiful, talented, and courageous, having survived 
these horrors. But when one evil man after another tracks her 
down, Max will use every property and penny at his disposal, 
even go to the ends of the Earth—or at least across Europe—
to save her. James offers her first book outside the staggeringly 
successful Fifty Shades of Grey (2012) world, and the story can be 
compelling, in a “Cinderella” meets Perils of Pauline kind of way. 
We root for Alessia to be saved by the rich, handsome Max, who 
suddenly cares about all the things he’s intentionally ignored his 
whole life, yet we also ask ourselves why a woman who escaped 
sex traffickers at a gas station can’t be smarter when she’s hiding 
from them in a mansion or when she’s being dragged back to 
her hometown by the man she fled from in the first place. It’s 
also worth noting in light of James’ earlier books that while sex 
is an important theme—mainly Alessia’s sexual awakening and 
the threat of sexual violence—there’s only the slightest hint of 
BDSM, when Max hooks up with a one-night stand early in the 
book, which highlights Alessia’s innocence.

A modern fairy tale that moves apace but is burdened by 
uneven writing and characters who continually do things 
that seem out of character.

THE HIGHLAND EARL 
Jarecki, Amy
Forever Press (368 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-1-5387-1602-1  

A convenient marriage leads to 
romance between a spy and a widowed 
earl in this Highland historical romance.

Lady Evelyn Pierrepont has been 
a spy for the Jacobite cause, and the 
last complication she needs is marriage. 
Unfortunately, her father’s schemes 

include ensuring all of his daughters secure advantageous 
betrothals. The widowed Earl of Mar, John Erskine, has his 
hands full with two young sons and his role as the secretary of 
state for Scotland. A biddable wife with a sizable dowry would 
certainly help matters, and Evelyn’s father pushes the two 
toward a hasty marriage. Unsure of John’s allegiances, Evelyn 
uses their time together to test his loyalty to Queen Anne or 
discover if he sees a future with the Jacobites and their crusade. 
The romance between John and Evelyn is tame compared to the 
adventure in which the couple find themselves. They’re bom-
barded with double-crosses and life-and-death scenarios, all 
with a pair of rowdy boys in tow. Evelyn is the star of the show 
as she navigates the early relationships with her husband and his 
children while maintaining her work as a spy. She knows how to 
handle business while protecting her sisters and other people 

she loves. John is a calmer and more composed hero when 
compared to his new bride. Though clearly a loving father, he 
fails to match Evelyn’s dynamism. With more focus on action 
and espionage, the romance leans toward tepid rather than siz-
zling. Read this for the heroine’s thrilling exploits and not for an 
impassioned hero, though a dangerous chase through England 
and Scotland is an entertaining bonus.

High on action, mild on romance.

THE FRIEND ZONE
Jimenez, Abby
Forever Press (352 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-1-5387-1560-4  

A woman refuses to be with her soul 
mate, but life intervenes, making her 
choice harder and more heartbreaking.

Josh meets Kristen with a bang, lit-
erally, when she slams on her brakes and 
he runs into her. There’s minimal dam-

age, so she disappears. Minutes later they discover that their 
best friends are engaged to each other and they were slated to 
meet that day at the fire station where Brandon and Josh work. 
Josh is immediately smitten, but Kristen has a boyfriend, Tyler, 
who’s deployed overseas. Counting down the days until he gets 
home for good, Kristen adamantly puts Josh in the friend zone, 
refusing to acknowledge their growing closeness and her spik-
ing attraction. Then Tyler reenlists, effectively breaking up with 
her. Kristen and Josh sleep together, but she slams the door on 
his hope for a real relationship, telling him it will never be more 
than a friends-with-benefits situation. Josh thinks Kristen is 
mourning the end of her relationship with Tyler, but really, Kris-
ten realizes Josh is her perfect match. Unfortunately she also 
knows Josh wants children, which would be nearly impossible 
for them due to her malfunctioning reproductive system. The 
two reach a painful impasse, but when tragedy strikes, they find 
themselves reevaluating their relationship. Josh knows he’ll 
never be happy without Kristen, but he’ll have to think outside 
the box to convince her to take a chance on them. Jimenez tack-
les a myriad of issues in her debut and hits each one with depth 
and sensitivity. Kristen’s take-no-prisoners attitude is smart and 
sassy and perfectly balanced by Josh’s easygoing resourcefulness, 
though at times her lack of transparency while jerking him 
around makes her seem more immature than self-sacrificing.

An excellent debut that combines wit, humor, and emo-
tional intensity.
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A RAINBOW ABOVE US
Sala, Sharon
Sourcebooks Casablanca (352 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-1-4926-7368-2  

A construction company owner 
returns home and finds love with a hur-
ricane refugee.

The Boone and James families of 
Blessings, Georgia, have been feuding 
for generations. As a teenager, Bowie 
James and his mother were forced to flee 

town, and he vowed never to return. Years later, a hurricane 
destroys his grandmother’s home, and his family begs him to 
help rebuild. Bowie is surprised to find Rowan Harper, a young 
woman who lost her father in the storm, living with his aunt 
and grandmother in an emergency shelter. Refusing to leave 
any of “his girls” behind, he takes all three to live in his mobile 
home while his crew restores the destroyed house. When Bow-
ie’s return unveils years of shameful Boone family secrets, he 
prepares himself for their inevitable retaliation, which starts 
with physical assault and escalates to gunplay. Sala (Forever My 
Hero, 2019, etc.) gives extensive narrative time to everyone in 
the Boone family, including the angry patriarch, the duped 
wives, the incompetent middle-aged sons, and the confused 
teenage grandson. This is notable only because Rowan, Bowie’s 
love interest and the heroine of the book, is a complete cipher. 
Rowan graduated from high school, but there is no hint of her 
life in the intervening seven years. She lived on a farm with her 
controlling father and didn’t go to school, have a job, or dream 
of her future. Every morning Bowie heads into Blessings, and 
readers follow his day and the machinations of the Boone fam-
ily, but there is nothing of Rowan. Rarely are modern romance 
heroines so passively underdeveloped; Rowan does little more 
than prepare dinner and wait for Bowie to return home and 
make her a character again.

Overwrought small-town drama relegates the romance 
to an unsatisfying subplot.

RENEGADE
Schmidt, Anna
Sourcebooks Casablanca (384 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-1-4926-6707-0  

In 1899 New Mexico, a waitress with 
a questionable past falls in love with a 
straight-laced lawman.

This is the second book in Schmidt’s 
(Trailblazer, 2019) Cowboys & Harvey 
Girls series, which focuses on a less-well-
known aspect of frontier living. In the 

late 1800s, Fred Harvey established a chain of “eating houses” 
along the railroad lines to newly established frontier towns. 
Lily Travis is one of the young, single women of “good moral 

character” hired to serve meals and live in company housing 
in Juniper, New Mexico. After fleeing an abusive stepfather in 
Chicago and being hastily married to and then ditched by an 
unscrupulous stranger, she fears she has missed her chance at 
love and family. Sheriff Cody Daniels is attracted to Lily, but 
he’s a by-the-book lawman with political ambitions. When one 
of Lily’s co-workers at the Harvey Company is murdered, she 
turns to Cody for help. The murderer is pure evil, and everyone 
else is pure goodness. Lily frets that other men “only knew how 
to take what they wanted, and in the process, they robbed me 
of my ability to trust,” but she and Cody are too honorable to 
actually fight over misunderstandings or hold grudges.

Competent writing and an unusual historical setting 
are marred by flat characters and a dull romance.



nonfiction
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LAST WITNESSES
An Oral History of the 
Children of World War II
Alexievich, Svetlana
Trans. by Pevear, Richard &
Volokhonsky, Larissa
Random House (320 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-0-399-58875-4  

The Nobel laureate brings her unique 
style of collecting firsthand memories to 

the stories of those who were children during World War II.
Like all of Alexievich’s (The Unwomanly Face of War: An 

Oral History of Women in World War II, 2017, etc.) books, this 
one makes for a difficult but powerful reading experience. The 
Nazis ruthlessly killed entire villages or took all the men who 
might be partisans out to be shot, transporting women and chil-
dren to concentration camps. One universal memory of these 
children was the complete lack of color: Everything was gray 
or black; spring never arrived. Many raged that they never had 
a childhood, which was stolen from them. As one 13-year-old 
recounts, “I learned to be a good shot….But I forgot my math….” 
The children were not immune to Nazi tortures, and the author 
does not hide that fact from readers. Even 70 years later, many 
couldn’t bear to remember the horrors of separation, the kill-
ings, and the hunger, which was perpetual—many ate grass, 
bark, even dirt. One man said there were no tears in him; he 
didn’t know how to cry. The ages of Alexievich’s subjects range 
from 4 to 15 years, most in the younger range because the teen-
agers were usually taken for slave labor or shot. Children were 
sold as slaves to German farmers and worked to death, but one 
of the most heinous crimes has to be the Aryan-looking chil-
dren’s being taken to camps so their blood could be used for 
transfusions for injured soldiers. The stories of escaping to the 
East, many alone, are remarkable, especially as we see the total 
strangers who took them in and treated them as family. Strang-
ers were all they knew, and it was strangers who saved them. 
There are some uplifting stories of parents finding their chil-
dren after the war, but many never found anyone.

As usual, Alexievich shines a bright light on those who 
were there; an excellent book but not for the faint of heart.

EVERYTHING BELOW THE WAIST by Jennifer Block .....................58
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SLIME by Ruth Kassinger ....................................................................67

HOW TO BE AN ANTIRACIST by Ibram X. Kendi .......................... 69

SUCH A PRETTY GIRL by Nadina LaSpina ......................................70

WHITE FLIGHTS by Jess Row .............................................................79

BENEATH THE TAMARIND TREE by Isha Sesay .............................. 80

IN THE COUNTRY OF WOMEN by Susan Straight .......................... 82

AND HOW ARE YOU, DR. SACKS? by Lawrence Weschler .............85

PRINCE ALBERT by A.N. Wilson .......................................................85

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

IN THE COUNTRY
OF WOMEN
A Memoir
Straight, Susan
Catapult (384 pp.)
$26.00  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-948226-22-6
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THE PATIENT ASSASSIN
A True Tale of Massacre, 
Revenge, and India’s Quest 
for Independence

Anand, Anita
Scribner (384 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-1-5011-9570-9  

A carefully reconstructed story of 
political murder that began to unfold a 
century ago.

The mass killing of protestors in Amritsar on April 13, 1919, 
is a central moment in Richard Attenborough’s film Gandhi. It 
is also a moment enshrined in Indian memory—and, in many 
ways, the beginning of the end of British rule. The officer who 
ordered the killings, Gen. Reginald Dyer, was forever haunted 
by his act, writes British journalist and BBC presenter Anand 
(Sophia: Princess, Suffragette, Revolutionary, 2015, etc.): “His fam-
ily would always believe that he died of a broken heart” and not 
the cerebral hemorrhage on the death certificate. While no one 
can quite agree on how many died there, hundreds or thousands, 
one man vowed to do something to avenge them, traveling to 
Britain and laying a careful trap for the colonial governor who 
had not only authorized the killings, but spent the rest of his 
days defending them. It took 20 years to enact that vengeance, 
but, as the author writes, when Udham Singh shot Sir Michael 
O’Dwyer in central London, he “became the most hated man in 
Britain, a hero to his countrymen in India and a pawn in inter-
national politics”—lauded, among other champions, by Joseph 
Goebbels as a hero of the anti-British struggle. Anand painstak-
ingly follows Singh’s long path from the killing fields of India to 
the Houses of Parliament and that climactic moment, which 
might have resulted in the deaths of many other officials had 
he used the right caliber for the bullets he fired. Singh was exe-
cuted for his act, though supporters tried to give him the means 
to kill himself while in prison—and his jailers therefore even 
took away Singh’s glasses lest he “break one of the lenses and slit 
his wrists.” A memorial in Amritsar now commemorates Singh’s 
act, which, as Anand suggests, was far more nuanced than the 
simple act of assassination it was made out to be.

A footnote to Anglo-Indian history, to be sure, but a 
telling one, and very well done.

Most citizens who are not on the far-
right fringes of American politics under-
stand the necessity of encouraging diver-
sity in our social, political, and cultural 
lives. We must remain committed to 
making sure historically underrepresent-
ed, non-normative voices are brought 
to the forefront. I would like to recom-
mend two books, both of which received 
a starred review, that offer unique ap-
proaches to this issue.

In Good Talk (March 26), novelist Mira 
Jacob examines parenting, love, and racism through the prism 
of her multiracial 6-year-old son’s inquiries about racial issues 
across the U.S. “The result,” notes our 
reviewer, “is this series of illustrated 
conversations between [her son] Z and 
the author, by turns funny, philosophi-
cal, cautious, and heartbreaking.” Not 
only does Jacob insightfully and ur-
gently plumb the many racial and social 
challenges facing our country today; 
she delineates her journey in a highly 
appealing illustrated fashion that is si-
multaneously accessible and consis-
tently profound. As our reviewer writes, 

“the memoir works well visually, with striking pen-and-ink draw-
ings of Jacob and her family that are collaged onto vibrant found 
photographs and illustrated backgrounds….The visual echoes 
between past and present make this extraordinary memoir 
about difficult conversations all the more powerful.”

Digging into the psychological im-
plications of racial bias, renowned psy-
chologist Jennifer L. Eberhardt, in her 
new book, Biased (March 26), “breaks 
down the science behind our preju-
dices and their influence in nearly all 
areas of society and culture.” Through 
a smooth mixture of neurological re-
search, case studies, and personal an-
ecdotes from her own experiences, 
the author “challenges the idea that 
addressing bias is merely a personal 
choice.” For readers who actively work 

to encourage diversity, Biased will be a cold yet necessary shot 
in the arm. “Throughout,” writes our reviewer, “Eberhardt 
makes it clear that diversity is not enough. Only through the 
hard work of recognizing our biases and controlling them can 
we ‘free ourselves from the tight grip of history.’ ” —E.L.

Eric Liebetrau is the nonfiction and managing editor. 

two excellent 
new approaches 

to diversity

Photo courtesy Leah O
verstreet



AMAZING DECISIONS
The Illustrated Guide to 
Improving Business Deals 
and Family Meals

Ariely, Dan
Illus. by Trower, Matt R.
Hill and Wang/Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(224 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-0-374-10376-7  

Ariely (Psychology and Behavioral Economics/Duke Univ.; 
Payoff: The Hidden Logic That Shapes Our Motivations, 2016, etc.) 
and illustrator Trower break ranks to show that money isn’t 
everything.

There are social norms, and there are market norms. The 
two do not always coincide: People do things in the market for 
financial reasons, but they do things in the social sphere out 
of love, loyalty, desire, and other nonmonetary considerations. 
According to the author, deciding which norm to put to work 
is the basis of good decision-making. In an early example in 
this engagingly illustrated graphic tour, Ariely depicts a char-
acter who decides that it’s only right to reward his in-laws 
with cash in return for their having cooked him a fantastic 
Thanksgiving dinner. Such a person would rightly be thought 
a clod even though he would err in the other direction by leav-
ing a restaurant without paying. Situational thinking, then, is 
in order, and as Ariely’s “social fairy” alerts the poor guy, “you 
completely missed the point of a social exchange.” Ariely pro-
vides a number of other examples, based on economic research, 
showing that people are not always motivated by money, even 
in the marketplace. A simple cash bonus often does not prompt 
better productivity, while a meaning-laden, human expression 
of appreciation goes a long way. Ariely counsels that thinking 
about where values and rewards align is the proper way to arrive 
at decisions about how to motivate workers, how to encourage 
charitable donations and voting, and other such things. As he 
writes, winningly, “we can strategically use social norms or mar-
ket norms to encourage people to act in the best interests of 
themselves, those around them, and their world as a whole.”

As is usual with Ariely, the dismal science is rendered 
anything but dismal with the use of provocative real-world 
examples of how people actually do things outside of the 
textbooks.

PRESIDENTIAL MISCONDUCT
From George Washington 
to Today
Ed. by Banner Jr., James M.
New Press (512 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-1-62097-549-7  

An update to the 1974 report Responses 
of the Presidents to Charges of Misconduct, 
examining the ethical conduct of the 
presidencies since then—including Rich-

ard Nixon’s but not Donald Trump’s.
Compiled with the same urgency as the previous study in 

response to “a grave threat” of constitutional crisis (unnamed 
but understood), this work offers a comparative gauge on 
executive misdeeds, rigorously defined as “responses of the 
president, on his part or on the part of his subordinates, to 
charges of misconduct that was alleged to be illegal and for 
which offenders would be culpable.” Editor Banner (Being a 
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Historian: An Introduction to the Professional World of History, 
2012, etc.) contributed to the original report. Restrained, “self-
contained,” and offering the facts without interpretation, the 
essays—up to Nixon’s, they are the versions originally pub-
lished in 1974—make for rather dry but informative reading. 
While the administration of George Washington set the gold 
standard for ethical behavior, at that time, regard for the law 
was rigidly codified, and partisan politics were just beginning 
to take shape. Starting with John Quincy Adams’ tenure, his-
torian Richard Ellis introduces the worrisome aspects of “the 
power of special-interest groups, the corruptness of politicians, 
the need to make government more responsive to the popular 
will, and the country’s general moral decay.” Andrew Jackson’s 
administration is generally blamed for the introduction of the 

“spoils systems,” and Ulysses S. Grant’s reputation of “unsur-
passed corruption” by subordinates has been challenged by 
historians. Warren Harding’s reputation is considered to be 
one of the most tainted (outside of Nixon’s), in terms of crony-
ism and greed. The George W. Bush administration’s erosion 
of laws protecting civil liberties gets a rather light treatment, 
while Barack Obama’s chapter, written by Allan J. Lichtman, 
is dominated by “pseudo-scandals” invented by his opponents.

For students of political science, this is a highly relevant, 
well-documented study that unfortunately doesn’t encom-
pass the countless scandals of the current administration.

IF
The Untold Story of Kipling’s 
American Years
Benfey, Christopher
Penguin Press (256 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-0-7352-2143-7  

An examination of Rudyard Kipling’s 
life and work through the lens of the 
years he spent living in the United States.

Many scholars regard the once-pop-
ular writer as little more than the “jingoist Bard of Empire.” In 
this book, Benfey (English/Mount Holyoke Coll.; Red Brick, 
Black Mountain, White Clay: Reflections on Art, Family, and Survival, 
2012, etc.) discusses Kipling’s little-discussed but highly produc-
tive “Vermont decade” to suggest that he became “the writer we 
know…because of his deep involvement with the United States.” 
Benfey begins in 1889, the year Kipling traveled from Bombay 
to London via a route that took him east through the U.S., 
where he began a friendship with Mark Twain and visited the 
homes of other American literary idols including Ralph Waldo 
Emerson and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. When he arrived 
in London in 1890, he met an American, whom he married in 
1892. On a whim, the pair bought land in Vermont while on their 
honeymoon. But after Kipling’s savings were unexpectedly 
wiped out by a financial panic, they returned to New England 
to settle. There, Kipling, determined to become an American 
writer, conceived or wrote some of his greatest works: Kim, a 
book that would later become a must-read for CIA operatives; 

Captain’s Courageous, which he called his “first genuine out and 
out American story”; and the The Jungle Book, a novel Benfey 
argues arose in part as Kipling’s response to Vermont surround-
ings that made him feel he was “living in a lawless jungle.” On 
a visit to Washington, D.C., the writer met the imperialist 
war hawk and rising political star Theodore Roosevelt, whom 
he befriended. Kipling hated the “saber-rattling” he observed 
among American politicians, but he also believed—as he would 
suggest in his poem “The White Man’s Burden”—that the U.S. 
needed to “assume its share of the responsibilities of empire.” 
Intelligent and well-researched, Benfey’s book accomplishes a 
delicate feat by highlighting the complexity of Kipling’s life and 
work without seeking to minimize his colonialist, racist views.

An accessible and enlightening biography.

LET ME NOT BE MAD
My Story of Unraveling Minds
Benjamin, A.K.
Dutton (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-5247-4438-0  

“Can you have a breakdown in a break-
down?” Clinical neuropsychologist Benja-
min delivers tales of disturbed minds—not 
least of them his own.

Listen, assess, prescribe: It’s a pro-
cess that every psychiatrist follows, sometimes countless 
times in the course of a working year. But what is that doctor 
hearing? “Studies have shown that your generation, our gen-
eration, lies on average two or three times every ten minutes, 
men to make themselves look better, women to feel good,” 
writes the author. So how much of the assessment is built on 
untruths, and how much on observable reality? As Benjamin 
notes, an average one may contain 100 mistruths, depending 
on what and how much the patient chooses to reveal. Some of 
the cases that present themselves to the author are sufferers 
from dementia, which itself can hide behind misrepresenta-
tions, as he recounts when trying to attend to his own mother, 

“a mother and son mirroring each other’s confusion.” Oth-
ers are grandiose, delusional, even dangerous. As Benjamin 
observes, attempts to help are often of the blind-men-and-ele-
phant variety, with different specialists often coming to very 
different conclusions about a single patient—the oncologist 
looking for the brain tumor, the psychologist looking for the 
moment of fracture in a person’s history, and so forth. Given 
all this, the author ironically proposes an entry in the diagnos-
tician’s manual for a syndrome named after himself, one that 
describes “an obsession with the singularity of your diagnosis 
while fearing that any specific diagnosis is too narrow.” So it’s 
small wonder that so many mental health workers suffer from 
plaguing doubts and maladies of their own, alleviated, perhaps, 
by the thought that “however sick, however mad, there would 
always be someone worse in need of looking after.”

A well-conceived and -written exploration of the traps 
hidden in the art of mental healing.



TIME SONG
Journeys in Search of a 
Submerged Land
Blackburn, Julia
Illus. by Brinkmann, Enrique
Pantheon (304 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-101-87167-6  

A search for a lost land reveals secrets 
of prehistory.

In the early 1990s, archaeologist 
Bryony Coles began research to find evidence of a submerged 
land bridge connecting Britain to Europe, a place she named 
Doggerland, styling it after other lands (England, Jutland) abut-
ting the sea. Coles is one among many individuals—paleontolo-
gists, archaeologists, anthropologists, geologists, fishermen, 
and fossil collectors—who shared their insights with Black-
burn (Threads: The Delicate Life of John Craske, 2015, etc.) as she 
engaged in a quest to discover Doggerland’s past. Doggerland, 

she discovered, had been a solid landmass from 2.6 million 
years ago until melting ice and rising seas completely flooded 
it around 7,000 years ago. From a plethora of fossils—one 
researcher collected 150,000 kilos of bones, including 70,000 
mammoth teeth—the author learned that early in its history, 
the area had been a savannah, where mammoths, woolly rhinos, 
and mastodon elephants grazed. As the climate became colder, 
the landscape was transformed into tundra, to which the mam-
moth, with its shaggy covering of hair, was well adapted to sur-
vive. A dramatic temperature rise 11,500 years ago produced 
marshes, swamps, rivers, and woodlands and an enormous 
density and diversity of wildlife. Artifacts offer proof that the 
land was inhabited, as well, by humans: Neanderthals hunted 
and gathered until they abruptly disappeared, victims of violent 
and dramatic confrontations.” They lived in settlements, able 
to form “a sedentary society,” Coles told Blackburn, “because 
the food they needed for survival came to them.” The author 
creates a lyrical narrative of her journey: deft portraits of the 
men and women she interviewed and poetic reflections on her 
discoveries, her husband’s death, and the infinity of the past. 
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Her narrative is more poetic, surely, than her 18 “Time Songs,” 
whose rhythm and language are decidedly proselike. The book 
is illustrated with maps, and the songs are accompanied by pen-
and-ink drawings, some evoking the fanciful style of Paul Klee, 
by Spanish painter Brinkmann, Blackburn’s longtime friend.

A sensitively rendered chronicle of discovery.

CHILDFREE BY CHOICE
The Movement Redefining 
Family and Creating a New 
Age of Independence
Blackstone, Amy
Dutton (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-5247-4409-0  

An exploration of contemporary 
American attitudes toward those who 
choose not to have children.

In her first book, Blackstone (Sociology/Univ. of Maine) 
surveys both her own work on the subject and that of others. 
She and her husband have chosen to be “childfree,” and their 
experiences, along with interviews conducted during a decade-
long study of dozens of other people who have made the same 
choice, add a personal dimension to the more academic side of 
the book. With quiet humor and without stridency, the author 
explores the subtle and not-so-subtle pressures people, in par-
ticular married women, feel to have children and the conscious 
or unconscious assumption that life without children is incom-
plete and that a “family” must include children. She debunks 
many of the myths about childfree people, demonstrating, for 
example, that rather than being selfish, they are often more 
involved than parents in volunteering and other civic activities 
and that they often play key roles in the lives of children of oth-
ers, whether as aunts and uncles or as teachers, social workers, 
and mentors. Blackstone also argues that the decision not to 
have children causes more social pressure on women than men, 
and she devotes a chapter to tearing down the widely held theory 
of “maternal instinct.” She reassures those inclined to make this 
choice that, contrary to popular wisdom, it is no more likely to 
lead to a lonely old age than a child-filled marriage is. While at 
times the narrative turns densely academic and Blackstone has 
a tendency to repeat key arguments or examples from chapter 
to chapter, she provides a thoroughly researched and illuminat-
ing survey of a subject that deserves further exploration.

The book will provide intellectual backing for those 
who have made—or are thinking of making—the choice 
Blackstone has made and make those who consider chil-
dren essential to universal happiness reconsider their 
position.

EVERYTHING BELOW 
THE WAIST 
Why Health Care Needs 
a Feminist Revolution
Block, Jennifer
St. Martin’s (336 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-1-250-11005-3  

A feminist journalist’s well-docu-
mented broadside against a medical system 
that is still shaped by its patriarchal origins.

With extensive historical research and personal interviews, 
Block (Pushed: The Painful Truth About Childbirth and Modern 
Maternity Care, 2007), a former editor at Ms.and editor of the 
revised Our Bodies, Our Selves, demonstrates that women are 
more vulnerable to overtesting, overdiagnosing, overtreat-
ment, and mistreatment than men. The three horror stories 
that open her introduction give a taste of what is to come. “You 
may already be familiar,” she writes, “with a version of this story: 
Woman needs medical care. Woman is ignored. Woman has to 
fight.” The personal stories are stirring, even anger-arousing, 
but the author also offers a solid, well-researched history of 
mistreatment in the medical field as well as countless statistics 
and a wealth of expert testimony that lend credibility to her 
story. Calling the present cesarean rate a national health crisis, 
Block also looks at hysterectomies, annual pelvic exams, Pap 
tests, and mammograms. She delves into fertility interventions, 
the close ties between the pharmaceutical industry and the 
women’s health advocacy community, and the growth of under-
ground abortions. This book is a call for “reproductive justice,” 
which Block explains means not just a right to contraception 
and abortion, but to fertility and sexuality—an area where she 
faults mainstream organizations such as Planned Parenthood 
and the National Organization for Women for falling short. 
After pointing out the many ways in which the health care sys-
tem is failing women, the author proposes that the solution lies 
in a new feminist health movement, less focused, as it once was, 
on self-exam. According to Block, we must take a broader, col-
laborative view, acknowledging that the issues are ideological 
and cultural rather than just political or economic.

Despite the catchy title, this is a dense and serious work 
packed with important information, highly recommended 
for health professionals, classes in women’s studies, and 
any woman who seeks guidance in these issues.

A dense and serious work packed with important information, 
highly recommended for health professionals, classes in women’s 

studies, and any woman who seeks guidance in these issues.
everything below the waist



MARCH SISTERS
On Life, Death, and 
Little Women
Bolick, Kate & Zhang, Jenny & 
Machado, Carmen Maria & Smiley, Jane
Library of America (194 pp.) 
$21.95  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-59853-628-7  

Louisa May Alcott’s fictional sisters 
still captivate contemporary readers.

To commemorate the 150th anni-
versary of Little Women, four writers offer thoughtful reflec-
tions about the famous March sisters: Meg, Jo, Beth, and Amy. 
Journalist Bolick (Becoming a Hairstylist, 2019, etc.) recalls that 
when she was young, Meg seemed unappealing to her, “the 
quintessential good girl of morality tales,” defined by her pret-
tiness. Alcott’s message, Bolick decided, “was that pretty is a 
prison. If, like Meg, you are pretty, you can’t also be a writer, 
or an artist.” As an adult, though, Bolick came to realize that 

rather than represent sharply contrasting identities, the sisters 
need to be taken as a whole “to embody different aspects of the 
female experience,” inviting the reader “to imagine herself into 
a variety of personalities.” Poet and fiction writer Zhang (Sour 
Heart, 2017, etc.) recounts her changing responses to Jo, whom 
at first she hated for “her boyishness, her impetuousness, her 
obliviousness” to “feminine preening,” and her lack of interest 
in romance. Yet as she dedicated herself to writing, perhaps at 
the cost of marriage and children, Zhang came to understand—
and to share—Jo’s ambivalence about her choices. Essayist and 
fiction writer Machado (Her Body and Other Parties, 2017) con-
siders Lizzie Alcott, Louisa’s sister and the model for modest, 
undemanding Beth. Lizzie, though, was hardly sweet and docile 
but instead “snarky and strange and funny and kind and suf-
fered tremendously and died angry at the world.” Transformed 
into a literary character, she has been effaced. “How do you 
keep other people from making you a Beth?” Machado won-
ders. “How do you stay out of other people’s stories?” Pulitzer 
Prize–winning novelist Smiley (Golden Age, 2015, etc.) considers 
Amy, who, as the youngest, learns to be observant, flexible, and 
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practical. More than her sisters, Amy “goes about shaping her 
life in a conscious manner”; she becomes, for Smiley, a “mod-
ern woman.” Besides focusing on Amy, Smiley offers a sensitive 
assessment of Marmee’s mothering, which often reveals a sur-
prising lack of empathy.

Fresh readings of a much-loved classic.

APPEASEMENT 
Chamberlain, Hitler, 
Churchill, and the 
Road to War
Bouverie, Tim
Tim Duggan Books/Crown (512 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-451-49984-4  

Illuminating study of the complex 
political calculus underlying Britain’s 
effort to avoid armed conflict with Nazi 

Germany in the late 1930s.
Most of the conservative leadership in Britain was aware 

from the start, if only dimly, that Hitler and his Nazis posed an 
existential threat to world order. Yet, after the bloodletting of 
World War I, writes Bouverie in this accomplished debut, there 
was no appetite for war, so that “the idea of a ‘preventive war’ 
to halt German rearmament was...beyond the realm even of 
discussion.” Even though most members of the political class 
found official Nazi anti-Semitism appalling, “there was a ten-
dency amongst some to find excuses for it.” As a result, Britain 
stood by, acceding to German demands up to and including the 
annexation of a portion of Czechoslovakia with a large ethnic 
German population. As the author notes, that act of aggres-
sion was greeted enthusiastically by some Sudeten Germans 
but certainly not by the leftists, Jews, and members of other 
ethnic minorities who lived there. Hitler promised Britain’s 
prime minister that if his government met Germany’s “ ‘limited’ 
colonial demands,” there would be no further friction, but then 
came the invasion of Poland and the outbreak of World War II. 
Examining a trove of unexplored documents, Bouverie turns a 
gimlet eye on excuses proffered in the aftermath, such as the 
thought that the year of peace bought by the appeasement of 
1938 gave Britain time to prepare for war; as he notes, it also 
bought Germany an extra year to build up its forces against the 
numerically superior French and British armies. The author 
faults Chamberlain, too, for having “treated the United States 
with frigid disdain” when a stronger alliance might have averted 
some of Hitler’s mischief, though he does not doubt the purity 
of Chamberlain’s intentions to preserve the British Empire and 
keep the peace.

A story with many moving parts and players that’s 
expertly told, one that sheds new light on the first glim-
merings of total war.

THE YELLOW HOUSE
Broom, Sarah M.
Grove (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-8021-2508-8  

Broom reassembles her sizable fam-
ily tree, damaged by time and uprooted 
by Hurricane Katrina.

As the author suggests in her debut 
book, her clan’s tempest-tossed experi-
ence was practically predetermined. She 

was raised in New Orleans East, an especially swampy section 
of the city so poor and distant from the city’s romantic center 
that it never appeared on tourist maps. In 1961, when Broom’s 
mother purchased the house of the title, it was hyped as a 
boomtown “involving men and money and wetlands, dreaming 
and draining and emergence and fate.” But rapid development 
covered up a multitude of municipal sins that emerged once 
the rains came. (The title refers in part to the yellow aluminum 
siding that cloaked rotting wood beneath.) The youngest of 12 
siblings and half siblings, Broom knew much of her family only 
via lore and later research (her father died six months after her 
birth), which gives this book the feel of a heartfelt but unflinch-
ing recovery project. In the early portions, the author describes 
her family’s hard living (her mother was widowed twice) and 
the region’s fickle economy and institutional racism. Private 
school gave Broom a means of escape—she lived in New York 
working for O, the Oprah Magazine, when Katrina struck—but 
she returned to reckon with “the psychic cost of defining one-
self by the place where you are from.” As family members were 
relocated around the country, she scrambled to locate and assist 
them, kept tabs on the house, and took a well-intentioned 
but disillusioning job as a speechwriter for controversial New 
Orleans mayor Ray Nagin, insincerely hyping the city’s prog-
ress. Broom’s lyrical style celebrates her family bonds, but a 
righteous fury runs throughout the narrative at New Orleans’ 
injustices, from the foundation on up.

A tribute to the multitude of stories one small home can 
contain, even one bursting with loss.

ALL THE WRONG MOVES
A Memoir About Chess, Love, 
and Ruining Everything
Chapin, Sasha
Doubleday (224 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-385-54517-4  

Journalist Chapin makes his book 
debut with a spirited memoir about his 
obsession with chess, a game that occu-
pied him for two peripatetic years.

The author first played in high school, when he joined the 
Pawnishers, “an after-school pack of sweaty teenage boys,” moti-
vated less by a desire to play chess than to “belong to some kind 

A story with many moving parts and players that’s expertly told, 
one that sheds new light on the first glimmerings of total war.

appeasement
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of cadre. Having a ready-made, highly ostentatious identity was 
socially useful.” Soon, however, he was seduced by the challenge 
of the game, honing his strategy from Wikipedia and through 
online matches. He exulted in beating his brilliant older brother, 
a triumph that proved short-lived when his brother sharpened 
his own skills. Defeated, Chapin gave up the game until, years 
later, he sat down at a chess board in the streets of Kathmandu. 
Quickly, “that old chess feeling was returning—the dizzy plea-
sure of the potential maneuvers” inviting him “into a tumultu-
ous arena of mental conflict.” That encounter set him off on 
a quest to become a chess master, with the goal of competing 
successfully in the Los Angeles Open, an achievement “that 
would represent a violent assault against the limits of my truly 
meagre talent.” At the time he reconnected with chess, Chapin 
was experiencing a vocational crisis, “not entirely convinced by 
the validity” of being a writer, feeling like “a parasite on my own 
life. Any compelling character I meet,” he confesses, “excites 
me not only because they’re exciting but also because I might 
describe them profitably.” Chess proved to be a great distrac-
tion and, soon, an addiction. He joined a chess club and entered 

competitions in his native Toronto, studied with a “charismatic, 
frank, and viciously funny” grandmaster in St. Louis, and flew 
to India, “where chess was born,” to enter a tournament. The 
author infuses the narrative with exuberant, often funny, anec-
dotes; glimpses of strategy; and lyrical reflections on why “chess 
is about the most human thing you can do.”

An entertaining portrayal of the esoteric world of chess.

THE WILD BOY
A Memoir
Cognetti, Paolo
Trans. by Segre, Erica & Carnell, Simon
Washington Square Press/Atria (176 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-1-5011-9671-3  

A young man heads for the hills to 
experience solitude.

Cognetti follows up his international 
bestselling novel, The Eight Mountains 

(2018), with this amiable and pleasant but lackluster memoir. At 
the age of 30, writes the author, he was “drained, disoriented, 
and disillusioned,” and he yearned to “recover an old and deep-
seated [self] I felt that I had lost.” Inspired by Jon Krakauer’s 
Into the Wild and Thoreau—“I went to the woods because I 
wished to live deliberately...”—Cognetti set off for the Alps 
in search of his lost, “wild” boy-ness. However, readers take 
note: There will be no exciting near-death experiences here, 
just reflective thoughts. The author rented a small hut in the 
lower Alps, some 6,000 feet above sea level in the Valle d’Aosta. 
He tells his story chronologically, from winter, the “season of 
sleep,” to the “solitude and observation” of spring, to summer, 
the “season of friendship and adventure,” to autumn, the “sea-
son of writing.” After settling, Cognetti began to explore, but 
the landscape felt “artificial.” There’s “no such thing as wilder-
ness in the Alps, only a long history of human presence that is 
experiencing today an era of abandonment.” After dealing with 
some mid-May snow, the author encountered his first guest, 
his landlord, Remigio. As the snow melted, Cognetti chopped 
wood and planted a vegetable garden. He observed the wildlife 
around him, including eagles, hares, marmots, chamois, and roe 
deer. When the shepherds returned to their pastures with cows, 
he made new friends. Eventually, he realized he “wasn’t cut 
out to be a hermit.” We read about his walks, preparing meals, 
enjoying wine; and still, “I had not learned how to be alone.” In 
autumn, he began writing in his notebook and hid some notes 

“in broken rocks, in the split bark of trees, so that my words 
would still be there after I’d gone.”

A rather dull memoir from a gifted writer.



FOUR FRIENDS
Promising Lives Cut Short
Cohan, William D.
Flatiron Books (384 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-1-250-07052-4  

A memoir/biography about four of 
the author’s Andover classmates, each of 
whom died an early, violent death.

Cohan (Why Wall Street Matters, 2017, 
etc.), a New York Times columnist, Van-

ity Fair special correspondent, and CNBC on-air contributor, 
returns with a very personal, occasionally grim text. In addition 
to the stories of his classmates, he also provides information 
about the history of Andover, the only “American high school 
[that] has produced two presidents of the United States.” The 
four friends were Jack Berman, Will Daniel, Harry Bull, and 
John F. Kennedy Jr. (Guess who receives the lion’s share of the 
pages?) The author’s approach is consistent: He sketches the 
person’s background, focusing on the Andover years (he alludes 
occasionally to his own contacts with each), and then leads 
us through the post-Andover life. One was gunned down in a 
mass shooting in a law firm; a taxi struck and killed another; 
the third drowned—with his two young daughters—while sail-
ing on Lake Michigan; the fourth, as most readers will remem-
ber, perished in a plane crash on the way to Martha’s Vineyard. 
Cohan is frank about the struggles each figure faced in his life, 
from substance abuse to marital difficulties to psychological 
issues. Although the author mentions the many advantages 
all four men enjoyed—easy access to money, higher education, 
and employment—he keeps our attention on the human side of 
their lives. He reminds us of Kennedy’s famous little-boy salute 
at his father’s funeral procession in 1963, his stunning good 
looks (a “Sexiest Man Alive” for People), his now-and-then aca-
demic struggles (he twice failed the bar exam), his sometimes-
raucous marriage, and his involvement in the creation of the 
defunct George magazine. Though portions of the narrative are 
undeniably moving and poignant, some readers may grow weary 
of the privilege on display.

An emotionally intense reminder—though not always 
intentionally so—that even privilege must kneel before 
fate.

CALIGULA
The Mad Emperor of Rome
Dando-Collins, Stephen
Turner (304 pp.) 
$18.99 paper  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-68442-285-2  

The short, sordid, and violent life 
of the notorious Roman emperor some 
have compared to Donald Trump, a com-
parison the author explores in his final 
chapter.

Dando-Collins (The Big Break: The Greatest American WWII 
POW Escape Story Never Told, 2017, etc.), who has published 
often about the ancient world, begins when Caligula (12-41 C.E.) 
was 2 and marches resolutely and straightforwardly to his assas-
sination in 41, a group stabbing that, as the author points out, 
reminds us of the Ides of March. Dando-Collins aims at general 
readers, often employing contemporary allusions, diction, and 
comparisons (chariot drivers were the “rock stars of their day”), 
and he pauses occasionally to explain such things as the Roman 
handshake and wax writing tablets. He also informs us about 
shipbuilding, the types of legions, and slavery—one of Caligula’s 
villas had some 250 slaves. Carefully identifying his sources as 
he proceeds, Dando-Collins tries to come to some resolutions 
about the questions and controversies about Caligula: Was he 
mad? Did he enjoy wild orgies? The author believes that he was 
mostly competent at first (he became emperor at 24), a period 
of “wise and lauded rule”—but then there was a change, perhaps 
occasioned by an epidemic? From around Page 75 onward, we 
learn details about the man that are shocking but not surpris-
ing: multiple murders, self-aggrandizement (he ordered a statue 
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of himself be installed in Jerusalem, outraging Jews), paranoia, 
profound insecurity, and jealousy. The author also discusses 
Caligula’s travels, his wars (his own legions refused to invade 
Britain), and the lives and deaths of some prominent New Tes-
tament figures, including Pontius Pilate and Herod Antipas. 
Dando-Collins argues that Caligula was probably bipolar, and 
he does see parallels to Trump.

A sturdy but not stylish account of blood, sexual per-
version, beheadings, war, intrigue, betrayal, and assassina-
tion. (maps; 8-page photo insert)

TALKING TO ROBOTS
Tales from Our Human-Robot 
Futures
Duncan, David Ewing
Dutton (320 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-1-5247-4359-8  

A refreshing variation on the will-
intelligent-robots-bring-Armageddon 
genre.

Early on in his latest look into the 
future, science journalist Duncan (When I’m 164: The New Science 
of Radical Life Extension, and What Happens if It Succeeds, 2012, 
etc.) points out that “humans of the present day seem obsessed 
with robots, real and imagined, as we embrace dueling visions of 
robo-utopias and robo-dystopias that titillate, bring hope, and 
scare the bejesus out of us. Possibly the very speed and whoosh 
of technological newness is contributing to our insistence on 
anthropomorphizing every machine in sight.” His response is 
not to interview experts himself but assign this task to a cheer-
ful observer from the future who records their predictions 
from the Early Robot Era of the early 2000s and then describes 
what happens over the following decades, millennia, and until 
the end of time. Each chapter title describes a species of “bot,” 
but matters gradually grow complex. Readers will smile at the 
Teddy Bot, every future toddler’s favorite, a stuffed animal-
robot hybrid that plays games, answers questions, and provides 
moral guidance, safety, and perhaps even discipline. There are 
doc bots, warrior bots, coffee delivery bot, Amazon bots, and 
the inevitable sex bots. Readers seeking insight from the chap-
ter on politician bots will discover that Donald Trump is a robot, 
a glitch-y, bug-ridden version whose code is easy to hack—by 
Russian operatives, Sean Hannity, Stormy Daniels, etc. No 
doomsayer, Duncan is often more optimistic than many aver-
age readers. In his future, when driverless technology reaches 
perfection and drivers vanish, the public revolts, demanding 
(and willing to pay) to have them back. Physicians and surgeons 
lose their jobs once robodoctors prove less error prone and 
cheaper, but patients yearn for the personal touch and force the 
rehiring of humans. Well, maybe….

Despite its terrible record, predicting the future exerts 
an endless fascination, and this colorful mixture of expert 
futurology and quirky speculation does not disappoint.

A refreshing variation on the will-intelligent- 
robots-bring-Armageddon genre.

talking to robots



RUNNING TO THE EDGE
A Band of Misfits and the 
Guru Who Unlocked the 
Secrets of Speed
Futterman, Matthew
Doubleday (304 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-385-54374-3  

The deputy sports editor for the New 
York Times chronicles a key figure in the 
development of modern track.

Why run? In a lively narrative, Futterman (Players: The Story 
of Sports and Money, and the Visionaries Who Fought To Create a 
Revolution, 2015) writes that it’s in part to fight death, for rela-
tive to an ordinary person, “the well-trained body has far more 
glycerol, which breaks down fatty tissue, and far less allantoin, 
which can bring on a condition known as oxidative stress that 
causes cell damage.” Running, by those lights, is a form of resis-
tance against decay and demise. These are the sorts of ideas 
that intrigued Bob Larsen, a scientifically and philosophically 
minded coach. In the early 1970s, he rounded up a bunch of hip-
pie jocks, known to sports history as the Jamul Toads, and set 
out to condition the young runners in ways that coaches had 
not considered before—running off track, running in extremes 
of heat and altitude, and the like, carefully gauging the effects 
of these conditions on performance. Larsen would go on to 
coach generations of runners, all the while employing the ethic 
of “running to the edge of exhaustion, the very foundation of 
every lesson Bob has delivered to every runner he had guided 
in the past forty years as he quietly writes the bible of distance 
running in the U.S.” Futterman chronicles plenty of thrills and 
spills, as well as the inevitable disappointments, on the road 
to winning Olympic squads and marathon champions, a devel-
opment accompanied by lots of good science—running while 
slightly dehydrated, for instance, leads the body to produce 
more blood plasma, and “the increased plasma works to bring 
red blood cells to muscles that are under stress.” Ultimately, 
Larsen clearly understands what motivates runners in the end-
less rise and fall of competition: “He believes in rising.”

Athletes in any sport stand to learn from Larsen’s meth-
ods, and Futterman turns in a fluent yarn reminiscent of 
Plimpton and McPhee.

BAGEHOT
The Life and Times of the 
Greatest Victorian
Grant, James
Norton (368 pp.) 
$28.95  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-0-393-60919-6  

Financial journalist Grant (The Forgot-
ten Depression: 1921: The Crash That Cured 
Itself, 2014, etc.) pays homage to the 
founding genius of the genre, the pioneer-

ing Economist editor and capital Victorian chap.
Walter Bagehot (1826-1877)—as the author helpfully points 

out, it’s pronounced “Badge-it”—was impossibly accomplished, 
devouring libraries of Latin literature as a child, writing literary 
essays as a teenager, insatiably learning, and, at his peak as a jour-
nalist, writing at least 5,000 meticulously arranged words per 
week. He was also largely self-taught in economics, a discipline 
that was then only beginning to shape itself. Grant recounts 
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the prime minister and chancellor of the exchequer William 
Gladstone’s remark, “The machinery of our financial administra-
tion is complicated, and Mr. Bagehot is the only outsider who 
had thoroughly mastered it. Indeed, he understood the machine 
almost as completely as we who had to work it.” The author’s 
account is not without its complications, from the opening dis-
cussion of the British monetary system in the two-metal years 
to repeated encounters with financial panics and depression 
brought on by wishful thinking, willful error, and the inevitable 
bubbles and busts of the business cycle. Born into both banking 
and journalism, Bagehot, as editor and principal columnist for 
the Economist, was in a position to admonish, correct, and sug-
gest; by Grant’s account, the treasury note is one result. He was 
also in a position, as Grant notes, to prognosticate and imagine: 

“To write about finance in a useful way,” writes the author, “is 
to take an unconventional view of the future (there’s not much 
demand for what everybody already knows).” Bagehot’s imagi-
nation led to a publication that, in his own image, was politically 
somewhat liberal and fiscally conservative, learned without 
being ponderous, and able to adapt and to admit error, all quali-
ties that lend credence to Grant’s estimation of Bagehot as one 
whose “words live.”

Essential for readers with an interest in the history of 
economics and, more important, how to write about and 
read the dismal science.

ON THE CLOCK
What Low-Wage Work Did 
to Me and How It Drives 
America Insane
Guendelsberger, Emily
Little, Brown (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-0-316-50900-8  

A young journalist’s account of her 
experiences working low-wage jobs in 
Kentucky, North Carolina, and Califor-

nia over a two-year period.
When Guendelsberger lost her newspaper job in 2015, 

she decided to get “in the weeds” with millions of blue-collar 
Americans working in the service sector. Her odyssey began in 
Louisville, where she found seasonal work at Amazon. For two 
months, she walked 15 to 20 miles per day finding warehouse 
merchandise to fulfill online orders. The scanning gun she used 
to record each item also served as a countdown device to keep 
her perpetually on-task, and vending machines sold pain reliev-
ers for the raging body aches that came with the work. Turn-
over rates verged on astronomical, and while those who stayed 
claimed to love their job, they also called it “oppressive.” The 
following summer, Guendelsberger headed to Hickory, North 
Carolina, where she took a job with Convergys, where she han-
dled a high volume of telephone traffic while trying to avoid 
becoming the target of verbally abusive clients. As had been the 
case at Amazon, all breaks were timed down to the second, and 
any deviation was considered a form of theft. The author then 

went to work at a McDonald’s in downtown San Francisco. Due 
to that city’s efforts to increase minimum wage, her wages were 

“twice as much as the average McDonald’s crew member,” which 
ultimately meant little in one of the most expensive cities in 
America. At the mercy of a changeable work schedule, Guen-
delsberger dealt with never-ending lines of demanding custom-
ers every day, the worst of whom threw food at her. Detailed, 
intelligent, and well-researched, the book provides a sobering 
look at the inhuman world of blue-collar work while suggesting 
that creation of a better world starts by connecting to others 
who also believe “the status quo is cruel and ridiculous.”

An eye-opening, unrelenting exposé that uncovers the 
brutal wages of modern global capitalism. A natural choice 
for fans of Nickel and Dimed.

THE FIRST WINTER
Stories of Survival by 
Experienced Hearts
Ed. by Higgs, Stephanie & 
Paulson, Elizabeth
Two Shrews (148 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-1-7338890-0-1  

Young émigrés reflect candidly on 
family, faith, education, and their diffi-
cult journeys to becoming Americans.

United ReSisters, a group of young 
Somali American women living in Green Bay, Wisconsin, has 
become an active and important part of the social and cultural 
life of the predominantly white community. In a moving collec-
tion of reflections, poems, conversations, and letters, 12 forth-
right members of the group share their experiences escaping 
from Somalia’s civil war, living in refugee camps in Ethiopia and 
Kenya, struggling as newcomers to the United States (includ-
ing first encountering cold and snow), and working to achieve 
their dreams for the future. Prominent among the group are 
the Kasim sisters—Nada, Nadifo, Nimo, Nasteho, and Najma—
who arrived in the U.S. in 2014 after seven years in a refugee 
camp where, Najma recalled, “the food wasn’t enough for one 
meal a day,” and water was scarce. Still, they felt a sense of com-
munity that sustained them as they waited to emigrate. All the 
contributors speak to their desire for acceptance while still 
honoring their customs and religion; all wish Americans could 
be more open about understanding them rather than impos-
ing assumptions about Africans or Muslims. Sometimes, they 
felt like “leftovers.” “I wanted so badly to be accepted into this 
new society,” confesses Hafsa Husseyn, although acceptance 
was sometimes a challenge. Her sister Maryam echoes other 
contributors by showing uncommon patience in confronting 
prejudice: “I am human, and you are, too,” she writes in an open 
letter titled “Hello Stranger.” Some Americans could not under-
stand—or accept—their custom of wearing the head covering 
called hijab: “Some think I’m forced to wear hijab,” Nada Kasim 
writes, or believe that it reflects religious fundamentalism, nei-
ther of which is true. Other Americans do not understand 

An eye-opening, unrelenting exposé that 
uncovers the brutal wages of modern global capitalism. 

A natural choice for fans of Nickel and Dimed.
on the clock
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fasting for Ramadan. “Fasting,” explains Nasteho Kasim, “is a 
way to learn patience, break bad habits, and even ease anger.” 
Afterwords by ReSisters’ co-facilitators underscore the young 
women’s commitment and courage.

Revelatory and inspiring young voices.

MAKE MY DAY
Movie Culture in the Age 
of Reagan
Hoberman, J.
New Press (400 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-1-59558-006-1  

A film critic looks back at the movies 
of the Ronald Reagan years.

The 1980s was an era in which one 
of the most popular American TV shows, 

Family Ties, featured a teenager “who wears a tie, carries a brief-
case, and has a poster of Richard Nixon in his bedroom,” a pro-
gram that was reportedly one of the president’s favorites. In 
this book, the last in his Found Illusions trilogy, Hoberman (An 
Army of Phantoms: American Movies and the Making of the Cold War, 
2011, etc.) examines some of the most popular films from Rea-
gan’s eight years in office to view how politics affected popu-
lar culture and vice versa. The author covers everything from 
paeans to the capitalism that Reagan—who “understood that 
stardom was the ultimate form of public service: the Depart-
ment of Amusement”—dearly espoused, films such as Risky 
Business and Trading Places to the Vietnam revisionism of the 
Rambo movies to pictures like Ghostbusters and Gremlins, which, 
by “dramatizing instances of alien aggression,” barely concealed 
their xenophobia. Even readers who share Hoberman’s distaste 
for Reagan—the book includes long excoriations he wrote for 
the Village Voice—may think he occasionally lets his contempt 
get the better of him. It may have been a “bravura performance” 
when Reagan waved to cameras as he left the hospital after hav-
ing been shot two weeks earlier, but, unlike many of his other 
performances, that seems a reasonable one to have made. Con-
stant references to the films Reagan watched as president grow 
tiresome. Much better are passages that show the president 
mirroring behavior of movie characters, as when Hoberman 
notes that one of Reagan’s first-term speeches on economic 
recovery sounded as facile as the utterances of TV-obsessed 
Chance the gardener, the simpleton from Being There—one of 
the book’s many sly digs that apply as much to Donald Trump 
as to Reagan.

A passionately argued jeremiad about an era and its lin-
gering effects on politics and culture.

SLIME 
How Algae Created Us, 
Plague Us, and Just 
Might Save Us
Kassinger, Ruth
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (320 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-0-544-43293-2  

A fun and fascinating deep dive into 
the natural history, current uses, and vast 
potential of algae.

Who knew that the slimy green stuff we commonly encoun-
ter as seaweed and pond scum is a driving force behind all of life 
as we know it? In this accessible and enthralling book, Kassinger 
(A Garden of Marvels: How We Discovered That Flowers Have Sex, 
Leaves Eat Air, and Other Secrets of Plants, 2014, etc.) writes that 
algae are responsible for creating the environment that sup-
ports our existence on this planet. Today, algae are much talked 
about as an abundant source of alternative energy, but scientists 
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Nishta J. Mehra

IN BROWN WHITE BLACK, SHE MAKES A STRONG STATEMENT 
ABOUT MOVING BEYOND GENDER AND RACIAL BARRIERS
By Joshunda Sanders

Nishta J. Mehra writes with insightful, clearsight-
ed vulnerability in Brown White Black: An American 
Family at the Intersection of Race, Gender, Sexuality, and 
Religion (Feb. 5) about the layered ways in which her 
wife, Jill, and their 6-year-old son, Shiv, perceive the 
world and shatter expectations—even some that 
come from within. 

As Mehra came of age, she navigated the then 
largely segregated city of Memphis as someone who 
was born Hindu but raised Episcopal. Her memoir 
reveals a woman straddling worlds into college, when 
she fell in love with an older white woman; they mar-
ried and successfully adopted Shiv, who is black, as 

an interracial same-sex couple. The heart of Brown 
White Black delves into the contrast between Meh-
ra’s coming out to her father before his sudden death 
and Shiv’s identity as a gender nonconforming child, 
which she can now view with some hard-won per-
spective.

“I think there’s almost a universal experience of 
bumping up against material that you’ve maybe been 
writing around, thinking that you might be able to 
get away with not digging too much past the surface,” 
she says. “Or just sort of dropping a mention into 
the text—but, of course, once you realize that’s what 
you’ve been doing, you know you have to go there. 
For me, the part of writing that’s hard is the think-
ing that accompanies the writing; once I’ve done the 
work of exploring my own relationship to something, 
determining what I think about it, the writing starts 
to build itself.”

In the case of her father’s death, in the summer 
between the two years she was earning her MFA at 
the University of Arizona, she explored her memories 
of him and grieving for him as part of her master’s 
thesis. Upon graduation, “I put that material away for 
a few years, returning with a bit of critical distance.” 
The resulting work became her debut, a book of es-
says, The Pomegranate King (2013). But “when writing 
Brown White Black, it became clear to me that I need-
ed to look again at those experiences through the 
new lens of being a parent myself,” she says.  

Mehra says she thinks of the interlocking essays 
in Brown White Black as “a very complicated Venn dia-
gram.” She realized as she wrote the book that “there 
was no way to separate any part of my family’s subject 
from another—how can I talk about being a mixed-
race family without also talking about being a same-

Photo courtesy Lauren Schoen
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have discovered that the usefulness of algae extends far beyond 
biofuels. They play a role in the production of a bevy of every-
day products, from beer to paint. In seaweed form, algae are 
incredibly versatile and nutritious. The seaweed industry alone 
generates more than $6 billion per year, and seaweed may be an 
effective prebiotic. (As just one of the many charming features 
of this book, the author includes a few delectable seaweed reci-
pes in the appendix.) Never one to shy away from getting her 
hands dirty, Kassinger traveled around the world to interview 
researchers and see for herself how algae may help save coral 
reefs, curb climate change, and produce eco-friendly plastics. 
She also provides exciting updates on how algae are being used 
to solve that pesky petroleum problem. Importantly, the author 
doesn’t overlook the not-so-rosy qualities of algae, touching on 
its potentially harmful effects on marine life. Still, there is no 
ick factor here. Kassinger delivers the powerful and optimistic 
message that slime just may be our savior. “Remember,” she 
writes, “that every fish in the sea depends on algae and that 
every plant on land is actually a sophisticated alga.”

Thorough but not dense, informative but never bor-
ing—a delight from start to finish. (14 b/w illustrations)

HOW TO BE 
AN ANTIRACIST 
Kendi, Ibram X.
One World/Random House (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-0-525-50928-8  

Title notwithstanding, this latest 
from the National Book Award–winning 
author is no guidebook to getting woke.

In fact, the word “woke” appears 
nowhere within its pages. Rather, it is a 

combination memoir and extension of Atlantic columnist Ken-
di’s towering Stamped From the Beginning (2016) that leads read-
ers through a taxonomy of racist thought to anti-racist action. 
Never wavering from the thesis introduced in his previous 
book, that “racism is a powerful collection of racist policies that 
lead to racial inequity and are substantiated by racist ideas,” the 
author posits a seemingly simple binary: “Antiracism is a pow-
erful collection of antiracist policies that lead to racial equity 
and are substantiated by antiracist ideas.” The author, founding 
director of American University’s Antiracist Research and Pol-
icy Center, chronicles how he grew from a childhood steeped 
in black liberation Christianity to his doctoral studies, identi-
fying and dispelling the layers of racist thought under which 
he had operated. “Internalized racism,” he writes, “is the real 
Black on Black Crime.” Kendi methodically examines racism 
through numerous lenses: power, biology, ethnicity, body, cul-
ture, and so forth, all the way to the intersectional constructs 
of gender racism and queer racism (the only section of the book 
that feels rushed). Each chapter examines one facet of racism, 
the authorial camera alternately zooming in on an episode from 
Kendi’s life that exemplifies it—e.g., as a teen, he wore light-
colored contact lenses, wanting “to be Black but…not…to look 
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sex couple or being adoptive parents? It was almost 
like an exercise in visualizing the concept of inter-
sectionality.”

Drawing inspiration from Ta-Nehisi Coates’ Between 
the World and Me and Maggie Nelson’s The Argonauts, 
Mehra says their work “helped me see how to put one’s 
own life in smart and impassioned conversation with the 
world around you.” 

The result is a collection that is also a refreshing 
hybrid of family and parenting memoir told through 
a necessary lens. Mehra writes about everyday rac-
ism and microaggressions in ways that are often pro-
found and sometimes tinged with humor. Mostly, she 
writes with grace about the general awkwardness of 
strangers who often impede the lives of those who 
do not fit traditional gender norms and expectations 
as well as the layered racial, ethnic, and class biases, 
assumptions, and privileges that come with trying to 
live and love at the margins of American culture. 

“My hope has always been to create more space for 
all of us to live more authentically, whether your fam-
ily looks anything like mine or not,” Mehra says. “I 
firmly believe that interrogating our old, default ways 
of doing things is a practice that ultimately benefits 
us all. Expanding our collective imagination of what 
a family could, should, or does look like is a conversa-
tion I’m proud to be a part of.”

Joshunda Sanders’ debut picture book, I Can Write the 
World, will be released in June. Brown White Black was 
reviewed in the Nov. 1, 2018, issue. 
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Black”—and then panning to the history that informs it (the 
antebellum hierarchy that valued light skin over dark). The 
author then reframes those received ideas with inexorable logic: 

“Either racist policy or Black inferiority explains why White 
people are wealthier, healthier, and more powerful than Black 
people today.” If Kendi is justifiably hard on America, he’s just 
as hard on himself. When he began college, “anti-Black racist 
ideas covered my freshman eyes like my orange contacts.” This 
unsparing honesty helps readers, both white and people of color, 
navigate this difficult intellectual territory.

Not an easy read but an essential one.

SUCH A PRETTY GIRL 
A Story of Struggle, 
Empowerment, and 
Disability Pride
LaSpina, Nadina
New Village Press (352 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  Jul. 19, 2019
978-1-61332-099-0  

From pity to empowerment, a woman 
born with polio illuminates her personal 
changes in attitude and accomplishment 

amid sweeping societal changes in rights for the disabled.
As a child in Sicily, LaSpina struggled with her family to 

understand the disease with which she was born. Was it a sign 
of the family’s sin, and was she the cross they had to bear? Was 
it her destiny? If so, was she destined to be single and celibate? 
A nun or an old maid? Her father didn’t think so; he moved the 
family to America, hoping that better medical care would pro-
vide a miracle cure. The author found herself in hospitals with 
other children who had mobility issues and other diseases. She 
underwent a series of painful surgeries, intending to be able to 
walk and leave behind the wheelchair she had learned to love. 
Ultimately, she did walk, with braces and crutches, but she kept 
falling, breaking bones and complicating her life. She wanted 
to please her father, who had focused the family’s life and 
resources on enabling her to walk. Yet she was also becoming 
part of an activist movement that stressed acceptance and inde-
pendence. Once feeling so insular, alone, and helpless, LaSpina, 
who created and taught courses in disability studies at the New 
School, began to feel “good to belong, to be part of something. 
I wasn’t sure what that something was, but I knew I wanted to 
be part of it.” Her memoir encompasses activism, civil disobe-
dience, and legislation that would help move disability from 
the realm of disease requiring treatment (and eliciting pity) to 
respect, acceptance, and equal protection under the law. The 
author also addresses sexuality and romance, showing how she 
discovered that her life need not be limited as it once seemed 
destined to be.

“I was the luckiest woman in the world,” insists the 
author in this revelatory and deeply moving memoir that 
clearly shows how and why she came to feel that way.

THE NOCTURNAL BRAIN
Nightmares, Neuroscience, 
and the Secret World 
of Sleep
Leschziner, Guy
St. Martin’s (368 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-1-250-20270-3  

A fine popular-science account of 
sleep, mostly about when it goes wrong.

“We think of sleep as a tranquil act, 
when our minds are stilled and our brains are quiet,” writes 
Leschziner, a consulting neurologist and sleep physician at 
Guy’s Hospital in London. He continues, “the only awareness 
we might have of something happening in the night are the 
fragments of a dream.” Of course, like the author, most readers 
know that this is not the case. The author follows a straight-
forward format. Each chapter features a patient who describes 
their miseries, usually accompanied by frustrating visits to a 
clueless family doctor. The author investigates, makes the cor-
rect diagnosis, and describes the sometimes-happy outcome, 
all accompanied by asides to the reader explaining the science. 
Many sleep disorders are forms of brain disease. Narcolepsy, 
which causes intense daytime sleepiness, may be caused by the 
lack of a chemical that regulates wakefulness. Some problems 
occur when systems are out of sync. Dreaming occurs during a 
sleep stage when the body is paralyzed—which is why it’s dif-
ficult to cry out or move during a nightmare. Without paralysis, 
dreamers get up and do bizarre things. When paralysis occurs 
during waking, victims fall down; it’s called cataplexy. Even in 
a healthy brain, sleep and wakefulness are not clearly separate 
states, so almost everyone experiences lucid dreaming, odd sen-
sory experiences that verge on hallucinations. Problems arise 
when parts of the brain controlling movement and emotion 
wake while regions influencing rational thinking remain asleep. 
Sleepwalking is the best known phenomenon, but there are 
others, including sleep talking, sleep eating, and night terrors. 
Cures do occur, and many disorders respond to lifestyle changes, 
but others require the permanent use of drugs and/or devices. 
Most American writers would deal with the cost of treatment, 
but Leschziner works under the British National Health Ser-
vice, so readers must be satisfied with entertaining stories and a 
painless education on the nature of sleep and its malfunctions.

Not groundbreaking but a useful entry in sleep-disor-
der literature.

From pity to empowerment, a woman born with polio 
illuminates her personal changes in attitude and accomplishment 

amid sweeping societal changes in rights for the disabled.
such a pretty girl
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THE WAY THROUGH 
THE WOODS
On Mushrooms and Mourning
Long, Litt Woon
Illus. by Viskari, Oona
Trans. by Haveland, Barbara J.
Spiegel & Grau (272 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-1-984801-03-6  

In this debut memoir, an anthropolo-
gist recounts how mycology eased her 

out of mourning.
Long’s husband, Eiolf, collapsed suddenly at his office and 

died at age 54. A “paler, stupider, ashen” version of herself, the 
Norway-based author took a beginner’s course on mushrooms 
at the Natural History Museum at the University of Oslo. Find-
ing voluptuous, golden chanterelles and flavor-bomb morels 
gave her a sense of joy—“for me there is no doubt that my dis-
covery of the realm of fungi steadily nudged me out of the tunnel 
of grief ”—and she trained to become a “mushroom inspector.” 
In Norway, certified mushroom inspectors, who must learn 150 
species, review foragers’ hauls (for free!) to ensure no one inad-
vertently makes a deadly error, like mistaking a destroying angel 
for a tasty meadow mushroom. Long focuses on many aspects 
of various fungi—beauty, oddity, edibility, toxicity, hallucino-
genic properties, potential as antidepressants—and less on 
mourning. The two subjects don’t always mesh well, though the 
author makes interesting observations about loss—e.g., “the 
map of my friends and acquaintances was redrawn after Eiolf ’s 
death.” She brings an anthropologist’s perspective to the book, 
considering various cultures’ differing views—the clouded aga-
ric smells “perfumed” to Norwegians and skunky to Americans, 
for example, and Norwegian mycologists really don’t like talking 
about magic mushrooms, which isn’t the case in the States—and 
she unearths endless fodder to liven up cocktail conversation: 

“Members of the fungi kingdom are more closely akin to those 
of the animal kingdom and, consequently, to Homo sapiens, than 
to the plant kingdom!” The book is more a collection of edify-
ing tales and facts than smooth narrative, but it’s entertaining 
nonetheless. Learning about glow-in-the-dark jack-o’-lanterns, 
puffballs that “smoke” when you smash them, or toothy hedge-
hog mushrooms never gets old. Anyone with an interest in the 
natural world will delight in Long’s sharp-eyed descriptions of 
fungi and her therapeutic rambles through Norwegian woods.

A wonder-inducing dive into the unique kingdom of 
fungi.

SHADOWLANDS
Fear and Freedom at the 
Oregon Standoff
McCann, Anthony
Bloomsbury (448 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-1-63557-120-2  

Pensive, provocative account of the 
rebel seizure of the Malheur National 
Wildlife Refuge in 2016.

Poet McCann (Creative Writing/
California Institute of the Arts; Thing Music, 2014, etc.) turns 
journalist and essayist at turns in this well-written, occasionally 
ponderous examination of the so-called Oregon Occupation, 
when members of a Latter-day Saints clan united with various 
alt-right and hard libertarian elements to take over a federal 
bird sanctuary in southeastern Oregon. The author takes pains 
to understand the ideas underlying the occupation: “Desires, 
urges, shadows, and types—our story begins with huge feelings, 
historical feelings.” Leader Ammon Bundy, who has since dis-
avowed militia actions, came into the seizure with a complex set 
of religiously fueled ideas about the proper dominion of humans 
over the Earth coupled with the view that bringing a cow to a 
water source constitutes improving the land, thereby making it 
the domain of the person who owns the cow—a doctrine long 
ago dismissed in a West crisscrossed with lands in the public 
domain. Others worked from the theory that states supersede 
the federal government when it comes to what happens within 
their borders, a theory tested and found faulty 150 years ago. A 
tangled misunderstanding of the Constitution supports such 
views, but then, as McCann writes, “the Constitution has long 
been an object of fantasy,” holy scripture more often invoked 
than actually read. Throw in the “paranoid fringe” and assorted 
antinomians, and you have a recipe for disaster that fortunately 
did not end in a bloodbath—though the author wonders along 
the way whether there wasn’t a death wish at play in the minds 
of at least some of the participants, suicide brought on by 
despair and isolation: “Just you and the sagebrush, just you and 
the pines.” In the end, McCann suggests, it was all just another 
lost cause but one not entirely without merit.

Students of modern environmentalism, federalism 
and its discontents, and extremist politics alike will find 
McCann’s on-the-ground reportage to be of great value.



INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
D. Watkins

THE WRITER AND ACTIVIST HIGHLIGHTS THE MULTITUDES OF 
BLACK EXPERIENCES IN HIS LATEST BOOK
By Christopher R. Rogers 

In his breakthrough 2016 bestseller, The Cook Up: A Crack 
Rock Memoir, D. Watkins realized the lies of the street and the 
power of critical thinking, declaring triumphantly that “I un-
derstood that I could be the product of my expectations and 
not just my environment.” In the newly released We Speak for 
Ourselves: A Word From Forgotten Black America (April 23), Wat-
kins writes about remaining accountable to the voices and ex-
periences that raised him in his home East Baltimore neigh-
borhood. We spoke recently to discuss why Baltimore voices 
can no longer be ignored. The interview has been edited for 
clarity and length. 

So what are you seeking to accomplish with this essay 
collection? Post–New York Times–bestseller list, how 
has your imagined audience changed?
Since traveling and having an opportunity to see many dif-
ferent places, I still believe a lot of people see certain pop-
ulations of people wrong. And it comes out when we talk 

about this idea of change and we think beyond the simple 
things. All of the stuff that I was doing in my neighborhood 
and on my block with people who have direct access to me 
has been much more effective than the big meetings, the big 
galas, the big “hashtag” functions. Because a lot of those peo-
ple that you meet at these big places, their focus is on things 
like threads they’ve contributed to, events they’ve attended, 
or what celebrities they’ve met. There’s not a focus on quan-
tifiable, community goals such as ending systemic poverty 
or trying to pull people up. Their focus becomes a big self-
serving thing.

I want people to understand we have to focus on the sim-
ple things. A lot of the population that I serve, they don’t 
know “microaggressions.” They don’t know “intersectional-
ity.” When we have conversations about these terms, it’s al-
most like I’m speaking a different language. The first thing 
I say with my platform is that what is portrayed as the cur-
rent state of black America doesn’t fully represent the whole 
black America. It’s not fair for public figures to accept that 
task just as it’s not fair for their audience to believe that they 
can summarize everything I feel just because they’ve had 
lunch with Van Jones or whomever. I know not everyone will 
get a chance to share their story, but it’s true that the per-
spectives have been narrow. We need more stories that show 
the full beautiful complexity of who we are. 

There seems to be a cultural flourishing out of Balti-
more these days across various creative modes with 
yourself, Devin Allen, Kondwani Fidel, Lawrence Bur-
ney, Rico Nasty, Serpentwithfeet. What’s been hap-
pening in Baltimore that is bringing so many distinc-
tive black voices to the national scene? 
We support each other in Baltimore. I believe Devin Allen is 
one of the most brilliant photographers ever. We both have 
this connection, this commitment, to skill-sharing through 
our art. Photography saved his life. Writing, reading, and 
storytelling saved my life. Instead of us trying to hide these 
skills, bottling them up and taking our experiences on the 
road to write love letters to liberals about our deliverance 
through art, why not take these skills and make sure people 
from our neighborhood can do the same thing? That’s when 
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we begin to make a difference in our own way. When I start-
ed the Baltimore Writers Project, it was a short-term thing, 
modeled off of the Federal Writers Project, where our goal 
was for the youth to document the culture of their commu-
nity and get paid for the articles and posts that they contrib-
uted. We did it with a couple young people from Poly [Bal-
timore Polytechnic Institute] and a couple from City [Balti-
more City College]. All of the students within that project 
graduated from high school, and I know the main two, Der-
rick and DJ, are doing their thing in college. I feel really for-
tunate for being able to have worked with them. 

The police murder of Freddie Gray put the raging 
streets of Baltimore in the national spotlight. You write 
in the book about the work that took place before that 
moment, and everything that must take place since 
that spotlight has dissipated. What is that “real work” 
you are looking to leave with readers?
I want to leave with them that the days of Dr. King, Mal-
colm X, that idea of the superleader are far gone. We won’t 
have one person that is going to deliver us. It’s up to all 
of us to be the change that we want to see. It’s up to us to 
ask ourselves: If Freddie Gray were alive, would you try to 
embrace and engage with him, or are you just going to wait 
until he gets killed to march and sing his praises? It’s stuff 
that we can do now to show love. We don’t have to wait 
until these people aren’t here anymore. We have the power 
to make a difference in the lives of the people that we love 
and care about. 

Christopher R. Rogers is a writer and educator from Chester, 
Pennsylvania. We Speak for Ourselves was reviewed in the 
March 1, 2019, issue.
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BECAUSE INTERNET
Understanding the New 
Rules of Language
McCulloch, Gretchen
Riverhead (336 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-0-7352-1093-6  

The linguistics of informal (uned-
ited) writing on the internet.

“The internet and mobile devices 
have brought us an explosion of writing 

by normal people,” writes McCulloch, a Wired columnist and 
co-creator of the linguistics-focused podcast Lingthusiasm. In 
this provocative debut, the author celebrates the internet’s 

“vast sea of unedited, unfiltered words,” which constitute “a 
new genre, informal writing.” Online life, she writes, “has 
become real life.” People using social media should be consid-
ered “published writers.” In conversational prose, she traces 
the “hidden patterns of written internet language” and how 
they are changing the way we communicate. She argues that 
new acronyms (btw, omg, lol), visuals (emoji), animated loops 
(gifs), emoticons (^-^), and other innovations are making lan-
guage more efficient and playful. In its “purest form,” this 
new “public, informal, unselfconscious language” can be found 
in chat rooms. McCulloch’s wide-ranging text covers the his-
tory (so far) of internet culture, the sociology of users, and the 
diverse ways in which the internet has shaped our daily online 
social life. In many instances, the author simply confirms what 
internet users know: how distinct internet cohorts developed, 
depending on whether they began socializing online in forums, 
on blogs, or with Facebook or Instagram; and how older peo-
ple were slower to engage with the internet and social media. 
McCulloch reminds us that the frequent texting of teenagers 
is no different than a previous generation’s time spent at malls, 

“hanging out, flirting, and jockeying for status with their peers.” 
She also salutes unsung heroes of online language innovation: 
the Canadian Wayne Pearson, who probably coined “lol” in a 
1980s chat room; the Japanese, who first used the pile of feces 
and other emojis; and biologist Richards Dawkins, who in 1976 
coined the word “meme.”

Purists will flinch at many of McCulloch’s claims for 
how informal online writing has benefited our language 
and society while internet nerds will relish her informa-
tive book.
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CASTING INTO THE LIGHT
Tales of a Fishing Life
Messineo, Janet
Pantheon (320 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-1-5247-4764-0  

A tackle box full of fishing tips, mem-
ories, histories, anecdotes, taxidermy, and 
even recipes from an angler who found 
focus and purpose for her life among her 
fellow fishermen on Martha’s Vineyard.

Though the location suggests a life of leisure among the 
privileged elite, Messineo endured a hardscrabble upbringing 
and found herself among the outsider artistic community, work-
ing as a waitress and overindulging in drugs and alcohol. Fishing 
likely saved her life, or at least gave her one, though she doesn’t 
belabor the redemptive spirit as much as the title suggests. The 
author also doesn’t wax too poetic, at least once she moves 
beyond the introduction, where she describes fishing as “the 
meditative place similar to where gardeners go when they kneel 
in the dirt and dig their fingers in the soil….Standing in the surf, 
casting my lure toward the horizon, I feel like I am the woman 
I’m meant to be….My life becomes meaningful and I feel part 
of my surroundings.” Comparatively, the rest of the memoir is 
more nuts-and-bolts description: how and where the author 
learned to fish, how she went from feeling like an intruder to 
being accepted as a rare woman in a sport dominated by men, 
how the ethics and competition of fishing have changed—and 
how cheaters have occasionally rigged that competition and 
gotten away with it. Messineo writes about lucky sweaters and 
about how unlucky bananas are for fishermen. She touches on 
her marriages and the son she and her husband have adopted, 
and she treads lightly on the schizophrenia of her fishing men-
tor, who eventually succumbed to suicide. Whereas many fish-
ing memoirs are often more literary, turning that time with 
nature into a spiritual pilgrimage and the art of fishing into a 
metaphor for life, this is more about fishing itself, written for 
readers who like to fish or think they might like to learn.

A chronicle of a life in fishing by an author who seems 
like good company.

THE LONG ACCOMPLISHMENT
A Memoir of Struggle and 
Hope in Matrimony
Moody, Rick
Henry Holt (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Aug. 26, 2019
978-1-62779-844-0  

The acclaimed writer reflects on the 
hardships he and his second wife endured 
during their first year of marriage.

Readers familiar with Moody’s (Hotels 
of North America, 2015, etc.) fiction, especially The Ice Storm, will 
be drawn to this memoir about the complicated arenas of love 

and marriage. The opening lines are attention grabbing: “In order 
to have a second marriage you can believe in you may have to fail 
at your first marriage. I failed spectacularly at mine.” He goes 
on to vividly recount the events that triggered his “spectacular 
failure,” specifically his extramarital relationships, which led to 
divorce. By the time he met visual artist Laurel Nakadate, the 
author was approaching his 50s. Having shared some of his past 
emotional baggage, he assures readers that he is ready to pursue 
a fully committed relationship, and his month-by-month narra-
tive initially seems to prove his conviction. Moody has a seasoned 
eye for capturing intriguing details and nuance in a variety of set-
tings, and he brilliantly highlights the competitively hip Park 
Slope, Brooklyn, arts scene. Yet his story is rambling and often 
digressive, and as a document of his marriage, it feels surprisingly 
self-absorbed. Moody writes affectionately of his new wife and 
continually praises her talent, but he fails to bring Laurel into 
focus as a fully fleshed-out individual. Her suffering is tangible, 
primarily in her efforts to make it through a full-term pregnancy, 
but her presence is peripheral to the deeper internal struggle the 
author experiences. Dying parents and friends, infertility issues, 
and a household robbery are among the events they faced in their 
first year together. “Total up some of the hardships, reader, and 
ask yourself how we could possibly continue,” writes Moody. All 
of these are difficult challenges but ones that are not uncommon 
(other than the robbery) for someone in their 50s. The author 
ends on a positive note as the couple seems to have achieved a 
longed-for contentment.

An intermittently insightful but narrowly focused 
examination of a marriage that will mostly interest 
devoted Moody fans.

BLACK SITE
The CIA in the Post–9/11 
World
Mudd, Philip
Liveright/Norton (256 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-63149-197-9  

An insider’s view of life inside the 
CIA following 9/11, when all the old pro-
tocols were off.

In theory, the CIA is above politics. 
In fact, writes Mudd (The HEAD Game: High-Efficiency Analytic 
Decision Making and the Art of Solving Complex Problems Quickly, 
2016, etc.), the former deputy director of the CIA’s Counter-
terrorist Center and the FBI’s National Security Branch, the 
agency takes its cues from presidential directives, to say noth-
ing of sometimes-veiled remarks by senior administration 
officials. After 9/11, agency leaders held that it was George W. 
Bush’s “presidential guidance [that was] one of the pillars that 
later led them down the path to the Program.” The Program in 
question was a sweeping set of reforms that provided mandates 
for capturing suspected al-Qaida members and other terror-
ists and extracting information from them in various unpleas-
ant ways—so unpleasant that, given American sensitivities, 

A chronicle of a life in fishing by an author 
who seems like good company.

casting into the light



the work was often done in “black sites” in other countries 
and sometimes farmed out to intelligence agents working for 
other governments. (At one point, he writes, the agency con-
templated recruiting China for the purpose until the sensible 
objection arose that the Chinese might thereby have too much 
leverage—and something to blackmail America with.) In gen-
eral, Mudd defends the Program as highly effective in gather-
ing the information that would later lead to finding and killing 
Osama bin Laden, who figures prominently in these pages. 
There were hiccups along the way. The author writes that once 
the scandal of Abu Ghraib unfolded, the CIA feared that the 
Pentagon would expose more of its black-site operations “to 
deflect attention” while Bush disarmed some of the Program by 
ordering all al-Qaida prisoners to be sent to Guantánamo Bay in 
Cuba, a dismantling that Barack Obama later completed. Mudd 
closes with a checklist to “help clarify the interrogation think-
ing,” from asking whether a given activity is legal to pondering 
whether one’s mother would be ashamed on learning how a 
given piece of information was obtained.

For students of intelligence work, a revealing and 
engaging account of life in the shadows.

THAT OTHER WORLD
Nabokov and the Puzzle of 
Exile
Nafisi, Azar
Trans. by Khonji, Lotfali
Yale Univ. (376 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-0-300-15883-0  

Essays on how the work of Vladimir 
Nabokov evoked the feelings of alien-
ation and loss that many experienced in 

post-revolutionary Iran.
When a “violent ideological totalitarian revolution” pro-

claimed itself as the Islamic Republic of Iran, Nafisi (The 
Republic of Imagination: America in Three Books, 2014, etc.) felt 

“in a perpetual state of exile” from her beloved homeland. As a 
teacher and critic, she found in Nabokov a clear articulation of 
those feelings. “For him,” she writes, “exile was not just a physi-
cal migration,” but “a feeling of unreality, orphanhood, isolation.” 
Her close readings, along with critical and biographical studies, 
inform seven empathetic, incisive essays that together provide 
a sweeping overview of Nabokov’s major works. Translated by 
Khonji and revised for this publication in English, the essays 
predate, and contextualize, Nafisi’s acclaimed memoir, Read-
ing Lolita in Tehran (2003). Nabokov, more than other authors 
she was reading and teaching, spoke to the “deep traumatic 
and anguished existence” that pervaded life under a repressive 
dictatorship. He was acutely sensitive “to bad literature, auto-
cratic regimes, and racial, ethnic, or religious prejudice.” In his 
two overtly “political novels,” Invitation to a Beheading and Bend 
Sinister, he represents totalitarianism as a mindset that believes it 
alone holds “a monopoly on reality” to which all must defer, and 
in which all artistic creativity and expressions of individuality 

are considered subversive and dangerous. In confronting this 
tension between politics and art, Nabokov, rather than depict 
totalitarianism’s destructive and “horrific reality,” explored how 

“creative minds” perceive and “resist its onslaught.” Among 
other works Nafisi examines are the parody Pnin, in which the 
main character “can be considered a literary descendent of 
Quixote”; Pale Fire; The Real Life of Sebastian Knight; and Ada 
(the first of Nabokov’s novels that she read), which influenced 
her profoundly. The novel, she writes, “did not merely portray 
quotidian realities—it articulated the reader’s subjective reali-
ties.” In a sensitive, cleareyed reading of Lolita, Nafisi sees the 
novel as more than a portrayal of obsession or parody of love 
but an inquiry into questions of individuality, personal liberty, 
and loss.

Graceful, discerning literary essays.

OUT OF ISTANBUL
A Long Walk of Discovery 
Along the Silk Road
Ollivier, Bernard
Trans. by Golembeski, Dan
Skyhorse Publishing (320 pp.) 
$23.99  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-1-5107-4375-5  

Ollivier takes us on an absorbing 
walking tour of the Silk Road, experienc-
ing many of the same marvels and dan-

gers as the ancient caravans.
Originally published in France in 2001, the book is the 

first installment chronicling the author’s arduous three-stage 
journey on foot from Istanbul to the former imperial Chinese 
city of Xi’an. Ollivier, then 61, began his trek through Turkey 
in 1999, planning to end the initial stage in Tehran. Firmly 
believing that walking is the only form of transportation that 
allows us to connect with cultures and individuals on a fun-
damental level, the author refused all offers of a ride—until 
he had no choice. Endlessly curious, Turkish villagers were 
amazed that anyone would actually walk the breadth of their 
country, and they barraged him with questions at every stop. 
Paranoid soldiers and arbitrary constables were more suspi-
cious and aggressive. Ollivier spoke little Turkish, but given 
Muslim custom, he enjoyed the most extraordinary generosity 
and hospitality through much of his route. Still, the perils of 
solo travel, especially hiking through a country torn by armed 
conflicts and beset with banditry, surfaced the farther east he 
walked. With determination battling doubt, the author tra-
versed daunting distances on a daily basis, often in mountain 
country. A fierce attack of amebic dysentery near the Iranian 
border brought him up short, though he does offer snippets of 
Silk Road history and longer expositions on Turkish and Kurd-
ish traditions. Ollivier occasionally comes across as judgmen-
tal, though not without cause. He romanticizes or overstates 
certain points, yet he admits to Western prejudice and imper-
fect understanding. As fascinating as his odyssey can be, this 
English-language edition suffers from observations on Turkish 
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politics and culture that are 20 years old—fine for timeless 
village life but lacking for the nation as a whole.

Though having an episodic feel, Ollivier’s account 
brims with a sojourner’s passion and an insatiable hunger 
for new vistas and peoples.

THE WEIL CONJECTURES
On Math and the Pursuit of 
the Unknown
Olsson, Karen
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (224 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-0-374-28761-0  

An odd but appealing combination 
of memoir and biography of two signifi-
cant French sibling intellectuals, André 
Weil (1906-1998) and Simone Weil 

(1909-1943).
Novelist and former Texas Observer editor Olsson (All the 

Houses, 2015, etc.) admits that her life, viewed on its own, might 
not suffice for a memoir. Seemingly marked for a career in the 
humanities, she entered Harvard and was drawn to the concrete, 
right-or-wrong nature of mathematics. At that time in life, she 
notes, “so much is up in the air, open to question, unreliable. I 
think part of what I liked about math, she writes, “was simply 
that it seemed like a sure thing, as sure as a thing could be, a solid 
mass of true and rigorous and irreproachable knowledge that I 
could grab like a pole on a bus.” The author held her own and 
graduated but chose to pursue a career in journalism while never 
losing her fascination with creativity, the epitome of which is 
the abstract purity of mathematics. Stirred by reading the Weil 
memoirs, letters between the two, and a series of internet lec-
tures by a Harvard mathematics professor, Olsson delivers a 
mixture of philosophy with an account of their lives and her 
own. Simone was an activist, philosopher, and later mystic, little 
known during her short life but immensely influential to the 
postwar generation. Her intense sympathy for the oppressed 
was accompanied by an obsession with sharing their suffering 
(working at miserable jobs; semistarvation), ineffectual, often 
self-destructive efforts to help, and much introspection. She 
was close to her brother, a brilliant mathematician who often 
responded to her appeals to explain his work. The responses 
were no more comprehensible to Olsson than Simone, but they 
encouraged her to muse about the nature of creativity and write 
this unique meditation.

An occasionally rambling but effective dual biography.



THE CODE
Silicon Valley and the 
Remaking of America
O’Mara, Margaret
Penguin Press (512 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-0-399-56218-1  

Thoughtful history of the Bay Area 
enclave that has remade the world in the 
years since World War II ended.

As O’Mara (History/Univ. of Wash-
ington; Pivotal Tuesdays: Four Elections That Shaped the Twentieth 
Century, 2015, etc.) writes, Silicon Valley has long been held as 
a place of the singular American virtues of bootstrapping and 
lone-genius entrepreneurship, a place of garages where big 
things happen, as when David Packard built his first gizmos 
after graduating from Stanford in the late 1930s. There’s some 
truth to that view, but the larger reality is that Silicon Valley 
was the product of massive federal investment throughout the 
Cold War, when thinkers such as Vannevar Bush urged that the 
federal coffers be put to work funding big science—including 
the computer revolution. As a result, writes the author, “the 
U.S. government got into the electronics business and became 
the Valley’s first, and perhaps its greatest, venture capitalist.” 
Even such famously government-averse entrepreneurs as Steve 
Jobs benefited from federal largess: If Apple didn’t sell its prod-
ucts to the Pentagon in quite the numbers that Microsoft did, 
it made plenty on the federally supported educational front. 
Along the course of her illuminating history, O’Mara, who 
worked in the Bill Clinton White House in the early days of the 
internet, describes the emergence of civilian venture capital-
ists—but even they, exemplified by Georges F. Doriot, known 
as “the General,” worked plenty of government connections. 
Though much work was done by antinomians and countercul-
tural types in the first days of the personal computer revolution, 
it was usually within a carefully constructed and controlled set-
ting. Hippies they may have been, but “the fact that Northern 
California had been such a hub of Cold War science was why 
many of them were there in the first place.” Today, of course, the 
military-industrial complex thrives even though Silicon Valley 
has helped change the culture of the Pentagon in the bargain 

“to get government bureaucracies to behave like start-ups.”
A well-researched book students of technological his-

tory and the emergence of the digital economy will want 
to know.

CHAOS
Charles Manson, the CIA, 
and the Secret History of 
the Sixties
O’Neill, Tom with Piepenbring, Dan
Little, Brown (544 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-0-316-47755-0  

Who put Charlie and the Family up 
to their murderous mischief? This long 
excursus on the killings that terrified Los 

Angeles 50 years ago suggests some unlikely answers.
How did it happen that a bunch of peace freaks turned into 

a band of homicidal maniacs? In this overlong but provocative 
barrage, freelance journalist O’Neill charts a series of conjectures 
that begins with famed prosecutor Vincent Bugliosi and ends in 
the dark chambers of the intelligence community. The logic goes 
something like this: It’s useful to control people’s minds, but it’s 
difficult to accomplish if they’re sane. If they’re a little off balance, 
needy, and disaffected, though, then give them a charismatic 
leader and some chores, and voilà—and along the way, if LSD is 
involved, then you can serve up an object lesson about the dan-
gers of drugs. O’Neill’s thesis has its possibilities, but, like Oliver 
Stone’s JFK—and the Kennedy assassination figures here—it’s 
not so much that he ventures a theory as that he ventures all of 
them: The FBI wanted to whip up racial division to divide the 
New Left from the Black Panthers, Manson was an agent pro-
vocateur, record producer and Hollywood insider Terry Melcher 
had a hand in the whole thing, Beach Boy Dennis Wilson was a 
silent partner. And then there was Roman Polanski and his weird 
proclivities—as O’Neill writes, “remember how Susan Atkins 
wrote the word ‘Pig’ on the front door of Cielo Drive, in Sharon 
Tate’s blood?” But what if she really wrote something else? It’s all 
too much. Among the best aspects of the book are the author’s 
confessions of the many dead ends and blank spots he encoun-
tered, as when he confronted Bugliosi with the suggestion that 
he knew more than he was letting on and in fact covered up some 
of the evidence. “It was the wrong move,” he writes. “I’d intended 
to build to this moment, and now I was leading with it, giving him 
every reason to take a contentious tone.”

Fans of conspiracy theories will find this a source of 
endless fascination.

EQUALITY
An American Dilemma, 
1866-1896
Postel, Charles
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (400 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-0-8090-7963-6  

A closely argued account of how vari-
ous constituencies—women, farmers, 
African Americans, workers—vied for a 
place at the table in the reunited republic.
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As Bancroft Prize–winning historian Postel (San Francisco 
State Univ.; The Populist Vision, 2007) recounts, the Civil War 
brought newfound demands for equality in unexpected ways. At 
the beginning of the narrative, the author chronicles how logis-
ticians responsible for burying the Union dead at Gettysburg 
struggled to devise a way to represent each contributing state 
equally, “a challenge given that more bodies came from some 
states than from others and given the sloping and uneven ter-
rain of the grounds.” Other interest groups would find the ter-
rain even rougher. The Grange movement, for instance, sought 
to represent the interests of small farmers in a time of federal 
consolidation and the growth of great railroad and manufactur-
ing corporations. The press of the agrarians for a Cabinet-level 
secretary of agriculture led to some uncomfortable accommo-
dations, including making common cause with Southern farm-
ers opposed to Reconstruction. As a result, African Americans 
were often excluded, though sometimes not, in influential 
visions of the postwar nation. The Grangers and radical labor 
movement alike saw their enemy as the “monopolists,” a cat-
egory that “included bankers, lawyers, grain elevator and cotton 
gin operators, insurance agents, grain and cotton purchasers, 
farm machinery dealers, and local merchants.” The women’s 
temperance movement took similar views: The enemy was not 
just alcohol, but also inequality, which yielded a movement to 
outlaw booze and, as well, grant women the right to vote, to 
say nothing of demanding equal pay for equal work. Postel has 
a keen eye for unlikely juxtapositions. For instance, as he writes, 
the leader of the hard-charging Knights of Labor became not 
just a close ally and protector of the radical activist Mother 
Jones, but also, and simultaneously, “an official in the federal 
bureaucracy enforcing the Chinese exclusion laws and other 
restrictive policies.”

Of much use in understanding the course of late-19th-
century American history, a time of turmoil that resembles 
our own in many respects.

LATE MIGRATIONS
A Natural History of Love and 
Loss
Renkl, Margaret
Illus. by Renkl, Billy
Milkweed (248 pp.) 
$24.00  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-1-57131-378-2  

Lyrical reflections on the relentless 
cycle of birth and death by Nashville-
based New York Times contributing opin-

ion writer Renkl.
In this unusual and poignant memoir, the author, editor of 

the online literary journal Chapter 16, alternates in short chap-
ters between her current life as a happily married mother of 
grown children living in Nashville, Tennessee, and her years 
growing up in rural Alabama surrounded by a loving extended 
family. Her narrative metaphor becomes the miraculous order 
of nature, especially the lives of wild birds she observes from 

her home office as they devote their brief lives to making nests 
for and feeding the young only to be, in many cases, fodder 
for larger prey that must nourish their own fledglings. Renkl’s 
mother, Olivia, was born in lower Alabama in 1931; married a 
Catholic man—“my grandfather had never laid eyes on a Catho-
lic before he met his future son-in-law”—and gave birth to the 
author in 1961. Renkl was so anticipated and adored by the fam-
ily that in pictures, “they are looking at me as if I were the sun, 
as if they had been cold every day of their lives until now.” As 
a child, the author remembers her mother often despondent, 
stricken by postpartum depression. The family moved to Bir-
mingham in 1968, during the turbulent civil rights era, yet Renkl 
was sheltered from the greater troubles within the bosom of her 
family. In 1984, the author attempted a semester of graduate 
school in Philadelphia, but she was so traumatized by the noise 
and dislocation that she quickly returned to the South and 
attended school in South Carolina. Renkl describes the deaths 
of many of her elders (and her sometimes-onerous role as their 
late-life caretaker), but the strength of her narrative is in the 
descriptions of nature in all its glory and cruelty; she vividly 
captures “the splendor of decay.” Interspersed with the chap-
ters are appealing nature illustrations by the author’s brother.

A series of redolent snapshots and memories that seem 
to halt time.

AFTERMATH
Seven Secrets of Wealth 
Preservation in the 
Coming Chaos
Rickards, James
Portfolio (336 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-0-7352-1695-2  

Economic analyst Rickards (The 
Road to Ruin: The Global Elites’ Secret Plan 
for the Next Financial Crisis, 2016, etc.) 

prophesies scary times to come as the economic crisis of 2007-
2008 grinds on.

“This coming crisis is as predictable as spring rain.” So 
writes the author of the enervating effects of economic poli-
cies that remain in place despite the damage they have wrought. 
For instance, he argues, the net effect of low interest rates as a 
means to stir up action in the economy was “the housing bubble 
and subprime mortgage crisis that exploded in 2007.” The next 
two years saw the near destruction of the international mon-
etary system and the need to bail banks out worldwide—and 
according to Rickards, things haven’t gotten much better. The 
weak links in the chain are many, including likely debt crises in 
emerging markets such as Turkey and Indonesia, to say nothing 
of money market funds that seem to exist in order to finance 
the banks, not reward investors, and use strategies made all the 
more vulnerable by reliance on algorithms and “robo-advisers.” 
The author advises numerous ways to harden one’s finances 
against what he sees as the inevitable apocalypse lurking in plain 
view: He extends the usual advice to diversify, for example, by 



urging that readers invest in “cash, gold, and alternatives” and 
otherwise allocate investments in a “barbell portfolio” that con-
sists of equal parts inflation protection (in gold and other hard 
assets) and deflation protection (in Treasury notes and the like), 
all balanced by cash. His views are a touch alarmist, but those 
who remember the events of a dozen years ago will likely form 
a persuadable audience. In any event, his advice seems largely 
sound and well defended, especially his exhortations to be wary 
of passive investments and asset-draining managers.

For those inclined to hide their savings in the mattress, 
this book may provide all the justification needed.

WHY CITIES LOSE
The Deep Roots of the Urban-
Rural Political Divide
Rodden, Jonathan A.
Basic (320 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-5416-4427-4  

The enduring importance of geogra-
phy in American politics.

Many argue that partisan gerryman-
dering causes cities to lose to rural areas in 

countywide, winner-take-all elections. That is too simple an expla-
nation, writes Rodden (Political Science/Stanford Univ.; Hamilton’s 
Paradox: The Promise and Peril of Fiscal Federalism, 2005). Much more 
important is the geographical location of a political party’s base. 
In many states, urban areas are largely Democratic. The Demo-
crats often win majorities there but fall short in pivotal districts 
outside the city that decide control of Congress and state legis-
latures. In this data-dense book, the author takes a deep look at 
the familiar urban-rural political divide, examines its implications 
for democracy (not good), and suggests ways to reduce polariza-
tion. He also shows how similar patterns affect elections in other 
Western democracies. In an intriguing section, he traces the roots 
of the American divide to the era of labor unrest before World War 
I, when left-leaning workers lived in urban working-class neighbor-
hoods. In industrial Reading, Pennsylvania, they could win majori-
ties in urban city council wards but found it harder to achieve 
victory in wards with more white-collar workers and business own-
ers. Today, with the rise of the knowledge economy, this “pattern 
of political geography” continues even though city residents are 
now a far more heterogeneous collection of urban interest groups 
(working poor, immigrants, young progressives, etc.). Democrats 
cluster in “growing, affluent city centers like Seattle and San Fran-
cisco, as well as in smaller knowledge-economy hubs like Durham 
and Ann Arbor.” They fight “a perpetual battle for the party’s soul,” 
pitting firebrands against those trying to soften the party’s reputa-
tion to win rural votes. “A victory for the left is a victory not only 
for the urban poor…but also for universities, laboratory scientists, 
and social progressives,” writes the author. As Rodden argues, only 
electoral reform—a switch to representation in proportion to 
overall vote share—or major demographic shifts can reduce the 
underrepresentation of urban interests.

Valuable for specialists and political journalists. (60 charts)

WHITE FLIGHTS 
Race, Fiction, and the 
American Imagination
Row, Jess
Graywolf (320 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-55597-832-7  

Wide-ranging, erudite, and impas-
sioned essays examine whiteness and 
literature.

Whiting Award winner Row (English/
Coll. of New Jersey; Your Face in Mine, 2014, etc.) melds memoir, 
literary and cultural criticism, and philosophical reflection in 
seven essays that examine how whiteness is imagined and rep-
resented in “novels, short stories, films [and] plays.” As a white 
writer with a complicated racial identity and father to two mul-
tiracial children, Row is troubled by the way fiction “reflects 
and sustains” notions of whiteness as “normal, neutral, and 
central.” How do fiction writers, even unconsciously, perpetu-
ate racism? Is it possible for fiction to contribute to a process of 
reconciliation and reparation? Reparative writing asks writers 

“to bring their own sadness or their own bodies into play when 
writing about race or racism,” including feelings of “paralysis, 
isolation, or alienation.” In his view, the white American liter-
ary community—which he reveals by examining a prodigious 
number of writers, scholars, and critics—rather than struggling 
to express these deep-seated feelings, takes on “postures of 
avoidance and denial.” This avoidance, Row asserts, is a form of 

“white flight,” a term usually associated with “abandonment of 
the ideals of integration” by whites fleeing urban African Amer-
ican, Latinx, or immigrant communities to suburban homes sur-
rounded by “enormous lawns” that serve as “a buffer or barrier.” 
Applied to writing, “white flight” encapsulates “the desire not 
to have one’s visual field constantly invaded by inconveniently 
different faces—relationships that are fraught, unfixed, capable 
of producing equal measures of helplessness and guilt.” Row’s 
urgent desire to confront questions of race is compelled in part 
by his own background, which he shares in engrossing autobio-
graphical vignettes. On one side of his family, his ancestors were 
among the first white settlers on land forcibly taken from the 
Lakota; on the other were immigrants from the racially mixed 
Azores. But his concern transcends his own background: Is it 
possible, he wonders, for white writers ever to escape “the hor-
ror of performing within the family romance of whiteness”? 
Though the lit-crit language may turn off some readers, this is a 
significant contribution to the cultural landscape.

A disquieting, deeply thoughtful cultural critique.
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BENEATH THE 
TAMARIND TREE 
A Story of Courage, 
Family, and the Lost 
Schoolgirls of Boko Haram
Sesay, Isha
Dey Street/HarperCollins (400 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-0-06-268667-1  

A longtime CNN Africa reporter 
delivers a close-up report on the Chibok 

girls, attempting to bring their story “full circle” and “resurrect 
public interest in this mass abduction.”

On April 14, 2014, the extremist group Boko Haram 
stormed into a predominately Christian school in Chibok, 
Nigeria, and kidnapped 276 schoolgirls. This event triggered 
worldwide press coverage, but as the months wore on and the 
girls didn’t return home, the world’s attention turned elsewhere. 
Fortunately, award-winning journalist Sesay—the former host 
of CNN Newsroom Live From Los Angeles who spent more than a 
decade reporting on Africa for the network—didn’t forget this 
story, and she offers a compelling, empathetic tale that focuses 
on the lives of four of the Chibok girls and their immediate 
family members. The author, who grew up in Sierra Leone and 
Britain, intertwines her thoughts and feelings regarding the 
kidnapping with the history of the region, the political, social, 
and economic events that gave rise to Boko Haram, and the 
personal accounts of Priscilla, Dorcas, Mary, and Saa. Sesay’s 
attention to detail places readers with the girls under a giant 
tamarind tree, one of their many naturally made prisons deep 
in the Sambisa forest, where they scrounged for food and water 
and fought off the constant demands of their captors to convert 
to Islam. Although many of the girls did convert and have not 
been heard from since, a greater portion remained steadfast in 
their Christian beliefs. The author also explains what the Nige-
rian government has done to find the missing girls. She notes 
that, in the beginning, many Nigerians believed the abduc-
tion was “no more than an elaborate hoax with political objec-
tives.” The joyous homecoming of 21 of the Chibok girls in 2016 
prompted Sesay to compile her notes on this fascinating and 
emotionally charged telling of the girls’ story, which will hope-
fully put those still missing back into the limelight.

Rich details and dedicated, courageous reporting cre-
ate a powerful tale of faith, love, and loss.

RADICAL RITUAL
How Burning Man Changed 
the World
Shister, Neil
Counterpoint (336 pp.) 
$24.00  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-64009-219-8  

The artistry and kaleidoscopic won-
der behind the Burning Man experience.

In this fascinating, immersive explo-
ration of the annual weeklong bohemian 

festival, journalist Shister begins with the event’s grassroots 
genesis as a bonfire in San Francisco first lit by Larry Harvey 
to assuage a broken heart. To the author, the Bay Area was a 
place where social rules became “pliant” as the first pulses of 
a digital revolution coursed across Silicon Valley. As much as 
Shister’s charming narrative is a tribute to the festival itself, it is 
also a timely honorarium to Harvey, who died in 2018. The book 
touches on Harvey’s creatively intelligent, offbeat youth in 
Oregon, where he tested his practical father’s patience and then 
figured out how to avoid compulsory military service. Acknowl-
edging that Harvey’s initial vision was light-years away from the 
$45-million-per-year Black Rock City nonprofit it has morphed 
into today, Shister moves through episodes of controversy 
between artists and organizers, financial challenges (Burning 
Man is a “no-cash zone”), and firsthand accounts of his experi-
ences as a regular attendee who’d first become a “Baby Burner” 
in 2013. A visit with founding wunderkinds familiarized the 
author with Burning Man’s Ten Principles (decommodification, 
radical inclusion, leaving no trace, etc.) and the brainstorming 
visualizations of festival organization. Each year, Shister notes, 
the extravaganza integrates more complex music, LED lighting, 
thematic microcosms, decompression after-events, and gigan-
tic art sculptures, as if in genuflection to the towering steel-
structured “psychic landmark” namesake. The book’s pictorial 
section doesn’t do justice to the dazzling amount of artistry, 
emotion, passion, and creativity on display at Black Rock City, 
but Shister does a splendid job of sketching in the features and 
the future of Burning Man and its residual global influence with 
a vivid narrative and anecdotal interviews.

A focused insider’s guide to Burning Man and a post-
humous nod to its intrepid creator. (8-page color photo insert)

THE LIBERATION OF PARIS
How Eisenhower, de Gaulle, 
and von Choltitz Saved the 
City of Light
Smith, Jean Edward
Simon & Schuster (256 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-1-5011-6492-7  

A tightly focused study of the politi-
cal reasons that the Allies hesitated to 
liberate Paris when they could.



Eminent historian Smith (Bush, 2016, etc.) has such a 
breadth of knowledge of this era in history that he is able to 
offer a distillation of swift-moving events surrounding the 
1944 liberation of Paris in a marvelously readable fashion. 
Right from the beginning, the author smoothly sets the stage: 
While at first the occupation of Paris had seemed “a celebra-
tion of German victory” and a carnival for Germans on leave, 
as the military tide turned and brought food shortages and the 
Allied advance, the “collaborationists were beginning to look 
for cover.” At the same time, the Communists and Resistance 
fighters in the city grew bolder. Charles de Gaulle, an unknown 
officer at the beginning of the war, self-exiled to London and 
spent years in the “wilderness” decrying Nazi occupation and 
bolstering French resistance only to be sidelined by President 
Franklin Roosevelt, who “believed the future of France lay 
with [Marshal] Pétain and Vichy.” Smith underscores how Gen. 
Dwight Eisenhower, now supreme commander of Allied forces 
in Europe, acted as a masterful go-between for these two defi-
ant forces. As the Allies advanced into France in June 1944, de 
Gaulle was anxious to be at the head of French forces entering 
Paris. He was perplexed that Eisenhower, who regarded the 
liberation of Paris as a distraction that would cause his troops 
to get bogged down in street-by-street fighting, had planned to 
bypass the city. Ultimately, de Gaulle convinced him that if lib-
eration were delayed, the Communists would seize power in the 
vacuum. The author also insightfully explores the work of Gen. 
Dietrich von Choltitz, who was instructed by Hitler to reduce 
the city to ashes upon retreat yet craftily played both sides to 
save the day.

A succinctly instructive historical narrative by a top-
notch historian and author. (45 b/w images; maps)

BODY LEAPING BACKWARD
Memoir of a Delinquent 
Girlhood
Stanton, Maureen
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (240 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-1-328-90023-4  

A prizewinning nonfiction writer’s 
account of a troubled adolescence spent 
immersed in alcohol, drugs, and crime.

Massachusetts native Stanton (Eng-
lish/Univ. of Massachusetts, Lowell; Killer Stuff and Tons of Money: 
Seeking History and Hidden Gems in Flea-Market America, 2011, etc.) 
grew up in the shadow of the Walpole State Prison between the 

“hopeful early days of the 1960s” and the more turbulent ones 
of the decade that followed. Her own early life was filled with 
such happy, middle-class childhood staples as tennis lessons, 
babysitting, and slumber parties. But as she reached adoles-
cence, the quality of her life eroded. Her parents separated and 
suddenly became part of the emergent “divorce boom.” Caught 
in an economic slump that characterized the early and middle 
part of the decade, her newly impoverished head-of-household 
mother shoplifted for clothes while a rebellious Stanton started 

on a path of substance abuse. She writes that just as “Nixon 
declared ‘an all-out, global war on the drug menace’ and formed 
a superagency, the DEA,” she had become an eighth grader who 

“smoked dope regularly and drank nearly every weekend.” By 
high school, Stanton had graduated to getting “dusted” on PCP, 
the large-animal tranquilizer that became the go-to drug for 
Walpole youths unable to obtain marijuana. Wanting to leave her 
outwardly good-student, cheerleader image behind, the author 
also engaged in petty theft and eventually became involved with 
a boy who was on probation for breaking and entering. For all 
her dangerous experiments, which included driving under the 
influence or being driven by “people so fucked up they could 
barely stay in the lane,” the author survived through a combi-
nation of luck and her own efforts to seek help. Powerful and 
probing, Stanton’s book offers a sharp portrait of a wayward girl 

“leaping backward” into disaster. Along the way, she reveals the 
way individuals are as much a product of time and place as they 
are of the families to which they belong.

A compellingly honest coming-of-age memoir. (8 b/w 
photos)

FLASH COUNT DIARY
Menopause and the 
Vindication of Natural Life
Steinke, Darcey
Sarah Crichton/Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux (240 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jun. 18, 2019
978-0-374-15611-4  

A keen exploration of menopause, 
which is “situated at the crossroads between 
the metaphysical and the biological.”

Like many women, when Steinke (Sister Golden Hair, 2014, 
etc.) reached her menopausal years, the change hit her hard. 
Hot flashes, night sweats, insomnia, and depression were just 
some of her symptoms. Menopause, she writes, “is as much a 
spiritual challenge as it is a physical one.” She struggled to find 
balance and turned to research and literature to help her com-
prehend the monumental changes taking place in her body. 
What she discovered both did and did not surprise her: Meno-
pausal women are not favorably represented (think witches 
of olden days), and women and female killer whales are the 
only two (known) mammals to go through this type of life 
transformation. This information didn’t resolve her physical 
symptoms, but it put her on a quest to find out more in hopes 
of gaining a better understanding of the process. “There are 
things I miss about my old self: the ferocity of physical desire, 
the sense of well-being (aside from the days before my period) 
that appears to have been in part hormonal, and the fantasy, 
no matter how ephemeral, that I might have another child,” 
she writes. In this thoughtful, intriguing, and sometimes-
humorous analysis, Steinke discusses the patriarchal attitudes 
inherent in society and the way young and sexually active, 
sexually desired women are the typical images projected as 
ideal. This led the author to investigate hormone replacement 
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therapy and its effectiveness in the sex lives of older women. 
She compares women with female killer whales, who are often 
leaders of their respective pods, which gives rise to a host of 
questions: If these animals can respect and value their elder 
females, then why can’t humans do the same? Throughout, the 
narrative is stimulating and challenges society to rethink how 
we view and treat older women.

Provocative ideas and illuminating personal stories 
centered on the idea that “it is not menopause itself that 
is the problem but menopause as it’s experienced under 
patriarchy.”

BECOMING SUPERMAN
My Journey from Poverty to 
Hollywood
Straczynski, J. Michael
Harper Voyager (480 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-0-06-285784-2  

A hugely successful writer for TV, 
movies, and comics makes his debut as 
a memoirist with a stunning chronicle of 
survival.

Straczynski grew up in a destructive family, subjected to 
“the worst kinds of physical, psychological, and emotional 
torture” by an alcoholic, violently abusive father, a lifelong 
admirer of Nazis; a depressed mother, repeatedly institution-
alized, who once dropped her young son from a roof; and a 
grandmother who tried to sexually abuse him. The fam-
ily was rootless, moving 21 times in 19 years, often fleeing 
in the middle of the night and “roaring cross-country in an 
alcohol-fueled haze of drunken violence” to take up residence 
somewhere else. In one unheated apartment, ill with pneumo-
nia, the author slept in front of an open oven door all night 
for warmth. He suffered corporal punishment at a Catholic 
school run by angry nuns and was victimized by bullies else-
where. Comics, and especially Superman, provided Straczyn-
ski with escape and hope. Morally upright, patient, gentle, and 
powerful, the valiant hero became his model. A bright spot in 
his dismal childhood occurred in his senior year of high school, 
when two teachers saw his potential and invested “time, effort, 
and belief ” in him, praising his writing and encouraging him. 
The author recounts his rocky start as a writer, sending short 
stories to magazines and collecting rejection slips; getting a 
gig as a humor columnist for a college newspaper; taking cre-
ative writing classes; and submitting reviews, feature articles, 
screenplays for sitcom pilots, and scripts. He wrote tirelessly 
and obsessively, not eating or sleeping, until finally some of his 
efforts bore fruit. Successes, which seemed like miracles, often 
were followed with spectacular failures. Although he encour-
ages young writers to work hard and follow their passion, the 
viciously competitive and capricious entertainment industry, 
as he portrays it, is not for the faint-hearted. Besides recalling 
professional challenges, Straczynski admits personal struggles 
resulting from emotional wounds: “social awkwardness” and 

“compulsive self-reliance” that made him unable to form last-
ing relationships.

Candid, often sordid, and definitely a page-turner.

IN THE COUNTRY 
OF WOMEN 
A Memoir
Straight, Susan
Catapult (384 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-948226-22-6  

A moving family saga celebrates gen-
erations of bold, brave, and determined 
women.

Award-winning novelist Straight 
(Between Heaven and Here, 2012, etc.) makes her nonfiction debut 
with an eloquent, absorbing memoir. Addressed to her three 
adult daughters, the narrative weaves together stories that tran-
scend time, place, race, and ethnicity to vibrantly portray her 
children’s rich ancestry. Straight is white: Her mother grew up 
in the Swiss Alps; her father, in Colorado. The couple settled in 
Riverside, California, a hardscrabble community of a wide vari-
ety of mixed ethnicities, all “dreamers of the golden dream.” 
When she was 14, she met Dwayne Sims, an African American 
high school classmate; years later, they married and eventually 
settled near their families. Straight taught English to refugees 
and at a city college; Dwayne worked at a juvenile correctional 
facility. Frugality was a way of life. When her youngest daugh-
ter was asked how the family fared, she replied, “Wait—what’s 
below humble?” They had been poor, Straight admits, finding 
furniture on the street and living without air conditioning in 
temperatures over 100 degrees, but “the safety and tether and 
history” of their families was ample compensation. “The women 
who came before you, my daughters, were legends,” writes the 
author, and their journeys—from Africa, Europe, and across the 
American continent—entailed convoluted “maps and threads” 
that culminated in her own girls, “the apex of the dream.” Her 
daughters inherited not only their ancestors’ “defined cheek-
bones and dimples and high-set hips,” but, more crucially, their 
beauty, intelligence, and defiant independence. Among those 
many women, Dwayne’s mother, Alberta, shines: “bemused and 
regal and slightly mischievous,” a warmhearted woman who 
unreservedly welcomed her white daughter-in-law. Listening to 
family stories and mining ancestry.com, Straight recounts the 
peril and hope, forced migration and fierce escapes, “thousands 
of miles of hardship,” that women endured. “All of American 
history,” she tells her daughters, “is in your bones.”

A radiant memoir imbued with palpable love.
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IN OCEANS DEEP
Courage, Innovation, 
and Adventure Beneath 
the Waves
Streever, Bill
Little, Brown (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-0-316-55131-1  

The story of humanity’s presence 
in the deep sea, as told by diver and 
research biologist Streever (And Soon I 

Heard a Roaring Wind: A Natural History of Moving Air, 2016, etc.).
“I wanted readers to embrace the part of our world that is 

shrouded by depth,” writes the author at the beginning of this 
broad survey of “people underwater, about the challenges of get-
ting there, being there, and returning to the surface.” Writing 
in the conversational style that has marked his previous books, 
Streever begins with the 1960 descent of the Trieste submersible 
into the deepest of the ocean floors, the Challenger Deep in 
the Mariana Trench. It was a remarkable achievement, and the 
author rides the feat down—here is where scuba tanks implode, 
here is where the walls of a typical submarine would fail—to the 
bottom, where the pressure was measured at 16,883 pounds per 
square inch. This leads into a chapter on the all-consuming role 
of pressure on diving and its exertion not just on submersibles, 
but on the human body as well. The author, who lives aboard a 
cruising sailboat with his wife, offers a solid examination of the 
behavior of gases as one goes deeper under the waves. There is 
a smart chapter on breathing as the key to understanding diving, 
including exhale diving, apnea diving, and free diving. Regard-
ing the last, during the ascent, the pressure in the lungs drops 
and oxygen in the tissues and blood flows back into the lungs, 
and the “diver may or may not notice the fading of conscious-
ness.” Although the author discusses the many joys of deep 
diving both in and out of submersibles, he also emphasizes the 
perils of going beyond your capabilities. These include every-
thing from working for sustained periods in deep water and 
relying on exotic gas mixtures to prevent such events as nitro-
gen narcosis to the fortunes and follies of the first submarines.

A buoyant, at times thrilling, account of the deep sea 
experience, perfect for divers and other lovers of life 
beneath the waves. (22 b/w photos)

BUZZ, STING, BITE
Why We Need Insects
Sverdrup-Thygeson, Anne
Illus. by Sverdrup-Thygeson, Tuva
Trans. by Moffatt, Lucy
Simon & Schuster (256 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-1-982112-87-5  

A fun introduction to the world of 
insects.

They have existed for some 479 
million years; have (mostly) six legs, four wings, two anten-
nae, and a three-segment body; make up over half of known 
multicellular species; and number 200 million for every single 
human being living on the planet today. Indeed, we live on the 
planet of insects, and Sverdrup-Thygeson (Conservation Biol-
ogy/Norwegian Univ. of Life Sciences) brings it to life in this 
sharp, good-humored presentation. Why are there so many 
insects? “Put simply: because they are small, supple, and sexy.” 
It also helps that they can live nearly anywhere, including ice, 
hot springs, deep in caves, high on mountains, in baptismal 
fonts, and even your nostrils. The range of species runs from 
the tinkerbell wasp, which can land on the tip of a human hair 
and hardly make a disturbance, to the Chinese walking stick, 
which grows up to 2 feet in length. Insects are a fascinating 
topic, and the author milks their peculiarities for all they are 
worth: molting and metamorphosis, communication through 
scent, tasting with feet, seeing with knees, and listening 
through ears in their mouths. But the curios are only part of 
the bigger picture that situates insects in the great schemes 
of pollination, decomposition, soil formation, food for other 
creatures, keeping harmful organisms in check, dispersing 
seed, and even demonstrating solutions to problems that 
humans can adopt. In other words, insects could get along 
happily without humans, but humans could not survive with-
out insects. The author’s panoptic investigation keeps the 
narrative fully engaging as she alternates between anecdotes 
about specific insects—the aggressive mimicry of the spot-
ted predatory katydid, the cicadas that “dig their way down—
down into seventeen years of darkness”—to richly telling 
slices of science—e.g., the causes of decline in insect numbers.

A classy and brightly informative appreciation of 
insects—all you could ask for in a popular natural history.
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HITLER’S SECRET ARMY
A Hidden History of Spies, 
Saboteurs, and Traitors
Tate, Tim
Pegasus (336 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-1-64313-077-4  

A prolific British documentary film-
maker and author pursues the documen-
tation released between 2000 and 2017 
by MI5 and other entities that reveals 

the mostly secret convictions of a considerable number of Brit-
ish spies during World War II.

Despite what England has publicly presented—that the 
so-called Fifth Column was a myth and the threat of “enemies 
within” just hysteria—Tate (Pride: The Unlikely Story of the True 
Heroes of the Miner’s Strike, 2018, etc.) returns to the record to tell 
a different story. He underscores three elements: that the major-
ity of spies for Nazi Germany were not German immigrants but 
British citizens; that those punished were of lower class than 
the aristocratic ringleaders at the top; and that much of the evi-
dence of convictions was buried or covered up for decades. Tate 
looks at several espionage networks, many developed in small 
towns around regular kinds of people who became radicalized 
by infiltrations of resourceful German intelligence agents in 
Britain in its plan to invade the country in the late 1930s. Britain 
did not have a functioning anti-espionage law until August 1939, 
when Parliament enacted an Emergency Powers (Defence) Act, 
allowing a classification system (regarding the level of threat) 
for non-naturalized Germans living in the country. By May 1940, 
the House of Commons passed the Treachery Act, dispensing 
the death penalty for treason. The pool of big fish, “the key pil-
lars of British society,” contained plenty of rabid anti-Semitic, 
pro-Nazi figures, such as Oswald Mosely and his British Union 
and Archibald Ramsay and his Right Club, which was plotting a 
coup to replace the government with Nazi sympathizers. While 
the latter retained his seat in the House of Commons, many lit-
tle fish were severely punished, even hanged. From the intern-
ment of suspects, the British eventually turned to a more covert 
form of entrapment: the sting operation. In true documentar-
ian fashion, the author relentlessly brings forth evidence that 
has long been buried.

An engaging work of World War II history. (16 pages of 
b/w photos)

THE DEATH OF POLITICS
How to Heal Our Frayed 
Republic After Trump
Wehner, Peter
HarperOne (272 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-06-282079-2  

A conservative takes aim at the Don-
ald Trump presidency and how to move 
beyond it.

A veteran Republican senior adviser 
for George W. Bush, Wehner (co-author: City of Man: Religion 
and Politics in a New Era, 2010, etc.) published an op-ed column 
in the New York Times in which he declared that he would not 
vote for Trump “under any circumstances. I was perhaps the first 
prominent Republican to have taken this position, and I did so 
despite having voted Republican in every presidential election 
since I first became eligible to vote in 1980.” Here, the author 
explains why he considered Trump anathema as a candidate and 
why his presidency, if anything, has been worse than the author 
feared. He situates his argument within the broader context of 
American democracy, explaining how and why the citizenry can 
set right what has gone wrong. It’s an extended civics lesson of 
sorts, one grounded in American history, the balance of pow-
ers, and presidencies good and bad. Wehner also reaches back 
to Aristotle for foundational philosophies of the functions of 
government and the body politic. “Democracy requires that 
we honor the culture of words,” he writes, and later continues, 

“when words are weaponized and used merely to paint all politi-
cal opponents as inherently evil, stupid, and weak, then democ-
racy’s foundations are put in peril.” The author urges civility, 
moderation, and compromise, qualities that would seem to be 
at odds with the political tenor of the times, and he believes 
a return to a pre-polarization brand of politics would correct 
the course” He writes, “the task before us…is how we can redis-
cover, refine and recalibrate—and in some cases, reenvision 
and rethink—how we understand politics; to disentangle what 
politics has become from what it can be, to clear away some of 
the misconceptions, and to sketch a roadmap for recovery.” In 
response to the spirit of populist revolution, he offers a number 
of other “r” words to calm the waters and restore some rational-
ity to the process.

A modest contribution to the groaning bookshelves 
about our divisive times.
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AND HOW ARE YOU, 
DR. SACKS? 
A Biographical Memoir 
of Oliver Sacks
Weschler, Lawrence
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (400 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-374-23641-0  

A deeply personal account of the 
acclaimed neurologist.

Former New Yorker staff writer 
Weschler (Waves Passing in the Night: Walter Murch in the Land of 
Astrophysicists, 2017, etc.) concedes that this varied mix of biog-
raphy and memoir is not a full biography of Oliver Sacks (1933-
2015). Rather, the author focuses on the early 1980s, when he 
was regularly meeting with Sacks, “serving as a sort of Boswell 
to his Johnson,” compiling notebooks for a profile he planned 
to write. For Weschler, these years are the “hinge of [Sacks’] 
professional and creative progress,” when this “virtual hermit 
would be on the precipice of worldwide fame.” What emerges 
is a dazzling portrait of a “graphomaniac,” a “grand soliloquizer,” 
an “unparalleled clinician,” a “studiously detached naturalist,” 
prodigious swimmer, weight lifter, and reckless motorcycle 
speed demon. Weschler learned a number of intimate details 
about Sacks, including that he was gay: “I have lived a life 
wrapped in concealment and wracked by inhibition,” Sacks told 
him. He asked Weschler not to publish the profile, and it was 
only when he was dying that he told him: “Now….You have to.” 
Much of the book is told in Sacks’ own words, which Weschler 
transcribed, or from handwritten letters Sacks sent him, giving 
the narrative a rich immediacy. Early on, he realized Sacks was 
a prodigy who possessed a “strange consciousness and aware-
ness…of his own oddity.” Weschler also interviewed Sacks’ close 
friends, including the poet Thom Gunn and Jonathan Miller, 
the physician member of the comedy revue Beyond the Fringe. 
The author chronicles his time spent with Sacks on his rounds 
with patients as he brilliantly diagnosed their neurological ill-
nesses. He joined Sacks when his bestseller, Awakenings, was 
being filmed; Sacks and Robin Williams became friends. Also 
included is a forthright “digression” on Sacks’ propensity to 
exaggerate or make things up. The two were still very close near 
the end, and Weschler intimately recounts Sacks’ final years.

A thoroughly engaging and enchanting story.

PRINCE ALBERT 
The Man Who Saved 
the Monarchy
Wilson, A.N.
Harper/HarperCollins (448 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-0-06-274955-0  

An excellent life of Queen Victoria’s 
beloved husband, Albert of Saxe-Coburg 
and Gotha (1819-1861), who turned the 
powerless office of Prince Consort into 

a major force for good.
Most historians have given Albert high marks. Prolific nov-

elist and biographer Wilson (Darwin: Victorian Mythmaker, 2017, 
etc.) makes a convincing case that he exerted a major influence 
on the modernizing of Britain’s society and restoring of the 
crown’s prestige. Victoria’s mother was sister to Albert’s father; 
both were aristocrats from principalities that supplied spouses 
to the British royal family for more than a century, and Albert 
was the leader in a thin field of eligible royal males. Historians 
continue to express wonder at the passionate love Victoria felt 
after a formal visit in 1839, a love that never diminished dur-
ing two decades of marriage. Although Britain’s royal dynasty 
descended from the German, George I, who arrived in 1714, 
foreigners were unpopular. The press did not celebrate the mar-
riage, and Parliament voted to reduce his annuity and opposed 
his ennoblement. Despite her love, Victoria was not inclined 
to give up her considerable, if mostly ceremonial, power. Over-
coming his frustration, Albert skillfully reorganized the royal 
household and impressed Britain’s leaders with his good sense. 
Helped by Victoria’s preoccupation with nine pregnancies, he 
shared her responsibilities and increased the monarchy’s influ-
ence by emphasizing its lack of partisanship (the young Victoria 
hated the Tories). Liberal by upper-class standards, he enthusi-
astically supported the technological, political, and commercial 
views of the rising middle class, which transformed Victorian 
Britain into “the most prosperous and peaceful country in mod-
ern Europe—arguably the richest country in history.” Everyone 
cheered his central role in organizing the Great Exhibition of 
1851, and by the time of his premature death, he was an almost 
universally admired figure. As usual, Wilson delineates his sub-
ject’s life with aplomb.

A delightfully vivid, opinionated biography that pays 
almost equal attention to Albert’s wife and a colorful sup-
porting cast of early Victorian notables. (two 8-page b/w photo 
inserts)
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A delightfully vivid, opinionated biography that pays
almost equal attention to Albert’s wife and a colorful 

supporting cast of early Victorian notables.
prince albert
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BARNUM
An American Life
Wilson, Robert
Simon & Schuster (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-5011-1862-3  

Before he became a circus impresa-
rio, Phineas Taylor Barnum (1810-1891) 
was already one of the most famous men 
in America.

In an admiring and mostly entertain-
ing biography, American Scholar editor Wilson (Mathew Brady: 
Portraits of a Nation, 2013, etc.) traces Barnum’s flamboyant 
career through decades of successes, financial scandals, failures, 
and reinvention. A brash showman, museum owner, sought-after 
lecturer, real estate developer, banker, Connecticut state legisla-
tor, Bridgeport mayor, and bestselling author, Barnum, in all his 
endeavors, “was a promoter and self-promoter without peer, a 
relentless advertiser” of events and exhibits that attracted the 

“feverish interest” of audiences in America and abroad. Draw-
ing liberally on Barnum’s several autobiographies and collected 
letters, the author reprises many familiar episodes, especially 
his promotion of hoaxes, such as Joice Heth, a blind, toothless 
African American woman whom Barnum exhibited as a former 
nursemaid to George Washington; the upper body of a small 
monkey attached to the lower half of a large fish, which Barnum 
touted as the “Fejee Mermaid”; and an 18-year-old microce-
phalic black man whom Barnum dressed in a furry ape costume 
and exhibited as a missing link between human and animal. 
Feeding viewers’ desire for physical oddities, Barnum featured 
exhibits of several “small people,” such as Charles Stratton, 
who became General Tom Thumb and eventually married, to 
great fanfare, a “charming female little person,” whom Barnum 
also put under contract. While acknowledging the racism and 
exploitation inherent in these exhibits, as well as Barnum’s 
attitudes toward captured wild animals, Wilson gently portrays 
Barnum as a man of his time. In the 1850s, he pushed in a new 
direction, proselytizing for the temperance movement and 
emphasizing the educational benefits of his American Museum. 
He signed a world-famous Swedish opera singer, Jenny Lind, 
whose concerts were phenomenal successes. In 1871, Barnum 
directed his showmanship to “a museum, menagerie, caravan 
and hippodrome” that marked the beginning of his illustrious 
circus career.

A serviceable introduction to a man who helped shape 
his culture. (16 pages of color photos)

SCREEN TESTS
Stories and Other Writing
Zambreno, Kate
Perennial/HarperCollins (288 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-0-06-239204-6  

A collage of enticing reflections on 
literature, movies, art, and people.

Throughout this eclectic mix of 
reflective, short “stories” (some very 

short) and a few previously published essays, Zambreno (Cre-
ative Writing/Columbia Univ. and Sarah Lawrence Coll.; Appen-
dix Project: Talks and Essays, 2019, etc.) weaves elements of her 
autobiography. She writes about her friends, parents, and dog 
with as much honesty and courage as she inflicts upon herself, 
her clothes, and her likes and dislikes. These bits and pieces of 
paragraphs, more like snapshots or stills than screen tests, spin 
around like floating objects on an Alexander Calder mobile pre-
cariously tied together with ideas and images. Zambreno real-
izes her writing “is about conjuring up and murdering the girl I 
was and have allowed myself to become.” Throughout, she dem-
onstrates that she is an intense observer. Whether examining 
Warhol’s Marilyn paintings or the Barbara Loden film Wanda, 
the author’s gaze, like photographer Anne Collier’s camera, is 

“obsessive, sad, sensitive, witty.” The book is highly referential. 
Zambreno celebrates “old Hollywood and glamour” and some 
of her favorite actresses—e.g., Tallulah Bankhead and Louise 
Brooks—and directors, including Abbas Kiarostami and Agnès 
Varda. The author also discusses philosophers, especially Witt-
genstein and Blanchot, and many authors. Zambreno loves the 

“brilliance and intensity (even wrongness)” of Andrea Dworkin’s 
Intercourse as well as Elena Ferrante’s The Days of Abandonment: “I 
inhaled the book, which I heard happens when you read…Fer-
rante—the books are just that good.” From Gertrude Stein and 
Kate Chopin to Jean Rhys and Mary Gaitskill, that narrative, 
with its range of topics and moods, evokes a whiff of Fernando 
Pessoa’s The Book of Disquiet.

Some may find the fragmentary, digressive structure of 
Zambreno’s book off-putting and repetitious, but it does 
create a syncopated rhythm that is endearing and catchy 
when taken in small doses.
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children’s
TOP-SECRET SMACKDOWN
Barnett, Mac
Illus. by Lowery, Mike
Orchard/Scholastic (160 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Sep. 17, 2019
978-1-338-14371-3 
Series: Mac B., Kid Spy, 3 

Barnett recalls another exploit from 
his childhood days as a secret agent for 
the queen of England.

Shortly after failing to convince the 
despicable Craig, his mom’s boyfriend, that the wrestling at 
WrestleFest Live is (spoiler alert) faked, young Mac receives a 
call from the worried monarch. It seems that the Tower of Lon-
don’s ravens are being stolen, and as everyone has heard the old 
prophecy that if the ravens ever go so will the country, there 
will be general pandemonium when the news gets out. “Who 
cares whether the prophecy is real,” the psychologically astute 
royal cogently remarks. “The prophecy is true.” Following a 
trail of convenient clues—and learning along the way (this is 
likewise true) that the queen legally owns every British mute 
swan, sturgeon, dolphin, and porpoise—Mac travels to Iceland 
and then the North Pole, catches up with the “KGB Man” who 
did the dastardly deed, and scotches a scheme to kick-start the 
prophecy with a public TV announcement. He accomplishes 
this by ripping off his shirt and wrestling the thief on camera…
thus indelibly remaking a real news story into the fake sort. 
Lowery shovels in further goofy notes with three-color cartoon 
drawings of various animals and the white-default human cast 
on nearly every page.

Exciting action sneakily infused with points about the 
relationship between reality and story, delivered by a nar-
rator who can claim with literal truth that he saved the day 

“on porpoise.” (Spy thriller. 7-10)

EVEN MORE LESSER 
SPOTTED ANIMALS 
Brown, Martin
Illus. by the author
David Fickling/Scholastic (56 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-338-34961-0  

How can we save animals if we’ve 
never heard of them?

In his introduction to this follow-up to Lesser Spotted 
Animals (2017), Brown explains that he aims to rectify that 

EVEN MORE LESSER SPOTTED ANIMALS by Martin Brown .......87

EACH TINY SPARK by Pablo Cartaya............................................... 89

THE SPACESUIT by Alison Donald; illus. by Ariel Landy ................91
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IT RAINED WARM BREAD by Gloria Moskowitz-Sweet & 
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EACH TINY SPARK
Cartaya, Pablo
Kokila (336 pp.)
$16.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-0-451-47972-3
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More than just about anything 
else, I loved talking-animal books 
when I was growing up. I made 
early friends with Arnold Lobel’s 
Frog and Toad and Russell and Lil-
lian Hoban’s Frances the badger, 
of course, before moving along 
to Rabbit Hill, Charlotte’s Web, The 
Mouse and the Motorcycle, The Wind 
in the Willows, and more. If the ani-
mals talked, I read it. I was aston-

ished to learn (in my 40s) that some readers are, as one 
reviewer put it, “allergic to talking animals.” Fine; you do 
you—there are plenty of books for everybody.

Except, that is, for the kids of color, the queer kids 
and the kids in queer families, the kids with disabilities 
who, like me, love talking animals. Are there culturally 
conscious talking-animal books that offer furry mirrors 
to them? Look at the books I cited above. While it’s pos-
sible to read a queer subtext into Frog and Toad’s rela-
tionship, Frances’ family is as WASP-ishly normative as 
they come. Both the animals of Charlotte’s Web and Ralph 
S. Mouse fit right into an all-white world. The Wind in the 
Willows is peopled—animaled?—by analogs to rural Eng-
lish landowners, a mostly white population in Kenneth 
Grahame’s time. Rabbit Hill’s Phewie the skunk makes 
racist note of the “shape and color” of Sulphronia, the 
New Folks’ cook, and her characterization is almost cer-
tain to alienate black child readers.

The world of traditional literature, of course, offers 
hosts of talking animals, from Native American tales 
such as Chukfi Rabbit’s Big, Bad Bellyache, by Greg Rodg-
ers and illustrated by Leslie Stall Widener (both Choc-
taw), to the antics of the African American trickster 
Br’er Rabbit, perhaps best brought to the page by Julius 
Lester and Jerry Pinkney in The Last Tales of Uncle Remus 
and other collections.

But moving into original middle-grade animal fan-
tasies of today, the template seems still to be mostly an 
all-white one. In this issue, for instance, we review Kier-
an Larwood’s The Beasts of Grimheart, the third in an ep-
ic-fantasy trilogy about rabbits that hits all the familiar 
Tolkien-esque notes. There are some notable exceptions 
in graphic novels, such as the Korean-speaking animals 
in Julie Kim’s Where’s Halmoni? and the Mexican Ameri-
can barrio animals in Cathy Camper and Raúl the Third’s 
Lowriders in Space and its sequels, but I can’t think of a 

single middle-grade prose work 
that offers Indigenous kids, kids 
of color, queer kids and kids in 
queer families, or kids with dis-
abilities the sort of experience 
that I had in abundance.

There are a smidge more 
culturally conscious original 
picture books about talking 
animals. Gary Soto and Susan 
Guevara’s Chato’s Kitchen, with 
its Mexican American feline 
protagonist, was perhaps the most notable early offer-
ing, but neither that book nor its companions opened 
any floodgates. The most recent examples of talking-
animal picture books that enjoy deeply rooted, cultural-
ly specific milieus that I can think of are Brenna Burns 

Yu’s Hazel and Twig, about Ko-
rean American mouse sisters, 
and Ojibwe creators Brenda J. 
Child and Jonathan Thunder’s 
Bowwow Powwow, about a hu-
man girl who dreams of Indig-
enous canine powwow partici-
pants. Looking at talking-ani-
mal books that are inclusive of 
readers with disabilities, there’s 

Rosemary Wells’ Felix Eats Up, about a guinea pig with se-
lective eating disorder, but not loads of others. And queer 
kids and kids in queer families have Harvey Fierstein 
and Henry Cole’s The Sissy Duckling and J.J. Austrian and 
Mike Curato’s Worm Loves Worm. While this is not an ex-
haustive survey, it’s not the tip of any talking-animal ice-
berg, either.

To be sure, there are pitfalls 
aplenty in using animal char-
acters as stand-ins for humans 
from marginalized populations—
the possibilities for stereotyp-
ing both grotesque and subtle 
abound. But surely there are 
more #ownvoices creators who 
can craft authentic, respectful, and instantly recognizable 
animal mirrors for children reading from the margins.

It’s time to decolonize the animal kingdom, too. —V.S.

Vicky Smith is the children’s editor.

#WeNeedDiverseTalkingAnimals

Photo courtesy Leah O
verstreet
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problem with this album of 26 more marvelous mammals from 
around the world: not “fancy-pants lions” but “the little guys” 
from “the big world of wildlife.” From the tree-dwelling dingiso 
of New Guinea (a “teddy bear kangaroo”) to the Celebes crested 
macaque (a “monkey with a mohawk”), the British author/illus-
trator has chosen curious creatures that are likely to appeal 
to middle-grade animal lovers everywhere. Some, such as the 
Syrian brown bear or the Indian giant squirrel, are unfamiliar 
variants of familiar species; others, like the shrewlike black and 
rufous sengi of eastern Africa or the Altai argali (a huge Mongo-
lian sheep), are likely to be totally new. An engaging, informal 
text introduces the highlighted species and sometimes some 
similar relatives; boxed fast facts include a map of the animal’s 
range and, crucially, its International Union for Conservation of 
Nature Red List status, from data deficient or least concern to 
critically endangered. Dialogue balloons of animal commentary 
add humor throughout, even in the helpful and entertaining 
glossary. The illustrations include at least one relatively realistic 
portrait of each spotlighted animal as well as cartoony treat-
ments. Page numbers and thumbnails in the table of contents 
add to the informational value of this lighthearted reminder of 
a serious environmental concern.

A welcome, equally successful companion to Lesser 
Spotted Animals. (Informational picture book. 7-10)

THE TROUBLE WITH 
SHOOTING STARS
Cannistra, Meg
Simon & Schuster (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-5344-2896-6  

A 12-year-old with severe facial burns 
hides from the world—until she meets 
the new neighbors, who fly a magic zep-
pelin and babysit infant stars.

The accident that burned Luna and 
left her father unable to walk sapped all joy from her life. A com-
pression mask covering half her face is both uncomfortable and 
weird looking. With Luna’s arm injuries, even drawing brings 
pain. Her large Italian American family loves her, but their dis-
gusted pity at her facial difference only enhances her panic and 
shame. Late one night, Luna spies new people moving into the 
house next door. When Luna follows these new kids into the 
woods behind her Staten Island home, she discovers them car-
ing for baby stars, and Alessandro and Chiara bring Luna into 
their world. During the day, narrator Luna is a terrified girl with 
an overprotective mother, unwilling to speak even with her best 
friend. But by night, she’s one of the spazzatrici, polishing the 
sky. Readers familiar with disability tropes will anticipate Luna’s 
choice: Will she use a star’s magic to wish herself uninjured, or 
will she learn that the true magic was inside her all along? While 
Luna’s journey attempts to avoid the shopworn magical-cure 
trope, it does not wholly succeed; her happy ending requires 
discovering not just inner, but also outer beauty. The primary 
cast is an all-white one.

Sweet and heartwarming—but unsettlingly conflicted. 
(Fantasy. 8-11)

EACH TINY SPARK 
Cartaya, Pablo
Kokila (336 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-0-451-47972-3  

A nuanced novel about a neurodi-
verse preteen’s political and social awak-
ening by a Pura Belpré Honor–winning 
author.

Sixth grader Emilia Rosa Torres 
sometimes has a hard time keeping up 

with schoolwork and concentrating on one thing at a time, but 
her software-developer mother and superinvolved abuelita help 
her keep on task. Days before her father’s return to their Atlanta 
suburb from his most recent deployment, her mother goes on 
a business trip, leaving the middle schooler to juggle his mood 
swings, her friend troubles, and her looming assignments all on 
her own. When a social studies project opens her eyes to injus-
tices past and present, Emilia begins to find her voice and use it 
to make an impact on her community. Writing with sensitivity 
and respectful complexity, Cartaya tackles weighty issues, such 
as immigration, PTSD, and microaggressions, through the lens 
of a budding tinkerer and activist who has ADHD. The mem-
bers of this Cuban American family don’t all practice the same 
religion, with Emilia’s Catholic grandmother faithfully attend-
ing Mass multiple times a week and the protagonist’s mother 
celebrating her culture’s Yoruba roots with Santería. Conver-
sations on race and gender crop up through the narrative as 
Emilia’s grandmother likes to emphasize her family’s European 
heritage—Emilia can pass as white, with her fair complexion, 
light eyes and auburn hair. All of these larger issues are effort-
lessly woven in with skill and humor, as is the Spanish her family 
easily mixes with English.

A pitch-perfect middle-grade novel that insightfully 
explores timely topics with authenticity and warmth. 
(author’s note) (Fiction. 9-12)

DOUGH BOYS
Chase, Paula
Greenwillow (336 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-0-06-269181-1  

The companion to So Done (2018) 
focuses its lens on the complicated 
friendship between Simp and Rollie as 
they strive to make their mark despite 
the threatening pressures of their 
surroundings.

Deontae “Simp” Wright and Roland “Rollie” Matthews 
came up together between the rec center and the basketball 

Writing with sensitivity and respectful complexity, 
Cartaya tackles weighty issues.

each tiny spark
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courts of their Pirates Cove neighborhood. It’s always been a 
breeze, kickin’ it and preparing to rep the Cove on its legend-
ary basketball team, the Marauders. Except now, they realize 
how complicated it is playing for the ’Rauders, as Coach Tez 
also expects them to take up other responsibilities, like play-
ing lookout for Tez’s investments in the local drug game. For 
Simp, this come-up represents where he needs to be, because 
he’s 13 and has to help take care of his brothers while his mother 
constantly works to stay afloat. On the other hand, Rollie feels 
torn between being there for his homeboy Simp and stepping 
away from the burdens of being a ’Rauder in favor of his grow-
ing obsession for playing the drums. What will he do when 
music teacher Mr. B presents him with an opportunity of a life-
time? As in her previous book, Chase displays her signature flair 
for conveying black youths’ language of intimacy even as she 
refuses the inaccurate yet popular theory that complex ethical 
entanglements cannot be engaged in middle-grade fiction.

A thoughtful exploration of the soul-fulfilling heavi-
ness of life in black urban communities. (Fiction. 8-13)

HEROISM BEGINS WITH HER
Inspiring Stories of Bold, 
Brave, and Gutsy Women in 
the U.S. Military
Conkling, Winifred
Illus. by Kuo, Julia
Harper/HarperCollins (240 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-0-06-284741-6  

Throughout the history of the Unites 
States, brave women have chosen to serve in the armed forces, 
at first in secret but more recently achieving very visible success 
and responsibility.

Conkling provides brief, accurate biographies—often a couple 
of pages long—of 72 women who have served, divided chronologi-
cally with an emphasis on the periods of America’s wars. At first, 
there are, of course, few women to focus on; those that served 
in early wars were often disguised as men, and few are well docu-
mented. When available, each biography includes a photograph or 
Kuo’s neat drawing of the woman, information about her childhood 
and education, highlights of her service, a list of medals awarded to 
her, and a notation of her cause and date of death. Some of the 
tales are broken up by sidebars, but these are rarely long enough to 
be disruptive and provide interesting additional details. As the text 
moves into the modern era and the number of biographies per sec-
tion grows, however, the repetitive format becomes increasingly 
tedious. While all the women merit attention, only steadfast read-
ers are likely to last until the end, perhaps making this volume best 
suited to readers who like to dip in and out. However, it’s reward-
ing to see—in such detail—how women’s duties and responsibili-
ties in the military have grown over time. The biographees are a 
nice mixture of various races. Excellent backmatter, including a 
timeline and chart of ranks, rounds out this effort.

An in-depth examination for a motivated audience or 
dedicated browsers. (Collective biography. 10-14)

AWESOME DOG 5000
Dean, Justin
Illus. by the author
Random House (208 pp.) 
$13.99  |  $16.99 PLB  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-0-525-64481-1
978-0-525-64483-5) PLB 
Series: Awesome Dog 5000, 1 

A boy and his friends—including a 
robot dog—face off against the villain-
ous Dr. Crazybrains.

New kid Marty Fontana wants to avoid the dreaded dork 
label at his new school—so naturally, everything goes wrong 
in comedically humiliating ways. But standard dork-versus-
cool tropes (such as lunch-table–codified social hierarchy) are 
freshened by amplifying the silliness to new heights (archetypal 
cool kid Shades sleeps wearing sunglasses to “look cool in his 
dreams”). The Zeroes Marty ends up befriending are genuinely 
nice: upbeat, friendly, fact-loving Ralph Rogers and proud-to-
be-different daredevil Skyler Kwon. Even better, they like Mar-
ty’s favorite video game, Sheriff Turbo-Karate, and they all find 
virtual success via team-up. Celebrating, they discover Awe-
some Dog 5000, a robot left behind by a mysteriously vanished 
scientist. When Awesome Dog and Marty accidentally wreck 
Dr. Crazybrains’ birthday party, the pernicious potion-maker 
(so evil he dubs his butler Mr. Poopsie) vows vengeance. Said 
vengeance has a few hiccups, but once he captures Marty it’s up 
to the Zeroes and Awesome Dog 5000 to save him. The final 
battle is cartoonishly ridiculous. The binary moral (coolness is 
bad/dorkiness is good) is expected, so it’s good the jokes are so 
far out there. All characters appear light-skinned in the black-
and-white illustrations; Skyler is coded Asian. The cartoon art 
(with a surprise at the end) emphasizes the cockamamie, fart-
joke–heavy humor. 

Ludicrously juvenile, just the way its audience likes it. 
(Science fiction. 7-11)

BUNNY IN THE MIDDLE
Denise, Anika
Illus. by Denise, Christopher
Christy Ottaviano/Henry Holt (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-1-250-12036-6  

Birth order matters—or does it?
Ostensibly written to reassure middle 

children, this sweet picture book acknowl-
edges the special place each sibling occupies in a family. Middle 
kids are lucky to have someone bigger to help them—and some-
one smaller who needs them. They know how to assert them-
selves when their opinions are important; how to relent when a 
battle isn’t worth it; and how to negotiate conflicts to make all 
siblings equally happy. Sometimes middles lead; sometimes they 
follow; and sometimes they forge their own paths. When you’re 
in the middle, “you’re not too small for the big stuff ” (going to 

Kids will savor adorable details.
bunny in the middle
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school) “and not too big for the small stuff ” (playing with a doll-
house). Life’s not always rosy, though; think hand-me-downs 
and shared bedrooms. But here’s the thing: “The best part of 
middle is… / you are loved all around.” What’s better than that? 
The child-appealing, expressive illustrations, rendered in pencil 
and computer enhanced, are delightful, depicting three plump, 
brown, floppy-eared, large-eyed bunnies cozily engaged in 
familiar activities (baking, playing, hiking, reading, snuggling). 
Kids will savor adorable details, such as children’s artwork on a 
bedroom wall and winsome animal students lined up for school 
in a tree. The second-person address avoids explicitly gender-
ing the characters, and their activities are nicely varied. When 
portrayed on scooters, the bunnies wear helmets. 

Charming and comforting. (Picture book. 3-6)

CHIRRI & CHIRRA, 
UNDERGROUND
Doi, Kaya
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Boyd, David
Enchanted Lion Books (40 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-1-59270-244-2 
Series: Chirri & Chirra, 4 

In this Japanese import, the winsome, bike-riding twins 
from Chirri & Chirra in the Tall Grass (2017) are back for another 
gently surreal adventure.

“Dring-dring, dring-dring!” Upon hearing mysterious noises 
from the cellar, Chirri and Chirra hop on their bikes and pedal 
into a hole they find dug into one of its walls. They come across 

“an underground peanut farm” worked entirely by industrious 
moles, who harvest, shell, roast, and package the legumes. After 
enjoying “two cones of peanut soft-serve, warm and fresh as 
can be,” Chirri and Chirra are off again, stopping in “an under-
ground flower garden” tended by mayflies and pedaling beneath 
a vegetable garden—parsnips, a turnip, leeks, carrots, and beets 
can be seen in cross-section—before finding their quarry: three 
badger children who took a wrong turn into their cellar and 
their parents. The badgers lead them to an underground lake 
for a boat ride before offering them a meal of “fried root veg-
etables” and “blue soup” and finally digging them a new tunnel 
up into the pink dawn. Doi employs her trademark approach, 
soft colored pencils on textured paper giving the illustrations 
the cozy appearance of lithographs, a mood furthered by the 
book’s diminutive trim. The twins are identical, with black 
pageboys, dot eyes, pudgy, rosy cheeks, and Mona Lisa smiles; 
their delight in the wonders they encounter is pure, unquestion-
ing, and totally infectious.

Another charmer. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE SPACESUIT 
How a Seamstress 
Helped Put Man on the 
Moon
Donald, Alison
Illus. by Landy, Ariel
Maverick Publishing (36 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 18, 2019
978-1-84886-415-3  

Who would have guessed from standard-issue histories 
of the space race that the spacesuits worn on the moon were 
largely the work of women employed by the manufacturer of 
Playtex bras and lines of baby wear?

Here, in a profile that laudably focuses on her subject’s 
unusual skills, dedicated work ethic, and uncommon atten-
tion to detail rather than her gender or family life, Donald 
takes Eleanor “Ellie” Foraker from childhood fascination with 
needle and thread to work at ILC Dover, then on to the team 
that created the safe, flexible A7L spacesuit—beating out firms 
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of military designers and engineers to win a NASA competi-
tion. Though the author clearly attempts to steer clear of sex-
ist language, she still leaves Foraker and her co-workers dubbed 

“seamstresses” throughout and “engineer” rather unfairly (all 
so designated presenting male here) defined in the glossary as 

“someone who designs and makes things.” Still, her descriptions 
of the suit’s concepts and construction are clear and specific 
enough to give readers a real appreciation for the technical chal-
lenges that were faced and solved. Landy gives the figures in her 
cleanly drawn illustrations individual features along with period 
hair and clothing, varying skin tones so that though most are 
white, at least two are women of color. 

An outstanding contribution to the recent spate of 
reminders that women too helped send men to the moon. 
(Informational picture book. 7-9)

THE FRIENDSHIP LIE
Donnelly, Rebecca
Illus. by Kaulitzki, Ramona
Capstone Editions (272 pp.) 
$15.95  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-1-68446-061-8  

Donnelly uses the backdrop of envi-
ronmental awareness and real locations 
in San Francisco to convey the sheer 
exhaustion of emotional labor.

Eleven-year-old Cora Davis and her twin, Kyle, both white, 
formed a tight triad with fellow 11-year-old Sybella Seward, 
who is biracial black/white, back in second grade based on 
their shared birthdays, their parents’ professional camaraderie 
at UC Berkeley, and Sybella’s intuitive understanding of the 
twins’ imaginary world of Aquafaba. It’s so strong that teach-
ers at Thurgood Marshall Elementary remark that they need 
to make other friends. But their triad becomes an involuntary 
quad in fifth grade with increasingly pushy, bragging Marnie 
Stoll, a white female transfer student. Sybella seems to befriend 
Marnie, and Cora becomes increasingly passive-aggressive as 
her jealousy mounts and the kids become involved in a school 
sustainability project. That introverted Cora is also dealing 
with her parents’ divorce and signs of possible depression exac-
erbates the falling-out. A good portion of the book consists of 
laborious flashbacks establishing how the characters got to this 
point. Though the author matter-of-factly describes the inter-
racial camaraderie among the characters, she also commits the 
tiring, United States–old mistake of forcing the only girl of 
color to use her emotional maturity and intelligence to manage 
the two white girls’ immaturity and emotional issues. Sybella’s 
third-person perspective only occasionally punctuates Cora’s 
tightly focused narrative, compounding the problem.

A bad look indeed. (Fiction. 10-13)

LET ME FIX THAT FOR YOU
Erlbaum, Janice
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-0-374-30810-0  

An inventive seventh grade fixer dis-
covers the downside of solving others’ 
problems.

Since their mother left their fam-
ily, over a year ago, narrator Gladys, 12, 
and her sisters—popular Mabel, 16, and 

brainy Agnes, 9—have longed for her return. Their hardwork-
ing lawyer dad can’t replace what’s missing. Glad discovered 
her problem-solving skills three years earlier, when their mom 
needed an excuse for forgetting Agnes at school. Now, Glad 
regularly finds excuses for Mabel and provides desperate class-
mates with cover stories. She helps one sustain belief in a ficti-
tious Canadian boyfriend; makes up excuses for another to miss 
band practice; and assists a third in shedding the girly school 
apparel her grandma insists on for the T-shirts and jeans she pre-
fers. Trustworthy, dependable Glad never extracts payment for 
her efforts. A few friends would be nice, yet popularity eludes 
her. Her only lunch-table companion remains grade-skipping 

“Harry Homework,” 10, who assists classmates with homework 
(André, the Anti-Bullying Aardvark notwithstanding) to avoid 
harassment. As Glad is asked to invent more-complicated fixes, 
school administrators are becoming suspicious. Planning for 
Mom’s promised visit presents another challenge: keeping Dad 
from dating until then. Ably assisted by a diverse cast of charac-
ters, Glad (who, like her family, is white) discovers that learning 
how to solve one’s own problems is necessary to avoid making 
them again.

Smart, insightful, poignant—leavening brutal, middle 
school realities with wry humor. (Fiction. 10-14)

LET’S PLAY, CRABBY!
Fenske, Jonathan
Illus. by the author
Scholastic (48 pp.) 
$23.99  |  $4.99 paper  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-338-28157-6
978-1-338-28155-2 paper 
Series: Crabby Book, 2 

The grumpy crab and cheerful plank-
ton are back for another four chapters of miscommunication 
following series opener Hello, Crabby! (2019).

Once again, Crabby just wants a day at the beach: “The 
wind in my face. / The spray in my eyes. / The kelp in my claws. 
/ It is enough to make a crab crabby.” Sociable Plankton tries to 
get Crabby to play familiar childhood games: guess who, Simon 
says, hide-and-seek, and tag. In each short chapter, Crabby and 
Plankton’s repartee, loaded with double meanings, leads to 
misunderstandings that new readers will easily understand. For 
example, when Plankton proclaims, “YAY! We can play Simon 
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Says!” Crabby replies, “Who is Simon?” Finally they agree to 
play Crabby says. Of course, Crabby’s first command is “Crabby 
says— / stop playing Crabby Says!” Color-coded speech bubbles 
make following their arguments easy. Appropriately repetitive 
dialogue-only text, uncluttered backgrounds, and a small trim 
size help new readers make the transition to longer books. 
Throughout, Crabby and Plankton remain true to their perso-
nas. Crabby is grumpy but polite—not actively mean. The per-
sistent Plankton, though increasingly exasperated, is ultimately 
patient. Neither abandons civility and courtesy just because 
they have different interests or styles. 

Crabby’s and Plankton’s attempts at understanding 
and friendship provide good examples for beginning read-
ers. (Graphic early reader. 4-6)

THE CRYPTID KEEPER
Fisher, Lija
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-0-374-30556-7 
Series: Cryptid Catcher, 2 

Clivo Wren and the Myth Blasters 
continue their search for an immortal 
cryptid following series opener The Cryp-
tid Catcher (2018).

When Clivo’s father was killed by a 
rival cryptid hunter, the 13-year-old took up the search, bank-
rolled by curmudgeonly and mysterious Douglas Chancery. First 
Russia’s Vodyanoy turns out not to be immortal…then Egypt’s 
Salawa. When the Blasters discover that the cryptids Clivo has 
tested have disappeared, they use the satellite at the SETI–like 
institute where Clivo’s best friend’s dad works to find the miss-
ing mythological beasts. It appears that someone has gathered 
them together, but why? Can the Myth Blasters rescue the 

Fans of the first will enjoy.
the cryptid keeper
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captive cryptids and find the immortal one before the baddies 
do? Fisher’s concluding volume in her duology is very similar to 
the first. The bad guy’s a bit obvious, though the degree of his 
badness is a nice surprise. The freedom enjoyed by the young 
characters (his pals’ parents think they are attending a math and 
science camp held in Clivo’s secluded Colorado home, where 
he lives with salsa-dancing Aunt Pearl) is a bit unbelievable, but 
their jokes will land for the target audience. Clivo is white, and 
his friends cover the racial spectrum.

Fans of the first will enjoy; readers new to the series 
should go back to Volume 1 before moving on to this. (Fantasy. 
9-12)

THE SEEKERS
Hari & Deepti
Illus. by the authors
Knopf (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-5247-0152-9
978-1-5247-0153-6 PLB  

According to legend, the fictional valley of Krum is guarded 
by the Silver Fox and the Fire Wolf, the spirits of ice and fire 
respectively. 

The villagers of Krum lead a pleasant if simple life, foraging 
for crown-shell snails for their food by day and at night return-
ing to their homes among the treetops. Mio and Nao are (adult) 
siblings who live atop the tallest tree, and although they are very 
different from each other, they are the best foragers in Krum. 
One day, Nao finds a magic jewel inside one of the shells, and 
she decides to wear it around her neck. However, this act seems 
to change the world: The sky darkens, the river runs more slowly, 
and there are increasingly fewer snails to gather—until there are 
none left. Led by Mio’s wisdom and Nao’s bravery, the villagers 
of Krum go on a quest to restore balance to their land. Hari and 
Deepti’s narrative reads like a folktale. Although the storyline 
isn’t particularly original, the tale highlights the importance of 
environmental awareness and sensitivity and cautions against 
greed. The white type against a black background strikingly 
sets off the bold and beautiful illustrations. Mostly silhouettes 
against a kaleidoscope of vibrant colors, they are full of move-
ment and pattern, the roots and branches of trees reinforcing 
the sense of a web of life.

The significant subtext and captivating illustrations 
make this original tale a great teaching tool for educators 
and librarians. (Picture book. 5-8)

SCARY STORIES FOR 
YOUNG FOXES
Heidicker, Christian McKay
Illus. by Wu, Junyi
Henry Holt (320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-250-18142-8  

Two young foxes struggle to sur-
vive predators, the elements, and their 
families.

In a frame, seven fox kits are eager to 
hear some scary stories. For “a story so frightening it will put 
the white in your tail,” their mother sends them to “the old sto-
ryteller,” an elderly fox in a cavern, who proceeds to spin a tale 
of vulpine horror. At first the stories seem unrelated; Mia is sep-
arated from her loving family, while Uly is exiled. Soon the kits’ 
stories intertwine as the horrors they survive increase and mul-
tiply. After a rocky start prosewise (repetitive adjectives, slightly 
ornate descriptions), the story picks up, and the “scary stories” 
border on downright disturbing. There’s domestic horror—Mia 
survives an encounter with her beloved teacher, who’s gone 
rabid, and Uly is terrorized by his sisters and father because he’s 
disabled. Later Mia is trapped by Beatrix Potter, who murders 
animals after using them as inspiration for her stories, and Uly 
is attacked by a Golgathursh, “a whirlwind of scaly limbs.” Ethe-
real sketches in what looks like charcoal add to the atmosphere, 
with appealing fox kits set against menacing backgrounds. The 
stomach-clenching fear and suspense are resolved by a happy 
ending, but some readers—sensitive animal lovers especially—
may have a hard time reaching it. Similarly, the abuse that Uly 
faces from his family due to his disability may be painful to read.

Dark and skillfully distressing, this is a story for the 
bold. (Horror. 9-14)

THE BRAVE CYCLIST
The True Story of a 
Holocaust Hero
Hoffman, Amalia
Illus. by Fedele, Chiara
Capstone Editions (40 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-1-68446-063-2  

An extraordinary athlete was also an extraordinary hero.
Gino Bartali grew up in Florence, Italy, loving everything 

about riding bicycles. After years of studying them and years 
of endurance training, he won the 1938 Tour de France. His 
triumph was muted by the outbreak of World War II, dur-
ing which Mussolini followed Hitler in the establishment of 
anti-Jewish laws. In the middle years of the conflict, Bartali 
was enlisted by a cardinal of the Italian church to help Jews by 
becoming a document courier. His skill as a cyclist and his fame 
helped him elude capture until 1944. When the war ended, he 
kept his clandestine efforts private and went on to win another 
Tour de France in 1948. The author’s afterword explains why his 

White type against a black background strikingly
sets off the bold and beautiful illustrations.

the seekers
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work was unknown. Yad Vashem, the Israeli Holocaust museum, 
honored him as a Righteous Among the Nations in 2013. Bar-
tali’s is a life well worth knowing and well worthy of esteem. 
Fedele’s illustrations in mostly dark hues will appeal to sports 
fans with their action-oriented scenes. Young readers of World 
War II stories will gain an understanding from the somber war-
time pages. 

What makes one person step into danger to help oth-
ers? A question worthy of discussion, with this title as an 
admirable springboard. (photograph, select bibliography, 
source notes) (Picture book/biography. 7-10)

HIDE AND PEEK
Houran, Lori Haskins
Illus. by Willmore, Alex
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-0-8075-7208-5 
Series: Animal Time 

With a loud “Eek!” an ostrich named 
Bird hides its head in the sand at every 

“peep.” 
Elephant encourages ostrich to 

“Peek, Bird!” The originator of the “peep” turns out to be only 
the friendly Ape. This simple scenario is repeated when Sloth 
peeps, but when it’s a mouse that peeps, Elephant is the one 
crying, “EEEEEEK!” Now it’s Bird’s turn to encourage Ele-
phant to “peek,” before all the animals play a game of hide-
and-seek. In companion title Stop, Fox! the action focuses on 
the talkative Fox, who bothers Bird, Ape, and Cub (a bear) 
with incessant chatter. But Fox’s talking puts Sloth to sleep. 
The uncluttered layout in both titles is a plus, but the artwork 
is otherwise undistinguished. The simply rendered animals 
have a generic look that nevertheless may result in confusion. 
Ape, for instance, has a tail even though apes are tailless, and 
masked Sloth may well easily be initially mistaken for a rac-
coon. Bird has an ostrich’s characteristically luxuriant lashlike 
fringe at the eyes and is the only animal gendered female in 
the publisher copy (no characters are gendered in the text). 
The sentences are brief and repetitive, but the text’s brevity 
means that words may not be repeated frequently enough to 
be absorbed by the youngest readers. Hide and Peek uses just 
17 words with three basic sentence patterns. The 30-word 
story in Stop, Fox! is more fully developed, with sentences and 
phrases repeated more frequently. 

A slight story that’s more useful than it is satisfying. 
(Early reader. 4-7) (Stop, Fox!: 978-0-8075-7209-2)

MY GRANDMA AND ME 
Javaherbin, Mina
Illus. by Yankey, Lindsey
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-7636-9494-4  

Love, childhood adventures, religion, 
and tradition are the centerpieces of 
this book about the author and her late 

grandmother, with whom she grew up in the same household in 
pre-revolutionary Iran.

The narrator joins her grandmother, whom she loves dearly, 
in everything as she goes about her day. When grandma sweeps, 
she does too; when grandma wakes up for prayer at dawn, she 
does too; and when grandma sews herself a chador, she helps, 
even if nominally. The delicately lined illustrations gracefully 
evince both the mundane and the magic in the details of the 
narrator’s everyday life as a child: the boy delivering towers of 
bread on his bike; Ramadan meals with her grandma, both at 
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IN THE HERO NEXT DOOR, THE WRITER ASSEMBLES AN INTENTIONALLY 
DIVERSE COLLECTION OF STORIES 
By Vicky Smith

In The Hero Next Door (July 19), the forthcoming We 
Need Diverse Books collection, editor Olugbemisola 
Rhuday-Perkovich gathers 13 original short stories by 
Indigenous authors and authors of color exploring myr-
iad variations on the concept of heroism. Our reviewer 
calls it “a stellar collection that, in celebrating heroes, 
helps readers find the universal in the specific.” Rhu-
day-Perkovich answered our questions by email. (This 
Q-and-A has been edited for length; please check our 
website for the complete version.)

How did you arrive at the notion of heroism as 
your organizing theme?
[We Need Diverse Books CEO] Ellen Oh first ap-
proached me with the idea of “everyday heroes” as a 
theme for the next WNDB anthology and said that 
she was inspired by my novel 8th Grade Super Zero. I 
was surprised, because I always think of that as a sto-
ry of “regular” kids just being themselves in New York 

City—and (duh) that was Ellen’s point. To move away 
from the concept of a “hero” as an individual who is 

“more than” and toward the idea that we can find ex-
traordinary levels of courage and love in the ordinary 
things that we do and are and that can be, in a sense, 
heroic. That’s something that is deeply embedded in 
the way that I think about my work.

Do you remember when you yourself moved 
past superheroes and celebrities to a more ex-
pansive understanding of “hero”?
I always saw my family as heroic. Both of my parents 
were immigrants who worked incredibly hard to build 
beautiful lives—for themselves, for extended family 
and community—in this country that was often hos-
tile, while always maintaining a connection to and 
deep pride in their homelands; they instilled that in us 
as well. I could go on and on, but one example is one of 
my grandfathers: From a very young age, I was in awe 
of this man who had been unable to go to school be-
yond third grade and went on to work as a tailor, a taxi 
driver, a professional baker, and more, often all at once, 
to support his family, and was one of the most well-
read people I’ll ever know. He seemed like he could do 
anything. My family members, my ancestors, have al-
ways been luminous examples of the power of being 
exactly who you are and letting that guide you toward 
service and community.

You’ve assembled quite the dream team with your 
contributors. How did it feel to give direction to 
and edit these literary heroes?
I wish you could see me smiling right now. I mean, 
look at that lineup! It was an absolute joy to work 
with each and every one of these contributors. They 
all know, love, and have a deep respect for the middle-
grade audience. I was thoroughly spoiled and hum-
bled by this experience.

Photo courtesy Peter Konerko

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Olugbemisola Rhuday-Perkovich
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home and at the mosque; and playtime with her friend Annette 
while both of their grandmothers chat, knit blankets, and drink 
coffee. This sweet story is intermingled naturally with details 
about Iranian and Islamic traditions and values and supported 
by such visuals as an easy mix of traditional and Western attire 
and thoughtful inclusion of Persian design elements. It peaks 
in a moment of solidarity between the two grandmothers, each 
praying for the other to go to heaven, but via their different 
Muslim and Christian religions: a poignant, inclusive note. In 
its celebration of specific manifestations of universal love, this 
is highly recommended for families and educators, Muslim and 
non- alike, looking to teach children about Islam.

A deep and beautiful book modeling grandmothers as 
heroines. (Picture book. 4-9)

WHAT IF EVERYBODY 
THOUGHT THAT?
Javernick, Ellen
Illus. by Madden, Colleen M. 
Two Lions (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-5420-9137-4 
Series: What If Everybody? 

Thinking mean-spirited thoughts can be just as damaging as 
saying them out loud.

Javernick and Madden pair up once again (What If Everybody 
Did That?, 2010 and What If Everybody Said That?, 2018), this time 
to address bullying in a school setting. One hopes that all schools 
are diverse with regard to both culture and ability, but it can 
be difficult to help students see beyond differences. Javernick 
poses scenarios in which children exhibit varying physical dis-
abilities, learning disabilities, medical conditions, and more. A 
group of children is often depicted scrutinizing one (four taller 
kids in gym class look to a shorter one, thinking, “He’s too little 
to play basketball” and “He’ll NEVER get that ball in the hoop”) 
as the titular phrase asks, “What if EVERYBODY thought 
that?” The following spread reads, “They might be wrong” as 
vignettes show the tiny tot zipping around everyone and scor-
ing. If one sees someone using a wheelchair and automatically 
thinks, “Too bad she can’t be in the relay race”—well, “they 
might be wrong.” The (literal) flipside offered to each scenario 
teaches children to be aware of these automatic assumptions 
and hopefully change perceptions. Madden’s mixed-media illus-
trations show a diverse array of characters and have intentional, 
positive messages hidden within, sometimes scratched in chalk 
on the ground or hanging up in a frame on a classroom wall.

Thoughts always inform actions; if we can help young-
sters see individuals instead of differences, there’s hope. 
(Picture book. 3-8)

I’m not going to ask you which story is your favor-
ite, but I am wondering if there are one or two in 
particular that surprised you? How?
Every time a story came in, I got a thrill—I had no 
idea what to expect, so I was surprised each time. We 
had a very broad prompt; no one was predictable or 
stale. I love that we have such a deep and wide vari-
ety of stories, of characters, of moods…and they are 
each examples of how the particular can also illumi-
nate universal themes, emotions, and experiences. It 
was wonderful to work with [the WNDB short story] 
contest winner Suma Subramaniam. She was so com-
mitted to crafting a story that was honest about the 
pain that many experience but also a celebration of 
young people’s strength and resilience. 

The Hero Next Door received a starred review in the 
April 15, 2019, issue.  



9 8   |   1 5  m a y  2 0 1 9   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

REACHING FOR 
THE MOON 
The Autobiography 
of NASA Mathematician 
Katherine Johnson
Johnson, Katherine
Atheneum (256 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-1-5344-4083-8  

Much has been written about the 
black women mathematicians who 

worked behind the scenes at NASA; now young readers can 
hear Katherine Johnson’s story in her own words.

Johnson begins her autobiography with her decision, at 
the age of 4, to start attending school with her brother so she 
could help him with his math. Impressed, the teacher opened 
a kindergarten class, but soon Katherine was skipping entire 
grades. Her family relocated so that she and her siblings could 
attend high school and college (beyond seventh grade, there 
was no school for “colored” youth in their hometown). Johnson 
graduated college at 18 with degrees in French and mathematics 
before going on to teach and pursue her now-famous career at 
NASA, yet she comes across as humble and warm, passing on 
to her children the refrain her father taught her as inoculation 
against racism: “You are no better than anyone else, but nobody 
else is better than you.” Johnson describes the culture and way 
of life in each of the places where she lived and worked, with 
an honest portrayal of the common racial injustices and indig-
nities alongside the shared humanity that also existed. She art-
fully weaves in the heart of how African American communities 
have survived and advanced—through “self-help and sacrificing” 
for the next generation. Her writing style is comfortable and 
conversational, making the book feel like a visit over tea that 
you wish would never end. 

From a long-lived American legend, this rich volume is 
a national treasure. (Memoir. 9-adult)

PENCILS, PENS & BRUSHES
A Great Girls’ Guide to Disney 
Animation
Johnson, Mindy
Illus. by Bove, Lorelay
Disney Press (80 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-368-02868-4  

Minibiographies of women behind 
Disney animation highlight their skill sets and unique contribu-
tions to the enterprise. 

For each entry, two pages of text describe the woman’s 
background, skills, and place in Disney history; one cartoon 
illustration represents her at work; and one page highlights 
an inspirational, rhyming couplet set in large display type. “By 
improving the quality of work that we do, / Great Girls accom-
plish so much that is new,” supposedly sums up the work of 

color innovator Hazel Sewell, for instance. Some of the women 
are noted more for accomplishments unrelated to their work at 
Disney (such as a section about women who also flew planes). 
Japanese American artist Gyo Fujikawa and Cuban artist Berta 

“Bea” Tamargo are the only women of color represented. The 
illustrations are attractive, and each story contains valuable 
information to educate and inspire. Unfortunately, the text lay-
out and lackluster writing make it difficult for those who are 
not industrial-strength Disney fans to persevere. Frequent ref-
erences to specialized roles and processes defer explanation to a 
closing glossary, which acts as a further deterrent to casual read-
ers. The insistent use of “Great Girls” to refer to these women 
disappointingly diminishes the importance of their work.

A treasure for a niche; disappointing for most. (time-
line) (Collective biography. 10-12)

LET’S SCARE BEAR
Katakawa, Yuko
Illus. by the author
Holiday House (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-0-8234-3953-9  

Four friends take turns trying to 
scare Bear.

Mouse, Fox, Snake, and Spider love manju cake, a Japanese 
steamed bun with sweet filling. As they’re about to enjoy a 
manju feast, Bear thumps by. Seeing as Bear is the biggest and 
bravest animal around, the four friends decide to scare him. 
Fox goes first, baring his sharp teeth, but Bear just flashes his 
teeth back. Spider, Snake, and Mouse follow with their tricks, 
but nothing can scare Bear. Finally, Bear says only one thing 
scares him: manju cakes. While Bear hides in his cave at the 
very thought, the four friends attempt to scare Bear one last 
time—but Bear plays the best trick of all. Katakawa’s debut 
picture book is a funny tale of silly scare tactics and tricks. 
Based on a classic Japanese rakugo tale called “Manju Kowai,” 
Katakawa’s telling emphasizes cute animals and a one-line 
lesson that sharing may be better than scaring. The friendly, 
cartoon illustrations are bold and lively. Using digital draw-
ing techniques, Katakawa adds movement and depth to the 
images as well as small details (Snake’s spectacles, Mouse’s 
overalls, Spider’s web-written dialogue) that add fun and con-
text to the short text. 

A fun twist on a tale from Japanese oral storytelling tra-
dition, great for reading aloud. (Picture book. 4-8)

The book feels like a visit over tea that
you wish would never end.

reaching for the moon
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NIKKI TESLA AND THE 
FERRET-PROOF 
DEATH RAY 
Keating, Jess
Illus. by Marlin, Lissy
Scholastic (288 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-1-338-29521-4 
Series: Elements of Genius, 1 

The Genius Academy turns out to 
be about more than dull classwork, as a 

lonely young inventor discovers.
Unable, despite her mother’s earnest pleas, to stop concoct-

ing devices like the death ray that blows a hole through the 
floor, Nikola reluctantly agrees to be shipped off to a (supposed) 
boarding school for geniuses. Hardly has she arrived, though, 
than the death ray is stolen and Nikki discovers that she and 
her six classmates are actually a team of secret agents employed 
to save the world on a regular basis. Fortunately, the young folk 
are an unusually talented bunch. Unfortunately, Nikki has a lot 
to learn about teamwork, trust, and friendship before the trail 
of clues dropped by the thief leads to a tense and twisty climax. 
Cleverly modeling her preteen cast on a gallery of historical 
geniuses, Keating has done her homework: Nikki reflects her 
near namesake not only in her work on electrical inventions, 
but also in other respects from eidetic memory to deep-seated 
distrust of others. Likewise, her associates include sharply 
observant Mary Shelley, musical and math prodigy Adam “Mo” 
Mozart, biology whiz Charlotte Darwin, and multiskilled Leo 
da Vinci. The white default is in place, but the kids’ adult over-
seer has dark skin, and in Marlin’s illustrations so do Mo and 
charismatic team leader Grace O’Malley.

Full STEAM ahead on a series debut equally charged 
with personal issues and science in (dramatic) action. 
(author’s note) (Science fiction. 10-13)

FIXER THE ROBOT
Kelly, John
Illus. by the author
Faber & Faber (32 pp.) 
$15.95  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-0-5713-3636-4  

No good deed goes unpunished. Or, 
in this case, unflattened in a rockslide.

Selfless robot Fixer tools about the hills in search of robots 
in need of his repair skills. In a single day he meets up with Dug 
and his broken spade, Bull and his near-dead battery, and Gertie 
with her busted gearbox. As he repairs each and every one of 
them, Fixer sometimes gives up bits and pieces of himself to 
help them out. Unfortunately, before he can go home to recover, 
a landslide suddenly bowls him over and inters him down and 
deep. Fortunately, his friends are no ingrates. Upon noticing 
their friend’s untimely burial, the three set about using the 
gifts he gave them in an impromptu rescue. Digital art places 

Fixer and friends in a sometimes-barren, human-free landscape 
that feels distinctly out of this world. The gentle rhymes won’t 
challenge anyone’s tongue, even on a first read. While there is 
little to distinguish this from the hordes of other helpful-bot 
books on the shelves, the gentle cycle of one good deed deserv-
ing another, alongside plentiful robot action sequences, is sure 
to please both caregivers and their robot-worshiping offspring. 

A simple paean to gratitude for the mechanized and 
fleshy alike. (Picture book. 3-6)

AUNT PEARL
Kulling, Monica
Illus. by Luxbacher, Irene
Groundwood (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-77306-153-5  

Marta and Dan’s mom wants to help 
her transient sister, Pearl, who’s accustomed to couch surfing, 
hostels, and park benches.

“ ‘That’s not how it should be,’ said Mom. ‘Pearl will live with 
us.’ ” Pearl, whom the kids have never met, arrives with a loaded 
shopping cart. A man with a van brings more stuff. It fills the 
garage, the basement, and Pearl’s bedroom—conflicting with 
Mom’s penchant for tidiness. Dan reads the sentiments on Pearl’s 
hat buttons: “Normal people scare me.” Free-spirited Marta, age 
6, accompanies Pearl on garbage-day scavenging, helping provide 

“a second chance” for castoff finds. Creative Pearl engages the 
diverse kids at Dan and Marta’s day camp in decorating a salvaged 
coffee table with bottle caps—a gift for Mom. But Pearl’s hoard-
ing behavior and failed attempts to help domestically deepen the 
sisters’ discomfort. As summer turns, Pearl grows increasingly 
despondent, and one morning, she’s gone. Dan’s tearful: “Why’d 
she go?…She left her stuff.” But Marta “knew a mystery when she 
met one.” Luxbacher’s mixed-media illustrations supply visual 
clues: The buttons on Pearl’s left-behind hat are obscured with 
fabric scraps—a double-edged gift for Rose? On the table rest 
three fabric napkins—polka-dot, just like Pearl’s carry-bag. The 
ambiguity will have children and caregivers talking. Dan is dark-
haired with light brown skin; the others present as white.

A poignant look at a homeless woman and her family—a 
constellation too rarely seen. (Picture book. 4-7)

SQUEAK!
Kvasnosky, Laura McGee
Illus. by McGee, Kate Harvey
Philomel (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-0-525-51815-0  

A mouse inadvertently ignites an 
early-morning chain reaction.

As a breeze tickles his ear, a small mouse wakes with a wee 
“SQUEAK,” disturbing chipmunks in the branches above. Their 
chitter-chatter dislodges pine cones that “KERPLOP” into 
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IN STONE RIVER CROSSING, A FRIENDSHIP BETWEEN AN ENSLAVED 
BLACK BOY AND A CHOCTAW GIRL LEADS TO FREEDOM
By Rhett Morgan

For Tim Tingle, a children’s and middle-grade writ-
er who focuses on characters sharing his own Choc-
taw heritage, the No. 1 reason to write is to show 
today’s young readers that Native peoples are still 
alive and that they are modern people. “When peo-
ple mention the words ‘Indigenous Peoples,’ Ameri-
can Indian, or Native American,” Tingle says, “the 
visual images that pop up are the images from Hol-
lywood: buffaloes, teepees, headdresses....I write to 
break those stereotypes.” 

Tingle’s relationship to his heritage has evolved 
greatly over his lifetime. As a child in Texas, it was in-
formation kept strictly between family members, to 
the point that childhood friends were shocked to dis-

cover he had been inducted into his high school’s hall 
of fame as a “Choctaw author and storyteller.” As an 
adult, Tingle returned to school for a master’s degree 
focusing on Native studies and began to speak with 
Choctaws across the Southeastern United States. 

“My grandmother told me before she died that it was 
time we be proud of who we are,” Tingle says. “So I 
began to collect stories.” 

Out of years of conversations with Choctaws 
across the U.S. came his 2006 picture book, Cross-
ing Bok Chitto (illustrated by Jeanne Rorex Bridges), 
which explores Choctaws helping slaves escape to 
freedom during the Civil War via a hidden path of 
stones allowing them to cross a river. “I had been tell-
ing that story for 12 to 15 years before I wrote it,” Tin-
gle says, “but I always felt there was more to it.” In 
his latest release, Stone River Crossing (May 30), Tingle 
has gone back to finish the tale. In this new novel, he 
not only depicts Choctaws helping slaves—in partic-
ular a young boy named Lil Mo—but also what hap-
pens when Lil Mo wakes up on the other side of the 
river and is thrust into Choctaw life. 

Tingle is clear that Stone is not intended to be tak-
en as historical fiction—the novel also delves into el-
ements of magical realism—but Tingle’s ability to re-
spectfully bring this cross-cultural perspective to life 
came out of the very real stories he collected across 
the Southeast. 

While Tingle is quick to point out that he cannot 
speak for all of the many different Indigenous Ameri-
can cultures, he says that Choctaw traditions always 
called for African Americans to be readily accepted, 

Photo courtesy Lisa Reed

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Tim Tingle
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the river, prompting resting trout to leap with a “SPLISH” 
and a “SPLASH.” This awakens a sleeping elk, whose antlers 
bump a cottonwood tree with a resounding “KA-BONK!” In 
response, an eagle nesting in the tree takes flight with a “WAH-
WHOOOOSH,” waking bear cubs in a cave, which causes their 
grumpy mother to “GRRRRRRR!” A nearby wolf pack joins in 
with yips and long, drawn-out howls, triggering a bighorn lamb 
to disturb loose rocks and gravel with a “RUMBLE BUMBLE 
BOOOOOOM!” An irritated bison bellows a loud “ARRR-
GRUMMMPHH!” Soon all creatures in the valley are awake 
and participating in a boisterous cacophony. Sprightly double-
page spreads, realistically rendered with bold outlines of black 
gouache digitally colored in Photoshop, create the ideal back-
drop for this unfolding medley. From the opening spread of 
the barely visible mouse asleep beneath a towering tree fore-
grounding a vista of river, meadow, and bluffs, each page turn 
artfully leads from one amusing event to the next, highlighting 
each animal in its habitat, while prominent placement of ani-
mal sounds in large font reinforces the auditory theme. 

A delightful, onomatopoeic introduction to the inter-
active sounds of awakening animals. (Picture book. 4-7)

THE SINGING ROCK & OTHER 
BRAND-NEW FAIRY TALES
Lachenmeyer, Nathaniel
Illus. by Blocker, Simini
First Second (112 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 18, 2019
978-1-59643-750-0  

The theme of persistence (for better 
or worse) links four tales of magic, trick-

ery, and near disasters.
Lachenmeyer freely borrows familiar folkloric elements, 

subjecting them to mildly comical twists. In the nearly word-
less “Hip Hop Wish,” a frog inadvertently rubs a magic lamp 
and finds itself saddled with an importunate genie eager to 
shower it with inappropriate goods and riches. In the title tale, 
an increasingly annoyed music-hating witch transforms a per-
sistent minstrel into a still-warbling cow, horse, sheep, goat, pig, 
duck, and rock in succession—then is horrified to catch her-
self humming a tune. Athesius the sorcerer outwits Warthius, a 
rival trying to steal his spells via a parrot, by casting silly ones 
in Ig-pay Atin-lay in the third episode, and in the finale, a paint-
er’s repeated efforts to create a flattering portrait of an ogre 
king nearly get him thrown into a dungeon…until he suddenly 
understands what an ogre’s idea of “flattering” might be. The 
narratives, dialogue, and sound effects leave plenty of elbow 
room in Blocker’s big, brightly colored panels for the expres-
sive animal and human(ish) figures—most of the latter being 
light skinned except for the golden genie, the blue ogre, and 
several people of color in the “Sorcerer’s New Pet.” 

Alert readers will find the implicit morals: know your 
audience, mostly, but also never underestimate the power 
of “rock” music. (Graphic short stories. 8-10)

a fact confirmed by the many interviewees Tingle 
found who had both African and Choctaw heritage. 

“Slaves were not seen as outside people,” Tingle ex-
plains. “If [the Choctaws] helped people escape, they 
could become part of the community with marriage 
and children….They were adopted into the tribe.” 

Tingle continues to speak at schools and write 
new books to change the way that young readers 
think of contemporary Native Americans. This 
year’s later release of Doc and the Detective (Oct. 15) 
will feature a young, modern Choctaw teenager 
who solves a mystery with his elderly neighbor, add-
ing age diversity to the list of issues Tingle wants to 
tackle. But if his main objective is challenging ste-
reotypes, he hopes to do so by also sharing stories 
like Stone River Crossing: histories that will never find 
their way into a textbook. “If you dig into the Native 
past, you run into an amazing mountain of facts that 
are absolutely not taught,” he says. “I think all Na-
tive writers have that as a motivation: to tell truths 
that aren’t being told.” 

Rhett Morgan is a writer and translator based in Paris. 
Stone River Crossing received a starred review in the 

April 1, 2019, issue.
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MIDSUMMER’S MAYHEM 
LaRocca, Rajani
Illus. by Suggs, Rachel
Little Bee (352 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-4998-0888-9  

Eleven-year-old Mira “Mimi” Mack-
son is a baking prodigy from a small Mas-
sachusetts town called Comity (a thinly 
disguised Concord). 

Mimi is the youngest member of a 
large family: Her Indian American mom is a successful software 
consultant, her white dad is a renowned food writer and critic, 
and her three older siblings (all biracial, like Mimi) excel at 
acting, dance, and soccer. Although Mimi enjoys creating new 
treats for her family and experimenting with uncommon flavors, 
she sometimes feels out of place and invisible amid her accom-
plished siblings. When a new bakery in town, the While Away 
Bakery and Café, announces a baking contest for children, Mimi 
is excited to compete and show off her talents. Things get com-
plicated, however, when Mimi’s father falls under an enchant-
ment that causes him to not only lose his refined sense of taste, 
but also eat everything in sight. Loosely based on A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream and inspired by TV shows like The Great British 
Baking Show, LaRocca’s debut is original and compelling. The 
realistic characters and complex family dynamics augment the 
tightly knit plot, and the mouthwatering descriptions of food 
are guaranteed to make readers hungry. Three recipes at the end 
of the novel (based on the characters’ concoctions) are an added 
bonus for those interested in developing their culinary skills. 

A delectable treat for food and literary connoisseurs 
alike. (Fantasy. 8-12)

THE BEASTS OF GRIMHEART
Larwood, Kieran
Illus. by Wyatt, David
Clarion (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-328-69602-1 
Series: Longburrow, 3 

Warrior rabbit Podkin, his sister, Paz, 
and their younger brother, Pook, embark 
on a seemingly impossible quest to pre-
vent Gorm soldiers from annihilating 

the Five Realms and its inhabitants in this sequel to The Gift of 
Dark Hallow (2018).

In a frame story, Pook, now an elderly bard and captured by 
assassins, must tell the true story of the legendary Battle of Spar-
rowfast to save his life. As Pook’s story unfolds, Podkin, his fam-
ily, and a motley group of friends live at Dark Hallow Warren in 
Grimheart Forest. With the Gorm army threatening to devastate 
Grimheart, Podkin, Paz, and Pook depart for Sparrowfast Warren 
to appeal to their estranged uncle for his magical bow to destroy 
Gorm Lord Scramashank. (An illustrated list of all such magical 

weapons appears in the appendix.) Betrayed, they flee deep into 
Grimheart, where they are rescued by the Wardens of Grimwode, 
giant rabbits guarding the ancient forest who have been awaiting 
their arrival. After securing a magical horned crown to use in the 
impending Gorm battle, Podkin, Paz, and Pook return to Dark 
Hallow to find the Gorm army advancing and their uncle refus-
ing to share his bow. Once again, everything depends on young 
Podkin. The gripping plot toggles between Pook’s precarious sto-
rytelling dilemma and his dynamic personal recollection of the 
climactic battle, enhanced by dramatic illustrations. 

A storytelling tour de force culminating in a rousing 
series finale. (map, character list) (Animal fantasy. 10-12)

LULA AND THE SEA MONSTER
Latimer, Alex
Illus. by the author
Peachtree (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-1-68263-122-5  

A young girl and her family are on the 
verge of losing their home on the beach. 

Urbanization has reached the beach-
front, and the house Lula and her family live in is threatened 
by bulldozers to make room for a “huge highway.” Savoring 
her limited time left on the beach, Lula goes on a quest to find 

“treasures” but ends up saving “the tiniest creature” she sees in a 
tide pool from a hungry sea gull. She aptly names him Bean for 
his small size. Enamored with her new friend, Lula brings Bean 
all sorts of food: sandwiches, fruit, pastries, and even a jar of 
pickles. As their friendship flourishes, so does Bean’s size—so 
much so that he no longer fits on one page. When the bulldoz-
ers arrive to claim the beach, Lula finds the courage to stand 
up for her home and the home of “millions of creatures” like 
Bean. Latimer’s clever use of shadows and light helps convey 
the emotions of the protagonist while the bright, bold colors of 
the pencil-and-digital illustrations give life to the story’s other-
wise simple text. The pink, squidlike Bean is perfectly adorable. 
Though Lula, her parents, and several background characters 
have varying hair colors, all appear light skinned.

A colorful and uplifting story that is more than just a 
beach read. (Picture book. 4-7)

SAVE IT!
McLeod, Cinders
Illus. by the author
Nancy Paulsen Books (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Sep. 3, 2019
978-1-9848-1240-7 
Series: Moneybunny 

Honey Moneybunny returns, this 
time with tips on how to save money.

After having guided readers on how 
to Spend It! and Earn It! (2019, 2017), this time young Honey 

Realistic characters and complex family 
dynamics augment the tightly knit plot.

midsummer’s mayhem
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Moneybunny is in need of a sanctuary from her rambunctious 
little siblings. A house of her own is too ambitious, not to men-
tion she is a tad young to live alone, so she and her father settle 
on a playhouse. Her father advises her that a playhouse will cost 
her 10 carrots—carrots being the coin of the realm in Bunnyl-
and—and so it will take her five weeks of saving the two carrots 
per week she earns taking care of her siblings. But here McLeod 
introduces a smart alternative to straight saving: saving a por-
tion of each week’s take so that Honey can enjoy some treats 
from her allowance yet continue to save at the same time, albeit 
at a slower rate. It is about as painless an introduction to divi-
sion as one could hope for. To top it off, the story also intro-
duces the act of patience, which is another tough lesson. But 
Honey is such a charmer, and she goes about her task with such 
good-natured earnestness—and the language of the book is so 
consolingly you-can-do-it—that you can’t help but cheer for her 
to save for her playhouse.

A well-tempered experiment in having your (carrot) 
cake and eating it too, with a moderate test of forbearance. 
(Picture book. 4-8)

TREASURE 
Messier, Mireille
Illus. by Luxbacher, Irene
Orca (32 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Sep. 10, 2019
978-1-4598-1734-0  

From tiny discoveries to one big trea-
sure, the natural world delights at every turn.

In simple yet engaging dialogue, two children set out on a trea-
sure hunt, through a meadow and a wood, in search of something 

“shiny and mysterious and precious…and always hidden.” The 
younger one finds a feather (“not shiny enough”), an acorn (“not 
mysterious enough”), and a milkweed pod (“not precious enough”); 
all while they play in the grass and trees around them. Ready to give 
up, the younger child is sure they’ll never find the too-well-hidden 
treasure, but the tenacious older one takes a few steps more. At last, 
they discover something truly shiny, mysterious, precious, and hid-
den, which won’t fit in pockets but instead will live on in the mem-
ories of these young explorers. Softly muted, colorful illustrations 
feature treasures big and small to discover on each detailed spread. 
Perspective changes throughout, with close-ups, faraway land-
scape spreads, and a lovely look down at one child’s feet immersed 
in water as the two children hold hands. The children are depicted 
nearly constantly in motion, with the older child’s long, black 
hair often flowing sideways in the wind. (Both have pale skin and 
straight, black hair.) The companion French title offers a superb 
translation (also by Messier), with its own lively phrases—perfect 
for building language skills in young readers.

A gentle exploration, using a child’s words and told at a 
child’s pace, of a marvelous world. (Picture book. 4-8) (Trésor: 
978-1-4598-2327-3)

IT RAINED 
WARM BREAD 
Moishe Moskowitz’s 
Story of Hope
Moskowitz-Sweet, Gloria & Smith, 
Hope Anita
Illus. by Lyon, Lea
Christy Ottaviano/Henry Holt (160 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-250-16572-5  

Moishe Moskowitz’s painful experi-
ences in the Holocaust are expressed in brief, gut-wrenching poems. 

Moishe knows fear; he must avoid the Polish boys who will beat 
him for being Jewish. When the Nazis come in 1939, the danger 
grows exponentially, but they “could not have imagined such evil” 
would engulf them. Moishe views the Nazis as prowling, voracious 
wolves, and that metaphor is used throughout the poems. Changes 
come quickly: yellow stars, disappearances, and forced labor. They 
are driven from their home and pushed into a ghetto, followed by 
liquidation, murders, and deportation to the concentration camps. 
His family is torn from him, as “the Nazis peel us like onions,” his 
mother and sister, father, brother. He endures unending depriva-
tion and starvation. Kindness is rare and punishable by death, but 
a Christian friend hides the family in the early days, a political pris-
oner gives him a bit of extra food, and, near the end, a group of 
Czech women throw warm, fresh bread into the cattle cars. Gray-
toned thumbnail sketches can only hint at the devastating emo-
tions. Moishe’s daughter provides the story, as told to her by her 
father, and entrusts Smith to pen poems that strike at the heart of 
each moment, each fear, each horror and make it personal for read-
ers even as time erases witnesses.

A deeply moving, beautifully written portrayal of an 
evil that cannot be allowed to be forgotten. (author’s note) 
(Historical verse fiction. 10-adult)

SWAN LAKE
New York City Ballet
Illus. by Docampo, Valeria
Little Simon/Simon & Schuster (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-4814-5833-7  

An audience favorite, this ballet is 
about love at first sight snatched away by 
sorcery.

In her third title illustrating full-length New York City 
Ballet productions, Docampo re-creates the ethereal set-
ting of the classic tale of a princess turned into a swan and 
a prince tricked into declaring his love for an imposter. She 
previously worked on The Nutcracker (2016), that all-time 
Christmas favorite, and The Sleeping Beauty (2017), an adapta-
tion of a favorite fairy tale. Swan Lake is a staple of many bal-
let companies and is danced with many different stagings that 
mix the original Russian choreography and current adapta-
tions. In this production, Prince Siegfried, Odette/Odile, and 
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IN THE USUAL SUSPECTS, TWO PRANKSTERS HAVE TO PROVE THEY’RE 
INNOCENT—AND QUICKLY 
By Joshunda Sanders 

Fantasy and horror writer Maurice Broaddus 
didn’t intend to join the rare ranks of black male 
teachers. But when he was summoned to his son’s In-
diana school over some of the boy’s antics, he made 
such an impression that he was essentially hired on 
the spot. He didn’t realize he was interviewing for 
the job; after he discussed his son’s behavior with 
the principal, he told the principal, “I love teaching, 
I have a background in science, and a good career in 
creative writing.” 

Black male teachers are as hard to find as uni-
corns, the principal told him, but male teachers pas-
sionate about the educational trajectory of black 
youth are even more difficult to find. Now in his 
third year as a middle school teacher, Broaddus 
draws on that unique perspective in his first middle-
grade novel, The Usual Suspects (May 21). 

Pitched as Encyclopedia Brown meets The Wire, 
The Usual Suspects stars pranksters Thelonius Mitch-
ell and Nehemiah Caldwell as the eponymous per-
sons of interest after a gun is discovered at Persons 
Crossing Public Academy. Despite the subject mat-
ter, the result is a fun-filled, refreshing page-turner 
that balances mature themes—like the threat of vi-
olence and how schools often underestimate or ste-
reotype black students instead of offering support—
with good-natured humor.

Broaddus draws deep inspiration from his sons. 
Like the novel’s tough-as-nails Marcel, the female 
antagonist and sinister ringleader, Broaddus’ older 
son has a keen business sense. And Nehemiah, who 
is bound up in the trouble connected to the miss-
ing gun, is based on his youngest son. “My young-
est son is the usual suspect—and my job is to sur-
vive the experience of raising him. I’m not trying to 
change him, though. He’s a smart kid like Nehemiah 
is a smart kid, he just doesn’t function well in the 
systems people try to force him into.” 

That’s why Broaddus says he “quietly celebrates 
mischief ” and students like his son. These students 
often bring a myriad of burdens to schools where 
they are subject to what Broaddus calls the “spider 
syndrome”—they are swatted away by adults who 
don’t understand their home lives. But these are the 
very students that need support to become great, 
Broaddus says. “I’m perfectly fine with their rebel-
lion because, look, my son is hardheaded and he’s his 
own person. He will walk through this world on his 
own terms. And it’s people like him who change the 
world.”

Most teachers and administrators in schools 
view “the usual suspects” in their midst differently. 
They brim, instead, with “people who just don’t be-

Photo courtesy W
ildStyle Da Producer

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Maurice Broaddus
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the wicked mage von Rothbart follow the typical storyline of 
love and betrayal, ending so very tragically. Ballet is of course 
a live performance art, and conveying solos and corps move-
ment on a printed page is a challenge. The digital illustrations 
do convey the impossibly ethereal dancers’ emotions, and the 
large-scale corps movements are strikingly set against a mid-
night blue stage. Some of the dancers are people of color—as 
in the New York City Ballet today. The backmatter provides 

“Fun Facts” and a brief history of the ballet. 
A good introduction to one version of the classic bal-

let, one that caregivers taking children to the theater will 
appreciate. (Picture book. 4-8)

DEAR JUSTICE LEAGUE
Northrop, Michael
Illus. by Duarte, Gustavo
DC Zoom (136 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-4012-8413-8  

The World’s Finest answer emails 
from middle schoolers.

Superman, Wonder Woman, Hawk-
girl, Aquaman, and more correspond with 
their fans in this middle-grade graphic 

novel, multiple vignettes hanging on the throughline of heroes 
answering fan mail. Some are silly while others are a bit more 
weighty; all are illustrated amicably by Duarte. There’s a hazy, 
muted quality to the colors that ground the Justice League and 
their foes in an approximation of the real world. This grounding 
compliments the novel well: The transition from Arthur “Aqua-
man” Curry’s thwarting Black Manta to chatting with his fish 
and typing away at a laptop would be jarring without this uni-
fied color palette. Unfortunately, the coloring’s flatness chips 
away at the book’s pacing, and the text gets a bit repetitive after 
a while. It’s all well and good for kids to see bits of themselves 
in their favorite heroes, but when that’s the book’s only move it 
gets old quickly. Even at a slim 132 pages, the novel feels over-
long. Young fans of the DC characters will be attracted to the 
cover, but there’s little here to keep them engaged, and few will 
rank this as a favorite. There’s little exposition regarding the 
heroes’ background, so those unfamiliar with the characters 
will feel as though they’re on the outside looking in.

A gently illustrated text that will appeal to die-hard 
completists. (Graphic fantasy. 9-12)

WHERE IS HOME, 
DADDY BEAR?
O’Byrne, Nicola
Flyaway Books (32 pp.) 
$17.00  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-947888-14-2  

Evie Bear is worried about moving 
from her city home to the country.

lieve in us and they give up on us,” Broaddus says. 
“When I look at the students, I want them to know, 
‘I see you. I know you.’ So many of these kids aren’t 
seen, aren’t known, aren’t loved.” 

The Resource Room, the place Broaddus of-
fers extra support or just a quiet workspace for his 
students at his school, makes an appearance in the 
book as the Scream Room, a place where those 
students who, as Thelonius says, are “warehoused” 
in special ed often conspire among themselves 
to get in trouble once the teachers have written 
them off. That room in reality and in the book is a 
place where oft-shunned youth find their belong-
ing and community. 

Broaddus wishes he could have read The Usual 
Suspects when he was the age of Thelonius, Marcel, 
and Nehemiah so that he would know he wasn’t 
alone. “Right now, writers and artists like me are 
in a position where we get to do our art and let 
people coming up behind us know that they’re not 
alone,” he says. “Every time I sit down to write, I 
think, ‘What is the story I wish I could have read 
coming up? What are the stories I wish I could 
have read?’ I’ll never run out of ideas about what 
they want to read.” 

The Usual Suspects received a starred review in the 
March 1, 2019, issue. 
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As the young bear, clad in a red-striped dress, and her 
overalls-wearing dad load up their red truck, she plaintively 
asks: “Why do we have to move?” and “how will I make new 
friends?” Her father speaks philosophically about change and 
then couches his statement in immediately understandable lan-
guage: “If nothing changed, there would be no more birthday 
parties.” He advises Evie to “start with a smile” when meeting 
people. After camping overnight they pull up at their cozy new 
house with its tiled roof, arched door, and wreath of flowers. 
As her belongings fit into place, Evie feels at home. Her gentle 
dad helps her to understand a universal truth: “Home is peo-
ple who love you. Home is me and you,” but there is a slight 
visual puzzle. When Dad holds up a photograph of three bears, 
they both smile faintly, but who is the third bear? Perhaps it is 
Evie’s other parent, but Dad and Evie are clearly a family of two. 
Did the other bear die? The mixed-media illustrations include 
detailed, deeply colored paintings with much to look at in the 
backgrounds. Dad and Evie’s loving relationship outshines the 
clichéd textual sentiments.

With its rich visuals and workmanlike text, this pic-
ture book can be read aloud to children who must adjust to 
a new home at an early age. (Picture book. 3-6)

FALL WITH LILY AND MILO
Oud, Pauline
Illus. by the author
Clavis (32 pp.) 
$14.95  |  Aug. 15, 2019
978-1-60537-459-8 
Series: Lily and Milo 

The bunny and mouse duo from 
Looking for Colors with Lily and Milo (2017) returns in a new out-
ing to gather treasures in the woods.

On a rainy, windy day the two set off to explore the woods 
while leaves fall, fruit trees shed their apples and pears, forest 
creatures (hedgehog, snail, owl, and squirrel) provide some 
intrigue, and the sun finally appears. The somewhat more 
mature and levelheaded Lily continues to provide her experi-
enced guidance to the curious and exuberant Milo. When they 
come across a variety of bright-red mushrooms with white 
spots, Lily wisely states that though they are pretty to look at, 

“We can’t pick mushrooms.…They have to stay in the woods.” 
Lily creates a nice centerpiece from her collection of leaves 
and such, while Milo can’t seem to choose and brings every-
thing he can carry home. The text consists of short, declarative 
sentences translated from the original Dutch and also includes 
sporadic interactive elements that ask children to consider vari-
ous items on the page. Toddlers stay engaged by selecting the 
appropriate clothing from a list of choices, by finding a spider 
away from its web, or by looking for acorns and pine cones with 
Milo. Charming characters are outlined in black and filled with 
bold colors and set against pale backdrops.

The thick, durable pages make this perfect for multi-
ple readings and page turnings for the youngest listeners. 
(Picture book. 2-4)

THE BIG BOOK ABOUT 
BEING BIG
Paratore, Coleen Murtagh
Illus. by Fennell, Clare
Little Pickle Press (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 1, 2019
978-1-4926-9684-1  

A multiracial cast of children demonstrates that “BIG is 
being the / BIGGEST YOU / that you can be.”

An Asian child rides a two-wheeler, a younger black child 
rides a bike with training wheels, and a white preschooler rides 
a tricycle as the book’s central question is introduced: “Are 
you BIG yet? / When, exactly, does BIG happen?” People who 
say that big is “measured / by years, or / weight, or inches” are 

“wrong.” The text continues, “BIG is BIGGER than that.” Big 
is being “bright” and “kind” and “an active citizen.” Big is being 

“a friend to the Earth” and “a friend to yourself.” And how will 
you know when you’ve become big? You’ll feel “a pride inside, / 
a feeling of goodness… / in your heart.” Scenes show the three 
children spending time with family, helping elders, teaching 
friends, growing a garden, and outgrowing training wheels. The 
final spread asks, “How many little ways can you think of to be… 
/ BIG?” Fennell’s collage illustrations use a wide range of colors 
and patterns for a fun, if busy, effect. A lengthy, slightly redun-
dant endnote lists things readers can do to “Choose to Be Big!” 
What this purposive conversation starter lacks in artistry it 
may make up for in utility. This is worth a try when redirecting 
children’s focus from things and abilities to relationships and 
character is the goal. 

Helpful for the right child-adult pair or group. (Picture 
book. 3-5)

THE DON’T WORRY BOOK
Parr, Todd
Illus. by the author
Little, Brown (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 18, 2019
978-0-316-50668-7  

Simple comforts for young fretters 
and overthinkers. 

Recycling themes and even some images from The I’m Not 
Scared Book (2011), Parr first enumerates a selective list of things 
that can cause anxiety (fears of the dark or of having to go to 
the doctor, having too much to do, being bullied) and times 
that worrying can happen. The latter include lying awake in bed, 
watching TV, “looking at screens too much” (a frazzled-looking 
person holds a tablet), and overhearing “bad news”—exempli-
fied with an image of a flying saucer, travelers from abroad (of 
one sort or another) being much on people’s minds these days. 
He then goes on to general coping strategies ranging from tak-
ing deep breaths to visiting friends, dancing, squeezing a toy, 
or just thinking about “everyone who loves and takes care of 
you!” “Worrying doesn’t help you,” he concludes, but talking 
about concerns will. Readers searching for books that address 

Charming characters are outlined in 
black and filled with bold colors.

fall with lily and milo
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deeper-seated anxiety might be better served by Me and My 
Fear, by Francesca Sanna (2018). In Parr’s thick-lined, minimally 
detailed illustrations, the artist employs his characteristic tech-
nique of adding blue, purple, and bright yellow to the palette of 
skin tones; he also occasionally switches out human figures for 
dogs or cats behaving as people would. It’s a strategy, though it 
leaves the cast with a generic look overall. 

Vague, slapdash reassurances to readers growing up in 
a worrisome world. (Picture book. 2-5)

REBELS WITH A CAUSE
Patterson, James & Grabenstein, Chris
Illus. by Johnson, Beverly
Jimmy Patterson/Little, Brown (320 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Sep. 9, 2019
978-0-316-48816-7 
Series: Max Einstein 

Max Einstein is “the smartest girl in 
the world.” But is she smart enough to 
solve the globe’s most pressing problems?

The child genius is in hiding in New 
York City, and she’s bored out of her mind. The leader of a group 
of child geniuses that formed the Change Makers Institute, Max 
normally spends her time traveling around the world trying to 
solve the Earth’s most devastating problems. But after evil Dr. 
Zimm, founder and leader of the nefarious organization called 
the Corp, tried to kidnap her in series opener The Genius Experi-
ment (2018), she was forced to go into hiding. When her friend 
and fellow genius Siobhan asks Max to join her on a mission 
to Siobhan’s home country of Ireland, where water contamina-
tion is making Siobhan’s family and friends sick, Max finally 
gets a chance to get back in the game. But as she travels from 
Ireland to India with her group of friends, trying to solve water-
contamination and -shortage issues, she’s also running away 
from the Corp, a reality that makes Max wonder if her presence 
on the team—and the solutions she devises—are doing more 
harm than good. This fast-paced story features a diverse team 
of protagonists that realistically tackles some of the world’s 
most pressing social-justice issues. While it is mostly entertain-
ing, the insertion of scientific principles and ethical consider-
ations often feels out of place and heavy handed, and some of 
the details included about India are incorrect.

Overall, a fun read that could have benefited from less 
preaching and more background research. (Thriller. 9-12)

I’M A GNOME!
Peill-Meininghaus, Jessica
Illus. by Bernatene, Poly
Crown (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-5247-1984-5
978-1247-1985-2 PLB  

A journey to a gnome festival introduces readers to fantastic 
folk.

The first-person text addresses readers directly as the nar-
rating gnome sets off through the forest. “Oh, don’t shuffle your 
feet. We don’t have time for that sort of flumadiddle!” their 
red-capped guide exclaims, but he must pause to explain to the 
(apparently dawdling) readers that the groups of elves, dwarves, 
trolls, and fairies they see are not gnomes. The clear lines he 
tries to make between himself and the other magical beings 
(elves wear striped leggings; dwarves use pickaxes; trolls have 

“wild hair”; and fairies fly about) dissolve due to exceptions he 
makes based on his own gnomish experiences. This dissolution 
of intergroup differences is reinforced at the festival, where: 
Gnomes clad in striped bathing suits dip their feet in a pool; 
another gnome wields a pickax to carve a chocolate statue; sev-
eral gnomes get wild-looking haircuts (depicted as multicolored, 
straight strands sticking out from their heads, as opposed to 
the trolls’ curly “wild hair”); and gnomes fly about astride ducks. 
Despite this apparent common ground, the groups do stay quite 
separate from one another throughout the book, though intra-
group diversity in appearance (with varied skin and hair colors, 
some natural to humans, some not) prevents utter homogeneity. 
There’s humor in art and text, but the story lacks substance, and 
the digital art borders on the garish. 

Gnothing to write gnome about. (Picture book. 3-5)

THE BRAVEST MAN IN 
THE WORLD
Polacco, Patricia
Illus. by the author
Paula Wiseman/Simon & Schuster 
(56 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-4814-9461-8  

A tribute to Wallace Hartley, the 
bandleader who played on as the RMS Titanic was sinking.

When young Jonathan complains that piano practice is 
“sissy stuff,” his grandfather responds with the tale of how, as 
a 9-year-old stowaway on the Titanic, he was taken in by the 
friendly Hartley—who was so impressed by the lad’s talent that 
he arranged an onboard audition before John Jacob Astor that 
later led to a life in music. First, though, comes that night to 
remember (or as Polacco unoriginally puts it, a “date that would 
live in infamy”), with its rending collision, general panic…and 
tearful separation as the child reluctantly boards a lifeboat 
while Hartley remains on deck, playing “Nearer, My God, to 
Thee” for those doomed to stay behind. “Can you imagine 
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the majesty and harrowing strength…the limitless bravery in 
that man’s heart,” the storyteller declaims. The musicians who, 
with like courage, joined Hartley on that fateful night are just 
dim figures in the background, but the illustrations bring the 
disaster’s terror and tragedy into sharp focus on the expressive 
faces of the young stowaway and other passengers and crew (all 
white). Readers will come away appreciating Hartley’s fortitude 
and may be equally moved by the closing note (with photos) that 
his violin, miraculously, was later recovered along with his body.

A stirring example of “grace under fire” (writes the 
author, mangling another meme), commemorated in rhap-
sodic but not unsuitable language. (Picture book. 7-10)

SUMMER GREEN TO 
AUTUMN GOLD 
Uncovering Leaves’ 
Hidden Colors
Posada, Mia
Illus. by the author
Millbrook/Lerner (32 pp.) 
$19.99 PLB  |  Aug. 6, 2019  
978-1-5415-2899-4

Art and text move through summer, fall, winter, and spring 
to explain the science behind the seasonal changes in decidu-
ous trees.

“What kinds of leaves do you see in the summer?” The open-
ing double-page spread has a stark white background. Seventeen 
different trees are represented by a scattered array of leaves—
each carefully labeled—in many gradations of green. The entic-
ing collage art uses negative space to show the veins. The page 
turn leads to additional glorious art, affirming the text’s use of 
such words as “emerald” and “jade.” Lush canopies of summer 
leaves part just enough to reveal, in the distance, people and a 
dog paddling a red canoe across a lake. Although all the illustra-
tions concentrate on tree leaves, they occasionally include simi-
lar scenes of seasonal human activities—subtle reminders that 
humans are also affected by nature’s cycles. The text uses some 
anthropomorphism (trees and/or their leaves conceal “secrets,” 

“wait,” “make food,” and sleep) as it introduces young readers to 
chloroplasts, chlorophyll, plant cells, and the process of photo-
synthesis as well as the role of fallen leaves in an ecosystem. After 
the final double-page spread, which reveals a world returned to 
springtime, there are two pages written in a straightforward, 
scientific manner, supplementing the earlier text with further 
information about leaves—including differentiation between 
deciduous trees and evergreens and the names and characteris-
tics of pigments hidden beneath a leaf ’s chlorophyll.

Facts about chlorophyll combine with a sense of won-
der. (glossary) (Informational picture book. 4-8)

5 thoughtfully 
inclusive 

children’s books

Jerry Craft Carlos Hernandez

Joon Ha Lee

Kyle Lukoff; illus. by 
Kaylani Juanita

Evan Turk



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   1 5  m a y  2 0 1 9   |   1 0 9

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

GHOST AND BONE
Prentice, Andrew
Delacorte (224 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-525-64393-7
978-0-525-64396-8 PLB  

A boy with the powers of death 
chases a murderer whose ghost terror-
izes the lands of both the living and the 
dead.

Twelve-year-old Oscar Grimstone 
discovers his power to shift his form from living flesh to ghost 
when a masked figure in a wide-brimmed hat attacks him at his 
family’s mortuary. This ability defies all the rules of the Min-
istry of Ghosts, but Sally Cromarty, a ghost detective with 
unresolved secrets of her own, joins forces with Oscar against 
her orders to track down his attacker and solve the mystery of 
his powers. In this supernatural thriller, Prentice imagines an 
afterlife mired in bureaucracy with indifferent, paper-pushing 
ghosts. This sense of humor undercuts the elements of horror 
and lightens the story’s atmosphere. Londinium, the invisible 
land of the dead, overlaps the living London, so Oscar uses 
his ability to flip back and forth between the two. As a living 
boy, Oscar needs a crutch to walk due to injuries sustained as 
an infant, but not as a ghost. At first, he’s thrilled to throw out 
his crutch, but by the end, he decides his crutch is part of him. 
The resolution ties up the loose ends of Oscar’s mystery enough 
for the story to stand alone, but an undefeated villain leaves 
room for further adventures. Characters both living and dead 
are assumed white, with the exception of two very minor ghost 
characters who wear Indian garb.

Fast-paced and suspenseful, with an intriguing setting 
and a lighthearted take on death. (Fantasy. 8-12)

THE BOY AT THE BACK OF 
THE CLASS
Raúf, Onjali Q.
Delacorte (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-9848-5078-2
978-1-9848-5080-5 PLB  

A story about friendship, kindness, 
and adventure that is centered within 
the refugee crisis.

When Ahmet arrives in the narra-
tor’s classroom three weeks after the first day of school, he is 
silent and doesn’t join all the kids for recess. Weeks later, and 
with the help of an assistant teacher, he gets additional support 
to learn English and understand what’s being taught through 
translation into his native Kurdish. He gradually adjusts to his 
new environment and shares his displacement story from Syria 
to the U.K. and what happened to his family, from whom he’s 
been separated. With persistence and kindness, four classmates 
succeed in becoming Ahmet’s friends. But it is when they learn 

of an approaching deadline to reunite him with his family that 
they decide to take action immediately. They plot to engage 
the queen of Britain herself and end up in newspaper headlines 
and stirring national debate about refugees. Raúf provides well-
crafted addenda about refugees, ways to help, and questions to 
think about, but readers looking for deep characterization will 
spot great but lost potential in that most of the novel’s are one-
dimensional, presenting only as good or bad people, with the 
narrator’s group of friends (a multiracial bunch) squarely among 
the former.

An engaging debut novel that simplifies the refugee 
experience, crisis, and reaction to it for young readers—
consider it a starter book. (Fiction. 9-12)

I AM NOT A FISH!
Raymundo, Peter
Illus. by the author
Dial (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-525-55459-2  

A jellyfish talks through identity 
issues with help from an undersea sup-
port group. 

Addressing a diverse and understandably sympathetic group 
of sea stars (later joined by a sea horse), Edgar delivers an indig-
nant monologue on how a jellyfish is nothing like a “fish,” lack-
ing bones, scales, and gills. Moreover (as Edgar rightly points 
out), a jellyfish looks more like a white plastic shopping bag 
than the colorful marine life that otherwise populates Ray-
mundo’s seascapes. Not only do other denizens of the deep like 
narwhals and hammerhead sharks have fancy or at least logical 
names, but having stinging tentacles rather than fins makes 
it hard to play or even keep up with fishy friends. It would be 
unfair to accuse Edgar of “overthinking” the issue too, because 
like all jellyfish, Edgar doesn’t have a brain either. The extended 
rant comes to a sudden end, though, with the discovery that a 
jellyfish is really good at one thing—floating—and the penny 
drops and Edgar’s anthropomorphic features light up: “No mat-
ter WHAT I’m called… / I am still ME!” Edgar concludes by 
congratulating the likewise-smiling invertebrate audience for 
making “someone feel like… / a STAR!”

Not exactly deep waters, but the message is delivered 
with tentacle-in-cheek buoyancy. (Picture book. 5-7)

A sense of humor undercuts the elements of horror
and lightens the story’s atmosphere.

ghost and bone
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THE MIRACULOUS 
Redman, Jess
Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-0-374-30974-9  

Eleven-year-old Wunder Ellis aban-
dons his study of miracles when his new-
born sister never makes it home from the 
hospital.

The third-person point of view stays 
firmly with Wunder, so named because he was a miracle for his 
parents. He was 5 when a numinous experience inspired him: 
The spiral wood grain of the old house at the town cemetery 
spun before his eyes, and the bird brushing past him seemed 
to fly from his own heart. Now, though, he plans to rid him-
self of his catalog of miracles, the journal his parents gave him. 
He feels disconnected from his friends, and his parents’ grief is 
complicated and overwhelming. Faye Ji-Min Lee, an irrepress-
ible classmate, refuses to let him give up. Redman explores faith, 
the intertwined nature of sorrow and joy, and the transforma-
tive process of grief through Wunder’s eyes in a part-fantasy, 
part-realistic adventure with genuinely humorous moments. A 
verse (unattributed) from Corinthians 15:51 appears through-
out: in the voice of a minister at the baby’s funeral, on a grave-
stone, and in words spoken by the woman (is she a witch? Or 
something else?) who appears at DoorWay House by the cem-
etery: “We will not all sleep, but we will all be changed.” Wunder 
and his family present white; Faye refers to her Korean church; 
one of Wunder’s friends is Latinx. 

Layered, engaging, and emotionally true. (Fiction. 9-12)

NERD Aa TO Zz
Your Reference to Literally 
Figuratively Everything 
You’ve Always Wanted to 
Know
Resler, T.J.
National Geographic Kids (176 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-4263-3474-0  

An encyclopedic gathering of (mostly) 
odd items to prod the imaginations of the curious.

Resler has assembled here a swarm of interesting bits of 
information on subjects as disparate as kazoos and invasive 
species. You don’t have to be a nerd to be captivated by this 
combination of Guinness Book of World Records, Ripley’s Believe It 
or Not, and short-form encyclopedia. The tidbits are arranged 
alphabetically, with breaks for extended investigations—say 
into circuses, where readers will meet fire-eaters, contortionists, 
and human cannonballs—and sidebars profiling personalities 
who have something to do with the topic at hand. Occasional 
flowcharts help readers to see how their own nerdy interests 
might lead them to further study or even careers. The meat of 

the book, however, is in the bit-sized entries, typically no longer 
than four or five sentences. These touch upon topics running 
from Dada and daydreaming through Easter Island statues and 
experimental rock-’n’-roll to juggling and Jupiter’s auroras. It is 
a merry band of far-flung subject matter, presented in slightly 
self-conscious, jazzy language. “It’d hang out in swamps and 
snack on anything it pleased,” the book writes of a giant prehis-
toric snake, whereas “Zombies are dead people who come back 
to life (kinda).” Only rarely does the information swerve toward 
the cute—“If most zombies eat brains, what do vegetarian zom-
bies eat?”—as most of the info blurbs are fun to know and in 
many instances educational.

A bushelful of inviting, idiosyncratic subjects with 
which to become acquainted. (Nonfiction. 8-13)

ONCE UPON A GOAT
Richards, Dan
Illus. by Barclay, Eric
Knopf (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-5247-7374-8
978-1-5247-7375-5 PLB  

A picture-book fable featuring a king, 
a queen, a fairy godmother, and…a goat?

In this sweet and playful fable, a royal couple wishes hope-
fully for a child. While they claim “we’re not particular,” they 
also present their fairy godmother with a wish list that their 
child have “glowing skin, bright eyes, and hair like ocean waves” 
and preferably be a boy, “but any kid will do.” She gets to work, 
and on the next full moon the king and queen receive the answer 
to their wishes—but it’s a goat and not the perfect human boy 
they were expecting. Disappointment turns to despair before 
despair turns to delight as this unusual trio becomes a loving 
and happy family. When they are ultimately given the opportu-
nity to correct the “misunderstanding” and swap their beloved 
goat for a human child, the royal parents arrive at a creative solu-
tion. The smoothly paced illustrations are nicely varied among 
vignettes, full pages, and double-page spreads. The artwork is 
rich with traditional fairy-tale motifs, and the austere lines of 
the palace contrast amusingly with the chaos brought by the 
goat child. While it has a small cast of human and humanoid 
characters, all of them present white.

With its gentle morals of acceptance, not judging by 
appearances, and being open to outcomes different than 
expectations, this is a lovely family read-aloud. (Picture book. 
4-6)

Explores faith, the intertwined nature of sorrow and joy, 
and the transformative process of grief.

the miraculous
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THE PROMISE BASKET
Richardson, Bill
Illus. by Kolesar, Slavka
Groundwood (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-77306-089-7  

A Canadian broadcaster and author 
of humorous books for adults and chil-
dren, Richardson takes a departure here 
to offer an ode to maternal love. 

The story about a white, rosy-cheeked mother and daugh-
ter who live by the sea is written primarily in the third person. 
They are poor, but the woman “was determined that gifts would 
be given when gifts needed giving.” So on each special occasion, 
starting on the baby’s first birthday, she finds a stone and writes 
an accompanying poem to place in a basket she’s rescued from 
someone’s trash. The poem becomes a rhyming refrain for each 
situation, the first couplet unchanging and the second varying 
according to the situation. “A stone when it’s thrown can dam-
age, can break, / but nothing can shatter the promise I make. / 
This stone and this promise are all I can give: / I’ll love you each 
day for as long as I live.” Kolesar’s compositions, rendered in 
watercolor, gouache, graphite, and colored pencil, have a primi-
tive, folk-art quality. A stylized tree figures prominently; at one 
point its roots form the capillaries of the mother’s heart. The 
illustrations offer decorative rather than deeper narrative sup-
port. Ultimately, the basket is passed along for the grandchild. 
In the tradition of Robert Munsch’s Love You Forever (1995), the 
perspective and sentiments are wrapped in adult nostalgia but 
without drama or humor to maintain a child’s interest.

Grandmothers are the target audience; skip for chil-
dren. (Picture book. 4-6)

OWEN AT THE PARK
Ritchie, Scot
Illus. by the author
Groundwood (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-77306-167-2  

Owen lovingly helps his dad care for 
a beautiful city park.

In an author’s note, Ritchie explains 
that he visited Berlin’s Tiergarten on a summer day and wit-
nessed the turning on of the sprinklers, an event that “sent 
[everyone in the park] running in all directions.” He reimagines 
this day through the eyes of young Owen, who usually sweeps or 
rakes leaves while his dad drives a large industrial lawn mower. 

“But once a week, there was a job that Owen loved. And this 
morning, he was going to do it by himself.” The job involves 
notifying all those enjoying the park—sunbathers, picnickers, 
strollers, runners, and others—that the sprinklers are about to 
be turned on. “For a shy boy like Owen, the first part of the job 
was difficult.” Then there’s the task he enjoys most: opening the 
tap to allow water to thoroughly drench the grass, the trees, the 

flowers, and “anybody who hadn’t listened to Owen.” Although 
the story is slight, the charming full-bleed, double-page–spread 
line-and-color illustrations are gloriously green, full of diverse 
children and adults enjoying a warm day and myriad details to 
delight close readers. Owen and his dad present as white, and 
his dad uses crutches in a positive representation of a person 
with a disability just doing his job. 

It’s hard to imagine the child who won’t envy Owen this 
job. (Picture book. 4-7)

SCIENTISTS GET DRESSED
Rose, Deborah Lee
Persnickety Press (48 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Sep. 5, 2019
978-1-943978-48-9  

From muddy waders and ragged work 
gloves to spacesuits and full-body panda 

suits, scientists in the field show off their wardrobes.
Starting with Mae Jemison on the cover, Rose puts an unusu-

ally diverse gallery of researchers on the figurative runway, full-
color photos actually showing them at work studying sea turtles 
and volcanoes, an eclipse, whale sharks, glaciers, and honeybees…
not to mention donning a spacesuit, maneuvering out of a wheel-
chair to gather tardigrades from a forest canopy, carrying a res-
cued bald eagle (previously met in the author’s Beauty and the Beak, 
2017), and doing brain surgery. So where are the white lab coats, 
you ask? Meet neuroanatomist Marian Diamond, posing in one 
with a preserved human brain and the elegant hatbox in which 
she carries it when visiting classes. The narrative, printed in two 
fonts, with the smaller offering further detail for older readers, 
is paired to several color photos, often on gatefolds, that mix 
full-body views with inset close-ups of specimens or gear. Aside 
from a few group shots the men and women here are introduced 
by name, and though everyone is generically dubbed a “scientist” 
in the primary narrative, each specialty is identified at the end. 
There the author also places review questions and examples of 
citizen-scientist projects open to young volunteers.

An eye-opening catalog of STEM wear. (Nonfiction. 6-8)

BALL & BALLOON
Sanders, Rob
Illus. by Yoon, Helen
McElderry (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-5344-2562-0  

Sitting still on the ground, alone, 
Ball wishes he could soar like Balloon. 
Suddenly he’s thrown, bounced, rolled, 
passed, and kicked in a fantastic play-
ground pickup game, and he sees what’s 

fantastic about being himself. 
Children encounter other crucial lifelong lessons in this 

engaging picture book about two simple objects that give young 
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people unending pleasure. Apostrophic lines give Ball and Bal-
loon expressions children can easily interpret: embarrassment, 
smugness, surprise, pride, exhilaration, discouragement, love, 
satisfaction, and reciprocity. When Ball tries to roll and bounce 
on his own but can’t, Balloon taunts from above, calling, “The 
sky’s the limit.…Ta-ta, Ball!” Both Ball’s impotent dejection and 
Balloon’s glib gloating (so vividly depicted in distilled language 
and nuanced facial expressions against a white backdrop) arrive 
as arrows to readers’ hearts, which will recognize both feelings 
as their own. Digitally compiled mixed-media illustrations offer 
varied perspectives, from way above the basketball hoop to 
down at the asphalt, as well as lots of movement, with Ball whiz-
zing and Balloon floating. The cleanliness and clarity of these 
illustrations facilitate a focus on feelings. Children glean funda-
mental lessons in empathy, navigating exhilaration and sadness, 
and the importance of helping others while riding out Ball’s and 
Balloon’s emotional (and literal) highs and lows.

Entertaining and instructive for the playground set. 
(Picture book. 2-6)

A SWIRL OF OCEAN
Sarno, Melissa
Knopf (224 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-5247-2012-4
978-1-5247-2013-1 PLB  

In this story of a change-averse 
preteen, the restless interplay between 
moon and sea becomes a framework 
for exploring the uneasy intertidal zone 
between childhood and adult maturity.

Ten years ago her adoptive mother, Lindy, found Summer, 
now 12, alone on the beach. Their tight bond is tested when 
Lindy invites her boyfriend to move into their oceanfront home, 
causing Summer to passively resist the new normal. A reckless, 
solo swim triggers Summer’s vivid dream about a strange girl: 
Tink, another out-of-sorts adolescent. Observing grown-up 
thrills and heartaches from the child side of the divide, Tink 
feels abandoned by her older sister and disgusted at how her 
friends have coupled up. When a second dream follows a kayak 
spill, Summer recognizes that seawater prompts them and 
actively seeks them. Like Tink, she feels pushed out. Height-
ening Summer’s dislocation is the desire to know her own 
story—who left her on the beach? Why? The discovery that 
her detailed dreams reflect actual places and events prompts 
her to seek more. Awkwardly straddling fantasy and realism, 
plot twists don’t always persuade. How adoptees relate to their 
origins merits more thoughtful treatment. However, Summer 
and Tink are compelling, the unsettling surges of adolescence 
tugging at each enhanced by the evocative ocean setting and 
imagery. Characters default to white.

How preteen girls negotiate this supremely trying life 
passage is explored in some of the year’s best middle-grade 
releases; add this to the list. (Fiction. 8-12)

WHY? 
Seeger, Laura Vaccaro
Illus. by the author
Neal Porter/Roaring Brook (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-8234-4173-0  

A patient bear deftly answers most of 
a childlike rabbit’s many “whys.”

As the two friends perch with a 
telescope beneath a starry sky, the rabbit’s “Why?” garners a 
contextual answer: “Because they are very far away.” When the 
bear guzzles honey from three large jars, the inevitable query 
is met with “Because it tastes so good.” The turn of the page 
reveals a reclining, lethargic bear. “Why?” “Because I ate too 
much.” Seeger’s patterned text invites readers to tease out what 
the friends’ spare conversation leaves unsaid, scanning for clues 
among the pictures. Comic moments derive from the bear’s 
succinct responses: The rabbit, buffeted while hanging from a 
branch (“Wind…”), falls into the bear’s arms (“Gravity”). Seeger’s 
watercolors capture seasonal changes as nature’s greens yield to 
falling leaves and flurrying snow. When the rabbit contemplates 
a dead cardinal, vivid red against the snow, the bear, eyes con-
veying emotion, says, “I don’t know why. Sometimes I just don’t 
know why!” As the bear moves toward a beckoning cave, the rab-
bit begs the bear to stay—and it’s the bear’s turn to ask “Why?” 
A final scene shows the slumbering bear, the rabbit gazing from 
above, as snow falls. There are poignant echoes of Margaret Wise 
Brown’s The Dead Bird and Raymond Briggs’ The Snowman here.

Not all questions can be answered, but the communion 
of friendship lights much of life’s path. (Picture book. 4-8)

TODAY YOU CAN’T PLAY
Serrano, Pilar
Illus. by Canizales
Trans. by Storey, Claire  & Dawlatly, Ben
nubeOCHO (40 pp.) 
$15.95  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-84-17123-46-8 
Series: Égalité 

A bully causes a group of kids to find a solution to their play-
time dilemma.

Ever since Emma’s arrival, Ana’s been isolated from her long-
time friends, rumored about cruelly, and made to give up her 
lunches. Fearing the embarrassment of tattling, Ana suffers in 
silence—until her friends get the same kind of treatment and 
decide, one by one, to form their own play group. Despite threats, 
the group grows bigger each day until Emma is left alone and must 
sheepishly ask to join them all. This timely book about bullying 
and power dynamics unfortunately falls short on nuance and ends 
abruptly. The lesson from Spanish author and kindergarten teacher 
Serrano seems to be that kids should wait a bully out instead of 
getting an adult involved. And Emma herself is presented only as a 
frowning ball of anger and spite; it’s unclear what her motivations 
are and how, as a new kid in school, she was able to take control so 
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easily. What both the English and simultaneously publishing Span-
ish versions of the book do get right, though, is the feeling of being 
trapped in an uncontrollable school power dynamic, illustrated 
with plenty of sweat and frowns. There’s the gulps, the tummy 
aches, the anxiety of feeling picked on and singled out. Emma 
presents white, Ana has brown skin, and the other kids are diverse. 

Thin characterization and an unsatisfying ending 
make this one to miss. (Picture book. 4-8) (Hoy no juegas: 
978-84-17123-45-1)

THE TWILIGHT CURSE
Shepherd, Kat
Illus. by Vieira, Rayanne
Imprint (224 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-1-250-15701-0 
Series: Babysitting Nightmares, 3 

In Book 3 of the Babysitting Night-
mares series, it’s Maggie Anderson’s turn 
in the spotlight.

Locals say the old Twilight Theater 
is cursed, but that doesn’t stop the 13-year-old aspiring actress 
from taking her first babysitting job looking after the daughter 
of the performer with the role of Lady Macbeth. When unex-
plainable events occur during rehearsals for the “Scottish play,” 
Maggie wonders if the theater really is cursed, but she’s hesitant 
to tell her friends about the unsettling happenings; they might 
think she’s an incompetent babysitter. Can Maggie handle the 
ghostly lady in red alone, or will she swallow her pride and ask 
for help? Observant readers will catch possible foreshadowing 
for the fourth book. Theater superstitions add intrigue: Never 
say “Macbeth” aloud in a theater unless you’re performing it; 
the ghost light must remain on when the theater is dark; and 
never wish an actor “good luck.” The story itself is engaging, but 
the handful of emotionless, flat black-and-white illustrations 
don’t add much value. Knowledge of the previous books isn’t 
necessary, but readers who like this one will want to pick up 
the first two for more chills and thrills. Artwork shows Mag-
gie as white. Her friends are casually diverse: Tanya Martinez 
is implied Latinx; Rebecca Chin is implied Chinese; and Clio 
Carter-Peterson presents black.

Readers will remain intrigued through the final cur-
tain of this frightfully fun tale. (Thriller. 8-13)

SPENCER’S NEW PET 
Sima, Jessie
Illus. by the author
Simon & Schuster (56 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-1-5344-1877-6  

A boy is devoted to his new pet in this wordless adventure.
From the beginning there is something a bit mysterious and 

intriguing about this book. Endpapers mimic old-time movie 

countdowns—“3-2-1”—as if it were a show, and the story itself 
is divided by black title cards. Viewers are introduced to a child 
with a small, red balloon dog on a string, possibly made by a 
clown seen peeking from a tent. Spencer feeds it, reads to it, 
bathes it, sleeps with it, and takes it to the vet. During a walk 
in the park a gust of wind tugs the leash from Spencer’s hand. 
An exhausting chase ensues, involving a carousel, an encounter 
with a sharp-toothed bulldog, and more before landing them 
both in the middle of a birthday party where there are many 
more balloon animals. A game of Pin-the-Tail-on-the-Donkey 
leads to disaster—and an amazing, incredible surprise. As befit-
ting the vintage-movie conceit, there are close-ups, wide-angles, 
and multiple vignettes of the breathless, careening chase across 
the pages. The illustrations are in shades of black, white, and 
gray with only the red dog providing a splash of color. Spencer 
presents white, but there is diversity in the depictions of the 
additional characters. Young readers will be tickled and amazed 
and will want to view it again and again.

Original and thoroughly delightful. (Picture book. 4-10)

THE TEXAS CHRONICLES
The History of Texas from 
Earliest Times to the 
Present Day
Skipworth, Mark
What on Earth Books (42 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Jul. 10, 2019
978-1-9998028-7-5  

Beginning in 1536 with Spanish 
explorer Cabeza de Vaca and ending with March 2, 2019’s Texas 
Independence Day, this boils down some 45 significant moments 
to dispatches from fictional newspaper correspondents. 

An “agriculture correspondent” writes in 1887 about the 
windmill revolution changing farming, for instance, while the 

“space correspondent” reports in 1969 about the moon landing. 
Along the way are short informational boxes adding brief con-
text, additional events taking place around the same time, or 
counterpoints to those stories. In their brevity, they often raise 
more questions than they answer, such as a brief paragraph about 
unspecified Native Americans that concludes, “Their artifacts 
are evidence of complex cultures.” The volume feels both dense, 
with lots and lots of text in tight columns, and selective in con-
tent, given the whole book is 42 pages long. Made in partnership 
with the Bullock Texas State History Museum, it’s a handsome 
hardback with lots of artwork and photos, but if its target audi-
ence is middle graders, the choice to present history in the form 
of a print-newspaper format seems questionably dated. Much 
more successfully executed is a large fold-out timeline of Texas 
history, a map, a showcase of notable spots to visit, the flags of 
Texas, and a Texas “honor roll” that has room for both Alamo 
defender Davy Crockett and Houston native Beyoncé. 

Better used as a browsable research resource than an 
account to read straight through. (Nonfiction. 9-14)

A game of Pin-the-Tail-on-the-Donkey leads to 
disaster—and an amazing, incredible surprise.

spencer’s new pet
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WOMEN HEROES OF THE 
US ARMY
Remarkable Soldiers from 
the American Revolution to 
Today
Staats, Ann McCallum
Chicago Review Press (240 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-0-914091-24-0 
Series: Women of Action 

The latest in the Women of Action 
series celebrates female American soldiers of all eras.

From Margaret Cochran Corbin, who was accepted into the 
Invalid Regiment after taking her cannoneer husband’s place 
and being wounded in a Revolutionary War battle, through 
the development of the Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps dur-
ing World War II to Leigh Ann Hester, the first woman to 
receive the Silver Star for combat action, 14 vignettes show how 
women’s participation in the United States Army has become 
increasingly visible, with women now legally allowed to serve 
in any position. Staats (Eat Your Science Homework, 2014, etc.) 
highlights diversity in a few profiles: African American Cathay 
Williams enlisted in 1866 as a Buffalo soldier, masquerading as 
a man; Margaret K.C. Yang was a Korean American member of 
the Women’s Army Corp from Hawaii; and Brig. Gen. Debo-
rah L. Kotulich, still serving, is a married lesbian with children. 
Calling all the women featured in the book heroes, however, is 
a bit of a stretch—while some undoubtedly were, others’ sto-
ries are less impressive. The third-person narratives are choppy, 
uneven, and sometimes repetitive, with confusing nonlinear 
timelines. Important details are buried in passive-voice side-
bars, and the book seems better suited for a younger audience 
than it’s marketed to. Tighter editing would have helped, but 
the lack of cohesion is disappointing.

For large library collections. (glossary, notes, bibliogra-
phy, index) (Nonfiction. 10-14)

AUTUMN IS HERE
Steers, Billy
Illus. by the author
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 20, 2019
978-0-374-30920-6 
Series: Tractor Mac 

A routine-loving young calf reluc-
tantly learns to embrace change in this Tractor Mac installment.

Anthropomorphic Tractor Mac and his animal friends at 
Stony Meadow Farm are observing the seasonal shift from sum-
mer to autumn when they realize that one of their number is 
struggling with the transition: Fergus the calf has never experi-
enced autumn, and he “does not like change.” The animals and 
Tractor Mac demonstrate familiarity with the why and not just 
the what of farm operations—as participants in the cyclical pat-
terns dictated by the changing seasons, they gladly articulate to 

Fergus how the changes benefit the farm. The endpapers fea-
ture clearly labeled diagrams of Tractor Mac as well as his new 
mounted corn picker, which will delight readers interested in 
vehicles and machinery. Steers’ realistic watercolor-and-ink 
illustrations establish Stony Meadow and its expressive animal 
occupants in the foreground in warm shades of yellow, orange, 
and red while the white farmer couple appears most frequently 
in the background. When other humans are pictured, as at 
the Pumpkin Picking Festival, they are overwhelmingly white 
with just a few exceptions. The book’s lack of ethnic diversity, 
coupled with historically ambiguous depictions of vehicles and 
attire, suggests the story is set in the American rural northeast 
sometime around the middle of the 20th century.

Offers young readers a cheerful introduction to 
autumn and models observation, optimism, and resilience 
in the face of unexpected change. (Picture book. 4-8)

BRIAN THE BRAVE
Stewart, Paul
Illus. by Porter, Jane
Flyaway Books (32 pp.) 
$17.00  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-947888-18-0  

Stewart uses a group of sheep friends 
to relay messages of tolerance, accep-

tance, and nonjudgment.
Brian is a happy and accepting sheep who greets each 

new addition to the flock as a potential friend and playmate. 
But as it grows, some of the newcomers have rules for who 
they will or won’t play with. Tracey and Frank “only like sheep 
with curly horns.” Stanley doesn’t like sheep with “plain white 
wool.” Brian is saddened by his new friends’ intolerance and 
goes off alone. When a wolf threatens all, Brian’s bravery saves 
the day, along with teaching the rest of the sheep that working 
and being together benefits everyone. In this obvious “mes-
sage” story, the writing is somewhat simplistic and repetitive; 
despite this, young readers might have difficulty identifying 
and keeping track of the large cast of characters without adult 
guidance. The illustrations are distinctive and vivid; fans of 
Eric Carle will find the textured, collagelike pictures reminis-
cent of his classic work. There are no humans in the book, but 
the animal characters are plainly meant to represent a wide 
range of diversity.

An appropriate-enough option for caregivers who 
seek books that present basic messages of the benefits and 
beauty of diversity for the very young. (Picture book. 4-6)

Fans of Eric Carle will find the textured, collagelike 
pictures reminiscent of his classic work.

brian the brave
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THIS BOOK OF MINE
Stewart, Sarah
Illus. by Small, David
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 27, 2019
978-0-374-30546-8  

Finding a special book is like dis-
covering a new best friend; Stewart and 
Small celebrate the friendships between 

books and readers.
Color-washed in soothing purples, Small’s trademark loose 

drawings depict characters of multiple gender presentations, 
races, and ages from infant to adult. A baby on its parent’s lap 
chews a book cover. Waking at night, a scared child reaches for 
a comforting book. A naturalist in the field refers to a guide to 
identify butterflies. Other examples show readers inspired to 
draw the story they’ve just read, perform a dramatic reading for 
an audience, translate the notes of a score into music, or sim-
ply read for pleasure on the beach. Within each spread, that 
reader’s special book stands out in a splash of contrasting color. 
Particularly friendly to early readers, the text is simple and writ-
ten in the tone and form of a vow of friendship. It begins: “I take 
this book… / to be my friend” and ends “A treasure for a lifetime, 
/ this book friend of mine.” Short rhyming couplets describe 
the scenes on most spreads and explore the wide-ranging rela-
tionships readers have with books, including a book’s memory-
evoking scent: “To open it wide / and put my nose inside.”

A book likely to be snapped up by book lovers. (Picture 
book. 4-6)

THE MYSTERIOUS BENEDICT 
SOCIETY AND THE RIDDLE OF 
AGES
Stewart, Trenton Lee
Illus. by Montoya, Manu
Megan Tingley/Little, Brown (400 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-0-316-45264-9 
Series: Mysterious Benedict Society, 4 

When deadly minions of archvillain 
Ledroptha Curtain escape from prison, 

the talented young protégés of his twin brother, Nicholas 
Benedict, reunite for a new round of desperate ploys and inge-
nious trickery.

Stewart sets the reunion of cerebral Reynie Muldoon Perumal, 
hypercapable Kate Wetherall, shy scientific genius George “Sticky” 
Washington, and spectacularly sullen telepath Constance Con-
traire a few years after the previous episode, The Mysterious Bene-
dict Society and the Prisoner’s Dilemma (2009). Providing relief from 
the quartet’s continual internecine squabbling and self-analysis, he 
trucks in Tai Li, a grubby, precociously verbal 5-year-old orphan 
who also happens to be telepathic. (Just to even the playing field 
a bit, the bad guys get a telepath too.) Series fans will know to be 
patient in wading through all the angst, arguments, and flurries 

of significant nose-tapping (occasionally in unison), for when the 
main action does at long last get under way—the five don’t even set 
out from Mr. Benedict’s mansion together until more than halfway 
through—the Society returns to Nomansan Island (get it?), the site 
of their first mission, for chases, narrow squeaks, hastily revised 
stratagems, and heroic exploits that culminate in a characteristi-
cally byzantine whirl of climactic twists, triumphs, and revelations. 
Except for brown-skinned George and olive-complected, pre-
sumably Asian-descended Tai, the central cast defaults to white; 
Reynie’s adoptive mother is South Asian.

Clever as ever—if slow off the mark—and positively 
laden with tics, quirks, and puns. (Fiction. 11-13)

SURVIVOR GIRL
Teagan, Erin
Clarion (336 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-0-544-63621-7  

Ali Kensington, 12, worships her 
father, star of Survivor Guy, a reality 
show à la Man vs. Wild.

Ali is looking forward to going on 
location with her dad, whom she rarely 
sees because of his production schedule. 

Her excitement is marred by one small problem: Ali has been 
lying to everyone about her nonexistent survival skills; all she’s 
done is read a lot of books. She’s sure she’s going to blow it 
on camera for the whole world to see. And her hero worship 
deflates upon discovering it’s not just her dad, a camera, and 
miles of unforgiving wilderness, as she and his fans have been 
led to believe: There’s a Hollywood-style set, complete with 
stunt doubles, fancy campers, and doughnuts for breakfast. 
Then an honest-to-gosh life-threatening situation arises when a 
wildfire breaks out, forcing Ali to call on her inner Survivor Girl. 
Ali’s emotional growth is the main focus of the story. Her anger 
and misery are believable as she questions both the lies she’s 
been told and the lies she’s told and as she faces up to the lies 
she’s told the most important person of all: herself. She’ll have 
to accept her limitations, embrace her abilities, and discover a 
bravery she didn’t know she had. Characters are assumed white.

A strong story that shows survival is more than just get-
ting through physical challenges. (Fiction. 9-14)

MIGRATION
Incredible Animal Journeys
Unwin, Mike
Illus. by Desmond, Jenni 
Bloomsbury (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-5476-0097-7  

From humpback whales to green tur-
tles, 20 examples of seasonal migration 

illustrate remarkable animal journeys.
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Spread by spread, Unwin, who writes regularly about wild-
life, provides a brief description of these animals’ journeys. 
His informal and engaging exposition is set directly on gentle 
paintings of these creatures in a customary environment. Des-
mond’s art, created with watercolor, acrylic, ink, pencil, and 
pencil crayon, incorporates a paragraph of additional informa-
tion about each species. It is her images that make this oversize 
album stand out. Caribou swim across an Arctic river; monarch 
butterflies fill a forest of evergreens in Mexico; red crabs swarm 
across a road on Christmas Island in the Indian Ocean. There 
are both familiar and unfamiliar bird migrations: emperor pen-
guin, Arctic tern, wandering albatross, ruby-throated hum-
mingbird, bar-headed goose, and whooping crane. There are 
bats; pilchard and salmon; African elephants and wildebeest. 
This is a U.K. import, and American readers may be surprised 
by the European examples of animals that also migrate in the 
Western Hemisphere: great white sharks, barn swallows, and 
osprey. A different point of view is refreshing, but North Ameri-
can teachers and librarians will want to make sure that they also 
have books that show these animals closer to home. Since pub-
lication in Great Britain in 2018, at least one fact has already 
become outdated. The use of ultralights to aid whooping crane 
migration was discontinued in 2016.

An attractive addition to units on migration in the pri-
mary or middle grades. (map) (Informational picture book. 6-10)

CARDSLINGER
Velasco, M.G.
Carolrhoda (360 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 6, 2019
978-1-5415-5464-1  

A kid crosses the “Wild West” to 
track down treasure—and the father he 
refuses to believe is dead.

Shuffle was 7 when Dad left on a 
treasure-hunting expedition and was 
declared dead; now, in 1881, he’s 12. 

When a salesman arrives hawking a card game called Mythic, 
it’s shocking: Dad and Shuffle invented Mythic alone together, 
and it’s unique. This can’t be coincidence. Thus begins Shuf-
fle’s shoot-’em-up quest for Dad that leads him from Mourn-
ing Glory, Missouri, to San Francisco—teeming with guns, 
bandits (including women), disguises, escapes, betrayals, and 
lots of blood. Plus a rail baron and a tornado. Despite dra-
matic narration (“The sunset bled into a dark sky”), the core 
here is the intricate card game, which Velasco both overdoes 
and underdoes. Mythic looms large in Shuffle’s thoughts, the 
names of its characters (“mythological heroes and monsters”) 
distractingly italicized; however, its implied details and layers 
are far too vast to let readers attack the puzzle mystery them-
selves or share the intensity of Shuffle’s gaming scenes. Shuf-
fle’s white, while Mythic appropriates elements from many 
cultures (Greek, Chinese, Japanese, Aztec, Egyptian). There 
are a few characters of color; Shuffle’s primary pal has a Kaw 
mother but no community history or bonds, rendering her a 

disconnected, sage-scented Native sidekick/protector with 
“mythical brown eyes.”

As cool as a Western for gamers may sound, the card 
game at its center doesn’t offer enough engagement to pull 
readers in. (map) (Western. 9-13)

CHESHIRE CROSSING 
Weir, Andy
Illus. by Andersen, Sarah
Ten Speed Press (128 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-0-399-58207-3  

The action of this graphic fantasy takes 
place Second Star to the Right, straight on 
through the Looking Glass, in a place that 
is definitely not Kansas anymore!

Novelist Weir (yes, the Weir of The Martian fame) and car-
toonist/illustrator Andersen’s deliciously funny debut team-up 
reunites the heroines from three of the Victorian era’s most 
memorable children’s books and sends them on a rollicking 
adventure. All teenagers, Wendy Darling, Dorothy Gale, and 
Alice Liddell are united at a special research facility where their 
parents send them to be educated. Under the tutelage of the 
enigmatic Dr. Rutherford and the ever watchful eye of a certain 
nanny who flies via umbrella, each girl discovers her powers and 
a sense of personal agency as they team up to free their respec-
tive fantasy lands from the combined menace of the Wicked 
Witch of the West and Capt. Hook. Each heroine emerges as 
a fully three-dimensional protagonist with a distinctive per-
sonality that enables her to feel both timeless and timely. The 
tart-tongued Alice is not averse to dropping the occasional 

“#%$@,” while tomboyish Wendy is as battle savvy as Peter 
ever was. Andersen’s delightful cartoon drawing style meshes 
perfectly with Weir’s prose, allowing the work to broaden its 
appeal beyond middle graders to young adults and adults. In the 
illustrations, Alice and Wendy both present white while Doro-
thy has brown skin.

A shrewd and spirited adaptation that will leave audi-
ences hoping for another installment. (Fantasy. 10-adult)

HOORAY FOR WOMEN!
Williams, Marcia
Illus. by the author
Candlewick (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-1-5362-0111-6  

A graphic compendium of 16 strong, 
trailblazing women.

In Williams’ classic comic-strip style, 
the lives of women scientists, pioneers, athletes, and artists are 
explored and celebrated. In chronological order from ancient to 
contemporary, Williams touches on key moments in each woman’s 
life. Compressing an entire lifetime into a few panels stretched 
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across two pages is a feat; it makes for condensed (somewhat 
choppy) storytelling, but Williams’ humorous touches lighten 
the format. Bright, intricate cartoons are infused with con-
versational text while chatty birds line the edges of the pan-
els, chirping extra facts. A pair of dark-skinned pals, Dot and 
Abe, frolic along the bottom, adding commentary and forward 
motion to encourage readers to keep turning the pages. Alas, 
of the 16 highlighted females, most are familiar names, includ-
ing Anne Frank, Marie Curie, Florence Nightingale, and Elea-
nor Roosevelt. Helping to diversify the gallery are such figures 
as Frida Kahlo, Wangari Maathai, and Mae Jemison. Williams 
acknowledges the difficult nature of choosing a select list; she 
includes brief information about 59 others in the back along 
with a challenge to readers to find more heroic women who 
have inspired them.

This animated volume will surely rouse future change-
makers. (index) (Informational picture book. 7-10)

THE CURSE OF THE 
WEREPENGUIN
Woodrow, Allan
Illus. by Brown, Scott
Viking (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Aug. 13, 2019
978-0-451-48044-6 
Series: Werepenguin, 1 

An unwanted orphan awakens to his 
destined werepenguin powers and faces 
an evil immortal threatening war and 

domination under penguin rule.
Twelve-year-old boy Humboldt thinks his only talent is 

bolting under beds until he’s adopted by Baron Chordata of Vol-
gelplatz, Brugaria. In Volgelplatz, where the full moon shines 
every night, penguins terrorize the villagers for fish sticks under 
the baron’s tyrannical leadership. Like the baron, Bolt has the 
ability to understand penguin thoughts and transform under 
the light of the moon, but all he wants is a family. His dream 
may never come true if he fails to defeat the baron as foretold in 
prophecy. Woodrow presents Bolt’s adventure as a story within 
a story, narrated by the penguin caretaker at the St. Aves Zoo. 
Illustrations accompany the text, highlighting moments of 
drama and action. While Bolt’s story forms the central thread of 
the tale, the narrator shifts the focus among characters, includ-
ing Annika, a 12-year-old bandit. All the strands of the story tie 
neatly together in the resolution. Apart from two minor charac-
ters (a bandit and a witchy fortuneteller) the cast of characters 
is white. Although there’s nothing unique about the chosen-one 
plot, this series opener’s overall outrageous sense of humor has 
a high appeal.

As irreverent, sarcastic, and strange as murderous, 
barking penguins. (Fantasy. 8-12)

LEARN COLORS
A Lift-the-flap Book
Alekseeva, Julia
Illus. by Guscha, Ekaterina 
Clever Publishing (20 pp.) 
$9.99  |  Mar. 19, 2019
978-1-948418-19-5 
Series: Clever Playground 

There’s plenty to do in this vocabulary-building, question-
and-answer, lift-the-flap guide to color.

This well-conceived primer is not a great choice for the 
youngest toddlers, whose undeveloped fine-motor skills would 
doubtless lead to torn and missing flaps in no time. But preco-
cious young readers with some dexterity will enjoy solving the 
riddles and revealing the answers in this colorful effort. The 
verso of each double-page spread features a patterned field of 
saturated color. Four flaps on the page pose questions, with 
answers beneath, about items of that color. The recto names 
the featured color above a picture rendered primarily in that 
color. Embedded in that picture is one more flap concealing 
an item of a different color—“Oops! These flowers are not red! 
They’re blue!”—setting up the color scheme for the next spread. 
Each flap features a thoughtful notch to help little fingers gain 
purchase. This format—four questions and answers, plus one 
surprise that doesn’t match, every two pages—means the book 
is a longer read than comparably sized board books, which may 
well challenge a toddler’s attention span. As there’s no storyline, 
however, there’s no harm done if a child doesn’t make it all the 
way through on every reading. The colors pop, as they should; 
the artwork is pleasant and mostly representational (e.g., foods 
and flowers) with the exception of animals, who are cartoony, 
cute, and full of personality.

Fun and enriching. (Board book. 2-5)

ANIMALS
Illus. by Alexander, Rilla
Chronicle (16 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-1-4521-7392-4  

This tactile board book presents ani-
mals, glimpses of their habitats, and associated vocabulary.

In Alexander’s eye-catching book, a series of familiar ani-
mals is presented, each in a colorful two-page layout. Each 
animal is a separate die-cut figure glued into a larger, shaped 
cutout presented on recto; on verso are its name—formed from 
die-cut letters that will nestle in the cutout opposite—along 
with a set of descriptive words, the only text. Nouns are set 
in boldface, while adjectives are plain text, and participles are 
italicized. Some flaws niggle. One adjective—“slimy”—sneaks 
into the frog’s participles. The nouns are mostly visible in 

As irreverent, sarcastic, and strange as 
murderous, barking penguins.

the curse of the werepenguin
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the accompanying illustration, but not the cats’ claws. Most 
spreads also include the word for the various animals’ offspring, 
with the exception of the bees (“young bee” is presented as a 
smiling, small foraging adult rather than “larva”—definitely 
cuter but inaccurate). These oversights are a letdown. The 
adjectives and participles, however, are wonderfully descriptive, 
and many could be new for little ones, like “gamboling” cows, 

“velvety” moles, and “wallowing” pigs. The illustrations them-
selves are very spare, a startling contrast to the highly specific 
and detailed text. The simultaneously publishing Food follows 
the same format, but the illustrations are more unexpected 
and engaging, like finding the raised letters “y-u-m” in a bowl of 
alphabet noodles.

The best part of this one is also the most inconsistent: 
the rich and challenging vocabulary. (Board book. 6 mos-2) 
(Food: 978-1-4521-7391-7)

HA-HA! MADE YOU LAUGH!
Babin, Stéphanie
Illus. by Mathy, Vincent
Twirl/Chronicle (22 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Mar. 26, 2019
978-2-40800-795-9  

Endearingly goofy illustrations and 
interactive surprises should guarantee 

giggles for toddlers and caregivers alike.
This book involves young readers in several ways: with 

invitations to children to make funny faces and stick out their 
tongues, scratch, tap, or blow kisses, and with flaps that lift to 
reveal surprise pictures and punchlines (some funny, some eh), 
each preceded by a bold and hearty “HA-HA!” Whether or not 
caregivers find any particular setup and denouement uproari-
ous, there’s more than enough going on here to maintain their 
toddlers’ infectious enthusiasm and laughter, making this a fun 
shared read. The illustrations are simple, uncluttered, bright, 
and colorful, depicting a variety of silly and expressive animal 
characters. The “HA-HA!” format means the jokes are on read-
ers, who presumably encounter the unexpected (and mostly 
comical) beneath each flap. More-cynical readers might wonder 
if this book, though good-natured in intent, is the kindergarten 
version of “Teasing 101.” It’s hard for adults not to hear “HA-
HA! Made you look!” and a number of other “HA-HA!” taunts 
in their heads while reading aloud. Of course, preparing chil-
dren for the inevitable is perhaps not a bad thing; it could even 
prompt a conversation about knowing when kidding or teasing 
is lighthearted and funny and when it’s not.

Expect plenty of “HA-HA!”s in the home. (Board book. 
2-4)

LOOK WHAT I SEE
Barrett, Judi
Illus. by Barrett, Ron
Little Simon/Simon & Schuster (32 pp.) 
$8.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-5344-3073-0  

A young dog reflects on all the ways 
life can be viewed from different vantage points. 

From dawn, when the protagonist wakes to view a bedroom 
ceiling, to nighttime, when the same dog views a moonlit sky from 
the same bedroom’s window, readers experience one day in the 
life of this pup. The verso of each double-page spread shows read-
ers the scene the dog inhabits, while the recto shows them a new 
point of view. At breakfast they see the upside-down face of the 
pup in the concave reflection from a spoon, and at bathtime they 
see tub toys floating above them. The first-person narration simply 
describes each scene with clauses beginning with “when….” Ron 
Barrett’s chunky pencil drawings with muted colors do a lovely job 
of illustrating some tricky moments, particularly how things would 
look from the inside of a T-shirt. While this is a clever exploration 
of perspective, the board-book format is not a good choice for the 
exercise, as the core audience is still often learning that others may 
have a different point of view from themselves. 

Here’s hoping that older children discover this clever 
exploration, even if they feel they’ve moved beyond board 
books. (Board book. 3-5)

HELLO ANIMALS, HOW DO 
YOU SLEEP?
Botman, Loes
Illus. by the author
Floris (12 pp.) 
$8.95  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-78250-551-8  

A brief introduction to some of the 
ways animals sleep.

The book starts off with the titular phrase, “Hello animals! 
How do you sleep?” On each double-page spread, two beautiful 
and realistic illustrations provide the answer. The text is spare: 

“Warm in the hay” (a calf and a foal); “Tucked in my tail” (a squirrel 
and a fox); “Cozy on cushions” (a dog and a cat); “Curled in nests” 
(a hedgehog and a gerbil); “Deep in dens” (a rabbit and a bear); and 

“Snuggled in straw” (two ducklings and a hen). The animals are not 
named, but most will be familiar to adult readers if not children. 
Author/illustrator Botman is from the Netherlands, and it shows 
in the choices of some of the animals illustrated, such as a hedge-
hog and a red squirrel, which are not native to North America. 
By keeping the text spare, Botman allows readers to focus on the 
illustrations, which are quite lovely. They appear to have been 
done with pastel crayons or some other smudgy medium, as they 
have a comforting, mottled look.

A charming and very simple introduction to animals 
and their sleeping habits for babies and toddlers. (Board 
book. 1-3)

By keeping the text spare, Botman allows readers to focus 
on the illustrations, which are quite lovely.

hello animals,  how do you sleep?
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BIB ON, BUNNY!
Illus. by Byatt, Jo
Child’s Play (12 pp.) 
$8.99  |  May 1, 2019
978-1-78628-207-1 
Series: Chatterboox 

This interactive board book features 
a finger-puppet bunny enjoying a meal at the table.

Even bunnies have to learn how to eat, as evidenced by the 
mess made at the end of the meal in this board book. The story 
encourages a conversational tone, with the main character—a 
bespectacled white child with features characteristic of Down 
syndrome—talking to the bunny while having a meal. The 
child’s dialogue appears on the left with the stuffed animal’s 
responses on the right. The finger-puppet bunny head is abso-
lutely adorable: well done in three dimensions, complete with 
ears that stand up and a pink nose. The illustrations themselves 
are appropriately basic, all taking place at the same table with 
little variation in the child’s facial expressions and only minor 
changes to food and drink from page to page. The uncredited 
rhyming text is lackluster: child: “Carrot, Bunny? / All for you!” 
Bunny: “Crunch, crunch, crunch! / It’s good to chew!” The three 
other books in the series (Dive In, Ducky!, Play Time, Puppy!, and 
Sleep Tight, Teddy!) feature the same structure, successes, and 
struggles. It’s refreshing to see such inclusive treatment of dis-
ability. Teddy features a black-presenting child with a cochlear 
implant, and Puppy’s Asian-presenting protagonist wears a 
safety helmet, suggesting seizures. (Ducky’s protagonist pres-
ents white and has no evident disability.) The finger puppets 
remain adorable across the series.

As inclusive, adorable puppet playthings, this book and 
its companions succeed—but not so much on literary merit. 
(Board book. 6 mos.-2) (Dive In, Ducky!: 978-1-78628-209-5; Play Time, 
Puppy!: 978-1-78628-208-8; Sleep Tight, Teddy!: 978-1-78628-210-1)

LITTLE FISH AND MOMMY
Cousins, Lucy
Illus. by the author
Candlewick (22 pp.) 
$8.99  |  Mar. 5, 2019
978-1-5362-0612-8 
Series: Little Fish 

Mommy Fish and Little Fish swim, play, and explore.
Cousins’ rhyming board book is all about mother-child love. 

Little Fish describes a day with Mommy Fish spent playing 
peekaboo, exploring a cave while conquering fears, and shar-
ing kisses. Cousins’ trademark style is on full display with the 
bright, gouache illustrations and hand-lettered text. The illus-
trations are simple yet bold and inviting. They work especially 
well on a spread full of brightly swimming fish, alive with color 
that appears to create texture. Both Little Fish and Mommy 
Fish wear the same expressions throughout the story, except-
ing their kiss at the end, conveying a vague sense of happy awe. 
While it aligns with the simplicity of the illustrations, it doesn’t 

quite fit with all of Little Fish’s experiences. Little Fish’s gender 
is not named, enhancing its accessibility to readers. As narrated, 
many of Little Fish’s observations read as appropriately child-
like, such as “My mommy’s orange, just like me. We both have 
yellow spots” (a statement that may make this book difficult to 
share in mixed-race and/or adoptive families). The verse works 
well, save the last page which bends a grammar rule to push 
along the rhyme. Overall, the pacing and the rhythm are the 
right amount of bounce for a little one on a lap.

High appeal to fans of Cousins but not revolutionary in 
the field of books about parent-child love. (Board book. 1-3)

STAR WARS BATTLE CRIES
Creatures Vs. Aliens
Hidalgo, Pablo
Illus. by Park, Scott
becker&mayer! kids (24 pp.) 
$21.99  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-0-7603-6404-8  

To choruses of electronic roars, 
shrieks, and gabbles, licensed aliens take on licensed beasts.

Along with brief introductions and fighting-skills rating 
charts, Hidalgo supplies perfunctory scenarios for matchups 
between a Wookiee and a Sarlacc, a Tusken raider and a tauntaun, 
and three other pairings—inviting readers to press on desig-
nated spots to activate snatches of sound and to pick winners 
for each dust-up. His descriptions (“These rolling meatballs of 
teeth and tentacles are considered one of the most dangerous 
creatures in the galaxy,” he says of rathtars) are generally more 
colorful than Park’s recognizable but bland, flattened, cartoony 
figures. The tinny hoots and calls issuing from the rear cover’s 
tiny speaker are likewise generic, mostly interchangeable, and 
sound as if they were recorded in a cardboard box. The scenar-
ios and the art are free of explicit gore or violence, but there’s 
a streak of cruelty in evidence, as the Ewoks are sent to saw off 
a wampa’s horn “for a mystical ceremony,” and the Geonosian’s 
task is to egg a reluctant rancor out into an arena to fight droids 
for the purpose of “impressing some visiting Hutts.”

The Force is definitely not with this one. (replaceable 
batteries, on/off switch) (Novelty. 6-8)

COWS!
Hutton, John
Illus. by Cenko, Doug
blue manatee press (14 pp.) 
$7.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-936669-72-1 
Series: DR. Books 

A question-and-answer exchange about farm-dwelling bovines. 
The project begins with “Hey Diddle, Diddle,” with words 

missing from the iconic rhyme, prompting little ones to fill in the 
key words. Subsequent double-page spreads encourage dialogic 
reading, an early literacy practice in which parents, caregivers, 
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and educators ask open-ended questions to encourage language 
and vocabulary development, as the back cover notes and the 
text actively models. Cenko’s opaque, jewel-toned paintings are 
a mélange of panels of various sizes and graphic clues sprinkled 
with question marks. Some of the illustrations are droll, clever, 
and recognizable. However, some panels may be too small for 
little ones to see enough to identify and label objects and actions. 
Young children who are ready for a dialogic-reading approach are 
often also ready for paper pages and longer texts, so this can be 
considered more a book to get caregivers comfortable with the 
practice than one that is aimed squarely at toddlers.

A clever approach in search of the appropriate format. 
(Board book. 2-4) 

HOW DO YOU SAY 
GOOD NIGHT?
Jin, Cindy
Illus. by Ng-Benitez, Shirley
Little Simon/Simon & Schuster (12 pp.) 
$7.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-5344-3159-1  

Young children can learn to say “good night” in 10 different 
languages.

The rhyming text tells children “We can say ‘good night’ / 
in many different ways,” and “the words may be different, / but 
we all sleep under the same bright moon.” Each double-page 
spread presents warm portraits of smiling families from around 
the world along with the way they say good night—in the origi-
nal Latin alphabet or non-Roman script followed by transliter-
ated form, as the case may be, and the phonetic spelling to help 
readers not familiar with the language: “Buenas noches (bway-
nas no-chase)” for Spanish; “Tisbáh ala-kháyr (tis-bah a-la 
khair)” for Arabic. The facing page repeats the words in their 
original script, phonetic spelling, and name of the language. To 
demonstrate that some languages are spoken in more than one 
country, the author has avoided the obvious—China/Chinese, 
France/French, or Germany/German—and has instead made 
different pairings: Singapore/Chinese, Cameroon/French, and 
Austria/German. Such attention to the written form of words 
presents a discord between the board-book presentation and 
the intended audience, which could not be the toddler set but 
rather preschoolers with an awareness of the written word. 
However, caregivers who are ready to practice the phonetics 
before they read with their children will be able to approximate 
some of these languages’ sounds.

A well-meaning though flawed introduction to the 
many cultures of our world. (Board book. 3-5)

ONE YELLOW RIBBON
Jocelyn, Marthe
Illus. by the author
Orca (24 pp.) 
$9.95  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-1-4598-2076-0  

The titular yellow ribbon explores 
the world.

In this book and its companion, One Patch of Blue, a yel-
low ribbon tied around a child’s braid and a patch sewn onto 
a pair of jeans find new lives out in the world. The ribbon 
forms the mane of a lion, crops on a farm, and the dress on a 
woman dancing with her family, while the blue patch becomes 
the car on a Ferris wheel, the window of an ice cream truck, 
and the diamond in the middle of a stained glass window. On 
each page, readers must find the patch or the ribbon and, if 
inspired, can tell a story about what they see. As in earlier 
titles One Red Button and One Piece of String (both 2017), Joc-
elyn’s textured and vibrantly colored collage-style illustrations 
are filled with delightful detail and feature diverse characters; 
the children on the covers of both books have brown skin. 
Unlike the previous books, the materials are often well-hidden 
in the pictures, presenting a challenge for very young children. 
Furthermore, while each picture is rich in detail, they are not 
grouped thematically, making it difficult for older children to 
tell a coherent story that flows page to page. That being said, 
the images are beautifully rendered, and, in both books, the 
double-page spreads are breathtaking.

A cleverly illustrated wordless outing that is a natural 
progression for readers of Jocelyn’s previous board books. 
(Board book. 1-3) (One Patch of Blue: 978-1-4598-2073-9)

ZOOM, ZOOM, ZOOM!
Illus. by Kubler, Annie
Child’s Play (12 pp.) 
$4.99  |  May 1, 2019
978-1-78628-199-9  

A traditional nursery rhyme in board-
book format. 

In this version, the musical notation is included on the back 
cover but without fingerplay directions. No matter; toddlers 
will quickly match actions to the words. The challenge will be 
settling them down for the next story after the satisfying “Five, 
four, three, two, one… / BLAST OFF!” Kubler’s multiracial cast 
of astronauts includes a black child who uses a wheelchair and 
two in glasses. The children’s costumes and their rocket ships 
appear homemade. Though the children are busy, Kubler’s illus-
trations are not. Using a palette reminiscent of slightly faded 
construction paper, she provides just enough detail to tell the 
story. Three more rhymes published simultaneously follow the 
same format. Round and Round the Garden and Sleeping Bunnies 
are not so well known in the United States, but a fresh version 
of Wheels on the Bus is always welcome. All use the traditional 
wording. In Garden, both the child in the bear costume and the 
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friend who tickles wear glasses; a bespectacled white child and 
a black child who both wear bunny pajamas play the key roles in 
Bunnies. Clever caregivers will let children take turns acting out 
the different roles.

Yes, you can find fingerplays and songs online. But this 
simple board book and its companions are a more age-
appropriate and satisfying way to introduce toddlers to 
sometimes-neglected storytime traditions. (Board book. 1-4) 
(Round and Round the Garden: 978-1-78628-197-5; Sleeping Bunnies: 
978-1-78628-198-2; Wheels on the Bus: 978-1-78628-196-8)

FEEL BETTER, DADDY
A Story About Empathy
Loewen, Nancy
Illus. by Quintanilla, Hazel Michelle
Words & Pictures (10 pp.) 
$12.95  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-1-78603-304-8 
Series: Bright Start Right Start 

A preschool-age child models ways to help an ailing father 
get well soon. 

While some books about emotional intelligence can be quite 
preachy, this “story about empathy” sets a sweet, child-friendly 
tone. A young, pale-skinned but otherwise ethnically ambiguous 
protagonist notices Daddy’s red nose and sneezing and decides 
to take over as caregiver for the day. The child reads him a rol-
licking pirate story, complete with voices; draws him a picture 
using “every single color from my crayon box”; and snuggles up so 
they can nap together. These actions feel genuine and accessible, 
all things toddler listeners could successfully emulate in their 
own lives. It’s not overly heavy either, with breezy line drawings 
that sketch round, oversized heads that draw attention to facial 
expressions and a limited grayscale palette with a cheerful peachy-
orange accent color. A light sense of humor pervades, such as a 
helpful pup, tissues perched precariously on its head, or a dubi-
ously delicious homemade soup. The child straightforwardly nar-
rates the thought process of comforting Daddy, allowing readers 
to further empathize. With pages composed of unusual, coated 
stock, the book is sturdy and water-resistant, though its moder-
ately rough texture isn’t as welcoming as its warm story. A com-
panion book about gratitude starring a ginger-haired family holds 
similarly familiar scenarios. 

Unlike many didactic social-skills training texts, this 
kindhearted board book will resonate with its young audi-
ence. (Board book. 2-4) (A Thank You Walk: 978-1-78603-302-4)

FIVE LITTLE PUMPKINS ON 
HALLOWEEN NIGHT
Magsamen, Sandra
Illus. by the author
Cartwheel/Scholastic (12 pp.) 
$6.99  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-338-30578-4  

An unscary twist on the traditional 
Halloween song for first-time trick-or-
treaters, illustrated with Magsamen’s sig-
nature simulated stitching designs. 

There are no witches in the air in 
this book; the wind does not blow out 
the light. Instead the verse starts with 

“pumpkins giggling all day long,” which 
rhymes with “Let’s sing a song.” Continu-

ing in this sweet mode, the second pumpkin says, “We shine so 
bright!” and the third one agrees, “Yes, we’re a beautiful sight.” 
On the fourth spread the rhythm breaks down. That pumpkin 
says, “We’re a little bit spooky and kooky too.” The final line 
stretches to rhyme: “We spread a lot of love, that’s what we do!” 
This revision misses the point of the original—to help young 
children feel brave as they learn about the mildly scary tradi-
tion of Halloween. Counting down, inherent in the original, is 
also eliminated in this version, though one could count the stars, 
smiling spiders, bats, and even hearts that decorate the pages. 
The cover, first page, and last page show five smiling pump-
kins stacked willy-nilly. The three middle spreads show just 
one pumpkin each, with the fourth pumpkin rather arbitrarily 
sporting a witch’s hat. 

Just sing the song; this sanitized variant is an additional 
purchase at best. (Board book. 1-3)

TEENY TINY GHOST
Matson, Rachel
Illus. by Chou, Joey
Cartwheel/Scholastic (16 pp.) 
$5.99  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-338-31848-7  

This board book twists the tradi-
tional “Teeny Tiny” tale into a less-scary Halloween treat. 

This version uses a singsong-y rhythm and cadence to tell 
the story. “In the teeny tiny barn / Of a teeny tiny house... / Lived 
a teeny tiny ghost / and a teeny tiny mouse.” Of course the ghost 
(being teeny tiny) is not very frightening. “But the determined 
little ghost / Let her mighty courage through / And with a teeny 
tiny breath / She said a teeny tiny: boo.” Spoiler alert: After just 
seven page turns the ghost and mouse become friends: “And 
now the teeny tinies play / In the teeny tiny house. / Just a teeny 
tiny ghost / And her best friend, mouse.” Pumpkins decorate 
the cover and final spread and illustrations throughout are in 
autumnal hues. The fairly high-for-the-format word count—19 
to 21 words per page—may be more than toddlers will sit still 
for, but the “teeny tiny” repetition and rhymes will help. The 

Actions feel genuine and accessible, all things 
toddler listeners could successfully emulate.

feel better, daddy
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size (just 6 inches square) makes using the book with a group a 
challenge, but with a lap-sitting child, it’ll be a pleasure.

A satisfying friendship story to share with very young 
children in the days leading up to Halloween. (Board book. 
2-4)

TOUGH CHICKS TO THE 
RESCUE!
Meng, Cece
Illus. by Suber, Melissa
HMH Books (12 pp.) 
$8.99  |  Jan. 8, 2019
978-1-328-45057-9 
Series: Tabbed Touch-and-Feel 

This tabbed, touch-and-feel board book is loaded with 
features.

There is plenty for tots to touch, from the titular tough 
chicks’ “feathers,” which resemble shag carpeting more than 
avian plumage, to sheep’s wool, cowhide, and a mire of sticky 
mud. Each sturdy page is tabbed, with a picture on each tab of 
a character who appears in the indexed scene. Every scene is 
a two-page spread; the final tableau also has a third, fold-out 
panel. As the illustrations occupy two pages, it is often difficult 
to know if the book’s text is meant to be read across both pages 
or down one page, then the other. A little mouse in each scene 
challenges children to act out deeds of the tough chicks, dis-
rupting the narrative flow. Unfortunately, the challenges don’t 
involve anything like derring-do, nor are they ironically sedate; 
instead, they seem unrelated to toughness altogether, missing 
the mark. “Are you tough enough to flap your wings like Polly?” 

“Are you tough enough to Cockadoodledooooo like the rooster?” 
The illustrations do convey action; pictures of one chick break-
ing out wildly oversized binoculars or another using a tractor 
to yank a comically large cow from a mud puddle are dynamic, 
funny, and best suggest toughness in the pint-sized protagonists.

Far too busy but will likely entertain most toddlers any-
way. (Board book. 1-4)

MY LOVE IS FOR YOU
Musgrave, Susan
Illus. by Faucher, Marilyn
Orca (24 pp.) 
$9.95  |  Mar. 26, 2019
978-1-4598-1846-0  

A poetic ode to the love a parent feels 
for a child—love that is “pure,” “tender,” 

“sweet,” “fierce,” “strong,” and “endless.” 
These rather abstract terms are explained using similes 

drawn from nature. Each stanza opens with two lines that begin 
with “Like.” Further figurative language is embedded in each 
stanza. Loose watercolor-and-gouache pictures pair the words 
with idealized visions of the natural world. Only three illustra-
tions include people, all with light skin. Even though the seasons 

are not named, the verses and pictures evoke them, with spring: 
“Like blossoms kissing your eyes in sunlight, / a soft breeze mist-
ing your cheeks with dew, // like snowdrops bowing their heads 
to no one, / that’s how pure my love is.” In summer, love is “like 
blackberries big as your thumbs, and juicy, / and honey from bees 
who go bizz-buzz-whizz”; in fall it is “like mother bear cuddling 
her cubs in her den”; and finally in winter it’s “like mountains 
heaving under drifts of snow.” The final stanza invites the child 
to “count the stars on a night clear anew, / that’s how endless my 
love is for you.” The rather sophisticated phrasing and obscure 
comparisons may leave very young children puzzled. But the 
message of unconditional parental love cannot be missed even 
if toddlers don’t understand all the language.

If your love is sweet like honey, share this with a child 
your love is for. (Board book. 2-4)

WEATHER
Otter, Isabel
Illus. by Tolson, Hannah
Kane/Miller (10 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jun. 1, 2019
978-1-61067-897-1 
Series: Turn and Learn 

An overview of weather and its 
causes, with pull-tab scenes that switch back and forth.

In neatly squared-off bursts of facts and general observa-
tions the survey opens with a look at the sun’s origin and effects. 
On successive thematic spreads it then introduces rain, wind, 
snow and ice, and finally thunder and lightning. Along with 
being a bit vague on the difference between weather and cli-
mate, Otter frequently oversimplifies—claiming, for instance, 
on the same leaf that a lightning bolt “travels downward” and 
that negative atmospheric charges anthropomorphically 

“search for” and “sense” positive ones. She does offer at least 
basic references to weather norms and extremes, spiced with 
specific temperature and wind speed records or other statistics, 
plus brief explanations of important concepts such as the water 
cycle, acid rain, and even the “Goldilocks Zone.” Tolson goes 
for stylized nature scenes in her simple cartoon pictures; some 
of the rare, small human figures seem to have dark skin. The 
front cover and each verso feature a larger illustration that is 
transformed by the pull of a ribbon…usually in an innocuous 
change from, for example, daytime to night, but in one disqui-
eting instance showing a tornado-threatened family packing up 
a car that is next seen flying through the air.

Sketchy but not (quite) as bland as it seems. (Informa-
tional novelty. 6-8)

The message of unconditional parental love cannot be missed.
my love is for you



y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   b o a r d  &  n o v e l t y  b o o k s   |   1 5  m a y  2 0 1 9   |   1 2 3

8 WAYS TO DRAW DEER
Parker, Jasmine Isabelle
Illus. by the author
Tara Publishing (16 pp.) 
$7.95 paper  |  May 13, 2019
978-81-934485-0-2 
Series: 8 Ways to Draw 

A guided journey through eight 
Indian illustration styles via portrayals 
of deer.

With the help of eight Indian artists, graphic designer 
Parker concisely introduces art foundations throughout the 
book. Beginning in the flaps, the book leads readers through 
the conceptualization of an illustration from a photograph 
through realistic representation to a reimagination of the ani-
mal, all without losing the deer’s main features. The book’s 
large trim allows generous canvas space and encourages read-
ers to depart from the simple yet effective instructions and 
experiment in the negative space. Art concepts are transmitted 
alongside facts about deer. For example, to show how “deer can 
run at speeds of up to 70 kilometers an hour” when escaping 
a predator, the illustrations portray deer in a style reminiscent 
of cave paintings, with outstretched legs rushing forward. The 
question “How has the artist shown us that these deer are run-
ning fast?” prompts readers to consider the direction of the 
lines, the deer’s heads, and the animals’ positions throughout 
the page as elements that contribute to the transmission of the 
idea of movement. Readers are also given the opportunity to 
increase their artistic talents. Exercises such as tracing outlines, 
coloring, and creating patterns build budding artists’ skills. As 
the book progresses, the instructions grow less constraining, 
encouraging the reader to “let [their] imagination loose.” Fur-
ther information on the various artists and styles is presented 
on the back jacket flap.

Readers will be prancing for their art supplies. (Activity 
book. 4-9)

SCRATCHIE
A Touch-and-Feel 
Cat-venture
Putri, Maria
Illus. by the author
Little Simon/Simon & Schuster (24 pp.) 
$9.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-5344-3765-4  

Help Scratchie the cat sharpen their claws using a variety of 
textured surfaces. 

While this board book might seem in the same vein as Pat 
the Bunny, this cat takes it to a new, slightly subversive level. 
Mischievous Scratchie, a charcoal-colored feline, likes nothing 
more than to “scratch stuff to keep my claws super sharp,” and as 
the deadpan narrator, Scratchie actively invites human readers 
along to “scratch things together!” With a determined expres-
sion, glowing golden eyes, and a body often posed in unusual 

angles, Scratchie isn’t an especially adorable cat. Yet kids will 
empathize with Scratchie’s intense desire to seek out new and 
novel experiences and textures. The touch-and-feel surfaces 
are nicely variable, including “rough paper towel” (oddly, rather 
soft fabric), a raised shiny silver pot, and corrugated cardboard 
pieces. The tactile elements are constructed well enough to 
stand up to little hands. The ending, in which a startled human 
enters the now-trashed kitchen and an unrepentant Scratchie 
wonders what “we should scratch tomorrow,” will serve as a sort 
of Rorschach test. For those familiar with the chaos cats can 
bring, this riotous ending might bring giggles, but it could leave 
more order-seeking toddlers unsettled. Everyone will leave sat-
isfied by the very last page, though, as Scratchie invites readers 
to touch one final pleasant texture—Scratchie’s own luxurious 
fur.

A purr-fectly good touch-and-feel book. (Board book. 1-3)

FARM THE FARM
Reul, Sarah Lynne
Illus. by the author
Little Simon/Simon & Schuster (18 pp.) 
$8.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-5344-0940-8  

Spend the day on the farm, caring for 
the animals.

Calling all farmers! Put on your overalls and boots, because 
we are going to the farm. Readers are first introduced to a sad 
cow, who just wants to graze the pasture. “Swing” open the gate 
(flap), and the cow is happy to go. Next, readers meet hungry, 
unhappy hens. Lift the flap to “sprinkle some food” and see 
them eating away. Moving along, readers find a pony who needs 
some primping. Turn down the flap to “brush” its mane and 
ta-da! The pony’s eyes are visible. Next, readers see an egg that’s 
too cold. When readers flip the flap to turn on the heat lamp, 
surprise! A duckling hatches. Oh no! The goat is hungry—move 
the flap to “feed” it from a bottle. Time to grab the clippers 
and “swipe” them across the sheep’s fleece. Lift the flap to see 
the happy, shaved sheep. Next, readers meet the pig from the 
cover, dismayed by the dust. Turn the flap to “twist the faucet” 
and make a muddy wallow. Finally, it’s time to pick up the poop. 

“Grab a shovel” and some grossed-out laughs before flipping the 
flap to clean it up. Reul’s expressive, funny cartoons give her 
animals lots of personality, and the highlighted verbs are robust 
additions to toddlers’ vocabularies.

Interactions make this simple day on the farm a fun 
one. (Board book. 2-6)
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BABY PLAY / JUGANDO 
CON BEBÉ
Silver, Skye
Trans. by Perez, María 
Barefoot (16 pp.) 
$6.99  |  Mar. 1, 2019
978-1-78285-736-5  

This bilingual board book, one of a set, explores the every-
day world of babies.

Sweet black-and-white photos of racially diverse tots and 
their caregivers are framed with a touch of color. The simple, 
patterned text opposite each picture is presented in both Eng-
lish and Spanish, the Spanish text matching the color of the 
photograph’s frame, and the English text always black. Bold, 
high-contrast graphics with a touch of color surround the 
framed text. The total effect results in a pleasing and baby-
friendly composition. Babies are shown playing together, danc-
ing, stacking blocks, swinging, splashing, popping soap bubbles, 
laughing, and finally waving “bye-bye!...¡Despídete!” In com-
panion title Baby Dream / Soñando con bebé, by Sunny Scribens, 
the babies end their days by cuddling and snuggling, looking at 
books, listening to a song, stretching and yawning, and finally 
peacefully sleeping. Baby Food / Comiendo con bebé, by Stefanie 
Paige Wieder, depicts tots feeding themselves, sipping from a 
cup, drinking from a bottle, nursing, making a sweet mess, and 
asking for more. Each title is also published in an English-only 
edition. In all, the text will please the adult readers; the charm-
ing photos will attract the young audience.

There’s little new or novel here, it’s all but sweet 
enough. (Board book. 6-18 mos.) (Baby Dream / Soñando con bebé: 
978-1-78285-737-2, Baby Dream: 978-1-78285-7 to 9-7; Baby Food / 
Comiendo con bebé: 978-1-78285-738-9, Baby Food: 978-1-78285-730-3; 
Baby Play: 978-1-78285-728-0)

PRIDE COLORS 
Stevenson, Robin
Orca (28 pp.) 
$9.95  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-1-4598-2070-8  

A good thing comes in a small, rain-
bow package.

It’s unusual for board books to 
include backmatter, but this one does, and it provides context 
for the prior spreads’ loving verse and colorful photographs, 
arranged in the familiar six-color Pride flag sequence. “Every-
one is welcome at Pride! The rainbow flag is a colorful symbol 
of LGBTQ Pride,” reads this text, which unfortunately fails 
to credit Gilbert Baker with creating the flag. It also doesn’t 
acknowledge efforts to include more colors and designs to 
mark efforts to make the LGBTQ+ movement more inclusive 
in terms of racial and gender diversity. But, here’s what this 
board book does very, very well: It sends a message of uncon-
ditional love to the implied child audience, and it affirms famil-
ial and racial diversity. Each color has two spreads. The first 

introduces the hue with a line of text and is accompanied by 
a stock photo of a child that somehow highlights that color. 
The second spread in each pair then shifts to directly address 
both the depicted child and child readers. For example, “YEL-
LOW SUNSHINE, smiles so bright” introduces yellow with a 
grinning, light-skinned child wearing a yellow jacket. The next 
spread reads, “I’ll hug you, kiss you, hold you tight,” and shows 
a baby snuggled by people who read as two moms.

A joyful, affirming, pride-filled read. (Board book. 6 mos.-4) 

CAT & MOUSE
Teckentrup, Britta
Illus. by the author
Prestel (24 pp.) 
$14.95  |  Mar. 19, 2019
978-3-7913-7374-4  

A black cat chases a white mouse all 
around the house. Will Little Mouse be 
able to escape?

As the mouse hides in a box it 
becomes clear it’s not the best spot: Cat is in the big box just 
beside his. Time to run, Little Mouse. Round and round, down 
a hole, up and down the stairs, out the window to the calm out-
side. But Cat’s still chasing, and Little Mouse is tired, so he finds 
a hole in a tree to rest. Now it looks like Cat is tired too, and 
as they head back home, the text speculates: “Could this really 
be the end of the chase?” As readers turn to the last spread, 
they will be able to breathe easy: Cat and Mouse are sleeping 
together; they “are the best of friends.” German author and 
illustrator Teckentrup pairs simple, rhyming text (in uncredited 
translation) with textured illustrations and cleverly placed die 
cuts on each page to tell the story of two friends playing the 
age-old game of cat and mouse. Color too plays an important 
role as it marks time for the story, slowly changing from sunny 
daytime hues to dark blues, grays, and greens that signify the 
end of the day, time to rest, sleep—and perhaps start the game 
all over again tomorrow?

An ultimately reassuring, sweet story, with just enough 
excitement to delight young readers. (Board book. 2-4)

ALL BUCKLED UP
Zimmerman, Andrea
Illus. by the author & Clemesha, David
Little Simon/Simon & Schuster (28 pp.) 
$8.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-5344-3868-2  

As the title suggests, this board book 
shows people “buckling up” in all different types of vehicles and 
scenarios.

This book has a simple, straightforward setup: show peo-
ple (and one dog) putting on seat belts in as many ways pos-
sible. The goal of the book appears to be convincing children 
that everyone does it—even astronauts—and they should, too. 
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Zimmerman’s rhyming couplets have a nice rhythm, and each 
is followed by the same refrain: “One, two, three, CLICK!” 
The characters are diverse, although a preponderance presents 
white. The thin-lined, colorful backgrounds include details that 
younger preschoolers will enjoy finding, but they may prove 
hard for toddlers to decode. While the text makes unnecessary 
use of the gendered term “mailman,” Zimmerman does chal-
lenge some gender stereotypes: the farmer is a woman, as are 
the pilot and the fire chief. What makes the firetruck pages 
problematic, however, are the two unbuckled, unrestrained 
firefighters hanging off the back of the truck, a once-common 
practice that’s been long discontinued as unsafe—odd, given 
the book’s attention to safety while riding. All of the examples 
of safety restraints are nice enough, there’s just far too many. 
The book is at its best when showing less-obvious examples of 
buckling up, such as the life-jacketed dog.

The monotony of the text and the needlessly exhaustive 
nature of the examples make this one just OK. (Board book. 
2-3)

c o n t i n u i n g  s e r i e s

THE GRAND CANYON
Bauer, Marion Dane
Illus. by Wallace, John
Simon Spotlight (32 pp.)
$17.99  |  $4.99 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-5344-4035-7
978-0-689-86946-4 paper
Series: Wonders of America
(Informational early reader. 5-7)

YELLOWSTONE
Bauer, Marion Dane
Illus. by Wallace, John
Simon Spotlight (32 pp.)
$17.99  |  $4.99 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-5344-4034-0
978-1-4169-5404-0 paper
Series: Wonders of America
(Informational early reader. 5-7)

TOBY’S STORY
Cameron, W. Bruce
Illus. by Cowdrey, Richard
Starscape (192 pp.)
$16.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-7653-9498-9
Series: A Dog’s Purpose Puppy Tales
(Fiction. 8-12)

THE END OF ORSON EERIE?
Chabert, Jack
Illus. by Loveridge, Matt
Branches/Scholastic (96 pp.)
$4.99 paper  |  $15.99 PLB  |  Jun. 26, 2019
978-1-338-31856-2 paper
978-1-338-31857-9 PLB
Series: Eerie Elementary, 10
(Horror. 6-9)

THE STICKY RICE CAPER
Chan, Mary
HMH Books (144 pp.)
$21.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-3 to 8-49578-5
978-1-3 to 8-49506-8 paper
Series: Carmen Sandiego
(Graphic mystery. 8-12)

THE BATTLE FOR PERODIA
Charman, Katrina
Illus. by Tondora, Judit
Branches/Scholastic (96 pp.)
$4.99 paper  |  $15.99 PLB  |  Jun. 26, 2019
978-1-338-30714-6 paper
978-1-338-30715-3 PLB
Series: The Last Firehawk, 6
(Fantasy. 6-9)

FANATICAL ABOUT FROGS
Davey, Owen
Illus. by the author
Flying Eye Books (40 pp.)
$19.95  |  Jun. 17, 2019
978-1-912497-98-0
Series: About Animals
(Informational picture book. 5-9)

WHAT THE LADYBUG HEARD AT THE ZOO
Donaldson, Julia
Illus. by Monks, Lydia
Henry Holt (32 pp.)
$17.99  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-250-15670-9
Series: What the Ladybug Heard
(Picture book. 3-6)
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IF YOU LOVE VIDEO GAMES, YOU COULD BE…
Feldman, Thea
Illus. by Kwee, Natalie
Simon Spotlight (32 pp.)
$17.99  |  $4.99 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-5344-4399-0
978-1-5344-4398-3 paper
Series: If You Love…
(Informational early reader. 5-7)

I LOVE BOOKS!
Garton, Sam
Illus. by the author
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (32 pp.)
$16.99  |  $4.99 paper  |  Jun. 17, 2019
978-0-06-284508-5
978-0-06-284509-2 paper
Series: Otter
(Early reader. 5-8)

MY WEIRD READING TIPS
Tips, Tricks & Secrets by the Author of My 
Weird School
Gutman, Dan
Illus. by Paillot, Jim
Harper/HarperCollins (224 pp.)
$6.99 paper  |  $16.99 PLB  |  May 6, 2019
978-0-06-288239-4 paper
978-0-06-288240-0 PLB
Series: My Weird School
(Nonfiction. 8-12)

CLUE BY CLUE
Hapka, Catherine
HMH Books (144 pp.) 
$12.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-328-55308-9
Series: Carmen Sandiego
(Mystery. 8-12)

PUGS IN A BLANKET
Howard, J.J.
Scholastic (272 pp.)
$6.99 paper  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-338-33931-4
Series: Wish
(Fiction. 9-12)

SHIFTING SHADOWS
Hunter, Erin
Harper/HarperCollins (336 pp.)
$16.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-06-264214-1
Series: Bravelands, 4
(Fantasy. 8-12)

SAVE ME!
(Or Don’t…)
Kalicky, Anne
Illus. by Jones, Tim
Andrews McMeel (208 pp.)
$13.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-4494-9572-5
Series: My Life in Smiley, 3
(Graphic/fiction hybrid. 8-12)

SUPER MARSUPIALS
Kangaroos, Koalas, Wombats, and More
Kenah, Katharine
Illus. by Coleman, Stephanie Fizer
Harper/HarperCollins (40 pp.)
$17.99  |  $6.99 paper  |  Jun. 18, 2019
978-0-06-249541-9
978-0-06-249529-7 paper
Series: Let’s Read and Find out
(Informational picture book. 4-8)

DIARY OF A WIMPY WEAN
Diary of a Wimpy Kid in Scots
Kinney, Jeff
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Clark, Thomas
Itchy Coo (224 pp.)
$12.99 paper  |  May 1, 2019
978-1-7853-0214-5 paper
Series: Diary of a Wimpy Kid
(Graphic/fiction hybrid. 8-12)

THE KEEPERS OF THE KEYS
Lasky, Kathryn
Scholastic (288 pp.)
$16.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-0-545-83689-0
Series: Bears of the Ice, 3
(Fantasy. 8-12)
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IF YOU LOVE DOLPHINS, YOU COULD BE…
Nakamura, May
Illus. by Kwee, Natalie
Simon Spotlight (32 pp.)
$17.99  |  $4.99 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-5344-4469-0
978-1-5344-4468-3 paper
Series: If You Love…
(Informational early reader. 5-7)

EMMANUEL KELLY
Dream Big!
Sánchez, Mamen
Illus. by Celej, Zuzanna
Trans. by Brokenbrow, Jon
Cuento de Luz (24 pp.)
$16.95  |  May 7, 2019
978-84-16733-40-8
Series: What Really Matters
(Picture book/biography. 6-10)

DOLLY PARTON
Sánchez Vergara, Isabel
Illus. by Solak, Daria
Frances Lincoln (32 pp.)
$14.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-78603-751-0
Series: Little People, Big Dreams
(Informational picture book. 4-7)

WILMA RUDOLPH
Sánchez Vergara, Isabel
Illus. by Flower, Amelia
Frances Lincoln (32 pp.)
$14.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-78603-751-0
Series: Little People, Big Dreams
(Informational picture book. 4-7)

THE KARATE KID
Illus. by Smith, Kim
Quirk (32 pp.)
$18.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-68369-093-1
Series: Pop Classics
(Picture book. 5-8)

SHOUT OUT FOR THE FITZGERALD-TROUTS
Spalding, Esta
Illus. by Gatlin, Lee
Tundra (352 pp.)
$16.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-7352-6451-9
Series: The Fitzgerald-Trouts, 3
(Fiction. 8-12)

THEA STILTON AND THE PHANTOM OF 
THE ORCHESTRA
Stilton, Thea
Scholastic Paperbacks (176 pp.)
$8.99 paper  |  May 28, 2019
978-1-338-30615-6
Series: Thea Stilton, 29
(Adventure. 7-9)

DIGGER AND DAISY GO CAMPING
Young, Judy
Illus. by Sullivan, Dana
Sleeping Bear (32 pp.)
$9.99  |  $4.99 paper  |  May 15, 2019
978-1-53411-022-9
978-1-53411-023-6 paper
Series: Digger and Daisy
(Early reader. 5-7)
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young 
adult

HEARTWOOD BOX
Aguirre, Ann
Tor Teen (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 1, 2019
978-0-7653-9764-5  

A fast-paced paranormal romance 
blends teen life with thrilling covert 
exploits.

Having traveled extensively with her 
journalist parents, Araceli Flores Harper 
is used to unusual experiences in far-

flung locales. Senior year in exile at her great-aunt’s crumbling 
Victorian home in rural New York state promises to be dull by 
comparison, but nothing could have prepared Araceli for the 
strange, frightening, and dangerous aspects of her newest home. 
Araceli, whose mother is white and American and father is Mexi-
can, discovers that the town’s deep-seated racism coupled with 
recent mysterious disappearances are keeping everyone in her 
ethnically and sexually diverse circle of new friends on edge. Dig-
ging into the details surrounding the town’s secretive govern-
ment research facility just creates more questions—and risk—as 
Araceli struggles to find a connection between the ghosts of the 
past and the current conflict in which she’s embroiled. Despite 
juggling dance team tryouts, learning to drive, and investigating 
leads, Araceli finds time to establish a romantic pen-pal relation-
ship with an enigmatic stranger. Add this to the ever growing list 
of bizarre phenomena that she must navigate, and readers may 
find themselves wondering what to focus on. Social conscious-
ness is woven naturally into the story, leaving readers with some-
thing more substantial to think on after the book has ended.

Aguirre (The Shadow Warrior, 2019, etc.) writes com-
pelling and accessible characters who fumble through 
complicated supernatural situations with humor and grit. 
(Supernatural thriller. 13-18)

THE TRAITOR’S KINGDOM
Beaty, Erin 
Imprint (400 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-1-250-14235-1 
Series: Traitor’s Trilogy, 3 

Power grabs spoil peace talks in this 
trilogy finale.

After saving a Demoran prince, 
befriending the long-estranged, des-
ert-dwelling Casmuni, and deploying 
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FOR YOUNG PEOPLE by Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz; 
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AFTER THE FALL by E.C. Myers; adapt. by Kerry Shawcross & 
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WILDER GIRLS
Power, Rory
Delacorte (368 pp.)
$18.99  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-0-525-64558-0
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a dreadful weapon against a Kimisar army, Sage Fowler 
seeks peace between the three contentious kingdoms. Now 
an ambassador with powerful allies among the royals of 
Demora and Casmun, teenage Sage’s solitary schemes alienate 
her friends and frustrate her loyal love interest, Maj. Alex Quinn. 
When assassins interrupt Sage’s clandestine rendezvous with Kim-
isara’s Queen Regent Zoraya, the women flee, and Sage scrambles 
to protect Zoraya, Casmuni Princess Lani, and her grieving Demo-
ran friend, Lady Clare Holloway. Feminist Sage wants peace but 
also empowerment for the women of all the kingdoms; always 
strategizing, Sage insists that women be queens, not pawns in this 
political chess game. Amid danger, romance still blooms: Sage 
and Alex contemplate marriage while Lani, Clare, and Zoraya also 
encounter love. Like a PG-13 Game of Thrones, the flurry of political 
and military maneuvering unfolds against a pre-industrial, North-
ern-European–like setting. Many Demorans—such as Clare and 
Sage—are white, in contrast to the usually bronze-skinned, dark-
haired Casmuni and Kimisar. Beaty (Traitor’s Ruin, 2018, etc.) offers 
flawed, flailing, and often furious characters grounded in reality 
and sans superpowers or inexplicable skills.

A satisfying and suspenseful end to a solid political fan-
tasy series. (map) (Fantasy. 12-18)

SPARK
Broadway, Alice
Scholastic (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-338-35599-4 
Series: Skin, 2 

In this fantasy sequel, a young tattoo-
ist learns that contradictory stories can 
be true.

After dramatically defying Saint-
stone’s customs, Leora Flint is exiled to 

live among the blanks of Featherstone—not in punishment but 
as a spy. The blanks view her community’s obligatory tattooed 
marks as abominations. To her surprise, they aren’t the aggres-
sors she was taught to hate but peaceful, accepting, desperately 
poor, and hungry. As she discovers more about her own parents’ 
pasts, Leora regrets her mission and is faced with a dilemma: 
Betray the blanks or the people she loves will face the conse-
quences. Leora’s first-person narration remains vacillating, 
naïve, and guilt-ridden even as others hail her as uniquely spe-
cial and influential. Additionally, the inconsistent worldbuild-
ing from the first title remains muddled. Still, this entry gains 
power from the explicit comparisons between the two societ-
ies: Both are benevolent utopias on the surface, finding equal 
beauty in all genders, skin tones, and body shapes, and each 
slowly reveals dark undercurrents of deception, fear, and anger. 
Broadway’s (Ink, 2018) lush (if occasionally overwrought) prose 
is especially effective when narrating the dark foundational 
myths of Featherstone interspersed throughout the narrative, 
forming a reverse mirror to the tales of Saintstone. The pacing 
is taut and suspenseful, right up to a shocking cliffhanger which 
seems to belong to another genre entirely.

Interesting, if uneven; will appeal to fans of the first 
volume. (Fantasy. 14-18)

SYMPTOMS OF A HEARTBREAK
Charaipotra, Sona
Imprint (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-1-250-19910-2  

“Dr. Girl Genius” Saira Sehgal is 
America’s youngest pediatric oncologist 
at age 16; she can’t drive, but she can 
save lives—and she does in the opening 
chapters of this hilarious and touching 
rom-com.

Saira is not only training to be a medical professional, she’s 
also trying to prove to her skeptical fellow interns that she is just 
as intelligent and hardworking as they are despite her overbear-
ing mother’s interference and overprotectiveness. It’s not easy 
living up to the demands of her friends and her large, loving (and 
very authentically portrayed) Punjabi family, let alone commu-
nity expectations due to her local celebrity status. When Saira 
begins to fall for Lincoln “Link” Rad, a floppy-haired, guitar-
playing, half Korean, half Scottish and Dutch leukemia patient, 
it’s “Diagnosis: Heartbreaker. Prognosis: I’m in trouble now” 
for the young doctor. And when Link is in desperate need of 
a bone marrow donor, it’s Saira who uses her social networks 
and social media–savvy friends to seek a match. Charaipotra 
does not shy away from including Hindi and Punjabi dialogue 
(without translation) and dropping Bollywood references, yet 
she skillfully offers readers who are not cultural insiders ample 
context to decode everything without compromising the nar-
rative or characters’ integrity. Saira and Link’s chaste chemistry 
is palpable.

A charming debut, part Doogie Howser, M.D. and part 
The Fault in Our Stars, offering rich, nuanced portrayals of 
Indian American family and professional life. (Romantic 
comedy. 14-18)

GHOSTS OF THE 
SHADOW MARKET
Clare, Cassandra & Brennan, Sarah Rees & 
Johnson, Maureen & Link, Kelly & 
Wasserman, Robin
McElderry (624 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-5344-3362-5  

Ten short stories set in the expansive 
Shadowhunter universe introduced in 
the Mortal Instruments series.

The enigmatic Brother Zachariah—formerly Shadow-
hunter James “Jem” Carstairs—and the darkly glittering fae 
magic of the Shadow Market, where werewolves, vampires, and 
warlocks roam, tie most of these stories together. Each story, 
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Publishing industries in pre-
dominantly English-speaking 
countries feature shockingly few 
titles in translation—in stark 
contrast to the situation in coun-
tries where readers are less iso-
lated. Even as the U.S. publishing 
industry makes progress in many 
areas toward broader represen-
tation in YA literature, there 

appears to be little improvement in the numbers of 
translated works.

The American Library Association’s Batchel-
der Award only covers translated materials for ages 
0-14. The Global Literature in Libraries Initiative 
therefore established its Translated YA Book Prize 
to encourage publishers, librarians, and readers to 
explore the rich world of international YA writing. I 
was honored to serve on the jury for the 2019 inau-
gural prize.

Although books published within the past three 
years were eligible for submission, about two-thirds 
of the materials we received came from Europe. 
Three major Asian countries—China, Japan, and In-
dia—accounted for the next largest group, with only 
three submissions coming from other locations. 
This skewed distribution perhaps reflects the same 
cultural biases that have hobbled efforts to create 
a more inclusive publishing culture within the U.S.

The GLLI award’s winning, 
honor, and shortlist titles 
present a strong case for why 
English-language readers de-
serve better. A Japanese graph-
ic novel published in two vol-
umes, My Brother’s Husband, by 
Gengoroh Tagame, translated 
by Anne Ishii (2017, 2018), and 
a novel from Equatorial Guin-
ea, La Bastarda, by Trifonia 
Melibea Obono, translated 
by Lawrence Schimel (2018), both tackle homopho-
bia in stories that are at once universally compelling 
and specifically culturally grounded. The former, 

the 2019 winner, is about 
one man’s internal journey 
and reflection on his own 
unacknowledged homopho-
bia, while the latter, an hon-
or title, is a triumphant tale 
of claiming a queer space in 
which to live and love freely.

Other titles confront 
hatred, bullying, and vari-
ous forms of marginaliza-
tion head-on. Authors wrote 
about the experiences of 
refugees, of those who have lost parents (whether 
through death or abandonment), and of the priva-
tions of war. Heavy topics, yes, but handled in ways 
that demonstrate resilience and triumph in the face 
of adversity, themes that will resonate with teen 
readers everywhere.

Reading translated works offers young people si-
multaneous window, mirror, and sliding glass door 
experiences rather in the way that travel does. The 
experience of being slightly disoriented in an un-
familiar setting fosters intellectual and emotional 
growth while discovering that fundamental human 
struggles and joys transcend national and linguistic 
boundaries builds empathy and connection. Not ev-
ery young person will have the opportunity to hop 
on a plane and discover this for themselves, but we 
can put books into their hands that will prepare 
them to be respectful, informed, compassionate cit-
izens of the world. —L.S.

Laura Simeon is the young adult editor. 

learning from the world: 
the GLLI translated ya book prize
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co-authored by Clare (The Red Scrolls of Magic, 2019, etc.) with 
one of the other four writers, features Shadowhunter favorites 
in different eras and international locales. “Learn About Loss” is 
set in a Depression-era Tennessee carnival, and “A Deeper Love” 
finds Zachariah’s one true love, the immortal warlock Tessa 
Gray, working as a nurse during the London Blitz. Other tales 
are set in contemporary New York and Buenos Aires. Clare’s 
gift for melodrama is on fine display, and there’s no shortage of 
atmosphere, emotion, and yearning hearts. Anna Lightwood’s 
doomed attraction to a beautiful—and betrothed—young 
woman in “Every Exquisite Thing” is unrequited love at its most 
angst-y, and “Through Blood, Through Fire,” which reunites 
Jem with Tessa—and then some—will warm even the coolest of 
hearts. While there are some standouts, the overall caliber of 
the stories is high and the voice feels consistent. However, this 
collection assumes readers know their stuff and isn’t the best 
place for newcomers to this world to jump in. There is consider-
able diversity in ethnicity and sexual orientation.

Fast food for dedicated fans. (about the authors) (Fantasy. 
14-18)

PAN’S LABYRINTH 
The Labyrinth of the 
Faun
del Toro, Guillermo & Funke, Cornelia
Illus. by Williams, Allen
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins (272 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Jul. 2, 2019
978-0-06-241446-5  

A young girl is swept into the danger-
ous world of fairies and magic in war-torn 

Spain in a collaborative tale inspired by the noted film.
With the death of her father, her mother’s marriage to 

a stoic military captain, and the imminent arrival of a baby 
brother, 13-year-old Ofelia’s world has been turned upside down. 
But once upturned, Ofelia discovers a world beneath her own 
that seems straight out of her favorite fairy tales—an Under-
ground Kingdom with magic, fairies, and a faun whose princess 
has been missing for centuries. The faun explains that Ofelia 
is their princess reincarnated, but to return to her throne, she 
must complete three tasks before the next full moon. But as 
her mother’s health rapidly declines and the captain’s cruelty 
spreads like a deadly fume, a giant toad and grotesque child 
eater aren’t the only monsters Ofelia must face. Charged with 
the monumental task of adapting an intricate film to the page, 
del Toro (The Shape of Water, 2018, etc.) and Funke (The Grif-
fin’s Feather, 2018, etc.) have avoided merely describing the film 
and instead have elegantly recrafted the narrative. Brief, inter-
spersed tales that stitch together several characters’ backsto-
ries deepen and add greater complexity to the plot while also 
shrinking the original story’s ambiguous gap between fantasy 
and reality. Spot art based on the film’s concept art accompa-
nies each of the tales, helping to both offset and connect them.

Dark and mesmerizing. (Dark fantasy. 12-18)

THE REST OF THE STORY
Dessen, Sarah
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (448 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-06-293362-1  

Prolific author Dessen (Once and for 
All, 2017, etc.) spends summer at the lake.

Seventeen-year-old Emma’s dentist 
father has just remarried, 10 years after 
divorcing Emma’s addict mother, who 
later died of an overdose. Between mem-

ories of her mother, her anxious father, and Nana, her wealthy, 
patrician, paternal grandmother, who helped raise her, Emma’s 
grown up more than a little anxious herself. Unexpected com-
plications mean she has to spend the three weeks of her father’s 
honeymoon with her mother’s side of the family in the resort 
town where they live. Emma’s mother was raised there, but 
Emma hasn’t visited in years. The family runs an inexpensive 
motel on the original, working-class side of North Lake; Emma’s 
parents met when he taught sailing lessons at the more modern, 
highbrow resort area called Lake North. Emma finds a place in 
North Lake, working and playing with her idiosyncratic cousins 
and their friends, but her sense of belonging is disrupted when 
her dad returns and he and Nana force her to move to the rich 
side for two weeks. There’s a mild romance, mild drama, and a 
large cast of teenagers having a good time. Most of the char-
acters are reasonably well drawn, though Emma’s anxiety never 
feels particularly acute. The rich kid/poor kid developments 
sometimes feel stereotypical, and excepting one secondary 
Asian American character, everyone defaults to white.

Not earthshaking but pleasant and an easy read. (Fiction. 
14-18)

THE UNDOING OF 
THISTLE TATE
Detweiler, Katelyn
Margaret Ferguson/Holiday House  
(272 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-0-8234-4239-3  

Home-schooled 17-year-old Thistle 
Tate is a celebrated YA author—but she’s 
wracked with guilt over knowing that 
she’s a fraud. 

Her father, Theo, wrote the Lemonade Skies series himself 
and pretended to be Thistle in order to get a publishing deal. 
Meanwhile, Thistle goes on book tours, talks to fans, and even 
deceives her agent and editor. Her next-door neighbor and 
best friend, Liam Caruso, is the only one to whom she’s told 
her secret. She’s been crushing on Liam for years, but her feel-
ings get complicated when she connects with 17-year-old Oliver 
Flynn, who comes to a book signing on behalf of his younger 
sister, a superfan who’s sick with Crohn’s disease. The tension 
ramps up and the lies spiral after her father breaks both his arms 

Dark and mesmerizing.
pan’s labyrinth
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IN PERKINS’ LATEST NOVEL, A SUMMER TRIP TO KOLKATA ALLOWS TWO 
AMERICAN TEENS TO GROW
By Alex Heimbach

Mitali Perkins has been crossing borders her en-
tire life. Her family emigrated from rural India to 
the U.S. when she was young, and they continued to 
travel throughout her childhood. Even when they 
settled in one place, Perkins says, “I was dancing be-
tween the culture of home and the culture of school.”

The grounding force was her love of words. Per-
kins started reading at 3 and skipped picture books 
in favor of novels. She started keeping diaries not 
long after. Writing became a constant part of her 
life, but as the child of immigrants, she didn’t con-
sider it a possible career.

Nonetheless, she kept writing. When her second 
book was finally published more than a decade after 
her first, she decided that it was time to make writing 
her full-time job. Since then, she’s been writing sto-
ries for kids and teens about “life between cultures” 

and how to promote justice in those interactions, es-
pecially between the powerful and the powerless.

Her most recent novel, Forward Me Back to You 
(April 2), is the story of two American teens on a ser-
vice trip to Kolkata. Robin, who was adopted from 
India as a baby, is struggling to move forward, un-
certain of how he fits into the wealthy white family 
he grew up in and the world in general. Raised by a 
single white mom, and not knowing the identity of 
her brown biological father, Kat finds her hard-won 
success derailed by an attempted assault.

Despite their struggles at home, neither teen is 
emotionally prepared for their trip to India. Their 
attempts to help the people they meet often back-
fire because they don’t understand the social struc-
tures of their temporary home. “Being brown does 
not make you any less clueless,” Perkins says. “Just 
because you’re brown doesn’t mean you don’t have 
to think carefully about power dynamics.” In partic-
ular, the characters deal with the challenges of three 
ways of moving people across borders: human traf-
ficking, voluntourism, and international adoption.

The issue of adoption is especially important to 
Perkins since she and her husband adopted twin 
boys from India. As much as she loves her sons, Per-
kins has struggled with the implications of their 
adoption and a profound grief for their birth moth-
er. “There’s something that seems so unjust about 
that,” she says, “I get to raise these beautiful boys 
who are the love of my life because she didn’t have 
the money? She didn’t have the power? She didn’t 
have the support?”

That habit of putting herself in someone else’s 
place is vital to Perkins’ writing process. Even as a 
kid, she says, “I had this kind of crazy imagination 
that allowed me to imagine life inside someone 

Photo courtesy Bethany Carnes

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Mitali Perkins
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else’s skin.” As she writes, she’ll look for every char-
acter’s story, their background, and their perspec-
tive on events. 

Perkins thinks we could all use a bit more of that 
empathy. “We’re so parochial right now, we’re so 
trapped in our little bubbles, surrounded by people 
who are just like us,” she says. That lack of connec-
tion to people with different experiences fuels the 
fear and division that feel so prevalent in the world.

As such, she can’t bring herself to condemn 
practices like international adoption and mission 
trips. Despite their sometimes-exploitative nature, 
these types of movement across borders offer the 
opportunity to build real, lasting relationships with 
radically different types of people. “Relationships 
across power borders are risky,” Perkins says, “I 
won’t deny that. But I think they’re vital.”

Alex Heimbach is a writer and editor in California. For-
ward Me Back to You was reviewed in the March 1, 
2019, issue. 

falling off a ladder right before the final manuscript is due, and 
Thistle must figure out how to finish the trilogy herself. Woven 
throughout are excerpts from the Lemonade Skies series—a 
fantasy about a girl caught in a love triangle who discovers a 
portal to the afterworld—which provide an interesting balance 
as Thistle grapples with budding romance and her unresolved 
grief over her mother, who died when Thistle was 3. Detweiler 
(Tran scendent, 2016, etc.) delivers an intriguing tale about hon-
esty and family, though the ending drags. All main characters 
are white.

Uneven pacing disappoints, but the emotional journey 
is satisfying. (Fiction. 12-18)

MY IDEAL BOYFRIEND IS 
A CROISSANT
Dockrill, Laura
Delacorte (400 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-1-9848-4928-1  

Bluebelle joins a growing cadre of 
body-positive YA protagonists in Dock-
rill’s novel, originally published in the 
U.K. as Big Bones (2018).

Sixteen-year-old Londoner BB is fat. 
She states as much purely as a matter of fact. Though confident 
in her size, she is less confident about her future. Rather than 
return to school after summer holidays, BB wants to stay on 
as an apprentice at the local cafe where she works. When the 
nurse at her wellness checkup suggests she keep a food diary 
to help her control her weight and complications from asthma, 
it quickly becomes a bargaining chip: BB will keep the diary 
and go to the gym in exchange for her mother’s blessing for her 
apprenticeship scheme. The food diary quickly morphs beyond 
a log of her food intake, as chapters headed with a variety of 
food items, from trifle to panini, serve as launchpads for BB’s 
running musings on food, friendships, family, and life in gen-
eral. This is a device trying too hard to be clever, as the foods 
referenced often make only a passing appearance. BB is often 
long-winded, turning what would otherwise be a fun coming-
of-age beach read into a tome. BB and most of the supporting 
cast read as white, though her best friend, Camille, is identified 
as mixed-race with an Afro.

Though the sparkling heroine does not need to lose 
weight, the book itself could do with some slimming. (Fiction. 
12-18)
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AN INDIGENOUS 
PEOPLES’ HISTORY 
OF THE UNITED STATES 
FOR YOUNG PEOPLE 
Dunbar-Ortiz, Roxanne
adapt. by Mendoza, Jean & Reese, Debbie
Beacon (264 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-0-8070-4939-6 
Series: Revisioning American History 
for Young Readers, 2 

A young readers’ adaptation of the groundbreaking 2014 
work, An Indigenous Peoples’ History of the United States, offer-
ing an important corrective to conventional narratives of our 
nation’s history.

Questioning the ideologies behind the belief systems that 
gave birth to America’s dominant origin stories, this book not 
only challenges the standard tale of European explorers “discov-
ering” America, it provides an Indigenous perspective on key 
events. The book urges students to think critically about pri-
vate property and extractive industries, land conservation and 
environmental rights, social activism, the definition of what it 
means to be “civilized,” and the role of the media in shaping 
perceptions. With an eye to the diversity and number of Indig-
enous nations in America, the volume untangles the many con-
querors and victims of the early colonization era and beyond. 
From the arrival of the first Europeans through to the 21st cen-
tury, the work tackles subjects as diverse as the Dakota 38, the 
Ghost Dance and Wounded Knee, the American Indian Move-
ment’s takeover of Alcatraz, and the Dakota Access Pipeline 
resistance. A deeply felt connection to the Earth’s health per-
meates the text, along with the strength and resiliency that have 
kept Indigenous cultures alive. Maps, photographs, informative 
sidebars, points for discussion, and a recommended book list 
round out this accessible, engaging, and necessary addition to 
school libraries and classrooms.

An excellent read, dismantling American mythologies 
and fostering critical reasoning about history and current 
events. (further reading, recommended titles, notes, image 
credits, index) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

PLEASE SEND HELP
Dunn, Gaby & Raskin, Allison
Wednesday Books (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-1-250-21653-3  

A budding journalist and a television 
intern share their lives via emails and 
texts in this second installment chroni-
cling a long-distance friendship.

The internet comedy duo Dunn and 
Raskin (I Hate Everyone but You, 2017) 

continue the story of besties Gen and Ava, now college gradu-
ates. Queer Gen moves to small-town Florida to work at a local 

newspaper; straight Ava moves to New York City to intern on a 
TV show. Gen searches for a gay scene, develops a flirty friend-
ship with a straight woman that goes sideways, and befriends 
a homeless man—and in publishing his story, exposes the shel-
ter for LGBTQ discrimination. Ava develops feelings and gets 
romantically involved with her supervisor despite knowing his 
history of seeking relationships with subordinates. The girls’ 
friendship alludes to economic differences, as Gen worries 
about student loans while Ava remains financially comfortable. 
These fast-paced, often funny exchanges cover everything from 
sexuality to feral cat adoption, but the hyperbolic humor that 
may make friends laugh doesn’t always translate coherently to 
the page. Some of the portrayals of queer desire veer uncom-
fortably close to perpetuating negative stereotypes of predatory 
and unethical behavior. Main characters are assumed white.

The frenzied misadventures of this duo almost congeal 
into a comic look at the challenges of friendship in a digital 
age but never quite deliver depth. (Fiction. 14-18)

GRIMOIRE NOIR
Greentea, Vera
Illus. by Bogatch, Yana 
First Second (288 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-1-250-30573-2  

In a magical town, a teen boy seeks 
his missing sister.

Bucolic Blackwell is unlike most 
other sleepy burgs: Here, girls are the 

sole possessors of magick, but enchanted boundaries keep 
them constrained within its limits. When Bucky, a reedy boy 
sporting a trench coat and fedora, learns his young sister, Heidi, 
is missing, he is immediately on the case. With the help of best 
friend Chamomile (whose magical powers allow her to levitate), 
they try to piece together the murky details around Heidi’s dis-
appearance. Bucky wishes he could do magick, and his jealousy 
causes friction in his relationship with Cham. As his investiga-
tion intensifies, Bucky finds that dark forces abound, including 
buried family secrets, a bewitched toy, and a wrathful spirit. This 
graphic offering constructs an intriguing world where women 
hold the power, although that power has ultimately trapped 
them. At times, narrative details can feel a bit rushed, however 
readers are likely to find this a minor quibble. Featuring a gray-
scale palette with striking daubs of color, the art is wonderfully 
atmospheric. Characters are impeccably styled with a keen sar-
torial eye. Many of the female characters have enviably flowing 
tresses, ranging from swirling otherworldly tendrils to freshly 
styled locs. Main characters Bucky and Cham present as white 
and slender, however secondary characters encompass a more 
diverse spectrum of skin tones and body size.

Brooding gothic fare brimming with style. (Graphic fan-
tasy. 12-adult)

An important corrective to conventional 
narratives of our nation’s history.

an indigenous peoples’  history of the united states for young people
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SKYJACKED
Griffin, Paul
Scholastic (240 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-338-04741-7  

Five high school sophomores return-
ing to their New York prep school from 
a camping trip in Idaho realize that their 
private plane has been hijacked.

The passenger list includes Japanese-
American Cassie, whose father owns 

the plane; her best friend, Indian-American Brandon; football 
star Tim, who is white; Tim’s Latinx girlfriend, Emily; Korean-
American Jay, who feels out of place as a working-class boy on 
a baseball scholarship; and three white adults—their chaper-
one, pilot, and a substitute copilot. Soon after takeoff, some-
thing does not seem right: Cassie becomes seriously ill, and 
the plane is heading west. The story unfolds in chapters that 
alternate between the viewpoints of the teens on the plane 

and that of Michelle, a 16-year-old Nigerian-American intern 
at the National Air Traffic Investigation Center who is trying 
to discover the identity and motivation of the hijacker. Read-
ers learn about each character—their personal ambitions, fears, 
thoughts, and mutual history. With the clock ticking before 
disaster ensues, emotions run high, the kidnappees have vio-
lent emotional breakdowns, and everyone questions whom to 
trust before readers learn the true motive behind the hijacking. 
Using straightforward, unadorned language that will appeal to 
reluctant readers, Griffin (Saving Marty, 2017, etc.) seamlessly 
weaves in topics such as financial struggles, family expectations, 
and relationship complications, shedding light on the friends, 
their emotions, and the hijacking without slowing down the 
action. Diversity is indicated solely through names.

Readers who crave nonstop plot-driven adventure will 
not be disappointed. (Thriller. 12-15)
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LOVE ABOUNDS, HEARTACHE HAPPENS, AND FRIENDSHIP ENDURES IN 
HIS TIMELY COMING-OF-AGE NOVEL
By James Feder

Michael Barakiva had always intended to return 
to the story he began in 2014 in his novel One Man 
Guy. “Because I’m a science fiction fantasy nerd,” he 
explains, “my imagination functions in trilogies.” The 
director and writer even had a general idea of what 
the next two installments would involve: a breakup 
between his characters in the second and a reunion 
in the third. But whenever he tried to make progress, 
he found himself stuck. Something wasn’t working. It 
would take an unsolicited Facebook message from a 
young reader for things to fall in place. 

“The message said that they should break up and get 
back together,” Barakiva says, “and, it sounds so stupid, 

but I was like, Oh yeah that can happen in one book.” In 
Hold My Hand (May 21), the picture-perfect teenage ro-
mance readers saw unfold between bookish Alek and 
skater Ethan hits a major stumbling block as details 
from the latter’s past inadvertently emerge. As Alek 
struggles with their relationship’s new turn, his life is 
thrown into further disarray as he finds his sexuality 
suddenly, if not entirely unsurprisingly, pitted against 
his Armenian heritage and religion.

Barakiva admits that, at times, these elements 
made his novel a difficult project to work on, because 
both are so deeply entwined in his own life. “I was 
profoundly and deeply betrayed by the person I loved 
most in the world,” Barakiva begins. “And then I was 
incredibly cruel in the process of the forgiveness.” Ac-
knowledging the way that society often casts those 
who are betrayed as victims, he wanted to give space to 
explore what he terms the “culpability of the victim”—
not in the sense of enabling the betrayer or inviting a 
betrayal, but in the way he or she responds. “When I 
am betrayed, I lash out with honesty as my weapon, 
and honesty can be as cruel of a weapon as deceit.”

That is certainly the case with Alek, who sees him-
self as taking a moral high ground in response to the 
pain Ethan subjects him to and, in the process, be-
comes blind or uncaring to the pain he is inflicting 
himself. For Barakiva, exploring such a muddied re-
ality was important, especially given his audience of 
young readers. 

So much of what we see, he explains, sends the mes-
sage that to forgive and go back to someone “makes you 
a coward.” Especially with teenagers who are perhaps ex-
periencing their first relationships or falling in love for 
the first time, there’s a tendency to see things in strict 
terms of black and white. “But life has so many shades of 
gray, and it was really important for me that both charac-
ters were culpable, and both had to be forgiven.” 

Barakiva also leads his readers into the gray space 
where religion and sexuality meet. Perhaps given his 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Michael Barakiva
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IN THE WOODS
Jones, Carrie & Wedel, Steven E.
Tor Teen (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-0-7653-3655-2  

Something mysterious lurks within 
the Oklahoma woods.

Maine resident Chrystal has been 
planning on summering at the lake with 
her friends or visiting New York City 
with her mom and stepfather—anything 

but indulging her amateur cryptozoologist father’s Bigfoot 
obsession. But after a bloody incident occurs in Cherokee 
County, Oklahoma, Chrystal is packed off with her dad and 
finds herself heading toward the dark woods to investigate. 
Once there, Chrystal meets Logan, the cute farm boy who wit-
nessed the attack. The presumably white teens grow close as 
they investigate the monster and the attacks increase in num-
ber and bloodshed. Presenting chapters narrated from Logan’s 
and Chrystal’s perspectives, the authors create engaging teen 
protagonists and a solidly structured mythology for the mon-
ster. There’s a promising start with some good character devel-
opment and smartly constructed scares. The problem here is a 
lack of judicious editing: At about 350 pages, the horror story’s 
atmosphere and spookiness slip away, leaving long patches 
where information is repeated, and the characters aren’t given 
enough opportunity for further exploration. There just isn’t 
enough meat on the bone to justify this length. The monster’s 
terrorizing presence is blunted over time, and readers who are 
trying to figure out the who and why of this mystery will be 
plenty disappointed.

A good idea with promising characters scuttled by too 
many pages. (Thriller. 12-17)

THE YEAR THEY FELL
Kreizman, David
Imprint (384 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-250-17987-6  

A group of high school seniors 
become orphans after a deadly plane 
crash.

Dayana Calderón was home, cyber-
stalking old friends during a pharma-
induced high the night of the accident. 

Popular twins Josie and Jack Clay were throwing “the biggest 
blowout River Bank High School had ever seen.” It was a total 
fluke that Archie Gallagher, with his ever present sketchbook 
and dorky glasses, was there along with the socially awkward 
Harrison Rebkin, who has frequent panic attacks. The former 
preschool buddies had long since grown apart, but their parents 
were vacationing together when tragedy struck. Josie is a gor-
geous blonde haunted by memories of childhood sexual abuse. 

“Ginormous shaved-headed” Jack is a white football star with 

loving and accepting family, Alek is taken aback when 
the Reverend Father of their Armenian church, who 
is friendly and progressive and seemingly tolerant of 
Alek, remains committed to the traditional teach-
ings that condemn homosexuality. “There would 
have been nothing easier than writing a homophobic 
religious figure,” he says, but that would have been 
reinforcing an oversimplified version of reality. Not 
all religious people who oppose homosexuality are 
mean, nor must they be driven by hatred. The situa-
tion is more nuanced, and change can take time—es-
pecially when, as with Armenians, who were the first 
nation to accept Christianity, “identity is wrapped 
up in Christianity.”

“When I first started working on One Man Guy,” 
Barakiva reflects, there were no Armenianisms in it, 
and it was a very bad book. It was so impersonal.” In 
drawing on his own very specific experiences, not 
only is Barakiva able to create authentic and relat-
able characters, but he’s also able to help educate a 
new generation. “It is such a gift,” he concludes, “to 
be able to share the culture I grew up with.”

James Feder is a writer based in Tel Aviv. Hold My Hand 
was reviewed in the April 15, 2019, issue. 
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ADHD and a demanding father. Dayana is Costa Rican and has 
a penchant for purple hair and facial piercings. Archie, a self-
proclaimed “black art nerd,” has white adoptive parents and a 
younger brother—his parents’ biological child—who is a well-
adjusted, gay teen. Harrison, who is white and Jewish, struggles 
with pressure from his single mother’s high expectations. These 
estranged friends grieve together, discover romance and long-
lost friendships—and stumble across dark secrets. It’s a lot to 
unpack, as debut novelist Kreizman front-loads the book with a 
dense and soapy premise. Some readers will love the melodrama, 
but others may sense bathos in the contrast between the tre-
mendous tragedy and the more quotidian high school concerns.

Teen drama abounds in this story about loss and love. 
(Fiction. 13-16)

DEV1AT3 (DEVIATE)
Kristoff, Jay
Knopf (448 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-1-5247-1396-6 
Series: LIFEL1K3, 2 

Following Lifel1k3 (2018), the scat-
tered heroes grapple with whom to trust.

A quick yet thorough frontmatter 
recap primes readers to jump right into 
action where the first volume left off. 

Eve, gathering her newfound siblings while having a violent 
identity crisis after traumatic revelations, gets less screen time, 
allowing other cast members to shine. Her best friend, white 
Lemon Fresh, moves into a heroine role after escaping with 
logika Cricket and lifelike Ezekiel. But Cricket’s new robot 
body runs out of power, prompting Ezekiel to leave on a quest 
for batteries. After he’s gone, Lemon’s situation becomes des-
perate due to radiation sickness, which leaves her vulnerable to 
a BioMaas hunter, as that corporation wants to use her deviate 
abilities against Daedalus. Her storyline sends her to a Broth-
erhood-controlled city seeking medical care—where she then 
openly antagonizes the Brotherhood to prevent the execution 
of fellow deviates (one Asian, one with dark skin), who bring her 
into company of her own kind. Meanwhile, by the time Ezekiel 
returns, even Cricket has been stolen—forced to be a battle bot 
and struggling against Robotics Laws—so Ezekiel must make 
an unlikely alliance to find Lemon while trying to work through 
his feelings for both Eve and Ana. The worldbuilding, from 
lingo to Brotherhood mythology, develops alongside action 
sequences as the story builds to an exciting cliffhanger.

Solid and fresh, especially for the second installment in 
a trilogy. (Science fiction. 12-adult)

KNIGHTS OF SUBURBIA
Kurch, P.A.
West 44 Books (200 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Jun. 1, 2019
978-1-5383-8274-5  

Seventeen-year-old Henry navigates 
difficult territory when his adoptive 
father decides to run for local office just 
as his older brother, Simon, returns from 
serving in an unnamed war, bringing 
his girlfriend, Gracie Lyn Mahdavi, and 

their baby daughter home with him.
Henry and his twin sister, Helena, experienced a safe and 

relatively uneventful upbringing after being adopted as young 
children by Dr. Knights, a school superintendent, and his wife, 
who died soon afterward. But now, as an older teen, Henry 
feels invisible to his dad. Simon’s struggle with what seems to 
be PTSD and his problematic use of alcohol and drugs to cope 
are sympathetically described, and perhaps due to this focus, 
Simon is the most extensively developed of all the characters, 
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who otherwise feel one dimensional. Henry and Helena’s adop-
tion and their father’s political ambitions are interesting details, 
but they are not fully explored. This novel geared for struggling 
readers depicts Henry’s family’s story in brief passages in verse 
that make for a quick-paced and accessible read, though the 
overuse of italics detracts from their ability to effectively cue 
any particular emphasis. The Knights family and other charac-
ters seem to be white by default. Gracie Lyn is Muslim and from 
Atlantic City.

The brevity and format of this family drama may 
appeal to reluctant readers, but the story itself isn’t com-
pletely engaging. (Verse novel. 14-18)

SPIN THE DAWN
Lim, Elizabeth
Knopf (416 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-0-525-64699-0 
Series: Blood of Stars, 1 

Part Project Runway set during the 
Silk Road era, part epic adventure.

In her first original novel, Lim intro-
duces Maia Tamarin, a young woman 
struggling to support her family through 

her needlework. Maia dreams of becoming the greatest tailor 
in A’landi—if only she were not a girl. When an opportunity 
arises and her father is summoned to the Summer Palace, Maia 
takes his place, masquerading as her brother, though she risks 
death if discovered. Once there she finds herself competing 
against master tailors while dealing with a surly bride stalling 
the wedding plans by posing impossible challenges as well as 
the Lord Enchanter, who takes a particular interest in “Master 
Tamarin’s” work. The second half of the story then morphs into 
a quest that will test her body, mind, and soul. The author uses 
Maia’s masquerade to call out issues with female beauty stan-
dards and gendered behavioral expectations: Much is made of 
her freckles, and her brother’s crash course on how to act like 
a boy includes key points such as direct eye contact and dis-
plays of anger and arrogance. However, the follow-through on 
these elements could have been further developed. With strong 
storytelling and characterization and a pleasing romance, this 
will have broad appeal. Given the overall setting and physical 
descriptions, all characters are assumed East Asian. 

With a satisfying conclusion, readers will be eager for 
the next installment in Maia’s story. (map) (Fantasy. 14-18)

THE ARRIVAL OF SOMEDAY
Malone, Jen
HarperTeen (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-0-06-279538-0  

A teen and her loved ones battle her 
liver disease.

Malone (The Art of the Swap, 2018, 
etc.) presents a badass high school senior 
in need of a liver transplant. Eighteen-
year-old Lia Linehan has grown up aware 

that her rare congenital condition, biliary atresia, could some-
day cause her liver to cease functioning, but, up until the novel’s 
start, she has never let that knowledge in any way constrain her 
interests or actions. In fact, one might argue that her passion-
ate disposition and affinity for roller derby, where Lia relishes 
her role as a speedy, take-no-prisoners jammer, all stem from her 
refusal to be cowed by her health condition. All that changes 
radically in the spring of her senior year, when a spontaneous 

Part Project Runway set during the Silk Road 
era, part epic adventure.

spin the dawn
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THE SIBLINGS PUBLISH AN #OWNVOICES STORY THAT EMPOWERS ITS 
FEMALE HEROINES
By James Feder

Brother and sister Ameblin and Ezekiel Kway-
mullina have always worked on projects together, 
but up until now those projects have consisted pri-
marily of picture books. The Things She’s Seen (May 
14) is the Palyku duo’s first novel, and its United 
States release comes at a time of heightened aware-
ness of some of the story’s core themes, especially 
about the place and treatment of women and Indig-
enous peoples. 

The death of biracial teenager Beth, who is Ab-
original (no nation is specified) and white, is still too 
recent for her father, which is why she can’t fathom 
leaving him just yet. In her ghostly form, she accom-
panies her police detective father to a small Austra-
lian town where he’s been sent to investigate an ar-
son in the hopes that the case will help distract him 

from his grief. But the provincial mentality reminds 
him of where he grew up, and of where he faced his 
own father’s rejection after falling in love with an 
Aboriginal woman. The past proves prescient in the 
novel as the investigation takes an unexpected turn. 

From underinvestigated murders in Canada to 
the removal of children from mothers in Australia, 

“for the Indigenous women of the globe, abuse, vi-
olence and societal neglect are realities,” Ambelin 
and Ezekiel jointly explain via email. “The trauma 
of this violence, the way it is transmitted across gen-
erations, the wounds it leaves on heart and soul and 
body, can never and should never be understated. 
But nor should the immense strength and resilience 
of Indigenous women.” Too often, they believe, sto-
ries of Indigenous women only acknowledge trauma 
or strength and fail to give adequate justice to the 
way both realities exist together, which is perhaps 
unsurprising given the fact that non-Indigenous 
writers are often the ones telling the stories. 

“The persistent privileging of outsiders telling 
stories about us over our own voices has multiple 
adverse impacts on Indigenous writers,” they ex-
plain, “and the constant struggle to be recognized as 
the primary and most authentic sources of our own 
lives, histories, and cultures is exhausting.” And yet, 
more than just denying Aboriginal writers the right 
to tell their own stories, and thereby colonizing an-
other space that ought to belong to Indigenous peo-
ples, the process delivers deeper injustice.

“The Aboriginal peoples of Australia are many na-

Photo courtesy Viva Photography Frem
antle

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Ambelin and Ezekiel Kwaymullina
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tions, and our cultures are founded in story,” they 
say. These stories are passed down generation to 
generation, the good and the bad. In the novel, 
Beth attends an interview with Isobel Catching, a 
young Aboriginal girl who witnessed the fire break 
out, and listens to her haunting story. Subjected 
to unspeakable violence, Isobel falls back on the 
strength of her foremothers who were forced to 
endure the barbarities of colonization. 

In The Things She’s Seen, realities blur together 
and time passes in a non-Western fashion, both 
hallmarks of Aboriginal storytelling. It’s a tender 
and harrowing tale and one that will remain with 
the reader. And that’s important, intentional; these 
memories are supposed to linger. “Today we must 
contend with this dual inheritance of the stories 
that sustain us and the ones that seek to tear us 
down,” the Kwaymullinas say. “Aboriginal storytell-
ers move through and between both sets of narra-
tives, find our way to our own truths as we seek to 
heal the wounds of the past and look to the future.”

The Things She’s Seen received a starred review in the 
April 1, 2019, issue.  

upper-GI bleed at a derby bout makes Lia spew blood, turning 
the track “into the set of a slasher film.” Lia, her best friend, 
and her family must then come to grips with the harsh reality 
that her liver has begun to fail and the timeline for needing a 
lifesaving transplant has greatly shortened. Told from Lia’s per-
spective, Malone’s realistic narrative presents her protagonist’s 
resulting identity crisis well as she reckons with the perceptions 
of others and ultimately her own understanding of herself as a 

“MAYBE/MAYBE NOT DYING GIRL.” Major characters are 
assumed white.

Frank yet empathetic, Malone’s gritty portrayal of 
interpersonal relations offers readers a telling example of 
a life-and-death ordeal from the inside out. (author’s note) 
(Fiction. 13-adult)

AFTER THE FALL 
Myers, E.C.
Scholastic (304 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-1-338-30574-6 
Series: RWBY 

In this first novel based on the popu-
lar online anime series RWBY, four teens 
are sent to a small town in a forbidding 
desert to help a group of refugees fight 
the monstrous Grimm that stalk them.

Coco, Fox, Velvet, and Yatsuhashi, also known as Team 
CFVY, are training to become Huntsmen and Huntresses—
warriors who protect people from Grimm, a variety of ter-
rifying beasts that are drawn to negative emotions. They left 
Beacon Academy for a new school after Beacon was destroyed 
by Grimm, and Team CFVY’s story is an engaging offshoot of 
the anime that focuses on their friends, Team RWBY. Each 
Hunter and Huntress has a signature weapon and a supernatural 
power, and within the fantasy world of Remnant, there are mul-
tiple species and ethnicities, some of which face prejudice and 
racism. Myers (Mother of Invention, 2018, etc.) does a terrific job 
of explaining this world to newcomers and, amid the nonstop 
action and thrilling battle scenes, also manages to portray the 
four friends three-dimensionally through witty dialogue and 
flashbacks. Even secondary characters have complexity, making 
the world feel immersive and present. As the Grimm attacks 
become more frequent and intense, the friends must search for 
the mysterious cause, protect the townspeople, and battle their 
demons—both internally and externally.

This spinoff is funny and thrilling from beginning to 
end, and thoughtful writing gives the action added depth 
and emotional impact. (Fantasy. 12-18)
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THE SURFACE BREAKS
O’Neill, Louise
Scholastic (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-338-33260-5  

Youngest of five sisters, and now 
15, mermaid Muirgen—or Gaia, as her 
mother wished to name her—can now 
visit the ocean’s surface.

Her life has been dominated by her 
(one-dimensional) tyrannical Sea King 

father, who is only interested in her obedience and beauty—
a point the author makes excessively—and with wondering 
why her mother left. Gaia rescues a young man named Oliver 
from a shipwreck and is promptly smitten. Back underwa-
ter, she makes a deal with the Sea Witch (the most nuanced 
and engaging of the characters) to have her tongue cut out in 
exchange for legs so she can be with him. Gaia has one month 
in Oliver’s world to make him love her or else she dies. It’s a 
long month for readers. Tedious descriptions of Gaia’s bloody, 
broken feet (metaphor alert for standing on one’s own feet) and 
Gaia’s attempts to attract Oliver with her compliant passivity 
(all the while making astute observations of what is expected 
of females) repeat tirelessly. Eventually Gaia has her ostensible 
empowerment moment, but whether or not Gaia lives to please 
men, her identity is still controlled and defined by them, and 
readers may wonder whether that is actually empowerment at 
all. All mermaids are white, Oliver is dark-skinned, and other 
human characters are ethnically diverse.

This heavy-handed attempt to update a fairy tale pits 
trope-infused female characters against trope-infused male 
characters to the disenfranchisement of both. (Fantasy. 14-18)

WILDER GIRLS 
Power, Rory
Delacorte (368 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-0-525-64558-0  

When the institutions you trust fail 
you, what will you do—and how will you 
handle the consequences? 

Two girls grapple with these ques-
tions in this gritty, lush debut chroni-
cling psychological and environmental 

tipping points at a boarding school for girls on a remote island 
in the near future. Sixteen-year-old scholarship student Hetty 
was one of the first to show signs of the Tox. Over the last 18 
months, she’s watched it ravage her classmates and teachers 
as they wait, quarantined within school grounds, for the Cen-
ters for Disease Control and Prevention to develop and deliver 
a cure. The Tox affects everyone differently: Hetty’s right eye 
sealed itself shut; her best friend, Byatt, grew a second, exte-
rior spine; Reese has a sharp, silver-scaled left hand and glow-
ing hair. Not everyone adapts to the Tox’s cyclical flare-ups—a 

girl brought to the infirmary rarely returns. The two remaining 
staff maintain tenuous order, but a flare-up that lands Byatt in 
the infirmary—with Hetty determined to protect her—quickly 
escalates into events that irrevocably shape the fates of every-
one left on the island. Power deftly weaves a chilling narrative 
that disrupts readers’ expectations through an expertly crafted, 
slow-burn reveal of the deadly consequences of climate change. 
Most characters are assumed white; Julia is brown-skinned and 
Cat is cued as Chinese-American. Several significant characters, 
including Hetty, are queer.

Part survival thriller, part post-apocalyptic romance, 
and part ecocritical feminist manifesto, a staggering gut 
punch of a book. (Dystopian. 12-18)

DREAMLAND 
The True Tale of America’s 
Opiate Epidemic
Quinones, Sam
Bloomsbury (304 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jul. 16, 2019
978-1-5476-0131-8  

In this young adult adaptation of his 
adult title Dreamland (2015), seasoned 
journalist Quinones narrates a fast-paced 
exposé of the opiate epidemic.

The story begins and ends in Portsmouth, Ohio, a leader 
in both societal decline due to addiction and, years later, hope 
for recovering addicts. Quinones lays out the causes of the epi-
demic as if bringing together puzzle pieces. Purdue Pharma’s 
ad campaign targeting physicians downplayed the addictive 
nature of painkillers; physicians overprescribed them, most—
but not all—with sincere intentions of helping their patients. 
A seemingly endless stream of Mexican drug dealers sought out 
the addict population as customers for their imported black tar 
heroin, which provided the same euphoria but with less cost and 
inconvenience. Presented as victims are the addicts—predomi-
nantly white families, at first poor and rural, later from privi-
leged backgrounds. The efforts of law enforcement and public 
health officials to tackle the problem are detailed. Personal pro-
files crafted from interviews keep things interesting, and the 
technical descriptions of the various drug forms and the history 
of opiates are informative. Although the author describes the 
radical about-face by lawmakers who took a “tough on crime” 
approach to drugs when victims were predominantly black, 
readers may finish the book with the impression that Mexicans 
have wreaked havoc on innocent white lives.

A scrupulously researched, well-crafted tale that sheds 
light on a timely topic. (epilogue, photographs, reading 
guide, source notes) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

A chilling narrative that disrupts readers’ expectations.
wilder girls
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THE BOY AND GIRL WHO 
BROKE THE WORLD
Reed, Amy
Simon Pulse/Simon & Schuster (464 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-1-4814-8176-2  

Two teenagers with disparate out-
looks on life form a friendship that 
shakes up their lives as the world shakes 
up around them.

In economically depressed, rural Fog 
Harbor County, Washington, two high schools whose rivalry 
is said to go back as far as the early 1900s merge, much to the 
displeasure of both communities. But Billy Sloat, who is white 
and a loner at his own school, is excited for some changes that 
might finally put the Rome vs. Carthage rivalry to rest. Lydia 
Lemon, a half-Filipina, half-white student from Carthage, does 
not even like the people from her own town, so her views on the 
merger are dim. Though Billy’s eternal hopefulness clashes with 
Lydia’s darker outlook on life, they discover a unique kinship. 
Both have experienced parental loss and live in difficult cir-
cumstances—Billy lives with his ill-tempered grandmother and 
Lydia, in the apartment behind the bar her father runs—and 
over time, they open up and share intimate secrets with each 
other. As their lives come together, the outside world seems 
to fall apart, evidenced by an unlikely tornado and a fog that 
swallows up the town. Billy’s maltreatment by those he loves 
becomes exhausting, as does his unshakeable “happiness is grat-
itude” mentality amid all the chaos and negativity. But lessons in 
forgiveness, self-love, and embracing vulnerability redeem this 
seemingly apocalyptic story.

Surreal, bizarre, yet ultimately comforting. (Fiction. 
13-18)

TRULY MADLY ROYALLY 
Rigaud, Debbie
Point/Scholastic (304 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-338-33272-8  

Zora’s summer goes from tolerable to 
unforgettable when an unlikely romance 
develops.

Zora, a young, black community 
organizer, commutes from her New 
Jersey home to a pre-college summer 

program at a local Ivy League university where most of the stu-
dents are so wealthy she feels like she’s in a different world. She 
survives by texting her friend Skye real-time updates. A chance 
encounter in the library leads to a relationship with Owen, a 
white boy who, as it turns out, is a real, live prince of a small 
European country, complete with his own security detail. In 
their first conversation, Owen owns up to his privilege, and 
he and Zora connect over the burdens they each feel to live 
up to external expectations despite the enormous differences 

between their backgrounds. Much is riding on Zora’s academic 
success in the program—benefits to both herself and her com-
munity—but she can’t help falling for the charming prince. She 
agrees to give their relationship a try, and when he invites her to 
a major public event, Zora must pull together all her confidence 
to get through it. Readers will root for smart, talented Zora as 
she navigates the world of the rich; her voice is humorous, and 
her imperfect family is believable.

A light and entertaining tale that also addresses serious 
real-world topics. (Romance. 14-18)

THE SUMMER OF LOST THINGS
Sedgwick, Chantele
Sky Pony Press (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-5107-4381-6 
Series: Love, Lucas 

Following her father’s imprisonment 
and her maternal grandmother’s death, 
Lucy and her mother, Ana, leave Wyo-
ming and move into her mother’s child-
hood home in Salem, Oregon.

Named after her mother’s favorite author, Lucy Maud 
Montgomery, Lucy picks up Ana’s old copy of Anne of Green 
Gables and finds a list of summer plans from her mother’s teen 
years; it sparks her curiosity and inspires a list of her own. 
There is considerable tension between Lucy and her mother 
as they work on fixing up the house and settling into the com-
munity. Lucy misses her old friends and dreads being the new 
girl at school, but after meeting cousins Mira and Jack, it looks 
like the summer won’t be too boring. However, Lucy’s despair 
and frustration over her father’s past behavior cause her to 
lie about him to her new friends, nearly derailing their bud-
ding friendship and her growing connection with Jack. Lucy 
is a sympathetic protagonist even when she makes the wrong 
choices. As she learns more about her mother’s teen years, she 
gains a deeper understanding of her, which is revealed in a real-
istic way. The immediate secondary characters are also intrigu-
ing. Most characters are assumed white, although Ana’s father 
was Puerto Rican and Mira is described as having dark brown 
skin. Each chapter begins with a pithy quote from a classic 
novel, in keeping with Lucy’s love of reading. 

A quietly satisfying read. (Fiction. 12-18)
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KISSING EZRA HOLTZ (AND 
OTHER THINGS I DID FOR 
SCIENCE)
Shrum, Brianna R.
Sky Pony Press (288 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-5107-4940-5  

Predictable hate-becomes-love romance 
is given new life by an inclusive cast.

After being rejected from nine art 
schools, Sephardic, bi, “edgy” Amalia 

needs to buckle down and make better grades senior year to get 
into a traditional college. (Yes, this makes absolutely no sense, 
but apparently in this version of reality, art college admissions 
happen before senior year.) She talks her way into AP psychol-
ogy and ends up paired with uptight Ezra Holtz, fellow Jew and 
longtime nonfriend (they have endured synagogue, youth group, 
and parental attempts to make them friends). Of course, they 
choose to do a matchmaking experiment (on three refreshingly 
varied and diverse couples), and, of course, they fall into lust and 
then love. Sex-positive and frank without being graphic, with 
characters for whom religion is significant but not the point, this 
is an unexpectedly now entry in the sometimes-entrenched for-
mula of romance, which makes the flaws—Amalia’s “manic pixie 
dream girl” past self never feels real despite many references to 
drinking and smoking pot, the college timeline will make teens 
in the know laugh, and Ezra is too perfect—forgivable. Many 
Jewish readers, in particular, will rejoice in seeing themselves 
and will recognize moments such as Amalia’s doing homework 
on the High Holy days while reflecting that “kids don’t have to 
do this crap on Christmas Eve.” One of Ezra’s two dads is trans.

Worth picking up despite the issues. (Romance. 14-adult)

ME MYSELF & HIM
Tebbetts, Chris
Delacorte (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 9, 2019
978-1-5247-1522-9  

Two what-if paths happen in tandem 
for a teen well-versed in the multiverse.

After a casual encounter with a whip-
pet (the huffing kind, not the dog) Chris 
Schweitzer wakes up wondering how 
to explain his visit to the ER. He could 

lie and say he tripped over a milk crate; coming clean about 
his derelict behavior would be all kinds of uncomfortable (like 
the moving 2,000 miles to spend the summer with his famous 
theoretical physicist father or else forfeit college tuition kind of 
uncomfortable). So...he does both. Chris experiences the decon-
struction of his friend triptych (besties Wexler and Anna hook 
up), the awkward waves of addiction group therapy, a boyfriend 
with all the benefits, a born-again alliance, and a family wedding. 
Chris and friends philosophize and theorize on existence, phys-
ics, and religion every step of both ways. They posit what-ifs 

5 thoughtfully 
inclusive ya books

Tanya Boteju Tiffany D. Jackson

Sabina Khan Matt Mendez

Malla Nunn
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that happen within the next chapter or have just happened in 
the previous one. Subtle typeset variations visually segregate 
the parallel stories. Diagrams peppered throughout meant to 
clarify can be confusing, muddled, and superfluous. As two dif-
ferent Chrises unwittingly inspire and respond to each other’s 
worlds, the white cast and dual narrative serve to make Chris 
realize he should be accountable for his own behavior. Would a 
sharper focus on only one of the universes have been better for 
narrative, conflict, and character development? Theoretically.

This take on a trusted formula tries too hard to be dif-
ferent and ends up becoming overcomplicated. (Fiction. 13-18)

THE SPACES 
BETWEEN US 
Tolman, Stacia
Christy Ottaviano/Henry Holt (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-1-250-17492-5  

A brilliant, frustrated girl seeks con-
nection and freedom beyond her claus-
trophobic hometown.

Serena Velasco knows there’s some-
thing rotten in the state of Colchis, 

the abandoned factory town that her uncle describes as “the 
burned-over cinder of the American Dream.” She adopts her 
late father’s communist philosophies and Red Army cap as 
shields to keep herself loftily separate from a community that 
has never welcomed or understood her—and that she does 
not wish to welcome or understand either. Her only friend is 
talented dancer Melody Grimshaw, a fellow social pariah who 
comes from the poorest family in town. When Serena’s mother 
becomes the new principal, Serena and Melody think they can 
use that leverage to achieve the goals that will get them out of 
Colchis, but chasing their dreams proves more complicated, 
isolating, and dangerous than either girl predicted. As the scope 
of the narrative expands to old-money Maine, a California strip 
club, and a cross-country hitchhiking trip, the spaces between 
Serena and the people she loves threaten to grow irreparably 
wide. All major characters are white. Serena is a stunningly real-
istic and layered protagonist, brilliant but naïve and project-
ing a prickly disdain that covers deeper insecurities. Her story 
unfolds in remarkably sharp, vivid prose, and even the least sym-
pathetic characters are rendered with thoughtful complexity. 

A girl-centered Catcher in the Rye for the 21st century. (Fic-
tion. 14-adult)

SHATTER THE SKY
Wells, Rebecca Kim
Simon & Schuster (304 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jul. 30, 2019
978-1-5344-3790-6 
Series: Shatter the Sky, 1 

A girl seeks the help of a dragon to 
save her heartmate.

Bisexual Maren lives in Ilvera, a 
mountaintop village ruled by the tyran-
nous emperor of Zefed. His influence 

includes control of the Aurati seers, women who visit to share 
prophecies and take new initiates. When the Aurati abscond 
with Maren’s heartmate, Kaia, Maren gathers her courage and 
travels to the fortress where dragons are trained for the emperor. 
Maren hopes her heritage—Verrans have a special connection 
with dragons—will enable her to steal a dragon and use it to 
free Kaia. Hiding her origins and intentions, Maren becomes an 
apprentice to the Aromatory, who uses scented oils to control 
dragons, and befriends Sev, a fortress guard hiding secrets of his 
own. Maren’s world is at once familiar and inventive; politics 
and dragon lore are deeply rooted and heavily inform the nar-
rative. The pacing is methodical and perhaps too linear—much 
of the time, Maren announces her intentions and then executes 
them, mostly to plan. One of the few plot twists is telegraphed 
from miles off. Still, Maren’s wins are satisfying and the rip-roar-
ing conclusion, empowering; her journey from viewing herself 
as second-best to someone with power and worth is particularly 
gratifying. Maren’s mixed heritage gives her light-brown skin 
like most Zefedi, while Kaia has the darker skin of Verrans. 

Debut author Wells’ beautiful prose and compelling 
protagonist will leave readers eager for the sequel. (Fantasy. 
13-18)

HOW WE BECAME WICKED
Yates, Alexander
Caitlyn Dlouhy/Atheneum (368 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jul. 23, 2019
978-1-4814-1984-0  

A town’s tarnished history is revealed 
in this dystopian tale.

The mosquitolike singer’s bite car-
ries wickedness, turning any human into 
a “grinning, homicidal maniac.” Immune 
and purple-eyed thanks to the usually 

fatal—for every child in town who received it but her—vex 
inoculation, 16-year-old Astrid now chafes at her more-Step-
ford-than-survivalist life in the glass-encased, retirement vil-
lage–like Goldsport. Astrid also rejects a seemingly predestined 
relationship with fellow 16-year-old Hank, the only other young 
person in town. Hank is unvaccinated and still vulnerable, a 
sidekick and dude in distress. He faithfully accompanies the 
acerbic Astrid after an encounter with an outsider inspires her 
to root out the (barely hidden) conspiracy, challenge a (dutifully 

A girl-centered Catcher in the Rye for the 21st century.
the spaces between us
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dastardly) powermonger, and imperil (unnecessarily) her par-
ents, Hank, and the town. Out on Puffin Island, also-vexed 
Natalie’s hardscrabble life gets harder when her father leaves, 
her mother falls ill, and her “wicked” grandfather gets loose. 
Through intersecting adventures, both girls learn that the “true” 
(uninfected) may be more evil than the “wicked” (i.e., The Walk-
ing Dead). Rather than being rotting zombies, the sentient and 
speaking wicked look normal but commit violent acts. Yet this 
somewhat novel premise can’t overcome the predictable plot 
arc, flat characters, and telegraphed twists or the unsettling 
scenes of destruction and torture.

An unnecessary and uneven latecomer to the dystopian 
genre, an incongruous mix of Dahl-like whimsy and Dexter-
like graphic violence. (Dystopian. 12-18)

c o n t i n u i n g  s e r i e s

BROKEN THRONE
Aveyard, Victoria
HarperTeen (480 pp.)
$19.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-06-242302-3
Series: Red Queen, 4.5
(Fantasy. 13-18)

DEFY ME
Mafi, Tahereh
HarperCollins (368 pp.)
$18.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-06-267639-9
Series: Shatter Me, 5
(Dystopian. 14-18)

NYXIA UPRISING
Reintgen, Scott
Crown (368 pp.)
$17.99  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-0-399-55687-6
Series: Nyxia Triad, 3
(Science fiction. 12-18)

TOMB OF ANCIENTS
Roux, Madeleine
HarperTeen (384 pp.)
$17.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-0-06-249873-1
Series: House of Furies, 3
(Horror. 14-18)



indie
FINGER OF AN ANGEL
Cacoyannis, Panayotis 
Self (167 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Apr. 5, 2019
978-1-79879-080-9  

A grieving mother embarks on a 
mind-expanding journey in this novel. 

Lily, or “Lily the Pink,” as she is 
known at “naked yoga,” is a 60-some-
thing woman who is a member of the 

“strictly-by-invitation-only” website “come-
to-woody.com.” The site allows “perfectly 

respectable” professionals to meet for anonymous sexual encoun-
ters in a “secret little wood somewhere north of Hampstead Heath,” 
London. She has a strained relationship with Gemma, her 29-year-
old daughter, who “doesn’t approve of” her lifestyle. And yet ele-
ments of Lily’s hedonism are linked to her first child, Tommy, who 
died at 8 after slipping out of the hands of his irritated father, Frank, 
at bathtime and suffering a fatal fall. During one of her ventures 
to Hampstead Heath, the air-conditioning on Lily’s classic 
Mercedes fails. In the heat, she begins to experience strange 
phenomena. She sees her dead son in the eyes of a fly she iden-
tifies as the angel Ithuriel. She later encounters two men, one 
of whom she instantly recognizes as “the devil incarnate.” All 
the while, Lily consults with her alter ego, Bella, nicknamed the 

“Unexploded Bomb.” As in his previous novels, Cacoyannis (The 
Madness of Grief, 2018, etc.) deftly builds complex psychologi-
cal portraits of his characters. Here, his fiction employs magic 
realism to both blur and sharpen Lily’s shifting mindscape. As 
she sits in the suffocating heat of the car, her altering vision is at 
first understandable: “Trickles of sweat had already found their 
way into her eyes, but she could see. The slight blurriness—the 
effect was of an old-fashioned photograph fuzzy from the 
grain of excessive enlargement.” Aberrations in her vision later 
become the “colourful brushstrokes” of a migraine aura, but 
she also inexplicably sees, behind a fly’s “ruby domes,” unmis-
takable eyes far more piercing than hers, belonging to her dead 
son. The author delights in leading readers to the unsteady ter-
ritory between the possible and the impossible. His writing is 
intentionally disorienting and unnervingly addictive as readers 
grapple to make sense of two or more separate realities sewn 
seamlessly together. Cacoyannis is known for his introspec-
tive protagonists, but in this exceptional novel he delves even 
deeper, excavating the darkest corners of the psyche.

An erudite, richly layered, and unsettling psychologi-
cal tale.
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THE SALMON WAY 
An Alaska State of Mind
Gulick, Amy
Photos by the author
Braided River (192 pp.)
$29.95  |  May 1, 2019
978-1-68051-238-0

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



1 4 8   |   1 5  m a y  2 0 1 9   |   i n d i e   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

DATA DRIVEN
Harnessing Data and 
AI to Reinvent 
Customer Engagement
Chavez, Tom & O’Hara, Chris & 
Vaidya, Vivek 
McGraw-Hill Education (256 pp.) 
$18.30  |  $15.12 e-book  |  Oct. 4, 2018
978-1-260-44153-6  

A leading-edge but common-sense 
approach to data-driven marketing.

This excellent debut business book addresses the remark-
able upheaval in marketing that’s resulted from the rise of 
digital media and, more specifically, from data mining. Chavez, 
O’Hara, and Vaidya—who built a data-management company 
called Krux, which is now part of Salesforce—map the past 
progression of personalized, “people-centric marketing,” set 
ground rules for the present, and peek into the future of the 
industry. The book presents an introductory overview of inter-
net advertising, which lays the groundwork for a discussion of 
what the authors call “the datafication of everything.” Their 
intelligent assessment of privacy concerns is timely and highly 
informative, but their book’s primary strength is its pragmatic, 
levelheaded approach to applying data analysis to strategic 
goals. Substantive sections include identifying and describing 
sources of “data-driven power,” such as segmentation (catego-
rization to help reach the “right person”) and personalization 
(to tailor and deliver the “right message”). Just as valuable are 
a discussion of “Five Common Pitfalls” that readers may face 
(including an “Absence of Clear Goals” and “Failure to Antici-
pate Risk”) and an overview of the authors’ “three-layer model” 
for data-driven marketing (“know, personalize, and engage”). 
Throughout, the authors highlight case studies to demonstrate 
how major marketers employ data to solve specific problems. 
One example shows how entertainment company Warner 
Bros. used ticket delivery and purchase information to better 
identify specific moviegoers; another highlights the manner in 
which Hershey—the candy, amusement-park, and retail com-
pany—met the challenge of cross-pollinating data across cor-
porate divisions so it could be more effective at segmentation. 
The authors wrap up the book with a few forecasts regarding 
data-driven marketing; not surprisingly, artificial intelligence 
and the “Internet of Things” make appearances here, but one 
of the more intriguing prognostications may be an “all-in-one 
intelligent marketing hub.” Although the book is very much 
about the future of marketing, it’s not a visionary puff piece; 
rather, the authors share battle-tested examples of how their 
forward-thinking principles are being put into practice.

Persuasive, pertinent, and practical marketing advice.

Some of the most striking—and 
chilling—characters in novels, films, 
and TV shows race through hospital 
corridors, harvest organs, wield scal-
pels, or experiment in secret medical 
labs. They battle lethal viruses, prom-
ise tantalizing cures, and sometimes 
end up dead in the jungle.

One of the best episodes of the 
original Twilight Zone involves a fe-
male patient deemed ugly who en-

dures multiple procedures in an effort to look normal. 
Kirkus Indie recently reviewed three medical thrillers that 
feature nightmare scenarios.

In Melissa Crickard’s The Labrador Response, mixed-
race emergency room doctor Sara Sullivan worries that a 
deadly virus that seems to target African Americans will 
infect her baby daughter. Searching for a cure, she un-
earths a complex coverup as racial tensions sweep the U.S. 

“Strong female characters and social issues augment this 
medical thriller,” our reviewer writes.

Visiting Paris, medical student 
Benjamin Oris enters the cata-
combs with his Haitian best friend, 
Laurette, in Carrie Rubin’s The Bone 
Curse. Fascinated by the old bones, 
he cuts his hand on a femur. Later, 
people connected to Ben fall serious-
ly ill. Is he cursed? Luckily, some of 
Laurette’s relatives practice Vodou, 
which might solve Ben’s problem. 
Our critic calls the book “a tense, 
perceptive tale of an investigation into a terrifying threat.”

Marty Thornley’s Painless intro-
duces readers to Greg Owens, sad-
dled with chronic back pain, who 
enters a clinic promoting a miracle 
treatment. Greg joins a host of oth-
ers who have various physical ail-
ments and disabilities who have 
signed up for the experimental sur-
gery. Dr. Dante Menta (ominously 
called “Dr. D. Menta”) oversees the 
human trial. But soon the horrifying 
side effects of the procedure become 

evident. According to our reviewer, this “devilishly crafted” 
tale fuses “mad science with desperate people in the grip 
of physical agony.” —M.F.

Myra Forsberg is an Indie editor.

medical 
mayhem
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BLUEBELL SKINKS 
WHEELCHAIR KID
Cooper, Liz 
Illus. by Santucci, Maria 
Archway Publishing (123 pp.) 
$12.38 paper  |  $3.99 e-book  |  Jan. 21, 2019
978-1-4808-7245-5  

A red-haired girl has three weeks to 
prove that kids in wheelchairs can gain 
acceptance, popularity, and maybe fame 
in this middle-grade novel.

Bluebell Skinks is as bold as her 
frizzy red hair, and she’s fearless while practicing spins “in a 
purple wheelchair…the latest model.” She and her sister, Bon-
nie (blonde, calm, and tidy), have always been privately tutored; 
their wealthy dad worries about mean children. Spending sum-
mers with Mr. Skinks, Bonnie, and Grandmother Skinks, Blue-
bell is due to return to Europe, where she lives with her mother, 
but that’s delayed this year. Meanwhile, Mr. Skinks and Bonnie 
go out of town, leaving Bluebell with her busy grandmother—
the perfect opportunity to secretly attend Mortimer Potts 
Elementary School. Her plan? She’ll “become the most popular 
kid in the history of the school, maybe even famous!” Bluebell 
impersonates her grandmother on the phone and arranges a 
good reception at the school, not least because the principal 
would love a job with Skinks Industries. Bluebell makes friends 
and gains admirers with one exploit after another while outwit-
ting Hoops Russell, the school’s best basketball player, who 
becomes determined to discredit her. By the end, everyone sees 
disability differently. Cooper (Granny’s Teeth, 2017) keeps things 
bouncing along with improbable but amusing events, like a 
science teacher’s experiment gone awry. At the same time, a 
strong dose of realism makes Bluebell’s progress more believ-
able; for example, she campaigns for student government not 
through impossible promises but by thinking through, and get-
ting buy-in for, workable compromises. Though broad, humor 
can be pointed: Bluebell’s well-meaning teacher is quoted as 
saying, “We should remember that disabled people are just like 
us, almost.” If Bluebell seems a little too self-confident and 
mature to be a realistic role model, there’s also an adult wheel-
chair basketball team whose members’ athleticism even Hoops 
admires—and a twist ending that puts things in perspective. 
The pencil comic book –style illustrations are animated and 
nicely composed.

Very entertaining, with an irrepressible, cheerwor-
thy heroine.

BENT BUT NOT BROKEN
A Memoir
Cummings, Don 
Heliotrope Books (214 pp.) 
$16.50 paper  |  $8.99 e-book
Mar. 15, 2019
978-1-942762-61-4  

A playwright recounts his struggles 
with an embarrassing penis ailment in 
this debut memoir.

During the Great Recession, Cum-
mings and his boyfriend of 16 years, Adam, moved to a small 
studio apartment in Queens. The author had noticed that his 
penis had begun to bend painfully to the right at an angle of 
22 degrees, and he was becoming alarmed by it. A trip to a doc-
tor confirmed that he was suffering from Peyronie’s disease, a 
genetic condition in which plaque builds up between the tissue 
layers of the penis. “Think of a piece of scotch tape on a balloon,” 
said his physician, searching for a suitable explanation. “When 
you blow up the balloon it bends in the direction of the tape 
because of the constriction. We need to break up that tape.” The 
treatment involved painful injections, not to mention exposing 
himself to a seemingly endless number of dispassionate medical 
professionals. The effect on his sex life—and the added stress 
for the already anxious playwright—put a strain on Cummings’ 
relationship with Adam and his flings with a number of other 
men. Even more, the situation caused the author to contem-
plate his long relationship with his suddenly endangered body 
part: what it meant to himself as a man and a mortal. Cummings’ 
skills as a writer are apparent from the beginning. His prose is 
effortlessly clever, finding the entertaining medium between 
lyricism and sass: “As I plowed through the field of life with its 
fecund and fallow seasons, I had at least had this decent tuber 
to hold on to. But blight was setting in, famine most likely soon 
to follow. Death felt more real. I was concerned that depression 
would take me over. It did—but not for long.” The frankness 
with which he discusses his problem, the treatment, and his sex 
life makes for an oddly shocking book—one rarely reads quite 
so much about penises, as central as they often are to literature. 
He manages to demystify and destigmatize Peyronie’s, which 
though obscure is not completely uncommon. More than that, 
he makes the most of an undignified opportunity to examine 
his own masculinity.

A blunt medical account that explores surprising terrain.
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IN THE GARDEN OF 
MISTRESS BLOOM
Curbo, Clé 
CreateSpace (154 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  $3.49 e-book  |  Jul. 17, 2014
978-1-4975-8655-0  

A debut collection of short sci-fi fic-
tion that explores time and space with 
mischievous humor. 

In the title story of Curbo’s playful, 
intriguing compilation, Larches, a viceroy 

who presides over the celestial garden of Mistress Bloom, discov-
ers a “barbed and repulsive” artichokelike globe that he recog-
nizes as an “avatar” of the faraway planet Earth. The bloom and 
the planet are deeply connected, so Larches carefully protects 
the plant from the gardener’s blade and the Mistress’ own shears, 
and he hatches a plan to seed other blooms in the garden. “The 
19th Frustration” finds the hapless John Y. Lipman applying for a 
job as a “futurologist.” As he enters his workplace—a building in 
which time is not linear and whose appearance keeps bewilder-
ingly changing—he’s told that he must first witness the destruc-
tion of the city of Paris and then prevent it. In “VanLines - The 
Driver,” the operator of an employee van pool attempts to avoid 
a disaster by taking passengers back in time, and they become 
scavengers in a prehistoric world. “Coyote Tower” relates the 
adventures of two spies whose loving relationship is their only 
constant in an unstable world. Harold Brayner, the protagonist 
of “Memory of Glass,” is physically trapped by age and disability 
as he watches his memories play out beyond the glass wall of his 
kitchen. Curbo’s unpredictable narratives of parallel worlds and 
time slippage are strengthened by his idiosyncratic and efferves-
cent prose; he evocatively describes Mistress Bloom’s feet, for 
instance, as “clops…shod in skins of black-striped winter squash,” 
and one of the time-traveling commuters in “Vanlines” is said to 

“giggle a grin.” Sometimes the quirkiness feels forced and random, 
as when one of the spy’s supervisors in “Coyote Tower” tosses 
words “like watermelon seeds” toward his listener. Also, the short 
story format doesn’t allow for very much development of alter-
nate universes. However, readers who are willing to think nonlin-
early may enjoy this romp through unfamiliar worlds. 

An unconventional set of tales set in delightfully eccen-
tric realities.

WISE MILLENNIAL
A Field Guide to Thriving in 
Modern Life
Darrow, Peter Noble 
Happy Wellness, Inc. (178 pp.) 
$26.99  |  $18.99 paper  |  $12.99 e-book
Apr. 29, 2019
978-1-73363-311-6
978-1-73363-310-9 paper  

A memoir/self-improvement debut 
offers millennials advice for living a full life.

Early on in this coming-of-age story, millennial Darrow 
says he faced life-changing events in his mid-20s. His parents 
divorced, remarried, and dealt with dual cancer diagnoses; his 
father died; he endured a breakup with a special girlfriend; 
and he closed his restaurant business after just one year. While 
devastating, this period also helped shape the author’s life phi-
losophy, delivered with aplomb in a book that catalogs his devel-
oping maturity and provides contemporaries with wise tips for 
thriving. Insightful and rich with details, the guide is cleverly 
divided into seven sections, each representing an overarching 
attribute, such as “Wise Millennial,” “Healthy Millennial,” and 

“Adventurous Millennial.” Every section includes several chap-
ters through which Darrow weaves his personal story in com-
bination with what he learned as he survived each experience. 
In “Social Millennial,” for example, the author recounts how he 
loved and lost a girl “TO WHOM I WAS READY TO PRO-
POSE.” After she breaks up with him, a pensive Darrow reflects, 

“Don’t take anyone, or anything, for granted. Because they can 
be gone in an instant.” Later, with a great deal of charm and wit, 
the author advises men “how to truly win over women,” suggest-
ing, “It boils down to this: treat girls with respect.” The book is 
wide ranging, touching on many areas, including health, wealth, 
relationships, college, and business, all written from millennial 
to millennial. Darrow’s prose is engaging and at times exhilarat-
ing. He is an adept storyteller and demonstrates the ability to 
learn from his challenges, failures, and successes. In addition to 
the manual’s natural, conversational style, the design is striking: 
Each section is dramatically set off with its own vivid hue, and 
numerous uncredited color photographs supplement the text. 
The author’s astute observations about his own generation are 
refreshing if not unique: He claims millennials “tend to use 
technology as a crutch to express their true feelings” but “will 
fight to the digital death for expressive freedom.” 

Lively, appealing, and instructive; perfectly targeted to 
the millennial demographic.

ANTEBELLUM STRUGGLES
A Story of Love, Lust, Pain 
and Freedom in the 
Deep South
Erman, Dickie 
Self (253 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
May 30, 2018
978-1-981051-45-8  

A debut drama revolves around a slave 
plantation in mid-19th-century America.

Amana is born into slavery, and when she’s sold at the age 
of 17—not for the first time—she is shipped from her native 
Martinique to New Orleans: “Immediately after being sold, she 
was stuffed like a naked sardine in the bottom belly of the ship. 
She sensed that she’d never see her beautiful Martinique Island 
again.” Now she belongs to and works for Col. Trent Winters, 
an impressively wealthy proprietor of an expansive sugar cane 
plantation along the Mississippi River. Trent takes a shine to 
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Amana and, frustrated by the sexual disinterest of his wife, Col-
lette, makes her his lover, a dangerous move that potentially 
threatens his reputation and marriage. Meanwhile, Collette is 
still reeling emotionally from the death of her infant son. While 
she loves Trent dearly, she loses all interest in intimacy until that 
desire is rekindled by her sexually sophisticated friend Caroline 
Harrison. In a parallel storyline, Tabari, another of Trent’s slaves, 
is forced to take the blame for a terrible mistake made by Tolivar, 
the plantation manager, and decides it is better to flee than suf-
fer an undeserved and likely savage punishment. But now he’s a 
fugitive slave, pursued by those ready to kill or capture him for a 
considerable reward. In his series opener, Erman vividly depicts 
the harsh circumstances slaves had to weather, the “brutish and 
dangerous” work as well as the inhuman treatment. The plot is 
an eclectic mix of serious historical fiction and emotional melo-
drama, with an emphasis on deceit and infidelity. The author’s 
prose is reliably lucid but not literary—the chief strength of the 
novel is a suspenseful plot populated by well-drawn characters, 
not the writing itself. Unfortunately, the book sometimes reads 
like an uncorrected first draft, riddled with sundry mistakes, 
including punctuation errors (“In Ruth’s room” she yelled. “Oh, 
please come quick”.). But Erman’s approach is still intriguingly 
innovative: the unlikely juxtaposition of incongruent parts, 
some grimly dark and others lightheartedly comic. Somehow, 
the author manages to concoct this fictional brew without one 
element diminishing the other.

A refreshingly original take on a familiar fictional genre. 

F#CK CONTENT MARKETING
Focus on Content Experience 
to Drive Demand, 
Revenue & Relationships
Frisch, Randy 
Lioncrest Publishing (250 pp.) 
$18.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Feb. 28, 2019
978-1-5445-1364-5  

Despite its provocative title, this 
debut guide embraces and expands on 

content marketing.
One might assume Frisch, co-founder of the Canadian 

company Uberflip, is flipping off content marketing, a widely 
accepted customer cultivation technique. On the contrary, the 
author insists he enthusiastically supports the method. But 
to generate the best return on investment, Frisch believes it 
needs to be broadened into a “content experience” he defines 
as “(1) the environment in which your content lives, (2) how 
it’s structured, and (3) how it compels your prospects and cus-
tomers to engage with your company.” In sequential, iterative 
fashion, the book moves from an authoritative overview of 
experiential marketing (Part I) to a description of how to build 
and scale content experience (Part II) to organizational imple-
mentation (Part III). In the first part of the manual, the author 
utilizes such relevant retail examples as Disney and Ikea as well 
as digital examples including Netflix and Spotify to illustrate 

the impact of personalized experiences. This naturally leads to 
a cogent, engaging discussion of how to apply personalization 
to a good content experience, which the author likens to a posi-
tive customer service experience. In Part II, Frisch introduces 
the “Content Experience Framework,” a well-defined, five-
stage process for scaling personalized content experience. Each 
of the stages is detailed in a separate chapter; the sections are 
clearly written and include additional examples. There’s even a 
bit of mea culpa: The author admits that, during his company’s 
implementation of the framework, Uberflip “took our eye off 
of what was important: owning the experience at every stage 
of our journey.” Also helpful is an explanation of how content 
applies to four key marketing strategies: inbound, demand gen-
eration, account-based marketing, and sales enablement. The 
third part of this first-rate book is clearly designed to impress 
upon management that content experience applies not just 
to marketing, but to sales and, ultimately, customer success as 
well. It may, in fact, require creating the position of “content 
experience manager.” The manual’s afterword, deftly penned by 
Uberflip’s co-founder Yoav Schwartz, focuses on an emerging 
technology, the “content experience platform.”

Astute and visionary; represents a bold new step in con-
tent marketing.

THE KING IS COMING
The Testimony of Christ 
Through the Old and 
New Testaments
Fugate, Louise A. 
Westbow Press (296 pp.) 
$39.63  |  $22.95 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Apr. 7, 2016
978-1-5127-3463-8
978-1-5127-3462-1 paper  

A writer offers the second of a two-
part work of Christian exegesis. 

Fugate’s (A Shadow of Good Things to Come, 2014) sequel 
continues the plan of her first volume, providing readers with a 
narrative of the key characters and events of the Old Testament 
while tracing a Christian thread running through Scriptures 
written by people who’d never heard of Jesus. The author paints 
this portrait of redemption and foreshadowing with a sure hand. 
Like its predecessor, this book is a pitch-perfect combination of 
drama and pedagogy, leading readers through familiar biblical 
stories with luminaries like King Solomon and many far lesser-
known tales featuring such figures as King Hezekiah and his son 
Manasseh, the warrior king Nebuchadnezzar, and the prophet 
Ezekiel. Each chapter concludes with a “Deeper Insights” 
series of useful discussion questions. In this installment, Fugate 
explores these later stories of the Hebrew Bible and then steers 
readers to the New Testament, examining King Herod and a 
young Nazarene girl named Mary’s being visited by an angel. The 
volume’s second half consists of the author’s careful and com-
prehensive synthesis of the Gospels, combining narratives that 
will be familiar at least in outline to her Christian audience with 
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The third part of this first-rate book is clearly designed 
to impress upon management that content experience 

applies to sales and customer success.
f#ck content marketing
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a gentle, scholarly explication that readers should find intrigu-
ing. Fugate is frequently ready to translate important terms in 
Hebrew or Greek and unpack their meanings. The work’s pros-
elytizing intentions become much clearer in this latter half as 
well, as the author emphasizes the end result of all those Old 
Testament tales for Christians in the present day: “We can now 
have a personal relationship with the Father through Jesus, the 
heavenly High Priest.” Throughout her survey of the Old Tes-
tament’s kings and prophets, Fugate demonstrates the process 
of divine wrath and reconciliation, and her book’s conclusion 
stresses unity: “Jesus did not come to abolish the Law which 
showed God’s holiness; but he abolished the Law as a means of 
making atonement for our sins and reconciling us to God.” The 
ultimate effect is bracing.

A knowledgeable and involving recapitulation of the 
Bible’s Christian themes.

TWO LIKE ME AND YOU 
Gibbs, Chad Alan 
Borne Back Books (250 pp.) 
$0.99 e-book  |  May 20, 2019  

In this YA debut, a high schooler 
befriends the class loner and a World 
War II veteran.

Edwin Green is a junior at J.P. Hornby 
High School in Hornby, Alabama. His ex-
girlfriend Sadie Evans became a celebrity 
after improbable events, revealed later in 
the novel, that happened on April 13, 2014, 

which Edwin calls “Black Saturday.” In the year since then, he’s 
been making YouTube videos in the hope of becoming famous 
himself and winning her back. Then, one day in history class, 
Edwin’s sad life is graced by Parker Haddaway, a gruff girl whom 
the teacher makes his partner in a class project. They must ask 
someone who lived through World War II a series of questions—
and luckily, Parker knows just the man to interview: 90-year-old 
Garland Lenox, who lives at the Morningview Arbor rest home. 
They ask the cantankerous Air Force veteran about the first 
time he heard the name Adolf Hitler, and he says, “Doesn’t ring 
a bell.” He’s teasing them, of course, but the next time the teens 
visit, Garland has a serious proposal: He offers Edwin $25,000 to 
help him secretly go to France and reunite with his long-lost love, 
Madeleine Moreau. The notion is preposterous—but Edwin 
thinks that if they can complete the mission, he’ll finally become 
world-famous. Gibbs adds an unconventional sweetness, remi-
niscent of Jerry Spinelli’s 2000 novel Stargirl, to a tale of a trip to 
Saint-Lô, which the Allies bombed during WWII. Along the way, 
the author crafts lines that effectively illuminate both his snarky 
characters and modern society. Edwin, for example, narrates, “for 
at least half the famous people out there fame just fell on their 
heads like bird shit.” Garland, amid irreverent one-liners, pro-
vides a wealth of firsthand experience about the Second World 
War and midcentury America (“I joined the Air Force to get 
out of the damn woods and see the world”). Parker loves 1990s 
rap music, and Gibbs sprinkles lyrics throughout the story like 

confetti. As her fate intertwines with Garland’s and Edwin’s, the 
meaning of the book’s title comes into flower. In the end, Gibbs 
avoids easy, saccharine plot turns in favor of ones that strengthen 
his characters.

A smashing debut that’s both intimate and epic.

THE SALMON WAY 
An Alaska State 
of Mind
Gulick, Amy 
Photos by the author
Braided River  (192 pp.) 
$29.95  |  May 1, 2019
978-1-68051-238-0  

A writer and photographer offers a thoughtful exploration 
of the vital role played by salmon in Alaskan communities. 

Gulick (Salmon in the Trees, 2010), whose work has appeared 
in Audubon and National Wildlife, follows up her preceding book 
with this well-reported and gorgeously illustrated volume about 
the intimate, complex relationship between salmon and the 
Alaskan people. Salmon is a gift, the author explains, and those 
who receive it all share a “deep connection to these remark-
able fish,” though they may sometimes disagree on the best 
way to use and protect the prize they’ve been given. Alaska is 
one of the few places that still has a flourishing population of 
wild salmon, Gulick asserts before interviewing people whose 
very existence depends on the continued health of salmon runs. 
Some are transplants who run the sport-fishing businesses that 
attract tourists to America’s last frontier; others are commercial 
fishermen; and several are Alaska Natives who keep centuries-
old traditions alive when they catch and preserve the flavorful 
fish. The author provides an up-close look at “the salmon way” as 
she ventures out on a fishing boat, travels by seaplane into the 
wilderness, encounters bears, and sits down for many meals as 
she gets to know “the salmon people of Alaska.” The result is a 
vivid portrait of a place that will likely be foreign to many read-
ers; 18% of the population still harvests fish, game, and plants in 
order to survive. Those who embrace a subsistence way of life 
(either by choice or necessity) might seem poor to outsiders, but 
they “consider themselves the richest people in the world,” with 
access to the vast variety of nature’s bounty, as Gulick explains. 
Her conversations with those who depend on salmon deftly 
show how the fish are a vital link in the state’s environmental 
and economic systems but also how they bind families and com-
munities together. Few who read this illuminating book or see 
the author’s awe-inspiring color photographs will fail to come 
away with a sense that this is a way of life well worth preserving. 

A rich, compelling look at a thriving yet increasingly 
threatened natural resource and those who depend on it. 
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UNDEFEATED
Hardt, Helen
Waterhouse Press (400 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  $8.99 e-book
May 21, 2019
978-1-64263-107-4 

A vampire, his human lover, and their 
friends and families try to stop a power-
ful enemy’s devilish scheme in this final 
installment of an erotic supernatural series.

For 10 years, Dante Gabriel was the 
captive of a fellow vampire who called herself the queen. Since 
his escape, he’s been plagued by the queen’s voice in his head 
and a growing inner darkness that’s ultimately led him back to 
his captor. But he’s also formed a blood bond with Erin Ham-
ilton, a human who’s determined to rescue her lover from the 
queen’s supernatural hold. Erin has help from cop partners Jay 
(her brother) and River (Dante’s cousin) as well as the ghost of 
Dante’s father, Julian. But the group doesn’t brave the queen’s 
subterranean compound merely for Dante. The band is also 
searching for women the queen and her vampiric cronies 
have kidnapped, including Erin’s best friend, Lucy Cyrus, a 
wolf-shifter, and Dante’s pregnant sister, Emilia. The women 
and Dante are unwilling participants in the queen’s “research,” 
which is part of a devastating plan she’s concocting. Finding spe-
cifics on that scheme involves perusing a prophecy detailed in 
the ancient Vampyre Texts. Fortunately, the untranslatable book 
slowly reveals deciphered messages to Erin, but only in incre-
ments. While tracking down abductees in the compound, the 
group faces off against evil vampires, but the queen is the most 
formidable one and seemingly undefeatable. As her fiendish 
objective steadily comes to light, via gradual Texts translations, 
the band soon learns there may actually be a way to vanquish 
the queen before it’s too late.

Hardt’s (Unmasked, 2019, etc.) preceding series entries have 
amassed a plethora of unanswered questions, from the queen’s 
fascination with Dante to secrets in the Texts. This fifth vol-
ume will certainly satisfy returning readers, as the mysteries 
unravel at a breakneck pace. The tale focuses on the queen’s 
plan, which involves a member of the Gabriel family who’s 
been missing nearly the entire series. As always, the author 
writes lavish and tantalizing sexual encounters between Dante 
and Erin. Though the story is set primarily in the underground 
facility, these scenes are viable: Dante’s feedings from an 
accommodating Erin typically entail their mutual sexual grati-
fication. But the trysts diminish the urgency of saving their 
loved ones, which in turn lessens the overall suspense. On the 
plus side, romantic love remains a prominent theme, particu-
larly as the couple’s blood bond may be Dante’s defense against 
the darkness overtaking him. The story’s supernatural ele-
ments are in full force: Dante continues to discover new pow-
ers, such as healing, and Julian, often a covert internal voice, 
is a stellar ally. But it’s Erin who truly shines this time. The 
emergency room nurse comes to captives’ aid; makes sense of 
the Texts’ cryptic passages; and displays empathy toward a vil-
lain whom the queen has likely been controlling. But despite 

this novel’s wrapping up the queen-centric plot, some things 
are still unresolved, leaving Hardt room to pick up a subplot 
or two for a new series. 

This smashing vampire saga ends on a high note with a 
rousing denouement.

GRUMBLER
Haughee, Arielle 
Illus. by Veselinovic, Marina
Orange Blossom Publishing (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $2.99 e-book  |  Mar. 30, 2019
978-1-949935-03-5  

A grumpy, Grinch-like creature dis-
covers that the love he tries to get rid of keeps coming back in 
this picture book. 

Grumbler, a potato-shaped figure with a broken, polka-dot 
pot for a cap, lives alone in the dump. In a crabby mood, he 
kicks a can of tuna—right into the paws of a hungry cat. When 
the feline thanks him, a heart shape extends from her chest in 
wonderfully cartoonish fashion. A flying heart floats over to 
Grumbler. Irritated by the itchy love, Grumbler tries to give 
the heart to two squirrels. But the love multiplies and returns. 
Grumbler attempts to give the love to some bunnies and then 
to a whole pond of creatures. Grumbler thinks he’s finally 
escaped and returns to the dump. But when he sees that love 
has brought all the animals to visit him, he realizes maybe it isn’t 
so bad after all. Haughee (How I Met My Other, 2019, etc.) han-
dles the story’s message with just the right amount of cranky 
humor to keep it from becoming too sweet. The vocabulary 
challenges are all fun-to-pronounce words that young readers 
will enjoy, and Veselinovic’s (Where Will You Go, Ricky Jo?, 2018, 
etc.) charming, kid-friendly digital illustrations, populated with 
affable forest denizens, should be a hit. Grumbler’s heart may 
not grow three sizes, but he’ll keep the Grinch in good company.

A clever and heartwarming tale starring a grouchy hero.

MISLABELED AS DISABLED
The Educational Abuse of 
Struggling Learners and How 
We Can Fight It
Hettleman, Kalman R. 
Radius Book Group (240 pp.) 
$24.95  |  $15.95 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Mar. 14, 2019
978-1-63576-639-4
978-1-63576-634-9 paper  

A reformer argues for changes to the 
special education system.

In this policy book, Hettleman (It’s the Classroom, Stupid, 2010) 
contends that the majority of students currently in special educa-
tion programs are being shortchanged by a system that disregards 
the original intent of state and federal laws. The author asserts 
that they would be better served by “Response to Intervention,” a 
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Haughee handles the story’s message with just the right amount 
of cranky humor to keep it from becoming too sweet.

grumbler



INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Angela Dalton

THE SELF-PUBLISHER’S PICTURE BOOK TELLS A DEEPLY PERSONAL STORY
By Rhett Morgan

After a career working as a producer, content strategist, 
and marketer, Angela Dalton moved with her husband to 
the Bay Area and was freaking out about what to do next. 
One night, while looking at a full moon, a piece of advice 
from her great-grandmother came back to her: “Angela, if 
you feel lost, just look up to the sky; and, if you see the 
moon peeking through the clouds, know you’re in the 
place you’re meant to be.” Dalton sat down and turned the 

soothing words into the children’s book If You Look Up to 
the Sky. Illustrated by Margarita Sikorskaia and released by 
Dalton, Sky has become a critical darling for its depiction 
of a young girl of color learning all the ways the universe 
will provide her with love, guidance, and protection. 

What do you hope children take away from the book? 
At its core, the story is about the interconnectedness of 
family and how the simple act of looking to the sky can 
serve as a reminder that we are loved. I hope that any 
children reading will find comfort in this notion. I also 
hope that every child will be inspired by the main char-
acter, who is a girl of color. It was very important to show 
her being strong in any situation because, ultimately, she 
knows someone loves her. I want children, especially girls 
of color, to feel this way too. 

Do you find that there is still a lack of representation in 
children’s books today?
Over the last few years, there have been many individuals 
and organizations leading the charge in changing the rep-
resentation landscape in children’s literature. And while 
this has made a substantial difference, it seems there’s 
still a lack in representing marginalized authors and au-
thor/illustrators. When I’m asked to do school author vis-
its, educators are constantly telling me how excited they 
are to have their kids meet an author who looks like them. 
Representation goes far beyond just seeing a character on 
a page.  

How did you find the experience of self-publishing? 
I loved the experience. But it was a lot of work. My back-
ground in production and marketing helped immensely. 
And I’m forever grateful for all the support I received from 
friends and family. If You Look Up to the Sky was a deeply 
personal story so, for me, self-publishing made sense. It 
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was a lot of work, but I really enjoyed the journey and all 
the learning experiences it brought. 

Do you think that self-publishing opens the door for 
more diverse writers? 
Yes and no. Yes, because it offers authors from marginal-
ized groups the ability to share stories that would other-
wise go untold. I say no because there are many people 
who still apply a stigma to self-publishing. I was once at 
an SCBWI (Society of Children’s Book Writers and Il-
lustrators) event and someone said, “Oh, you’re one of 
those,” when I told them I had self-published. Said it 
to my actual face. People like that aren’t aware that so 
many great and prolific authors began their careers self-
publishing because they couldn’t get their foot in the 
door due to many factors, including implicit bias and 
outright racism. 

What can readers look forward to next? 
I have new stories that I’m excited to share and have 
been debating next steps. The traditional publishing 
route is definitely under consideration. There are many 
great agents out there, and a few are displaying a gen-
uine commitment to representing diverse stories and 
#ownvoices authors. I would definitely welcome the 
opportunity to partner with someone who values and 
champions the need for more diversity and inclusivity 
within the industry.

Rhett Morgan is a writer and translator living in Paris.
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framework that combines early diagnosis of learning impairments 
with short-term additional instruction to students who remain in a 
standard classroom. Drawing on both research and personal expe-
rience as an advocate for pupils while serving on the Baltimore 
school board, Hettleman makes an impassioned argument (“the 
purgatory of general education or the hell of special education”) 
on behalf of the students he calls “Mainly Mislabeled”—to distin-
guish them from the “Truly Disabled.” The latter have severe cog-
nitive disabilities and benefit from traditional special education. In 
this volume, the author lays out a cogent case for making changes 
to the system. Empirical studies are blended with anecdotes from 
Hettleman’s professional experience to present both a big picture 
view of the problem and specific instances of how the education 
system fails students, especially those at a socio-economic disad-
vantage. The author frequently reminds readers that his quarrel 
is with the educational establishment and bureaucracy, not with 
teachers as individuals. Some of his suggestions, like the elimina-
tion of local school boards (“The business of K-12 schooling is sim-
ply too complicated for very part-time volunteer policy-makers”), 
are fundamental challenges to the status quo. The book’s solutions 
include expanded and updated teacher training, centralized sys-
tems for curriculum development and instructional methods, and 
learning plans that include specific measurable goals for all stu-
dents. In addition, Hettleman offers a cleareyed assessment of the 
political realities reformers face. The concluding chapters deliver 
useful guidance for parents advocating for their own children and 
for activists working on broader education reform. An extensive 
notes section provides both citations and further discussion. The 
work’s conversational tone and the author’s evident enthusiasm 
for the subject make it an easy read for those not well versed in 
education policy.

An outside-the-box approach to meeting students’ 
needs gets a worthy and forceful advocate.

THIS PLACE
150 Years Retold
Ed. by HighWater Press Staff
HighWater Press (296 pp.) 
$23.03 paper  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-1-55379-758-6  

Indigenous authors share tales from 
Canada’s past in this compendium.

Dystopian visions have become increas-
ingly common in mainstream culture, but as 

Tuscarora writer Alicia Elliott asserts in her foreword to this graphic 
novel anthology, “as Indigenous people, we all live in a post-apoca-
lyptic world.” Survival against all odds is a common thread in these 
intriguing stories, as are resistance, self-determination, and respect 
for traditional ways of life. Métis author Katherena Vermette 
tells the tale of Annie Bannatyne, a Métis entrepreneur who, in 
1868, reacted to a newspaper article disparaging Métis women 
by treating its author to some frontier justice. Cree writer David 
A. Robertson explores the life of legendary World War I sniper—
and later chief of the Wasauksing Nation—Francis “Peggy” 
Pegahmagabow, who earned a level of respect from whites in the 
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military he could not have hoped for in civilian life. Anishinaabe 
author Niigaanwewidam James Sinclair recounts the experiences 
of an Indigenous youth coming-of-age during the Indigenous 
resistance to the Meech Lake Accord and the subsequent Oka 
Crisis—an armed standoff between the Canadian government 
and Mohawk activists—in 1990. Standout pieces include “Rosie” 
by Inuit-Cree writer Rachel Qitsualik-Tinsley and Scottish-
Mohawk author Sean Qitsualik-Tinsley (with stunning images 
by GMB Chomichuk) and “Red Clouds” by Ojibway writer Jen 
Storm (illustrations and color by Métis artist Natasha Dono-
van). The “Red Clouds” images feature thin lines and flat, broad 
patches of orange, white, and gray, lending the tale a picture-book 
quality that perfectly fits its ghost-story plot. The anthology hops 
around in time, geography, and narrative style. But the repetition 
of certain illustrators and colorists gives it a cohesive, though not 
overly uniform, look. For those interested in the sparsely covered 
history of Indigenous Canada—and the contemporary Indig-
enous graphic novel scene—this should be a must-have book.

An illuminating, self-assured graphic novel anthology 
in which every panel reads like a radical act.

WAR ANIMALS
The Unsung Heroes of World 
War II
Hutton, Robin 
Regnery History (466 pp.) 
$29.99  |  $12.74 paper  |  Sep. 18, 2018
978-1-62157-658-7
978-1-62157-986-1 paper  

Hutton (Sgt. Reckless, 2014) collects the 
true tales of World War II’s gallant animal 
participants in this nonfiction work.

World War II produced heroes of all stripes, but as Hutton 
shows in this zoological volume, not all of them were human. 
The best-known animal soldiers were war dogs, drawn straight 
from the homes and farms of the American heartland: “Dogs for 
Defense recruited America’s first canine army, known affection-
ately as the K-9 Corps. Radio announcements and newspaper 
articles nationwide made the extraordinary pitch for people to 
donate their personal pets to the war effort.” These dogs served in 
all branches of the military as sentries, scouts, messengers, and 
even medics, quickly locating wounded soldiers on the battle-
field. Hutton recounts stories about Chips—“the most highly 
decorated dog in U.S. military history”—a collie-shepherd-
huskie mix who helped guard FDR and Churchill at Casablanca 
and later disabled a machine gun nest in Sicily. She includes 
tales of British dogs as well, like Bing, an Alsatian-collie mix 
that dropped into Normandy with the 13th Parachute Battalion 
on D-Day. While most of the animals covered in the book are 
dogs, there are also a number of pigeons, who served as mes-
sengers and spies and had wonderful names like Burma Queen, 
Lady Astor, and Wisconsin Boy. Horses were also used (primar-
ily by the Coast Guard on America’s beaches), and mules served 
as pack animals in the war’s various theaters. Hutton even 
tells the story of a Royal Navy tomcat known as “Able Seaman” 

Simon who served with distinction during the postwar “Yang-
tze Incident” in China. Hutton’s prose is light and warm, just 
as one would expect in such a pet-centered book: “As a puppy, 
Peter—a beautiful Scotch collie born in 1941— was purchased 
for twenty-five shillings by Mrs. Audrey Stables of Birmingham, 
England. His path to glory was a surprising one.” This is a work 
meant for animal lovers, particularly those animal lovers who 
happen also to be WWII buffs. Younger readers may also enjoy 
these stories, which thankfully keep descriptions of death and 
violence to a minimum.

An earnest, comprehensive account of British and 
American animal service in wartime.  

A SPLASH OF MAGIC!
Johnson, Jane Brandi
Illus. by Bohart, Lisa
Self (48 pp.) 
978-0-578-21519-8  

A lonely girl discovers friends by fol-
lowing the sound of music in author John-
son (Windermere’s Wish, 2017, etc.) and 

illustrator Bohart’s (Let’s Color! Stalk Eyes, 2018) picture book.
When young Ella and Gran move from a city to a “rickety old 

house on the edge of the Sea,” the girl misses her old home. The 
first night, she hears strange musical sounds outside her window. 
She also tries to make friends with a mouse, but it runs away. 
Gran makes smiley-face pancakes, but Ella remains discouraged, 
and the nearby town seems empty. At the beach, she hears the 
sounds again, and she follows them to a band of underwater 
magical creatures. When she plays music with them, she makes 
new friends, and when they walk through town, she finds poten-
tial human pals as well. Ella’s bravery when she first discovers 
the creatures—and her reassurances to her teddy bear that 
everything will be all right—show a strength of character that 
makes her feel worthy of the magic and friends that surround 
her. Bohart’s textured, cartoonish illustrations make excellent 
use of color, showing a dreary town when Ella wanders through 
it alone and a brightly transformed one when she returns with 
her new acquaintances.

This story of bravery and friendship offers readers a 
little bit of magic along with its accessible vocabulary and 
enchanting pictures.

WALTZ AGAINST 
THE SKY 
Larum, Glen
Walking Three Bar T Publishing, Inc. 
(400 pp.) 
$28.95 paper
978-0-9966865-0-1  

Larum’s West Texas–based debut 
novel offers interconnected tales of mur-
der and mayhem.
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Indian Springs is a place of cattle ranches and oil rigs. It’s the 
current home of this novel’s large cast of characters, including 
Evan Blaine, a talented reporter whom guilt and regret follow 
like a weather front; brothers Dink and Del Downs, the former 
an innocent and the latter a career criminal; Omero Valdez, a 
psychopath whom one character calls “a sly one, like a coyote”; 
and naïve, young Tony Angione, who’s just passing through while 
hitchhiking from New Jersey to California. The law is repre-
sented by Sheriff Leo Blunt and, the next county over, Sheriff 
Brent Fulton and their underlings; some of them are truly bad 
to the bone, such as Chief Deputy Matt Ridgeway. The fates of 
all these luckless people eventually converge: Valdez kills a motel 
clerk in a $460 robbery, poor Tony gets picked up by the wrong 
people, and fugitive Del is caught while on the run. A later jail-
break and a hunt across multiple counties for the escapees will 
keep readers riveted to the end. Larum had a career as a newspa-
per editor in the West, and it shows; it’s clear that he knows what 
the particular emptiness of the region feels like—and he makes 
readers feel it, too. Each chapter focuses on a particular charac-
ter; most are short but some not, as when Blaine’s past is explored 
or when Ridgeway and Deputy Jess Bruce track down the hapless 
Joe Dornick through mesquite on horseback or when Tony and 
Dink try to extricate themselves from untenable situations. The 
denouement is very cleverly handled, and it’s no spoiler to say 
that at least one major character winds up truly happy.

An excellent book about desperate people carefully 
depicted in minute detail.

JUSTIN THE TRAVELLER
Mascia, Joseph M.
Gavilan Books (244 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Aug. 28, 2006
978-0-9989172-2-1  

An Australian tourist meets an unex-
pected fate in a war-torn Central Ameri-
can country in this novel. 

Justin Thorntree, a 52-year-old auto 
parts store owner from Sydney, has 
decided to spend six weeks traveling 

in Central America after splitting up with his wife. It is 1990, 
and he still looks better than Paul Newman, he’s got some 
money, and he wants to explore. On the bus to Las Mesas, a 
small resort town, he encounters Gretchen and Monica, two 
young European women whom he begins to tag along with. 
The unnamed country is in the final stages of a civil war. At 
a restaurant in Las Mesas, two local academics describe the 
volatile social and political situation, which involves guerril-
las fighting with the ruling oligarchy. Even so, the scene in 
Las Mesas is enjoyable, but Justin must head to the capital to 
replace a missing passport. He is dismayed to learn his ex-wife 
is suing him for $2 million and drowns his misery in a gloomy 
cafe. There, a shady character and a devious waitress pull a 
scam that leaves Justin horribly injured and lying in a ditch. 
Penniless and with limited mobility, Justin becomes a resident 

of the Hotel of the Four Winds, an outdoor area for the home-
less. An injured ex-guerrilla named Indito takes Justin under 
his wing, and he becomes one of the war refugees, the invisible 
people whom no one asks any questions: “It was one of the few 
dignities afforded those who were dying on the street.” Taken 
with a woman named Silvia, Justin seems to regard his stay in 
the country as indefinite, though it becomes painfully clear 
the war isn’t entirely over. Mascia’s (Sawdust Footprints, 2014) 
stark prose works very well in describing the delights and the 
absurdities of traveling in the developing world while deftly 
constructing a tale wherein the main character is practically 
swallowed whole by society. Devoid of sentimentality, the har-
rowing story is effective without being overtly emotional and 
brings up relevant questions about human dignity and moral-
ity regarding the homeless, Latin America, and the “beloved 
imperialistic benefactor to the north.” As Everyman Justin 
slowly moves toward recovery, the fictional nation vividly por-
trayed here is reeling until the book’s conclusion.

A compelling and frightening travel tale about resil-
ience amid the crimes of war. 

A MODEST INDEPENDENCE
Matthews, Mimi
Perfectly Proper Press (399 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Apr. 23, 2019
978-0-9990364-9-5 

An independent woman struggles to 
reconcile love and freedom in this his-
torical romance.

Book 2 of Matthews’ (A Holiday by 
Gaslight, 2018, etc.) Parish Orphans of 
Devon series picks up with Jenny Hol-

loway and Thomas Finchley, two characters familiar to readers 
of the first installment. Jenny, a former lady’s companion, has 
been gifted an inheritance and seeks adventure. But her money 
is controlled by Tom, a talented lawyer who trades in secrets. 
When Jenny sets out for India in search of a cousin who is pre-
sumed dead, Tom is compelled to accompany her. The pair, pos-
ing as brother and sister for propriety’s sake, embark on a long 
journey to Delhi. Their time together in close quarters on ships 
and trains only strengthens their mutual attraction. But Jenny 
is loath to give up her newfound liberty for a man, even one as 
kind and unusual as Tom. Though he tries to convince Jenny that 
he would never infringe on her autonomy, the realities of being 
a woman in Victorian society weigh heavily against him. The 
couple’s journey across Egypt and India is full of colorful and 
descriptive prose. Jenny’s first taste of spicy curry and the inter-
national blend of humanity on the streets of Calcutta firmly sit-
uate readers in a striking past. As always, Matthews’ attention to 
historical accuracy is impeccable. From the rigid standards and 
expectations of Victorian courtship to the siege of Jhansi, she 
has clearly done her research. Her characters are a refreshing 
change from the typical genre protagonists; for example, there 
is “nothing particularly remarkable about Thomas Finchley,” 
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Mascia deftly constructs a tale wherein the main character
is practically swallowed whole by society.

justin the traveller
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the author writes. Yet his intellect and unabashed kindness are 
the stuff of true romance. As Jenny amusingly observes, a man 
who can navigate bureaucracy is far more useful than the white 
knights of penny novels. While Tom’s relationship with Jenny 
remains mostly chaste, Matthews manages to imbue their inter-
actions with an enviable romantic tension. 

Strong, smart characters and a daring quest result in a 
Victorian love story with a charmingly modern sensibility.

FROM DESPAIR TO HOPE 
AND HEALING
One Woman’s Journey 
in Poem
Mezera, Barbara K.
Illus. by Lynes, James J. 
LitFire Publishing (170 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Nov. 28, 2019
978-1-64045-927-4  

This debut poetry collection offers a 
sincere exploration of life’s struggles and joys.

Mezera chronicles her own search for wisdom and peace in 
this promising first volume of poetry. She seems keenly aware 
of how that search relies on one’s ability to care for one’s body, 
mind, and spirit; hence, health—in its various manifestations—
is an important throughline here. Her opening section (of seven) 
is titled “Wrestling with the Big D”—“D” for depression—and 
its poems detail her decadeslong pursuit of mental health. 
Throughout, she softens no edges while discussing depression’s 
challenges; in “Soul Sickness,” she writes: “Deep and dark it 
is, / Like swimming through quick sand. / Choking, disabling, 
suffocating. / Soul sickness, / All hope gone.” These are dark 
truths, but readers will trust Mezera because they know that 
she’s not pulling her punches. Another section, “Health Mat-
ters Too,” focuses more narrowly on physical ailments, notably 
multiple sclerosis. She writes of the disease, which she struggles 
with, in a number of poems; none are as moving as “Scared”: 

“Living scared / That is what I am doing. / Scared I’ll lose my job, 
/ Scared I’ll lose my eyesight. / On a warm and sunny bike ride. / 
That is what MS does.” Again, the poet’s unpretentious confes-
sion is so affecting because it feels so real. Other sections deal 
with emotional or social health; one is titled “On Being Shy” and 
another, “Relationships.” In both, the speakers chronicle their 
efforts to be at peace with themselves and others. They face 
numerous challenges but resolve to be grateful for other people; 
in “Thankful,” for instance, Mezera writes, “Be thankful every 
day, / All day, / In every way. / Family, friends, acquaintances / 
Enemies too—they keep us honest. / Be thankful for them all.” 
Readers can be thankful for Mezera’s frank, stirring verse. It’s 
accompanied by a small, tasteful collection of debut illustrator 
Lynes’ black-and-white drawings, which match the writing in 
theme and tone and serve as appropriate accent pieces.

A poignant song of a hard-won hope. 

MY LIFE REARRANGED 
Musings of an 
Alzheimer’s Caregiver
Miller, Susan G. 
Kaleidoscope Kare (294 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
May 4, 2018
978-0-9679584-0-8  

In this motivational memoir, Miller 
(No Man’s Land, 2003, etc.) uses poetry 
and advice to paint a poignant picture of 
her time as a caregiver to her spouse.

The author’s husband was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease 
at the age of 55, and over time, her role in his life transformed from 
companion to caregiver to custodian. In this book, she divides 
this experience into three stages. The “Beginning Stage,” when 
Alzheimer’s is newly diagnosed, evokes a “flood of emotions,” she 
says, including “guilt over being short-tempered…sadness and anger 
about the diagnosis…jealousy toward those more fortunate, fear of 
the unknown, and doubt about one’s abilities.” This is the time for 
caregivers to “put things in order,” she asserts, and adjust to a new 
normal. The “Middle Stage,” she writes, is more of a “holding pat-
tern,” as the patient’s functional abilities significantly decline and 
the caregiver’s burdens increase. Miller repeatedly emphasizes the 
need for caregivers to “take care of [their] health and sanity”—in 
part, by arranging for outside help. The “Final Stage” is often the 
longest and saddest, she notes, as caregivers prepare for the patient’s 
final decline: “Trying to carve out a separate life—along with the 
dichotomy of staying connected while letting go—is the major task 
for caregivers.” Miller’s artistic prose style is highly effective, and 
fellow caregivers will appreciate the articulate, genuine sentiments 
from someone who clearly understands their plight. After offering 
practical advice in brief chapter introductions, the author presents 
numerous creatively formatted, emotionally charged prose poems: 

“I am exhausted, alone, weary, / carrying both of us. Symbiotic vic-
tims—one excused, one invisible.” By being open about negative 
emotions, Miller avoids a major pitfall of many caregiving books 
in which the authors “must be saints or darn close,” as she puts it. 
But the book isn’t bleak, as the author also shares personal triumphs, 
such as finding peace in a support group.

A stirring book that offers an ideal blend of direction 
and comfort to fellow caregivers.

THE RIDDLE OF THE SPHINX
Montagu, Alexandre 
Persepolis Press (382 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-73260-210-6  

A man at the height of a law career 
recalls his youth in his Iranian homeland 
in this novel.

New York City–based attorney Mon-
tagu (Intellectual Property, 2012), who’s also 
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a visiting faculty member of Princeton University’s comparative 
literature department, crafts an immersive tale of identity, sexual-
ity, and self-discovery featuring his alluring protagonist, Eric Rich-
ardson. The three-part story—which refers to the ancient riddle 
of the Sphinx regarding the three eras of man (infancy, adulthood, 
and old age)—employs a smooth, lyrical prose style that ably bal-
ances history and beguiling fiction. It begins with Eric as a youth 
growing up in Tehran in the 1970s. Then named “Keyvan,” he was 
a child of divorced parents who enjoyed a comfortable life as the 
area’s oil and real estate markets boomed. The narrative fills in 
the background of Keyvan’s family and of his own coming-of-age, 
which is “punctuated by personal, rather than political dramas,” 
the narrator notes, even as civil unrest increases in the streets. 
Eventually, the shah goes into exile as the Iranian Revolution 
gains momentum. Montagu’s depiction of Keyvan’s departure 
from Iran in 1978 is nail-bitingly suspenseful as he clandestinely 
travels with his mother across borderlands with heavily guarded 
checkpoints. The second section follows Keyvan, now using the 
name “Eric,” through the 1980s, his upbringing in France, and his 
arrival at Princeton University. There, he receives an Ivy League 
education while navigating a new way of life on campus. As the 
social aspects of school life, and Eric’s increasing self-awareness 
about being bisexual, come into play, Montagu writes eloquently 
and tastefully of several intense trysts that Eric has with fellow 
student Mark, whom he’s tutoring in French. Readers will be 
drawn in as the protagonist struggles with his sexuality, falls in 
love with a man whose feelings differ from his, and tries to find 
meaning and direction after a sudden, catastrophic revelation.

The concluding section starts with Eric having graduated 
from law school. He’s now gainfully employed at a leading 
New York City law firm; he’s also married to a woman and is a 
father to two daughters. Later, it’s revealed that he hadn’t told 
his wife that he was bisexual. Interestingly, the reliability of 
Eric as a narrator is undermined by other revelations as the 
novel comes to an end. These unexpected elements will cause 
readers to question the validity and the veracity of his entire 
story. Overall, though, the book will appeal to readers who 
are looking for a unique tale of self-realization that’s intro-
spective, reflective, and philosophical. At the same time, the 
book provides an authentic and vividly described history of 
the Middle East, of the wide-ranging reforms that the area has 
experienced over the years, and of Islamic culture. The com-
bination of these elements results in a novel that’s engrossing 
and educational—as well as one that provides some food for 
thought in its final pages. 

A pensive work that incorporates international history, 
compelling characterization, and poetic prose and will 
appeal to a wide variety of readers. 

GIVE THEM 
UNQUIET DREAMS 
Mulhern, James
Manuscript (258 pp.) 
  

A novel presents an emotional story 
about coming-of-age, spirituality, and 
the mysteries that lie beyond everyone’s 
ordinary, waking moments. 

At the age of 14, Aiden Glencar’s life 
is already complicated. He and his older 

brother, Martin, move between their grandmother, a domineer-
ing and occasionally kleptomaniacal Irish Catholic, and their 
Aunt Clara, who does her best to look after the boys and her 
own children, taking them to a New Age, nondenominational 
church. Aiden’s confusion regarding these contradictory phi-
losophies and the strangeness of his living situation is palpable 
and becomes even more engrossing and sympathetic when he 
reveals his budding gay sexuality and his fears of what his family 
and faith might say about it. But it’s Irish folklore more than 
Christian faith that inscribes the boys’ lives, as Aiden has the 
second sight, conferring with his dead grandfather and witness-
ing weirder and more frightening spirits throughout the Boston 
streets. The boys’ mother has been committed to an asylum, 
and Aiden fights to get her released even as the spirits urging 
him to do so give him some doubts about his own sanity. The 
story continues from this complex setup, teasing out details 
of Aiden and Martin’s boyhoods in a lovingly rendered 1970s 
Boston while advancing the murky tale of the spirits Aiden sees, 
the gift he shares with his mother, and the bitter tragedies and 
hard-earned triumphs they portend. Mulhern’s (Useless Things, 
2018, etc.) prose is strong, delivering readers a sense of the 
child in Aiden’s voice and a thorough, descriptive view of the 
world around him. Not only that, but the writing is elevated by 
a liberal use of quotes and sayings ranging from Bible verses to 
Thoreau and Yeats, grounding the various players’ cultural con-
text. (At one point, Aiden muses: “Like Thoreau, I believe time 
is merely a stream we swim in. Someday the current of water 
will slip away, taking us with it, but the sandy bottom, eternity, 
will remain.”) Yet ultimately, it’s the rich characters who bring 
the novel to its greatest heights, as Aiden’s uncertainty, Martin’s 
protectiveness, their grandmother’s determination, and their 
mother’s wistfulness and grief make this a story about family 
and history and give the sense that everything and everyone are 
connected across time, whether or not those ties are immedi-
ately perceived. 

A luminous, beautifully told fairy tale grounded in his-
tory and elevated by spirit. 
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Mulhern’s prose is strong, delivering a thorough, descriptive 
view of the world around the protagonist.

give them unquiet dreams
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THE UNITED STATES 
OF OPIOIDS
A Prescription for Liberating 
a Nation in Pain
Nelson, Harry 
ForbesBooks (347 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Mar. 26, 2019
978-1-946633-32-3  

Health care attorney Nelson (From 
ObamaCare to TrumpCare, 2017) provides 
an in-depth historical and analytical 

overview of the opioid crisis in America and suggests wide-
ranging solutions. 

For decades, the United States has been ravaged by opioid 
addiction—a problem that’s escalated to epidemic propor-
tions. Nelson traces its historical arc from the late 19th cen-
tury through the passage of significant legislation, such as the 
Harrison Narcotics Tax Act in 1914, and the creation of the 
Drug Enforcement Administration in 1973. The author goes on 
to present a synoptic account of the problem’s growth in the 
1990s, when OxyContin and fentanyl became the most popular 
opioids, and how inadequate responses from law enforcement, 
physicians, and the pharmacological industry only exacer-
bated the crisis. The author asserts that a new emphasis on the 
treatment of pain, dubbed the “fifth vital sign,” contributed 
to systemic failures into the present day, as did the insurance 
industry’s preference for cheaper (though more addictive) 
drugs and a woeful lack of knowledge and training on the parts 
of physicians. Nelson also lays blame on what he sees as an over-
all moral diminishment in America: “We cannot fully address 
the opioid crisis without seeking to understand this broader cri-
sis of human suffering—the byproduct of a culture of chronic 
stress, trauma, and increasing isolation as a result of technol-
ogy and the erosion of social support in our communities.” The 
author insightfully articulates a plan of reform—“seven pillars” 
of public health that include establishing outreach and preven-
tion programs, providing more access to addiction treatment, 
and developing stronger law enforcement responses to the opi-
oid black market. Nelson has a quarter-century of experience as 
a health care lawyer, and his extraordinary expertise in on full 
display here. Over the course of his book, he refreshingly fur-
nishes a kaleidoscopic account of the many causes of the opioid 
crisis rather than launching a political jeremiad that demonizes 
a particular group. Along the way, he consistently delves into 
complex matters with sensitivity. This tendency is particularly 
evident in his discussion of the virtues and vices of cannabis. 

A remarkably thorough and always sensible study.

SOBER.HOUSE.
(My Story)
Neuberger, Mallory 
Page Publishing, Inc. (384 pp.) 
$21.95 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Jan. 14, 2019
978-1-64462-393-0  

A recovering addict recounts her 
intricate journey—including opening 
two sober living houses for women.

This debut memoir opens with a 
flashback as the author flies into JFK after three weeks in 
Greece, outwardly 50 and fabulous but secretly itching to con-
tact her cocaine dealer. The notions of deceptive appearances 
and a double life pervade the first half of the book as Neuberger 
narrates a troubled childhood on Long Island filled with morbid 
obsessions and complicated by her mother’s alcoholism. Like-
wise, she characterizes her college years with the phrase “per-
fect student by day, popular party girl by night.” After obtaining 
a master’s degree in counseling psychology, she settles in Man-
hattan and launches a successful career in marketing and real 
estate. The author effectively creates suspense as she recalls 
spinning out of control beneath the surface and describes the 
herculean efforts necessary to mask erratic behavior. Finally, 
two harrowing incidents involving injuries from loss of con-
sciousness forced Neuberger to come clean with her fourth 
husband, Mark. Shortly thereafter, she spilled her guts to a new 
doctor: “I eat healthy and run marathons. I’m a mom and a wife, 
and I have a good job. I’m doing coke and drinking and smoking 
and taking sleeping pills. I keep falling on my head.” The work 
doesn’t follow a strict chronological order, but every digression 
is worthwhile, allowing the author to make thematic connec-
tions between disparate moments in her life. Readers will appre-
ciate her straightforward writing style and sharp eye for detail, 
whether recalling the styles of the moment, the sensations she 
experienced while using, or her mother’s decline. She devotes 
the second half of the book to the ins and outs of running a 
sober living house, not shying away from the complications of 
shared living quarters—hygiene, diet, chores, pets, personali-
ties—most notably in the chapter titled “It Smells Like Poop in 
Here.” Perhaps the most inspiring aspect of this project is the 
feeling that the author is embracing what she was meant to do: 
reaffirming her commitment to sobriety and passing on the 
tough love, support, and knowledge she received from others 
at critical junctures. 

A compelling memoir that combines the struggles of 
substance abuse with an entrepreneurial spirit and the dis-
covery of a keen sense of purpose.
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BONFIRES OF THE GODS
Oki, Andrew Eseimokumo 
Self (239 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  Jan. 4, 2019
978-1-79168-723-6  

In Oki’s debut novel, set in 1997, an 
ethnic conflict disrupts the lives of a dis-
parate group of Nigerians.

The Itsekiri and Ijaw communities 
clash in the city of Warri, Nigeria, and 
Oki’s narrative follows a group of initially 

unconnected characters whose paths intersect and diverge as the 
violence intensifies. Laju and Tonye are engaged, but their love 
isn’t enough to overcome the objections of Laju’s grandmother, 
an Itsekiri chief, who doesn’t want her marrying an Ijaw man. 
Brothers Mogha and Seye, who live in the United Kingdom, were 
hoping to surprise their father with a visit, but when they arrive, 
they realize that he’s fled—and that his home is now the target 
of a local militia. Physician Toritseju and her journalist husband, 
Jolomi, find that their jobs make it impossible for them to avoid 
the conflict. Law student Oyinmiebi is drawn into the situation 
by his cousin Zuokumo but tries to avoid the violence near his 
home. Over the course of the fighting, coincidence brings char-
acters together (Mogha and Seye end up in Toritseju’s hospital; 
Oyinmiebi and Jolomi end up at the same battle), and their 
stories offer moments of tragedy and heroism. The book’s final 
section takes place six years later, bringing resolution to the vari-
ous character arcs, just as ethnic tensions rise again. Oki does an 
excellent job of bringing the reader into a piece of recent Afri-
can history. Local dialect (“I sidon house dey wait for my cousin 
wen wan begin make-up like a girl before leaving the house”) is 
interspersed with standard English in a manner that will allow 
readers who may be unfamiliar with Nigerian Pidgin to follow 
along. Although occasional flashbacks sometimes complicate 
the timeline, they offer valuable character development and give 
emotional resonance to the various relationships. Oki also shows 
the political and interpersonal aspects of the conflict within com-
munities, driving home the tragedy of widespread violence.

An engaging novel of personal stories within a 
broader conflict.

THE FOUR DIRECTIONS 
OF RECONCILIATION
A Journey
Podlubny, Joey 
Photos by the author
Tellwell (164 pp.) 
$36.95  |  $19.99 paper
978-0-228-80029-3
978-0-228-80028-6 paper  

A photographic journey explores the world of Canada’s First 
Nations people.

The latest book from Podlubny (83 Cents, 2004) is a mixture 
of many forms—memoir, reportage, official documents, and 

photography—designed to paint a portrait of some members of 
Canada’s Indigenous population that goes beyond the standard 
reductions that tend to characterize too much of popular litera-
ture on the subject. Throughout the volume, the Canadian pho-
tojournalist encourages readers to examine their preconceived 
notions and be honest with themselves. “When we do business, 
when we make policies and agreements, when we make money 
from natural resources, when we judge each other, are we doing 
it with the colonialist mindset or a new one?” Podlubny asks. 

“Are we honouring the agreements or are we still a colonial-
ist country?” Through four key principles of reconciliation—
knowledge, solution, agreement, and consultation—the author 
attempts to answer some elementary questions: “What con-
nects you as a human being? What gives you life and sustenance 
to survive?” In a series of evocative black-and-white photos and 
moving interviews with First Nations members, the book takes 
readers inside a world few of them will have visited and intro-
duces them to the complex and three-dimensional people who 
live there. Podlubny was invited, for instance, to witness Dené 
Days—“a new annual gathering celebrating” Dené culture and 
customs—at which he was able to deftly document many dif-
ferent aspects of First Nations life, from the occasional pov-
erty and frustration to the invincible sense of community. The 
author supplements the text’s vivid reflections and interviews 
with informative documents reflecting the Canadian govern-
ment’s long struggle with these issues, including the United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People. His 
crusading tone (“If we continue at the present day to ignore the 
rights of First Nations in Canada, and ignore the agreements 
that we live under, we are still operating as a colonial system”) 
and stirringly humanizing photos combine to create a memo-
rable look at the descendants of Canada’s first inhabitants. 

A stark and compassionate snapshot of a defiantly 
hopeful people. 

RETURN OF THE 
EVENING STAR
Rios, Diane
She Writes Press (256 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-63152-545-2  

This middle-grade sequel sees a girl, 
her heroic friends, and the animal king-
dom fight against a hospital hungry for 
victims.

The year is 1908, and 12-year-old 
Chloe Ashton has awoken in an impossibly comfy bed. The bed 
is in a treehouse built by the dashing Brisco Knot, and she can 
hear her friend Mrs. Goodweather making breakfast. This idyl-
lic morning follows the tragic events that separated her from her 
parents. And nearby, through the Oregon woods, an evil hospital 
thrives. Its ambulances race the countryside, raiding homes and 
bringing people back for murderous treatment. Chloe and her 
friends, including a white rat named Shakespeare, plan to break 
into the hospital and shut it down. Meanwhile, Lord Winchfillin 
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The author’s crusading tone and stirringly humanizing 
photos combine to create a memorable look at the 

descendants of Canada’s first inhabitants.
the four directions of reconciliation
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QUEERIES 
We talk to Catherine Cusset, author of 

Life of David Hockney: A Novel

By Karen Schechner

David Hockney—with his photomontages; wall-sized, geo-
metric California poolscapes; modern portraiture, which he 
made cool again; and wry perspective—was always an artist 
to ignite people’s imaginations. Author Catherine Cusset was 
so awestruck by him she animated his life, loves, and artistic 
evolution in her latest novel, Life of David Hockney, translated 
from the French by Teresa Lavender Fagan. Our reviewer says, 

“Cusset’s style oozes with delicacy, pointedness, and gusto. She 
masters the short sentence, enlivening the narrative with the 
speed of Hockney’s rise to fame—a speed that comes to per-
fectly mirror his experience with the AIDS epidemic.” Here 
we talk with Cusset about her process of capturing an icon. 

What drew you to David Hockney?
His paintings but not only. His sense of humor as I saw it 
appear in his first autobiographical book, David Hockney, 
his emotional connection to his work, and his incredible 
freedom. He became a figurative painter at a time when 
every “contemporary” artist was painting abstract. He 
stopped painting double portraits and swimming pools at 
the height of his fame because he didn’t feel like it anymore, 
and he started doing photomontages, which made art crit-
ics doubt his mental health at the time. He was born in an 
industrial town where earning one’s life as a painter was un-
heard of and at a time when homosexuality was still a crime 
in England, and he became who he is today. I take off my 
hat to him!

How did you piece together the artist’s life, and 
did the process remind you of one of 
Hockney’s photomontages?
That’s an interesting comparison that I didn’t think of. 
What attracted Hockney to the photomontages is the mov-
ing through time and space (thus using photography, which 
fixes instants, against itself). My novels often cover a long 
time span because I like to explore what happens to my 
characters through time. I started by reconstructing an ex-
tremely precise timeline of Hockney’s life from everything I 
read, and this allowed me to understand his work from the 
inside (instead of retrospectively, as a biographer or an art 
historian would do) and to put myself in his place. This is 
how he became a fiction character.

Which of Hockney’s works do you find yourself return-
ing to repeatedly?
Christopher Isherwood and Don Bachardy. Or Portrait of an 
Artist. Nothing original: These are his iconic paintings. I 
love their colors, particularly the blue, their composition, 
the human figures, the relation of man to space….The por-
trait was an outdated genre, and Hockney transformed 
it into a contemporary classic. Looking at the portrait of 
Christopher and Don, I imagined that they lived in a very 
modern loft in LA until I saw a photograph of their old, 
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Hispanic-style house, which I recognized thanks to the 
blue shutters! Hockney’s vision has nothing to do with 

“the real.”

Has he responded to your novel?
He doesn’t read French, and the book comes out in English 
in May. Last year he asked three of his close French friends 
to read it and give him reports. These were positive, fortu-
nately! When I met Hockney in May 2018, he told me: “J-P 
[his assistant] told me that you got me!” 

What did you learn while inhabiting Hockney’s world? 
How did it affect the way you see?
Not to care about what people think of me and to write 
only what matters to me. I just saw David Hockney in his 
new studio in France, painting the Normandy spring at the 
age of 81 and looking at its splendor with the fresh eyes of 
a child. The way he lives is an inspiration.

What’s next for you?
In France we have a proverb: Don’t sell the skin of the bear 
before you kill it. Writing is fragile….

Karen Schechner is the vice president of Kirkus Indie.

and the Artist—who won Chloe in a card game from her horrid 
Uncle Blake—travel toward “the great silver mountain, Wy’east.” 
There, the vast animal kingdom shall meet and listen to Silas 
the Stargazer, a legendary hermit with whom the stars speak. 
His address, to predators and prey alike, will hopefully muster 
a force to stop humanity from inflicting permanent damage 
on the world. And is there any hope of rebuilding the Bridge 
of the Gods, to reconnect the lands of the north and south? 
In her novel, Rios (Bridge of the Gods, 2017) brings chaos—but 
also healing—to a sprawling cast of humans and talking ani-
mals. Characters like King Auberon, who’s a gigantic bear, lend 
mythic grandeur to the narrative, and there’s a sylvan lyricism 
in their depiction (“Small twigs and several dead bees fell out of 
his fur, and the smell of fish was stronger than ever”). Through-
out, the author emphasizes how everything—and everyone—in 
nature is connected. When Chloe receives praise on a job well 
done, she says, “It was my friends too.” And readers should note 
that the story begins with the constellations Cygnus and Scor-
pius warning Earth of danger. Despite some frightening battle 
scenes, the finale is a joyous affair. Further escapades starring a 
teen Chloe would be welcome.

A thematically and visually potent adventure with a 
strong cast.

CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS 
AND THE LOST CITY 
OF ATLANTIS
Robinson, E.J.
Self (374 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Dec. 7, 2018
978-1-79087-598-6  

In this historical fantasy, Christo-
pher Columbus hunts for the mythical 
Atlantis.

The year is 1492, and Spain has just defeated the Moors 
at Granada. After an excursion to Istanbul, Columbus, the 
renowned rake and explorer, returns to Córdoba. There, he 
reunites with his royal patrons, King Ferdinand and Queen 
Isabella. During a clandestine meeting between Columbus 
and Isabella in her bed chamber, the captain of the Santa 
María acts on his knowledge that Plato knew the location of 
the fabled city of Atlantis. He tilts a copy of Plato’s Timaeus 
on a bookshelf and reveals a secret treasure room. Within is 
a bronze disc that may lead to the lost city and Poseidon’s 
Trident, which can turn anything into gold. Then Ferdinand 
and his toady, Amerigo Vespucci, discover the pair. The adul-
tery exposed, Columbus races from the palace to the docks. 
He and his crew immediately set sail west, but not before a 
shadowy figure sneaks aboard the Santa María, and Vespucci 
determines to follow with the Niña and Pinta. When nearly a 
month passes with no leads on Atlantis—and after the revela-
tion that a 12-year-old named Nyx has stowed away—the ship 
suddenly faces off against a giant, tentacled monstrosity. In his 
latest novel, Robinson (Robinson Crusoe 2246, 2016) imagines a 
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playful left turn for the controversial figure who brought ruin 
to several Indigenous societies. This Columbus fights dirty like 
Indiana Jones and is a caddish goof (“I do like the smoldering 
types,” he replies to Isabella’s mention of Joan of Arc). On his 
greedy quest, the explorer encounters hideous, birdlike sirens 
but also the beautiful Princess Elara. Time-tested fantasy com-
ponents like quick-healing potions, an ancient prophecy, and 
magic keys are sublime in juxtaposition with historical figures. 
Young Nyx blossoms under readers’ eyes, acting as a foil for the 
cynical Columbus and teaching that human bonds matter more 
than material gain. The author’s agile creativity will leave audi-
ences itchy for a sequel.

A sunny, swashbuckling creaturefest ripe with pithy 
characterizations.

I’M NOT DONE
It’s Time to Talk About 
Ageism in the Workplace
Rocks, Patti Temple 
Lioncrest Publishing (178 pp.) 
$14.31 paper  |  $6.99 e-book
Jan. 23, 2019
978-1-5445-1238-9  

A business book about countering 
age bias in the workplace.

Communications and marketing con-
sultant Rocks’ inspired guide aims to empower older employees 
who’ve become marginalized by corporate decision-makers due 
to ageism, which she calls “the last socially sanctioned prejudice.” 
Throughout her long career in communications, the author has 
witnessed great progress against workplace discrimination, but she 
acknowledges that there’s still more work to be done. But she hasn’t 
just observed the disturbing trend of companies ousting older, vet-
eran employees in favor of younger ones—it actually happened to 
her, which started her on a personal fight for justice and workplace 
rights. Rocks writes succinctly but convincingly about the prolifera-
tion of age bias and its damaging, insidious, and demoralizing effects 
on businesses and employees alike. In a persuasive and appealingly 
direct manner, the author urges business leaders to embrace the idea 
of an age-diversified workplace. Specifically, she encourages corpo-
rate leaders to evaluate the unconscious bias in their workplaces 
through a series of reflective queries (“How many times have you 
heard something described as a ‘senior moment’?”). She bolsters her 
plea for change by including a chorus of anonymous voices, mostly 
of baby boomers, who found themselves incrementally sidelined, 
undervalued, and eventually laid off from livelihoods that gave them 
joy, fulfillment, and purpose. Some refused to retire when asked to 
do so and were promptly fired, and others had complex job-search 
experiences. Their stories are illuminating and also cautionary, as 
Rocks warns: “No matter what your age, you will eventually join the 
ranks of the fifty-somethings, and you probably should have a strat-
egy.” Her concluding chapter, which outlines steps that corporations 
can take to enact change, is particularly invaluable.

A compelling argument and a spirited call to action 
against workplace age discrimination.

DIVISIBLE MAN
Seaborne, Howard 
Trans World Data (336 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Mar. 24, 2018
978-1-73219-490-8  

In this fourth thriller in a series, a 
pilot with the gift of invisible flight 
investigates the links between a suspi-
cious death, a dangerous fugitive, and a 
powerful lobbyist.

A lot has happened in the six months since 33-year-old 
Will Stewart, a charter pilot for Wisconsin’s Essex County Air 
Services, miraculously survived an unexplained accident that 
crashed his small plane. Even more miraculously, the mishap 
mysteriously left Will with the ability to turn invisible and fly. 
Currently grounded while waiting for medical clearance, he’s 
been perfecting his self-powered flight and developing gad-
gets to help with aim and propulsion. He’s also used his abili-
ties to make some amazing rescues and has helped his wife, 
Essex County police detective Andrea “Andy” Stewart, solve 
several crimes. Three weeks ago, someone tried to kill her sis-
ter Lydia, believing that she was Andy. The suspect is Mannis 
Rahn, who’s connected with the previous book’s case, which 
involved a high-society robbery and lobbyists for private pris-
ons. Now it’s Christmas, and Lydia’s lobbyist husband, Davis 
Bates, whom she’s divorcing, has been found dead. It could 
be suicide—but more likely, it’s murder. Andy and Will inves-
tigate in Washington, D.C., and follow up leads connected 
to Davis’ lobbying firm, Rahn, and a mysterious redheaded 
woman who may have a crucial piece of evidence. Will faces 
several tests of character that challenge him to use his abili-
ties for good, including a situation involving a possible school 
shooter and another involving an immensely powerful player 
in American politics.

As in this series’ three previous books, Seaborne (Divisible 
Man: The Second Ghost, 2018, etc.), a former flight instructor and 
charter pilot, proves that he’s a natural-born storyteller, serv-
ing up an exciting, well-written thriller. He makes even minor 
moments in the story memorable with his sharp, evocative prose, 
as when he describes a parking lot in which “Evenly-spaced lamps 
all around us cast down cones of lighted mist—creating a magical 
forest of transparent Christmas trees.” Every reader will be able 
to relate to the fantasy of being able to fly, and Seaborne keeps 
that idea fresh by allowing Will to find new and different ways to 
master his ability. Will’s smart, humane, and humorous narrative 
voice is appealing, as is his sincere appreciation for Andy—not 
just for her considerable beauty, but also for her dedication and 
intelligence. As before, Seaborne does a fine job of making side 
characters and locales believable. It’s deeply gratifying to see Will 
deliver righteous justice to some very bad people; a nice scene on 
top of a municipal water tower will have readers wishing that they 
could step into Will’s shoes. Readers of the series so far will enjoy 
seeing Will’s horizons grow as he considers the use of his powers, 
which seem to have effects beyond invisibility and flight. He also 
expresses reasonable fears that his powers could put him at risk 
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from others who may want to use them for either humanitarian 
or selfish purposes.

An intensely satisfying thriller—another winner 
from Seaborne.

ALMOST A MURDER
Seay, Jody & Lloyd, Jim 
Koho Pono (380 pp.) 
$32.00  |  $19.99 paper  |  Jun. 22, 2018
978-1-938282-21-8
978-1-938282-20-1 paper  

A novice attorney struggles with one 
of the most challenging and melodra-
matic cases of his young career. 

For this serpentine, true-crime dra-
matic depiction, novelist and essayist Seay (Dead in a Ditch, 2011, 
etc.) effectively collaborated with debut author Lloyd, an Okla-
homa litigator who, in distinctive detail, describes the yearlong, 
first-degree murder case that would shake up his early days in the 
courtroom. Escorting Seay to the Oklahoma locations crucial 
to the events and drawing from a memory bolstered by a trove 
of newspaper articles and court transcripts, Lloyd engrossingly 
pieces together a story of crime and blame. The case began in 
1982, a time when Lloyd, a cub lawyer having only tried (and lost) 
one jury trial, was engulfed in grief after losing his newborn son. 
He channeled great effort into examining a homicide involv-
ing Noi Kanchana Mitchell, a wife charged with the ruthless 
murder of her husband, Bobby, in a case that, in Lloyd’s words, 
would take “all of the energy and physical reserve I could muster” 
and  endanger his marriage and jeopardize his financial stability. 
Thankfully, this intriguing setup delivers on all of its promises, as 
readers are immediately thrust into the story of Bobby Mitch-
ell and his Thai wife, Noi, and the nagging feeling Lloyd experi-
enced that she was innocent of his murder even though the odds 
were stacked against her. The primary evidence, which pointed 
to her direct involvement in her husband’s strangling, shoot-
ing, and corpse disposal, included the statements of an accom-
plice and Noi’s audiotaped confession. Upon questioning her, 
the attorney discovered a language barrier and some emotional 
trauma, which became problematic to sleuthing the case. Lloyd, 
clever and determined, discounted Noi’s confession, believing it 
to have been coerced by police, and through preliminary hear-
ings, courtroom dramatics, key witnesses, misled speculation, 
and cruel accusations, the truth, while untidy, finally emerged in 
grand fashion. Despite three trials, fluctuating self-confidence, 
and numerous roadblocks, Lloyd triumphed. His tale provides 
tantalizing, exhilarating fodder for Seay to mold and craft into 
a rollicking murder trial that moves swiftly despite a surfeit of 
heavily detailed events and many supporting characters. Besides 
enticing Perry Mason fans, this book should please readers devil-
ishly curious about the intricate workings of the justice system 
and the trial-by-jury process.  

A bracing, spirited true-crime narrative that reads like 
fiction but is very much real and rooted in the brutality and 
injustices of contemporary life.  

AMERICA’S JIHAD
Joining Humanity’s Struggle 
With Jihadists, the Far Left, 
the Far Right, and Other 
Extremists Since 9/11
Ed. by Sockle, Dan
AYWN Publications (394 pp.) 
$24.95 paper  |  Sep. 13, 2016
978-1-893471-29-0  

This second edition of a diverse col-
lection of personal and political essays 

assesses the transformations that the 9/11 terrorist attacks 
wrought for America and the world. 

According to Sockle, the United States, thus far, has been 
ill-equipped to engage in a fruitful discussion about the threat 
of terrorism from Islamic extremists: “Political Correctness, or 
hyper-annoyance and narcissism, has come to dominate and 
intimidate public discourse, impeding open, honest, meaning-
ful and constructive confrontation of our greatest challenges.” 
In order to stimulate a “constructive conversation about the 
issues that should matter most,” the editor asked nearly two 
dozen writers from various professions and backgrounds to 
reflect on the challenges posed by violent Islamic ideology in a 
post–9/11 world. One of the common themes is the true mean-
ing of the Muslim religion versus its political appropriation by 
terrorists. For example, Arif Humayun, an American, encour-
ages his fellow Muslims to unite in purging their religion of 
doctrinal obfuscation and an agenda-driven commandeering. 
Likewise, Farzana Hassan, a Canada-based activist and notable 
commentator on contemporary Muslim issues, calls for a new 
ijtihad, an open-minded and progressive version of an ancient 
judicial measure designed to clarify one’s moral and political 
obligations not obviously discussed in the Quran. The scope 
of the perspectives presented is as broad intellectually as it is 
geographically—Pakistan, Iran, Iraq, Afghanistan, and Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, among other nations, are examined. Abdul-
lah Craig Walker, an American-born convert to Islam, provides 
a nuanced comparison between the cosmopolitanism of global-
ization and the tribalism of traditional Pakistani communities 
as well as a path to negotiating the tension between the two. 
Each contributor not only diagnoses a particular problem, but 
also promotes a viable solution, making Sockle’s compilation as 
useful as it is philosophically engaging. In addition, some view-
points not commonly represented are eclectically included: 
Rabbi Debra Kolodny, based in Portland, Oregon, explores 
the possibility of communion between diverse faiths through 

“shared prayer and practice.” And Ian Park, a Pacific Northwest 
humanities teacher, advocates an educational program that 

“asks students to challenge their core beliefs and understandings 
of the world.” 

A challenging, varied, and ultimately optimistic assem-
blage of essays about Islamic ideology.
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This book should please readers devilishly curious 
about the intricate workings of the justice system.

almost a murder
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BEING HEARD
Healing Voices of Trauma
Stasny, Vera 
BalboaPress (100 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book  |  Dec. 9, 2018
978-1-982207-90-8  

A debut collection details the ways 
that poetry can help transform pain into 
hope and healing. 

In the early 1990s, literary critics 
began arguing that poems might serve 

as effective vehicles for expressing psychic suffering. Or, as 
the eminent critic Geoffrey Hartman put it, verse might help 
people “read the wound” of trauma. Stasny seems to take this 
belief as an article of faith in her collection, which seeks to 
put some of her own deepest hurts into poetic form. The book 
opens with the aptly titled “Trauma,” which begins: “Snippets 
of memory. / Emotions vivid and too frightening / haunt and 
disrupt us. / Will we dare to reveal them? / Or keep them buried 
in the recesses of our brains and / trapped in our bodies?” The 
answer to this last question, for the poet at least, seems to be 
a resounding no, and the pages that follow feature her efforts 
to bring these haunting emotions to the surface with the help 
of the written word. Stasny uses a variety of imagery and meta-
phors to try to express her pain to others. At times, her traumas 
turn her life into a roller coaster: “I am calm, relaxed… / then 
some thought enters unannounced into my / consciousness / 
and the panic sets in. / I stop breathing properly and start hold-
ing my breath. / My stomach churns.” Here and elsewhere, the 

author is particularly good at demonstrating the ways in which 
psychic pain lodges in the body—how mental strife has physi-
cal effects. She makes readers feel the shortness of her breath 
and the churning in her gut. But even in such struggles, there is 
hope, and her verse also testifies to the possibility of recovery: 

“A heart hidden away by an invisible wall is a broken heart. / It 
can be repaired. / It can be mended. / It can be restored. / This 
is an invitation.” Her moving book is an invitation as well—one 
those suffering from trauma would do well to accept. 

Touching poems that show readers both the storm and 
the calm that can follow. 

HERO 
Sykes, Julia
CreateSpace (280 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Sep. 23, 2018
978-1-72755-754-1  

In Sykes’ (Stealing Beauty, 2019, etc.) 
erotic romance, a writer becomes entangled 
with an FBI agent and his BDSM lifestyle.

Journalist Chloe Martin leaves her 
four-year marriage after her controlling 
husband, Neil Hollins, rapes her. Three 

years later, she’s in New York City, shadowing FBI agent Sharon 
Silverman for a story on the Latin Kings gang. However, when 
her friend Carina, an investigative journalist, invites her to local 
BDSM club Decadence, she accepts. Although she doesn’t regu-
larly partake in that lifestyle, she knows enough about it to main-
tain a second career as an author of BDSM romances. Apparently, 
many New York City–based feds are into BDSM, and one, Agent 
Dexter Scott, shows Chloe around the club. The two play out 
a scene—for “research”—in which she submits to Dex, who’s a 
dom. Dex’s boss later assigns him to escort Chloe as she pursues 
her Latin Kings story. The fed and the writer initially butt heads 
because the assertive Chloe isn’t at all submissive outside the club. 
But they’re eventually drawn to each other, and Dex brings Chloe 
into BDSM with his “subtle dominance.” Chloe’s been celibate 
ever since Neil’s assault, and she doesn’t desire the intimacy of sex 
aside from oral pleasure. Dex will have to earn her trust if they 
hope to sustain their relationship. This book is part of a series, 
and many of its characters have appeared in Sykes’ earlier tales. 
However, the author’s concise descriptions of her characters and 
their backstories make it work well as a briskly paced stand-alone. 
Sykes alternates sensual, edifying BDSM scenes with others of 
Dex and Chloe connecting in other ways, such as binge-watching 
episodes of the TV show Supernatural. The two face numerous 
hurdles, such as the arrival of Neil, who tracks down his ex-wife, 
and Dex’s struggle to get over a previous dom-sub relationship. 
As a result, Chloe’s journalistic endeavors only occasionally crop 
up in the story, often leading to scenes of brawny Dex protect-
ing her from gangsters. But the main romance plot is thoroughly 
engaging, and Sykes respectfully and enticingly highlights a life-
style with which some readers may not be familiar.

An absorbing and alluring love story.
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THE SIMULATION HYPOTHESIS
An MIT Computer Scientist 
Shows Why AI, Quantum 
Physics and Eastern 
Mystics Agree We Are 
in a Video Game
Virk, Rizwan 
Bayview Books (300 pp.) 
$11.66 paper  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-0-9830569-0-4  

A writer explores the idea that life is 
merely a simulation in this nonfiction book.

What if the real world isn’t real but just some kind of com-
puter program? As Virk (Treasure Hunt, 2017, etc.) puts it, “The 
fundamental question raised by the Simulation Hypothesis is: 
Are we all actually characters living inside some kind of giant, 
massively multi-player online video game, a simulated real-
ity that is so well rendered that we cannot distinguish it from 

‘physical reality’?” Though the idea first entered the public con-
sciousness courtesy of the blockbuster Matrix films, it is actu-
ally a topic that has interested people for far longer than video 
games have been around. Plato’s Allegory of the Cave suggests 
a similar concept, as do the teachings of Buddhism and Hin-
duism. Jung was interested in the notion of mental projection 
while Philip K. Dick—who frequently imagined such situations 
in his fiction—firmly believed that the world was a simulation. 
In this book, Virk explains how the Simulation Hypothesis is 
not as out there as it may initially seem, outlining how computer 
science, humanity’s understanding of physics, and mystical tra-
ditions going back thousands of years all point to the idea that 
the world may not be as “real” as people think it is. The author’s 
prose is clear and accessible, laden with pop-culture references 
and elucidated scientific concepts. He excels, particularly, in 
making the notion of a simulated reality—something that many 
readers might brush off as a subject best left to the very high 
and very paranoid—feel relevant to everyone: “The goal of what 
we call science is to understand the nature of reality. If we are in 
fact inside a video game, then science becomes a matter of ‘dis-
covering’ the rules of this video game.” Most readers will likely 
not come away convinced that they are living in the Matrix, but, 
particularly with his discussion of quantum mechanics, Virk 
proves that reality is a much trickier thing than people are usu-
ally inclined to admit. Those looking to expand their brains for 
a few hours should enjoy this cerebral work.

A well-crafted discussion of simulation that is unex-
pectedly persuasive.

THE RISK THEATRE MODEL 
OF TRAGEDY
Gambling, Drama, and 
the Unexpected
Wong, Edwin 
FriesenPress (378 pp.) 
$23.99  |  $14.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Jan. 28, 2019
978-1-5255-3755-4
978-1-5255-3756-1 paper  

Wong argues for a new model for 
tragedy in this debut work of literary criticism.

The stage tragedy was once at the artistic center of the cul-
ture, though much has changed in the centuries since Marlowe 
and Shakespeare gave the world Doctor Faustus and Macbeth. 
Wong argues that those dramatists succeeded in part because 
they had a model to work from: Aristotle’s Poetics. Essentially 
a tragedian’s how-to guide, Poetics has long since been rendered 
obsolete. Even so, a model is a valuable thing to have, and Wong 
seeks to provide a new one in the interest of returning the art 
form of tragedy to its former cultural relevance: “My term risk 
theatre derives from the notion that risk is central to the idea of 
tragedy. Risk theatre posits that each dramatic act is also a gam-
bling act. Thus, the tragic occurs when risk runs awry, and risk 
theatre entertains by dramatizing this risk.” In an age of risk, 
when society lacks stability and to be heroic is to be a gambler, 
tragedies must find a way to dramatize the existential wager 
that people make every day. Wong outlines the structures and 
underlying theories of risk theatre, exploring how this model 
uniquely replicates the crises of our time. He also offers a his-
torical overview of tragedy and analysis of the ways the genre 
functions as a medium both of entertainment and education. 
The prose here is academic but not alienating, and the author’s 
passion for his subject comes across in nearly every statement: 

“I propose that risk theatre prefers dangerous and uncertain set-
tings not because, as some suppose, tragedy is an unhappy art, 
but because tragedy is a risk art. Because desperate times call 
for desperate measures, volatile settings increase the appetite 
for risk-taking.” The average reader can be forgiven for not giv-
ing tragedies much thought—that is part of Wong’s point—but 
the author’s diagnosis and remedy for the current state of the-
ater are imaginative and quite persuasive. Playwrights will take 
a particular interest, but artists of any medium should consider 
Wong’s notion of the centrality of risk to the contemporary 
human condition.

An ambitious, thought-provoking critique of tragedy in 
the 21st century.
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The author’s diagnosis and remedy for the current state 
of theater are imaginative and quite persuasive.

the risk theatre model of tragedy
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LIKE A NEW STAR
Wood, M.B.
Faucett Publishing (535 pp.) 
$24.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Mar. 1, 2019
978-1-387-60261-2  

A generation after a global nuclear 
war, surviving fragments of society in 
Ohio try to resurrect technology and 
defenses when Earth faces a looming 

menace from alien interlopers.
This fourth installment of a sci-fi series continues a saga in 

which three divergent, interstellar races collide in a cross-cul-
tural mess of first contact catastrophic misunderstandings. This 
happens right after humanity backslides into the Dark Ages via 
a self-inflicted nuclear holocaust. When the lively narrative 
isn’t centered on exotic ETs—the salamanderlike Qu’uda or the 
insectoid Hoo-Lii—this volume offers a get-the-job-done yarn 
of dogged folks rebuilding remnants of North America in the 
decades following an atomic strike. With the unlikely new capi-
tal in Ohio (Buckeye State geography shoutouts abound), aging 
visionary leader Taylor MacPherson unites squabbling fiefdoms 
through the restoration of long-dormant electricity, industry, 
and transportation services—and, when necessary, diplomacy-
cum–military conquest on horseback against unneighborly, 
bullying warlords. MacPherson’s indispensable ally is the alien 
Bilik “Billy Potato” Pudjata, a brilliant Qu’uda surgically altered 
by his exploratory spaceship crew to blend in with earthlings. 
(He is ultimately abandoned, along with four crew members, by 
the xenophobic Qu’uda in mothership orbit.) Bilik’s advanced 
science and clean-energy secrets permit humanity’s restoration 
of air travel and even a nascent space force—vital because the 
other Qu’uda, although war wounded and in disarray deep in 
the solar system, aim to return and exterminate the human 

“savages.” How this resolves is effectively related by Wood (The 
Hoo-Lii Chronicles, 2019, etc.) exclusively through the barely 
comprehending (compound?) eyes of a Hoo-Lii expedition in 
Book 3. Replaying the events now is no less suspenseful, though 
the author has to span years of developments, battles, politi-
cal intrigue, and Taylor’s melodramatic, tumultuous romantic 
life, giving the already hefty installment enough incidents for 
multiple volumes of its own. Going even wordier might have 
helped flesh out the characters and motivations, but this book 
still delivers breathless, addictive stuff. When one military guy 
looks forward to “making America great again,” the sentiment 
is sincere, not chuckleworthy. 

A solid post-apocalypse/space-war action tale for sci-fi 
fans—who will likely imbibe the lean storytelling in big gulps. 
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I N D I E
Books of the Month

LAKE ISLE
Tobi Little Deer
Delivering suspense-
ful storytelling, 
colorful and believ-
able characters, and 
a deeply moving 
tribute to canine loy-
alty, this tale should 
resonate with dog 
lovers of any age.

ONLY WITH YOU
Layla Hagen
Another satisfy-
ing installment of a 
romance series with 
a lot of heart and 
plenty of heat.

HANDY HOWIE
Lizz Howe 
Illus. by the author
A fun and silly addi-
tion to titles about 
mechanics, helping 
others, and animal 
adventures.

ROOT CAUSE
Steven Laine
An entertaining, 
wine-soaked mystery.

HOO HOO WHO?
Mary Maier & 
Lauren Horton

 Illus. by Mary Maier
A rewarding read-
aloud with enjoyable 
question-and-answer 
rhythms and bub-
bly, festive animal 
illustrations.

FINDING CLAIRE 
FLETCHER
Lisa Regan
A wonderfully writ-
ten crime tale that 
favorably compares to 
the work of Michael 
Connelly, James Lee 
Burke, and Elmore 
Leonard.
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By Megan Labrise

“No one is going to give you time to 
write. No one’s going to christen you 
the author. You just have to sit down 
and do the work. There’s no way 
around it. So, for myself, I barely have 
any time, but I will write on my phone, 
I will write in the car, wherever I have 
to to just get it done.”

—YA novelist Lilliam Rivera, author of 
Dealing in Dreams, at the Los Angeles Times 
Festival of Books 

“I think my best ideas might come 
from simply listening…I definitely lis-
ten to the news, but I also listen to 
people talk in the street, I listen to 
my family talk stories, I listen to my 
students. I think listening is the best 
way for me to begin to feed and nur-
ture ideas that have already been sit-
ting there.”

—Poet Rigoberto González, author of The 
Book of Ruin, at the LA Times Festival of 
Books

At the “Fiction: Epic Storytelling” 
panel:

“All that remains of us are the stories 
we tell.”

—Rabeah Ghaffari, author of To Keep the 
Sun Alive

“Writing fiction is a wonderful way to 
indulge in all your weird hobbies.”

—Yangsze Choo, author of The Night Tiger, 
whose considerations include ghosts, 
superstitions, and “men who turn into 
tigers”

At “Love, Actually: Writing the 
Modern Romance”:

“Figuring out what holds [a charac-
ter] back” from achieving love “is the 
hardest and most rewarding part of 
writing romances.”

—Jasmine Guillory, author of The Proposal

“Most people who look down on 
romance are imagining a 1970s book 
with clichés from TV shows....They 
hate it without ever having read a 
book that was written in the last five 
years.” Romance today is “basically 
every genre—just with love in it.”

—Alyssa Cole, author of Once Ghosted, 
Twice Shy and An Unconditional Freedom

Fi e l d  No t e s
Fr o m  t h e  2 0 1 9  L os  Angeles  Times  Fe s t i va l  o f  B o o ks

Submissions for Field Notes? 
Email fieldnotes@kirkus.com.
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m

y G
arcia

Photo courtesy Vanessa Acosta

“The most unexpected thing I faced writing the book was how candid, how bru-
tally honest, and transparent I had to be with myself, which really allowed me 
to go there with other people in my life. And it was really a deeper expression of 
love. I think some of the touchier points, some of the criticism, was actually done 
and met with love, where at first it felt awkward. Once I went there, it became a 
little cathartic. It was great.”
—Memoirist and former NFL star Marcellus Wiley, author of Never Shut Up: The Life, Opin-
ions, and Unexpected Adventures of an NFL Outlier, at the LA Times Festival of Books
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Half a century ago, these were some of the questions that were exercising Vine 
Deloria Jr., a Standing Rock Sioux who was a seminarian, intellectual, attorney, and 
ferocious defender of Indian rights: When is a nation not a nation? What are the 
Indian nations meant to be? Are they sovereign states? Federal protectorates? Ter-
ritories? Ethnic homelands? Reserves of unique cultures, languages, values systems? 
The Indian nations are held to be sovereign—but only a little, since the federal gov-
ernment determines the nature of that sovereignty, which makes it a curious nation-
hood indeed.

Deloria answered some of them in his book Custer Died for Your Sins, in which 
he offered a sometimes-serious, sometimes-light manifesto of what it meant to be 
Indian in the time of Vietnam and, soon enough, of the second siege of Wounded 

Knee. He urged readers to resist thinking of Indians as a monolithic entity but instead 
as a highly diverse body: Nations were nations different from all others, tribes were tribes with their own pasts 
and destinies, and, above all, people were people and individuals were uniquely themselves. He insisted that Indi-
ans deserved the autonomy that the word “nation” suggested and that, in any event, Native peoples needed more 
allies and fewer white “experts” who took it upon themselves to speak for them. “What we need,” he wrote, “is a 
cultural leave-us-alone agreement, in spirit and in fact.”

Deloria’s words were timely, coming at the crest of a wave that saw underrepresented 
and often unheard constituencies forming fronts and coalitions: the Stonewall uprising, 
Woodstock, the occupation of Alcatraz, the Miss America protests, anti-war marches, 
the FBI’s war on the Black Panthers, all these events swirled around the publication of 
Deloria’s book. He joined his argument to the time, noting, with respect to the humor of 
Indian resistance, that while some Indians believed the United States should stay in Viet-
nam, most believed that the United States should get out of North America. Or, as he put 
it, in the voice of an Indian watching the arrival of Columbus’ caravels, “Well, there goes 
the neighborhood.”

Deloria’s book sparked a great outpouring of like-minded literature, a literature that 
would come to include not just the usual anthropological and historical studies, but also hundreds of memoirs, 
novels, collections of essays and poems, and other works by Native writers themselves, a narrative tradition that, 
in its modern form, extends from Leslie Marmon Silko to Tommy Orange. 

A half-century nearly to the day separated the deaths of Thomas Jefferson and John Adams from the death 
of George Armstrong Custer at Little Big Horn, a period of sweeping change. A half-century separates us from 
the original publication of Vine Deloria’s Custer Died for Your Sins, and there’s still much to be done. “The state of 
Indian affairs today is not good,” Deloria wrote two decades after its original publication, “but it contains within 
it certain strengths which suggest a better future for the people.” May that future come, and soon.

Gregory McNamee is a contributing editor.

Appreciations: Vine Deloria Jr.’s Custer Died 
for Your Sins at the Half-Century Mark
B Y  G R E G O R Y  M C N A M E E
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 “VIBRANT.” —Booklist LBYR: Anxiety is such a huge issue 
for kids today. What do you hope 
readers get out of this story?
 
Elizabeth: My hope is that Edie will 
help readers acknowledge all the 
amazing ways our imaginations 
take care of us with an incredible 
toolbox that helps us manage un-
comfortable or difficult situations. 
Mostly, though, it is my hope that 
this story will serve to remind 
both children and their grown-ups 
of how critical it is to find a safe 
space or a safe person to be able 
to be open and vulnerable with—
somewhere we can cry and some-
one we can cry to. Being able to 
access that vulnerability is an ab-
solute life-force to move forward 
with clarity! Also, don’t forget that 
those seemingly awful, frustrating 
moments all have the potential to 
be seen as comical moments.  
(smiley emoji!)

Ben: I’m hoping readers find Edie’s 
attempts at outwitting her anxiety 
as funny and entertaining first, but 
then, ultimately, see that these 
tools she creates—these animal al-
ter-egos—aren’t really working for 
her. She can’t be a chameleon or 
a bat or a cheetah. She has to be 
Edie. And that’s actually harder.

 

I’ve struggled with anxiety much 
of my life and I’m always amazed 
by how little wisdom I’ve actually 
gained from it compared to other 
life struggles. But there are some 
truths I’ve latched onto and one 
big one is simply that fear grows 
with avoidance. 

It takes Edie a while (and a lot of 
animals) but I’m hoping young 
readers see the bravery she mus-
ters and the good that ultimately 
comes from it. She cries at the 
end and her tears are clarifying 
and rejuvenating as, I believe, ours 
almost always are. They’re sort of 
our special animal gift. The chee-
tah has speed, the chameleon has 
camouflage, we have tears, or, 
more aptly, we have the ability to 
communicate our fears in all their 
complex forms. I’m the son of a 
therapist. I guess I can’t ever get 
too far from that!

More Great 
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