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Q: IN THE 20 YEARS BETWEEN THE PUBLICATIONS OF SPEAK AND SHOUT, HOW HAS YOUR 

PROCESS CHANGED? 

A: They have been completely different processes. Writing Speak meant transmuting my emotional

experience as a rape survivor into a fictional story. SHOUT was written in fire. 

I wrote it with the intention of telling my entire story and amplifying the stories of other survivors. 

We need to honor all victims of sexual violence, hold the perpetrators accountable, and begin 

conversations about consent and healthy sexuality. I hope that SHOUT will be a part of that movement. 

Q: AS A WRITER, YOU'VE TRAVELED TO SCHOOLS AROUND THE COUNTRY. HOW HAS BEING 

A TEENAGER CHANGED OVER THE YEARS SINCE SPEAK PUBLISHED, AND WHAT MAKES YOU 

HOPEFUL FOR THE YOUTH OF TODAY? 

A: It is much harder to be a teen now than in 1999. Much of this is due to the rise of bullying on social

media and the availability of pornography, which is how many young men learn about sex if their 

parents are not willing to talk about it. 

On the other hand, our culture has become slightly more accepting of LGBTQIA teens, though 

this varies dramatically from region to region. There are also more opportunities and support for the 

development of friendships instead of all adolescent relationships being framed in terms of potential 

sexual interactions. 

We've opened a few doors, but we have far to go. 

Q: IF YOU WERE IN HIGH SCHOOL NOW, WHAT WOULD YOU WANT YOUR TEACHERS TO KNOW? 

A: I wish that my teachers would have looked beyond the surface of a girl who couldn't afford

fashionable clothes. I wish they understood the signs of trauma. I wish they didn't support the jock-bro 

culture. I wish they would have been the leaders and the mentors we all needed them to be. 

My French teacher and a gym teacher were the ones who saw me. I owe my life to them. 

* "Necessary for every home, school,

and public library." 
-Kirkus Reviews, starred review 

* "Fervent and deafening."
-Booklist, starred review 

* "Powerful."
-Publishers Weekly, starred review 

* "A testament to the healing power

of shared stories." 
- The Horn Book, starred review 
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As 2018 Kirkus Prize winner Rebecca Solnit notes in the New 
Republic, women’s anger became a red-hot publishing trend in 2018. 
Assessing Rebecca Traister’s Good and Mad: The Revolutionary Power 
of Women’s Anger, Soraya Chemaly’s Rage Becomes Her: The Power of 
Women’s Anger, and Brittney Cooper’s Eloquent Rage: A Black Feminist 
Discovers Her Superpower, Solnit identifies a new era with a particular 
form of outrage: “Much of the anger discussed in all these books,” 
she writes, “comes from being thwarted—from the inability to com-
mand respect, equality, control over one’s body and destiny, or from 

witnessing the oppression of other women.”
At Kirkus, we believe women who dare to push beyond the bounds of cultural con-

scription to tell their stories, sanctioned or not, deserve to be widely read and celebrated. 
Our second Woman Issue features interviews with 13 audacious authors, including short 
story writer Carianne Leung (That Time I Loved You), fantasy writer Elizabeth Bear (Ances
tral Night), memoirist T Kira Madden (Long Live the Tribe of Fatherless Girls), middle-grade 
novelist Padma Venkatraman (The Bridge Home), and friends and co-authors René Watson 
and Ellen Hagan (Watch Us Rise). All demand to be understood on their own terms, which 
is not easy to do in a society that tells you not to be “too fat, too slutty, too loud,” too any
thing, really. (Thank you, Anne Helen Petersen.)

“You internalize your culture, you become an extension of your culture,” Mallory 
O’Meara, author of The Lady from the Black Lagoon: Hollywood Monsters and the Lost Legacy 
of Milicent Patrick, tells Gerald Bartell in an interview on p. 70. “It’s difficult to stand back 
and say, This is not acceptable.”

Nevertheless, O’Meara persisted, and an “idiosyncratic, much-needed biography,” as 
Kirkus’ reviewer puts it, was born. So, too, did Aida Salazar, author of The Moon Within, 

“one of the few children’s books to straightforwardly discuss the biological and emotional 
changes that come with puberty and how fraught that can be for a young girl,” Alex Heim-
bach writes in an interview on p. 96.

“We live in such a puritanical society that women’s menstruation, breastfeeding, 
women’s bodies are seen negatively or hypersexualized,” Salazar says, “and so I wanted 
to reframe that conversation and wanted to make sure that we allow children to have this 
opportunity for exploration and for wonder and for acceptance of their own beauty.” 

We hope you’ll see the Woman Issue as an opportunity to explore what it means to 
identify as female in today’s world: the beauty, the wonder, the daring—and the anger. 

Megan Labrise is a staff writer and the cohost of the Kirkus podcast, Fully Booked. 
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THE LIMITS OF THE WORLD
Acker, Jennifer
Delphinium (300 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-1-883285-77-7  

Through shifting viewpoints, this 
roving saga about immigration, sacrifice, 
and fate explores the consequences of 
making difficult decisions for the sake of 
one’s family.

Having abandoned his premedical 
studies, Sunil Chandaria is a philosophy graduate student at 
Harvard, stumped by the prospect of finishing his dissertation 
on the origins of moral beliefs. His mother, Urmila, runs a strug-
gling gift shop with imported goods in her local mall in Ohio. 
And Premchand, his father, remains at a distant remove from 
them both, by turns baffled by and enamored of his son’s Amer-
ican lifestyle. When he immigrated from Kenya to Columbus, 
Ohio, Premchand sought career and financial stability in a 
medical practice, ultimately creating an unbridgeable cultural 
gap between his family’s two generations: “Premchand’s own 
absorption...had made him lose sight of the fact that in Amer-
ica a child could grow up to be anything. He had not presented 
his son with any options. Premchand had not known himself 
what they were.” Ultimately, however, it’s one of Urmila’s deci-
sions that shakes the family to its core, setting off a series of 
events both tragic and mundane in the U.S. and overseas. Ack-
er’s debut is a carefully drawn portrait of a family constrained 
by choices that reach back generations, from the patriarch’s 
resolve to leave India to seek work building a railroad through 
the Kenyan plains to Sunil’s desire to marry longtime girlfriend 
Amy, an ambitious scientist who doesn’t meet with his mother’s 
approval. In many ways, this is a novel of ideas, and Acker draws 
heavily on philosophy and histories of British colonialism as her 
characters parse out the meaning of their decisions—or their 
inability to make them with clarity and freedom. This sensibil-
ity makes for a book grounded in the head, rather than the heart, 
but it also gives Acker’s characters more room to behave in very 
human ways, whether stubborn, small, or cruel. It’s a rare but 
honest look at the way parents, children, and spouses talk to 
one another but don’t always hear what’s being said.

A thoughtful, deeply researched debut.
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AMERICA WAS HARD TO FIND
Alcott, Kathleen
Ecco/HarperCollins (432 pp.) 
$27.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-0-06-266252-1  

An unlikely affair has lasting conse-
quences for two people seeking certainty 
in the chaotic America of the Vietnam 
War era.

Repulsed by her parents’ privileged 
lifestyle and moralistic condemnation 

of her lesbian sister, 19-year-old Fay comes to work in 1957 at 
Charlie’s bar in the Mojave Desert, where Vincent Kahn is one 
of the pilots testing the new X-15 at Edwards Air Force Base. 
He’s married; their backgrounds, interests, and convictions are 
decidedly different; yet the relationship endures for two and a 
half years. Alcott (Infinite Home, 2015, etc.) portrays in evoca-
tive snapshots an inner core of solitude and fiercely individual 
rectitude in each that binds the lovers yet precludes a lasting 
relationship. Vincent decides to make a break and join the 
space program, unaware that he is leaving Fay pregnant. Their 
divergent paths through the 1960s take Fay to Ecuador with son 
Wright in tow, Vincent to Houston and the Apollo spacecraft. 
He becomes the first man to step onto the moon shortly before 
she returns with a Vietnam veteran–turned–militant anti-war 
activist to the States, there to engage in a series of increasingly 
lunatic protest gestures. Fay’s commitment would be more 
comprehensible if it weren’t depicted primarily through her 
young son’s bewildered eyes; the author seems more intuitively 
understanding of Vincent’s profound lack of conviction, a bone-
deep need for solitude assuaged only on the moon and in the 
high desert. The book’s final third, centered on Wright’s adult 
life in 1980s San Francisco, suggests that Alcott aims to synthe-
size three personal odysseys into a larger statement—but what 
that might be is obscured by her elliptical narrative develop-
ment. Nonetheless, her empathy for troubled souls, rendered 
in haunting, impressionistic prose, makes a powerful emotional 
impact, giving the novel a staying power beyond that of more 
neatly finished fiction.

Uneven and at times frustratingly enigmatic but 
impressively ambitious and extremely well-written.

DAYS BY MOONLIGHT
Alexis, André
Coach House Books (224 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-55245-379-7  

Alexis’ (The Hidden Keys, 2016, etc.) 
tale of two men’s search for a long-miss-
ing poet is a surreal adventure through 
Canada’s fraught racial history.

Alfred Homer, a botanist at a pri-
vate firm in Toronto, is grieving the first 
anniversary of his parents’ deaths in a 

car accident. Even worse, his partner, Anne, has decided she 
doesn’t want to marry him. As Alfred recovers from the disso-
lution of three relationships, relief arrives unexpectedly: Pro-
fessor Morgan Bruno, an eccentric literary scholar and friend 
of his parents, calls to invite him on a research project. Bruno 
studies the poet John Skennen, a writer with the “talent of an 
angel” who mysteriously stopped publishing in the late 1990s. 
By driving from Toronto to the Ontario town of Feversham and 
visiting various small towns in between, Bruno hopes to gather 
details that will help him finish his biography on the lost poet. 
Alfred figures the trip will be a relaxing vacation. Besides, he’s 
heard tell that oniaten, a rare plant with mysterious qualities, 
has been sighted on the outskirts of Feversham. The journey 
turns out to be an uncanny trip through a bizarre alternate-
reality version of Canada. In honor of Canada’s white pioneers, 
the town of Nobleton hosts an annual house-burning celebra-
tion, during which crowds watch local families struggle to save 
their homes from the flames. In neighboring Coulson’s Hill, 
an “Indigenous Parade” offers up meager reparations for the 
harm Canada’s First Nations suffered at the hands of those 

An unlikely affair has lasting consequences for two people seeking 
certainty in the chaotic America of the Vietnam War era.

america was hard to find



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

same white pioneers. Meanwhile, the town of Schomberg 
hosts a black population that speaks almost entirely in sign 
language—the legacy of a law that banned freed American 
slaves from speaking aloud within the town’s limits. Over the 
course of Alfred’s journey, the book reveals itself to be a cri-
tique of Canada’s white supremacist underpinnings. “I don’t 
suppose any place reveals itself to you all at once,” Alfred 
reflects at one point. “It comes at you in waves of associative 
detail.” This book feels like a wave of associative detail which 
Alexis uses to satirize a racial history that is stranger than fic-
tion. As the novel drags on, though, it begins to feel rudder-
less; the search for Skennen comes to feel like a thin premise 
on which to hang a string of surrealist gags. By the time Alfred 
and Bruno approach a mystical fate in Feversham, the reader 
has lost any investment in them or their journey.

Funny but thin.

A BEND IN THE STARS
Barenbaum, Rachel
Grand Central Publishing (464 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-5387-4627-1  

A young Jewish physicist in 1914 Rus-
sia wants to photograph a solar eclipse 
to prove Einstein’s theory of relativity 
while his sister, a doctor, struggles to 
ensure their survival.

Readers not steeped in physics may 
not be aware that a British astronomer proved Einstein’s theory 
after a 1919 solar eclipse. In Barenbaum’s first novel, a historical 
thriller about physics and the travail of Russian Jews, fictional 
physicist Vanya lives with his sister, Miri, and their grand-
mother Baba in Kovno, where anti-Semitic violence erupts 
regularly. Vanya has been promised a position at Harvard and 
a life in America for his family if he can prove Einstein’s theory 
with equations and photos of the coming eclipse. On the eve 
of war, Miri’s fiance, Yuri, secretly agrees to enlist for military 
duty in exchange for Miri’s promotion to surgeon at the hos-
pital where he’s trained her. To escape an influential university 
colleague itching to appropriate his research, Vanya also enlists, 
heading off with Yuri to Riga, where he hopes to join an Ameri-
can physicist bringing the necessary camera to photograph the 
eclipse. Meanwhile, as the noose tightens around the Jewish 
community in Kovno, Mira and Baba escape with the help of 
Sasha, a Jewish soldier Miri has met under harrowing circum-
stances. Baba heads to St. Petersburg while Miri and Sasha 
set off to find Yuri and Vanya. Unbeknownst to Miri, the two 
have left Riga searching for the elusive American. The siblings 
separately face multiplying crises that begin to run together—
several train incidents, several knife incidents, etc. Vanya unex-
pectedly bonds with Yuri while Miri, no surprise, is inescapably 
drawn to passionate, valiant Sasha. Too bad for her because 
Yuri’s careful self-control is misleading. In fact, while Miri and 
Vanya are annoyingly gifted as well as earnestly moral and Miri’s 
darling Sasha is typically dashing and heroic, Yuri evolves into 

One of the best parts of my job is 
getting to see all the new books months 
before they hit stores. But the newness 
can be unrelenting; sometimes I’d like 
to focus on older books. Lately, my 
imagination has a place to go when I 
get into one of these moods: The Sec-
ond Shelf, a new London shop devoted 
to rare books by women. (I serve on 
The Second Shelf ’s advisory board.) 

Unfortunately, I haven’t been able to visit in person (yet), 
but I can follow along on Instagram and Twitter, watching 
as proprietor Allison Devers buys more books—by Virginia 
Woolf, Audre Lord, Muriel Spark, Ntozake Shange!—and 
then handsells them to eager readers. I can also thumb 
through the first issue of their quarterly publication, fea-
turing essays on Mavis Gallant, Barbara Comyns, Gwen-
dolyn Brooks, and others. Devers writes about how she 
started The Second Shelf when she realized that “the rare 
book business contributes 
to the legacy and canoniza-
tion of writers. It is a signifi-
cant part of the supply chain 
to libraries, universities, and 
archives”—and women were 
being neglected. 

Plenty of writers fall into 
neglect and are then resur-
rected—John Williams, au-
thor of Stoner, for instance. 
But it just seems to happen 
more often to women. How many times does Barbara Pym 
have to be rediscovered before she stays discovered? When 
will popular books by women like Jacqueline Susann have 
the cultural credibility of popular books by men like Dashi-
ell Hammett? The most expensive copy of The Maltese 
Falcon currently listed on ABE books is going for $90,000; 
the most expensive copy of Valley of the Dolls (signed by 
Susann and Patty Duke, who starred in the movie) is list-
ed at $1,889.95. ABE currently has a feature on first edi-
tions of books published in the 1960s; there are 21 books 
by men and three books by women. (Just in case you want-
ed to know: Cover Her Face by P.D. James, Diary of a Mad 
Housewife by Sue Kaufman, and A Wizard of Earthsea by Ur-
sula K. Le Guin.) Bravo to The Second Shelf for putting this 
issue on the table. —L.M.

Laurie Muchnick is the fiction editor. 

ensuring women 
writers aren’t 

neglected
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Barenbaum’s one fully developed character, heartbreakingly full 
of human contradictions.

Barenbaum has an eye for visual detail, but her story 
bogs down in sentiment, overplotting, and lecturing.

ORIGINAL PRIN
Boyagoda, Randy
Biblioasis (299 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-77196-245-2  

Canadian academic and novelist Boy-
agoda (Richard John Neuhaus: A Life in the 
Public Square, 2015, etc.) skewers the cor-
poratized university and modern-world 
politics alike in this delicious satire.

Princely St. John Umbiligoda teaches 
English at a college once called Holy Family College until 
the faculty “expressed concern that the school was becoming 
increasingly irrelevant and too Catholic-seeming,” whereupon 

it became the University of the Family Universal, or UFU. (Say 
the initials aloud.) That didn’t help the fiscal situation, and the 
school is now teetering on bankruptcy. That’s just the begin-
ning of Prin’s troubles. He’s not particularly happily married, 
he’s not well-paid, his work as a specialist in “marine life in the 
Canadian literary landscape” isn’t setting the world on fire, and 
though only 40 he’s battling prostate cancer. When a Chinese 
developer called The Nephew comes along with a plan to bail 
out the school, it’s to make himself a fortune by leveraging the 
resources of a faraway Middle Eastern nation called Drago-
mans: UFU will become a retirement home for the well-to-do, 
and its Dragomans branch will train students to become care-
takers with “diplomas...in Eldercare Studies,” as Prin’s girlfriend, 
who’s in on the deal, reveals, with the students then coming to 
Toronto “for internships at the condominium The Nephew is 
going to build on your campus.” Teaching The English Patient far 
from home has its attractions, and so does that erstwhile girl-
friend, but politics complicates the picture—politics academic 
and worldly, and economics, and sex, and culture clashes, and 
good old-fashioned terrorism. Boyagoda’s novel careens to an 
untidy, violent end with plenty of unresolved questions, which 



makes it a good thing that it’s supposed to be the first install-
ment of a trilogy. Messy though it may be, it’s a lot of fun—and 
you can’t help but read on when opening a book that begins, 

“Eight months before he became a suicide bomber, Prin went to 
the zoo with his family.”

A lively complement to Kingsley Amis’ Lucky Jim, Mal-
colm Bradbury’s The History Man, Michael Chabon’s Wonder 
Boys, and other academic sendups.

DRAWING HOME
Brenner, Jamie
Little, Brown (368 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-316-47679-9  

Having grown up in Sag Harbor, a 
historic Long Island town dependent on 
summer tourism, Emma Mapson thrives 
on hard work. But when a near stranger 
bequeaths his multimillion dollar estate 
to her daughter, Emma’s world spins out 

of control.
Years of long shifts at The American Hotel left Emma with 

little time for her 14-year-old daughter, Penny, who suffers from 
OCD and anxiety. Penny’s absentee father, Mark, who divorced 
Emma to pursue his dreams of acting and producing, hasn’t 
helped much; even his child support payments are late. Luckily 
for Emma, they have Angus, an elderly neighbor who moved in 
with them after the death of his wife. Luckily for Penny, she has 
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Henry Wyatt, an artist who fled the New York scene for serenity 
in Sag Harbor and who has taken her under his wing, teaching 
her to draw while she teaches him about graphic novels. When 
Henry dies unexpectedly, he inexplicably leaves Windsong, his 
gorgeous house full of priceless artwork, to Penny, not his long-
time manager and estranged best friend, Bea Winstead. And 
Bea is angry. She sweeps into town with her reluctant assistant, 
Kyle, who seems more interested in Emma and ship renovation 
than Bea’s crusade. While threatening Emma with a lawsuit, 
Bea illegally takes up residence in Windsong. She soon discov-
ers, however, that Henry had been giving his drawings away to 
the residents of Sag Harbor, and those drawings might just tell a 
story explaining why Henry left Windsong to the wrong person. 
Brenner (The Husband Hour, 2018, etc.) skillfully ratchets up the 
tension as Bea searches for answers and the Mapsons struggle 
to gain control of not only the estate, but also Penny’s OCD. 
And then Mark shows up, ready to fight dirty for custody and 
money.

Smart, full of curveballs, and perfect for the beach.

THE PAPER LAWYER
Cisneros, Carlos
Arte Público (349 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  Mar. 31, 2019
978-1-55885-849-7  

A legal novel that tries, and tries, 
to wrap its arms around race, ethics, 
redemption, and immigration.

Camila Harrison, protagonist of 
Cisneros’ fourth legal thriller (The Land 

Grant, 2012, etc.), is a hotshot lawyer in Austin, Texas, engaged 
to a member of the Texas Supreme Court. She has a promising 
future, a beautiful office, and a loving fiance. She’s also a bigot. 
Despite being half-Mexican, Harrison hates and resents pretty 
much all minorities, and she has a special hatred for undocu-
mented immigrants. Harrison’s career falls apart when emails 
she’s written containing racial slurs are leaked to the press. She 
loses the fiance, the fancy job, and pretty much her entire life. 
A few months later, she’s slumming it as a Social Security dis-
ability lawyer in Houston. Cisneros has given himself quite a 
task and a long list of weighty questions. What drives people 
to hate? Are forgiveness and redemption possible? Should they 
be? Can readers get behind a person who is “surprised to find 
out that her illegal-alien client could actually carry on a regu-
lar conversation.”? Harrison’s path to redemption begins when 
she takes on her first federal case. Vicente Aldama came to the 
United States illegally so he could pay for his daughter’s lifesav-
ing surgery. After Aldama is arrested and charged with money 
laundering, Harrison is his only hope. Cisneros hits his stride 
when the legal machinations and dark conspiracies start to 
emerge. Harrison goes on a crusade for justice against corrupt 
police officers and the justice system as a whole. The problem is 
that Harrison has a long road to redemption, and many readers 
just won’t have the stomach for her journey. Even more puzzling, 
the racial subplot fizzles out in the second half of the novel. 

It’s almost as if Cisneros lost patience with his own setup and 
decided to write a more traditional legal thriller instead. Cisne-
ros deals with important and timely topics, and you can tell he 
has a fundamentally optimistic view of the justice system and 
people’s capacity for change. Ultimately, Cisneros succeeds too 
well in making his protagonist unlikable.

A legal thriller short on thrills and long on social 
commentary.
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A legal novel that tries, and tries, to wrap its arms 
around race, ethics, redemption, and immigration.

the paper lawyer



THE TUBMAN COMMAND
Cobbs, Elizabeth 
Arcade (336 pp.) 
$25.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-948924-34-4  

Cobbs’ (The Hamilton Affair, 2016, 
etc.) third novel follows Harriet Tubman 
as she leads a crucial raid on behalf of the 
Union Army.

This novel veers away from what Tub-
man is primarily known for: engineering 

the Underground Railroad and smuggling, often single-hand-
edly, fugitive slaves from the South to the North. Now, Tubman, 
aka Moses, is assisting Union troops hoping to turn the tide of 
the Civil War, which, as of May 1863, the North is losing. Up to 
now, there has been a hands-off policy toward civilian property, 
but it has dawned on the war office that Southern plantations 
constitute an unbroken supply chain for the “Secesh” resistance. 
A disastrous defeat in Charleston harbor has led certain officers, 

notably Col. Montgomery and Gen. Hunter, to espouse a new 
approach—crippling the slavery-based agrarian economy. Tub-
man and her small band of escaped slaves volunteer as scouts 
for a pivotal mission that forms the throughline of this novel: 
They are to guide U.S. gunboats, carrying 300 black soldiers, 
from their base on Port Royal Island to the South Carolina 
coast. On landing, Union forces intend to free hundreds of 
slaves and destroy the rice harvest. But to further this goal, the 
scouts must first determine the exact locations of underwater 
mines planted by the Rebels. Under cover of night, Tubman 
twice sneaks behind enemy lines to a plantation to gain intel 
and alert the enslaved. Tubman’s world is vividly brought to life 
as we see her go about her daily routines: making gingerbread, 
befriending a cat, taking on humble duties in a military hospital. 
She is extolled by abolitionists in the North but still greeted 
with some suspicion on the part of the white Union military. 
Re-creating the speech patterns and culture of black and white 
characters alike, Cobbs strives for verisimilitude while avoid-
ing caricature. Although Cobbs allows her heroine a brief love 
affair, her treatment of her protagonist is so reverential as to 
render Moses almost superhuman.

A stirring fictional tribute to an American icon.

THE CONFESSIONS OF 
FRANNIE LANGTON 
Collins, Sara 
Harper/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 21, 2019
978-0-06-285189-5  

There’s betrayal, depravity, pseudo-
science, forbidden love, drug addiction, 
white supremacy, and, oh yes, a murder 
mystery with tightly wound knots to 
unravel.

The citizenry of 1826 London has worked itself into near 
apoplexy over the sensational trial of “The Mulatta Murderess,” 
aka Frances Langton, a Jamaican servant accused of brutally stab-
bing her white employers to death. Though caught on the night 
of the murders covered with blood, Frances cannot remember 
what happened and thus cannot say whether or not she is guilty. 

“For God’s sake, give me something I can save your neck with,” 
her lawyer pleads. And so Frannie, who, despite having been 
born into slavery, became adept at reading and writing, tries to 
find her own way to the truth the only way she can: By writing 
her life’s story from its beginnings on a West Indian plantation 
called Paradise whose master, John Langton, is a vicious sadist. 
He uses Frannie for sex and as a “scribe” taking notes on his 
hideous experiments into racial difference using skulls, blood, 
and even skin samples. After a fire destroys much of his planta-
tion, Langton takes Frannie to London and makes her a gift to 
George Benham, an urbane scientist engaged in the same dubi-
ous race-science inquiries. Frannie’s hurt over her abandonment 
is soon dispelled by her fascination with Benham’s French-born 
wife, Marguerite, a captivating beauty whose lively wit and lit-
erary erudition barely conceal despondency that finds relief in 
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bottles of laudanum. A bond forms between mistress and ser-
vant that swells and tightens into love, leading to a tempest of 
misunderstanding, deceit, jealousy, and, ultimately, death. Col-
lins’ debut novel administers a bold and vibrant jolt to both the 
gothic and historical fiction genres, embracing racial and sexual 
subtexts that couldn’t or wouldn’t have been imagined by its 
long-ago practitioners. Her evocations of early-19th-century 
London and antebellum Jamaica are vivid and, at times, sensu-
ously graphic. Most of all, she has created in her title character 
a complex, melancholy, and trenchantly observant protagonist; 
too conflicted in motivation, perhaps, to be considered a hero-
ine but as dynamic and compelling as any character conceived 
by a Brontë sister.

Collins invokes both Voltaire and Defoe here, and she 
forges an unlikely but sadly harmonic connection with 
both these enlightenment heroes in her gripping, ground-
breaking debut.

THE LAST TIME I SAW YOU
Constantine, Liv
Harper/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-06-286881-7  

“Baltimore Heiress Bludgeoned to Death 
in Her Home”—and now the killer is after 
the dead woman’s daughter.

“Only days ago, Kate had been mull-
ing over what to get her mother for 
Christmas. She couldn’t have known 

that instead of choosing a gift, she’d be picking out her casket.” 
Unfortunately, things are about to get much worse. Immedi-
ately after the funeral, Kate receives a text. “You think you’re sad 
now, just wait. By the time I’m finished with you, you’ll wish you had 
been buried today.” That same night, she finds three mice in her 
bathroom sink with their eyes gouged out, accompanied by 
another alarming message. “They all ran after a charming life / he 
took their eyes with a carving knife / Did you ever see such a beautiful 
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sight / As three dead mice.” Kate and her semi-estranged husband, 
Simon, hire round-the-clock security guards, since one thing 
these people have is plenty of money. Also Ivy League degrees, 
designer clothes, a nanny, a cook, a beach house, a foundation, 
and big, successful careers. Simon is an architect, and Kate is a 
pediatric cardiothoracic surgeon, or at least she’s supposed to 
be—there’s not a single detail that makes this feel believable, 
unless “she’d worked her butt off to get into med school and to 
ace the MCATs” counts. Maybe complaints about the money-
porn aspect of the book seem picky, but the whodunit aspect, 
which is where it lives or dies, is not much more substantial. 
Suspicious details pile up so quickly against the various suspects 
that one never actually suspects them, and then so much back-
story has to be shoehorned in at the last minute to support the 
solution to the puzzle that it’s not very satisfying.

The two sisters who write as Constantine (The Last Mrs. 
Parrish, 2017) can do better than this.

THE DAUGHTER’S TALE
Correa, Armando Lucas
Trans. by Caistor, Nick
Atria (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-5011-8793-3  

A Holocaust chronicle touching on 
survivor’s guilt and the force of family 
ties.

In his second novel, Correa (The Ger
man Girl, 2016) tells the story of Lina 

Sternberg, a Jewish girl born in Berlin in 1935 to a heart doctor 
and his spirited wife, Amanda, owner of a bookshop destroyed 
by the Nazis. Lina endures terrible suffering and loss during the 
war but eventually settles in America and starts a new life. She 
suppresses the painful memories of her early days and almost 
manages to shed her true identity. The first part of the book, 
spanning the years 1933 to 1942, focuses on Amanda and her 
frantic efforts to save Lina and her older sister, Viera, from the 
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Nazi horrors. Viera is shipped off to Cuba, where Amanda’s 
brother lives; Lina and her mother hide out in a French village 
under the protection of a Christian woman named Claire, but 
they wind up in a horrific French internment camp. Amanda, 
however, engineers a daring escape for her daughter, who is 
reunited with Claire and her daughter, Danielle. Though grim, 
this part of the narrative is gripping and stirring. The second 
part is also eventful, but it meanders and lacks focus. Plus, the 
young Lina (now called Elise), unlike her mother, is not a strong 
enough character to anchor the action. There is vivid writing, 
especially in the first part, and some memorable images—for 
instance, Amanda’s talismanic botanical album, filled with 
hand-painted pictures of plants and flowers. As in The German 
Girl, the real-life 1939 voyage of the ocean liner St. Louis from 
Hamburg to Havana figures in the plot; here, the 1944 S.S. mas-
sacre of villagers in the tiny French town of Oradour-sur-Glane 
in the Limoges region also plays a role.

Though it’s sometimes involving and insightful, Cor-
rea’s novel is ultimately too diffuse to have the intended 
impact.

CELTIC EMPIRE 
Cussler, Clive & Cussler, Dirk
Putnam (464 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Mar. 19, 2019
978-0-7352-1899-4  

The latest Clive and Dirk Cussler 
thriller (Shadow Tyrants, 2018, etc.) has 
Dirk Pitt and company trying to stave off 
the annihilation of half the human race 
in a continent-hopping adventure.

In 1334 B.C.E., a boat carrying Prin-
cess Meritaten flees Egypt to escape a deadly plague. She carries 
a mysterious substance, the Apium of Faras. In 2020, young boys 
are dying in El Salvador, and scientists are murdered when they 
try to test the local water. Pitt’s heroics start early when a sabo-
taged dam bursts and he saves a woman from drowning. As his 
fans know, Pitt is with NUMA, the National Underwater and 
Marine Agency. Later, a tanker sinks in the Detroit River, and the 
president orders NUMA to investigate. A NUMA diver explores 
the sunken wreck alone (bad idea!) and is murdered. Meanwhile, 
Evanna McKee, CEO of BioRem Global, is pushing her product, 

“microorganisms for pollution control.” Readers will quickly suss 
that she’s up to no good—Pitt realizes the murders must have 
something to do with the water samples—but the details fill out 
the story with near-constant action and threats. Children, all 
boys, are desperately ill in a Mumbai clinic. There are so many 
crises, Pitt’s children must help: Dirk Junior and his twin sis-
ter, Summer, dive into the croc- and criminal-infested Nile for 
NUMA-supported archaeological research and immediately 
bump into nefarious activity. Bad guys hunt for them in a burial 
chamber. The twins carry on the family tradition of bravery and 
resourcefulness, and Pitt’s wife, Congresswoman Loren Smith-
Pitt, plays a smaller but significant role. The investigation leads 
to Loch Ness and then to a craggy ocean outcropping. “Find 

Meritaten,” a dying woman pleads to Pitt. “Then save us all.” The 
settings are colorful, the characters appealing or despicable as 
needed, and the action is both implausible and fun.

One darned thing after another keeps the Pitts in peril 
and will keep readers turning the pages.

THE ARCHIVE OF 
ALTERNATE ENDINGS
Drager, Lindsey
Dzanc (168 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-945814-82-2  

This experimental novel looks at life on 
Earth from the 14th through the 24th cen-
turies during sightings of Halley’s comet.

In the early 19th century, Jacob and 
Wilhelm Grimm are collecting oral folk-

tales to include in what will become their famous fairy tales. 
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This experimental novel looks at life on Earth from the 14th 
through the 24th centuries during sightings of Halley’s comet.
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There may be no place more conspicuous in its pursuit 
of perfection than suburbia. While every suburb differs 
somewhat, depending on its location—or forest that’s 
been flattened to accommodate its vast expanse—what 
the subdivision doesn’t waver on is its promise of a bet-
ter life. 

To author Carrianne Leung’s parents, living in Hong 
Kong in the 1970s, the suburbs were a mystical place 
where new opportunities sprang forth like water from an 
automatic sprinkler on a tidy green lawn. So when Can-
ada passed a new immigration act that set off a wave of 
emigration from non–Western European countries, they 
left their home, with 7-year-old Leung in tow, to settle in 
a new subdivision in Scarborough. 

Living in a newly built neighborhood was “really excit-
ing,” Leung recalls. “The pressures and boundaries were 

being figured out. We were constantly taking notes on 
what Canadians did.” However, as exhilarating as a new 
place can be, the adjustment to it can be frightening and 
isolating. “There’s a mark of respectability with suburbs 
where you don’t go beyond the fence,” says Leung. 

When a suicide rocked Leung’s neighborhood, its rip-
ple effects were felt, but there was no discussion about it 
around the dinner table, no attempt to use the tragedy 
as a way to talk about issues surrounding mental illness. 
Instead, the kids were left to contemplate the death on 
their own. “The adults were the ones who pretended not 
to see,” Leung explains. “No one talked about it because 
we were supposed to be good neighbors.”

In her transfixing book, That Time I Loved You (Feb. 
26)—a collection of linked stories that all take place in 
1970s Toronto—a string of grisly suicides takes hold of a 
brand-new subdivision in Scarborough similar to the one 
in which Leung grew up. Starting first with Mr. Finley, one 
of the neighborhood parents who “off[s] himself ” with a 
rifle in his basement, these deaths set the community on 
edge, particularly June, the precocious daughter of Chi-
nese immigrants, whose curiosity and fear prompt her to 
closely monitor the adults around her for any indicator 
that they may be next. What she finds instead is that ap-
pearances aren’t always what they seem. Hidden in the 
delicate ecosystem of their suburban oasis are secret lives 
veiled by lies, infidelity, and bottles full of Pledge. “Every 
day was a collective staring down into a deep hole of one’s 
own making and imagining,” Leung writes. 

Gazing beyond the chain-link fences that divide the 
carbon-copy homes, Leung’s stories grapple with what 
it means to belong to a place dissected by boundaries. 
In a landscape that peddles its aspirational uniformity, 
Leung’s characters—most of them women and first-gen-
eration immigrants—lead double lives, struggling to re-
flect the happiness they’ve been sold. One mother, who 
no longer feels needed in her household, whispers Portu-
guese to the primroses in her yard before glugging down 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Carrianne Leung

THE PERCEPTIVE WRITER GROUNDS WOMEN’S ECCENTRICITIES IN 
THEIR LONGING TO BE SEEN AS INDIVIDUALS
By Stephanie Buschardt

Photo courtesy Sarah Couture M
cPhail
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a jug of bleach; Marilyn, the town’s elderly socialite and 
veteran bedazzler, has a predilection for stealing things 
that people don’t need. On the verge of becoming cari-
catures of themselves, these women’s eccentricities are 
grounded in their longing to be seen as individuals. To 
consider their vices is to consider ours, too.   

“For a lot of women during [the ’70s], the suburbs 
were supposed to be the completion,” says Leung. But 
for some, the dream of the nuclear family was alienating. 
In one story called “Fences,” Francesca, a first-genera-
tion Italian-Canadian, weighs the facts of a loving mar-
riage in the childless home she’s built with her husband. 
In Scarborough, “privacy was a luxury they could now 
afford,” but as soon as a fence is erected in their yard, 
Francesca is overwhelmed by a need to escape.           

It’s impossible not to see echoes of Jeffrey Eugen-
ides’ The Virgin Suicides in the ease with which Leung ex-
cavates whimsy and, conversely, misery in the mundane. 
But the stories she creates are wholly her own—not just 
because they’re personal, but because they’re universal. 
Her imaginary town brings to bear the turmoil and di-
vision rendered when physical and social structures are 
put in place. It’s a sentiment that won’t be lost on her 
new readers. 

Stephanie Buschardt is a writer living in Brooklyn. That 
Time I Loved You received a starred review in the Nov. 15, 
2018, issue. 

They are startled when they learn from a woman a variant of 
“Hansel and Gretel”; in the version she knows, the children are 
cast into the woods because Hansel “loves boys.” In this tale, 
Jacob recognizes himself; the brothers separately wonder if it 
is their duty to transmit the story: “Jacob will think: What is 
at stake in sharing this story? And Wilhelm will think: What is 
at stake in leaving this story untold?” These are the questions 
that preoccupy Drager (The Lost Daughter Collective, 2017, etc.) 
in this conceptual, philosophical book. “Hansel and Gretel” 
becomes a motif drawn through the centuries, beginning with 
the actual siblings in 1378. The fairy tale symbolizes sibling rela-
tionships and difficult tenderness forged within them; it also 
represents storytelling itself and the power of stories to be a 

“safe harbor,” especially for those who have been “hurt by coded 
forms of hate.” In 1986, for example, a gay man dying of AIDS 
has given his illustrated copy of “Hansel and Gretel” to a lover, 
whose obituary he spots in the paper shortly after. The queer 
woman who did those illustrations is committed to an “Asylum 
for Women” in 1910. In 2211, two space probes beam out the 
fairy tale in binary code, still relaying their narrative despite the 
fact that no human is left alive to hear it.

Drager’s novel, though beautiful in its conception, is 
frequently dense and abstract, perhaps more interested in 
the nature of storytelling than in the telling of the story 
itself.

MURMUR 
Eaves, Will
Bellevue Literary Press (184 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-942658-64-1  

A challenging literary experiment 
about the shifting nature of human con-
sciousness, inspired by English computer 
scientist Alan Turing, who was perse-
cuted for being gay.

British novelist and poet Eaves (The 
Absent Therapist, 2014, etc.) tells the story 

of Alec Pryor, an English mathematician modeled after Turing, 
in three sections. Part of a top-secret effort to decrypt coded 
German communications during World War II, Pryor is a 
prominent member of scientific and government circles after 
the war. He is also, however, a gay man at a time when homo-
sexuality is a punishable offense under British law. Searching for 
intimacy under these conditions, he wanders a fairground and 
meets a man named Cyril, with whom he strikes up a sexual rela-
tionship. This is his downfall: A friend of Cyril’s breaks into Pry-
or’s apartment, and when he reports the crime, he’s taken in for 
suspicion of homosexual acts. Soon, he finds himself under the 
control of Dr. Stallbrook, an analyst who oversees the chemical 
castration to which he’s been sentenced. Stallbrook encourages 
Pryor to write, and these “notes to pass the time” become the 
hallucinatory dreamscapes of the book’s second and third parts. 
As the synthetic estrogen does its work, Pryor’s consciousness 
ranges back and forth in time, from Britain’s hunter-gatherer 
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past to a future in which machines replace human conscious-
ness. Watching himself as if from afar, he comes to terms with 
the loss of control he suffers as his body changes. All the while, 
he is haunted by the memory of a figure from his schoolboy 
days, Christopher Molyneaux, a fellow student Pryor loved but 
whose friendship gradually faded. “I think he was told no good 
could come of our friendship, because of what I am, or rather, 
because of what, then, it was suggested I would become.” In 
careful prose, Eaves prods at the limits of human consciousness 
as Pryor comes to grips with the changes wracking his body. All 
the while Eaves asks important questions about our ability to 
communicate our innermost thoughts to those we love. “What 
would a conversation be with instant, mutual apprehension of 
its themes?” Pryor wonders. Eaves has delivered a gripping nar-
rative experiment that gives us a sense of what such an intimacy 
would be like.

A wildly inventive and moving exploration of the 
human mind under conditions of duress.

FINDING KATARINA M.
Elo, Elisabeth
Polis Books (352 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Mar. 19, 2019
978-1-947993-43-3  

An American doctor finds her roots, 
and more, in Siberia.

Saldana Tarasova, a dancer in a Rus-
sian company visiting the U.S. on a 
cultural exchange, presents herself in 
surgeon Natalie March’s Washington, 

D.C., waiting room with an extraordinary claim: She and Nata-
lie are cousins. Natalie believes her mother, Vera, to be the only 
surviving child of Katarina Melnikova, who was sent to the 
gulag in 1949 and is presumed dead. But Saldana reveals that 
Vera managed to escape into the Siberian wilderness and raise 
a second daughter, Lena, who is the mother of Saldana and her 
older brother, Mikhail. Once all the connections are established, 
Saldana puts Natalie in a bind by asking for her help in defect-
ing. Natalie is stuffily reluctant, and Saldana returns to New 
York City, where her company is dancing. The next day Saldana 
is dead, killed in her hotel room. There follow some confusing 
interviews by various enforcement agencies; eventually, at the 
urging of her mother, who is not well enough to travel, Natalie 
decides to travel to Siberia to meet her grandmother, her aunt, 
and her other cousin, beginning a journey to self-discovery. 
Natalie’s aunt Lena has left Yakutsk, and her cousin Mikhail has 
disappeared. Natalie is recruited by the CIA to find out what 
she can about Mikhail and his associates, and though she fails to 
find him, sure enough his associates are up to no good. Having 
done the CIA’s bidding, Natalie is trundled off to the airport to 
head home, but in a flash of independence she decides to try to 
locate her family on her own. Much of what ensues strains cre-
dulity, though some of her adventures are in themselves quite 
rewarding and some of the descriptions of Siberia, excellently 
written. Natalie grows, takes chances, even learns to use bad 
language, but the accumulated disasters and escapes cost oth-
ers dearly, and Natalie’s burgeoning self-awareness seems cheap.

Some thrills, some chills, but tepid overall.

JULIET THE MANIAC
Escoria, Juliet
Melville House  (320 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-61219-759-3  

A fictionalized teenage version of the 
author comes to terms with her bipolar 
type I disorder.

Escoria (Witch Hunt, 2016, etc.) nar-
rates Juliet’s troubled teenage years 
from the vantage point of her more 

stable 30s in this semiautobiographical novel. Mania, hallucina-
tions, and drug use characterize the teen’s experiences, along 
with the ordinary humiliations of high school. Juliet passes 
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unsuccessfully through several different types of schools as she 
comes to understand “the foreign thing” that plagues her mind, 
eventually landing in a rural, institutional boarding school with 
other addicted and mentally ill teens. Escoria writes in short, 
journallike chapters with occasional insertions of handwritten 

“found” documents such as notes, drawings, or Juliet’s diagnostic 
records. Descriptions of Juliet’s hallucinations are vivid, fantas-
tic imaginings: “I no longer slept,” Juliet says. “It was so loud all 
the time. Each day I was assaulted by ringings and whispers, my 
heart pounding out the center of the chaos like a metronome, 
the order of the days splintering, popping apart, the ropes that 
once tethered me to the rest of the world had snapped and I had 
floated too far to find my way back.” The book is divided into 
two halves: pre–boarding school and institutional life. At times 
it becomes a numbing catalog of Juliet’s teenage parties and 
hangouts: “Nobody had anything to drink or smoke, so we went 
over to Walgreens....Then we went to Togo’s, where our friend 
worked, and he gave us free lemonades to mix with the rum. We 
drank our drinks and more people showed up and it seemed like 
it would be a good night—two parties, both in houses.” Juliet’s 
story is most compelling when she is contemplating her future 
or breaking through her own narrative to directly address the 
reader.

A vivid if sometimes-repetitive rendering of mental ill-
ness and disaffected youth.

TEARS OF THE TRUFFLEPIG
Flores, Fernando A. 
MCD/Farrar, Straus and Giroux (336 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  May 14, 2019
978-0-374-53833-0  

A widower just trying to get by on 
the Mexican border wanders into a sur-
real underground obsessed with reviving 
extinct creatures.

Almost nobody in the business does 
weird fiction like FSG Originals, and 

this curious debut novel by Flores (Death to the Bullshit Artists 
of South Texas, 2018), set in an alternative near future, certainly 
deserves its place alongside Warren Ellis and Jeff Vandermeer, 
with a rustic patina that nods to the likes of Jonathan Lethem’s 
well-worn detectives. The main character, Esteban Bellacosa, 
isn’t a detective exactly but more like a fixer, the guy who can 
get you things or get things done. Unlike his troubled brother, 
Oswaldo, he was born north of the border, giving him the abil-
ity and advantage of moving seamlessly between Mexico and 
the city of MacArthur in South Texas. He’s also something of 
a broken man whose daughter died during a food shortage and 
whose wife died shortly thereafter of grief. In a bizarre back-
story, a now-deceased Mexican cartel leader kidnapped a bunch 
of scientists during the food shortage and forced them to use 
a scientific process called “filtering”—“the artificial produc-
tion of an organic substance”—to bring a bunch of weird ani-
mals back from extinction so the cartel could farm them out to 
either collectors or food markets. After Bellacosa is recruited 

by investigative reporter Paco Herbert to infiltrate an illegal 
underground dinner serving some of the oddest of filtered ani-
mals (Galapagos Gumbo, anyone?), he’s inadvertently driven 
by the cartel into a peyote-fueled journey in pursuit of the 
titular Trufflepig, an equally unlikely creature worshiped by a 
local native tribe. Plotwise, the novel is seriously circuitous, but 
Flores’ rich characterizations, sparing prose, and vivid portrayal 
of the myths of Mexican culture and life along the border give 
what could have been a tinder-dry crime novel a strange whimsy 
and charm that don’t sound like anything else in genre fiction.

A dryly philosophical, colorful, and disorienting 
thriller about grief, survival, and undead animals.
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A widower just trying to get by on the 
Mexican border wanders into a surreal underground 

obsessed with reviving extinct creatures. 
tears of the trufflepig



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

Elizabeth Bear’s epic space opera, Ancestral 
Night (March 5), has everything: pirates, far-future 
tech, strange alien species, amazing ships, and sen-
tient AIs. You can feel her love of the genre and 
her enthusiasm for the story on every page. A life-
long fan of science fiction and fantasy, Bear jumped 
at the chance to write a space opera and says the 
hardest thing about it was keeping all the ideas 
she wanted to use limited to what would fit in one 
book; and this book is almost 500 pages long! 

Bear cites C.J. Cherryh and Andre Norton as in-
fluences, particularly their ideas of deep time and 
space-faring civilizations that have been around 
for so long that there could be such a thing as deep 
space archaeology. To describe it too much would 

be to spoil the story, but suffice it to say that when 
an ancient technology is discovered, everyone from 
galactic governments to pirates might want to get 
their hands on it. Engineer Haimey Dz finds her-
self at the center of this conflict when she stumbles 
across a strange alien parasite that merges with her 
body in confusing and fascinating ways.

Haimey runs a salvage tug with her business 
partner, Connla Kuruscz, an AI called Singer, and 
a couple of cats who are surprisingly adept at navi-
gating in zero gravity. And they aren’t the only ones. 
Working and living primarily without gravity ob-
viously makes a big difference in how one’s body 
functions, and in a far-future setting, the body can 
be modified for zero-gravity optimization. For ex-
ample, Haimey has “aft-hands”—quite literally, 
hands for feet. 

If that idea makes you a little queasy, you aren’t 
the only one. There are subcultures in Bear’s world 
that find any practice of modification morally re-
pugnant, but there are others who think it’s un-
reasonable to live any other way. Haimey even has 
tech in her body that can regulate her very emo-
tions, and it’s so effective that she’s been able to, 
quite literally, flip off her sexuality. Which comes 
in handy when she keeps running afoul of a partic-
ularly alluring pirate who taps right into Haimey’s 
weakness for bad girls.

The level of technological advancement results 
in a culture that may seem far removed from our 
own, but when it comes to the human race, wher-
ever we go, there we are: Even if Haimey’s world has 
evolved past the kinds of strict gender roles we have 
now, our times have not been forgotten. There is a 
scene toward the beginning of the novel in which 
Haimey, trying to kill time on a long trip, is read-

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Elizabeth Bear

GENDER IS COMPLICATED ENOUGH ON EARTH; WHAT HAPPENS 
WHEN YOU INTRODUCE ALIENS? 
By Chelsea Ennen

Photo courtesy Kyle Cassidy



y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

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

ing lengthy British classics like Jane Eyre. She re-
flects on how sad it must have been for people to 
be locked into a specific and strict way of living and 
behaving purely because of their anatomy. 

“One of the things for me that is fascinating is 
how constructed our ideas are of what gender and 
identity are, how based they are in our cultural as-
sumptions,” says Bear. “[People ignore] the fact 
that they vary so widely culturally and historically 
and how much of them have to do with power dy-
namics.” Inspired by Octavia Butler and the cur-
rent landscape of neurological study, Bear won-
dered if it would be possible for humans to engage 
in cultural growth as a species. And humans have 
plenty to grow past, but the abandonment of gen-
der essentialism and draconian gender roles in the 
novel feels particularly good. 

In any case, once you run into alien species 
who may not have any ideas of gender whatsoev-
er, let alone hang-ups about it, it’s harder to pre-
tend that fixed ideas of gender and gender roles 
make any sense. “Biological sex is crazy enough 
on Earth,” says Bear, “and then you bring aliens 
into the mix, what are you even gonna do?”

Chelsea Ennen is an editorial assistant at Kirkus Re-
views. Ancestral Night was reviewed in the Dec. 15, 
2018, issue. 

DREAM SEQUENCE
Foulds, Adam
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (224 pp.) 
$25.00  |  May 14, 2019
978-0-374-14370-1  

A London actor is pursued by an 
obsessed American fan.

Kristin is alone. Her house in Penn-
sylvania no longer bears any traces of her 
businessman ex-husband or her stepsons 
except for a small Spider-Man toy left 

behind by the youngest boy. But rather than feeling lonely, she 
fills her inner life with Henry Banks, a British actor featured 
prominently in a Downton Abbey–esque period drama called The 
Grange. Of Henry, Kristin rhapsodically thinks, “He was the key 
signature in which the music of her life was played.” Believing 
Henry is her “twin soul,” Kristin handwrites him fan letters 
and plots a trip across the ocean to engineer an encounter with 
him. Henry, too, cultivates his own obsessions, namely snagging 
the lead role in the upcoming film by genius director Miguel 
García, a move that should catapult him into the same realm as 

“Benedict Cumberbatch or Tom Hiddleston.” In the meantime, 
he moves with affable narcissism through film festivals, drug-
fueled parties, and sex with models, unaware of the collision 
course he is on with Kristin. For the first time since his debut 
novel, Foulds (In the Wolf ’s Mouth, 2014, etc.) has turned his keen 
attention to the present day, and the result is a book whose 

“thriller” label comes less from plot and more from the deepen-
ing unsettlement as Foulds turns the lights up on the derange-
ments, both mundane and catastrophic, that drive both Henry 
and Kristin. As always with Foulds, though, the real star here is 
the writing, a delight at the smallest levels—as when Henry is 

“simplified inside the diagram of his suit”—and the larger, pin-
ning down with a kind of otherworldly skill at observation the 
lengths to which people will go for acceptance.

An incisive and disquieting look at the consequences of 
fame.

IF THE ICE HAD HELD
Fox, Wendy J.
Santa Fe Writers Project (260 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  May 1, 2019
978-1-939650-91-7  

One hasty decision sets in motion 
decades of consequences for intercon-
nected families in Colorado.

The ice didn’t hold, in 1974, on the 
night Sammy Henderson took a short-
cut home. If it had, he would have kept 

his promise to 14-year-old Irene, pregnant with his baby—
that he would marry her and she would finish school. Instead, 
Sammy drowned in the frozen river, which forced both Irene 
and Sammy’s sister, Kathleen, to switch tracks and arrange an 
alternate future for the baby, Melanie. Fox (The Pull of It, 2016, 



etc.) pushes her story out from this central cluster of events 
like cracks spreading on a sheet of ice. Using seven voices to 
narrate their separate but overlapping experiences across the 
years, from 1974 to 2007, she builds up a vista of linked histo-
ries and emotional journeys. Marriages often split up, children 
are frequently raised by a single parent, and infidelities regu-
larly occur. Grown-up Melanie has a job in Denver and a string 
of casual, married lovers. One of them, Brian, the son of the 
policeman who found Sammy’s body, is married to Jenny, who 
has met Melanie through work. These and other characters—
Melanie’s stepfather, Jenny’s mother—add other facets, yet 
loneliness, departure, and a quest for some kind of fulfillment 
drive almost all of them. The men are generally more faithless 
than the women; the value of leaving or being left is debated. 
One touchstone is the reliably joyful friendship that endures 
between Kathleen and Irene, which warms and embraces Mela-
nie, too. Fox delivers finely observed, lyrical, detached storytell-
ing, persuasive in its depiction of everyday unions and choices, 
although her decision to interconnect some characters in a late, 
jarring encounter seems a coincidence too far. Yet this is elo-
quent tale-spinning lit by unshowy portraiture.

A small (too small?) world, but a perceptible talent.

A JOB YOU MOSTLY WON’T 
KNOW HOW TO DO
Fromm, Pete
Counterpoint (352 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-64009-177-1  

A widowed father’s recovery from 
grief forms the framework of Fromm’s 
touching novel.

Young carpenter and cabinetmaker 
Taz and his wife, Marnie, are just scrap-

ing by financially as they attempt to rehab the dilapidated house 
they share in rural Montana and eagerly await the birth of their 
first child. And then Marnie dies in childbirth. Taz, dazed by 
sorrow, is left to raise baby Midge without Marnie, though fre-
quently conjuring her ghost for conversation. His parents are 
no help: They’ve moved to New Zealand, and Taz and his father 
don’t get along. But Taz doesn’t have to raise his daughter alone. 
He has a cohort of caring friends and neighbors, and he gradu-
ally forms a friendship with Marnie’s mother, Lauren, who flies 
in as often as possible to spend time with her granddaughter. 
Most significant is his growing relationship with the college 
student and part-time bartender, nicknamed “Elmo” for the 
resemblance of her hair to that of the Muppet, who babysits 
Midge. The novel leapfrogs through the first year and a half of 
Midge’s life, landing occasionally on significant days like Christ-
mas, Halloween, and Midge’s birthday but more often exploring 
the texture of seemingly ordinary days as an uncertain Taz veers 
between despair and hope. Though readers may be appalled by 
how often Taz exposes Midge to the dangers of his workplaces 
or the mountain lakes where he takes her swimming before 
she can even crawl, Fromm (The Names of the Stars, 2016, etc.) 

eschews suspense in favor of a close study of the messy process 
of rebuilding a life. He pays loving attention to the details of 
Taz’s work and to the place that is as vital to him as any human 
being.

A compassionate and unsentimental look at one con-
fused young man’s path through loss.

THE GLASS EYE
Gallardo, Yolanda
Arte Público (166 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  Mar. 31, 2019
978-1-55885-878-7  

A good-natured domestic comedy set 
amid the Puerto Rican community in the 
Bronx.

“Doña Amada could see more 
through her one eye than most people 

could see with two,” begins Gallardo’s trim debut. “She could 
see the past and she could see the future, but the present was 
left to the bright shiny marble that had replaced her eye, torn 
from its socket by her husband’s jealous mistress.” And so 
begins the story of Amada and her passively philandering hus-
band, Alberto, always the Lothario of the neighborhood and the 
apple of his doting parents’ eyes. And the story of Alberto’s par-
ents, Don Pepitón and Doña Antonia, who disapproved of their 
son’s union from the start—in part Amada is a rival for Alberto’s 
affections, and in part because everyone knows that Amada’s 
mother, Doña Esperanza, is a witch. As the interfamily saga 
continues, we get to know Pepitón’s brother Pedro, who runs a 
gas station, and his other brother, Che, and Alberto’s vengeful 
paramour, Sarah—the one who will, years later, be responsible 
for Amada’s missing eye—and Sarah’s mother, Doña María, a 
Pentecostal gossip. Everyone knows everyone, and there is a 
story about everyone; every relationship has a history, and Gal-
lardo playfully recounts them all. There is no shortage of action 
here—the novel is vibrating with birth and death and tragedy—
and yet there is a certain shapelessness to the novel; instead of 
a story arc, Gallardo offers a story seismograph, a steady stream 
of momentous action without a central weight. This, of course, 
is exactly the tempo of familial lore, with its histories and diver-
sions—every story needs a different story first, for context—but 
the downside here is that it prevents the novel from gaining 
much momentum.

Charming, if not especially deep.
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Between 2005 and 2009, women and girls of the 
Manitoba Colony—an isolated Mennonite com-
munity in Bolivia—would often wake to find them-
selves bloodied, bruised, and confused. The wounds 
these women and girls suffered suggested sexual 
assault. Some members of the community blamed 
demons—or, rather, they blamed women and girls 
who attract demons. Some suggested that the harm 
wasn’t real; it was just the product of overactive fe-
male imagination. Then it became clear that sever-
al men of the colony had been drugging their wives, 
daughters, sisters, and nieces with animal tranquil-
izers and raping them. 

In Women Talking (April 2), acclaimed Canadian 
author Miriam Toews uses her own “female imagi-

nation” to give voice to characters whose experience 
is an echo of what happened in the Manitoba Colo-
ny. The novel is a record of two days of discussion as 
the women of the Molotschna Colony—Toews’ cre-
ation—consider whether they can still trust the men 
they have entrusted with both their bodies and their 
souls as they debate whether to stay in the only home 
they’ve ever known or set out into a world about 
which they know almost nothing. 

The decision to create a whole novel from dia-
logue is a daring one. The book’s title is a literal de-
scription of the book itself, and Toews laughs as she 
acknowledges, “Well, just women talking….This is 
gonna be such a drag.” But it isn’t a drag. It’s riveting, 
because it makes perfect sense. “Structure, how to 
tell the story is so...it is difficult to figure out the en-
try, the way in. So, I did spend quite a lot of time just 
thinking about not only what I want to say, but also 
how to say it,” she explains. “Finally, it occurred to me 
that, because these women are illiterate, with a lim-
ited knowledge of the world, and they’re a collective 
community with shared experience…I had to figure 
out how to, I guess, write with those things in mind.” 

What emerges is a kind of chorus—this is Toews’ 
word—with some voices occasionally rising above 
the others. At first, it’s difficult to distinguish one 
character from the other, but their distinct person-
alities gradually emerge. This is important to the au-
thor. These women have been taught from birth to 
conform—not just in matters of faith, but in every as-
pect of their lives, right down to their hairstyle. But 
this doesn’t mean that they are indistinguishable, nor 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Miriam Toews

WOMEN TALKING IS AN EXQUISITE CRITIQUE OF PATRIARCHAL CULTURE
Jessica Jernigan
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does it mean that they have never thought for them-
selves. What’s happening in this story is that these 
women—from teenagers to grandmothers—are de-
termining whether or not their individual thoughts 
and feelings should matter. The catalyst is the abuse 
that they’ve endured, but once they ask themselves 
this question, its implications don’t stop unfolding. 

In giving voice to these women, Toews was ever 
mindful of the fact that her story was based on ac-
tual events. “It’s hard, right? Because these are real 
women, real kids, real victims, and real perpetra-
tors and rapists,” she points out. “They’re real, and 
this happened….It’s paternalistic to say, ‘Listen, 
the way that you’re living is backward and harm-
ful and wrong.’ ” And she knew from the start that 
she was not interested in re-enacting the crimes 
against these women. She was interested in what 
comes after. 

Ultimately, the women of the Molotschna Colo-
ny decide: “We want our children to be safe, we want 
to be steadfast in our faith, and we want to think.” 
They arrive at these principles through contempla-
tion, conversation, and one author’s female imagi-
nation. It’s an extraordinary journey. 

Jessica Jernigan is a writer and editor living in Michigan. 
She was a 2018 Kirkus Prize judge. Women Talking 
received a starred review in the Jan. 1, 2019, issue. 
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EIGHTBALL
Geoghegan, Elizabeth
Santa Fe Writers Project (224 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  May 1, 2019
978-1-939650-95-5  

Geoghegan’s (Natural Disasters, 2014, 
etc.) eloquently told stories examine 
themes of loneliness, sex, addiction, and 
grief through the lens of unfamiliar cul-
tures and languages.

Part love stories, part travelogues, 
these are tales of world-weary characters, almost all of them 
women with appetites. They are at home everywhere and 
nowhere, stopping for a time in Rome, Seattle, Boulder, Bang-
kok, or Chicago. Wry humor and a ferocious authenticity 
inform their missed cues, bar scenes, bed fumbles, and pictur-
esque ramblings. They crave love or connection but mostly end 
up with fractured, halfhearted intimacies. Geoghegan bravely 
navigates the rough terrain of the privileged and the chronically 
unloved with exquisite skill, impeccable pacing, and literary 
turns of phrase. During a harrowing car ride along the Amalfi 
coast in “The Violet Hour,” Violet’s lover, a photographer, tells 
her to hold the wheel so he can take a shot of the rain-drenched 
cliff and the water below. She is terrified but does what she’s 
told. “That had been the hook. Billy’s ability to turn a hardship 
into a thing of beauty, crystalizing it in a single image made at 
precisely the right moment. Plenty of people can point and 
shoot. Few are able to gaze through the lens and truly see.” In 

“eightball,” the last story in the collection, younger sister Quinn 
adores her older brother, Patrick. They share typical sibling 
misadventures: Patrick falls off a ladder Quinn is holding. He 
breaks his arm and shatters a wrist. Later, they share other 
things, like a taste for alcohol and cocaine. Too late, the effects 
of dysfunctional parents and squandered gifts result in a down-
ward spiral that seems inevitable. There’s wry humor and mys-
terious grief here, the hidden kind that comes unbidden after 
several tequila shots.

These memorable stories are loosely connected by 
lots of sex but too little love. The thread that holds it all 
together is Geoghegan’s cool, articulate demeanor and 
masterful writing.

CITY OF GIRLS 
Gilbert, Elizabeth
Riverhead (480 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-59463-473-4  

Someone told Vivian Morris in her 
youth that she would never be an inter-
esting person. Good thing they didn’t 
put money on it.

The delightful narrator of Gilbert’s 
(Big Magic, 2015, etc.) fourth novel begins 

the story of her life in the summer of 1940. At 19, she has just 



been sent home from Vassar. “I cannot fully recall what I’d been 
doing with my time during those many hours that I ought to 
have spent in class, but—knowing me—I suppose I was terribly 
preoccupied with my appearance.” Vivian is very pretty, and she 
is a talented seamstress, but other than that, she is a silly, naïve 
girl who doesn’t know anything about anything. That phase 
of her life comes to a swift end when her parents send her to 
Manhattan to live with her Aunt Peg. Peg is the proprietor of 
the Lily Playhouse, a grandiose, crumbing theater in midtown 
that caters to the tastes and wallets of the locals with week after 
week of original “revues” that inevitably feature a sweet young 
couple, a villain, a floozy, a drunken hobo, and a horde of show-
girls and dancers kicking up a storm. “There were limits to the 
scope of the stories that we could tell,” Vivian explains, “given 
that the Lily Playhouse only had three backdrops”: 19th-cen-
tury street corner, elegant parlor, and ocean liner. Vivian makes 
a close friend in Celia Ray, a showgirl so smolderingly beautiful 
she nearly scorches the pages on which she appears. “I wanted 
Celia to teach me everything,” says Vivian, “about men, about 
sex, about New York, about life”—and she gets her wish, and 

then some. The story is jammed with terrific characters, gor-
geous clothing, great one-liners, convincing wartime atmo-
sphere, and excellent descriptions of sex, one of which can only 
be described (in Vivian’s signature italics) as transcendent. There 
are still many readers who know Gilbert only as a memoirist. 
Whatever Eat Pray Love did or did not do for you, please don’t 
miss out on her wonderful novels any longer.

A big old banana split of a book, surely the cure for what 
ails you.

MISSION CRITICAL 
Greaney, Mark
Berkley (528 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Feb. 19, 2019
978-0-451-48894-7  

Bad guys galore live and die in this 
latest entry in the Gray Man series (Agent 
in Place, 2018, etc.).

Courtland Gentry—code-named Vio-
lator —is a freelance assassin on contract 
with the CIA. His handler, series regular 

Suzanne Brewer, is often frustrated with his propensity to act 
alone. “Being a team player had been fun while it lasted,” Viola-
tor muses at one point, “but it was time to go off mission.” So 
Brewer is tempted to take drastic action, but he’s hardly her only 
problem. Zoya Zakharova is a former Russian spy code-named 
Anthem who’s flipped to the West and is “an equally insubor-
dinate singleton.” The threat they all have to worry about is 
definitely a team player. She is Won Jang-Mi, aka Janice Won, a 
West-hating North Korean scientist specializing in pneumonic 
plague and hemorrhagic fever. Russians are behind a plot for 
Won to unleash a biological attack on the West, and she has a 
10-week deadline to get it done. Meanwhile, Zakharova’s father, 
Feodor Zakharov, now lives in the West under the alias David 
Mars, and each believes the other is dead. Father and daughter 
working passionately on opposite sides—imagine the coming 
family reunion! This novel is vintage Greaney, with a tight plot, 
a ticking clock, and a sympathetic antihero. Violator is “not 
psyched at all about killing multiple carloads of men,” but he 
loses no sleep over it, either. The action is almost nonstop, with 
nice twists right to the end. There are also small doses of humor, 
as when tough guy Zack Hightower whines about his CIA code 
name, Romantic. The characters are by and large plucked from 
central casting, but they suit the story’s needs well enough.

This is good, Clancy-esque entertainment. May the 
evildoers of the world have nightmares that Violator 
becomes a real person.
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FLOWERS OF MOLD & 
OTHER STORIES
Ha, Seongnan
Trans. by Hong, Janet
Open Letter (212 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-940953-96-0  

In even the most mundane lives, 
spectacular and shocking things can 
happen.

This is a collection of 10 unsettling 
short stories by Korean author Ha (Traversing Afternoon, 2017), 
one of the new wave of Korean women writers, thoughtfully 
translated by Hong. Ha has a gift for infusing elements of the 
fantastic into her tales of unremarkable people. Her protago-
nists are housewives, schoolgirls, and seemingly bland office 
workers whose daily lives eventually veer off into the surreal, the 
macabre, or the downright bizarre. Like those of the American 
auteur David Lynch, Ha’s characters seem to exist in another 
dimension. As these stories unfold, things become more surreal 
and eccentric. In the title story, “Flowers of Mold,” the hero, or 
maybe antihero, is a man who meticulously searches through 
his neighbors’ garbage bags looking for clues to their lives and 
personalities. His fervor goes up a notch when he becomes 
obsessed with his next-door neighbor and her ex-boyfriend. 

“Waxen Wings” is a modern retelling of the tale of Icarus, the 
boy who flew too close to the sun, from the perspective of a 
former female gymnast. She longs to fly but grows too tall to 
compete and finds a much more extreme alternative. “Your 
Rearview Mirror” is the story of a department store security 
guard’s obsession with a pretty female customer who he even-
tually discovers has more than one dark secret. “The Woman 
Next Door” begins with a polite request to borrow a spatula and 
ends in a spiral of jealousy, shoplifting, and possibly madness. 
Even though this is a book of short stories, it’s definitely a page-
turner, as readers encounter one strange, unsettling saga after 
another, always wondering, “What can possibly happen now?”

If you’re looking for a book that will make you gasp out 
loud, you’ve found it.

THE OVERDUE LIFE OF 
AMY BYLER
Harms, Kelly
Lake Union Publishing (332 pp.) 
$24.95  |  May 1, 2019
978-1-5420-4296-3  

Freed from her responsibilities for 
parenting her two children, a school 
librarian from Pennsylvania spends a 
self-indulgent summer in New York City 
in this novel by Harms (The Good Luck 

Girls of Shipwreck Lane, 2013, etc.).
Amy Byler is understandably surprised when she sees her 

husband, John, an attorney for a food products company, in her 

neighborhood drugstore. Three years earlier, John went to Hong 
Kong and never came home. Now, he wants to spend a week with 
the children he abandoned: Cori, 15, and Joe, 11. Amy heads off to 
New York, where she delivers a presentation at a library educa-
tors’ conference and has first-date sex with “hot librarian” Daniel 
Seong-Eason. When John’s week with Cori and Joe turns into a 
month, Amy stays on in New York, where she gets a new wardrobe 
and hairstyle and is featured in Pure Beautiful, a fashion magazine 
managed by her college friend Talia, who offers Amy her apart-
ment, rent-free, for the summer. The whole expensive adventure is 
financed by John’s seemingly unlimited credit card, the magazine’s 
makeover budget, and Amy’s generous online dates, arranged by 
Talia’s assistant, Matt. Amy misses her children, worries that they 
don’t need her, and is torn between her glamorous life in New York 
and her responsibilities at home. The story is unevenly paced and 
has some clichéd characters and a contrived setup. In the end, con-
venient compromises make everyone happy, and Amy achieves 
easy success in her family, love life, and career.

Worn-out moms might enjoy this escapist story of a 
runaway mother’s fantasy “momspringa.”
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Even in the most mundane lives, spectacular 
and shocking things can happen.

flowers of mold & other stories



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

PLEASE READ THIS LEAFLET 
CAREFULLY
Havelin, Karen
Dottir Press (272 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-948-34005-2  

Chronic pain takes center stage in 
this funny, moving meditation on com-
ing to terms with your body’s limitations.

Norwegian transplant Laura must 
find her way in New York City as a newly single mother with an 
unpredictable and vulnerable body. “For years, I’ve considered it 
an established fact that the female body is a pain in the ass,” she 
deadpans in the novel’s opening line. “The male body seems like 
a sunny campsite in comparison.” In her mid-20s, Laura was diag-
nosed with endometriosis, a painful condition that left many of her 
internal organs scarred and fused together despite numerous treat-
ments and corrective surgeries. Now, at 36, she must also navigate 
a recent divorce, single parenthood, and dating women and men 
in a body that won’t always cooperate. When Kjetil, the loving 
Norwegian ex Laura abandoned to move to the U.S. and pursue a 
writing degree, suddenly immigrates to the city, Laura is yet again 
confronted with the particular pains of her past. Havelin’s debut 
moves backward in time, from the chaos of contemporary New 
York to the thrill of coming-of-age in a body that still feels full of 
promise. As a young girl in Norway, Laura struggled with chronic 
stomach pain and severe allergies that derailed her interest in figure 
skating, alienated her from her parents and friends, and eventually 
disrupted her ability to work, love, and feel productive. “It’s crystal 
clear to me that no one wants to hear about it,” thinks Laura, “but 
I will never finish needing to tell how much it hurt, how much it 
hurts, how bad it is.” It’s unusual to encounter such open and bold 
writing about pain as well as the attendant fear, resentment, and 
stress that burden someone who needs care and treatment. Hav-
elin’s novel is unsparing in this regard, showing how deeply Laura 
struggles with the psychological burdens of having a body with a 
mind of its own and how hard she works to get free. She’s a caustic, 
wry, and tender heroine who will make you root for her even in her 
darkest moments.

A brave and bold novel about radical self-acceptance 
and living in the face of trauma.

THE A LIST
Jance, J.A.
Gallery (352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-5011-5101-9  

A convicted killer’s list of five people 
he wants dead runs the gamut from the 
wife he’s already had murdered to fran-
chise heroine Ali Reynolds.

Back in the day, women came from 
all over to consult Santa Clarita fertil-

ity specialist Dr. Edward Gilchrist. Many of them left his care 

5 women you should 
be reading

Sarah Perry Mandeliene Smith

Yangsze Choo Namwali Serpell

Camille Acker



y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   f i c t i o n   |   1  m a r c h  2 0 1 9   |   2 7

happily pregnant, never dreaming that the father of the babies 
they carried was none other than the physician himself, who 
donated his own sperm rather than that of the handsome, ath-
letic, disease-free men pictured in his scrapbook. When Alex-
andra Munsey’s son, Evan, is laid low by the kidney disease he’s 
inherited from his biological father and she returns to Gilchrist 
in search of the donor’s medical records, the roof begins to fall 
in on him. By the time it’s done falling, he’s serving a life sen-
tence in Folsom Prison for commissioning the death of his wife, 
Dawn, the former nurse and sometime egg donor who’d turned 
on him. With nothing left to lose, Gilchrist tattoos himself with 
the initials of five people he blames for his fall: Dawn; Leo Man-
uel Aurelio, the hit man he’d hired to dispose of her; Kaitlyn 
Todd, the nurse/receptionist who took Dawn’s place; Alex Mun-
sey, whose search for records upset his apple cart; and Ali Reyn-
olds, the TV reporter who’d helped put Alex in touch with the 
dozen other women who formed the Progeny Project because 
their children looked just like hers. No matter that Ali’s been 
out of both California and the news business for years; Gilchrist 
and his enablers know that revenge can’t possibly be served too 
cold. Wonder how far down that list they’ll get before Ali, aided 
once more by Frigg, the methodical but loose-cannon AI first 
introduced in Duel to the Death (2018), turns on them?

Proficient but eminently predictable. Amid all the time 
shifts and embedded backstories, the most surprising fea-
ture is how little the boundary-challenged AI, who gets 
into the case more or less inadvertently, differs from your 
standard human sidekick with issues.

A CHANGE OF TIME
Jessen, Ida
Trans. by Aitken, Martin
Archipelago (250 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Mar. 26, 2019
978-1-939810-17-5  

Even when it’s anticipated, a death in 
the family can leave survivors on shaky, 
unfamiliar ground. At the same time, it 

can also offer them a heady taste of independence, autonomy, 
and freedom.

At least that’s the case for the unnamed protagonist of Dan-
ish author Jessen’s (The Children, 2012, etc.) latest award-winning 
novel, in which readers are made privy to diary entries, the bulk 
of them beginning in 1927 when the diarist’s husband is in the 
hospital and continuing after he dies. We get to experience the 
voyeuristic pleasure of becoming immersed in someone else’s 
grief, self-discovery, and eventual reinvention. Over the course 
of the entries, facts come to light and elucidate relevant details 
in the 22-year marriage between Vigand, a remote and humor-
less doctor who worked in the small, quaint Danish village of 
Thyregod, and his wife, a former schoolteacher. The diary 
reveals that its intelligent and spunky author had a financially 
and socially comfortable existence with her husband, with each 
party retaining a well-honed sense of self. This allowed them to 
periodically defy social conventions—for example, the diarist 

was the first woman to ride a bicycle around town—while simul-
taneously fitting squarely into the social mores of their time 
and place. By any estimation, theirs was an intriguing, feminist 
union. Nevertheless, after Vigand becomes ill and subsequently 
dies, his wife faces a slew of decisions, not the least of them 
regarding where to live and what to do with her time. As she 
envisions different scenarios, various town residents help her 
unravel the options and ultimately choose a path that ensures a 
happy ending. Wit and vivid descriptions are presented in equal 
measure, as issues of sexual desire and the need for both soli-
tude and companionship come to the fore.

An engaging, honest, and beautifully written look at 
love, loss, and self-realization.

Even when it’s anticipated, a death in the family 
can leave survivors on shaky, unfamiliar ground. 

a change of time
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THE DEATH OF NOAH GLASS
Jones, Gail
Text (286 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-925603-40-8  

Two orphaned adults try to make 
sense of their father’s sudden death and 
their own grief.

Australian author Jones’ (A Guide 
to Berlin, 2015, etc.) new novel begins 
with a funeral. The eponymous Noah 

Glass, a 67-year-old art historian, is dead—found floating in 
his apartment complex’s swimming pool. His adult children, 
Martin and Evie, come together to mourn their father’s death 
and make sense of a shocking revelation: A famous sculpture is 
missing, and Noah is the prime suspect. In the aftermath of the 
funeral, Martin travels to seedy yet historic Palermo, Italy, to 
trace his father’s footsteps and solve the mystery; Evie moves 
into Noah’s apartment and tries to figure out her next steps. 
They work through their grief apart but together—over grainy 
Skype calls and through their childhood memories and respec-
tive traumas. Weaving together multiple narratives (Noah’s, 
Martin’s, and Evie’s), the novel sketches a family portrait full of 
love, loss, and regret. At times, the novel can feel weighed down 
by the overwhelming number of references to film, art history, 
and Australian and Italian history. Long stretches of the book 
seem tedious despite Jones’ emotional and stunning medita-
tions on grief, knowledge, and memory. If there are issues with 
the plotting or pacing, Jones’ writing helps take the sting out. 
She distills complicated emotions and imagery and renders 
them beautifully: “the incandescent light falling like seawater 
over their small bent backs” and “clunky air conditioners stuck 
to their sides like ticks.” There are wonderful subplots—Evie 
takes a job describing films to a blind man; Martin struggles 
with his ex-wife over their daughter—that are far more satisfy-
ing than the crime at the novel’s center. The way Martin and 
Evie traverse their complex relationship in the wake of Noah’s 
death is a particular strength; their journey feels real and earned.

A sentence-level marvel burdened with too many layers.

RULES FOR VISITING
Kane, Jessica Francis
Penguin Press (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 14, 2019
978-0-525-55922-1  

In Kane’s (This Close, 2013, etc.) con-
templative second novel, a woman uses 
an unexpected gift of time to visit four 
long-neglected friends.

Despite the wire hanger of a plot sur-
rounding these visits, the novel turns on 

narrator May’s ruminations. Her love of cats and trees (beauti-
ful arboreal drawings by Edward Carey punctuate the text), not 
to mention her suitcase named Grendel, suggests a delicate, 

even twee sensibility, but May is capable of expressing curmud-
geonly tart opinions about everything from home renovation 
to the value of neighbors to social media’s evils. Approaching 
40, she lives quietly with her aged father in her upstate New 
York hometown, working as a gardener at the local university 
and pondering how best to use 30 days of paid leave the school 
has awarded her. Inspired by readings on friendship, a skill she’d 
like to improve, and using The Odyssey as a reverse model of epic 
adventuring—“What if Penelope had left?” she asks herself—
May sets off to visit her long-distance friends. All are surprised 
by May’s visits but pleased to see her. In return, May follows 
Emily Post and Greek travel etiquette to become a perfect guest, 
although she tends to hover at the brink of actual intimacy. Her 
cautious affection blends with sly humor in her observations 
of each hostess: the suburban homemaker cracking under the 
pressure of creating internet-worthy domestic perfection; the 
Seattle ultraprogressive in the middle of a divorce; the Man-
hattan sophisticate stressed by her new roles as second wife 
and stepmother; and the landscape architect leading an invit-
ingly cozy single life in London. May is generous in sharing her 
thoughts, but the reader must search between the lines to read 
her heart as May begins receiving postcards hinting at a desire 
for more than friendship from a nice man back home. More 
apparent is May’s emotional struggle with unresolved grief over 
her mother’s lingering illness and death years earlier.

Engagingly cleareyed prose about a winningly eccen-
tric heroine in love with trees and literature.

IF CATS DISAPPEARED FROM 
THE WORLD
Kawamura, Genki
Trans. by Selland, Eric
Flatiron Books (176 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-1-250-29405-0  

A lonely postman learns that he’s about 
to die—and reflects on life as he bargains 
with a Hawaiian-shirt–wearing devil.

The 30-year-old first-person narra-
tor in filmmaker/novelist Kawamura’s slim novel is, by his own 
admission, “boring...a monotone guy,” so unimaginative that, 
when he learns he has a brain tumor, the bucket list he writes 
down is dull enough that “even the cat looked disgusted with 
me.” Luckily—or maybe not—a friendly devil, dubbed Aloha, 
pops onto the scene, and he’s willing to make a deal: an extra 
day of life in exchange for being allowed to remove something 
pleasant from the world. The first thing excised is phones, 
which goes well enough. (The narrator is pleasantly surprised to 
find that “people seemed to have no problem finding something 
to fill up their free time.”) But deals with the devil do have a way 
of getting complicated. This leads to shallow musings (“Some-
times, when you rewatch a film after not having seen it for a long 
time, it makes a totally different impression on you than it did 
the first time you saw it. Of course, the movie hasn’t changed; 
it’s you who’s changed”) written in prose so awkward, it’s 
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possibly satire (“Tears dripped down onto the letter like warm, 
salty drops of rain”). Even the postman’s beloved cat, who gains 
the power of speech, ends up being prim and annoying. The nar-
rator ponders feelings about a lost love, his late mother, and his 
estranged father in a way that some readers might find moving 
at times. But for many, whatever made this book a bestseller in 
Japan is going to be lost in translation.

Jonathan Livingston Kitty, it’s not.

THE AMBROSE J. AND VIVIAN 
T. SEAGRAVE MUSEUM OF 
20TH CENTURY AMERICAN 
ART
Kirkpatrick, Matthew 
Acre  (312 pp.) 
$21.00 paper  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-1-946724-16-8  

An elderly woman’s first visit to a 
prestigious (though provincial) museum 
collides with the otherworldly interests 

of its curator.
The buzzword nowadays in art-world circles is access—how 

the concerns and biases of the institution or curator affect 
which individuals feel welcomed within the museum space. In 
his first novel, Kirkpatrick (The Exiles, 2013, etc.) weaves a play-
ful and compelling tale that addresses the issue holistically. With 
the exception of the patrons from whom the fictional museum 
takes its name, the principal characters remain unnamed. 
Ambrose J. and Vivian T. Seagrave have lost their daughter, Ken-
dall, through a boating accident instigated by one of their artist 
hangers-on. Thus, the museum displays the late scion’s doll-
houses (begrudgingly) and the more esoteric favorites of the 
curator (haphazardly). Kirkpatrick further addresses the rela-
tionship between art patrons and their enthusiasms through 
allegory; the curator falls in love with the “ghost” of Iris Babbitt, 
a painter who appears loosely modeled on Georgia O’Keeffe. As 
the museum tags situating the reader in time and space become 
longer and stranger, the question of what entity is imposing 
order on our museum journey pops up. However, interspersed 
with the onslaught of seemingly disparate information are the 
ruminations of an elderly town resident visiting the museum 
for the first time; the woman’s narrative, which contends with 
her own perspective on death and loss, undercuts the curator’s. 
Rather than being led around based on the institution’s whim 
and fancy, we’re forced to discern how personal interactions 
shade our perceptions of art as well as whether the backers 
responsible for the space have any impact on the viewer outside 
of financials. Plus we get the surface pleasure of discerning how 
the author has constructed a plot within these parameters.

A novel of ideas whose appeal goes far beyond its tar-
get audience—be it literary readers skeptical of yet another 
postmodern yarn or art-world enthusiasts jaded about its 
ivory-tower state of affairs.

THE NIGHT WINDOW
Koontz, Dean
Bantam (432 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 14, 2019
978-0-525-48470-7  

In the fifth installment of an ongo-
ing story (The Forbidden Door, 2018, etc.), 
wrongly dishonored FBI agent Jane 
Hawk faces her worst fear in her lonely 
fight against an evil male conspiracy 
embedded in the halls of power: the 

abduction of her son, Travis.
The ruthless enemy, called the Techno Arcadians, have been 

scrubbing people of their memories and their identities with nano-
tech implants and turning many of them into robotic servants and 
sex slaves. To keep Travis safe while she goes after them, doing all 
she can to evade their sophisticated surveillance systems, Hawk 
has hidden him with friends in Arizona. Beautiful, brilliant, and 
supertough, she gains a valuable running partner in lovable pal 
Vikram Rangnekar, a recently resigned FBI employee who has 
acquired a pile of government secrets with his “back door” hack-
ing skills. While they pursue the baddies, Jane in her latest disguise, 
the billionaire behind the conspiracy hunts a young filmmaker 
he has enticed to his Colorado spread for sport, à la “The Most 
Dangerous Game,” only on snowmobiles. The crowded plot also 
features an Arcadian “missionary for the truth of random cruelty” 
who is after Vikram and a mob-connected misfit who has his own 
reasons for going after Travis. The book could stand to lose one of 
its narratives (and stay more with Hawk), and Koontz tends to take 
too long to do something with a plot point. But this is still the best 
installment in the series since the first. Vikram, who has an impos-
sible crush on Hawk, is a very good addition. And there are some 
neat gadgets to ponder, including camera-operated facial recogni-
tion eyeglasses (though the book contradicts itself on how quickly 
they can establish a match).

Just when it seemed like Koontz had run out of gas with 
this quickly knocked-out road series (it debuted with The 
Silent Corner in 2017), he revs it up with entertaining encoun-
ters and offbeat humor.

IF SHE WAKES 
Koryta, Michael
Little, Brown and Company 
(400 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 14, 2019
978-0-316-29400-3  

Slowly emerging from the coma she’s 
been in since a black cargo van rammed 
the car she was using to transport a visit-
ing professor, killing him, Maine college 
senior Tara Beckley is targeted by a ruth-

less young hit man.
After the driver of the van admits his guilt, police rule the 

collision a simple wreck. But it doesn’t take long for insurance 
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investigator Abby Kaplan, a former racer and stunt driver who 
knows how cars behave at high speeds, to determine that this 
was no accident. She responds emotionally to Tara and her fam-
ily; Abby’s boyfriend in Los Angeles was left in a coma after a 
reckless joy ride she took him on ended badly. The bad news for 
the bad guys, who are desperate to get their hands on a device 
that was in the professor’s possession, is that Tara is now con-
scious and alert and able to communicate by moving her eyes. 
Dax Blackwell, the boyish, creepily calm gunman (whose father, 
Jack, an Australian assassin, died in Koryta’s Those Who Wish Me 
Dead), must not only get past Abby to get to Tara, he also has 
to contend with Tara’s fiercely protective sister, Shannon. It’s a 
measure of how good this book is that the chilling, masterfully 
sustained suspense is only one of its standout achievements. 
Koryta never brushes off anyone’s death; he makes you feel for 
the victims. The relationship between Tara and her sibling is 
beautifully nuanced, full of revealing details going back to their 
childhood. And Koryta’s (How It Happened, 2018, etc.) fans will 
surely appreciate the suggestion of a sequel.

Koryta has never been better than with this knuckle-
biting thriller.

SEARCHING FOR SYLVIE LEE
Kwok, Jean
Morrow/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-06-283430-0  

A Chinese family spanning the U.S. 
and the Netherlands grapples with the 
disappearance of one of their own.

Twenty-six-year-old Amy Lee is living 
in her parents’ cramped Queens apart-
ment when she gets a frantic call from 

Lukas Tan, the Dutch second cousin she’s never met. Her suc-
cessful older sister, Sylvie, who had flown to the Netherlands to 
see their ailing grandmother, is missing. Amy’s questions only 
mount as she looks into Sylvie’s disappearance. Why does Syl-
vie’s husband, Jim, look so bedraggled when Amy tracks him 
down, and why are all his belongings missing from the Brooklyn 
Heights apartment he and Sylvie share? Why is Sylvie no longer 
employed by her high-powered consulting firm? And when Amy 
finally musters up the courage to travel to the Netherlands for 
the first time, why do her relatives—the Tan family, including 
Lukas and his parents, Helena and Willem—act so strangely 
whenever Sylvie is brought up? Amy’s search is interlaced with 
chapters from Sylvie’s point of view from a month earlier as 
she returns to the Netherlands, where she had been sent as a 
baby by parents who couldn’t afford to keep her, to be raised 
by the Tans. As Amy navigates fraught police visits and her own 
rising fears, she gradually uncovers the family’s deepest secrets, 
some of them decades old. Though the novel is rife with roman-
tic entanglements and revelations that wouldn’t be amiss in a 
soap opera, its emotional core is the bond between the Lee 
sisters, one of mutual devotion and a tinge of envy. Their inter-
twined relationship is mirrored in the novel’s structure—their 

alternating chapters, separated in time and space, echo each 
other. Both ride the same bike through the Tans’ village, both 
encounter the same dashing cellist. Kwok (Mambo in Chinatown, 
2014, etc.), who lives in the Netherlands, is eloquent on the 
clumsy, overt racism Chinese people face there: “Sometimes I 
think that because we Dutch believe we are so emancipated, we 
become blind to the faults in ourselves,” one of her characters 
says. But the book is a meditation not just on racism, but on 
(not) belonging: “When you were different,” Sylvie thinks, “who 
knew if it was because of a lack of social graces or the language 
barrier or your skin color?”

A frank look at the complexities of family, race and 
culture.

CARMILLA
Le Fanu, Joseph Sheridan
Lanternfish Press (160 pp.) 
$12.00 paper  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-941360-19-4  

In Irish writer Le Fanu’s (Willing to 
Die, 1872, etc.) classic novella, a peculiar 
visitor arouses strange visions and sensa-
tions in a lonely young woman.

Nineteen-year-old Laura lives “rather 
a solitary” life in a Gothic manor tucked 
in the forests of Styria. So when a carriage 

overturns nearby, Laura urges her father to house the passenger 
inside: the beautiful yet capricious Carmilla, who mesmerizes 
Laura with her charisma and ability to enter her dreams. Le 
Fanu’s lush, lyrical prose adds a sinister dimension to the bud-
ding relationship while also conveying the passion the two 
women share: “Her hot lips traveled along my cheek in kisses; 
and she would whisper, almost in sobs, ‘You are mine, you shall 
be mine, you and I are one forever.’ “ Since this is a foundational 
piece of vampire lore, readers will find little mystery around the 
root of Carmilla’s strange behavior—and why Laura falls prey 
to an inexplicable illness. Still, Laura’s wistful narration and 
Robert Kraiza’s expressive illustrations maintain an air of dread 
throughout. Carmen Machado’s (Her Body and Other Parties, 
2017) introduction adds new dimensions to the tale by revealing 
that Le Fanu based his story on real letters written by a woman 
named Veronika Hausle, but he excised the queer content: 

“There was, in fact, so much more detail given” about Laura’s 
desire for Carmilla, Machado writes. “She spoke not of the fear 
of Carmilla’s return but of a profound desire for it.” Machado 
powerfully highlights the “inadequacy” of the original text and 
calls readers to do the hard work of reading the real story: “See 
if you cannot perceive what exists below: the erotic relationship 
of two high-strung and lonely women. The shared metropolis of 
their dreaming. An aborted picnic in the ruins.”

Simultaneously a delicious vampire tale and a meaning-
ful exercise in remembering silenced voices and question-
ing the authority of tradition.
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THREE SUMMERS
Liberaki, Margarita
Trans. by Van Dyck, Karen
New York Review Books (264 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-68137-330-0  

First published in 1946, Greek novel-
ist and playwright Liberaki’s (The Other 
Alexander, 1959, etc.) story follows three 
sisters through the eponymous seasons.

Maria, 20 when the novel begins, 
pulses with burgeoning sexuality. Infanta, 

18, is a cold beauty who strives for perfection. The narrator, Kat-
erina, 16, is obsessed with family secrets, especially those of her 
mother’s mother—the sisters call her “the Polish grandmother”—
who abandoned her young daughters and husband to run off with 
a musician. Liberaki vividly paints a pastoral, idyllic beauty shot 
through with the threat of danger; the sisters’ aunt was raped 
at their age by her fiance and never married. As they attempt to 
unravel the mysteries of their parents’ and neighbors’ lives, cel-
ebrate feast days, flirt with boys, and contemplate the future, the 
girls begin to discern a system predicated on women’s submission. 
The choices before them are few. Maria marries early, saying to her 
youngest sister: “You expect great things from life....Not me. You 
see, I know that what is really important can be found in the little, 
everyday things.” When Katerina tells her astronomer boyfriend 
she’s writing a novel, he laughs in disbelief. The great strength 
of the book, and its enduring freshness, lies in its evocation of a 
beloved, now vanished place and the panoply of characters whose 
stories the budding novelist narrator tells us through the use of an 
impressively successful first-person omniscient point of view. “Oh, 
to be able to give shape to such experiences, to make them live 
after their death.” With the self-centeredness of a teenager and the 
longing of an artist, she wants to capture what she loves: “I want to 
be able to describe the brilliance of the world just before the sun 
sets, when it falls on the grass, and how green the grass looks, and 
all the other beautiful things I’ve seen, for it’s a shame for them to 
last only as long as I am looking at them.”

A leisurely, largehearted coming-of-age novel, earthy 
and innocent, nostalgic and beautifully rendered.

CHINA DREAM 
Ma Jian
Trans. by Drew, Flora
Counterpoint (192 pp.) 
$23.00  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-64009-240-2  

How do you make sure everyone’s on 
board with the program in a totalitarian 
state? In Ma’s (The Dark Road, 2013, etc.) 
imaginative telling, you make sure they 
share the same dream.

Ma Daode has it easy: Director of the China Dream Bureau, 
he has a bathroom off his office, gets suggestive texts from 

multiple women, makes good money, and sports a “pot belly 
compressed into large rolls of fat.” He’s got big plans to insin-
uate the “China Dream” into the minds of everyone in a pro-
vincial city and then into the nation at large, replacing private 
dreams with a shared Party-approved vision. Yet, as the author 
lets us know from the start, Ma Daode is subject to memories 
that trouble his sleep and come faster as his plans for dream 
domination take shape. Ma Daode, it develops, was a young 
conscript in the Cultural Revolution, a teenager who got caught 
up in violence and trouble that soon settled on his own family. 
As the China Dream project takes its twists and turns, melding 
Chinese traditional thought with Marxism, it seems increas-
ingly absurd. Yet, swamped by memories from the past, Ma 
Daode urges himself to “hurry up and make the China Dream 
Device so that all these bloody nightmares can be erased,” 
though a wise interlocutor warns of one particular turning point 
in the struggle, “Well, if you want to forget that night, you’ll 
have to wipe out the entire Cultural Revolution, I’m afraid.” 
That seems just fine to Ma Daode, and though his colleagues 
think it a pipe dream, he presses on with his dream device while 

A masterwork of politcal satire, meaningful 
without heavy-handedness. 

china dream
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remembering the sight of long-ago corpses that “lay there for 
days, growing purple and swollen like rotten aubergines.” As Ma, 
a dissident writer living in exile in London, makes plain, there’s 
no escape from the past, and trying to do so guarantees a messy 
future: “utopias always lead to dystopias, and dictators invari-
ably become gods who demand daily worship.”

A masterwork of political satire, meaningful without 
heavy-handedness.

A DEVIL COMES TO TOWN
Maurensig, Paolo
Trans. by Appel, Anne Milano
World Editions (120 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-64286-013-9  

A remote village in Switzerland pop-
ulated almost entirely with ambitious 
writers gets a surprise when the devil 
himself comes to visit.

In this very creepy novella, the 
award-winning Italian novelist Maurensig (Theory of Shadows, 
2018, etc.) constructs a mystery with the structure of nesting 
dolls, folding story within story until it’s impossible to sepa-
rate technique from narrative. In the outside shell of his story, 
Maurensig, presumably writing as himself, describes his role 
as “a pole of attraction for aspiring writers,” all hoping to earn 
the novelist’s authoritative opinion. One day, he runs across 
an anonymous novel called The Devil in the Drawer written by 
what he imagines is “a pale, blondish, aspiring writer rambling 
through the valleys of Switzerland.” The anonymous writer, 
whom Maurensig names Friedrich, describes traveling to a 
three-day literary conference in the hometown of Carl Jung. 
While taking a walk in the woods one morning, Friedrich runs 
across a rabid fox and a priest, Father Cornelius, who tells the 
young author a story about the devil coming to visit a village 
in rural Switzerland named Dichtersruhe: “I’m talking about 
the devil-made-man, flesh and blood like me and you.” Here we 
reach the heart of darkness as the devil introduces himself as 
Bernhard Fuchs, a publisher from Lucerne who plans to turn 
the town’s old mill into a publishing house and establish a liter-
ary prize, setting off a wave of madness among the town’s writ-
ers. By the time Maurensig puts a weapon into the priest’s hand, 
Chekhov’s maxim is in full effect. The language, translated 
by Appel (Snapshots, 2019, etc.), is both florid and fluid as you 
might imagine of Maurensig’s gifts. Whether it succeeds as a 
commentary on the writing life or the publishing industry prob-
ably depends on the reader, but regardless, Maurensig gives us 
a masterfully constructed gothic horror story designed to keep 
aspiring writers up at night.

A macabre little Alpine horror story elevated by mas-
terful storytelling and language.

THE CAPITAL 
Menasse, Robert
Trans. by Bulloch, Jamie
Liveright/Norton (432 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Jun. 18, 2019
978-1-63149-571-7  

This is a smart, entertaining sprawl 
of a book that dissects, chides, and pays 
homage to the European Union.

A prologue flags the busy narrative 
that lies ahead: As a pig runs loose on the 
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streets of Brussels, five of the main characters are introduced, 
tied to a trade dispute, a pan-European project, and a murder 
that is possibly linked to NATO and the Vatican. Pig references 
abound, revealing both the complexities of trade deals and the 
author’s impish side. Menasse (Enraged Citizens, European Peace 
and Democratic Deficits: Or Why the Democracy Given to Us Must 
Become One We Fight For, 2016 etc.), an Austrian who won Germa-
ny’s top literary prize for this novel, has many threads to weave. 
Like Musil in The Man Without Qualities, he has fun with efforts 
to organize something grand to celebrate an anniversary, here 
the 50th of the European Commission’s founding (he even par-
odies that book’s opening passage). The narrative mosaic’s main 
tiles concern the commission’s bureaucratic circus, its subtle 
and petty power games. Menasse conveys a broad range of the 
human comedy with brisk, sometimes-mordant prose—and the 
guidance of a fine translator. Here are two bureaucrats in their 
first tryst: “He faked desire for her; she faked an orgasm. The 
chemistry was right.” Through it all is the steady message that 
more unites the people of the European Union than divides 
them. The narrative reinforces this with personal histories that 
cross borders and intersect. There are also two disparate char-
acters following different paths to a similar vision of “the com-
monality of Europeans,” born, like the commission itself, from 
a hope to never again let nationalist madness become Holo-
caust. Each makes unsettling use of Auschwitz, however, and 
some speechifying that turns a message of story-borne subtlety 
into neon glare. These are rare missteps in this ambitious pan-
orama that arrives amid the throes of Brexit and the Chinese 
Year of the Pig.

Intelligent, fun, sad, insightful—an exceptional work.

THE YANKEE WIDOW
Miller, Linda Lael
Harlequin MIRA (432 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-7783-1641-1  

In Miller’s (Just Kate, 2018, etc.) Civil 
War novel, Caroline Hammond lives on a 
farm near Gettysburg, where she has not 
even had time to mourn her husband’s 
death in the Union Army before the war 
comes close.

After she hears her husband, Jacob, was wounded at Chan-
cellorsville, Caroline goes to Washington, D.C., where Army 
quartermaster Capt. Rogan McBride helps her find him in a 
makeshift hospital. She manages to arrive before Jacob dies, 
the first of a series of improbabilities that propel this book. She 
returns to the farm, where her husband’s friend and hired man, 
former slave Enoch Flynn, helps her bury Jacob and tells Caro-
line he has taken in Jubie, a pregnant runaway slave, after help-
ing her escape a slave catcher. Not long after, Capt. McBride 
arrives with supplies to store at Hammond Farm during the 
impending battle of Gettysburg. McBride happens to run into 
his best friend from military school, Capt. Bridger Winslow, 
during the battle, rescues him, and brings him to the farm to 

recover from his wounds along with dozens of other wounded 
soldiers. Predictably, both captains fall for Caroline, Enoch and 
Jubie fall for each other, and other threads of the story are tied 
up neatly, hurried along by further coincidences. Miller peppers 
the book with overused phrases, such as “precious child,” and 

“the lonesome whistle of a faraway train.” She also threads her 
story with too much exposition, such as telling Jacob’s story for 
10 pages while he’s lying wounded on the battlefield. Also pre-
dictably, the characters act according to type: Capt. Winslow is 
a Southern rake, Caroline, a sweet and stoic widow, and so on.

An uninspiring historical romance.
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BILOXI 
Miller, Mary
Liveright/Norton (256 pp.) 
$25.95  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-63149-216-7  

This novel about a man and his dog is 
also about unexpected connections and 
the strange turns life can take.

One day, while driving to pick up his 
diabetes medicine and a two-liter bottle 
of Pepsi at his local Walgreens, Louis 

McDonald Jr., in a panic at having spotted his ex-wife’s car, turns 
“left instead of right” and finds himself on an unfamiliar street, 
in front of a house with a sign out front advertising “FREE 
DOGS.” Soon Louis is in possession of a companionable border 
collie. Harry Davidson, the man who gives Louis the dog, tells 
him the pooch is named Layla after the Eric Clapton song about 
George Harrison’s wife, whom Clapton subsequently (briefly) 
married. The encounter, a harbinger of things to come, changes 

the trajectory of Louis’ life, knocking it off its previous passive 
path. Having made one unpredictable decision, Louis, 63 years 
old, recently retired, and anticipating an inheritance following 
the death of his father, begins to make more of them—some of 
the more questionable choices stemming from an inexplicable 
preoccupation with Harry Davidson’s wife. Louis’ post-marital 
life heretofore had been one primarily of solitude and inaction—
stretches of watching TV in his chair, sipping beer, punctuated 
by visits from his “dull and fine” brother-in-law bearing leftover 
restaurant meals—but as he begins to take actions, both admi-
rable and ill-advised, he starts to connect with those around 
him, set new patterns, and, ultimately, chart a new path into his 
future. Writing with insight and wit, Miller (Always Happy Hour, 
2017, etc.) is both unsparing and sympathetic as she captures the 
perspective of a character who, initially at least, comes off as 
not terribly appealing. But at a slow, deliberate pace befitting 
the story’s Southern setting, she reveals Louis to be something 
more than the emotionally limited sad sack he may initially be 
taken for—an irascible old coot, sure, but a lovable one you can’t 
help but root for.

Miller’s deliciously engaging, gently quirky, surpris-
ingly hopeful novel seals her spot in the pantheon of South-
ern fiction writers.

CORRESPONDENTS 
Murphy, Tim
Grove (448 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 14, 2019
978-0-8021-2937-6  

Love and war connect characters in 
the U.S. and Middle East in this family 
saga from Murphy (Christodora, 2016).

Though this finely tuned, well-
researched novel covers nearly a century, 
its core is the post–9/11 Iraq War, the 

divisions that created its senseless agonies, and the cultural 
similarities that might ameliorate them. Central to the story 
is Bostonian Rita Khoury, the daughter of a doctor of Chris-
tian Lebanese descent and a mother from Irish stock; to better 
relate to her father, she studies Arabic in high school and col-
lege, rising to become a reporter in Iraq just as the war begins in 
2003. Assisting her with dialect and the finer points of Iraqi life 
is Nabil, who earns decent pay from the paper (a barely veiled 
stand-in for the New York Times) but risks becoming a target for 
assisting Americans. (He also harbors a life-endangering secret 
central to the novel’s final acts.) From the book’s punning title 
on down, Murphy traces echoes across cultures, how each char-
acter is more of a mixture of heritages than simplified media 
coverage shows, and how Rita and Nabil (and their extended 
families) are both empowered and complicated by their histo-
ries. Murphy’s delivery of this point isn’t glib or simplistic, and 
the novel is infused with the complexities of Arabic language 
and culture; well-turned depictions of life in Baghdad, Damas-
cus, and Beirut; and scenes capturing the anxiety and drudgery 
of war reporting. (Only a paranoid American bigot, introduced 
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late in the book, feels relatively flimsy.) For all its wealth of 
detail, the novel is propulsive and engrossing and rooted in the 
simplest of storytelling points: Empathy can erase prejudice. 
From Rita and Nabil’s friendship to the family relationships 
that unwittingly shaped their lives, Murphy delivers a fresh, 
affecting restatement of that time-honored message.

A surprisingly moving war novel alert to global violence 
and politics but thriving on the character level.

THE FLIGHT PORTFOLIO 
Orringer, Julie
Knopf (576 pp.) 
$27.95  |   $31.00 lg. prt.  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-307-95940-9
978-1-984892-20-1 lg. prt.  

An elegant, meditative novelistic 
reconstruction of critical years in the 
life of Varian Fry, the American classicist 
who is honored at Yad Vashem as “righ-
teous among the nations” for his work 

rescuing victims of the Holocaust.
Focusing on the era that informed her first novel, The Invis

ible Bridge (2010), Orringer opens with an encounter in which 
Marc Chagall, one of the most beloved of modern artists, fig-
ures. He is living in Vichy France, convinced that because it is 
France he will be kept safe from the Nazis—“These things hap-
pened in Germany.” he says. “They won’t happen here. Not to 
us.” His interlocutor is Varian Fry, who, under the auspices of 
the Emergency Rescue Committee, is combing the country for 
a couple of hundred “artists, writers, and intellectuals,” most 
of them Jewish or politically suspect, who similarly imagined 
themselves to be safe in France even as the Holocaust begins 
to unfold and the Gestapo arrest lists lengthen. Fry has allowed 
himself a month to get those 200 sure victims to safety, and in 
doing so, as his old friend—and more—Elliott Grant, a shad-
owy figure of many connections, warns him, he is proving 

“inconvenient to the American diplomatic mission in France.” 
The cloak-and-dagger element of Orringer’s story is effective, 
though it runs somewhat long. Woven into the action is the slow 
reconciliation between Fry and Grant, whose friendship is deep 
but at first tentative, finally heating. Orringer nicely captures 
two worlds, the fraught one of refugee rescue and the more gen-
teel but still complicated one of intellectuals in orbit, with the 
likes of Peggy Guggenheim, Max Ernst, and Victor Serge among 
the cast of characters. The central point of intrigue, providing 
a fine plot twist, is also expertly handled, evidence of an accom-
plished storyteller at work.

Altogether satisfying. Mix Alan Furst and André Aci-
man, and you’ll have a feel for the territory in which this 
well-plotted book falls.

THE PARIS DIVERSION
Pavone, Chris
Crown (384 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-5247-6150-9  

“It is a dangerous time to be alive.” 
Indeed, as this fast-paced thriller by sea-
soned mysterian Pavone (The Travelers, 
2016, etc.) proves.

A siren wails in Paris, a once-rare 
sound often heard in these times of ter-

ror. It’s gone off because a jihadi has strapped a bomb to him-
self and is standing in front of the Louvre, “in the epicenter of 
Western civilization,” waiting for his moment. But is he a jihadi? 
Who’s put him up to this dastardly deed, and why? That’s for 
Kate Moore, deep-cover CIA agent, “sidewalk-swimming in a 
sea of expat moms,” to suss out. Kate lives in a shadow world, so 
hidden away that even her hedge-fund-master husband doesn’t 
have a clue about what she does: “Dexter has been forced to 

A satisfying puzzler. 
the paris diversion
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accept that she’s entitled to her secrets,” Pavone writes, adding, 
“He’s had plenty of his own.” Indeed, and in the shadowy parallel 
world of speculative finance, he’s teamed up with a fast-living 
entrepreneur who wants nothing more than to become super-
rich and run off with his “assistant-concubine.” Hunter Forsyth 
is about to announce a huge deal, but suddenly he’s disappeared, 
whisked away by shadowy people who, by the thin strings of 
suspense, have something to do with that bomb across town. So 
does a vengeful young mom, strapped to a useless husband and 
bent on payback for a long-ago slight. All this is red meat to 
Kate, who’s tired of the domestic life, no matter how much a 
sham, and is happier than a clam when “running her network of 
journalists, bloggers, influencers, as well as drug dealers, thieves, 
prostitutes, and cops, plus diplomats and soldiers, maitre d’s 
and concierges and bartenders and shopkeepers.” With all 
those players, mercenaries, and assorted bad guys thrown into 
the mix, you just know that the storyline is going to be knotty, 
and it resolves in a messy spatter of violence that’s trademark 
Pavone and decidedly not for the squeamish.

A satisfying puzzler, one to shelve alongside le Carré, 
Forsyth, and other masters of foreign intrigue.

LANNY 
Porter, Max
Graywolf (224 pp.) 
$24.00  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-55597-840-2  

An off-center sophomore novel by 
Porter (Grief Is the Thing with Feathers, 
2016) steeped in British folklore and a 
canny sense of the uncanny.

“He knows people were cheated of 
the story they expected. Or wanted.” So writes Porter toward 
the end of this slender story, which turns on a surprising twist 
indeed. A couple of hundred pages earlier, at the start, the first 
character to appear bears the unlikely name of Dead Papa 
Toothwort. He has been waiting patiently across the seasons, 
and now Dead Papa Toothwort, coughing up “Victorian rub-
bish,” listens for a newcomer to the village, the child of once-
ambitious but now resigned Londoners who have moved an 
hour outside the metropolis, still within commuting distance, 
to get some peace and quiet. Lanny is more gifted than his Mum 
and Dad know, and when he disappears, it develops that he has 
taken full advantage of the freedom his smarts have given him: 

“Parents of missing Lanny admit he was free to wander the vil-
lage,” scolds the press. Numerous players enter into the story 
along the way, including an eccentric artist known as Mad Pete, 
who knows more than he lets on, and an earth-mother type 
called Peggy, who communes with a gnarled oak chest to send 
a message: “I know you. / I know what you’re up to. / Give the 
boy back.” The chthonic spirit of the place, Dead Papa himself, 
is in no mood to comply, and meanwhile, as the story progresses, 
it seems that Lanny has a few supernatural abilities himself: “It 
was easier to accept that Dad was lying than it was to have no 
rational explanation,” recounts Mum of one incident. Porter is 

an enchanter with words; at no point does his story, recalling 
British tales of the Green Man, seem improbable, even as its 
eerier and more inexplicable moments come faster, revealing 
the leafy darkness that threatens the unwary.

Elegantly mysterious: a story worthy of an M.R. James 
or even a Henry James and a welcome return by an author 
eminently worth reading.

THE RAPTURE INDEX
Reid, Molly
BOA Editions (227 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-942683-82-7  

Animals are animals, and humans are 
animals too in Reid’s imaginative debut 
collection of 13 stories and eight pieces 
of flash fiction (here called bestiaries).

A bestiary is traditionally a tale about 
animals, usually offering a moral lesson. 

In Reid’s fictional universe, animals are everywhere, but more 
often than not, they symbolize nothing. In “Happy You’re 
Here,” the collection’s strong first story, a dead whale, washed 
up across from the hospital where the narrator’s mother is 
dying, is reduced to a sad spectacle. People come with picnic 
baskets in anticipation of the body being blown up and, later, 
hack it to pieces. The story’s final image—“flying blubber like 
falling stars”—is both poignant and hilarious. Elsewhere, we see 
her characters’ misguided attempts to make everything in the 
natural world reflect human matters. “Summer People” features 
Shasta, a newlywed whose life feels claustrophobic. When she 
frees her creepy neighbor’s parrots because “it felt good, like 
she was doing something good,” she realizes too late that she’s 
done the birds no favors. In “Anatomy Is Destiny,” a woman on 
a sexy weekend with her lover becomes convinced that hum-
mingbirds are talking to her instead of owning her own discom-
fort with her icky boyfriend. In fact, most animals are utterly 
indifferent to human concerns, as Reid shows in many of her 
darkly comic bestiaries. The real beasts in these magical stories 
are, of course, humans: creatures of lust and cruelty, deception 
and selfishness. But Reid, to her great credit, doesn’t resort to 
cynicism. In the collection’s strongest stories (“The Permuta-
tions of A,” “Adventures in Wildlife,” and “The Rapture Index”), 
Reid reveals a talent for discovering the humanity of her flawed 
human characters.

Promising work from a writer interested in all crea-
tures, great and small.



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

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



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

NORMAL PEOPLE 
Rooney, Sally
Hogarth/Crown (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-1-984-82217-8  

A young Irish couple gets together, 
splits up, gets together, splits up—sorry, 
can’t tell you how it ends!

Irish writer Rooney has made a trans-
Atlantic splash since publishing her first 
novel, Conversations With Friends, in 2017. 

Her second has already won the Costa Novel Award, among 
other honors, since it was published in Ireland and Britain last 
year. In outline it’s a simple story, but Rooney tells it with bravura 
intelligence, wit, and delicacy. Connell Waldron and Marianne 
Sheridan are classmates in the small Irish town of Carricklea, 
where his mother works for her family as a cleaner. It’s 2011, 
after the financial crisis, which hovers around the edges of the 
book like a ghost. Connell is popular in school, good at soccer, 
and nice; Marianne is strange and friendless. They’re the smart-
est kids in their class, and they forge an intimacy when Connell 
picks his mother up from Marianne’s house. Soon they’re hav-
ing sex, but Connell doesn’t want anyone to know and Marianne 
doesn’t mind; either she really doesn’t care, or it’s all she thinks 
she deserves. Or both. Though one time when she’s forced 
into a social situation with some of their classmates, she briefly 
fantasizes about what would happen if she revealed their con-
nection: “How much terrifying and bewildering status would 
accrue to her in this one moment, how destabilising it would be, 
how destructive.” When they both move to Dublin for Trinity 
College, their positions are swapped: Marianne now seems elec-
tric and in-demand while Connell feels adrift in this unfamiliar 
environment. Rooney’s genius lies in her ability to track her 
characters’ subtle shifts in power, both within themselves and 
in relation to each other, and the ways they do and don’t know 
each other; they both feel most like themselves when they’re 
together, but they still have disastrous failures of communica-
tion. “Sorry about last night,” Marianne says to Connell in Feb-
ruary 2012. Then Rooney elaborates: “She tries to pronounce 
this in a way that communicates several things: apology, painful 
embarrassment, some additional pained embarrassment that 
serves to ironise and dilute the painful kind, a sense that she 
knows she will be forgiven or is already, a desire not to ‘make 
a big deal.’ ” Then: “Forget about it, he says.” Rooney precisely 
articulates everything that’s going on below the surface; there’s 
humor and insight here as well as the pleasure of getting to 
know two prickly, complicated people as they try to figure out 
who they are and who they want to become.

Absolutely enthralling. Read it.

NEON PREY 
Sandford, John
Putnam (400 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Apr. 13, 2019
978-0-525-53658-1  

Lucas Davenport goes west.
But first he goes south, called from 

his home in Minnesota to the Louisiana 
swamp where hired killer Clayton Deese 
buried at least five people (the total is 
actually higher) before coming a cropper 

seven months ago with his latest target, Howell Paine. Things 
went sideways, sending Paine to the hospital and sentencing 
Deese to an ankle monitor he sliced through three days ago. 
Local FBI agent Sandro Tremanty, discovering Deese’s absence, 
wants help from the U.S. marshals in rounding up his quarry 
so that he can implicate loan shark Roger Smith, who’d hired 
him to hurt Paine and send a warning to his other debtors. And 
there’s another reason the feds would like to get Deese off the 
streets: His experiments in homicide have given him a taste 
for human flesh. Soon enough, Lucas, together with marshals 
Rae Givens and Bob Matees, has picked up Deese’s trail, which 
leads first to Marina Del Rey, where he’s joined his half brother, 
Marion Beauchamps, and Jayden Nast, “a guy with guns, who 
hates cops,” in a brutal home-invasion crew. Conscientious 
detective work brings Lucas and the LAPD within a whisker of 
catching Deese, but he slips away from them and heads to Las 
Vegas with Genesis Cox, the blonde he’s picked up, and John 
Rogers Cole, another accomplice. Deese and his cohort must 
constantly pull new jobs to support their gambling and drug 
habits, and it’s hard to imagine their eluding the law for very 
long. But there are deeper threats to their racket. Roger Smith, 
who knows plenty about Deese, realizes he has every reason to 
get rid of him, and there turns out to be no honor among the 
thieves closer to home either.

Professionally entertaining, with lots of realistically 
frustrating false hopes—though it’s hard to worry very 
much about the leading question here: Will the franchise 
hero (Twisted Prey, 2018, etc.) succeed in bringing the crooks 
to justice before they wipe each other off the face of the 
Earth?

NOT BAD PEOPLE
Scott, Brandy
Morrow/HarperCollins (576 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  May 14, 2019
978-0-06-285413-1  

After three 30-something friends 
release candle-driven sky lanterns on 
New Year’s Eve, a small plane crashes 
nearby. Were they responsible?

In Scott’s debut novel, the decades-
long friendship among Aimee, Melinda, 

and Lou in Hensley, Australia, has tied them together from 

A young Irish couple gets together, splits up, gets together, 
splits up—sorry, can’t tell you how it ends! 

normal people
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childhood even as their lives have wildly diverged. But because 
the lanterns they set off from Melinda’s balcony during the 
town’s fireworks display behave unexpectedly, Aimee, a married 
mother of two, becomes convinced that the friends directly 
caused the plane crash. She begins obsessively driving by the 
site, inserting herself into the affected family’s life and the 
investigation. Childless Melinda, who has never married, is 
laser-focused on avoiding scandal as the launch of her jewelry 
business’s initial public offering approaches and she works to 
take her brand global. And Lou, a once-upon-a-time teenage 
mother thrown out of the house by her parents, is too focused 
on her own daughter’s actions and choices to pay much atten-
tion. And really, with Aimee’s history of mental health problems, 
aren’t her obsessions always, frustratingly, groundless? Reminis-
cent of Liane Moriarty, Marian Keyes, and Celeste Ng, Scott’s 
voice is clear in this solid novel, which explores the not-so-
black-and-white concepts of honesty, infidelity, mental health, 
and friendship against the backdrop of small community life 
where families and people’s choices have intersected for gen-
erations. The pacing is slow and the narrative straightforward 

enough that readers can dip in and out without losing track of 
the action. Though some characters seem to have been created 
just to include certain archetypes, the complexity of the female 
characters and their interior struggles pull the story forward 
addictively. There are enough red herrings that even the most 
focused reader won’t see the denouement coming.

Fans will applaud Scott’s painful honesty in portraying 
her women’s choices and actions and the consequences of 
both.
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LIGHT FROM 
OTHER STARS 
Swyler, Erika
Bloomsbury (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-63557-316-9  

Love and loss compel a brilliant sci-
entist to defy the laws of physics.

It’s 1986, and Nedda Papas—a preco-
cious 11-year-old who dreams of becom-
ing an astronaut—sits in an Easter, 

Florida, classroom, watching the Challenger launch on televi-
sion. Across town, Nedda’s father, Theo, tinkers with Crucible, 
a machine designed to manipulate time by controlling entropy. 
The technology has numerous practical applications, which 
is how the former NASA physicist–turned–college professor 
secured funding for his research, but in truth, the long-ago 
death of his infant son has Theo desperate to prolong Ned-
da’s childhood. Cape Canaveral is just 10 miles away, so when 
Challenger explodes, it sends shockwaves both literal and figu-
rative through Easter. As Nedda grapples with the crew mem-
bers’ demises, a catastrophic reaction sparks in Crucible’s core, 
immobilizing Theo and leaving Easter’s fate in the hands of 
Nedda and her mother, Betheen—a baker who, unbeknownst 
to Nedda, forsook a career in chemistry for her family. Swyler 
(The Book of Speculation, 2015) intersperses this storyline with 
scenes from Nedda’s future aboard the Chawla, a four-person 
interstellar vessel en route to a faraway planet when its life-
support generator begins to fail. Keenly wrought characters and 
evocative prose complement a multifaceted plot that explores 
topics ranging from relativity and thermodynamics to parent-
child relationships and the afterlife. Though Theo’s grief and 
ambition serve as a catalyst, it’s Nedda’s and Betheen’s passion, 
determination, and fortitude that drive the book to its heart-
wrenching, awe-inspiring conclusion.

Grand in scope and graceful in execution, Swyler’s lat-
est is at once a wistfully nostalgic coming-of-age tale and a 
profound work of horror-tinged science fiction.

SOLOVYOV AND LARIONOV
Vodolazkin, Eugene
Trans. by Hayden, Lisa C.
Oneworld Publications (416 pp.) 
$26.95  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-78607-035-7  

This debut novel from Russian writer 
Vodolazkin (but his third to be translated 
into English; The Aviator, 2018, etc.) is 
an odd, often likable mélange: part aca-
demic satire, part military history, part 

philosophical meditation, part detective tale, part rollicking 
caper.

Solovyov is a young academic who grew up at Kilometer 715, 
a railroad stop so obscure that it wasn’t even a backwater—call 

it a back-no-water. When he makes his way to St. Petersburg 
to begin an academic career, he’s assigned as his thesis topic a 
legendary general named Larionov—a fierce defender of the old 
regime who somehow, after the Revolution, not only kept his 
life and liberty but thrived in the new Soviet Union, living out 
his days on the beach at Yalta with the benefit of a pension. To 
solve this mystery, the dogged Solovyov strikes out for Crimea, 
where he falls in the path and under the sway of the lovely Zoya, 
an employee at the Chekhov Museum whose mother was the 
general’s attendant late in life. Zoya sweeps him into various 
intrigues and adventures as he tries to unearth the general’s 
elusive diary. Eventually Solovyov achieves escape velocity from 
Zoya and leaves Yalta, first for an academic conference on the 
general and then, acting on information he receives there, back 
home at the nearly abandoned Kilometer 715. The pace lags 
occasionally, and the hundred kinds of complication can seem 
excessive or indulgent, but there is sprightly, funny satire here 
and, beneath it, a surprising vein of poignancy.

A busy but intriguing hybrid of a novel.

PERMISSION
Vogel, Saskia
Coach House Books (200 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-55245-380-3  

Echo, a Hollywood almost-was, is 
aging out of her chance at stardom. Then 
she meets Orly and Piggy—a dominatrix 
and her submissive—whose tender part-
nership helps her redefine what it means 
to give and to receive.

At 25, Echo seems to have missed her 
shot at the big time; she’s foundered on the edges of a Holly-
wood career, toying with advertising, modeling, even the idea 
of high-end sex work but always returning to the inertia of hus-
tling for bit parts and living off cash infusions from dad. Then, 
on a trip home to the Santa Monica–esque hills outside the city, 
Echo witnesses an accident that results in her father’s death. 
Her grief is claustrophobic, raw, and immobilizing. Though 
complicated by Echo’s difficult relationship with her thorny 
mother, her paralyzing sense of loss bogs down a character 
already mired in the fog of her unclear ambitions, and its haze 
threatens to submerge the book entirely. Fortunately, Echo’s 
miasma is pierced by a second, more dynamic character’s per-
spective. Piggy is one of Echo’s new neighbors, a 50-something 
submissive and the antithesis to his housemate and dominatrix, 
the stunningly erotic Orly. Whereas Echo is a passive character, 
content to chronicle what she is offered in the heady descriptive 
voice that emerges as the author’s strong suit, Piggy’s desires are 
much clearer and more direct. His movement from the painful 
estrangement of his smothering marriage to becoming a mem-
ber of a community that accepts him with both grace and ardor 
is nuanced and well-wrought. Meanwhile, the development of 
his relationship with Orly, his tumultuous rivalry with Echo as 
she assumes the role of Orly’s new assistant and lover, and his 
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eventual reconciliation with both his partner and his own hard-
won sense of self are the triumph of the novel. A sensitive and 
sympathetic figure, Piggy enlivens Echo’s character and allows 
the reader to view her as something other than a product of the 
cloud of privilege that seems to surround her.

An intimate study of power within two of the relation-
ships that define us most precisely—that of lover and that 
of child.

THE NIGHT BEFORE
Walker, Wendy
St. Martin’s Press (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-250-19867-9  

A first date takes a sinister turn for a 
troubled young woman in Walker’s third 
psychological thriller.

It’s the day after Laura Lochner’s 
date with a man she met online, and 
she hasn’t returned to the Connecticut 
home of her sister, Rosie, her brother-in-

law, Joe, and their little boy, Mason, where she’s been staying 
after a bad breakup. Rosie fears the worst, but Joe advises cau-
tion. After all, Laura is an adult and can have some fun, right? 
But Rosie has a bad feeling. Laura won’t answer her phone, and 
Rosie only has more questions after poking around online for 
info on Laura’s date, Jonathan Fields. Rosie eventually calls the 
police, and events begin to cascade like dominoes. Interspersed 

Twisty and propulsive.
the night before
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with Rosie’s attempt to trace Laura’s movements and get a han-
dle on the guy she went out with is Laura’s first-person account 
of the actual date as well as enlightening snippets of sessions 
between Laura and her therapist. Laura’s is the most compel-
ling part—a tormented, often prickly piece of storytelling by 
a woman carrying the pain of a horrible event that happened 
in high school and feelings of abandonment by a father who 
always seemed to love Rosie more. Laura’s desire to be loved 
is all-consuming, but her conviction that she is not worthy of 
love is heartbreaking. She sees subterfuge in nearly everything 
Jonathan says and does. Meanwhile, Rosie must come to terms 
with some ugly surprises of her own as she digs into their past. 
As the timelines inevitably converge, Walker’s clever misdirec-
tion paves the way to a truly chilling finale, and she has plenty 
of insightful things to say about the blame placed on women by 
society and themselves for the idiotic, careless, and sometimes 
downright evil things men do.

Twisty and propulsive.

ONLY EVER HER
Whalen, Marybeth Mayhew
Lake Union Publishing (298 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-5039-0389-0  

A small-town bride goes missing 
three days before her wedding.

Annie Taft has been the beloved 
child of Ludlow, South Carolina, ever 
since her mother was killed and 3-year-
old Annie was the primary witness in the 

murder. Now Annie is getting ready for her wedding when it’s 
announced that the man in jail for her mother’s murder is get-
ting out due to problems with his trial. Dealing with the weight 
of perhaps having sent an innocent man to jail as a child while 
trying to make everything perfect for her social-event-of-the-
season wedding is too much for Annie, and she disappears for a 
while, as she is wont to do. But then she doesn’t come back. The 
story switches focus in every chapter, rotating among Annie 
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herself; her Aunt Faye and cousin Clary, who have been the 
only family she’s ever known; Kenny, Annie’s secret best friend 
and maybe more; and Laurel, a rich girl who didn’t make it in 
the wider world and now is back in her hometown, writing for 
the local paper and embarrassed by her perceived failure. Each 
character’s voice is distinct and lived in as the reader gradually 
connects the threads tying everyone in this small town together. 
Whalen (When We Were Worthy, 2017, etc.) creates an atmosphere 
in which everyone has a deep, dark secret, but whether they are 
tied to Annie or not is uncertain. There are a lot of characters 
to untangle, and it does get a little confusing at times, but not a 
single one is uninteresting, and all are more integral to the plot 
than it might at first appear. Some characters, even if they don’t 
have a lot of room, beg to be remembered, like Travis, Clary’s 
megachurch-preacher ex-boyfriend. There’s a lot here.

An intriguing mystery filled with hearty characters.

WILD CARD
Woods, Stuart
Putnam (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Mar. 26, 2019
978-0-7352-1928-1  

As if to prove that the relative suc-
cess of Stone Barrington’s most recent 
thriller (A Delicate Touch, 2018) was a 
fluke, Woods drags back the surviving 
baddies for a limp sequel that proves 
mainly that enough is enough.

The case against Rance Damien, horribly scarred but not 
killed by the fire that resulted when Stone’s techie, Bob Cantor, 
blew up the control center of the nefarious H. Thomas & Sons 
Bank, has fallen apart because all the incriminating records of 
Damien and bank patriarch Henry Thomas’ malfeasance were 
destroyed in the blaze. So Damien’s out of jail and intent on 
getting revenge against Stone. It’s a fool’s errand, as any one 
of the dozens of criminal masterminds who’ve tried to kill the 
cop-turned-lawyer-turned–conspicuous consumer could have 
warned him, because the professional killers hired to elimi-
nate him will always miss whatever they aim at, often killing 
someone else instead and leaving their target “peacefully in the 
knowledge that neither of the two men shot in the ass was him-
self.” The stakes are raised, though the tension isn’t increased an 
iota, when Thomas and Damien decide to back the presidential 
campaign of Florida Republican Sen. Joseph Box, whose likely 
opponent is Secretary of State Holly Barker, one of Stone’s 
bevy of ex-lovers. Overnight Box begins to talk like less of a 
blooming idiot thanks to the ministrations of Harvard-trained 
speechwriter Ari Kramer. As if he’s not smarting enough already, 
Damien soon learns that Thomas’ secretary Elise Grant, get-
ting wind of her bosses’ murderous schemes, defects to Stone, 
whose current inamorata, New York Times reporter Jamie Cox, 
publishes a blistering takedown of H. Thomas & Sons just as 
they’re about to be acquired by an equally conscience-free 
hedge fund. Will this be the time that Stone and his team finally 
go too far? Of course it won’t.

Despite more complications than a 12-month preg-
nancy, there’s less suspense here than in a three-minute egg.

BEAUTIFUL REVOLUTIONARY
Woollett, Laura Elizabeth
Scribe  (416 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-947534-63-6  

A young, idealistic couple is torn 
apart as they are entangled in the Peo-
ples Temple cult.

Just out of college and early in their 
marriage, Evelyn and Lenny Lynden 
move to Evergreen Valley, California, so 

Lenny can fulfill his conscientious objector service in a state 
mental hospital. Lenny is soon exhausted by his work and regu-
larly comes home with energy only to get high. Evelyn tries to 
devote herself to homemaking, but the loneliness wears on her. 

A young, idealistic couple is torn apart as they 
are entangled in the Peoples Temple cult.

beautiful revolutionary 
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Evelyn suggests the two go to church, where she is immediately 
taken in by the imposing, charismatic figure of Jim Jones. Eve-
lyn and Lenny become deeply ingrained in the Peoples Temple, 
and Evelyn begins an affair with Jones—who has a wife and 
children—and soon divorces Lenny. Evelyn (who was inspired 
by a woman named Carolyn Moore) eventually has a son with 
Jones, and Lenny marries another member. Evelyn’s isolation 
is clear, but any understanding of her motivations is deeply 
obscure. Woollett’s novel, which is heavily researched, traverses 
the uneasy terrain between historical fiction and all that cannot 
be known about the inner lives of real people. History blends 
with mythology, creating a dizzying effect in which a reader, too, 
will be searching for something to ground them. In an effort to 
explore multiple perspectives, Woollett (The Love of a Bad Man, 
2017, etc.) begins to focus on a tumult of other characters, with 
Lenny and Evelyn receding from the center; the story is at times 
difficult to follow. Woollett explores how Jones could have been 
so captivating and manipulative (with a heavy focus on his lies, 
sexual manipulations, and abuses of his followers), but the 
Temple’s purported focus on socialism and race relations isn’t as 
clear. In the end, a reader feels the characters hurtling toward 
doom after the cult moves to Guyana. Perhaps one of the story’s 
most devastating takeaways is that two characters who started 
out deeply committed to pacifism and the imagining of a better 
world ultimately failed to imagine any actions other than fear, 
violence, and death.

Weighty and disquieting.

m y s t e r y

SILENT FOOTSTEPS 
Bannister, Jo
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8864-8  

Her application to the Criminal Inves-
tigation Department rejected, Constable 
Hazel Best (Kindred Spirits, 2018) has to 
make do with the surprisingly robust diet 
of crime the town of Norbold offers, along 
with perhaps the biggest menace to her 

personally: a secret admirer.
A day after she gently persuades Trucker Watts, an ex-con 

member of the Mill Street Maulers, to surrender the knife he 
was going to use against Benny Price, the council worker who 
had the temerity to object to the language Trucker was using 
on the Norbold train, Hazel faces a double whammy: Trucker’s 
been bashed to death, and an unknown party has left flowers 
on Hazel’s doorstep. The flowers are followed by upscale choco-
lates, a photo album and some photos of Hazel, and a noctur-
nal visit while Hazel is lying in bed. The murder of Trucker is 

followed by the unnervingly similar bludgeoning of freelance 
journalist Gillian Mitchell, who recently stopped working on 
her life of wealthy, iffy Birmingham entrepreneur Leo Harte for 
reasons that remain obscure. What isn’t obscure is Harte’s rela-
tionship to Trucker, who clearly would have loved to work on 
one of Harte’s sub rosa enterprises and whom Trucker’s friend 
the Rat identifies as an enemy of Trucker. How do all the pieces 
of this puzzle fit together, and how can Hazel and her friend 
Gabriel Ash fit them together before her secret admirer moves 
on from flowers and sweets to some more possessive and dan-
gerous expression of his regard?

Middling for the series. Veteran readers will beat the 
heroine to the solution, but they won’t feel that their time 
in Norbold has been wasted.

THE STONE CIRCLE 
Griffiths, Elly
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt 
(368 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-328-97464-8  

An anonymous letter brings DCI 
Harry Nelson memories of past sorrows 
and present dangers.

The letter mentions a stone circle 
that harks back to the 20-year-old case 

of a missing child. Ten years later, another missing child intro-
duced Harry to archaeologist Ruth Galloway when he asked her 
to examine some bones. That case began a working relation-
ship that turned out to be equally productive in personal terms: 
A short-lived affair between the two produced a child, Kate, 
though Harry is married and has two grown daughters. His wife, 
Michelle, who accepts Kate in their lives, is about to give birth 
to a baby who may or may not be Harry’s. A new archaeological 
team working near the site of the original henge finds a stone 
coffin containing bones. The head of the dig is Leif Anderssen, 
whose father, Erik, was Ruth’s mentor all those years ago. As 
Harry continues to receive cryptic messages, the bones of what 
Ruth thinks is a young girl are found near the new dig, opening 
up yet another old case. The police think the body is that of 
Margaret Lacey, who vanished from a street party in 1981. The 
focus at the time was on her parents; her older siblings, Annie 
and Luke; and John Mostyn, a neighbor and odd duck who col-
lected stones. But nothing was ever proven, and Margaret’s 
body was never found. The birth of George, Michelle’s son, 
puts more pressure on Harry, who loves his wife and Ruth in 
different ways, to stay in his marriage. Nelson’s team and some 
friends of Ruth’s use their own areas of expertise to search for 
clues from the past, but when the child of Annie’s daughter, Star, 
is kidnapped, the present-day crisis takes center stage.

This superb series (The Dark Angel, 2018, etc.) never 
disappoints. Its patented combination of mysterious cir-
cumstances, police procedure, and agonizing relationship 
problems will keep you reading, and feeling, all night.
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MILWAUKEE NOIR 
Ed. by Hennessy, Tim
Akashic (256 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-61775-701-3  

Fourteen free-wheeling stories docu-
ment the grit and glory of Milwaukee.

Editor Hennessy acknowledges that 
in the midst of growing gentrification, 
Milwaukee remains “among the most 
segregated and impoverished big cities 

in the country.” Many of his entries document that legacy with 
anger and sadness. Vida Cross’ “All Dressed in Red” and Der-
rick Harriell’s “There’s a Riot Goin’ On” show the ugliness that 
flares up when people try to cross the borders created by a gen-
eration of redlining. In Frank Wheeler Jr.’s “Transit Complaint 
Box,” a veteran transit cop teaches a rookie what it means to 
be a racist. Youngsters develop strategies to deal with a trauma 
at an integrated public school in James E. Causey’s “The Clem.” 
Matthew J. Prigge shows what happens to a neighborhood 
when the money moves on in “3rd Street Waltz.” A young thief 
makes a shocking discovery in Valerie Laken’s heartbreaking 

“Runoff.” Other stories show the dark side of revitalization. A 
middle-class couple copes with the disappearance of their child 
in Mary Thorson’s “Wonderland.” A Brooklyn visitor’s relation-
ship with a young local woman turns ugly in Reed Farrel Cole-
man’s “Summerfest ’76.” In “Friendship,” Jane Hamilton shows 
the unexpected consequences of a New York couple’s move to 
a historic Milwaukee town house. And not one but two stories 
document the perils of lawn care: Christi Clancy’s “‘Mocking 
Season” and Nick Petrie’s “The Neighbor.”

A nod to Milwaukee’s blue-collar heritage, a frank look 
at racial disharmony, and a peek at the future make Hen-
nessy’s collection a find for fans of urban noir.

DEVIL’S FJORD
Hewson, David
Creme de la Crime (288 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Feb. 5, 2019
978-1-78029-112-3  

The creator of Rome’s Nic Costa 
(The Savage Shore, 2018, etc.) takes an 
excursion to the wild side of the Faroe 
Islands, “where crime [is] as rare as 
Catholicism.”

Even though Tristan Haraldsen, a 
former office manager for the Tórshavn Police, has always 
thought of himself as a town man, he and his wife, Elsebeth, 
have retired to the Faroes village of Djevulsfjord, where he’s 
accepted the part-time, largely ceremonial post of district sher-
iff. His one serious responsibility is to preside over the grind, 
the ritual slaughter of beached whales. The job doesn’t suit him 
a bit. He recoils from the wholesale violence, the copious blood, 
and, in particular, the image of 10-year-old Jónas Mikkelsen 

precociously stabbing a whale. Worse news swiftly follows. 
Both Jónas and slow-witted Benjamin Mikkelsen, who’s always 
been at the mercy of the often cruel brother who’s 18 months 
younger than him, disappear at the height of the grind. The 
natives assume it’s another prank by Jónas, and they’re not far 
wrong: He’s forced Benjamin away from home and into the 
treacherous wilderness for reasons he feels no need to explain. 
The plot thickens when Jónas is found stabbed to death with 
a whaling knife, putting considerable pressure on Haraldsen 
both to investigate and not to investigate. As he grows more 
and more convinced that the mystery is rooted in the death of 
the boys’ uncle Kaspar Ganting, who fell or was pushed over the 
Lundi Cliffs a year ago, Haraldsen and area police officer Hanna 
Olsen are strongly encouraged by their superiors to leave ill 
enough alone. Nor can Haraldsen forget the fate of his prede-
cessor, District Sheriff Kristian Djurhuus, who died just a week 
after Kaspar Ganting.

As grim as the bleakest of Nordic noir. If you think the 
solution to the crime will produce a happy ending, just wait 
till the chilling final pages.

HITMEN I HAVE KNOWN
James, Bill
Severn House (192 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 1, 2019
978-0-7278-8866-2  

Assistant Chief Constable (Opera-
tions) Desmond Iles, suspected of mur-
der by his superiors, his fellow cops, a 
would-be avenger, and the telly, gets help 
from an unexpected but thoroughly logi-
cal quarter.

When detective Raymond Cordovan Street, working 
undercover for Iles and his chief of staff, DCI Colin Harpur 
(Close, 2017, etc.), was murdered, Iles was convinced his killers 
were Paul Favard and Clifford Jamieson. And when the pair 
were tried, acquitted, and then murdered, suspicion naturally 
fell on Iles for executing summary justice himself—so much 
suspicion, in fact, that the new television movie The Forgotten 
Murders does everything it can short of libel to hint at his guilt. 
As everyone Iles has ever met watches the show and draws their 
own baleful conclusions, an unlikely defender of his reputation 
emerges: Ralph Wyverne Ember, aka Panicking Ralph, the sto-
ried local drug lord and dabbler in many unsavory pies. In order 
to keep the peace in his corner of England, Iles has deliberately 
gone easy on Ralph and Mansel Shale, his drug-supplying coun-
terpart and sometime partner, and Ralph is convinced that if he 
were removed from power, any replacement ACC would be less 
forgiving and more unpredictable. Ralph’s particular target is 
Naunton “Waistcoat” Favard, the bereaved brother whose own 
particular target he assumes is Iles. Surveying the damage done 
to The Monty, his beloved club and aspiring social destination, 
following a riot during the broadcast of The Forgotten Murders, 
Ralph becomes certain that only one stroke can possibly rescue 
Iles: hiring a hit man to make sure that Naunton Favard follows 

As grim as the bleakest of Nordic noir.
devil’s fjord
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his brother and all those others into eternity. Since Ralph, even 
when he cites The Waste Land, remains ineffably clueless, com-
plications are bound to arise.

Fans will know that the plot, such as it is, is nothing 
more than a framework for this year’s addendum to the 
overbearingly insinuating dialogues and self-deluding 
monologues James does better than anyone else in the 
genre.

THE SCENT OF MURDER
Logan, Kylie 
Minotaur (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-250-18061-2  

There’s nothing like a murder to lift a 
dog trainer out of the doldrums.

Jazz Ramsey has a home in a nice area 
of Cleveland, a good job at a girls’ school, 
and a quirky hobby training cadaver dogs. 
But all is not well. She’s recently lost her 

adored firefighter father and her golden retriever, Manny, and 
is no longer dating Detective Nick Kolesov. Jazz’s life suddenly 
changes when Luther, the German shepherd she’s training, 
alerts during an exercise in a building under renovation, leading 
Jazz to a body. In a case to which Nick is assigned, Jazz recog-
nizes the strangled woman dressed in goth clothing as Floren-
tine Allen. Florie was a talented art student at St. Catherine’s 
who’d won a scholarship to the North Coast School of Photog-
raphy and Design, where she was having problems so serious 
that she was in danger of flunking out. Jazz learns from her boss, 
the principal of St. Catherine’s, that Florie had been harassed 
by some of her high school classmates, especially wealthy, enti-
tled Grace Greenwald, another student at North Coast. Unable 
to let Florie’s death go, Jazz starts an investigation of her own 
and finds that Florie had recently asked her parents, hoarders 
whose house is full to the attic with junk, for a large amount of 
money. Florie’s part-time work for the Cleveland Horror Film 
Festival explains why she was wearing a goth outfit but not why 
she was paying a neighbor to take her unattractive baby out for 
photo sessions. Jazz’s discovery that Florie was blackmailing 
people introduces a whole new group of suspects. Although her 
interactions with Nick, who seems to want to rekindle their 
relationship, awaken old memories and danger signs, any inter-
est in her own relationship is sidelined by her disquieting dis-
coveries about Florie’s desperate search for money.

The debut in a new series by the prolific Logan (Italian 
Iced, 2018, etc.) has shoals of red herrings and a nice touch 
of romance.

BERTIE
The Complete Prince of 
Wales Mysteries
Lovesey, Peter
Soho Crime (648 pp.) 
$31.95  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-1-64129-049-4  

In the absence of a brand-new mystery 
starring England’s most unlikely sleuth, 
His Royal Highness Albert Edward, Prince 
of Wales, Lovesey (Beau Death, 2017, etc.) 

supplies the next-best thing: a collection of Bertie’s three earlier 
appearances, originally published between 1987 and 1993.

Lovesey’s brief but informative Introduction notes that the 
first of these novels, Bertie and the Tin Man, was based on a real-life 
mystery, the suicide of notable jockey Fred Archer, who shot him-
self at the height of his career after asking his sister, “Are they com-
ing?” The Prince of Wales, who takes a keen interest in horseracing, 
to the extent that his interest in anything can be described as 
keen, takes it upon himself to figure out why Archer would have 
killed himself. Though the results of his endeavors wouldn’t have 
encouraged most amateur sleuths, Bertie returns in Bertie and the 
Seven Bodies, a case that takes its model not from real life but from 
Agatha Christie’s interest in using nursery rhymes to structure 
her celebrated mysteries. Invited to Desborough Hall for a week 
of hunting, Bertie can’t help noticing that his fellow guests are 
being picked off at the rate of one a day following a nursery rhyme 
his wife, the long-suffering Princess Alexandra, points out to him. 
Lovesey makes Bertie come across as earnest and obtuse enough 
to keep the police away from Desborough while he produces a 
series of solutions that are proved hilariously wrong day after day. 
Bertie and the Crime of Passion finds Bertie in Paris, where legend-
ary actress Sarah Bernhardt serves as his sidekick as he applies his 
unique skills to the riddle of who shot the fiance of an old friend’s 
daughter as he was dancing in a crowd of hundreds on the floor 
of the Moulin Rouge.

For all Lovesey’s ingenuity, the deepest pleasures here 
involve not the plotting—two of the three cases turn on the 
same well-worn red herring—but the charmingly invinci-
ble obtuseness of his narrator/sleuth, who remains as win-
ning a loser now as he was 30 years ago.

THE WOMAN IN THE 
BLUE CLOAK
Meyer, Deon
Trans. by Seegers, K.L.
Atlantic Monthly (160 pp.) 
$22.00  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-8021-4723-3  

A dead woman stripped naked and 
draped over a stone wall poses vexing 
problems for Capt. Benny Griessel and 

Capt. Vaughn Cupido, of Cape Town’s Directorate for Priority 
Crime Investigations (Icarus, 2015, etc.).



y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   m y s t e r y   |   1  m a r c h  2 0 1 9   |   4 9

Even before it’s identified, the corpse, bashed to death else-
where and washed thoroughly with bleach, rings alarm bells 
for Griessel, whose mind is focused less on his job than on the 
22,000 rand he’ll have to borrow if he’s to buy a proper (though 
pawned and possibly stolen) engagement ring for former sing-
ing star Alexa Barnard, who’s plotting a comeback despite the 
alcoholism she shares with Griessel. Once it becomes known 
that the victim was Alicia Lewis, an American visitor who took 
a sabbatical from her job with a London art-recovery company 
to come to South Africa and was murdered in record time after 
her arrival, the police are under intense pressure to close the 
case. Why was the foreign visitor so interested in getting direc-
tions to the nondescript town of Villiersdorp? What was she 
doing that got her killed so quickly after her arrival? And why, 
in the name of self-preservation and common decency, didn’t 
her killer take more care to conceal her body instead of display-
ing it so brazenly that it was immediately spotted by a minibus 
carrying a dozen horrified workers to jobs in the city? Before 
these questions are answered, they’ll lead to even more ques-
tions about a painting that’s been lost for 350 years and a plot 
that brings the respectable Alicia Lewis into imprudently close 
contact with some truly shady characters.

Though it’s light on the critical analysis of race rela-
tions that helped make Meyer’s earlier Cape Town myster-
ies hefty in every sense of the word, this gemlike novella is 
just the thing for a one-sitting read.

THE RIGHT SORT 
OF MAN 
Montclair, Allison
Minotaur (336 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 4, 2019
978-1-250-17836-7  

A war widow joins a former spy in set-
ting up a matrimonial agency.

Losing her husband, Ronnie, to 
combat in World War II sends Gwen-
dolyn Bainbridge into an incapacitat-

ing depression. When she emerges from her extended stay in 
a private sanitarium, she learns that her mother-in-law, Lady 
Carolyne Bainbridge, has won the legal right to manage all of 
Gwen’s affairs, including legal guardianship of Gwen’s young 
son. But a chance meeting with Iris Sparks, whose work for the 
War Office is best summed up as “I can’t tell you that,” gives 
Gwen a renewed sense of purpose. The ill-assorted pair decide 
to open a matrimonial agency. Iris, who’s been engaged multiple 
times, brings a wealth of experience about what does or doesn’t 
make couples click, while Gwen adds a smattering of clerical 
skills as well as the determination to do something worthwhile. 
Fueled by their disparate talents, The Right Sort Marriage 
Bureau enjoys a modicum of success before the roof caves in. 
Tillie La Salle, an East Ender who works in a dress shop, enlists 
their help in finding a spouse to take her far away from Shadwell. 
Almost immediately afterward, she’s found murdered, and the 
police arrest Richard Trower, Iris and Gwen’s initial match for 

her. The tabloids have a field day with the story. It takes wit, 
grit, and ingenuity for the pair to save their agency. The account 
of game Gwen’s efforts to navigate London public transport is 
worth the purchase price all on its own.

The Right Sort Marriage Bureau’s debut is exactly the 
right sort to have readers hoping for a second date.

BREAKING THE DANCE 
O’Donohue, Clare
Midnight Ink/Llewellyn (360 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  May 8, 2019
978-0-7387-5654-7  

At least one of two married col-
lege professors finds that spying can be 
addictive.

Finn Larsson never knew that his 
wife, Hollis, had once attended the CIA 
academy until they were caught up in 

At least one of two married college professors 
finds that spying can be addictive.

breaking the dance
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a hair-raising adventure in Ireland while doing what was sup-
posed to be a simple favor for the CIA (Beyond the Pale, 2018). 
Now they’re dragged from the Michigan college where they 
teach into another dangerous case of espionage. Someone drops 
off an envelope with two passports with their pictures but the 
names of Tim and Janet McCabe along with a mysterious note 
in Spanish signed Tomas Silva. It sounds like the work of Declan 
Murphy, the charming art thief and forger they met in Ireland. 
Finn doesn’t want to get involved again, but Hollis is intrigued. 
Awakened in the middle of the night, they find South African 
agent Peter Moodley making tea in their kitchen and a dead 
man in the living room. Before they can learn more, they’re 
kidnapped and flown to Buenos Aires, where they’re deposited 
in a luxury hotel and given luggage filled with expensive cloth-
ing. In a rare moment of caution, they exchange the suite they 
were assigned for another room and await future developments. 
They have no clue what they’re supposed to do or whether the 
real McCabes are still alive, but they’re both adept at coming up 
with stories to fit the situation. Luckily, Peter and Declan are 
both in town and each willing in his own way to help the duo 
find an address book and deliver it to Silva’s boss, whom they 
have yet to meet, for a member of the mysterious TCT organi-
zation. Cunning and luck sustain them as they attempt to help 
the CIA trace TCT members while appeasing the people who 
apparently hired them as contract killers.

Another mind-boggling adventure filled with action, 
humor, and romance as the clever couple hone their bud-
ding skills and become a more valued asset to the CIA. Stay 
tuned.

TRIPLE JEOPARDY
Perry, Anne
Ballantine (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-525-62095-2  

This second case for fledgling Edward-
ian lawyer Daniel Pitt (TwentyOne Days, 
2018) shows him making a serious bid to 
emerge from the long shadow of his father, 
Sir Thomas Pitt, head of Special Branch.

Daniel hasn’t seen his elder sister, 
Jemima, since she moved to America and married police officer 
Patrick Flannery. Now his brother-in-law introduces himself to 
Daniel with a disconcerting request. Rebecca Thorwood has 
been attacked in her bedroom and robbed of a diamond pen-
dant by a fleeing assailant her father, Washington philanthro-
pist Tobias Thorwood, has identified as British diplomat Philip 
Sidney. Before he could be arrested, Sidney fled to the British 
Embassy and then sailed for England, where he’s claimed dip-
lomatic immunity. Could Daniel help make him pay for his 
outrage, for example by arranging for him to be arrested on 
some other charge of which he could be tried and convicted? 
While Daniel’s puzzling over whether and how he really wants 
to get entangled in this case, Sidney is providentially arrested 
on a charge of embezzling embassy funds while he was still in 

America, and Daniel, at Patrick’s urging, insinuates himself onto 
his legal team, aiming to provide a defense just plausible enough 
to allow him to be convicted. Two sudden turns change his plans 
dramatically: Senior barrister Toby Kitteridge is forced to with-
draw from the defense, leaving Daniel as Sidney’s sole attorney 
and under significant pressure from head of chambers Marcus 
fford Croft to get him exonerated; and the body of Morley 
Cross, the embassy staffer who compiled an extensive dossier 
of evidence against Sidney, is fished out of the Potomac River 
shot to death. Now Daniel wonders if his client really is guilty 
of assault, theft, embezzlement, murder, or none of the above.

Veteran Perry dials back the period detail and the 
updates on the lives of the continuing characters to focus 
on one of her most teasing mysteries, this time with a 
courtroom finale that may be her strongest ever.

CARELESS LOVE
Robinson, Peter
Morrow/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Feb. 12, 2019
978-0-06-284752-2  

A corpse deposited in a crashed car 
clearly marked POLICE AWARE kicks 
off DCI Alan Banks’ 25th case.

Builder John Kelly drove his van 
away from the road accident at Belder-
fell Pass, but Trevor and Nancy Vernon 

had to leave their undriveable car behind. Imagine their sur-
prise and outrage when a young woman’s body turns up behind 
its wheel the following week. It’s pretty clear to Banks and his 
Homicide and Serious Crimes Team (Sleeping in the Ground, 2017, 
etc.) that Eastvale College student Adrienne Munro choked to 
death in her own vomit elsewhere after an overdose of sleeping 
pills. But nothing else is clear. In fact, when DI Annie Cabbot is 
called to the spot on Tetchley Moor where semiretired banker 
Laurence Hadfield fell or was pushed to his death in a deep gul-
ley, the bonds between the two deaths seem more baffling than 
illuminating. The plot thickens, but it doesn’t begin to take 
logical shape until Banks’ friend DCI Ken Blackstone, of the 
West Yorkshire Homicide and Major Inquiry Team, brings a 
third corpse to their attention: that of Sarah Chen, a University 
of Leeds student found beaten to death in an abandoned shack. 
The deaths of Adrienne Munro and Sarah Chen, both of whom 
lied about coming into substantial sums of money shortly 
before they died, seem clearly linked. But what connects either 
of these promising young women, their lives cut pitifully short, 
to the well-heeled banker whose own son acknowledges that he 
had hundreds, perhaps thousands, of enemies?

The answers to these questions aren’t exactly surpris-
ing, but they’re eminently logical and all too depressing. 
And if the solution depends on good luck and good timing 
rather than mental prowess, that’s business as usual for 
Robinson’s all-too-human coppers.



y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

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

THE ROAD TO GRANTCHESTER
Runcie, James
Bloomsbury (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  $17.00 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-63557-058-8
978-1-63557-394-7 paper  

The prequel to the beloved Grantches-
ter mystery series takes Sidney Chambers 
from his halcyon university days to the 
horrors of World War II and finally to a 
life-changing decision.

Along with his best friend, the ebullient Robert Kendall, 
Sidney has signed up with the Scots Guards. They arrive on 
the Italian coast only to see many of their mates cut to pieces 
in a hail of German bullets, grenades, bombs, and artillery fire. 
Robert’s cricket success and Sidney’s first-class degree in clas-
sics at Cambridge seem a distant dream as every day they face 
the horrors and deprivations of war. They use irreverent humor 
to keep them going and also make friends with “Rev Nev” Fin-
nie, an Episcopal priest with whom Sidney has philosophical 
discussions. When Robert is killed in battle, Sidney is given the 
Military Cross and promoted to captain, but as a lifelong friend 
of the Kendall family, especially Robert’s sister, Amanda, he 
cannot help but feel guilty he is alive, and his inattention leads 
to his being wounded by a sniper and eventually returning to 
England. Sidney mopes about trying to comfort Amanda, Sir 
Cecil, and Lady Kendall while he slowly realizes he must give 
a thought for his own future. His old friends suggest teaching 
or diplomacy, but Sidney finds himself inexorably drawn to the 
priesthood and the peace he seeks. Amanda is somewhat horri-
fied by this choice, and he dithers for awhile but finally comes 
to a decision after two weeks of religious retreat in a monastery 
arranged by Rev Nev. His first assignment, perhaps by choice, 
cuts him off from his friends as he struggles to conform and 
deem himself worthy of his new life. The eventual move to 
Grantchester sets him up in the life we have come to admire.

Fans of the books (Sidney Chambers and the Persistence of 
Love, 2017, etc.) and the popular PBS series will find very 
little mystery but much to delight them in this often mov-
ing look at how life’s difficult decisions are made.

MURDER ON TRINITY PLACE 
Thompson, Victoria
Berkley (336 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-0-399-58663-7  

Who killed the milkman?
Unlike other companies that keep 

cows in crowded and unhealthy condi-
tions right in New York City and add 
things like chalk and plaster to make their 
milk look better, Clarence Pritchard’s 

milk processing firm delivers pasteurized, unadulterated milk 
from upstate farms. The Pritchards’ daughter, Theda, is married 

to Nelson Ellsworth, whose parents are neighbors of detectives 
Sarah and Frank Malloy (Murder on Union Square, 2018, etc.). 
Before they attend a dinner party at the Ellsworths’ home, the 
Malloys are warned that Pritchard is seriously nettled that the 
upcoming year of 1900 will not be celebrated as the turn of the 
century. When Pritchard’s body is found strangled on the first 
day of the new year (though not the first of the new century) 
after he’s spent the night pestering people about his theory, 
it’s clear that someone’s paid off the police to ignore the case. 
Theda demands an investigation by Malloy and his partner, 
Gino Donatelli, both of whom were New York police officers 
before Frank’s sudden wealth encouraged him to open a private 
investigation agency. Sarah, a former midwife from a society 
family, subsidizes a home for unwed mothers whose recent cli-
ents include Jocelyn Vane. Because Jocelyn’s wealthy parents 
won’t let her keep her child, Sarah hatches a plot to marry her 
to Black Jack Robinson, a handsome, wealthy, cultured crimi-
nal with aspirations to join society. Pritchard’s murder is still 
unsolved when his son, Harvey, is also strangled. Malloy discov-
ers that Mrs. Pritchard had a longtime lover who poses as a fam-
ily friend and that Harvey’s gambling addiction forced his father 
to allow someone to use their milk delivery wagons to move 
stolen goods. Since both deaths may be connected to deeper 
criminal enterprises, Malloy must be cautious in his investiga-
tion and rely on help from Robinson if he’s not to become the 
next victim.

Period details and charm abound in a mystery that 
packs some real surprises.

SUCH A PERFECT WIFE
White, Kate
Harper/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-06-274749-5  

Intrepid—and stylish!—crime reporter 
Bailey Weggins finds herself on the front 
line of a murder investigation in White’s 
(The Gutsy Girl Handbook: Your Manifesto for 
Success, 2018, etc.) latest.

When news of missing jogger Shan-
non Blaine goes viral, Bailey heads to upstate New York to 
investigate and report for online magazine Crime Beat. Beauti-
ful Shannon appears to have led an ideal life; she had a hand-
some, successful husband, two adorable kids, a condo in Florida, 
and a schedule flexible enough for the ritual of her daily jog. 
But of course there were also some red flags. She had recently 
started attending Catholic services after years of lapse, and 
her best friend noted that she seemed “kind of off ” when they 
spoke early on the day of her disappearance. Then Bailey and 
local reporter Alice Hatfield get an anonymous tip that sends 
them to an abandoned Catholic retreat center where they dis-
cover Shannon’s body—as well as two others—wrapped in trash 
bags and hidden in a closet. Racing against time as the story 
cools, Bailey must discover the truth behind Shannon’s perfect 
facade—before the murderer decides to get rid of loose ends. 

Who killed the milkman?
murder on trinity place
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There’s not much depth to White’s mystery or to Bailey, though 
she does suffer some loss during the course of the book, but it’s 
fun and fast-paced, easy to read. Bailey is, in many ways, a 21st-
century descendant of Edna Buchanan’s crime reporter Britt 
Montero, who ran around Miami for her true-crime scoops. 
The setting may be colder, but like Britt, Bailey is fearless, 
determined, and always fashionable.

A grown-up Nancy Drew for grown-up girl detectives.

BERLIN NOIR 
Ed. by Wörtche, Thomas
Trans. by Jones, Lucy
Akashic (256 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-61775-632-0  

A city with a rich noir past looks 
beyond its history to an equally unset-
tling present.

As editor Wörtche acknowledges, 
“Noir tradition casts a long, influential, 

and even daunting shadow” over Berlin. But most of the 13 sto-
ries are rooted firmly in the present. Michael Wuliger’s “Kad-
dish for Lazar” is the only tale to mention, even in passing, the 
Nazi era. And Rob Alef ’s “Dog Tag Afternoon” chronicles the 
death, at age 96, of one of the American pilots who flew the Ber-
lin airlift. Otherwise, the stories focus on 21st-century misery. A 
band of Nigerian immigrants torments a not-entirely-innocent 
victim in “Local Train,” by Max Annas. A family struggles to 
deal with their mentally ill sister in Zoë Beck’s haunting “Dora.” 
A depressed artist becomes an accessory to crime in Miron 
Zownir’s “Overtime.” And in Ute Cohen’s “Valverde,” a boy toy 
takes his revenge on a quintet of rich bitches. Even seemingly 
innocent contemporary pleasures provide a platform for mis-
chief. In Susanne Saygin’s “The Beauty of Kenilworth Ivy,” a vig-
ilante finds Airbnb the perfect means of locating prey. A gang of 
clueless volunteers who run a co-op watering spot cope with a 
body stashed in their freezer in Robert Rescue’s “One of These 
Days.” And in “Fashion Week,” Katja Bohnet shows that even 
the glittering annual couture fest can lead to mayhem.

Wörtche keeps his promise to show Berlin as “always 
moving forward in the present” in this determinedly con-
temporary but genuinely noir collection.

THE UNBOUND 
EMPIRE  
Caruso, Melissa
Orbit (560 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-0-316-46693-6  

Caruso completes her epic Swords 
and Fire trilogy (The Tethered Mage, 2017; 
The Defiant Heir, 2018), based in a Venice-
like city at the heart of an empire where 
magic can be wielded like a weapon.

Sadistic (and, unfortunately, immortal and nearly invulner-
able) Witch Lord Ruven of Vaskandar prepares to launch the 
large-scale invasion he’s been threatening for two previous 
books, infiltrating Raverra via the dangerous magical hybrids 
known as chimeras and an alchemical potion that puts the 
drinker, however reluctant, under his control. Meanwhile, 
Lady Amalia Cornaro, a young Raverran noblewoman with an 
unorthodox link to the fire mage Zaira, works to convince the 
Serene Imperial Assembly to pass a law freeing mages from gov-
ernment control, a tricky proposition given that mages are the 
Serene Empire’s best defense against the Witch Lords’ magic. 
She’s also still torn emotionally between Marcello, the Falconer 
Captain she loves, who is politically unsuitable as a husband, 
and a somewhat better match, Kathe, the mercurial and not 
entirely trustworthy Witch Lord she’s beginning to care for 
despite herself. The personal and the political converge explo-
sively as Ruven’s plans come to dreadful fruition: He transforms 
Marcello into a chimera forced to obey his will and strike at 
Amalia where she is most vulnerable. Amalia must depend on 
both Zaira and Kathe to protect and support her as she puzzles 
out how to defeat this seemingly indestructible foe while trying 
to guard both her heart and integrity from further injury. Once 
again, Caruso admirably refuses to pull her punches, for the 
most part. Bad things happen to good people and choices have 
real consequences. The book convincingly and compellingly 
completes Amalia’s transformation from a shy, scholarly young 
woman reluctant to grasp the reins of power into a capable 
politician willing to do what is necessary and expedient even 
if it means a personal sacrifice. Caruso’s writing has also grown 
in complexity and nuance as the author has charted Amalia’s 
course.

Thrilling while remaining both emotionally and logi-
cally true; readers will regret bidding farewell to Amalia 
and her friends.
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EXHALATION 
Chiang, Ted
Knopf (368 pp.) 
$25.95  |  May 8, 2019
978-1-101-94788-3  

Exploring humankind’s place in 
the universe and the nature of human-
ity, many of the stories in this stellar 
collection focus on how technological 
advances can impact humanity’s evolu-
tionary journey.

Chiang’s (Stories of Your Life and Others, 2002) second col-
lection begins with an instant classic, “The Merchant and the 
Alchemist’s Gate,” which won Hugo and Nebula awards for Best 
Novelette in 2008. A time-travel fantasy set largely in ancient 
Baghdad, the story follows fabric merchant Fuwaad ibn Abbas 
after he meets an alchemist who has crafted what is essentially 
a time portal. After hearing life-changing stories about others 
who have used the portal, he decides to go back in time to try 
to right a terrible wrong—and realizes, too late, that nothing 
can erase the past. Other standout selections include “The Life-
cycle of Software Objects,” a story about a software tester who, 
over the course of a decade, struggles to keep a sentient digital 
entity alive; “The Great Silence,” which brilliantly questions 
the theory that humankind is the only intelligent race in the 
universe; and “Dacey’s Patent Automatic Nanny,” which chron-
icles the consequences of machines raising human children. But 
arguably the most profound story is “Exhalation” (which won 
the 2009 Hugo Award for Best Short Story), a heart-rending 
message and warning from a scientist of a highly advanced, but 
now extinct, race of mechanical beings from another universe. 
Although the being theorizes that all life will die when the 
universes reach “equilibrium,” its parting advice will resonate 
with everyone: “Contemplate the marvel that is existence, and 
rejoice that you are able to do so.”

Visionary speculative stories that will change the way 
readers see themselves and the world around them: This 
book delivers in a big way.

WINDS OF MARQUE
Coles, Bennett R. 
Harper Voyager (368 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-0-06-282035-8  

With solar sails hoisted and war with 
the Sectoids imminent, Imperial Navy 
Subcmdr. Liam Blackwood, enigmatic 
quartermaster Amelia Virtue, and the 
crew of the HMSS Daring must stop 
space pirates from disrupting human 

supply lines in the outer sectors in the first book in a new series.
Unable to catch the pirates outright, they pose as opportu-

nistic space merchants to gather intelligence. Any booty they 
take from the pirates remains their prize, but sailing the system 

under a false flag comes with great risk: Fail, and the emperor 
will disavow all knowledge of the mission. Every member of 
the crew will be dishonorably discharged and made destitute. 
When Daring commander Sophia Riverton’s orders jeopardize 
the mission, that threat becomes all too real, and the crew slips 
closer and closer toward mutiny. Romantic complications not-
withstanding, Liam and Amelia have to uncover the truth about 
Riverton before the pirates discover their ruse and scuttle the 
mission, destroying any chance humankind has against the 
relentless Sectoids. While former Royal Canadian Naval officer 
Coles (March of War, 2017, etc.) brings nautical authenticity to 
this Napoleonic sailing era/space race mashup, he focuses more 
on the sailing and leaves the sci-fi to buzz away, sometimes 
forgotten, in the background. Nevertheless, the jaunty pace is 
unwavering and enjoyable. Coles’ female characters could have 
used greater authenticity, but overall the colorful ensemble 
adds to the fun.

Traditional science fiction lovers may get distracted 
looking for more space tech, but lovers of classic high-seas 
adventures and those who enjoy genre-bending SF will find 
this swashbuckling space adventure a worthy read.

SOULKEEPER
Dalglish, David
Orbit (704 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Mar. 19, 2019
978-0-316-41664-1

The beginning of an epic trilogy set in 
a world where magic has just returned.

“Your time of humans ends. More will 
wake.” When he hears this from a crea-
ture made of living stone, Devin can’t 
help but believe. But he still has far more 

questions than answers, starting with: Is this the end of days? 
And how much of the world has been destroyed by the mys-
terious black water that’s swept across the landscape, leaving 
nothing but rot and decay in its wake? As a Soulkeeper, Devin 
is trained to help the souls of the dead find their ways to the 
heavens and the embrace of the goddess Anwyn. But in this 
new world, with magical creatures returning, the dead walking, 
and a mountain moving toward Londheim, Devin will have to 
draw on all his skills, and friends old and new, to survive. Those 
friends include his brother-in-law, Tommy, who now has the 
ability to work magic spells, his sister, Adria, who has started 
healing the sick, plus a firekin, a faery, and a woman named Jaca-
randa, who is something completely impossible. True, Devin is 
the least interesting of these characters, but his friends’ strong 
desires make them more compelling. Dalglish (Shadowborn, 
2017, etc.) has created a rich and intriguing world and keeps the 
plot moving along at a steady pace.

Fantasy fans will enjoy this story, where everything 
is changing and the fate of the human race—and some 
appealing characters—is at stake.

Visionary speculative stories that will change the way 
readers see themselves and the world around them.

exhalation 
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AN ILLUSION OF THIEVES 
Glass, Cate
Tor (352 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-250-31100-9  

Scrappy sorcerers must band together 
to survive in a world where magic is a 
curse.

Romy isn’t Romy anymore. She’s 
Cataline, a courtesan and the favored mis-
tress of the Shadow Lord, ruler of the city 

of Cantagna. She can read, discuss high art, even use a sword. But 
there’s another skill she keeps secret—magic, a curse that means 
certain death. And when her brother, Neri, foolishly uses his 
magic in a theft, risking discovery, Cataline must give up her com-
fortable life, and the man she loves, to save his life. Back in the 
hardscrabble slum of Lizard’s Alley, Romy and Neri have to find a 
way to survive. And survival means hiding their magic at all costs. 
Until a desperate woman comes to Romy with an impossible task 
where failure means disaster, not just for Romy and Neri, but for 
all Cantagna. Now, magic may be the only thing that can save the 
city. Debut novelist Glass creates a compellingly gritty world in 
the city-state of Cantagna, and Romy makes for an engagingly 
fierce and flawed heroine. The central plot takes some time to get 
moving, but the stakes are high from the start, and once a team is 
assembled for a heist, the pace is brisk. The conclusion is satisfy-
ing but leaves plenty of room for Romy and her band of thieves to 
continue their adventures.

Fantasy fans will enjoy this lively, twisty tale of intrigue, 
theft, and double-crosses.

VESSEL
Nichols, Lisa A.
Emily Bestler/Atria (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-5011-6877-2  

Nichols’ debut novel is a tense tale 
of an astronaut’s return to Earth after 
nine years away and her struggles both 
to rejoin her former life and to solve the 
mystery of her own survival.

Catherine Wells was part of a six-per-
son team, the first humans to land on another planet outside of 
Earth’s solar system. Unfortunately, only she has returned—three 
years late, long after the whole crew was assumed dead—and 
she can’t explain either her missing team or anything that hap-
pened on the planet itself due to amnesia. NASA wants answers, 
especially because a second mission is scheduled for the same 
planet, and the determined Cal Morganson is given the job of 
finding them—either through evidence on the ship or through 
Catherine. Catherine struggles to remember what happened and 
to process her trauma, survivor’s guilt, and long solitude. Her 
family welcomes her home, but her little girl is now entering 
college, and her husband was about to remarry. Catherine’s fight 

to reclaim her life grows harder when she begins experiencing 
hyperviolent urges and blackouts—and finds herself waking up 
in restricted areas. After a disastrous brush with attempted self-
medication via alcohol, Catherine realizes this isn’t a problem she 
can solve on her own. But can she trust the skeptical and hostile 
Cal? And even if she can, will NASA’s administration accept the 
truth behind Catherine’s missing time and what really happened 
on the fateful mission? The parallel arcs of Catherine’s psycho-
logical misery and her painful relationship with her family along-
side her struggle with the destructive force inside her make for 
a suspenseful read—even if the pacing of the resolution seems a 
little too pat and workmanlike.

A strong premise and evocative psychological elements 
outweigh the story’s occasional problems, making this a 
welcome SF debut.

r o m a n c e

THE INFAMOUS DUCHESS
Barnes, Sophie
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Mar. 26, 2019
978-0-06-284974-8  

When the widowed Duchess of Tre-
maine is accused of fraud by her hus-
band’s heir, she finds an unexpected ally 
in Henry Lowell, who wants to help her 
save the hospital she’s built to take care 
of London’s poor.

Viola Cartwright, Duchess of Tre-
maine, has spent her inheritance building a hospital that caters 
to London’s poor, with the help of Dr. Florian Lowell. Viola mar-
ried the duke on his deathbed, then honored his oft-discussed 
intentions for the hospital. In fact, Viola was the daughter of 
the duke’s physician, a dear friend who’d saved the duke’s infant 
son, Robert. When Viola’s father died, the duke took her in, 
and as a teen, she’d fallen in love with Robert, who’d seduced her 
then cruelly tossed her aside. After being abroad for years, Rob-
ert returns home and accuses Viola of stealing his inheritance, 
hiring a barrister to recoup the fortune. Viola’s business part-
ner, Florian, is traveling with his wife, but his brother, Henry, 
steps in to lend help and moral support. Hiring her own bar-
rister doesn’t solve the problem, and secrets about Viola’s back-
ground damage her credibility, but Henry becomes increasingly 
devoted to her. Meanwhile, it seems Robert has a number of 
horrifying secrets of his own and some powerful enemies who 
might make him regret the choice to go after Viola. Barnes’ 
(When Love Leads to Scandal, 2019, etc.) most recent Diamonds 
in the Rough title has a lively storyline but is bogged down by 
imprecise writing; a lack of internal conflict (Henry falls for 
Viola immediately, and they don’t have any reasonable barriers 
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to a relationship); a villain of ridiculous, mustache-twirling pro-
portions; and too many instances of characters asking them-
selves why they’re doing something or characters doing things 
that make readers wonder why.

At times engaging but also variously careening and 
cumbersome.

THE PROMISE OF US
Beck, Jamie
Montlake Romance (320 pp.) 
$12.95 paper  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-5039-0524-5  

A cautious interior designer is 
brought face to face with the best friend 
who betrayed her—and her friend’s gor-
geous older brother.

When she was 15, a random act of 
violence ended Claire McKenna’s prom-

ising tennis career. She retreated to her coastal Connecticut 
hometown, surrounded by loving family and friends. Claire 
learned to live with the lingering physical effects of her bullet 
wound, but the trauma’s toll on her mind has been harder to 
overcome. After her boyfriend dumped her for her close friend 
Peyton, Claire became more frightened of loss than ever. She 
clings to her safe routines: weekly dinners with her parents, 
her book club, and her small interior design business. When 
Peyton returns home to Sanctuary Sound to recover from can-
cer treatments, her handsome older brother, Logan, joins her. 
Logan is Claire’s opposite: a Manhattan-based photojournalist 
and fashion photographer with wanderlust and an eye for stun-
ning women. At first, Logan reaches out to Claire to help repair 
her broken friendship with Peyton. Soon, Logan’s seductive 
entreaties tempt Claire to take some personal and professional 
risks. Beck (The Memory of You, 2018, etc.) is in fine form in this 
small-town romance that’s light on sensuality but thick with 
emotional entanglements. Logan accuses Claire of “settling 
for less than [she] want[s] because it’s safe,” but Claire worries 
she will be “a blip in his rearview mirror.” While their romance 
develops a tad too unhurriedly, Beck’s depiction of trauma, loss, 
friendship, and family resonates deeply.

A low-key small-town romance unflinching in its por-
trayal of the complexities of friendship and family and the 
joys and sorrows they bring.

SAVING THE MAIL 
ORDER BRIDE
Broday, Linda
Sourcebooks Casablanca (384 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-1-4926-5107-9  

A misunderstood outlaw and his 
mail-order bride meet in complicated 
circumstances.

Captured by a U.S. marshal, outlaw 
Jack Bowdre is on the way to a nearby 
town to be held for trial when the stage-

coach crashes, killing the lawman. Bowdre and the pretty 
woman sharing the coach are stunned to discover she’s the 
bride he’d sent for through a mail-order service. She’s furious 
since he’d failed to mention he was a wanted criminal in the 
many letters they’d shared. It turns out Lenora Kane has a few 
secrets of her own, however, and sticking close to Jack might 
mean staying ahead of the men chasing her, and the two make 
their way through the Texas landscape toward the town where 
Jack has settled: Hope’s Crossing, a former hideout–turned-
sanctuary where outlaws have “decided to stop their lawless 
ways and get respectable.” Along the way, they save two endan-
gered children, but once a crooked lawman and Lenora’s villain-
ous former guardian come after them with a vengeance, they’ll 
have to depend on their new community to help them survive, 
clear Jack’s name, and look to a new, promising future. Broday 
(The Outlaw’s Mail Order Bride, 2019, etc.) continues her Outlaw 
Mail Order Brides historical Western romance series with an 
interesting premise that’s poorly supported by clunky, clichéd 
writing; characters doing seemingly uncharacteristic things; 
and puzzling plot points that don’t make sense if you think 
about them.

Disappointing.

WHEN A DUCHESS SAYS I DO
Burrowes, Grace
Forever Press (368 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-5387-2898-7

Two people who have lived on the 
margins of their families find a home 
in each other in the second Rogues to 
Riches novel.

When Duncan Wentworth encoun-
ters a mystery woman in the woods of the 
estate he is managing for his cousin, the 

Duke of Walden, he knows something is amiss. Though he left 
the church in disillusionment, the former curate and teacher is 
drawn to helping people in need, as readers of Burrowes’ My 
One and Only Duke (2018) would know. He coaxes the hollow-
cheeked lady to join his household as a secretary, and she reluc-
tantly agrees, seduced by the idea of food and shelter. Their 
intimacy develops over conversations about his travels, games 

A cautious interior designer is brought 
face to face with the best friend who betrayed 
her—and her friend’s gorgeous older brother. 

the promise of us
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of chess, and a gradual sexual attraction, much in the manner of 
Mary Balogh’s classic Regency romances. But though Matilda 
Wakefield gives him her maiden name and sexual companion-
ship, she withholds her status as a widowed duchess and cau-
tions him against prying into her secrets. Inevitably, however, 
she falls in love with this honorable man, one who cannot abide 
dishonesty or racism and who is battling guilt over his past fail-
ures to protect vulnerable women. Their relationship finally 
helps him heal, but despite his wish to court Matilda, their 
bond is threatened by larger forces involving national security 
in the form of her ex-fiance, a military colonel. A momentarily 
careless act on her part finally sets off a chain of events that 
takes everyone to London for a confrontation with the men 
who have used her as a pawn. It will take the unconventional 
Walden family’s intervention and the couple’s own faith in each 
other to help her escape the web of espionage in which she was 
unwittingly entangled.   

A romance of gentle yearning and fulfillment balanced 
out by a suspense plot and a fast-paced third act

TANGLED UP IN YOU 
Chase, Samantha
Sourcebooks Casablanca (384 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-1-4926-5599-2  

A single mother falls for a wounded 
policeman with a reputation as a player, 
but their path to coupledom is blocked 
by a full spectrum of reasons to say no.

Teagan Shaughnessy feels like every-
thing is falling into place. The single 
mother has finished her graduate degree 

and landed a school counselor position in the same Carolina 
beach town where her large family of Shaughnessy cousins lives. 
The only child of a military family, Teagan swore she’d never 
lead that migrant life, but then she fell in love with Logan, a 
career-minded soldier who died in battle before they were 
married, and before he knew she was pregnant. Teagan’s life 
is devoted to her 5-year-old son, Lucas, and she’s never even 
contemplated starting a relationship. But then, at a family 
barbecue, she meets her cousin Quinn’s brother-in-law, Bobby, 
a Myrtle Beach police officer who was shot during a holdup. 
Bobby and Teagan are drawn to each other but begin a roller-
coaster relationship of will-we, won’t-we, holding up one thing 
after another to convince themselves they need to stay apart, 
including Lucas; Bobby’s reputation; family disapproval, espe-
cially from Quinn; Bobby’s dangerous career; and Teagan’s lack 
of confidence around Bobby’s myriad exes in his hometown. 
Chase (Suddenly Mine, 2019, etc.) is a crowd-pleaser, and the 
Shaughnessys crew a popular romance series, but the continu-
ous back and forth between Bobby and Teagan, both to each 
other and in their own heads, sometimes from one page to the 
next, becomes tiresome and paints the characters as annoying 
and emotionally immature.

A rare disappointment from Chase.

A PRINCE ON PAPER 
Cole, Alyssa
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-0-06-268558-2  

The third and final installment of 
Cole’s Reluctant Royals series (A Duke by 
Default, 2018, etc.) probes the ways social 
expectations can diminish a person’s 
autonomy and how the vulnerability of 
deep romantic love can make people 
stronger.

Nya Jerami, the granddaughter of respected elders of the 
powerful African nation of Thesalo, returns home for a family 
wedding with fear and trepidation. Nya had fled to New York 
after discovering that her father, once a respected government 
minister, was guilty of blackmail, treason, and, worst of all, the 
politically motivated poisoning of members of his own family. 
Nya had always been kind, with a naturally trusting attitude that 
reflected the goodness in her heart. Her father’s betrayal threw 
her life into a tailspin, shattering her trust. Now, with her father 
in prison, she is “a woman who’d come to the end of the bread-
crumb trail and didn’t know where to go next.” The wedding 
puts Nya in close proximity to her crush, Johan von Braustein, 
the Tabloid Prince of Liechtienbourg, who finds in Nya a potent 
invader of his carefully constructed defenses. Johan’s playboy 
persona is a cover, designed, so he tells himself, to draw media 
attention away from his younger brother, the heir to the throne. 
But having lost his beloved mother at a young age, Johan is ter-
rified of intimacy and its potential to lead to pain and loss. As 
Johan’s radiant energy draws Nya in, her quiet strength entices 
him “to stop pretending, to stop guarding his emotions like a 
dragon watching over its hoard.” Their road to happiness is 
compellingly bumpy, with political intrigue on two continents 
and the interference of friends and family, many of whom will 
be delightfully familiar to readers of the first two installments 
of the series. In a book by a less skilled writer, a subplot involv-
ing a character’s emerging nonbinary gender identity might feel 
unnecessary, but not here. Nya and Johan’s swoony sexual ten-
sion evolves into a scorching exploration that recognizes Nya’s 
relative inexperience while rendering the pair’s matched desire, 
fulfillment, and power.

A gifted writer at the top of her emotional, sexy, roman-
tic, and inclusive game.
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THE BRIDE TEST 
Hoang, Helen
Berkley (320 pp.) 
$15.00 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-451-49082-7  

A young Vietnamese woman seizes 
an opportunity to travel to America in 
hopes of finding a husband and a better 
life.

Esme Tran isn’t ashamed that she 
supports her family by working as a maid 

in a Ho Chi Minh City hotel, but she secretly wishes for a dif-
ferent life for herself and her 5-year-old daughter. After a chance 
encounter, a wealthy American woman invites Esme to spend 
the summer in the U.S., hoping Esme might be a good match for 
her son. Meanwhile, back in California, Khai is horrified to find 
that his mother has taken this drastic step, but he agrees to host 
Esme if his mother promises never to interfere in his life again. 
Hoang (The Kiss Quotient, 2018) has a gift for developing lay-
ered, complex, and dynamic characters. As a man with autism, 
Khai has dealt with the traumas of his past by convincing him-
self he has a heart of stone and is literally unable to love. Esme 
wants a better life for herself but wonders if Khai could ever 
be interested in her if he knew the truth: She’s uneducated and 
has a young daughter she’s hasn’t told him about. Their misun-
derstandings and attempts to connect are full of grace, humor, 
and pathos. After an awkward sexual encounter, Khai asks his 
brother for sex advice in a painfully funny scene, and Esme’s 
feelings of anger and hurt are just as lovingly crafted. As Khai 
and Esme spend more time together, they find that despite 
their differences, they are a perfect match. Their individual 
character arcs—Khai learning to understand his own heart and 
Esme’s determination to pursue her goals and dreams—are just 
as pleasing and powerful as their evolution as a couple.

A stunning, superior romance.

SMITTEN BY THE BRIT 
Johnson, Melonie
St. Martin’s (384 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  May 28, 2019
978-1-250-19305-6  

After an English professor’s fiance 
cheats on her, she accepts a summer 
teaching position in England and gravi-
tates toward a sexy English nobleman, 
but as their affair heats up, the Anglo-
phile finds herself in the midst of an 
Austen-worthy romantic drama.

Bonnie Blythe has been with her fiance, Gabe, “forever,” 
so she’s stunned when she finds him in bed with another 
woman. His betrayal opens the door to accepting a dream 
teaching assignment at Cambridge, though, and sends her 
into the arms of Theo, who’s scheduled to be the best man 
at her best friend’s upcoming wedding. Though they start 

slow, there’s been an attraction since the second they met 
a year earlier, and acting on it has Bonnie wondering if her 
future lies with this sexy, intense duke, tucked in the Lake 
District cottage they both love. Theo’s finances are precari-
ous, however, a situation exacerbated by his overly developed 
sense of duty to his family and the many people who depend 
on them for their livelihoods. For once he wants to buck his 
obligations, because Bonnie makes him happy and life with-
out her seems bleak, but his mother’s demand to find a rich 
bride dims his hopes for a happy-ever-after. The sophomore 
effort from Johnson may be even better than her exceptional 
debut (Hot for the Scot, 2019), and her navigation of betrayal, 
heartbreak, noblesse oblige, family pressure, disappoint-
ment, and the healing power of love add up to another ter-
rific read. Along with the snappy dialogue, sizzling emotional 
and sexual tension (with a couple of very hot sex scenes), and 
full-blooded characters, Johnson weaves in references to art, 
literature, music, and other cultural touchstones that add 
depth and authenticity to the tale.

Another delightful winner from an author on the rise.

LADY NOTORIOUS
Romain, Theresa
Zebra (368 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Mar. 26, 2019
978-1-4201-4545-8  

A female investigator agrees to help 
a nobleman who fears his father might 
have been murdered.

Cassandra Benton is an essential part 
of her twin brother Charles’ success as a 
Bow Street Runner. George, Lord North-
brook, has hired them to help solve a per-

plexing mystery. Forty years earlier, George’s father, the Duke 
of Ardmore, entered into a financial pact with 10 friends; each 
member contributed an equal sum to a pool of investment funds, 
and the last one alive will inherit the entire amount. However, 
three men in the pact have died under suspicious circumstances 
in the past year. When Cass’ brother breaks his leg and can no 
longer work, Cass feels the weight of responsibility for keeping 
the family afloat. Fearing for his father’s life, George agrees that 
Cass should continue to work on the case alone. He hatches 
a plot to pass her off as a cousin, allowing her entrance to the 
ton where they can quietly investigate which of the remain-
ing members might have a motive to commit murder. Romain 
(Lady Rogue, 2018, etc.) deftly weaves together the romance and 
mystery plots in this pleasing, enjoyable novel. Both characters 
grapple with dilemmas of family and identity. George focuses 
on scientific experiments as a distraction from his parents’ 
addictions. Of particular note, Cass’ character arc is carefully 
crafted, believable, and wholly feminist. No longer content with 
a pattern of “saving” her brother and putting men first, Cass is 
determined to focus on her own goals, needs, and happiness. 
Although they are from different classes, George can’t help but 
be attracted to a woman as competent and self-assured as Cass, 

A young Vietnamese woman seizes an opportunity to travel to 
America in hopes of finding a husband and a better life. 

the bride test
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but can she keep her newfound independence while entangled 
in a romantic relationship with George?

A refreshing historical romance featuring a partner-
ship between equals.

EVERY LAST BREATH
Rushdan, Juno
Sourcebooks Casablanca (448 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-1-4926-8608-8  

A covert operations agent must con-
front her demons as she partners with a 
man from her past to intercept a biologi-
cal weapon in this debut romance.

Maddox Kinkade hasn’t had it easy 
in nearly a decade. She lost her fiance 
and betrayed his family in an effort to 

gain her CIA–agent father’s love. Instead, the process nearly 
killed her with grief, and she steeled herself to become an 
operative for the Gray Box, a government-sanctioned agency 
that specializes in secret world-saving missions. Her latest 
assignment is stopping the sale of a new strain of smallpox, 
and the first step is tracking down a man named Cole Mat-
thews. But not only is Cole resistant to working with any sort 
of government agency, he also turns out to be the man Mad-
dox loved and inadvertently double-crossed nine years ago. 
To complicate matters even more than a fiance coming back 
from the dead and a world on the brink of biological warfare 
is a string of assassinations occurring around the globe. Cole 
and Maddox have to contend with the dangers of acquiring a 
bioweapon while addressing the baggage that tore them apart 
as younger adults. Rushdan is a fresh, exciting voice with a tal-
ent for action-packed pacing and complicated entanglements. 
With a dizzying amount of jargon and acronyms for the reader 
to keep straight, the book sometimes gets bogged down by 
bureaucracy, though the scenes between Cole and Maddox are 
thick with tension. It’s a promising start to both a new roman-
tic suspense series and a new writer in the genre, as all the 
separate subplots reach their aha moments and come together 
in an edge-of-your seat conclusion.

A romantic thriller that handily juggles emotional 
intensity and a heart-pounding, James Bond–ian adventure.

A SONG FOR THE STARS
Todd, Ilima
Shadow Mountain (304 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-62972-528-4  

A fictionalized version of the romance 
between a Hawaiian princess and an Eng-
lish naval officer from Cook’s last fate-
ful voyage, one of the first hapa haole 
(half-white, half-Hawaiian) marriages on 
record.

Maile, daughter of a Hawaiian high chief, looks forward to 
her marriage to Ikaika, her father’s prime navigator, but after a 
misunderstanding with Capt. James Cook instigates a skirmish 
which causes the captain’s and Ikaika’s deaths, Maile becomes 
the conflicted nurse of English officer John Harbottle. At first 
considered an enemy, John is able, with help from Maile, to 
convince her father to let him and his men help them against a 
threat from a neighboring island. Meanwhile, Maile is assigned 
to teach John their ancient navigation principles so the Eng-
lishmen can get back home since one of the things that caused 
the skirmish were missing navigation instruments, presumed 
stolen. John and Maile’s time together leads to mutual respect 
and tender feelings, though John’s expected departure shadows 
their growing love. Todd’s (Resist, 2016, etc.) first adult novel is 
based on her fourth great-grandparents Harbottle and Papa-
paunauapu (Maile in the novel) and is a delightful amalgamation 
of fact and fiction as well as a beautifully rendered peek into 
Hawaiian society before any large Western influence. Through 
Maile’s first-person narrative and John’s occasional diary entries, 
Todd explains ancient Hawaiian customs, beliefs, and wisdom, 
including actual navigational methods, and creates a clever, 
multifaceted heroine. A trend in the romance world often has 
female characters rendered as anachronistically feminist, which 
isn’t quite the case with Maile, though readers may wonder if a 
woman in a society as rigid as the one described here could have 
had the influence she does throughout the book. Still, the story 
is captivating.

Astute and luminous, like its heroine.

UNBROKEN COWBOY
Yates, Maisey
Harlequin HQN (384 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-335-04112-8  

A young Oregon woman must con-
front her longtime crush on her former 
sister-in-law’s brother, a professional bull 
rider, after a serious injury lands him in 
her care.

Beatrix Leighton is used to being the 
odd one. With a history of taking in any and every wounded 
animal, Bea has a knack for rehabilitating those in need, though 
her patients are always of the four-legged variety. When Dane 



y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   r o m a n c e   |   1  m a r c h  2 0 1 9   |   5 9

Parker gets trampled by a bull, it could mean the end of his 
career. It’s eight months into his recovery, and Dane is going 
stir crazy, tired of his sister, Lindy, and his friend Bea waiting 
on him hand and foot. He needs a purpose, and Bea might be 
able to give him something temporary as she puts her dreams 
of opening an animal sanctuary into effect. As the pair spend 
an increasing amount of time together, Bea suspects her crush 
might not be as one-sided as she thought. Newcomers to Yates’ 
(The Spaniard’s Untouched Bride, 2019, etc.) Gold Valley series 
will be lost, thrust into a quagmire of family relationships that 
have been built up through the previous books. Dane is a rather 
unlikable hero with his constant infantilizing of Bea. He also 
offensively refers to himself as “looking like a damned cripple” 
and laments the fact that he’s been unable to pick up women 
while healing. Bea struggles with feelings of abandonment and 
harbors a heartbreaking family secret, but neither character’s 
baggage is a realistic explanation for the cyclical arguments 
they have regarding commitment. The conflicts, internal and 
external, are messy and nonsensical.

Needlessly dramatic, with too many characters for a 
new reader to keep straight.
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nonfiction
WHEN YOU LEARN 
THE ALPHABET
Allen, Kendra
Univ. of Iowa (160 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  Apr. 15, 2019
978-1-60938-629-0  

Winner of the 2018 Iowa Prize for 
Literary Nonfiction, a slender book that 
moves across genres—blended poetry 
and prose, memoir, journal, academic 

and personal essay—to speak of life as a young African-Amer-
ican woman.

“People who love me but not my skin tell me at least I’m a 
pretty dark-skinned girl, an insult as salutation,” Allen writes of 
the layers of her experience and the larger African-American 
experience, from surface appearances (“they do not see cara-
mel, yella bones, creole, good hair, bad hair....They don’t see 
chocolate, bleaching creams, sunscreens, brown skin, light 
skin, they just see African”) to family dynamics to the power of 
words. A standout piece on the last matter is her essay “How 
to Workshop N-Words,” which should be required reading for 
writing instructors everywhere: She writes of the self-satisfac-
tion of nonblack professors assigning texts by black writers 
who “taught them something about their whiteness” and the 
inevitable moment in which the N-word arises. “It just doesn’t 
sound good,” she writes. Collective conditioning, collective 
guilt, respectability politics, institutional racism: Though only 
10 pages long, the essay packs a lot of punch into a short space, 
and with luck it will produce at least some of the desired effect 
of lessening the use of a word that, Allen writes, produces “an 
instantly unstable, volatile feeling.” The author turns the lens 
on herself when examining the fraught place of gayness in 
the African-American community, confessing to comfortable 
accession to “straight privilege” and challenging those who 

“have used God as a rationalization for their made up minds all 
their lives.” Some of the pieces are less consequential, among 
them a notebook-ish account of a visit to Paris, but most are 
memorable indeed: “We all stay broken,” she writes in one essay, 

“and are all good at breaking.”
A promising debut from a writer with much to say.

CROSBY, STILLS, NASH AND YOUNG by David Browne ..............61

OLIVER WENDELL HOLMES by Stephen Budiansky ........................61
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THE ICE AT THE END OF THE WORLD by Jon Gertner ................... 71

OTTOMAN ODYSSEY by Alev Scott ...................................................83

BOOM by Michael Shnayerson ............................................................85

LOTHARINGIA by Simon Winder ...................................................... 88

FALL AND RISE by Mitchell Zuckoff ................................................ 88

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

STONY THE ROAD
Reconstruction, White
Supremacy, and the
Rise of Jim Crow
Gates Jr., Henry Louis
Penguin Press (320 pp.)
$30.00  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-525-55953-5
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MY DAD, YOGI
A Memoir of Family and 
Baseball
Berra, Dale
Hachette (256 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-316-52545-9  

A son polishes his famous father’s 
legend while confessing how and why he 
fell short of his own potential.

Nobody ever thought Dale Berra 
would be another Yogi, but Dale wasn’t just riding his father’s 
coattails. As he tells it, “I was the best prospect in the Pirates 
organization, the best minor league prospect in the country. 
Triple-A is filled with the best prospects, and I was better than 
all of them.” Even more than his father, who had faced consider-
able resistance from his Italian immigrant father about making 
a living by playing a game, Dale was set on playing major league 
ball—and there was no Plan B. Though he made it to the majors 
before he was 22, he was out of baseball less than a decade later. 
Even if it hadn’t been for the cocaine, he likely wouldn’t have 
been good enough to fulfill the expectations of a first-round 
draft choice. This memoir is really two stories: First is the famil-
iar one of the famous father as seen through the eyes of the sons 
who loved him. (Dale’s brothers are quoted extensively, and 
they all loved and respected their father even if he didn’t play 
catch with them and wasn’t around much during the baseball 
season.) Those who want to learn about Yogi Berra will get a 
good introduction here, but there are better biographies, along 
with plenty of accounts of the Yankee championship teams of 
which he was such an integral part. That leaves Dale’s story, and 
it is no more exceptional as a drug recovery story than his base-
ball career was. He used cocaine “because, literally, everyone 
was doing it,” and one of his arrests cost him his first marriage. 
His family staged an intervention when he continued using, and 
he has been sober for two decades since.

The author is to be commended for straightening out 
his life, but his memoir is not very reflective or illuminating.

CROSBY, STILLS, NASH 
AND YOUNG 
The Wild, Definitive 
Saga of Rock’s Greatest 
Supergroup
Browne, David
Da Capo (480 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 1, 2019
978-0-306-90328-1  

A warts-and-all—mostly warts—look 
at the legendary musical group.

Judging by Rolling Stone contributing editor Browne’s (So 
Many Roads: The Life and Times of the Grateful Dead, 2015, etc.) 
latest book, it’s altogether improbable that all four members of 
Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young should still be alive and perhaps 

even more improbable that they smoothed out their feuds and 
egomania enough to record together for so long. The story 
begins with David Crosby and Stephen Stills plotting to lure 
Graham Nash from the Hollies. Characteristically, the three 
can’t agree on where they first sang together, but it appears to 
have been a Hollywood street outside a club where the British 
band was playing in February 1968. Stills emerges in these pages 
as a stern taskmaster given to running the trio—and, intermit-
tently, quartet, with the addition of fellow Buffalo Springfield 
alum Neil Young—as a military outfit, staying up with chemi-
cal help for days at a time to get exactly the right sound down 
on tape. For his part, Nash often figures as peacemaker and 
go-between, although Browne makes it clear that the peace-
and-love avatar has both an ego and a temper. Throw the head-
in-the-clouds Crosby into the mix, and it’s a perfect recipe for 
volatility—and magic. The author appears to have talked to 
nearly every living soul with a part to play in the band’s long 
career, except for Stills and Young, who disagreed on nearly 
everything about the group but came together in keeping mum. 
Says Crosby, meaningfully, “We had a good band. It was easy. I 
made a good paycheck. But we had gotten to the point where we 
really didn’t like each other.” Though the narrative takes some 
of the bloom off the Flower Power rose, it also celebrates those 
fine moments when the band merged to make such epochal 
songs as “Suite: Judy Blue Eyes” and “Ohio.”

Fans of CSN(Y) may find this disenchanting, but 
Browne delivers an excellent portrait of a troubled part-
nership. (16 pages of b/w photos)

OLIVER WENDELL 
HOLMES 
A Life in War, Law, 
and Ideas
Budiansky, Stephen
Norton (560 pp.) 
$29.95  |  May 28, 2019
978-0-393-63472-3  

A top-notch new biography of Oliver 
Wendell Holmes Jr. (1841-1935).

Turning the influential judge’s life 
into a page-turner seems a highly difficult task, but journal-
ist and historian Budiansky (Code Warriors: NSA’s Codebreakers 
and the Secret Intelligence War Against the Soviet Union, 2016, etc.) 
succeeds admirably. The son of a well-known physician and an 
abolitionist, Holmes dropped out of Harvard to enlist in 1861. 
During three years of Civil War service, he suffered terribly and 
almost died. The war eliminated his youthful ideals but may 
have contributed to his judicial philosophy. Recovering from 
injuries, he completed law school and launched a legal career, 
impressing colleagues with his charm and legal scholarship. His 
writing is still quoted, and his briefs were more succinct than 
most. Appointed to the Massachusetts Supreme Court in 1882 
and U.S. Supreme Court in 1902, Holmes became a major fig-
ure in overturning the traditional view that law stems from 
authority—codes, the Bible, the Constitution—in favor of 

A son polishes his famous father’s legend while confessing 
how and why he fell short of his own potential.

my dad, yogi
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legal realism, which interprets law through its effect on soci-
ety. Although still known as the “great dissenter” (not exactly a 
mark of success), his decisions made him popular among pro-
gressives and provided legal support for economic regulation 
and the expansion of personal freedom. Conservatives may 
cringe at his quip, “I really like paying taxes. With them, I buy 
civilization,” but Budiansky emphasizes that Holmes’ vaunted 
liberalism was evident only in his legal decisions and sometimes 
not even there. An abolitionist before the war, he showed little 
sympathy for African-Americans afterward. He opposed wom-
en’s suffrage and despised labor unions, socialists, and other 
movements that claimed to oppose injustice. Yet, a man of 

“skeptical temperament to the core...he never mistook his own 
views for eternal truth.” Absent a clear danger, he maintained 
that obnoxious opinions deserved the same rights as his own. 
This remains a minority view in America, and legal realism, in 
decline since the 1960s, shows no signs of reviving.

An entirely fascinating biography of one of America’s 
most important legal minds. (90 illustrations)

INFINITY IN THE PALM OF 
YOUR HAND
Fifty Wonders That Reveal an 
Extraordinary Universe
Chown, Marcus
Diversion Books (224 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-63576-594-6  

A genial tour of the universe and its 
mysteries.

According to Einsteinian and other 
theories of relativity, light should take about 8.5 minutes to 
zoom from the sun to Earth. Yet, as New Scientist cosmology 
consultant Chown (The Ascent of Gravity: The Quest to Under
stand the Force that Explains Everything, 2017, etc.) notes, it takes 
much longer—30,000 years, in fact. The delay has to do with 
the density of the sun and the circuitous route that light must 
take in order to leave: “Photons are like Christmas shoppers 
fighting their way down a crowded street,” writes the author. 

“They cannot go in a straight line but are forced to zigzag.” In 
the case of light from the sun, it can advance no more than a 
centimeter before pinging elsewhere, and before you know 
it—well, as Chown notes, the light now bathing us was born 
during the last Ice Age. The author writes with gods-for-clods, 
rocks-for-jocks enthusiasm: “Some slime molds have thirteen 
sexes. (And you think you have difficulty finding and keeping 
a partner!).” Though the rhetorical ploy gets old, there’s plenty 
for more advanced students to ponder, such as Chown’s passing 
note that all life is really cellular life. Indeed, there are lots of 
moments that will stir the imaginations of meditative stoners. 
For example, the air we breathe was also very likely breathed 
by Marilyn Monroe, Julius Caesar, and “the last Tyrannosaurus 
Rex ever to have stalked the earth.” Also, the laws of probability 
suggest that the number of possible earths and their possible 
inhabitants are uncountably unknowable: “There are an infinite 

Anyone who pays attention to cur-
rent affairs knows that there is plenty 
of injustice in this country, from rac-
ism to sexism to homophobia to eco-
nomic inequality. In the coming two 
months, four women writers, all of 
whom are leaders in their respective 
fields, vigorously confront injustice in 
three urgent books.

As our reviewer notes in a starred 
review, Charged (April 9), by New York 

Times Magazine writer Emily Bazelon, who teaches at Yale 
Law School, “exposes flaws in the criminal justice sys-
tem, with an emphasis on the untrammeled power of lo-
cal prosecutors.” The author offers a forceful, impressively 
researched narrative that remains accessible to nonlawyer 
readers, creating “a vitally important new entry in the con-
tinued heated debates about criminal justice.”

In her first book, Until We Reckon (March 5), Danielle 
Sered, the founder of Brooklyn-based Common Justice, 
delivers a similarly powerful indictment of the criminal 
justice system. As we note in a starred review, the author 

“convincingly attacks the conventional wisdom about vio-
lent crimes, appropriate punishment, and how to repair 
the criminal (in)justice system, resulting in a “top-notch 
entry into the burgeoning incarceration debate.”

Finally, in How We Fight White Supremacy (March 26), 
which addresses this unfortunately resurgent scourge, Col
orlines colleagues Akiba Solomon and Kenrya Rankin pres-
ent the dynamic viewpoints of some 
of today’s most important voices 
on racial issues, including, among 
others, Ta-Nehisi Coates, Patrisse 
Khan-Cullors, Mumia Abu-Jamal, 
and Kiese Laymon. As our review-
er writes, “any reader who believes 
strongly in their own progressivism 
will still learn from various passag-
es about how people of color deal 
with certain realities every day. As 
these pieces demonstrate, white su-
premacy does not always take obvi-
ous forms such as violence; [the] contributors show that it 
can take subtler forms.” Hopefully, this thought-provok-
ing, eye-opening, and useful book will “fulfill the wish of 
the co-authors that readers craft potent strategies to resist 
white supremacy.” —E.L.

Eric Liebetrau is the nonfiction and managing editor. 

crusading 
against injustice

Photo courtesy Leah O
verstreet



number of galaxies that look just like our own galaxy containing 
an infinite number of versions of you, whose lives, up until this 
moment, have been absolutely identical to yours.”

Heavy stuff lightly spun—just the thing for the science 
buff in the house.

HONORABLE EXIT
How a Few Brave Americans 
Risked All to Save Our 
Vietnamese Allies at the End 
of the War
Clarke, Thurston
Doubleday (448 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-0-385-53964-7  

A detailed account of the last des-
perate days of the American presence in 

Vietnam.
Clarke (JFK’s Last Hundred Days: The Transformation of a 

Man and the Emergence of a Great President, 2013, etc.) begins 
his harrowing narrative with Dutch photojournalist Hugh van 
Es’ famous photograph of people lined up on a stairway to the 
roof of 22 Gia Long St. in Saigon, being helped into a helicopter 
by a man in a white shirt and dark pants. While this shot has 
become “the last great photograph” of an ignoble war Ameri-
cans “have spent decades trying to forget,” the author sees the 
gesture of the U.S. Embassy’s deputy air operations officer, O.B. 
Harnage, as he reaches out to help evacuating Vietnamese, as 
noble, even heroic. Indeed, many of the U.S. personnel at the 
bitter end of American occupation went to great personal and 
professional lengths, often illegally, to help the approximately 
130,000 Vietnamese who made it out. On one hand, these 
Americans knew that anyone connected to the U.S. or to the 
administration of President Nguyen Van Thieu, which was bol-
stered by the U.S., would suffer serious reprisals when the Com-
munists arrived. On the other hand, some officials, including 
Ambassador Graham Martin, believed that “any indication that 
the United States was preparing an evacuation would demor-
alize South Vietnam’s military.” Clarke methodically traces the 

“omens” that showed the writing on the wall of South Vietnam’s 
capitulation—e.g., the fall of Phuoc Binh, north of Saigon, in 
January 1975 or the American decision to halt the allocation 
of any more financial aid or military support. The Paris Peace 
Accords of January 1973, which had led to a cease-fire, had been 
unceremoniously violated by both sides, and America had had 
enough. In the end, despite persistent finger pointing, Secre-
tary of State Henry Kissinger became insistent that the U.S. had 
a moral obligation to evacuate South Vietnamese allies. Moving 
to a hair-raising climax, Clarke meticulously sifts through hasty 
evacuation measures and relates the sad stories of those who 
did not make it out.

A welcome addition to the literature on the Vietnam 
War. (16 pages of photos)

DRAGON’S JAW
An Epic Story of Courage and 
Tenacity in Vietnam
Coonts, Stephen & Tillman, Barrett
Da Capo (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 14, 2019
978-0-306-90347-2  

The detailed story of American 
pilots’ attempts to destroy a key bridge 
during the Vietnam War.

Bestselling novelist and decorated 
Navy aviator Coonts (The Armageddon File, 2017, etc.) teams up 
with air warfare historian Tillman (On Wave and Wing: The 100 
Year Quest to Perfect the Aircraft Carrier, 2017, etc.) for an account 
that looks well past its nominal subject to give a wide-ranging 
history of the Vietnam War in the air. The Thanh Hoa bridge, 
completed in 1964, got the name “Dragon’s Jaw” from the rock 
formations on which it was built. Carrying a highway and a 
railroad line, it was a strategic transportation link as well as a 
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matter of national pride for North Vietnam. As such, the bridge 
became an important target for American forces. But its robust 
construction—and the defensive measures around it—made it 
an infuriatingly resistant target. The authors detail one assault 
after another, listing pilots killed or captured in the attempt 
and providing the stories of those who attacked it without suc-
cess. Coonts’ novelistic skills make the set pieces compelling, 
and attentive readers will get an education in the evolving tech-
nology of air warfare and anti-aircraft defense. The narrative is 
especially memorable for its account of the naval aviators who 
launched their attacks from carriers, many of whom are quoted 
at length. The authors also draw on North Vietnamese records, 
though with a degree of skepticism. At the same time, they are 
scathing in their attack on American leaders, especially Lyndon 
Johnson and Robert McNamara, for their failure to press the air 
war as hard as they might have out of fear of bringing Chinese 
troops into the conflict. Several bombing halts gave the North 
time to build up its forces and launch offensives. In the end, 
advances in weaponry gave the bombers the edge they needed 
to bring down the bridge—though it took years of relentless 
attacks and the loss of numerous planes and pilots to do so.

A vivid history of the long campaign against the Drag-
on’s Jaw Bridge; especially recommended for aficionados 
of air warfare. (16pages of b/w photos)

GRAVITY’S CENTURY
From Einstein’s Eclipse to 
Images of Black Holes
Cowen, Ron
Harvard Univ. (176 pp.) 
$26.95  |  May 6, 2019
978-0-674-97496-8  

A brief history of the past 100 years 
of experimentation related to Einstein’s 
theory of relativity, black holes, and 
more.

The 100th anniversary of the 1919 eclipse photographs that 
showed the sun’s gravity bending light waves and made Einstein 
a superstar has not gone unnoticed, so readers seeking a primer 
on relativity can choose from a rush of popular books, which 
includes this slim, earnest account. What’s relative in relativ-
ity is motion, explains science writer Cowen. No matter how 
an observer moves, the laws of physics and speed of light never 
change. This sounds trivial, but the consequences are bizarre. 
In his 1905 discovery of special relativity, Einstein proved that 
time passes more slowly and objects grow heavier as they move 
faster. Time would stop and an object’s weight become infinite 
at the speed of light, so this is an unreachable limit. Special 
relativity is easy; only high school math is required, but it only 
applies to steady motion. Einstein’s general relativity theory 
of 1915 explained all motion, which includes acceleration and 
gravity. This formulation turned out to be wildly difficult. The 
math was so complicated that Einstein needed a mathemati-
cian friend’s help. Cowen delivers a solid history of relativity’s 
past 100 years. He works diligently and sometimes successfully 

to describe concepts such as curved space, black holes, gravi-
tational waves, and dark energy. Most popular accounts admit 
that relativity explains the macroscopic universe but fails 
at the atomic level, which follows laws of the century’s other 
great breakthrough in physics: quantum mechanics. Physicists 
are working hard to reconcile the two theories; none of many 
ingenious hypotheses have stood up, and Cowen’s imaginative 
efforts to explain them are only partially successful—but this is 
not an area where popular writers excel.

A fine introduction to the basics—if not the complexi-
ties—of relativity. (10 photos; 11 illustrations)

NO WALLS AND THE 
RECURRING DREAM
A Memoir
DiFranco, Ani
Viking (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-7352-2517-6  

The Grammy-winning artist recounts 
the eventful story of her life as a musician 
and feminist political activist.

The daughter of an architect mother 
and an engineer father, DiFranco grew up in 1970s Buffalo as a 
cheerfully independent misfit who loved horses and poetry. After 
her brother was hospitalized for psychiatric issues, she shifted 
her attention to dancing and music. She learned to play guitar 
from a colorful public school artist-in-residence named Michael 
and came to realize that music “brought me deeper and deeper 
into the world” in a way that dancing did not. When her mother 
left the family, DiFranco followed her but then left to strike out 
on her own as an emancipated teenager, sleeping in bus stations, 
gigging with Michael, and working to finish high school early. 
Then she moved to New York and, at age 18, started selling tapes 
of what became her eponymous debut album. DiFranco also 
began a long, complex relationship with Scot Fisher, who helped 
her manage her newly founded label, Righteous Babe Records. 
In between playing clubs and festivals at home and abroad, 
DiFranco took classes at the New School for Social Research, 
discovered feminism, and began experimenting with bisexual 
polyamory. Her commitment to left-wing political activism also 
blossomed, and she engaged in protests against the first Gulf 
War and American intervention in El Salvador. By the mid-1990s, 
DiFranco moved out of the hardscrabble underground scene and 
into the mainstream, which now recognized her as a major tal-
ent and successful entrepreneur. Marriage to her sound engineer 
and tours around the world followed. Yet in the midst of triumph, 
she still felt “utterly alone.” Like post–9/11 America, she would 
endure several “years of flailing” along an uncertain path. Inter-
spersed throughout with feminist/political musings and anec-
dotes about such music legends as Pete Seeger, Prince, and Bob 
Dylan, DiFranco’s tale celebrates both independent music and an 
unconventional life daringly lived.

A refreshingly frank and free-spirited memoir from a 
feminist icon.



WHITE
Ellis, Bret Easton
Knopf (272 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-0-525-65630-2  

The author of American Psycho (1991) 
and a half-dozen other novels returns 
with a series of thematically related 
essays.

Ellis (Imperial Bedrooms, 2010, etc.)—
who also has a podcast to which he often 

refers and who has also worked extensively on various film and 
TV projects—will not endear himself to those who are politi-
cally left-leaning. Repeatedly, he assails liberals for failing to 
accept the election of Donald Trump—and for helping to make 
everyone hysterical about having to see, read, and think about 
things we don’t agree with. The left, he writes near the end, has 
become “a rage machine.” Ellis’ text also displays aspects of 
memoir: One piece deals with his early (and continuing) fond-
ness for films, which his father cultivated by taking him, even 

at a young age, to some very “adult” movies. These memories 
lead him to discuss Richard Gere, Judd Nelson, Molly Ringwald, 
and Tom Cruise. American Psycho is also a leitmotif: Ellis tells us 
about the conception and writing of the novel, lets us know that 
the brutality existed only in the imagination of his protagonist, 
and makes other comments about the film and the subsequent 
musical, which lost money. He slowly leads us, as well, into a 
discussion of his sexuality and his various relationships. Ulti-
mately, though, his principal interest is in the fractured Ameri-
can culture, political and otherwise. He rails against college 
students who demand “trigger warnings”; blasts the traditional 
media; tells stories about the excessive reactions to his tweets; 
and celebrates some current cultural outcasts, including Charlie 
Sheen, Roseanne Barr, and Kanye West. He lashes out at certain 
writers while delivering praise to others—e.g., he admires Joan 
Didion and Jonathan Franzen.

Well-written pieces bubbling with attitude and self-con-
fidence but, at times, as judgmental as those Ellis condemns.
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
T Kira Madden

IN HER MEMOIR, RELATIONSHIPS WITH FEMALE FAMILY 
MEMBERS, FRIENDS, AND LOVERS ARE OFTEN HER SALVATION
By Megan Labrise

Two months after her father’s death, T Kira 
Madden went to a writing residency to work on her 
first novel. She returned home with the makings of 
a memoir.

“At first it was going to be a tribute book to my 
father that was just about him,” Madden says of the 
scribbled notes that became Long Live the Tribe of 
Fatherless Girls (March 19). “Then I realized I can’t 
really write about this without bringing in this, and 
my mother started coming into the picture. And I 
can’t really talk about my mother without talking 
about drugs. I can’t talk about drugs without talk-

ing about horses, etc., etc.—it just grew and grew.”
Madden mostly grew up in tony Boca Raton, the 

daughter of a Chinese-Hawaiian ex-model mother 
and rich white shoe mogul father who married sev-
eral years after her birth. Enrolled in private school 
and equestrian lessons, she had her own horses, 
luxury vacations, and unlimited access to the latest, 
most stylish shoes. But at various points, access to 
her parents was limited by their addictions, leaving 
Madden questing for connection.

“I wanted love the size of a fist,” she writes. 
“Something I could hold, something hot and 
knuckled and alive. What I wanted was my freck-
led cheeks printed on cheap paper, stapled at the 
ears, the flyers torn from telephone poles and the 
scales of palm trees, a sliver of my face left flapping 
in the wind. I wanted to be the diametric opposite 
of who I was; am. To get gone. I wanted limbs dan-
gling from the lip of a trash compactor, found by a 
lone jogger who would cry at the sight of my ankles, 
my beaten blue knees with their warm fuzz of kid-
die hair.”

In two dozen affecting vignettes, Madden 
shows that relationships with female family mem-
bers, friends, and lovers were often her salvation. 

“Sometimes I think it’s a book about love and 
the places we go to find it,” Madden says, “when 
it’s [withheld] or concealed from us in some way. 
Other days, it’s about humanizing an addiction sto-
ry—feeling like I didn’t have that literature when I 
was going through this as a kid, besides that Drew 
Barrymore kind-of ghostwritten book [Little Girl 
Lost, written with Todd Gold]. At some point my 
mother said, ‘Write the story truthfully because I 
can’t do it, and for you to make me a person will 

Photo courtesy Jac M
artinez



RIDING THE ELEPHANT
A Memoir of Altercations, 
Humiliations, Hallucinations, 
and Observations
Ferguson, Craig
Blue Rider Press (288 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-525-53391-7  

A memoir in essays by the former 
host of The Late Late Show.

In this follow-up of sorts to his 2009 
memoir America on Purpose, comedian and former talk show 
host Ferguson has assembled an eclectic volume of introspec-
tive essays that broadly reflect on his life experiences and trav-
els. The author covers some familiar ground from his previous 
memoir: his Scottish heritage, bouts with alcoholism and path 
to sobriety, marriages and children. Here, he directs his atten-
tion to some of his more memorable moments, including a 
conversation he had as a teenager with a young dying woman 
that has haunted him years later; an interaction with an Austra-
lian bartender that brought his issues with drinking into sharp 
focus; and confronting his fear of flying by taking flying lessons. 

“What flying taught me wasn’t just how to control an airplane,” 
he writes. “It taught me about perspective. Not just the view 
from the plane but about myself, where I am in the world and the 
extent of my abilities. It taught me to be honest about myself.” 
Ferguson rarely references other celebrities, refreshingly avoid-
ing name-dropping. When he does mention a well-known figure, 
he uses it to great effect, as in his story about meeting Princess 
Diana. Within the context of a broader discussion of mortality, 
his few lines on Diana capture her luminous qualities. “I remem-
ber her eyes and her hair and her whiter-than-white teeth—like 
an American’s—but what I remember most vividly is how easy it 
was to make her laugh....I forgot about my nerves while I talked 
to her; she made me forget myself for a while. I can’t say any-
thing much nicer about a person.” Ferguson is a natural story-
teller, sharp-witted and acutely observant of his surroundings. 
He’s capable of maintaining a light touch yet his stories often 
transcend whatever humorous incidents may occur. Collectively, 
they serve as often poignant meditations on the long journey 
toward his late-middle-aged self.

An entertaining memoir by a humorist who has gained 
enlightening insight into living an authentic life.
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help me with the shame’ she feels as a drug addict. 
That’s a big part of it for me.”

Formally inventive, poignant, and powerful, 
Long Live the Tribe of Fatherless Girls is “a deeply 
courageous work that chronicles one artist’s jag-
ged—and surprisingly beautiful—path to whole-
ness,” Kirkus’ reviewer writes.  

“I write for dialogue, for conversation,” Madden 
says. “I wish I could be one of those people who 
says, ‘I write for myself, I have to write every day,’ 
[but] I will not do that. I cannot. I had some jour-
nals and diaries when I was younger—I referenced 
those for this book—but it’s really hard for me to 
keep a journal now, something that’s just for my-
self. It feels tedious and tiring.

“I [often] think of something Justin Taylor said 
in an interview,” she says. “He reads reviews, be-
cause if you write for dialogue, why shut down the 
dialogue once your job is done? As much as I don’t 
want to read bad reviews, that really resonated 
with me. Even though it’s scary…the point for me 
is to have a conversation across time. Lifetimes 
even, hopefully.”

Long Live the Tribe of Fatherless Girls was re
viewed in the Feb. 1, 2019, issue. 
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THE NEW SILK ROADS
The Present and Future of the 
World
Frankopan, Peter
Knopf (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-525-65640-1  

The world is undergoing a geopoliti-
cal realignment—and the West isn’t quite 
ready for the consequences.

Donald Trump may be preaching a 
near-isolationist line in foreign policy, but in 2007, he was bus-
ily trademarking his name across the nations of Central Asia, 
Iran among them, “with the intention of producing name-
brand vodka,” to say nothing of hotels and casinos. His vehicle, 
the Silk Road Group, “has subsequently become the focus of 
considerable media scrutiny,” writes Frankopan (Global His-
tory/Oxford Univ.; The Silk Roads: A New History of the World, 
2016, etc.) in this engaging survey. If the intensity of American 

interest in some of those nations has lessened, other countries 
are paying attention—including, notably, China. Remarks one 
government official, “we Chinese often say that if you want 
to get rich, build roads first.” Indeed, China has been build-
ing new highways and railway lines throughout the country 
and beyond its borders, forging direct links with the lucrative 
markets of Europe and the rich resource-producing nations of 
Africa. In the latter, Djibouti makes an interesting case in point 
for Frankopan. Strategically located on the Horn of Africa, it 
is a natural terminus for highways that might one day radiate 
across the continent, and it is awash with foreigners: The U.S. 
has a military base there, but China is building one, too, while 
France and even Japan have troops there. Meanwhile, not to be 
left out of the enterprise, Russia has been working in neighbor-
ing Somaliland to establish a military presence and is now set 
on “helping the breakaway republic establish its independence 
from Somalia and be internationally recognised as a sovereign 
state.” The course of realignment seems clear and inevitable, 
and “trying to slow down or stop that change is an illusion,” 
Frankopan urges. Ignoring it doesn’t help, either....

Provocative reading for students of geopolitical and 
economic trends looking for a glimpse at the new world to 
come. (first printing of 75,000)

WHY YOU LIKE IT 
The Science and 
Culture of 
Musical Taste
Gasser, Nolan
Flatiron Books (720 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-1-250-05719-8  

A sprawling, packed-to-the-brim study 
of the art and science of music, as monu-
mental and as busy as a Bach fugue.

Why does one person like the Rolling Stones and another 
like Celine Dion? Why does anyone like the Eagles? Are there 
human universals at play in musical preferences? Gasser, the 
polymathic mind behind Pandora Radio’s Music Genome 
Project, probes the “sources, nature, and implications of our 
own, personal musical taste,” a taste that cannot always be eas-
ily reduced to buy- or listen-next algorithms. Music has fea-
tures that are essentially invariant among human cultures: It is 
shaped by rhythm, “the overriding parameter wherein the lis-
tener gains an intuitive understanding of the music as a whole,” 
and it comprises melody, harmony, and other sonic elements. 
But more individually, our musical taste is shaped by all sorts 
of factors, socio-economic and psychological, that sometimes 
anticipate and sometimes follow “our membership in intracul-
tures,” whether goth or mod or lite-classical. Gasser’s overarch-
ing aim is not just descriptive. In his forays into all imaginable 
corners of the musical world, he seeks to soften prejudices and 
broaden horizons, posing exercises and suggestions such as 
identifying syncopation in hip-hop tunes and appreciating the 
power of pre-Islamic chants sung by Saharan women “aimed at 

The world is undergoing a geopolitical realignment—and 
the West isn’t quite ready for the consequences.

the new silk roads
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bringing the listener into a state of ecstasy.” The author’s body 
of examples—backed by a vast online site—is fittingly broad-
ranging, featuring tunes from “Old MacDonald” to “Lucy in the 
Sky with Diamonds” and Leonard Bernstein’s Candide overture, 
all of which have something to say about why we like what we 
like. And while there’s no disputing taste, as the old Latin tag 
has it, there is much to know about how our psyches play in our 
musicality, what recreational drugs can contribute to the enjoy-
ment of a Grateful Dead song, and the many ways in which 
music can make us better and happier people.

Like Nathan Myhrvold’s like-minded explorations of 
cooking, Gasser’s enterprise has a pleasingly mad-scientist 
feel to it, one that will attract music theory geeks as much 
as neuroscientists, anthropologists, psychologists, and 
Skynyrd fans.

STONY THE ROAD 
Reconstruction, White 
Supremacy, and the 
Rise of Jim Crow
Gates Jr., Henry Louis
Penguin Press (320 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-525-55953-5  

The noted African-American literary 
scholar and critic examines the tangled, 
troubled years between the end of the 

Civil War and the beginning of the modern civil rights movement.
From the outset, writes Gates (African and African-Amer-

ican Research/Harvard Univ.; 100 Amazing Facts About the Negro, 
2017, etc.), there was, among whites, a profound difference 
between being opposed to slavery and advocating equality 
for emancipated black people. Alexis de Tocqueville, he notes, 
warned of the latter that since “they cannot become the equals 
of the whites, they will speedily show themselves as enemies.” 
Meanwhile, countless enemies emerged among the white popu-
lation, from unreconstructed Southerners to the architects of 
Jim Crow laws. Gates argues, with Frederick Douglass, that 
freedom without the vote is meaningless, and those laws did all 
that they could to suppress suffrage. Meanwhile, there was the 
hope that a “New Negro” would emerge to change affairs once 
and for all—a trope, Gates notes, that emerged anew with the 
election of Barack Obama, a metaphor “first coined as a com-
plex defensive mechanism that black people employed to fight 
back against racial segregation.” Other mechanisms were born 
of necessity even as white culture found endless ways to appro-
priate from black culture while never accepting its authors. In a 
highly timely moment, Gates discusses the history of blackface, 
which was put to work in depictions of lascivious, predatory 
black men advancing the “thought that the ultimate fantasy of 
black males was to rape white women”—a thought that soon 
became an “obsession.” Reconstruction failed for many reasons, 
and the ethos that followed it was no improvement: The period 
under consideration, as the author recounts, marked the rise 
of “scientific” racism, of “Sambo” images that were “intended 

to naturalize the visual image of the black person as subhuman,” 
reinforcing the separate-and-unequal premises of Jim Crow 
itself. Gates suggests that it’s possible to consider the entire his-
tory of America after the Civil War as “a long Reconstruction 
locked in combat with an equally long Redemption,” one that’s 
playing out even today.

A provocative, lucid, and urgent contribution to the 
study of race in America. (4color images throughout)
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Mallory O’Meara

THE LADY FROM THE BLACK LAGOON IS AN IDIOSYNCRATIC, MUCH-
NEEDED BIOGRAPHY OF “A WOMAN BEFORE HER TIME”
By Gerald Bartell

Mallory O’Meara was 17 and a movie monster nerd. 
She’d already worked her way through all the Univer-
sal Pictures monster flicks: Dracula, Frankenstein, The 
Wolf Man. 

Now O’Meara was about to watch Universal’s Crea
ture from the Black Lagoon. The 1954 film tells of a half-
man, half-amphibian creature that rises from a dark la-
goon in the Amazon to menace men and, in particular, a 
beautiful woman. Creature scored with critics and at the 
box office, spawning two sequels. The film continues to 
fascinate audiences to this day.

“What an afternoon!” O’Meara recalls about watch-
ing the film at home. She was struck, in particular, by 

the creature’s appeal in a plot that alluded to “Beauty 
and the Beast.” “He was such an empathetic monster; 
he was not the villain, not the antagonist. I felt for him.”

Combing the internet for details about the film, 
O’Meara came across a photograph of a woman hold-
ing a drawing of the creature’s costume. The woman 
was identified as Milicent Patrick, yet her name did not 
appear in the film’s credits. Why had she not been ac-
knowledged?

“I wanted to know what happened to Milicent,” 
O’Meara says. “What was her story?”

O’Meara recounts that story in The Lady from the 
Black Lagoon: Hollywood Monsters and the Lost Legacy of 
Milicent Patrick (March 5). “The passionately written bi-
ography will do much to bring Patrick the recognition 
she deserves,” Kirkus’ reviewer writes. 

Many sources O’Meara interviewed—usually male—
shrugged off Patrick’s work, denying the possibility 
that she’d designed the creature’s costume. “I think she 
was somebody’s girlfriend,” one man said to O’Meara. 
O’Meara was already familiar with this sort of male 
chauvinism. Working on a film, she was confronted by 
an actor, whom she doesn’t name, who asked, “How of-
ten do you have to sleep with [the director] to keep your 
job?”

A determined O’Meara eventually learned that Pat-
rick had a significant career in Hollywood. At Disney, 
she became one of the first female animators, working 
on the Night on Bald Mountain sequence in Fantasia. 
Patrick soon moved to Universal, where, Mallory veri-
fied, she designed the iconic creature’s costume. 

“The costume balances horror and sympathy,” 
O’Meara observes. “It was 100 percent the most impor-
tant aspect of the film. The film is in the pantheon be-
cause of that suit.”

Photo courtesy Allan  Am
ato
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LAKE OF THE OZARKS
My Surreal Summers in a 
Vanishing America
Geist, Bill
Grand Central Publishing (208 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-5387-2980-9  

The Emmy Award–winning corre-
spondent of CBS Sunday Morning remi-
nisces about the wonderful days of his 
youth.

During the 1960s, Geist (Way off the Road: Discovering the 
Peculiar Charms of Small Town America, 2007, etc.) spent his sum-
mers working at a resort—the Arrowhead Lodge—owned by 
his aunt and uncle. In the middle of nowhere, down a winding 
road, the lodge provided the author with a place to work and 
make friends, drink beer, and meet girls. In this memoir, Geist 
takes readers back to those bygone days, sharing his escapades 
of what life was like for a young man with few experiences 
under his belt. The author often uses folksy humor to contrast 
those times with today. “A gas station attendant was a guy who 
filled your gas tank, checked your oil, coolant and battery flu-
ids, and tire pressure,” he writes. “But those old gas stations did 
not sell hats and T-shirts, sixty-two different candy bars, fifty-
seven kinds of refrigerated beverages, including twenty brands 
of bottle water. There were no ‘brands’ of water, only God’s. 
It was free. I know. Sounds crazy.” Threaded throughout this 
lightweight narrative are amusing, harmless memories of work-
ing in the kitchen during rush hour, cleaning out the open-air 
septic system, and fraternizing with the girls who moved in and 
out of Geist’s orbit. His portrayals of his fellow co-workers and 
his family are well-rounded, showing the good and bad in each 
individual. Geist’s writing is consistently nostalgic as he shows 
how those carefree summers helped mold him into the man 
he became. The book is a quick, pleasant read that effectively 
reflects how his time at the lodge showed him that “life is more 
difficult and rewarding and fun when you manage to do things 
your way.”

Old-fashioned, wistful stories that will appeal to fans 
of Geist’s previous books.

THE ICE AT THE END 
OF THE WORLD 
An Epic Journey into 
Greenland’s Buried Past and 
Our Perilous Future
Gertner, Jon
Random House (448 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-0-8129-9662-3  

The past, present, and future of the 
ice clock on the world’s largest island.

Journalist Gertner (The Idea Factory: Bell Labs and the Great 
Age of American Innovation, 2013) made six trips to Greenland 
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So pleased was Universal with Patrick’s work that 
they scheduled her on a national promotional tour ti-
tled “The Beauty Who Created the Beast.” But Bud 
Westmore, the temperamental and jealous head of 
makeup at Universal, balked at the notion of promot-
ing Patrick, so the studio changed the tour title to “The 
Beauty Who Lives with the Beasts,” robbing Patrick of 
specific credit for the creature’s costume. When her 
successful tour ended, Westmore had her fired. (The 
Westmore family did not reply to O’Meara’s requests 
for an interview.)

Initially disappointed that Patrick didn’t rebel at her 
treatment, O’Meara eventually saw those events in the 
context of the 1950s, and earlier, when most women 
had no problem watching female characters terrorized 
by monsters—either on screen or in reality.

“You internalize your culture, you become an exten-
sion of your culture,” O’Meara says. “It’s difficult to 
stand back and say, This is not acceptable.” Although 
attitudes toward the treatment of women have become 
more enlightened in the intervening years, O’Meara re-
mains skeptical. “The re-make of King Kong featured 
one woman without agency. It had a male cast and a 
male director. Big steps are being taken very slowly.” 
O’Meara is working to pick up the pace: She’s at work 
on a young adult guide for girls who want to work in the 
film industry. 

Gerald Bartell’s book coverage appears in the Washington 
Post, the San Francisco Chronicle, and Newsday. The 
Lady from the Black Lagoon was reviewed in the Jan. 1, 
2019, issue. 
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to research this penetrating and engrossing book. The Green-
land ice sheet, two miles deep in some places, is “composed of 
nearly three quadrillion...tons of ice.” The author recounts the 
key 19th-century expeditions to explore the daunting, often 
harrowing, inner ice shelf. He is especially strong in his descrip-
tions of the brutal cold, winds, ice floes, crevices, frostbite, 
lost toes, starvation, and loneliness that explorers have expe-
rienced over the decades. In 1888, Fridtjof Nansen and a small 
team dragged heavy sledges over ice peaks as high as houses 
to become the first to “cross Greenland’s ice sheet.” He was 
quickly followed by Robert Peary, the first to explore Green-
land’s mysterious northern border, a 1,200-mile trek. Knud 
Rasmussen and Peter Freuchen’s explorations, which gathered 
valuable “ethnographic research on the Inuit,” marked the 
transition from merely exploration to scientific investigation. 
Alfred Wegener’s 1912 expedition “pushed the cause of Arctic 
science forward” and featured research on seasonal tempera-
tures. One scientist presciently pondered that if all the ice 
melted, the oceans across the globe “would rise more than 25 
feet.” Gertner next traces the many expeditions and scientific 

bases that were established and the use of deep drilling tech-
niques to take sample ice cores all the way to bedrock. Scientists 
began to record temperatures gradually rising all over the island. 
Then, in 2012, using NASA’s satellites, a polar scientist made 
a frightening discovery: “We realized the entire surface of the 
Greenland ice sheet had melted.” Water was running to the sea, 
increasing the calving of glaciers in Greenland and the Arctic. 
Something “immense and catastrophic” had been set in motion 
and “could not be easily stopped.”

A captivating, essential book to add to the necessarily 
burgeoning literature on global warming.

SERVING THE SERVANT
Remembering Kurt Cobain
Goldberg, Danny
Ecco/HarperCollins (304 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-06-286150-4  

A sentimental but precisely rendered 
account of the life of Nirvana’s Kurt Cobain 
by one of his first music industry backers.

Goldberg (In Search of the Lost Chord: 
1967 and the Hippie Idea, 2017, etc.) was a 

key player in the 1990s alternative rock explosion, moving from 
his management agency, Gold Mountain, to Atlantic Records. 
In between, he connected with Nirvana when the Seattle band 
was young, untested, and hungry. He recalls those early days: 

“Kurt connected very deeply with the audience....It was a par-
ticular form of rock ’n’ roll magic I’d never witnessed before.” 
Regarding his role in the band’s meteoric rise following 1991’s 

“Nevermind,” Goldberg re-examines old debates about “selling 
out” and the industry’s role in dispersing the regional punk-
rock underground. Admitting his unfamiliarity with the scene 
that inspired the young Cobain, the author’s writing is most 
acute in revealing the complex machinations of the ’90s pop 
music industry, which was reliant on radio and MTV. As Gold-
berg shepherded Nirvana to David Geffen’s DGC Records, he 
recalls, “in marketing terms, the band wanted to keep its cred-
ibility with its early fans while also pulling in lots of new ones.” 
The author provides a close-up take on the familiar tale of what 
happened next, covering Cobain’s contradictory, sometimes-
hostile responses to stardom, his attempts to stay true to an 
artistic vision, and his distress regarding media coverage of 
his marriage to Courtney Love. He focuses on Cobain’s loyalty 
to his circle, kindness, generosity, and artistic temperament. 
Though he mostly elides examination of his flaws, Goldberg 
acknowledges they were always part of his creative develop-
ment, and he provides a terse account of Cobain’s sad, chaotic 
decline. Cobain returned Goldberg’s regard, calling him “the 
most honest man in show biz.” Some will note the author’s con-
tinued loyalty to the perspective of Love, a controversial figure 
for many Nirvana fans; still, Goldberg comes off as likable, a 
successful insider still befuddled by Cobain’s demons.

An intimate perspective on Cobain’s short life, told in 
the spirit of burnishing a friend’s legacy.



HOW TO BUILD A BOAT
A Father, His Daughter, and 
the Unsailed Sea
Gornall, Jonathan
Scribner (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-5011-9939-4  

Freelance journalist Gornall (Micro
wave Man, 2006) goes to hull and back in 
his quest to create a boat of simple, time-
less beauty.

Armed with chutzpah, memories of nautical failures past, 
and a grasp of few hand tools beyond a computer keyboard, 
the author embarked on building one of the most exacting 
small wooden boats imaginable. It was a daunting task yoked 
to a seemingly preposterous one-year deadline. Gornall, from 
England’s Shotley Peninsula, scoured the coast for the lumber, 
plans, and expert guidance he needed to make it happen. A 
father for the second time in his late 50s, he was determined 
to build the boat for his 3-year-old daughter. Dismissing 

“approval from the dull bureaucracy of sound judgment,” he 
persevered; suffering no small amount of angst, abrasions, and 
contusions, the author presented her with a splendid clinker-
built (overlapping plank) craft in the traditional Nordic style. 
Gornall christened the boat Swift, hoping his daughter would 
treasure it one day as much as he. The author’s rivet-by-rivet 
account is both engrossing and occasionally confusing. Featur-
ing a lexicon of terms that may be arcane to the uninitiated, the 
highly detailed narrative can become a slog. Still, it’s an admi-
rable effort at narrating a complex project usually reserved for 
artisanal boat builders of long experience. Gornall lends depth 
to the story with engaging bits of boat history, recollections 
of his two aborted attempts to row across the Atlantic Ocean, 
and a surprisingly compassionate account of growing up with 
an emotionally distant, alcoholic single mother. But the most 
touching emotions are the author’s fervent, overriding love 
for his daughter (with the boat as its embodiment) and his 
regret that he had not been more of a father to his now-grown 
son. “This was a thing of simple, ancient beauty,” he writes, 

“derived from the bounty of aged trees and the sweat of good, 
honest toil—my toil.”

At its best, Gornall’s prose is buoyant and watertight 
and his book shipshape.

WHEN WE WERE ARABS
A Jewish Family’s Forgotten 
History
Hayoun, Massoud
New Press (336 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-1-62097-416-2  

Remembering one Jewish Arab fam-
ily’s past.

Los Angeles–based journalist Hayoun 
attempts to reclaim his family history and 

identity through this retelling of his grandparents’ saga. The author, 
who was mainly raised by his maternal grandparents, Daida and 
Oscar, identifies as both an Arab and a Jew, two descriptors he 
believes that many may feel are incompatible. He begins by 
arguing that, in fact, there is a long-standing tradition of Jewish 
Arabs, who lived and worked alongside their Muslim neighbors 
peacefully until colonialism disrupted Arab society and frac-
tured it into various people groups. In addition to being a family 
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
DaMaris B. Hill

THE SCHOLAR & POET ILLUMINATES A CRUCIAL LEGACY OF 
AFRICAN-AMERICAN WOMEN 
By Joshunda Sanders

Perhaps because of its subtitle, DaMaris B. Hill’s 
A Bound Woman Is A Dangerous Thing: The Incarcera
tion of African American Women from Harriet Tubman to  
Sandra Bland (Jan. 15) might be read too literally at first 
glance. Hill, assistant professor of creative writing and 
Africana studies at the University of Kentucky, has se-
lected the word “bound,” however, with intention—
and she uses it as a multiple-entendre. 

“Not every woman in the book has ties to incarcera-
tion, but every woman in the book has ties to being 
bound and defying the expectations that have been as-
cribed to them,” Hill says. “I was tied to women who 
were inspired to resist exploitation.”  

The meaning of bound, in the contexts that Hill 
uses it, also refers, then, to belonging and to hurtling 
forward as well as to oppression. “I am bound in the 
sense of being beholden to others,” Hill writes in the 
preface. “In the African American tradition, we honor 
our ancestors.” 

Hill does this by first writing about her grandmoth-
er as well as one of her poetic mentors, Lucille Clifton, 
whose work she wrote about for her master’s thesis be-
fore turning to the stories of the women who inspired 
this collection: black women incarcerated in Phila-
delphia in the late 19th century as featured in Kali N. 
Gross’ 2006 book, Colored Amazons: Crime, Violence, and 
Black Women in the City of Brotherly Love. 

But at the time, Hill was working on a novel about 
incarcerated black girls in the 1930s. “Dr. Gross’ book 
is academic, but I was so moved by what I was read-
ing that I finished it and immediately began to write 
poems,” Hill recalls. “I closed [Colored Amazons], and 
I could not forget these women.” Gross included tran-
scriptions from the original court testimonies in the 
book. “It was easy for me to relate to being a black 
woman in a very respectable, all-white space pleading 
for her humanity in that space. I just thought about 
what these women experienced” and, instead of work-
ing on her novel, drafted 16 poems.

Hill also listened to material or read about women 
who resisted incarceration in the same way those wom-
en did. “I’ve decided through listening to them not to 
be suicidal,” Hill says. “My only other option is to re-
sist this type of social inscription. I have to prepare to 
resist it every day.” This is why A Bound Woman spans a 
thematic trajectory instead of a chronological one. At 
the same time, Hill says, “This book was a meditation 
on how to resist this specific cultural time.”

Photo courtesy Tony Rance
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story, the book is also an anti-colonial screed. Hayoun blames 
colonialism—he includes Zionism—for many of the ills that 
have beset the Arab people, and he sees the fight against colo-
nialism as far from over. “Memory,” he writes, “can subvert colo-
nial authority, it can frighten the colonizers because it allows 
us to reconfigure this miserable world we live in now, depose 
the white supremacist...and approach the European sector 
with open eyes, ready to disassemble empire.” The author’s dis-
dain for the European world is palpable, and his allegiance is 
clearly with the Arab world. He describes his family’s condition 
as “our exile in Los Angeles,” and he notes that his religion is 
secondary to his ethnic identity: “I am Arab first and last. Juda-
ism is an adjective that modifies my Arabness.” The core of the 
author’s work, however, consists of his grandparents’ stories of 
growing up in Tunisia and Egypt, surviving Nazi bombing and 
occupation, dealing with anti-Semitism during the founding 
of modern Israel, leaving North Africa, meeting in France, and 
finding their way, in the end, to America. Both grandparents left 
behind written autobiographical accounts, and from these, and 
other conversations, Hayoun pieces together a remarkable tale 
of survival and success, and it is a story worth remembering.

A moving and intriguing family history only slightly 
marred by the author’s anger.

WALKING
One Step at a Time
Kagge, Erling 
Trans. by Crook, Becky 
Pantheon (192 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-5247-4784-8  

An homage to walking by a man 
who believes it to be more beneficial to 

human health than any medicine or drug.
Norwegian explorer and publisher Kagge (Silence: In the Age 

of Noise, 2017, etc.) knows his subject matter intimately: He has 
walked to the North and South Poles and to the top of Mount 
Everest (he was the first person to complete the “Three Poles 
Challenge”), through the tunnels under New York City (“the 
architecture wilderness of subterranean tunnels is a living 
organism...the underground train is constantly in flux”), and 
along the sidewalks of Los Angeles, and he has traced the foot-
steps of characters in James Joyce’s Ulysses (Dublin) and Knut 
Hamsun’s Hunger (Oslo). Besides his own walking experiences, 
Kagge draws on thinkers and writers from ancient times to 
the present—Herodotus, Montaigne, Thoreau, Kierkegaard, 
Steve Jobs—and on scientists currently studying walking in 
cockroaches and penguins. Throughout this brief but eloquent 
meditation, the author makes a convincing case for the impor-
tance of walking. For him, walking is not simply taking a series 
of steps; it is something thrilling and amazing, “a combination 
of movement, humility, balance, curiosity, smell, sound, light 
and—if you walk long enough—longing....It can be the thought 
of something joyful that disturbs you, or something disturbing 
that brings you plenitude.” In addition to expressing his love 

Hill writes about her relationship to a poetic and 
ancestral legacy, continuing the tradition of poets such 
as Clifton and Sonia Sanchez, while paying homage to 
figures like Grace Jones and Zora Neale Hurston who 
have never been bound by convention. These stories 
of inheritance and resistance are followed by Hill’s 
personal story—that of a conflicted United States Air 
Force veteran whose son has struggled with addiction 
because of the sociopolitical climate in the nation she 
once served. The tensions, complexities, and nuances 
combine to make the work necessary, unsettling, and 
profound. 

“I wanted to honor these women artistically, and 
the book is a dedication to my ancestors, blood rela-
tives or otherwise—by otherwise I mean people who 
I may not be related to, to the ancestors I haven’t met 
yet but who are coming,” Hill says. 

“When I write I think about my niece, I think 
about my granddaughter who is not yet born but that 
will come and will see that she is already loved—in-
tently and intensely. I want them to know that. That 
you are loved, that you come from a legacy of women 
who have chosen not to die and not to be discouraged, 
and here they are.”

Joshunda Sanders is a writer and educator living in New 
York City. A Bound Woman Is a Dangerous Thing was 
reviewed in the Oct. 1. 2018, issue. 
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for walking, he clearly conveys his sorrow about its disappear-
ance in the modern world. Bipedalism, he writes, enabled Homo 
sapiens to become who we are; now that we sit more often, includ-
ing driving, what will be the effect on our evolution as a species? 
Possibly, he speculates, as we nonpedestrians give up experienc-
ing the tangible world around us, we will become more open to 
intangibles, such as emotion and spirituality. Kagge also offers 
a too-short but fascinating section on Nan Madol, “a forgotten 
city in the Western Pacific Ocean that is reminiscent of Venice.”

A thoughtful book-length essay on a taken-for-granted 
human activity.

TIM COOK
The Genius Who Took Apple 
to the Next Level
Kahney, Leander
Portfolio (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-0-525-53760-1  

A praise-filled yet also critical one-
decade performance report on Apple 
CEO Tim Cook.

In the wake of Steve Jobs’ death in 
2011, Cook’s job description seemed simple enough: Don’t try 
to fill Jobs’ larger-than-life shoes; just keep his vision alive while 
moving the Silicon Valley giant into the future on its self-perpet-
uating course. Naturally, the critics predicted—even desired—
for the newly Cook-helmed kingdom to crumble. However, as 
Apple watcher Kahney (Jony Ive: The Genius Behind Apple’s Greatest 
Products, 2013, etc.) writes, “the critics were wrong. Fast forward 
eight years, and under Cook’s leadership, Apple has been killing 
it. Since Jobs died, Apple reached the ultimate milestone, becom-
ing the world’s first trillion-dollar company....Cook’s Apple is 
crushing the competition in almost every way.” From a full exami-
nation of the 2016 San Bernardino fiasco, when Cook faced his 
greatest challenge—ultimately defying government coercion in 
defense of user privacy—to highly detailed before and after mea-
sures of diversity, inclusion, and environmental advances, Kahn-
ey’s book is no rags-to-riches, blow-by-blow timeline of Cook’s 
life. While that element is present, the volume is more a study 
in comparisons: Jobs was this way, here’s how Cook differs, and 
here are the sum effects of those differences. While Jobs cast his 
shadow as the innovative big-tech dynamo, Cook cuts quite the 
contrast as the reserved, privacy-loving believer in ethics, equal-
ity, and environment. As the author amply demonstrates, these 
core areas most neglected by Jobs are where Cook has been plac-
ing his biggest emphasis as he continues to evolve Apple’s cor-
porate culture with his own stamp of personality. Calling Apple 
under Jobs a “Fortune 500 killing machine” in its aggressive arc 
to the top, Kahney stresses that “Apple under Cook is different....
He is pushing Apple and the entire tech industry forward, creat-
ing an ethical transformation.”

An occasionally hagiographic but mostly illuminating 
portrait in which Cook’s performance is viewed as impres-
sive and unprecedented.

THE BLINK OF AN EYE
A Memoir of Dying—and 
Learning How to Live Again
Kjaergaard, Rikke Schmidt
The Experiment (224 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-61519-571-8  

A return-from-the-dead memoir that 
avoids the supernatural while illuminat-
ing the day-to-day detail of recovering a 
life.

In early 2013, Danish scientist Kjaergaard (co-editor: The 
Aesthetics of Scientific Data Representation, 2017, etc.) fell ill and 
was initially diagnosed with the flu. By the next morning, how-
ever, it was clear that something was more seriously amiss. After 
being rushed to the hospital, she was diagnosed with bacterial 
meningitis and declared “clinically dead. No light at the end of 
the tunnel, no angels, no harps. No Heaven’s Gate and no Hell. 
Nothing. Being dead means exactly that. You are gone. It’s as 
simple and frightening as that.” The precision of the author’s 
prose, as well as her empathy for her husband and children, 
also suffering through this long ordeal, makes for a rich read-
ing experience, as the author recounts the months she spent in 
various stages of hospital recovery, one in which “all parts of my 
body were fighting each other. It was a battle of multiple foes 
and no allies.” She provides the backstory of an earlier health 
scare that weakened her immune system. She also testifies to 
her character as a “fighter” and how she had to draw on all her 
resources and resolve to regain a semblance of a normal life. As 
her chronicle begins, she admits that it was “like writing a biog-
raphy of another person,” and she relies on the notes and docu-
mentation her loving husband provided to help reconstruct the 
period when she was in a coma. She describes the slog of awak-
ening, trying to communicate with blinks, and relearning just 
about everything—e.g., how to breathe, how to swallow, who 
she was. It took months before she could take her first step 
or eat on her own. Ultimately, though she only has one thumb 
as her “only unimpaired finger,” she “realised I had gained so 
much more, which...added another layer to what it means to be 
human....I knew my life had changed for the better.”

An inspirational story of beating the odds.

A DOG NAMED BEAUTIFUL
A Marine, a Dog, and a Long 
Road Trip Home
Kugler, Rob
Flatiron Books (304 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-250-16425-4  

A man and his dog travel the country 
after a grave diagnosis.

When Kugler, a photographer and 
former Marine staff sergeant received 

the diagnosis, he was shocked: Bella, his beloved chocolate 



Lab, had advanced osteosarcoma that had spread to her front 
leg. The cancer was predicted to kill her in 3 to 6 months even 
if they removed the leg. Still, the author rejected the vet’s sug-
gestion of euthanasia. “There’s no way I’m going to put her 
down,” he writes. “Bella means the world to me. She’s stuck 
with me through everything. She models the components of 
what it means to be alive—happiness, freedom, service, pur-
pose, pleasure, joy. She prizes the very act of being. No, as long 
as there are viable options, I will not take this dog’s life.” As he 
recounts, Bella was there for him during the toughest moments 
of his life—e.g., when he found out his brother had been killed 
while on duty near Baghdad. Determined to make Bella’s last 
moments the best he could, Kugler set out on a trip across the 
U.S., visiting family and friends and staying with strangers who 
connected with him via social media and invited them into their 
homes in order to visit with Bella and hear their inspiring story. 
Throughout the narrative, it’s abundantly clear how much lov-
ing attention he gave to Bella—and vice versa—and while much 
of the book is reflective and poignant, the author also captures 
the silly moments. Kugler made heroic efforts to make their 

last days together as memorable as possible, knowing he would 
never have another dog quite like Bella. His tale is engaging and 
sometimes heart-rending, and it will be a certain tear-jerker for 
dog lovers.

Love, devotion, and slobbery kisses abound in this 
heartwarming story of a man and his treasured choco-
late Lab.
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A WALKING LIFE
Reclaiming Our Health and 
Our Freedom One Step at a 
Time
Malchik, Antonia
Da Capo Lifelong (272 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-7382-2016-1  

Walking is good for you—and for 
the rest of us, in different ways than you 
might expect.

A travel writer who now lives in her native Montana after 
decades of more urban life, Malchik hasn’t simply written a 
self-help book on the physical and psychological benefits of 
walking, though there is plenty of that here. The author also 
delivers a manifesto that involves urban planning, technol-
ogy, political protest, the environment, and the future of the 
planet. Humans were not only designed to walk, she writes; 
they are all but defined by their bipedal nature (Malchik does 
address those who have been immobilized and devotes a 
chapter to how society can serve them better). A century or 
so ago, with the emergence of the automobile, communities 
designed for pedestrian activity were still the norm, and it 
was the responsibility of the driver to steer clear of walkers. 
Now the walker is the anomaly, the exception. “Jaywalking is 
a recently invented term, a recently invented idea,” writes the 
author, devoting seven pages to the etymology of the term and 
its social history and reporting that more than 5,000 pedestri-
ans are killed each year by drivers. “The idea of jaywalking is 
nonsensical,” she argues. “With or without roads, pedestrians 
have always had the first right to public space. Walking is how 
humans get places; denying us this access makes no sense.” She 
also explores the ramifications of refugees walking hundreds 
of miles for asylum, protestors mobilizing in the thousands 
for political action, and pilgrims undertaking long journeys by 
foot for spiritual reasons. (She finds walking meditation more 
beneficial than sitting meditation.) If we walked more often, 
we’d feel better, think more creatively, suffer less depression, 
have more connections as a community, breathe cleaner air, 
and have a more profound understanding of our place on the 
planet.

Though it may be too late to turn back the clock on cars 
(Malchik owns one), she makes a convincing plea for better 
balance.

THE DICTIONARY WARS
The American Fight Over the 
English Language
Martin, Peter
Princeton Univ.  (328 pp.) 
$29.95  |  May 28, 2019
978-0-691-18891-1  

The creation of an American diction-
ary incited fierce rivalries.

Martin (Samuel Johnson: A Biogra
phy, 2008, etc.) turns his attention to 

Americans who strived to compile a new dictionary to reflect 
the spirit of a new nation. In vivid detail, drawing on prodigious 
archival sources, the author follows the efforts of two strong-
willed men who devoted their lives to the task: Noah Webster 
(1758-1843) and Joseph Emerson Worcester (1784-1865). Revil-
ing Samuel Johnson for the “exclusive, pompous, artificial, 
and formal regularity of style” of his Dictionary of the English 
Language, published in 1755, many Americans called for “demo-
cratic expression more in keeping with the surging American 
romantic spirit of freedom, simplicity, and individuality.” Web-
ster, a man of prickly nature and strong opinions, aimed to bring 

“linguistic unity and independence” to his dictionary. This meant 
that British words and definitions needed to be reassessed, as 
well as spelling: “k” dropped from words such as “musick” and 

“frolick”; “re” replaced by “er,” making the British “theatre” the 
American “theater.” Moreover, Webster believed that “gram-
mar and lexicography should be moral agents, shielding the 
public by omitting language that was morally repugnant and 
offensive and providing definitions that were morally instruc-
tive.” Johnson had defined “whore,” but Webster would not. His 
American Dictionary of the English Language appeared in 1828, with 
numerous editions and abridgments quickly following. Hoping 
to dominate the dictionary market, he had formidable com-
petition from Worcester, shy, gentle, and more scholarly than 
Webster, who had already published several respected works of 
geography and history when he decided “that lexicography was 
his great calling.” Martin chronicles the many editions, revi-
sions, and innovations as the competition intensified. The dic-
tionary wars were hotly debated in newspapers and magazines, 
a drama that “captivated the American public.” After Webster 
died in 1843, family members vied for control of his copyright 
and profits, finally bringing an upstart publisher—the Merriam 
Brothers—into the project. Their new American Dictionary, 
published in 1847 and continuously revised, carried the Webster 
name into the future.

An informative and often pleasantly surprising cul-
tural history.

Walking is good for you—and for the rest of us, 
in different ways than you might expect. 

a walking life
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THEN IT FELL APART
Moby
Faber & Faber (320 pp.) 
$24.95  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-571-34889-3  

The bittersweet continuing saga of 
Moby’s life and career in music.

Resuming where his debut mem-
oir, Porcelain (2016), left off, the author 
chronicles his days following the 1999 
debut of “Play,” an album he recorded 

in his cramped Manhattan loft that the defeated musician 
considered a “flawed and poorly mixed swan song.” His 
career progressed despite an album tour clouded by addic-
tive indulgences, but it was enlivened by encounters with 
Natalie Portman, Richard Branson, Mick Jagger, Lou Reed, 
Laurie Anderson, and Madonna. Folded into a narrative that 
frequently dips back to a childhood forever altered by his 
father’s suicide is the saga of an often melancholic, pensive, 

lonely man eager for human connection and commercial suc-
cess. Moby offers moving tales of his “bucolic incarceration” 
at summer camp, losing his virginity, and the joys of learning 
the guitar, forming his own band, and DJ-ing in the 1980s. As 
his fame grew and subsequent albums flourished, so did his 
desire to release himself from the anxieties of stardom and 
from the grips of a music industry in which feeling worthless 
could become all-consuming. At one point, he writes, “I laid 
down...sobbing and apologizing to God and my dead mom 
for being such a disappointment.” Though dalliances with 
women, booze, and drugs, however soul-destroying, tempered 
his inner malaise, Moby writes of continually fooling himself 
with the “basic math” of a life equation that never added up to 
true contentment: “If you added wealth and fame and awards 
and sex and alcohol, that had to guarantee I would never again 
be a sad, scared boy from the suburbs.” The narrative plays 
out with the same episodic flow and emotional turbulence as 
Porcelain, and fans of the musician will feel his palpable sor-
row in his moments of self-pitying misery. But they will also 
acknowledge his pride and elation when, after years of abusing 
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alcohol to numb his psychic pain, the author fully embraced a 
substance abuse recovery program to heal inside and out.

A must-read for Moby followers and surely a cathartic 
and revelatory writing experience for the author.

THE REGENCY YEARS
During Which Jane Austen 
Writes, Napoleon Fights, 
Byron Makes Love, and 
Britain Becomes Modern
Morrison, Robert
Norton (416 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-0-393-24905-7  

A lively new chronicle brings crisp 
focus to a significant decade in British 

history and culture.
Morrison (Queen’s National Scholar/Queen’s Univ., Kings-

ton, Ontario; The English Opium Eater: A Biography of Thomas 
De Quincey, 2010) declares that there has not been a study on 
the Regency in three decades, which is extraordinary given 
that it is a wildly popular era of study, a time when the quint-
essential elements of modern Britishness emerged. The short 
period between 1811 and 1820, when an incapacitated George 
III ceded to his son, the prince of Wales, brought enormous 
political turmoil: triumph over Napoleon at Waterloo, Irish 
famine, roiling Scottish politics, and the War of 1812 across the 
Atlantic. It also witnessed rich innovations in culture, such as 
the efflorescence of novelists Jane Austen and Walter Scott; 
the revolutionary work of poets John Keats, Lord Byron, Percy 
Shelley, and Samuel Taylor Coleridge; and the radical move-
ments against the industrial inequities of Regency society. Mor-
rison proceeds thematically, launching first into the country’s 
poor systems of crime and punishment, as exemplified by the 
so-called “Bloody Code,” which meted out the death penalty for 
more than 200 major and minor crimes, even to children. The 
author explores the era’s expanding displays of sexual expres-
sion within stringent boundaries (“prudery brigades” would tri-
umph during the later Victorian era) as well as underscoring the 
era’s many sexual anxieties, some of which were symbolized in 
Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. Morrison also looks at the period’s 
fresh inventions, technologies, and ideas to improve the human 
condition—e.g., the miner’s safety lamp, a prototype for the 
computer, and the work of the first prison reformer (Elizabeth 
Fry) and environmental activist (John Clare). During this time, 
England continued to expand the empire, and internal unrest 
and economic despair prompted tens of thousands of citizens 
of Ireland, Scotland, England, and Wales to flee to Canada and 
the United States.

Morrison expertly encapsulates the brief, radical 
trends and movements of this era of “intense sociability.” 
(38 b/w illustrations)

THE STORM ON OUR SHORES
One Island, Two Soldiers, 
and the Forgotten Battle of 
World War II
Obmascik, Mark
Atria (256 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-4516-7837-6  

A poignant chronicle of the deeply 
complicated emotions surrounding the 
American-Japanese hostility stoked by 

World War II.
Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist Obmascik (Halfway to 

Heaven: My Whiteknuckled—and Knuckleheaded—Quest for the 
Rocky Mountain High, 2009, etc.) narrates the multilayered tale 
of an aged American veteran of the ferocious battle of Attu 
Island who, decades later, visited the daughter of a Japanese 
surgeon he killed during that horrendous episode. This began 
a confluence of truth-seeking and reconciliation, a remarkable 
story that the author ably pieces together. He begins with the 
recovered diary that the Japanese surgeon, Paul Tatsuguchi, had 
left in his effects after his death. Tatsuguchi was raised by Japa-
nese parents in California and became a devoted Seventh Day 
Adventist; as an adult, he returned to Japan with his new bride 
just before the war in 1939. The timing, of course, was terrible. 
Tatsuguchi was inducted into the Imperial Army as a physician, 
but due to the intense suspicion about his American back-
ground, he was not given the suitable rank of an officer. After 
the Pearl Harbor attack, Tatsuguchi was deployed overseas, end-
ing up on the remote, forbidding Aleutian island outpost (and 
American possession) of Attu, which was seized by the Japanese 
in 1942. During the harsh winter he was stationed there, Tatsu-
guchi wrote his war diary, delineating the brutal conditions of 
his surgical duties amid the chaos of battle. Meanwhile, on the 
American side, Charles “Dick” Laird, a scrappy GI from Ohio, 
became part of the waves of invading U.S. troops determined to 
extract the Japanese from the island, but they were thwarted by 
their entrenched positions in foxholes and caves and mystified 
by their refusal to surrender. Obmascik has carefully and fairly 
sifted through the layers to this complex story, offering a tightly 
focused examination of the different, misleading translations of 
Tatsuguchi’s diary as well as Laird’s efforts to get the diary back 
to his family.

An evenhanded, compassionate portrayal of the two 
deeply wounded sides to this story.
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HUMANS
A Brief History of How We 
F*cked It All Up
Phillips, Tom
Hanover Square Press (272 pp.) 
$24.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-335-93663-9  

It’s an article of faith and certainty 
among many humanistic circles that the 
enterprise of our species has been one 
of continual progress, to which London-

based humorist Phillips replies, bollocks.
It’s been a mess ever since our protohominid arboreal ances-

tor, Lucy, fell out of a tree and died only to have her bones dis-
covered in the 1970s and become a star of paleontology: “And 
yet,” writes the author, “the only reason we know about her is 
because, bluntly, she fucked up.” According to Phillips, humans 
are particularly good at this, and instances of error outweigh 
our better achievements. The author’s approach is spirited 
and goofy, and though the fault-finding can seem excessive at 

times, you’ve got to enjoy a book that explores weird manias 
(including “outbreaks of panic that malign forces are stealing 
or shrinking men’s penises”) and misguided actions like intro-
ducing a potentially species-hopping virus to kill off the rabbits 
that humans introduced to Australia in the first place. Phillips 
can go obscure at the drop of a hat, as when he writes of the sul-
tanship of Ahmed I of the Ottoman Empire and the brother-to-
brother succession that followed his premature death: “It’s fair 
to say that this did not go well.” The author moves easily from 
subject to subject, and he does have a point: Some of our best-
laid plans quickly go awry. A good example is the endless built-in 
struggle of democracy to balance tyrannies of the minority and 
keep from “sliding into autocracy,” and it’s undeniable, unless 
you benefit from denial, that we’ve made an incredible mess of 
the planet and are pretending things are OK “when instead we 
should probably be running around in a panic like our house was 
on fire, which...it sort of is.”

Al Gore by way of Monty Python. Readers should be 
aware of the F-bomb throughout, but otherwise we should 
all be hanging our heads in shame, lifting them for a fre-
quent chuckle. y
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COMMANDER IN CHEAT
How Golf Explains Trump
Reilly, Rick
Hachette (256 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-316-52808-5  

How golf explains life and reveals 
character, particularly when the golfer 
under consideration is Donald Trump.

Renowned sports columnist Reilly 
(Tiger, Meet My Sister...: And Other Things I 

Probably Shouldn’t Have Said, 2014, etc.) has known the president 
for 30 years, from back when he was a star columnist for Sports 
Illustrated and Trump called him “my favorite writer!” He would 
often embellish, introducing the journalist to strangers as the 
president or publisher of SI. Being with Trump back then was 

“like spending the day in a hyperbole hurricane.” If Reilly was once 
a Trump favorite, he no longer will be, and it will be interesting 
to see if Trump responds to—or even acknowledges—this book. 
One of the revelations is that a large percentage of Trump’s more 
caustic tweets have actually come from a guy initially employed 
as his caddy. This is a book about how Trump lies and cheats con-
stantly, qualities that may come with the territory in his newfound 
field of politics but which the author believes have no place in the 
gentlemanly sport of golf. Trump lies about his handicap, about 
the quality and reputation of his courses, about the profitability 
or lack thereof of these operations, and even about how much he 
actually plays. He is apparently “on a pace to play almost triple 
the amount of golf Obama played,” though he frequently criti-
cized his predecessor for playing so often. He cheats on his score, 
his putts, and the lies of his shots, which miraculously make their 
way from the rough or even the water onto the fairway. “You can 
think Trump has made America great again,” writes Reilly at the 
conclusion of his amusing, entertaining assessment of a congeni-
tal liar. “You can think Trump has made America hate again. But 
there’s one thing I know: He’s made golf terrible again.”

Since Reilly takes golf more seriously than politics, 
making “golf terrible again” is the worst sin of all, but it’s 
one that explains so many others.

HITLER’S LAST PLOT
The 139 VIP Hostages 
Selected for Death in the 
Final Days of World War II
Sayer, Ian & Dronfield, Jeremy
Da Capo (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-0-306-92155-1  

Military historian Sayer (co-author: 
Nazi Gold: The Story of the World ’s Great
est Robbery—And Its Aftermath, 1984) and 

biographer/historian Dronfield (The Stone Crusher: The True Story 
of a Father and Son’s Fight for Survival in Auschwitz, 2018) examine 
a little-known episode in the final days of Nazi Germany.

Readers familiar with the history of the Third Reich will 
know that various German officers and diplomats floated offers 
of a separate peace and conditional surrender to the Western 
Allies. Less familiar is a desperate operation, ordered by Hit-
ler himself, to use “Prominenten”—important prisoners of the 
regime such as French socialist leader Léon Blum and the oppo-
sition pastor Martin Niemöller, to say nothing of a couple of 
British officers fortuitously named Churchill—as bargaining 
chips to be used in negotiation, and killed if negotiation failed. 
The prisoners were both civilian and military, including officers 
of the Red Army, the Greek government, and Great Britain, the 
last having become specialists at escape from previous intern-
ments. Gathered from various prison camps around the Reich, 
the “VIP hostages” were taken south into an area that was a 
supposedly impregnable mountain fastness where the Reich 
would resist the Allied invaders indefinitely. As it happens, 
that resistance crumbled, and 139 Prominenten survived. The 
authors’ prose is mostly serviceable, but the story that unfolds 
is engaging not just for the facts, but also for the possibilities: 
What if the Nazis had stuck it out in their alpine strongholds 
and actually played their chips? Of particular interest is the clos-
ing chapter, a sequence of denouements that are sometimes sur-
prising and sometimes grimly inevitable: The Soviets executed 
a couple of their imprisoned generals, with one “rehabilitated” 
16 years afterward, so that “he was unable to benefit from the 
decision,” while one of the erstwhile captors involved himself 
in a postwar organization that supported fugitive war criminals 
such as Adolf Eichmann and Josef Mengele.

A footnote to history that will interest students of 
World War II.

AN ECONOMIST WALKS INTO 
A BROTHEL
And Other Unexpected Places 
to Understand Risk
Schrager, Allison
Portfolio (240 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-525-53396-2  

A colorful, empowering guide to 
intelligent risk-taking.

There’s a general misconception that 
the world is divided into two kinds of people: those who take 
risks and those who play it safe. Not so, writes economist and 
Quartz contributor Schrager, co-founder of risk advisory firm 
LifeCycle Finance Partners, in her debut book. Risk is the 
author’s business, and as she notes, taking risks is something we 
all do every day. From deciding which mode of transportation 
to take to cross town to choosing extended warranty plans and 
purchasing airfare, Schrager defines these “calculated risks” as 
thinking “about risk more strategically [to] increase the odds 
that things will work out.” However, there is a science to risk-
taking “that will maximize the chance of success when you 
do take a risk,” and that science is financial economics, which 
she boils down to “buying and selling risk.” No get-rich-quick 
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manual, the book shows readers how to apply the tools and 
tenets of finance to their daily lives in order to make the smart-
est calls and achieve the best possible results. As she explains, 

“once you learn a few key principles behind financial econom-
ics, what makes one risky decision easier than another becomes 
clearer and you can apply your best risk strategies to every 
area of your life.” Among other topics, the author explores 
the dynamics of risk using the example of Nevada’s Moonlite 
BunnyRanch Brothel, the idea of hedging with a major David 
Bowie record deal, diversification through thoroughbred race-
horse breeding, and the measurement of risk in Hollywood film 
financing. Throughout, the author uses highly dense financial 
concepts and simplifies them into easy-to-grasp capsule analo-
gies. The result is a tightly organized yet punchy volume that’s 
both engaging and educational.

Like Freakonomics and similar works, this book breaks 
the mold of traditional starched-collar, data-dense eco-
nomics journalism.

OTTOMAN ODYSSEY 
Travels Through a Lost 
Empire
Scott, Alev
Pegasus (336 pp.) 
$27.95  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-64313-075-0  

A journalist born to a Turkish mother 
and British father engagingly weaves 
together personal odyssey with Ottoman 
and contemporary history.

In her second book, Scott (Turkish Awakening: Behind the 
Scenes of Modern Turkey, 2015), who has reported from Turkey 
for a variety of publications, including the Financial Times, deliv-
ers an ambitious travel memoir/history, tracing the footsteps 
of “descendants of ancient minorities that were allowed to 
flourish in the empire, and [were] then intimidated, ignored or 
expelled from modern Turkey.” The author grounds her thor-
oughly researched narrative in history and past travel accounts, 
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and she injects it with earnest, wry observations and personal 
interviews with the many interesting people she met along the 
way. Besides Turkey, the dizzying tour covers Cyprus, Greece, 
Armenia, the Balkans, and the Levant. Threaded throughout 
the tale are intriguing historical details; at the same time, Scott 
shows the significance of the past to the present, especially how 
historical sites from the Ottoman past are often appropriated 
to support modern tribalism. As the author writes, Mehmed 
Paša Sokolović? Bridge over the Drina River, built in 1577, has 
become “a perverse symbol of retribution of Christians against 
Muslims supposedly righting the wrongs perpetuated against 
their Ottoman subject forefathers hundreds of years ago.” Scott 
also pinpoints little-known historical injustices—e.g., in 1989, 
Bulgarian-born Turks were deported from Bulgaria but could 
not integrate because they spoke Ottoman, rather than mod-
ern, Turkish. As the author ably demonstrates, shared language 
is an important legacy of the lost empire. As George Hintlian, 
an Armenian scholar from Jerusalem, says, “if you speak the 
language, you can’t hate the people.” The author also includes a 
timeline divided by country.

In her quest to understand her complicated, tense 
childhood, Scott treats us to a lively grand tour of the lost 
Ottoman Empire and shows how contemporary leaders 
exploit simplified versions of history to support nationalist 
agendas. (map)

THE LIVES OF BEES
The Untold Story of the 
Honey Bee in the Wild
Seeley, Thomas D.
Princeton Univ.  (288 pp.) 
$29.95  |  May 14, 2019
978-0-691-16676-6  

This examination of how wild hon-
eybee colonies thrive in nature offers 
insight on how to improve beekeeping.

Seeley (Biology/Cornell Univ.; Fol
lowing the Wild Bees: The Craft and Science of Bee Hunting, 2016, 
etc.) delivers a scholarly account of the behavior, social lives, 
and ecology of bees, focusing on colonies in the “deciduous 
forests of the northeastern United States, a place where they 
have thrived as an introduced species for nearly 400 years.” An 
expert on honeybees, the author has spent decades research-
ing how these wild colonies are able to survive without pes-
ticides and how this knowledge can be applied to managed 
beekeeping. In densely written chapters, the author reviews his 
extensive research into nest architecture, annual cycles, repro-
duction, collection of food, control of temperature, and defense 
of the colony. He also looks at the cultural history of beekeep-
ing, examining how it has disrupted the natural lives of bees. 
Although each chapter opens with accessible quotes—from 
Charles Darwin, Mark Twain, Henry David Thoreau, Wendell 
Berry, etc.—the text is largely technical and laden with aca-
demic jargon, requiring close attention by readers. For many, 
the most memorable message from the book will come from 
the concluding chapter, “Darwinian Beekeeping,” also known 
as natural or bee-friendly beekeeping. Here, Seeley illustrates 
the many ways in which managed beekeeping stresses the lives 
of bees and suggests ways that beekeepers can change their 
practices, putting the needs of the bees before those of the bee-
keeper. The author helpfully describes the 21 ways in which wild 
colonies differ from managed colonies and then offers 14 practi-
cal suggestions for ways in which the beekeeper can help their 
colonies live better lives (“1. Work with bees that are adapted to 
your location”).

A wealth of information about honeybees based on 
decades of scientific research. The book will be valuable 
to beekeepers and of interest to fellow entomologists but 
likely information overload for general readers.
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BOOM 
Mad Money, Mega 
Dealers, and the Rise 
of Contemporary Art
Shnayerson, Michael
PublicAffairs (464 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-61039-840-4  

An inside portrait of the movers and 
shakers of modern art.

In this hefty, meticulously researched 
history, Vanity Fair contributing editor Shnayerson (The Con
tender: Andrew Cuomo, a Biography, 2015, etc.) recounts the 
absorbing story of “how a coterie of dealers made a global mar-
ket for contemporary art.” He opens with the rise of abstract 
expressionism and the “rather modest and uncertain begin-
nings” of galleries in the late 1940s, and he ends with the “wildly 
unpredictable financial roller coaster” of today. From the start, 
the author realized he would need to talk to the “art market’s 
four most powerful figures”: Arne Glimcher, Iwan Wirth, David 
Zwirner, and the “undisputed mega of megas,” Larry Gagosian. 
He did, along with numerous other dealers, critics, and collec-
tors, and these conversations give the book an exquisite inti-
macy and air of excitement. Along the way, Shnayerson learned 
that “nobody really needs a painting,” as one dealer told him. 

“It’s an act of collective faith what an object is worth.” Dealers 
make “sure that important art feels important” and worth the 
investment. In 1957, Leo Castelli, the “greatest dealer of his 
day,” opened his gallery and “let his art sell itself.” His clients 
were a who’s who of the time: de Kooning, Rauschenberg, Pol-
lock, Johns, Lichtenstein, and, later, Warhol. In 1979, Gago-
sian opened his first New York gallery, offering Cy Twombly 
and David Salle. Glimcher soon followed. In 1980, Glimcher 

“startled the art world” by selling Johns’ Three Flags for $1 mil-
lion, and Gagosian continued to battle with the “brilliant, but 
drug-troubled, Basquiat.” Shnayerson incisively describes deal-
ers poaching from each other, recessions negatively affecting 
markets, how galleries and auction houses operate, and Insta-
gram’s emerging role in selling art. The narrative is packed with 
scrumptious anecdotes and revealing portraits of key players 
and artists. For example, for every two paintings Agnes Martin 
offered Glimcher, she’d destroy 10 while he watched.

In this rich, superbly nuanced history, Shnayerson fully 
demonstrates that he has his finger on the financial pulse 
of modern art.

THE STONEWALL RIOTS
A Documentary History
Ed. by Stein, Marc.
New York Univ.  (352 pp.) 
$35.00 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-4798-1685-9  

A compendium of primary sources 
on the historic uprising for LGBTQ 
liberation.

The Stonewall riots of 1969 are infa-
mous, not only for their electrifying impact on the American 
LGBTQ movement, but also for their long-contested mem-
ory: “who can, who does, and who should lay claim to them”? 
Using more than 200 documents, editor Stein (History/San 
Francisco State Univ.; Rethinking the Gay and Lesbian Move
ment, 2012, etc.) contextualizes the New York City rebellion of 
transgender and gay bar patrons against a homophobic police 
raid. Framed in three subdivided parts, each section contains 
extended excerpts of newspaper articles, fliers, court decisions, 

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

An inside portrait of the movers and shakers of modern art. 
boom



5 women you should 
be reading

Lacy M. Johnson Reniqua Allen

Kristin L. Hoganson Danielle Sered

Onnesha Roychoudhuri

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

and other accounts. Together, they create a mosaic of the cul-
tural and political realities before, during, and after the riots. 
The editor helpfully provides source descriptions of each sec-
tion—e.g., “published originally in homophile magazines”—as 
well as a perceptive introduction that encourages readers to 

“think carefully and critically about my editorial work.” Signifi-
cantly, Stein acknowledges that many of his media sources offer 

“limited discussion” of African-American LGBTQ experiences 
in their reporting, and he notes that gay rights activists were 
deeply indebted to black liberation movements. For example, 
LGBTQ people employed the “direct action tactics” of African-
American organizers, “including demonstrations, sit-ins, and 
riots,” and popular pre-Stonewall slogans “were adaptations or 
appropriations of ‘Black is Beautiful’ and ‘Black Power.’ ” Stein 
is less successful in his interpretation of transgender history. For 
example, when examining police records from the first night 
of the Stonewall riots, Stein determines that one woman and 
five men were arrested, “judging by the names.” For many trans 
people, legal names do not provide meaningful clues to gender. 
On the whole, the book reflects both the brilliance and contra-
dictions of a multifaceted history. Though people of color are 
notably minimized in historical records, Stein’s reflective cura-
tion is an important contribution to understanding what Stone-
wall was and what it represents. History students are most likely 
to enjoy this volume, which is arranged like a primary source 
textbook.

Not without flaws, but an illuminating, worthy addi-
tion to the scholarship.

THE SOCIALIST MANIFESTO
The Case for Radical Politics 
in an Era of 
Extreme Inequality
Sunkara, Bhaskar
Basic (288 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-1-5416-1739-1  

The case for socialism.
Jacobin founder and editor Sunkara 

(editor: The ABCs of Socialism, 2016, etc.) 
considers the present world of “extreme inequality” and argues 
that “we can do better than this capitalist reality you’re stuck 
in.” At a time of growing popularity for progressive politicians 
like Jeremy Corbyn and Bernie Sanders and of marked dislike 
of capitalism and affinity for socialism among American 18- to 
29-year-olds (though “what young people understand as social-
ism is not clear”), the author finds a “surprising opportunity” 
today for socialism in Britain and the United States. In this 
accessible narrative, Sunkara describes the socialist tradition 
from Marx to the present and outlines the benefits of a social-
ist society of “expansive social services and public guarantees” 
that asserts “the moral worth of every person.” His lengthy 
opening explication of this idyllic view—a day in the life of a 
socialist citizen—will appeal strongly to readers dissatisfied 
with the “unnecessary pain and suffering” under capitalism. His 



subsequent recounting of the realities of socialist movements 
of the 19th and early 20th centuries in Western Europe and Rus-
sia is less enthralling, as the author is aware. Poorly led, facing 
many roadblocks, and sometimes producing “stifling authori-
tarianism and an increasingly sclerotic planned economy,” many 
social-democratic experiments “sputtered and failed.” In trac-
ing the American story—from Eugene Debs to Michael Har-
rington and beyond—Sunkara explains how socialism’s appeal 
has been limited by prosperity and individualism; committed 
socialists were divided by language, geography, and ideologies. 
Lacking “mass parties, an active base, and a mobilized working 
class,” the country has never created a viable socialist move-
ment. He suggests more than a dozen complex, nuanced actions 
for socialists—from waging democratic battles within unions 
to taking into account American particularities—to achieve 
the goal of “extending democracy radically...[and] ending the 
exploitation of humans by other humans.”

A sharp, hopeful, and useful primer short on evidence 
that a socialist future is at hand.

THE STONEWALL READER
The New York Public Library
Ed. by Baumann, Jason
Penguin (336 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-0-14-313351-3  

A showcase of the work of activists 
and participants in the Stonewall upris-
ing, published to coincide with the 50th 
anniversary.

With his discerning selections, edi-
tor Baumann (editor: Love and Resistance: Out of the Closet into 
the Stonewall Era, 2019, etc.)—assistant director for collection 
development for the New York Public Library and coordinator 
of the library’s LGBT Initiative—provides a street-level view of 
the Stonewall uprising, which helped launch the LGBTQ rights 
movement in the United States. Through his skillful curation, 
he offers a corrective for what is too often a sanitized, homog-
enous, and whitewashed portrayal of academics and profession-
als about the event sometimes termed “the hairpin drop heard 
around the world.” By gathering vibrant and varied experiences 
of diverse contributors, the collection reflects the economic, 
gender, racial, and ethnic complexity of the LGBTQ commu-
nity at a time when behaviors such as same-sex dancing were 
criminalized. Featuring essays, interviews, personal accounts, 
and news articles, Baumann’s archival project accurately and 
meticulously captures an era of social unrest; the conversation 
about institutional discrimination and inequality presented 
here remains as revolutionary today as it did 50 years ago. The 
anthology invites us to look closely at the unresolved social 
dynamics of a population defined by its diversity, confronting 
sexism, racism, classism, and internalized homophobia along-
side a broad view of institutional discrimination, heteronor-
mativity, and sexual repression. Voices of significant leaders sit 
beside stories from participants behind protest lines, police 

raids, and street harassment, and the mounting frustration with 
an oppressive status quo becomes palpable on every page. The 
first-person narratives collected here effectively spotlight the 
social inequalities surrounding the LGBTQ community, many 
of which persist today.

A bold rallying cry that should help in the continuing 
fight for LGBTQ rights. Read alongside Baumann’s Love 
and Resistance and Marc Stein’s The Stonewall Riots: A Documen
tary History for a full education on the events before, during, 
and after Stonewall.

MONSIEUR MEDIOCRE
One American Learns the 
High Art of Being 
Everyday French
von Sothen, John
Viking (288 pp.) 
$25.00  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-7352-2483-4  

An American in Paris reflects on fan-
tasy and reality.

When journalist von Sothen moved 
to Paris with his pregnant French actress wife, he counted on 
staying only a few years in the legendary city of beauty and 
sophistication. Now, 15 years later, he makes his book debut 
with a deft, shrewd, and entertaining take on his adoptive home, 
a place far different from how it is conveyed in winsome movies 
like Amelie and books like Peter Mayle’s sun-dappled A Year in 
Provence. Living in the multiethnic, economically diverse 10th 
arrondissement, von Sothen has observed at close hand home-
lessness, vagrancy, crime, and the plight of undocumented 
immigrants and refugees. Yet his Parisian community has felt 
safe, without the “palpable aggressiveness” that he sensed on 
his visits to America. In France, social programs provide for 
free or subsidized child care; free health care, including a doctor 
who will come to your home 24 hours a day; a good local public 
school; and laws that ensure affordable housing even in areas 
that are being gentrified. Although in some Parisian neighbor-
hoods “streets were cleaner and ruined lives were less in your 
face,” the author prefers the gritty 10th to posh arrondisse-
ments that he once assumed were “the embodiment of French 
wonderfulness.” He skewers some of the customs that also once 
seemed enviable: long, frequent vacations and long, highly cho-
reographed dinner parties. Every six weeks, schools have two-
week breaks, during which working parents sign their children 
up for some extracurricular activity that will occupy them—or 
else depend on grandparents, “flown in like the Army corps 
of engineers,” to supervise. The summer break requires “plan-
ning as early as Christmas time” and vacationing—sometimes 
awkwardly—“en groupe” with assorted other couples. The pres-
idential race between Emmanuel Macron and Marine Le Pen 
gives the author a chance to ring in on the “disenchantment and 
disillusionment” of French voters, who, he reports with admira-
tion, “in the end, found their true north.”

A witty, incisive portrait of contemporary France.
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WE SPEAK FOR OURSELVES
A Word from Forgotten Black 
America
Watkins, D.
Atria (208 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-5011-8782-7  

Watkins (The Cook Up: A Crack Rock 
Memoir, 2016, etc.) anchors his new col-
lection of essays in the voices, language, 
everyday realities, and dreams of black 

citizens of his home East Baltimore neighborhood.
“In the midst of all the black narratives stacked on book-

shelves, we have a problem—a major problem,” writes the 
author. “People from the street are absent from them.” As an 
emergent writer with a background in the streets, he found 
himself a piece of “celebrity” after landing a viral essay with 
Salon. The author continues to offer deep critiques of the elit-
ism and respectability that directly and indirectly censor voices 
of the multitudes of black experience, and he explores what it 
means to be accountable to his people in his writings. While 
these communities are overtly susceptible to the imposed hur-
dles of systemic racism, their experiences and worldviews don’t 
easily conform to the #StayWoke packaging of mainstream 
black-led protest movements. As such, Watkins stresses the 
importance of letting more people speak for themselves and 
combining voice with action on a wide variety of institutional 
and structural forces that impede black progress. He touches 
on topics such as education, policing, food deserts, poor hous-
ing, drug markets, structural poverty, and more. “The days of 
one black savior are over,” he writes. “Most of the people who 
identify as black leaders in the mainstream are too famous to 
directly interact with the people who need them the most. I 
learned to rethink what a leader is, what a mentor is, and how 
to be a valuable ally.” Ultimately, being driven by “a whole lot 
of love” has allowed him to realize that the greatest rewards lie 
within the work. As he writes, he is “blessed in being able to try” 
as he continues to bring East Baltimore to the world.

A strong offering that brings nuance and multiplicity to 
readers attempting to decipher the black male urban expe-
rience while uplifting the stories, visions, and love that 
incubated a rising star.

LOTHARINGIA 
A Personal History of 
Europe’s Lost Country
Winder, Simon
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (528 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-0-374-19218-1  

The final volume in London-based 
author and publisher Winder’s trilogy 
about the history of Europe, following 
Germania (2010) and Danubia (2014).

In this history of an ill-defined region of Europe—not 
quite Germany, not quite France, running along both sides of 
the Rhine, encompassing northern reaches of the Netherlands 
and including Flanders, Luxembourg, and Alsace-Lorraine all 
the way to Switzerland—the author brings the material rivet-
ingly alive with the sheer elasticity of his imagination and prose. 
This region, “a mass of illogicality,” was first defined after Char-
lemagne’s death in 814 and named for one of his three grandsons, 
Lothair (thus, Lotharingia, created by 843), and it has “provoked 
wars in every century and...been the site of many of the events 
which have defined European civilization.” Moving chronologi-
cally, Winder marvels at how little we know about this region 
before the onslaught of Julius Caesar. When the Roman general 
lifted the veil in The Gallic War, it appeared as “a series of highly 
organized, sophisticated societies, in terms of military tech-
nology hard for the Romans to defeat and with large, complex 
and tough ships designed for the harsh weather of the Atlantic.” 
Tracing the disintegration of the invading marauders and the 
early Christian centuries’ attempts to “erase all trace of native 
paganism,” Winder enlivens his accounts with chronicles of his 
visits to many of these ancient archaeological grounds. Sifting 
through massive amounts of information covering centuries, 
he wisely structures the narrative around certain spots, such 
as Amiens or Beaune, and sharp profiles of notable historical 
figures—e.g., Hildegard von Bingen, “an obscure mystic from 
the twelfth-century Rhineland,” or Dutch painter Hieronymus 
Bosch, whose paintings were created “to drive you onto your 
knees, to think about our fate in a fallen world.” Throughout, 
Winder infuses his account with such energy and wit that read-
ers may be pleasantly unaware of the many history lessons he 
imparts.

A meandering and highly entertaining amble through 
fascinating bits of history that culminates in the horrors 
of the invading armies of the world wars. (14 b/w illustrations; 
7 maps)

FALL AND RISE 
The Story of 9/11
Zuckoff, Mitchell
Harper/HarperCollins (624 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-0-06-227564-6  

A meticulously delineated, detailed, 
graphic history of the events of 9/11 in 
New York City, at the Pentagon, and in 
Pennsylvania.

Working at the Boston Globe as an 
investigative journalist, Zuckoff (Journalism/Boston Univ.; 13 
Hours: The Inside Account of What Really Happened In Benghazi, 
2014, etc.) spent months after 9/11 publishing pieces on the 
tragedy’s victims and their families and friends. He decided to 
revisit the personal sagas so that future generations of read-
ers will fully understand this watershed moment in American 
history. The author divides the book into three sections: what 
happened inside the cabins and cockpits of the four hijacked 



planes; what happened on the ground at the Twin Towers, the 
Pentagon, and the Pennsylvania countryside; and reports on 
what happened to some of the survivors after 9/11. Zuckoff 
mostly avoids references to the hijackers’ possible motivations 
as well as speculation on why the government failed to halt the 
sometimes-amateurish terrorist plot despite multiple warnings 
from alert sources. The author also eschews lengthy commen-
tary on the massive reduction in civil liberties in the U.S. as 
governments at all levels implemented drastic policies to halt 
future terrorist attacks. In each of the three sections, Zuckoff 
offers a cross-section of widely representative individuals and 
then builds the relentlessly compelling narrative around those 
real-life protagonists. Despite the story’s sprawling cast, which 
could have sabotaged a book by a less-skilled author, Zuckoff 
ably handles all of the complexities. Even readers who might 
normally balk at reliving 9/11 and its aftermath are quite likely 
to find the accounts of gruesome deaths, seemingly miraculous 
survivals, and courageous first responders difficult to set aside 
for an emotional break. In two appendices, the author pro-
vides a “timeline of key events” and a list of “the nearly three 
thousand names as they appear inscribed in bronze on the 9/11 
Memorial in New York.”

Zuckoff did not set out to write a feel-good book, and 
the subject matter is unquestionably depressing at times. 
Nonetheless, as contemporary history, Fall and Rise is a clear 
and moving success.
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children’s
GOLIATH 
The Boy Who Was 
Different
Abadía, Ximo
Illus. by the author
Little Gestalten (40 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Apr. 15, 2019
978-3-89955-826-5  

A boy, huge and completely bright 
red, narrates his quest to discover how 
and where to belong in this German 
import by a Spanish creator.

“I wanted to be like everyone else... / ...even though I was 
much bigger.” He tries to exploit his difference through boxing, 
but no one dares to oppose him. Figuring that geography might 
be the fix, Goliath begins a journey of discovery. Querying the 
ocean, then the sun, he’s met with both splendor and silence. It’s 
the Earth-tethered moon who provides an answer, offering beau-
tifully observed, existential wisdom: “Goliath, look at me. I am 
smaller than the sun, and I am bigger than the ocean, but it does 
not matter, because there is no one else like me. So, why does 
it matter to you if you are big or small?” As this big truth pen-
etrates, Abadía  centers Goliath as a tiny figure on an ink-black 
page. “Whoever was looking at me... / ...would never see me in 
the same way.” Abadía ’s pictures embody a dynamic interplay of 
color, form, and perspective. Gestural lines, hard- and brushy-
edged shapes, and a palette of red, yellow, green, black, and blue 
carry the bold design statement, complemented by a tall, thin 
trim size and wryly chosen font (Super Grotesk). Early and later 
spreads and endpapers convey that Goliath’s epiphany coincides 
with his integration into a newly vibrant community of children.

Profound—both visually and philosophically. (Picture 
book. 59)

LUNA
The Science and Stories of 
Our Moon
Aguilar, David
Illus. by the author
National Geographic Kids (64 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 11, 2019
978-1-4263-3322-4  

A picture of our nearest cosmic neighbor, from violent ori-
gins to likely demise.

Aguilar, a veteran science writer and illustrator, opens with 
a recap of (theorized) stages in the moon’s evolution over the 

GOLIATH by Ximo Abadía ................................................................. 90

THE IMPORTANT THING ABOUT MARGARET WISE BROWN 
by Mac Barnett; illus. by Sarah Jacoby ...............................................97

JACLYN HYDE by Annabeth BondorStone & Connor White ......... 98

THE USUAL SUSPECTS by Maurice Broaddus ................................102

CAMP TIGER by Susan Choi; illus. by John Rocco ........................... 103

PAWS AND EDWARD by Espen Dekko; 
illus. by Mari Kanstad Johnsen ......................................................... 107

MOONSHOT by Brian Floca ............................................................. 110

HELLO, I’M HERE! by Helen Frost; photos by Rick Lieder .............. 111

THE LAST PEACH by Gus Gordon ................................................... 113

JUST JAIME by Terri Libenson .........................................................122

MY CITY by Joanne Liu ..................................................................... 123

THE GIRL WHO NAMED PLUTO by Alice B. McGinty; 
illus. by Elizabeth Haidle .................................................................. 125

I AM A WOLF by Kelly Leigh Miller ................................................126

UP FOR AIR by Laurie Morrison ...................................................... 127

FREEDOM FIRE by Daniel José Older ..............................................128

WHEN THE MOON CAME DOWN by Feridun Oral .......................128

PLANET EARTH IS BLUE by Nicole Panteleakos .............................129

BILAL COOKS DAAL by Aisha Saeed; illus. by Anoosha Syed ......... 133

BUSY BABIES by Amy Schwartz .....................................................134

PLANET FASHION by Natasha Slee; illus. by Cynthia Kittler ....... 135

A NORMAL PIG by KFai Steele ........................................................ 136

JUST SOUTH OF HOME by Karen Strong........................................ 137

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   1  m a r c h  2 0 1 9   |   9 1

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

past 4.5 billion years. Then, in no particular order, he speeds 
through a jumble of lunar topics including tides and phases, the 
Great Moon Hoax of 1835, werewolves, moon-based festivals, 
and visits both fantastic and real. In a more practical vein, at 
least for budding sky watchers, he follows a simplified map of 
the moon’s near side with closer looks at 17 craters and other 
features easily visible through small telescopes or binoculars 
before closing, after a scenario of the moon’s probable end, with 
instructions for creating a plaster or papier-mâché moonscape 
and for drawing (not photographing!) lunar features observed 
through a lens. All of this is presented against a seamless series 
of photos and realistic paintings, sometimes a mix of the two. 
The author’s ethnography in his discussion of myths is at best 
superficial, and his survey of earthly history ends with the 
Apollo program, but his astronomy-based descriptions and 
explanations are clear and well-founded.

A disorganized grab bag with parts that may be of some 
value to young stargazers. (websites, index) (Nonfiction. 
1012)

WHEN I COLORED IN 
THE WORLD
Ahmadi, Ahmadreza
Illus. by Abdollahi, Ehsan
Trans. by Rassi, Azita
Tiny Owl (32 pp.) 
$19.50  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-1-910328-49-1

When a child is given a box of crayons and an eraser, they 
replace bad things with nicer ones, spreading color everywhere.

“Desert” gives way to “roses” and the color red, “darkness” to 
“light” and the color yellow, and “hunger” to “wheat” and green. 
The color pairings go beyond a limited set to include sky blue, 
violet, silver, and others. Their associations with introduced 
items tickle the imagination but feel forced at times—why, for 
instance, is “laughter” purple? Readers looking for comfort in 
patterning will be disappointed by the inconsistency of types 
of actions in the text: Is the child effecting the change (“I made 
roses grow”) or just imagining it (“mothers danced and laughed”)? 
While the creative and simple poem focuses on improving the 
quality of the world for everybody, some readers may feel that 
certain concepts (“winter,” for instance, as well as”crying” and, 
most problematically, “old age”) are bestowed with a negativity 
they don’t deserve. Stylized, childlike illustrations accompany 
the introduced colors, with swirls and concentric circles offer-
ing unifying ornamentation, but largely fail to convey the posi-
tive message of the book, with most of the depicted characters 
looking unengaged, tired, or distressed. The book’s high point 
is an exercise for readers at the end, asking them to imagine 
what they want to change to make the world a better place.

A book with an engaging message that falls short dur-
ing implementation. (Picture book. 49)

PUTUGUQ & KUBLU AND 
THE QALUPALIK
Akulukjuk, Roselynn & Christopher, Danny
Illus. by Arijanto, Astrid 
Inhabit Media (32 pp.) 
$6.95 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-77227-228-4 
Series: Putuguq & Kublu 

A pair of young siblings from Arviq 
Bay in northern Canada learn about an 

Inuit bogeyman.
This easy-to-read graphic novel, set in the snowy Arctic tun-

dra, tells the story of an imaginative brother named Putuguq 
who wants nothing more than to tag along with his older sister, 
Kublu, when she heads out to the shoreline to meet a friend. A 
contemporary rendition of an age-old myth, the story depicts 
their grandfather coming home from the hunt with a seal pulled 
behind his snowmobile. He tells them to beware the qalupalik, 
a sea monster with long fingernails, slimy skin, and locks of 
hair dripping down its back. Frightened by his cautionary tale, 
the siblings approach the water’s edge, where they find their 
friend’s backpack abandoned on the ice and receive the scare of 
their lives. While the siblings are given distinctive personality 
traits, their wry dialogue may strike readers as formal (“Brother, 
you are a strange one”), especially for characters who should be 
around 5 and 6. Simple block panels and emojilike illustrations 
also detract from their appeal, though the depictions of the 
imagined qalupalik and the Tuniq hunter Putuguq pretends to 
be are stunning in their monochromatic purple shades. The lay-
out of their village is mapped in the opening pages—the careful 
inclusion of raised, wood-frame buildings with no igloo in sight 
adds to the educational value of the story.

Ultimately, humor rules the day as Putuguq and Kub-
lu’s grandfather tricks them into being safe when they play 
near the water. (Graphic fiction. 57)

A RAINY DAY WITH 
HEDGEHOG AND RABBIT
Albo, Pablo 
Illus. by Gómez
Trans. by Dawlatly, Ben
nubeOCHO (36 pp.) 
$14.95  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-84-946551-9-7 
Series: Hedgehog and Rabbit 

Two sweetly innocent friends discover rain.
As Hedgehog and Rabbit enjoy their garden together, a 

drop of water lands on Rabbit’s ear. Scared by this, he hides in 
his hollow log. A drop of water also lands on Hedgehog; in his 
case it tickles and makes him laugh, so he goes looking for Rab-
bit to tell him. In both cases they believe someone threw the 
water at them, and now they are out to find the culprit. As they 
emerge from the hollow log, Rabbit notices something strange: 
The sky is no longer blue—“it’s...it’s lost its color!” Confused, 



I first read Little Women as 
a middle grader, as so many 
American girls did and proba-
bly still do. As a girl growing up 
with two brothers and no sis-
ters, I wanted to be part of that 
all-female household. And like 
many other readers, I identified 
strongly with bookish, opinion-
ated, spiky Jo. She was a role 

model, an independent intellectual who helped to 
support her family with her own writing. And like 
an enormous number of readers (as a quick search 
of the internet tells me), I couldn’t stand Professor 
Bhaer—or, as I called him, “the old professor guy.” 
Like many of my fellow readers, I never forgave Al-
cott for marrying Jo to him instead of lovely Laurie 
next door, and I don’t know that I ever even for-
gave Amy for landing him.

Rereading Little Women as an adult with rather 
more care than I did as a kid, I found more reason 
to detest the old professor guy—his paternalistic 
attitude toward Jo and her writing is frankly repul-
sive. He prudishly disapproves of thrilling tales like 
the ones she writes to support herself and her fam-
ily, convincing her that “They are trash,” work to 
be “horribly ashamed of.” And she burns her writ-
ing. Oh, Jo.

So although Alcott wrote a gloriously feminine 
book, a book that honored the interior lives of girls 
and women, a book that exalted sisterhood, it was 
not a feminist one. 

And that’s what makes me so delighted with Rey 
Terciero and Bre Indigo’s Meg, Jo, Beth, and Amy, a 
graphic novel set in modern-day New York City: 
It gets the emotional beats of Alcott’s classic just 
right without betraying Jo. The girls are thorough-
ly modern, Meg (who’s black) and Jo (who’s white) 
brought together by their parents’ interracial mar-
riage and joined by biracial Beth and Amy. Meg 
loves fashion and hates her family’s poverty; Beth 

is sweet but not insipid, a budding musician; brash 
Amy is both a talented artist and an avid gamer. 
And Jo is blazingly smart, thrilled to get a copy of 
Beloved for Christmas.

Lovers of the Alcott original will find the chang-
es from her classic ingenious. The girls’ father is 
deployed in the Middle East and suffers an all-too-
modern combat injury. The girls and their mother 
bond over wholesome yet contemporary comforts: 
sharing woes over spoonfuls of ice cream straight 
from the carton and bundling into Mom’s bed for a 
family double feature 
of Titanic and Love, 

Actually. The episode 
when Amy takes re-
venge on Jo for ignor-
ing her by destroying 
a story resolves when 
she is almost hit by a 
bus instead of almost 
drowning while skat-
ing. And when Beth 
gets sick (leukemia 
instead of scarlet fe-
ver)—well, don’t read 
this in public.

I confess it made me nervous, its translation to 
the modern setting so emotionally faithful. What 
were they going to do about Jo? Would she fall for 
best friend Laurie (here the orphaned grandson of 
the Marches’ fabulously wealthy Latinx neighbor)? 
Would she fall for one of her teachers? Ick. But Ter-
ciero boldly departs from the Alcott template to 
give Jo’s storyline a perfect resolution and to give 
readers a feminist protagonist to cheer.

Take that, old professor guy. —V.S.

Vicky Smith is the children’s editor.
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celebrating an update 
on a classic

Photo courtesy Leah O
verstreet
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they wonder whether “whoever threw water at us also took the 
color out of the sky?” There is definitely a mystery to be solved 
here. Humor abounds both in the text and in the bright, car-
toon illustrations, especially as the friends eventually arrive at 
the owls’ home. The owls suggest rain might have thrown the 
water, and “You can’t do anything except take cover and wait 
for it to get tired and stop.” Still not fully understanding what 
rain is, the friends take cover and wait, eventually falling asleep. 
When they wake up “They’d done it! The sun was back in the 
middle of the bright blue sky.” Translated by Dawlatly from the 
Spanish Erizo y Conejo descubren la lluvia, this rendering captures 
the charming silliness of the original story.

Young readers will fall for these endearing friends. (Pic
ture book. 36) (Erizo y Conejo descubren la lluvia: 9788494655180)

BEASTLY BIOMES
AllenFletcher, Carly
Illus. by the author
Creston (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-939547-54-5  

Earth’s five main biomes—aquatic, 
forest, grassland, desert, and tundra—
are further broken down into subgroups, 
each with collages depicting that group 

and some of its animals.
This is a fitting companion piece to Allen-Fletcher’s Animal 

Antipodes (2018), but, unlike its sibling, it works better as a pri-
mary-grade reference book than a one-time read. Each double-
page spread has a short paragraph that offers a few facts, such as, 

“Deciduous forests are found in cooler, rainy areas.” The remain-
der of each page consists of one-sentence descriptions under 
all-caps labels near each of the stylized creatures traversing the 
habitat. Readers will enjoy additions to familiar names—Shiho’s 
sea horses, curled octopuses—and less-common names, such as 
wobbegongs and axolotls. There is also pleasant variety in the 
one-apiece verb for each animal: “Musk oxen graze”; “Adelie 
penguins huddle.” The layout and the vibrant artwork do not 
disappoint, and care was taken to include varied countries and 
continents. The plains biome, for example, includes animals 
from grasslands in China, Russia, Africa, New Zealand, and 
North and South America. However, each double-page spread 
is essentially a beautifully illustrated list of animals in a scantily 
explained habitat. Children who love animals and love learning 
new names of animals will enjoy perusing the pages, but any-
one craving depth will want to extend their exploration to other, 
meatier resources.

Biome rudiments with more style than substance. 
(Informational picture book. 59)

A BOOK ABOUT WHALES
Antinori, Andrea
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Kelly, David 
Abrams (64 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-4197-3502-8  

Conversational text and pencil illus-
trations introduce the largest members of the cetacean order.

The first page of dryly humorous text faces a full-page illus-
tration that is immediately engaging: A fisherman in a small 
boat has unwittingly cast his line near an enormous humpback 
whale, which seems to be deciding whether a playful tug is war-
ranted. The author/illustrator tells readers he knows they are 
already whale lovers, but he wants to tell them more, because 

“I’m very chatty.” The layout is exceptional, with blue lettering, 
blue wavelike patterns under each page number, and thoughtful 
placement of the myriad, masterful illustrations. Some of the 
illustrated explanations make good use of common objects to 
explain whale anatomy, as in a colander for baleen and an accor-
dion for ventral pleats. There is also great fun in size compari-
sons of whales with other things, including a train carriage and 
Tyrannosaurus rex. The text falls short in its editing; there are 
errors and inconsistencies in word usage, taxonomy, and spell-
ing. Its greatest failing is in its section “And Humans?” It men-
tions the 1986 international whaling ban, adding that there are 

“some who try to get around those rules.” The next paragraph 
tells about Indigenous peoples who still use traditional whaling 
for their survival—but doesn’t mention that their actions are 
lawful. Readers may well draw the wrong conclusion here, lead-
ing to a whale of a missed teaching opportunity.

Appealing but unpolished. (bibliography, whale-watch-
ing sites, index) (Nonfiction. 812)

IMPERFECT
A Story of Body Image
Awada, Dounya with Zuiker, Anthony E.
Illus. by Firmansyah, Miralti with 
Kamaputra, Fahriza 
Zuiker Press (96 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-1-947378-07-0  

In this graphic memoir, Awada, 
a “young Muslim woman who lives in 
America’s heartland,” shares her struggle 

with body dysmorphic disorder.,
Awada was raised in a Middle Eastern culture in which 

“there is never a shortage of food nourishment, and love”—in 
fact, “feeding your children is love.” But when Awada was 6, her 
aunt called her “too big,” and “that was the day...they flipped a 
switch that could never be turned off.” As she ages, she finds 
a “new family [in] food,” which becomes her best friend in a 
world where she wants to be perfect, just like her meticulous 
mom. In high school, Awada turns to dieting, then starving 

Heartfelt narration works with Firmansyah’s art and Kamaputra’s 
bold colors to depict Awada’s changes—weight gain and finding 
comfort in food to weight loss, all while struggling to be perfect.

imperfect
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herself, and then purging. Although she feels “such euphoria” 
after purging, Awada only grows weaker. The author admits 
that she could have died, “but, by the grace of Allah (God), I am 
here... / ...alive to tell my story.” Illustrations capture her fragile 
body and growing weakness. Meanwhile, her family struggles 
to pay for her treatment. With help, she starts to heal and real-
izes that “imperfection is beautiful.” Heartfelt narration works 
with Firmansyah’s art and Kamaputra’s bold colors to depict 
Awada’s changes—weight gain and finding comfort in food to 
weight loss, all while struggling to be perfect. A closing note 
from a professional provides tips for identifying and avoiding 
eating disorders.

A sensitive, firsthand treatment of the topic made all 
the richer by its inclusion of the author’s religion and cul-
ture. (Graphic memoir. 1115)

50 ADVENTURES TO HAVE 
BEFORE YOU TURN 14
Baccalario, Pierdomenico & Percivale, 
Tommaso
Illus. by Ferrari, AntonGionata
Trans. by Hauber, Sara
Sourcebooks Jabberwocky (176 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-4926-7155-8  

Originally published in Italy, this 
DIY adventure book features 50 activities, one per chapter, as a 
sort of bucket list of challenges for a pre–14-year-old.

Each chapter introduces a new adventure and accompany-
ing instructions. The adventures don’t seem to be in any par-
ticular order, and many of the activities presented are to be had 
outdoors. Each chapter ends with a “Mission Accomplished” 
template that is to be completed with details summarizing the 
adventure. Many activities presented are dubious or even exclu-
sionary, starting with the adventure that instructs kids to sleep 
in a scary place that must be “really special and dangerous,” like 

“a nearby forest.” Adventure No. 20 suggests photographing 
three wild animals (a deer, a bear, and a fox pose in Ferrari’s illus-
tration), while another, searching for mushrooms, mentions 
that many are edible but not that any are lethal. There are even 
instructions on stalking a fellow human, illustrated by a picture 
of a girl who is being followed by a hidden stalker. Still, many 
activities are kid-friendly, and the book can act as a handy anti-
boredom tool. Although the book is definitely geared toward 
young people who have ready access to substantial swaths of 
outdoors, some, such as baking bread or writing a story or letter, 
should be accessible to most children.

With careful guidance, a potentially useful resource. 
(Nonfiction. 1013)

HARBOR BOUND
Bailey, Catherine
Illus. by Shi, Ellen
Disney-Hyperion (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-4847-9952-9  

A father-and-child team venture out 
together on their tugboat, rescuing a 
small boat and navigating a storm before 

returning safely to their harbor.
Evocative watercolor illustrations effectively convey the 

ocean and harbor setting with azure skies, puffy clouds, swirl-
ing seas, and a rip-roaring thunderstorm with lightning streak-
ing across purplish skies. While the intriguing illustrations are 
the book’s strongest feature, several illustrations do not have 
exact picture-to-text correlation. Some perplexing depictions 
that could disorient coastal readers include an ocean liner on 
a direct path for collision with a sailboat and the tugboat (as 
well as the nearby shore) and a jet shown in the hangar bay of 
an aircraft carrier, which would not likely be anywhere near this 
small harbor. Safety-conscious readers will be concerned by the 
lack of clearly depicted personal flotation devices on the child 
and father. The child (who is androgynous) is shown wearing a 
slim vest, but it isn’t clearly a life jacket. Sharp-eyed readers will 
note that the line that’s towing the dinghy the tug rescues dis-
appears in some pictures, as does the dinghy’s occupant. The 
cast of characters includes people of color; the child’s father has 
light skin and dark hair, and the mother presents as Asian. The 
short, rhyming text conveys a dramatic and interesting story, 
but in the pictures, too many extraneous types of boats make 
unnecessary and illogical appearances. Nautical terms used in 
the story are defined in a glossary.

While the logical concerns don’t sink this ship, muffed 
details have it awash at the scuppers. (Picture book. 47)

ON THE RUN IN 
ANCIENT CHINA
Bailey, Linda
Illus. by Slavin, Bill
Kids Can (56 pp.) 
$15.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-5253-0152-0 
Series: Time Travel Guides 

In this nonfiction/fiction hybrid 
graphic novel, the three Binkerton sib-

lings are accidentally sent back in time to the Han dynasty of 
ancient China by Mr. Pettigrew, owner of the Good Times 
Travel Agency.

The older two, fraternal twins, just want to get home as 
soon as possible, but when their little sister disappears, they 
begin a journey from the countryside to Chang’an, the capital 
city, to search for her. Luckily, they have with them Julian T. 
Pettigrew’s Personal Guide to Ancient China, a book within a book 
that’s excerpted in panels at the bottom of most pages, offering 

Riding the recent wave of interest in graphic nonfiction, this 
is a fine basic overview of ancient Chinese history and culture for 

readers who prefer highly illustrated learning.
on the run in ancient china
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informational text while the kids’ adventures occupy the upper 
portions. The entire enterprise is lighthearted, with slapstick 
comedy and tongue-in cheek advice. The guidebook covers 
broad aspects of China’s history and culture, such as farming, 
family life, and philosophy, in a few paragraphs each while the 
madcap plot brings the children into direct contact with the 
topics discussed in the guide. (As the twins dash through the 
palace throne room to grab their sister, the guidebook reads, 

“Hoping to meet the emperor? Forget it!”) Illustrations are 
appropriately humorous, with a tendency toward caricature, 
but suit the adventure well. Identified as “barbarians” by the 
Chinese people they meet, the Binkertons have brown hair and 
light skin.

Riding the recent wave of interest in graphic nonfiction, 
this is a fine basic overview of ancient Chinese history and 
culture for readers who prefer highly illustrated learning. 
(Graphic novel/nonfiction. 812)

WAIT! IT’S FRIDAY
Barash, Chris
Illus. by Grove, Christine
Apples & Honey Press (24 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-1-68115-542-5  

Title notwithstanding, this picture 
book is the polar opposite of Waiting for 

Godot.
There’s never a moment of doubt that Shabbat is coming. 

The multiracial Jewish family in the story spends every minute 
of Friday making sure they’re ready for the Sabbath when the 
sun goes down. Some of the preparations are deeply spiritual, 
such as setting aside coins for charity, while others are mundane 
but necessary. Two pages of the book are devoted to laundry, 
which is probably two too many. Younger children might pre-
fer to read more about the time spent taking care of Sisi the 
cat and Daisy the dog, but Grove’s illustrations make up for 
it. Sisi is having more fun than seems possible, decorating the 

“SHABBAT SHALOM” poster with paw prints and inventing 
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Aida Salazar

THE MOON WITHIN IS A WORTHY SUCCESSOR TO ARE YOU THERE GOD? 
IT’S ME, MARGARET 
By Alex Heimbach

When Aida Salazar’s daughter hit puberty, the au-
thor knew she wanted to celebrate her child’s coming-
of-age; the question was how. They’d been attending 
moon ceremonies for years, and both liked the idea of 
having one, but there wasn’t much information avail-
able about Indigenous American traditions. Based on 
what information she could find, Salazar designed a 
ceremony that honors Xicana traditions as well as 
celebrating the female body and its connection to the 
moon and to the Earth. “The metaphor of the flower 

and the blossom and the metaphor of the water and 
the cleansing, all of these I think are beautiful ways to 
tell a story…and go a little bit deeper than just, Well, 
you blossomed or, Well, you’ve come of age,” she says.

The moon ceremony is the focal point of Salazar’s 
new novel in verse, The Moon Within (Feb. 26). Elev-
en-year-old Celi knows that she’ll get her first period 
but insists that she doesn’t want her mother to cel-
ebrate it with a public ceremony. She struggles with 
uncertainty about her changing body, her first attrac-
tion to a boy, and how to support her friend coming 
out as genderfluid, but she ultimately learns to accept 
herself, her heritage, and her beliefs.

“We live in such a puritanical society that wom-
en’s menstruation, breastfeeding, women’s bodies 
are seen negatively or hypersexualized,” Salazar says, 

“and so I wanted to reframe that conversation and 
wanted to make sure that we allow children to have 
this opportunity for exploration and for wonder and 
for acceptance of their own beauty.” The Moon Within 
is one of the few children’s books to straightforward-
ly discuss the biological and emotional changes that 
come with puberty and how fraught that can be for 
a young girl.

Feminist issues have always shaped Salazar’s work, 
first as an activist and now as a writer, but her initial 
inspiration for writing was more personal. When she 
was just 13, her elder sister committed suicide. “I took 
to writing because it was the only thing that helped 
to kind of unravel the grief and uncertainty that I 
felt,” she says. She started with poetry but explored 
fiction and nonfiction as well.

It wasn’t until she had her own kids that she be-
came interested in books for kids. The whole fam-
ily loved to read, and they would check out dozens 

Photo courtesy Roy Robles
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of books from the library every week. Unfortunate-
ly, those books all had one thing in common: They 
lacked any characters who resembled Salazar’s fam-
ily. Looking at the dismal state of Latinx representa-
tion, Salazar felt she could add a valuable perspective 
to children’s literature. “I feel like it’s a deeply politi-
cal act of resistance,” she says. “When children see 
themselves reflected with dignity and in all of their 
humanity, that’s transformational.”

Because of her background in poetry, Salazar 
found herself especially drawn to the novels in verse 
that she read with her kids. “The ones in verse were 
the ones that really struck me,” she says. “They were 
the ones that stayed with me.” Writing in verse al-
lowed her all of the tools of poetry, from metaphor to 
alliteration to white space, while still constructing a 
compelling narrative.

Some of Salazar’s activist friends have expressed 
confusion over her pivot to writing for kids, but she 
believes it’s an extremely fruitful method for effecting 
social change. “When you write for children, you cre-
ate the biggest impact,” she says, “because those are 
lessons that they are taking with them into their life.”

Alex Heimbach is a writer and editor in California. The 
Moon Within received a starred review in the Nov. 1, 
2018, issue. 

a game with the coins for the tzedakah box. Sisi’s level of joy 
could serve as an inspiration to us all. The story will test readers’ 
patience, almost by definition. Just about every page of the text 
includes the word “wait.” But that only builds anticipation for 
the final pages of the book. When readers see the “golden and 
fluffy” matzo balls and the irises standing “tall in a sparkly vase,” 
they may feel as joyous as Sisi. In this observant extended family, 
Daddy and his parents present white, while Mommy and Uncle 
Bill present black; the protagonist and baby sister Helen have 
light-brown skin and Afro-textured hair.

Even Beckett might have smiled when he reached the 
end of the story. Once in a while, waiting is more than 
worth the effort. (Picture book. 35)

THE IMPORTANT THING 
ABOUT MARGARET 
WISE BROWN 
Barnett, Mac
Illus. by Jacoby, Sarah
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 21, 2019
978-0-06-239344-9  

The important thing about this 
review is to say this picture book is great.

Here and now, we say to Barnett and Jacoby: We SEE what 
you’ve done. You’ve paid tribute to a woman who changed pic-
ture books. Forever. You’ve acknowledged her queerness, tell-
ing readers she fell in love “with a woman called Michael / and a 
man called Pebble.” You’ve honored her words with references 
to such titles as Goodnight Moon, The Runaway Bunny, The Little 
Fur Family, and more. You’ve sat with her respect for child read-
ers as thinking, feeling, whole beings, and you’ve invited us, your 
readers, and hers, to do the same. You’ve framed her conflict 
with a stuffy librarian as an epic, funny battle. Just like Brown’s 
texts, yours is quirky, and sweet, experimental, funny, and at 
times heartbreakingly gorgeous. And Jacoby channels Clement 
Hurd, and Leonard Weisgard, and Garth Williams, and so many 
other Brown collaborators—and yet? Jacoby remains herself. 
Just like Margaret Wise Brown was herself, her whole life long. 
Or her whole life short, really, right? Isn’t it a shame she died 
so young? At 42—as you document in this picture-book biog-
raphy, this love letter to her life, and to her astonishing legacy 
to children’s literature. Honestly? We don’t know what more to 
say. But we guess we will say this: have a carrot. You’ve earned it. 
And so much more. The important thing is that you wrote this 
picture book—this picture book about Margaret Wise Brown.

A runaway success. (Picture book/biography. 5adult)
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SHORTCUTS
Bearce, Amy
CBAY (320 pp.) 
$18.95  |  $8.95 paper  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-944821-76-0
978-1-944821-77-7 paper 
Series: Singularities 

An eighth-grade empath and her 
powered friends are confronted with a 
new friend who might reveal their secret.

Bubbly, blonde Parker can taste the 
feelings of people around her. Because the pain and misery of 
others make Parker suffer, she’s become a cheery little busybody, 
dedicating herself to the emotional labor of cheering up all of 
her classmates. Her three closest friends, children born from 
the same discredited fertility experiment as Parker, also have 
secret powers: Avery is precognitive, Deshawn has superhear-
ing, and Ethan is telekinetic. When new-student Mia arrives in 
their school, Parker’s overwhelmed by her crushing misery, but 
surely Parker can cheer her new friend up. In fact, she’s going to 
have to: Avery’s had a vision that Mia will have a meltdown at 
the Halloween dance, and it’ll endanger Parker and her friends. 
But Mia has her own secrets: a mysterious blond ex, artwork 
she won’t discuss, and guilt over her dead mother. Meanwhile 
Parker discovers new powers that might help her with Mia—or 
might bring all of their secrets tumbling down. The cast is fairly 
diverse; Parker and Avery present white, naming convention 
will lead readers to believe Deshawn is black and Mia Latinx, 
while handsome Ethan’s seemingly biracial, Korean/white. The 
story feels like a blend of Willo Davis Roberts’ nerdy-psychic 
classic The Girl with the Silver Eyes (1980) and the Stephen King 
novel Carrie (1980). Despite those antecedents, Bearce’s ten-
dency to tell instead of show, dropped plot threads (including 
an entire mystery antagonist), and thin characterization make 
this outing a chore.

Skip. (Fantasy. 1113)

THE LITTLE BLACK FISH
Behrangi, Samad
Illus. by Mesghali, Farshid
Trans. by Rassi, Azita
Tiny Owl (48 pp.) 
$21.00  |  May 1, 2019
978-1-910328-00-6  

Little Black Fish wants to explore beyond the small stream 
that is his home, but his mother and their neighbors discourage 
him and even make fun of his curiosity and openness to wonder.

In fact, one fish before him has been killed for daring to 
befriend a snail. But supported by other young fish, Little 
Black Fish strikes off into the river, meeting its varied deni-
zens in the manner of a folktale. As Little Black Fish swims, 
a lizard gives him a small knife and some advice on how to 
escape a pelican. Little Black Fish stops to watch the moon 
and a doe escaping from a hunter and to talk to a group of tiny 

fish who warn him about the open sea. But Little Black Fish 
keeps going, and as he nears the sea, he is snatched up, first 
by a malicious pelican and then by a seabird, in whose gullet 
he meets another small fish. Told in a frame story by a grand-
mother fish to her 12,000 grandchildren, Little Black Fish’s 
adventure teaches them the importance of unity in the face of 
struggle and integrity and independence even if it means risk-
ing everything. The text-heavy pages are decorated with bold, 
black- and red-dominated prints.

First published in Farsi in 1968 and banned in pre-rev-
olutionary Iran, Behrangi and Mesghali’s fable is an ode to 
a past filled with struggles for liberation and an inspiration 
for the many battles ahead. (Picture book. 512)

JACLYN HYDE 
BondorStone, Annabeth &  
White, Connor
Harper/HarperCollins (240 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-06-267145-5  

A wacky, comedic retelling of Dr. 
Jekyll and Mr. Hyde starring a perfection-
ist eighth-grader.

Intelligent, mature, responsible Jac-
lyn Hyde’s the kind of go-getter who 

overloads herself in an attempt to maintain her ridiculously 
high personal standards and buries any evidence of perceived 
failures in a little box. But when she multitasks a little too 
hard and her pet rabbit escapes, she and her friends chase it 
right into the local haunted house, which once belonged to 
a mad scientist—and there, she finds a formula for a Perfec-
tion Potion. Of course, she tries it, creating a monstrous alter 
ego that glories in slapstick chaos, wanton destruction, and 
enthusiastic sabotage, all done in the service of making Jaclyn 
look perfect. With the help of her two best friends, journalist 
Fatima and athlete Paige, both also in the know, Jaclyn strug-
gles to contain evil Jackie at school while searching for a cure. 
Heightening the stakes before the big finish are an over-the-
top evil principal in the vein of Miss Trunchbull of Matilda—
impossible to please and quick to rage—and the big school 
musical’s opening night. The story’s kept funny by humor-
ous sequences and jokes that seem like throwaway gags only 
to come back with impact. With racial and physical descrip-
tors largely absent, most characters are presumably white (if 
Fatima is Muslim, she does not wear hijab).

An absolutely hilarious, well-plotted comedy with huge 
thematic heart in dealing with the pressures and costs of 
high expectations. (Science fantasy. 812)

Little Black Fish’s adventure teaches the importance 
of unity in the face of struggle and integrity and independence 

even if it means risking everything.
the little black fish
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Katherena Vermette

RETURNING A CLASSIC CHILDREN’S STORY TO ITS INDIGENOUS 
ROOTS, WITHOUT THE UNNECESSARY MAN
By James Feder

A celebrated poet, writer, activist, and educator, 
Katherena Vermette’s work has always been a syn-
thesis of those various aspects of her identity. In 
The Girl and the Wolf (Feb. 5), Vermette returns to 
offer an extended exploration of the Indigenous 
traditions and lore she set out to introduce young 
readers to in a series of picture books called the Sev-
en Teachings Stories. This time however, the tradi-
tional themes are posited against those of the more 
widely known Western European variety in a very 
intentional—and illuminating—way.

“I was always fascinated by the story of ‘Little 
Red Riding Hood,’ ” Vermette says, “but by the ear-

lier versions, where this little girl overcomes adver-
sity and escapes the wolf through her wit. It’s only in 
later versions,” she adds, “that the woodcutter, this 
man, comes along to save the day.” What Vermette 
found particularly interesting about the story, and 
her own attraction to it, was how at odds it was with 
the teachings of her own Métis people. 

“Indigenous teachings, Anishnaabe teachings, 
have a very different take on the wolf and what it 
does,” she explains. Rather than something threat-
ening and dangerous, wolves, like many other an-
imals in these traditional stories, are helpful and 
wise creatures. “I liked the idea of offering a kind 
of Indigenous version of ‘Little Red Riding Hood,’ ” 
she says.

In The Girl and the Wolf, beautifully illustrated 
by Cree-Métis artist Julie Flett, a young girl is out 
in the woods with her mother when her penchant 
for exploring winds up getting her lost just as night 
is beginning to fall. When she sees a wolf approach, 
the girl, like the reader, is struck with a pang of fear 
before the animal reveals himself to be interested in 
helping, not eating, her. His advice is simple, yet ef-
fective: “Take a deep breath.” You know the answers 
to your questions, he tells her—how to get back to 
camp, what berries are safe to eat, what water is 
fresh to drink—you just need to calm down and lis-
ten to yourself. 

That message, while filtered through an Indig-
enous lens, comes from Vermette’s own experience 
as a kindergarten teacher. “So many kids, young 
kids, have so much anxiety,” she says. “So much of 
my work as a teacher was helping kids calm down 
and trust themselves.” Like those early versions of 

“Little Red Riding Hood” to which Vermette was so 
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BRAVE MOLLY
BoyntonHughes, Brooke
Illus. by the author
Chronicle (48 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-1-4521-6100-6  

A young child finds the courage to 
banish a familiar monster in this nearly 
wordless picture book.

The front endpapers depict a pencil drawing of a monster 
seen from the perspective of the artist. The story commences 
with the eponymous Molly reading in a window. She watches 
wistfully as a group of children crosses the street, but what’s 
that behind them? It looks like the monster in her drawing, 
which she crumples angrily before rushing outside to approach 
the kids—but she does not interact. The monster—a manifes-
tation of Molly’s shyness—lingers behind a tree, watching. The 
children leave a book behind. Molly puts it in her bag and sets 
off after them, the monster a few steps behind. Molly’s shyness 
multiplies as the monster is joined by a multitude of others; they 
dog her trail as she runs through horizontal panels, climbing 
trees and crawling through a log in order to elude them. How 
can Molly outwit her shyness? Maybe it’s as simple as saying, 

“Hi.” The artwork itself feels bashful, with soft colors and plenty 
of white space. Readers struggling with their own shyness will 
find inspiration in this plucky heroine. The crosshatched mon-
sters, with sharp angles, mean mouths, and tiny eyes, are appro-
priately scary. Molly has tan skin and curly brown hair. One of 
the other children appears black; the others are white.

Brave indeed. (Picture book. 48)

BEING EDIE IS HARD TODAY
Brashares, Ben
Illus. by Bergeland, Elizabeth
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-316-52174-1  

Some days are hard, so Edie borrows 
some animal traits to get through.

Edie doesn’t want to go to school, and as soon as she boards 
the bus, the reason why becomes clear: Edie is bullied and feels 
lonely. She copes by imagining herself as other animals, her 
wistful “Oh, to be a squid” summing up her alienation. She is 
depicted with leaf antennae all day long while other classmates 
sport different animal features. She tries to take action as a 
cheetah against an antelope-horned classmate, but her efforts 
send her to the principal’s office. At home, Edie finally admits 
the truth to her mom, releasing her emotions. The text shows 
one explicit instance of name-calling, and readers can intuit 
Edie’s loneliness at school from her many solo activities and 
disengagement. Bergeland’s 1970s-style pencil-and-watercolor 
pictures in a mostly pastel color palette spectacularly capture 
wishful quietness with lots of negative space, expanding to 
rich, natural spreads at emotional high points. The characters 

attracted, the girl in her book has everything she 
needs to extricate herself from the crisis she faces; 
she just needs to trust herself. 

Vermette began teaching when her own daughter 
was in kindergarten, and her children continue to in-
spire and guide her work. Born and raised in a city, she 
has taken part in a wider movement to reclaim Indig-
enous practices and relearn teachings as a way to en-
sure her own daughters have a greater understanding 
of their culture than she did. Even in 21st-century ur-
ban settings, those teachings remain important. 

“So often, Indigenous people in stories are set 
in the past, but especially with a children’s book, 
I wanted it to be set in modern times,” Vermette 
explains. “We function as contemporary beings. I 
want Indigenous readers to see themselves in these 
stories,” she says, “and I want every child to have 
something here to connect to.”

James Feder is a writer based in Tel Aviv. The Girl and 
the Wolf received a starred review in the Feb. 5, 2019, 
issue. 
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all have skin the white of the blank paper, but differences in 
hair texture suggest racial differences (Edie’s hair is long and 
straight). Often, emojis hover above the characters, providing 
some evidence of personality beyond body language. At the cli-
max, faceless characters receive facial features for a deeper view 
of their inner worlds.

Edie’s plight is identifiable to anyone who’s ever been 
bullied or who sometimes finds everyday life a bit of a 
struggle. (Picture book. 58)

THE USUAL SUSPECTS 
Broaddus, Maurice
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins 
(288 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 21, 2019
978-0-06-279631-8  

When a gun is found near their 
school, seventh-grade pranksters Thelo-
nius Mitchell and his best friend, Nehe-
miah Caldwell, must work together to 
solve the mystery before being blamed 

for something they didn’t do.
Thelonious narrates: “I’ve seen this movie play out many 

times before. Something goes missing? Must be one of us. 
Something gets broken? Must be one of us.” On the other 
hand, their innocence is not so easily proven given their track 
record of pranks. How do they manage to pull off such hijinks 
as borrowing the homeroom teacher’s credit card to pay for 
online poker? They are severely underestimated as students 

“warehoused” in the Special Ed room, where the revolving-door 
administration hopes to “fix” them instead of listening to and 
supporting them. This old-school system of rules enforced 
upon them, which Thelonius frequently compares to prison, 
ignores their gifts, such as Nehemiah’s computer wizardry. 
There is righteous rebellion within their mischief; as Thelonius 
explains, “sometimes we have to turn the system on itself for us 
to get by.” But that gun in the park is much more intense than 
their usual antics. Yet and still, they ain’t no snitch. Broaddus 
spins a hilarious, honest tale that sees Thelonius wrestle with 
circumstances beyond his control and grow into a leader while 
doing so. His cleareyed narration describes an unjust system too 
many kids know intimately.

Readers will love watching these two uniquely gifted 
black boys explore the complicated tensions between 
impulses and choices, independence and support, turnin’ 
up and getting through. (Fiction. 813)

THE SALMON OF KNOWLEDGE
Adapt. by Buckley, Celina
Illus. by the adaptor
Starfish Bay (36 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-1-76036-070-2  

An old Irish tale retold, featuring a 
renowned poet/teacher, a young warrior-in-training, and a very 
special fish.

It all begins when a salmon eats nine windfallen hazelnuts, 
thus acquiring “all the knowledge and secrets of the world.” 
Knowing that one taste of the salmon will transmit all that, 

“wise poet” Finnegas sets to fishing, eventually catches it, and 
orders his student Fionn to cook it without taking a single bite—
only to be disappointed when Fionn burns himself on a drop of 
fat and reflexively puts his thumb in his mouth. Buckley offers 
a decidedly offbeat rendition of this popular tale, with dinosaur 
skeletons in one of her naïve-style collage scenes and a droll 
set of goals for warrior training that includes running beneath 
a knee-high branch. She also places Finnegas, in essence a bit 
player, in the forefront of a legend that’s really (and with stron-
ger logic) been about the great hero Finn McCool since its 
earliest recorded versions. Unfortunately, the author seems to 
lose both interest and attention at the end. Following his cli-
mactic letdown (which is marred by a typo), Finnegas just drops 
abruptly out of view. Even a closing line about how the story’s 
now told far and wide dubs it only “Fionn and the Salmon of 
Knowledge.” There is no source note.

More-conventional versions will be more likely to keep 
readers hooked. (Picture book/folktale. 68)

LION AND MOUSE
Buitrago, Jairo
Illus. by Yockteng, Rafael
Trans. by Amado, Eliza
Groundwood (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-77306-224-2  

Buitrago and Yockteng’s latest liter-
ary endeavor reconsiders a well-known Aesop fable.

A lion and a mouse live in the woods among other creatures 
big and small. The mouse, “a busybody and a glutton,” one day 
decides to enter the lion’s home uninvited. Before the rude 
guest can leave, the “very lovely” lion seizes him by the tail. The 
lion threatens the mouse, who would rather not be eaten. (He 
intends on meeting his girlfriend, after all.) So, the mouse offers 
to repay the lion someday in exchange for his life. The lion, ever 
a generous host, laughs off the proposal “as only lions can” but 
casts the mouse out instead of eating him. Naturally, the lion 
must swallow his pride the next day after falling prey to a hunt-
er’s trap. At first, the lion doesn’t recognize the mouse “because 
all mice looked alike to him” (a telling detail), but the mouse 
nonetheless frees the frightened feline from an unfortunate 
fate. Up until now, the story beats remain the same as Aesop’s as 

Broaddus spins a hilarious, honest tale that sees his 
protagonist wrestle with circumstances beyond his 

control and grow into a leader while doing so.
the usual suspects
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Buitrago weaves this familiar tale, lacing it through with enough 
peculiar details to build strong personalities for the lion and the 
mouse. The author, however, continues the story and moves 
beyond the well-worn fable to ascertain how a friendship can 
forge itself, stemming from reciprocated kindness. Yockteng’s 
ferocious, low-key mixed-media artwork features stunning 
vignettes and page-filling spreads of woodlands populated with 
curious creatures.

A grand, morally opulent retelling with a message for 
our age. (Picture book. 47)

I DIG
Cepeda, Joe
Illus. by the author
Holiday House (32 pp.) 
$15.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-0-8234-3975-1 
Series: I Like to Read 

A beach book for new readers.
The front-cover art shows a brown-

haired boy with peachy skin and dark eyes gazing at readers 
while holding a shovel. He’s up to his armpits in a hole in the 
sand while a dog and a crab dig in the background. The back 
cover depicts the same boy in red-and-green swimming trunks 
looking at the sea beside another, bigger boy who shares his col-
oring but wears blue trunks. The two seem like brothers, and 
the older boy smiles encouragingly when the younger one says, 

“Look” on three successive pages as a shovel is borne into shore 
on the crest of a big wave. “I dig,” says the little boy on the next 
page, and he tunnels into the sand, finding: seashells (depicted 
in the art but not named in the appropriately controlled text); 

“a crab”; and “stars” (starfish in a watery pool that appears in the 
tunnel); and then “a dog,” which he follows “up” again to the 
beach’s sandy surface, where his brother awaits. The tunneling 
brings a touch of fantasy to the story, and whimsy arrives with 
the night’s sky and more “stars” spied by the boys—this time 
twinkling above. Both starry moments, as well as the energetic 
line that characterizes Cepeda’s technique in rendering back-
grounds and figures alike, lend vitality to this simple story.

Kids will dig it. (Early reader. 46)

SHE’S THE LIAR
Cherry, Alison
Scholastic (208 pp.) 
$12.99  |  May 28, 2019
978-1-338-30614-9  

Now that shy Abby is attending sixth 
grade at a boarding school, she’s decided 
to reinvent herself as plucky, outgoing 

“Abbi,” but that may not play well with 
her eighth-grade sister, Sydney.

Sydney is the head of a small student 
committee that (strangely) makes almost all the decisions that 

affect the students, from authorizing room repairs to funding 
for after-school clubs. She rules the committee with an iron fist, 
largely through blackmailing the other members into abject 
submission. Her power is, she believes, the perfect compensa-
tion for being just as socially inadequate as Abby had been. But 
after Sydney de-funds the school play that her younger sister 
has just won a role in (to protect her from inevitable failure, 
Sydney rationalizes), Abbi takes matters into her own hands 
and successfully campaigns to be a committee member. The tale 
is told in halves by two archetypal voices: enthusiastic, likable 
Abbi’s for the first 88 pages, then the rest from Sydney’s rather 
misanthropic point of view. This structure provides none of the 
conflict that the title implies. Neither the quite-good sister nor 
the quite-bad one ever achieves full believability. Most of the 
entertainment comes from execution of the good-defeating-
evil trope and the sheer pleasure of Abbi’s delightful reboot of 
herself. The ultimate too-simple resolution of Sydney’s signifi-
cant issues also feels good but seems highly improbable.

Although superficial in its characterizations, the story 
is still pleasantly entertaining and fast-paced. (Fiction. 1012)

CAMP TIGER 
Choi, Susan
Illus. by Rocco, John
Putnam (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 21, 2019
978-0-399-17329-5  

A little boy finds his inner tiger in 
this lyrical picture-book debut by Choi, 
an award-winning author for adults.

Narrated in a thoughtful, meandering voice that mimics a 
long scenic drive into the mountains, a boy, his older brother, 
and their parents travel to a camping site at Mountain Pond, 
which is “like a mirror in the trees.” Throughout the trip the boy 
vocalizes his apprehensions about growing up and becoming a 
first-grader, saying he “liked kindergarten” and misses “things 
my mom used to do for me.” Suddenly everyone is struck silent 
when a tiger approaches from the temperate forest, asking for 
an extra tent to sleep in. The boy and the tiger quickly con-
nect. Soon the tiger becomes the personification of the grow-
ing inner courage of the boy, participating in all the activities. 
The boy accomplishes new milestones: catching his first fish, 
steering the canoe well, and striking out on his own. Rocco pro-
vides illustrations with a cool color scheme and dramatic details. 
Elongated sentences demand that readers linger on each page 
drinking in every detail of the tiger’s striking portraits. There is 
a slight disconnect in tone between the whimsy of the text and 
the realism of the illustrations, but it is a small price to pay. The 
boys appear Asian or biracial Asian/white.

A multilayered coming-of-age story filled with exqui-
sitely executed art. (Picture book. 58)
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Padma Venkatraman

HER MIDDLE-GRADE DEBUT, THE BRIDGE HOME, 
VIVIDLY PORTRAYS SISTERHOOD
By Alex Heimbach

Padma Venkatraman was 8 when her parents sep-
arated. She went from a relatively wealthy home to 
living with her single mother (which she says was 
practically unheard of in India), who was struggling 
to make ends meet. She recalls walking past a shop 
and seeing biscuits in a glass jar in the window. “Now 
when I look back on them, those biscuits must have 
been really cheap, and I said, ‘Can I have one?’ ” Ven-
katraman recalls. “And she said, ‘You know what? I 
don’t think you can.’ ”

Despite not having much, Venkatraman’s mother 
always made time to help those who had even less, es-
pecially children. Through her mother’s charity work, 

Venkatraman met and befriended orphans and run-
aways, kids who had been failed profoundly by the 
adults in their lives. One girl recounted hiding from 
ill-intentioned adults in a graveyard and realizing 
that she had far less to fear from the dead than she 
did from the living. “I always thought I would write 
a book with those stories, somehow, someday,” she 
says, “because I wanted people to understand what 
these children go through.”

The end result of that ambition is Venkatraman’s 
first middle-grade novel, The Bridge Home (Feb. 5). To 
escape their abusive father, 11-year-old Viji and her 
older but developmentally disabled sister, Ruku, leave 
home for the streets of Chennai. The sisters, along 
with a pet dog and two helpful boys, build a life on an 
abandoned bridge until a series of misfortunes forces 
Viji to grapple with whom she can trust and what she’s 
willing to give up to survive.

Sexual violence is a particularly harrowing, if nev-
er explicit, threat for the girls. Based on her own ex-
periences of violence and abuse as a child, Venkatra-
man felt strongly that it was something she needed to 
include. “It’s very much part of those children’s lives, 
right?” she says. “Violence, everyday, that they deal 
with from adults, adults who don’t treat them with any 
kind of respect or decency.” Yet the book is far from 
bleak—the children take great pride in their indepen-
dence and find plenty of opportunities to celebrate or 
just be a bit silly.

It’s important to Venkatraman that readers not 
pity her characters, because she believes strongly in 
the power of fiction to encourage empathy. “Because 
you’ve been inside someone’s soul, not just their skin, 
it can change you,” she explains. She hopes readers will 
come to understand not just the pain and challenges 
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THE BOLDS IN TROUBLE
Clary, Julian
Illus. by Roberts, David
Carolrhoda (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-5415-0045-7 
Series: The Bolds, 4 

The Bolds rescue an endangered vic-
tim of anti-fox bias; turns out, there’s a 
downside.

Someone’s stealing food from the 
anthropomorphic hyenas’ cheerfully chaotic household. Sus-
picion falls first on family, then their students learning to pass 
for human: Craig, the wild boar and aspiring (nonalcoholic) 
craft-brewery entrepreneur; Paulina, the otter with a religious 
vocation; and Snappy, the goose and likely future traffic cop. 
The scent of fox reveals the culprit. Human neighbors, also 
victims, call a meeting and, opposed only by the Bolds, vote to 
hire a catch-and-release service to remove the fox (extermina-
tion’s the true plan). Concern for their fellow wildlife leads the 
Bolds to concoct a daring rescue, but the human-hating fox 
thief, Mossy, (both his grannies were killed in fox hunts) rejects 
their help. Sylvie, Mossy’s meek vixen companion, can’t change 
his mind. The Bolds are “a disgrace to their own kind,” Mossy 
sneers. Then disaster strikes. Rescued but ungrateful, Mossy’s 
the houseguest from hell, ruthlessly bullying his kindly hosts. 
With Clary sounding heavy themes (bias, bullying, animals and 
humans behaving badly), Roberts’ unparalleled illustrations, 
crafting endearing eccentrics from a seamless blend of human 
and animal traits, add needed buoyancy. Devout Paulina, men-
acing Mossy, and indignant Snappy are standouts, like the hye-
nas, again collapsing in hysterics over Mr. Bold’s appalling jokes.

The unusually weighty plot occasionally clashes with 
the familiar outrageous puns and potty humor, but series 
fans will be more than satisfied. (Animal fantasy. 710)

GROWING SEASON
CoccaLeffler, Maryann
Illus. by the author
Sterling (40 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-4549-2704-4  

Best friends and their flowers grow 
on different timelines, but patience 
cures all fears of being left behind.

The commonalities that El and Jo share seem to make it 
only natural that they are best friends—their short names, 
their small size, their small desks. But after Jo experiences a 
growth spurt in the spring, El is the only tiny person in class, 
and she feels smaller every day. At the end of the school year, 
each student picks a plant to take home and care for over the 
summer. Everyone reaches over El, who gets the last pot. Jo 
sees her friend’s small, flowerless aster, and she offers her zin-
nias; she is going to her grandma’s for the summer anyway. El 

these kids are up against, but also their humor and joy 
in the face of those difficulties.

Like her characters, Venkatraman has been fierce-
ly protective of her independence. She left home (and 
India) at 19, determined to make her own way in the 
world. That meant making her own money, which she 
didn’t think she could do as a writer. So she decided 
to pursue her interest in science instead, becoming an 
oceanographer. As one of the few women of color in 
her field, Venkatraman faced plenty of racism and sex-
ism over the years, but it never diminished her desire 
to make the world a better place.

In her years as a scientist, Venkatraman became 
convinced fiction was the best way to change people’s 
minds and to convince them to tackle the environ-
mental and social problems facing our planet head-on. 

“I’m a writer because I want people to feel,” she says, 
“and I realized somewhere along the way as a scientist 
that no matter how much you know, the world isn’t 
going to change unless people start to feel differently, 
and if they feel differently maybe they’ll think differ-
ently and then maybe they’ll act differently.”

The Bridge Home received a starred review in the Dec. 
15, 2018, issue. 
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plants the two side by side and waters them all summer, as she 
and Jo exchange letters. When Jo returns, the friends find, to 
their delight, that the aster isn’t the only small thing that has 
grown. The illustrations use gouache, colored pencil, and col-
lage with delightful detail, most scenes on ample white space, 
with a few busy spreads that reflect El’s feelings. El, with tightly 
curled brown hair and tan skin, appears racially ambiguous, 
and Jo appears Asian. Their diverse classroom includes black, 
brown, and Asian children and a girl who uses a wheelchair. An 
endnote on plant life cycles differentiates annuals from peren-
nials and biennials.

A sweet story with emotional depth. (Picture book. 48)

THE PEPPER PARTY PICKS THE 
PERFECT PET
Cooper, Jay
Illus. by the author
Scholastic (128 pp.) 
$5.99 paper  |  May 28, 2019
978-1-338-29702-7 
Series: Pepper Party, 1 

A large, wacky family struggles to 
pick a family pet.

The Pepper family (mother Tee, 
father Sal, Meemaw, and six kids between the ages of 2 and 
12) live in one “crazypants” house. The plot kicks off when 
8-year-old Annie schemes to get a family pet after rescuing a 
tiny Chihuahua, Azzie, from a pack of squirrels. Azzie lives 
at Frida Flamingo’s Animal Adoption Agency. However, their 
father has a strict “Peppers don’t do pets” rule. Using both facts 
and appeals to emotion, she rallies her family to get a pet. But 
Annie’s adoption of Azzie isn’t guaranteed, as her siblings can’t 
decide on what kind of pet. Instead of compromising, and in 
accordance with Pepper family tradition, they draw a name out 
of a hat. Aspiring horror movie–maker Beta wins and picks a 
telegenic tarantula. Frustrated that Beta picked a “family” pet 
only he would enjoy, Annie gives in to a dark impulse and lets 
the spider out, leading to a humorous bathroom mishap (related 
from tarantula Harry’s perspective) that sends him back to the 
shelter and the Peppers back to the hat. On the cycle of ani-
mal disasters goes, until the Peppers are banned from pet adop-
tion and every kid’s heartbroken. At last Annie comes up with 
a cinematic scheme to make things right, and the Pepper par-
ents commit to responsible pet ownership. The third-person 
narration is smart, well-paced, and funny; Cooper’s grayscale 
cartoons add fizz. Annie and Beta are both blond and appear 
white, but some family members seem to have slightly-darker-
than–paper-white skin.

A silly little series opener. (Fiction. 710)

EVIE AND THE STRAWBERRY 
PATCH RESCUE
Dahle, Stefanie
Illus. by the author
Floris (24 pp.) 
$16.95  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-78250-560-0 
Series: Evie the Strawberry Fairy 

A German import introduces a char-
acter who’s akin to the American Straw-

berry Shortcake.
Frolicking in puddles is fun on the first day of a rainstorm, 

but after a week, poor Evie the Strawberry Fairy’s teapot house 
is flooded and her strawberry patch sodden, its fruit at risk of 
rotting. With the help of friends Brightwing Butterfly and Briar 
the Blackberry Fairy, she sets out on a rhubarb-leaf raft to seek 
shelter at the fairy tree. Alas, Skye the Air Fairy tells her there’s 
no room, but intrepid Evie searches until she finds an old, fallen 
birdhouse. Other fairy folk (all of whom appear white with light 
skin and rosy cheeks) help her make it a cozy home-away-from-
home, and she replants her strawberries. Then she dashes back 
to her flooded teapot house to invite her former neighbors 
the ladybugs to live nearby in a little home she builds for them 
so they can protect her plants from the “cheeky” greenflies. 
A closing scene shows Evie stretched out on the grass beside 
Brightwing, “enjoying the sweet smell of strawberries and the 
warm sunshine on her bare toes.” It’s a home-and-away story 
without the homecoming resolution typical to children’s stories, 
which enhances rather than undermines its charm. Fairy-house 
aficionados untroubled by the all-white cast will enjoy exploring 
the detailed illustrations’ play with scale, and it will fit right in 
with other springtime storytime fare.

Sweet. (Picture book. 36)

KILLER STYLE
How Fashion Has Injured, 
Maimed, and Murdered 
Through History
David, Alison Matthews & 
McMahon, SerahMarie
Illus. by Wilson, Gillian
Owlkids Books (48 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Apr. 15, 2019
978-1-77147-253-1  

From lead-based cosmetics to radioactive wristwatches; 
from arsenic-green gowns to sandblasted denims: Fashion’s vic-
tims are sometimes the wearers and sometimes the creators.

The introduction references Oscar de la Renta’s coining of 
the phrase “fashion victims,” noting that the pages to follow, 
while not ignoring his definition, will expand it to include more 
literal victims: “people who have suffered physical pain, injury, 
and worse, attempting to look more attractive, or to make oth-
ers look more attractive.” Three luxuriously illustrated chapters 
tackle heads, middles, and legs, respectively. The first leads off 

The text uses puns, alliteration, and a conversational tone, but it 
never crosses the line into disrespect or sensationalism.

killer style
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with one of history’s more-famous tales of fashion-related occu-
pational hazards: the use of mercury-cured felt by hatmakers 
from the 1730s into the 1960s. The text mentions the disturb-
ing fact that, despite compelling evidence of mercury poisoning, 
England never banned its use; the dearth of currently ill mil-
liners comes instead from felt’s having lost its fashion cachet. 
After exploring three other head-related tales, the book moves 
on to an entertaining history of corsets and their reputations, 
including a note about the 2016, Kardashian-promoted “waist 
trainer.” There is also an excellent double-page spread compar-
ing two factory catastrophes: the 1911 Triangle Shirtwaist Fire 
in New York and the 2013 collapse of the Rana Plaza in Bangla-
desh. The text uses puns, alliteration, and a conversational tone, 
but it never crosses the line into disrespect or sensationalism. 
Colorful, original silkscreens, historical photographs, and vin-
tage art complement the magazine-style format.

Accessible and informative. (bibliography, index) (Non
fiction. 914)

STUBBY THE FEARLESS SQUID
DavisPyles, Barbara
Illus. by Conahan, Carolyn
Little Bigfoot/Sasquatch (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-63217-199-3  

When Stubby the squid gets a pen 
pal, he pretends to be something he’s not, 
and that turns out to be a big mistake!

“Stubby was a scaredy squid.” He’s 
beyond meek. But when Razor Clam becomes his pen pal, 
Stubby puffs himself up in his letters. After all, simply changing 
a few letters, he realizes, changes his character. Instead of “fear-
ful,” he can be “fearless.” Instead of “gutless,” “gutsy.” How will 
Razor Clam ever know? So, Stubby relates his “rough and tough” 
adventures with jellyfish, an orca, sea lions, and a bull shark. 
But then Razor Clam decides to visit, and Stubby feels he’ll be 
exposed. But just as he confesses, “I’m sorry, but I’m...not really 
that brave. Umm...I guess I just like to write about being brave,” 
he gets a chance to be perfectly heroic when an otter sneaks up 
to grab Razor, and Stubby vanquishes the furry foe—in a fash-
ion, readers will note, that mirrors his fraudulent adventures. It 
turns out that Razor is not so brave either, and they both agree 
that it’s better to write about being brave than having to be 
brave. Conahan’s colorful illustrations feature goggle-eyed pro-
tagonists who come to accept who they are. Though small and 
meek, they are drawn large against a busy ocean seascape.

Pure fun and a good read-aloud choice. (Picture book. 48)

PAWS + EDWARD 
Dekko, Espen
Illus. by Johnsen, Mari Kanstad
Kids Can (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-5253-0135-3  

This picture book, a Canadian 
import originally published in Norway, 
tells the story of Paws, a dog, and Edward, 

a child, who have shared a good life together.
Paws is old and prefers to spend his days sleeping and dream-

ing, mostly about rabbits, while Edward, his beloved human, 
cuddles close and reads books. When Edward invites Paws for 
a walk, Paws goes because, he thinks, “Edward could use some 
fresh air.” The two are inseparable until the inevitable occurs 
and Paws falls into a sleep “without dreams.” Edward is so, so 
sad, but when he finally falls asleep (in the park, on the bench 
Paws used to lie on) he dreams—of Paws, tail wagging, happy—
and readers will be uplifted, understanding that Edward’s love 
for Paws cannot be erased by death. Johnsen’s warmly hued 
illustrations give Paws such a large presence that he often spills 
out over the boundaries of the page—a visual manifestation 
of the story’s theme of love unconstrained by the boundary of 
death. Each illustration is a full-bleed double-page spread, a 
choice that emphasizes expansiveness. Edward’s skin is shown 
as a different shade on each page, a device that allows Edward 
to approach universality while visually highlighting, once again, 
the theme of limitlessness.

A truly brilliant contribution to the genre and a must 
for any child who has lost a beloved pet. (Picture book. 48)

WHEN I LOOK UP
DeLange, Ellen
Illus. by Meilihove, Jenny
Clavis (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  May 15, 2019
978-1-60537-431-4  

A young child relates all the everyday 
things observed and encountered that 
spark a sense of wonder in this Dutch 
import.

From the back of a spring horse at the playground, the child 
spies a plane and thinks of “flying to faraway places.” Some 
cloud-watching leads to imagining “join[ing] the parade.” And 
while harvesting carrots (in the dark!), the child spots a white 
rabbit in the moon and wants to share. A shooting star, some 
butterflies, and a rainbow are more ordinary than the giant 
giraffes and less harmful than the balloon release that finds the 
child wondering if one might carry a note aloft. The ending is 
a bit out-of-the-blue. Although her pup appears in each scene, 
there’s been no interaction between the two, so the child’s dec-
laration that “everything that makes me HAPPY is right here in 
front of me” rings a little false. It’s exemplary (and rather note-
worthy) that only two scenes are indoors. Background people 
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have diverse skin tones while the child has a red dress, peach 
skin, a dark pageboy, and bright red cheeks and nose. Indeed, 
the illustrations are a bit stylized and odd, with humans who 
mostly have noses that range from pink to bright red, almost 
clownlike, especially when paired with too-small cone-shaped 
hats with pompoms on top, as several people sport.

Wish, imagine, wonder, hope, dream...and choose a dif-
ferent book about imaginative flights of fancy and appreci-
ating the here and now. (Picture book. 47)

PAPA PUT A MAN ON 
THE MOON
Dempsey, Kristy
Illus. by Green, Sarah
Dial (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-7352-3074-3  

A child’s tribute to one of the thou-
sands of blue-collar workers who have 
made the space program possible.

Though Dempsey looks back on family history in highlight-
ing the small but significant contribution that her father and 
other workers in a South Carolina textile factory made by man-
ufacturing one layer of spacesuit material, she holds off describ-
ing the technological feat or even placing it in historical context 
until her afterword. Instead, in all that comes before she mainly 
focuses on the admiration any child might feel for a hardwork-
ing dad. Thus, despite a climactic gathering before the TV to 
watch Walter Cronkite before Green cuts away to Neil Arm-
strong’s swaddled figure, there are no narrative details that 
bring either the times or specifics of work in the factory itself 
to life. When the child asks whether her father is proud to be 
part of a great endeavor he answers, “Only proud to make a liv-
ing, Marthanne. Only proud to make a living.” Aside from dress-
ing father and daughter in period clothing (when the latter isn’t 
visualizing herself floating in space), Green doesn’t do much to 
pick up the slack—one glimpse inside a factory furnished with 
vaguely drawn hand looms, an illegibly tiny labeled sketch of a 
spacesuit, and, later, a stack of old-time TVs as a tailpiece not-
withstanding. Marthanne and her family are white; some group 
scenes include black background characters.

One of a rush of commemorations of Apollo 11’s semicen-
tennial, but this is more about father-daughter intimacy 
than “One small step....” (Picture book. 68)

1, 2, 3, JUMP!
Detlefsen, Lisl H.
Illus. by Valentine, Madeline
Roaring Brook (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-62672-681-9  

Playful encouragement for new 
swimmers.

The text’s second-person address to 
the unnamed protagonist (a child who’s nervous about starting 
swim lessons) instructs: “The first thing you need to do is put on 
your suit.” An accompanying illustration shows the pigtailed tot 
in a suit and tie with a top hat and loafers. “No, not that type of 
suit. A swimsuit, silly!” comes the clarification. Once the child 
has changed into a red, girl’s swimsuit, the text follows as the 
protagonist nervously listens to the swim teacher’s instructions. 
The other children in the class don’t share the protagonist’s 
worries, and they happily follow directions while the protago-
nist hangs back, too scared even to dip a toe in the pool or to 
blow bubbles, let alone jump into the water. Words and pictures 
humorously play with meaning, as when the child blows soap 
bubbles with a wand rather than getting in the pool to blow 
bubbles in the water. Throughout, the cartoon illustrations 
amplify the humor, and translucent washes evoke the watery 
pool setting. By the book’s end, and after lots of patient encour-
agement, the protagonist is ready to “1...2...3... / JUMP!” into 
the water, where all the students get to try out flippers as they 
swim around together. The protagonist appears white, with 
long, brown hair; the teacher appears black, and the other three 
children at the lesson have varied skin tones, with two appear-
ing to be children of color.

A splash! (Picture book. 24)

A PIGLET NAMED MERCY
DiCamillo, Kate
Illus. by Van Dusen, Chris
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-7636-7753-4  

To paraphrase an immortal spider, 
Mercy is some pig.

Mercy Watson, a “small and not at all ordinary” pig, is 
already the star of six early chapter books, well-known for her 
love of buttered toast and, of course, of Mr. and Mrs. Watson, 
the white couple who care for her. But how did Mercy come 
to live with the Watsons? And how did they discover her love 
for buttered toast? Written simply for the pre–chapter-book 
audience, with big, bright, often full-spread illustrations, this 
picture book offers an introduction to Mercy, “the porcine won-
der,” with all the dramatic expressions and gentle humor of the 
chapter books and some irresistible pig cuteness sprinkled in 
for extra charm. Vivid colors cause each illustration to pop, with 
a retro style to the Watsons’ rosy cheeks, classic car, and rather 
traditional gender roles (Mrs. Watson vacuums, Mr. Watson 
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polishes the car). An unnamed interracial family seen through 
a window references two characters introduced as school-age 
children in the fourth installment of the chapter-book series: 
Frank and Stella, he as a toddler and she as a baby. Since the tar-
get audience for this outing will have no familiarity with them, 
their presence mostly serves to underscore the otherwise all-
white human cast.

Younger siblings of the Mercy chapter-book lovers will 
find their way into the series with this first look, written 
just for them. (Picture book. 35)

WE’RE GOING ON A 
TREASURE HUNT
DiPucchio, Kelly
Illus. by Fleck, Jay
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-0-374-30641-0  

Forget the bears. Treasure’s the name of the game in this rei-
magining of a storytime staple.

Replicating the rhythms from “We’re Going on a Bear 
Hunt” and substituting swashbuckler speak, the narrative sends 
six intrepid (not to mention adorable) animal crewmates forth 
for gold and glory. “We’re goin’ on a treasure hunt. / We’re gonna 
fetch some gold! / YO-HO-HO! / Me hearties, let’s go!” No true 
journey can exist without peril, and so the adventurers must 
face down a giant squid, “wicked whales,” a hurricane, massive 
waves, and fighting skeletons. It’s all worth it in the end, until 
they face most fearsome beastie yet: a mouse. Multiple readings 
will yield a comfortable telling, as there can be a bit of visual 
confusion (the mouse is so small when it appears that readers 
could be forgiven for missing it initially). Allowing for plenty 
of interactive hand motions and audience participation, this is 
custom-made for pirate-themed storytimes for all ages. Fleck 
takes great pains to render the scary moments soft and cuddly 
and even pops in delightful details, such as how exactly a pirate 
sloth would get about (answer: slowly). The pirate bunny uses a 
peg leg, and the pirate turtle wears an eye patch.

Arr-propriate for multiple rereadings and more fun 
than a bottle of rum! (Picture book. 36)

SPARK
Durst, Sarah Beth
Clarion (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-328-97342-9  

While training to help helm the 
weather, a girl realizes that her country’s 
constructed climate has consequences.

Twelve-year-old Mina lives on her 
family’s farm in sunny Alorria, country 
of soft breezes and blue skies. There’s 

never been a tornado, hurricane, or thunderstorm; except on 

the mountaintops, snow exists only in stories. But the climate 
isn’t naturally occurring: Five types of storm beasts—sun, rain, 
wind, snow, lightning—and their loving human guardians keep 
the weather calm and productive. For example, they direct 
wind to the sea and moderate it to sailors’ advantage. When 
Mina’s beast hatches as a lightning beast, everyone’s shocked: 
Mina’s so quiet she often goes unheard, and lightning guard-
ians should be “brash and loud and brave.” But Mina is brave, 
though sometimes self-doubting, and she finds creative ways 
to be heard. Probing the undiscussed connection between 
Alorria’s intentional weather and the weather across the moun-
tains where “outsiders” live spurs this thoughtful heroine into 
forbidden actions to address her realization that “The truth 
ha[s] faces. And graves.” Race is unmentioned; nothing hints 
away from a white default. The effusive adoration between 
Mina and her beast, Pixit, evokes The Golden Compass’ Lyra and 
Pan, though Pixit and Mina can separate; readers will crave 
their own dragon-shaped storm beast with a face “like a lizard 
crossed with a puppy” to take them flying into storms and grab-
bing lightning with their hands.

Warm, exciting, hopeful, and ethical. (Fantasy. 912)

ABNER & IAN GET 
RIGHT-SIDE UP
Eggers, Dave
Illus. by Park, Laura
Little, Brown (80 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-0-316-48586-9  

Take reading for a spin (literally) with 
the newest metafictive comedy duo, Abner and Ian.

Their oddball routine begins with Abner, a duck, and Ian, a 
prairie dog, standing sideways on the edges of the pages—paral-
lel rather than perpendicular to the background. Abner suggests 
breaking the fourth wall to ask readers (referred to in the singular 
as “the kid”) to help by shaking the book and turning the pages. 
Ian expresses some doubt about the idea. But, when Abner notes 
that they’ve “seen it work before” (a hilarious moment of meta-
metafiction), the pals go forward with the plan. A countdown cue 
instructs readers to do as they’re told. Subsequent page turns find 
Abner and Ian in various different post-shake orientations (upside 
down, in the gutter, all mixed up, etc.). Will they ever make it to 
where they’re supposed to be so they can start the story? At 80 
pages, the joke carries on a bit too long, but the witty back and 
forth between the two characters makes for a quick pace. Park’s 
art matches a limited palette of earth tones with bright, bold 
backgrounds. Her cartoon characters are richly expressive, nicely 
varied within the context of the heavy compositional repetition 
required to fuel the comedy. Amusingly, Abner’s scarf demon-
strates at all times that it is subject to the law of gravity, even if 
the characters are not. Given the characters’ broad vocabularies, 
it’s a shame they resort to variations of “crazy” to describe how 
they want the book to be shaken.

A very funny read-aloud done (mostly) right-side up. 
(Picture book. 38)

Readers will crave their own dragon-shaped storm beast with 
a face “like a lizard crossed with a puppy” to take them flying 

into storms and grabbing lightning with their hands.
spark
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MY LITTLE CHICK
Elschner, Géraldine
Illus. by Tharlet, Eve
Trans. by Bishop, Kathryn
Minedition (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-988-8341-74-0  

A child learns that nurturing an egg takes a lot of care and 
patience.

Hiding out in a henhouse, young Lena gets an excellent view 
(as do readers) of an egg being laid, and when the hen wanders 
off, Lena carries it into the house. A few moments later, the egg 
is on the floor in pieces! Lena’s mom briskly explains that not 
all eggs hatch anyway, and aside from leaving them to the hen, 
the best way to care for them is with an incubator. Lena’s family 
pitches in to build one...and then comes the long, 21-day wait. 
Tharlet mostly leaves Lena and the rest of the pale-skinned 
human family out of the lively, close-up illustrations, focus-
ing instead on the humorously knowing-looking hens and on 
the egg in the incubator, drawn by Lena on a day-by-day cal-
endar decorated with a face and being properly turned. At the 
appointed time (“This is it!!”), a small crack gets longer and lon-
ger, until the shell at last falls away to reveal a cute, fuzzy, larger-
than-life chick: “so soft, so sweet—what a wonder!” Being more 
about that wonder than embryonic development or chicken 
husbandry, the episode ends with Lena carrying the chick out-
side to join fellow hatchlings clustered around a welcoming 
hen, but a URL points to directions for constructing a simple 
incubator.

A cozy episode with a little instruction and a lot of 
excitement. (Picture book. 46)

I DIDN’T STAND UP
Falcone, Lucy
Illus. by Hudon, Jacqueline
Clockwise Press (32 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-1-988347-06-6  

An update of the (originally) anti-
Nazi poem of protest, reframed as an anti-bullying message.

An optimistic finish robs this litany—modeled on the anon-
ymous and often misquoted lines beginning “First they came 
for the communists...”—of its profound cautionary power, but 
the point remains, and the tally of afflicted groups is particu-
larly cogent for younger audiences. Following “First they went 
after Jamal. / But I’m not black— / so I didn’t stand up for him,” 
the unnamed narrator shies away from the sight of peers either 
looking sad or being harassed or menaced by a racially diverse 
quartet of sneering fellow students. Victims include a “geek,” a 
gay boy, a fat kid, a girl wearing hand-me-downs, an immigrant, 
a Muslim child, a child using forearm crutches, and Alexis (“she 
used to be Alex”). In her diaphanous, yellow-tinged illustra-
tions, Hudon sets each scene in school or on a playground and 
draws stiffly posed figures with oversized heads and eyes to 

emphasize through facial expressions the emotional impact of 
bullying. When at last “they” come for the unseen speaker, all of 
the previous victims line up shoulder to shoulder: “We all stood 
together.” Falcone follows this rather self-serving turn with a 
closing note quoting the original (with “communists” replaced 
by the less-controversial “socialists”) and directing a nod to 
Martin Niemöller, the minister and peace worker who made it 
famous.

It doesn’t stick the landing, but it’s nevertheless a 
sobering insight with plenty of history on its side. (Picture 
book. 712)

MOONSHOT 
The Flight of Apollo 11 
(expanded edition)
Floca, Brian
Illus. by the author
Richard Jackson/Atheneum (56 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-5344-4030-2  

A fresh, expanded edition of Floca’s top-drawer tribute to 
the first moon landing, which won a Sibert honor in 2010.

New here is an early nod to the “thousands of people” who 
worked behind the scenes to make the mission a success (a 
nod echoed in the closing recap) and a much-enlarged account 
of Apollo 11’s return flight to Earth. Both include new art: For 
the first, a set of vignettes clearly depicts women and people of 
color playing prominent roles (including a recognizable Kath-
erine Johnson), and for the second, the 2009 original’s two 
pages grow to eight, climaxed by a close-up of the command 
module Columbia’s furious, fiery re-entry. The narrative, along 
with having expanded to match, has been lightly tweaked 
throughout but remains as stately and dramatic as ever: “But 
GO, GO, says Mission Control: / ‘Eagle, Houston. You’re GO 
for landing.’ / Far from home and far from help, / still steady, 
steady the astronauts fly, / as time and fuel are running out.” 
Minor changes in other illustrations and added or clarified 
details in the text add further life and luster to a soaring com-
memoration of our space program’s most spectacular achieve-
ment. This is the rare revised edition that adds enough new 
material to demand purchase.

Still essential reading, more so than ever for being 
broader in scope and more balanced of presentation than 
the original. (Informational picture book. 712)

IF I WAS THE SUNSHINE
Fogliano, Julie
Illus. by Long, Loren
Atheneum (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-4814-7243-2  

A metaphor-rich venture that is far 
preferable to average Runaway Bunny read-alike fare.

Still essential reading, more so than ever for being broader in 
scope and more balanced of presentation than the original.

moonshot
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Raising the bar for cutesy paeans to snuggly feelings, Fogli-
ano uses surprising connections to telegraph love with fre-
quently unexpected results. She begins, all in lowercase, with 
a gentle, “if i was the sunshine / and you were the day / i’d call 
you hello! // and you’d call me stay.” Never approaching syrupy, 
the comparisons range from the intuitive to the unpredict-
able. “if i was the silence / and you were a sound / i’d call you 
missing // and you’d call me found.” Soon it becomes clear that 
although love is common to each of these pairings, the emotion 
changes depending on the creature. “if you were a bird / and i 
was a tree / you’d call me home // and i’d call you free.” Readers 
are left understanding that what is going on here is far more 
than simple affection between parent and child. Her choice 
to eschew the subjunctive mood makes the comparisons seem 
tantalizingly possible. Jewel-toned images full of light, formed 
by sumptuous acrylic paints, bring the distant near and the 
miniscule close. Younger readers will wrap themselves in Long’s 
art while older kids strive to parse the meaning behind each of 
these gentle rhymes.

Gentle on ear and eye, a keen display of relationships 
bound together in love and complexity. (Picture book. 47)

HELLO, I’M HERE! 
Frost, Helen
Photos by Lieder, Rick
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-7636-9858-4  

Parents and offspring unite in this 
arresting portrait of a crane family.

The fifth collaboration between Frost and Lieder (Wake Up!, 
2017, etc.), more than any of their prior ventures showcasing tiny 
creatures from the animal and insect world, here focuses on the 
tender familial relations of one species: the sandhill crane. As 
the author’s note highlights and Lieder’s signature photographs 
well illustrate, with an adult wingspan nearing 6 feet, this large 
marsh dweller is renowned among shorebirds for its distinctive 
vermilion-crested head, blazing saffron eyes, and tendency to 
mate for life. In clever counterpoint to Lieder’s stunning close-
ups, Frost’s wee verse protagonist starts telling its tale while still 
in the egg, hearing its parents as it finally pecks through and 
its “shell falls away,” revealing a wide-eyed tawny chick with 
spindly legs, downy fuzz, and diminutive, pointy beak. Lieder’s 
silhouettes capture the chick’s dogged determination to make 
its presence known as well as its tentative first movements: 

“Could I stand up / straight and tall? / Will my legs hold me? / 
What if I fall?” Children will easily relate to Frost’s depiction of 
the chick’s daring inquisitiveness while simultaneously finding 
comfort in the affirming theme of constant parental guidance 
and caring.

With yet another seamless marriage of verse and image, 
readers will hope Frost and Lieder’s creative union contin-
ues as long as that of their happily wed sandhill subjects. 
(Picture book. 35)

MY NAME ISN’T OOF!
Warren the Warbler Takes 
Flight
Galligan, Michael
Illus. by Trammell, Jeremiah
Little Bigfoot/Sasquatch (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-63217-193-1  

After an unsuccessful first attempt, a 
fledgling warbler learns to fly.

When a young Townsend’s warbler makes his first attempt 
at flight, he falls with an “OOF!” Happily, the talking animals 
who encounter him help him figure out the necessary tech-
nique. Galligan’s debut picture book offers an amusing story 
with an unstated but clear if-at-first-you-don’t-succeed lesson. 
His fable is based on actual fledgling behavior; the aftermatter 
offers sensible suggestions to would-be bird rescuers. The open-
ing line promises Seussian verse: “At the edge of a nest, on the 
brink of a branch, / wobbled a warbler named Warren.” What 
follows is more prosaic. Still, there are grand action verbs: “A 
chipmunk bounced”; a “mouse skittered”; a “squirrel skipped”; 
a “rabbit hopped”; and a “skunk waddled.” Each time one ani-
mal tries to tell the next what has happened, there’s a collision. 
Lively and full of slapstick, this could inspire active imitation 
in preschool listeners. Cheerful oil paintings showing cartoon-
like but perfectly identifiable animals add to the humor and 
good feeling. At one point, the skunk sympathetically gathers 
the bruised and frightened fledgling and a chipmunk in its arms. 
Backmatter also includes more about hatchlings, nestlings, and 
fledglings as well as this particular warbler species, native to the 
Pacific Northwest (shown in an actual photograph).

An entertaining offering for the nature shelf and pre-
school storytime. (Picture book. 26)

UP, UP, UP, DOWN
Gee, Kimberly
Illus. by the author
Putnam (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-525-51733-7  

A toddler lives through a day full of opposing directives with 
their stay-at-home dad.

A page of vignettes showing the tot waking, attempting to 
scale the crib rails, and being picked up by dad accompany large, 
baby-blue lettering: “Up, up, up!” On the facing page, the child 
squirms out of dad’s arms toward a toy on the ground; larger let-
tering says “Down!” And so continues their day, the tyke mim-
ing, “No, no, no,” to oatmeal, toast, and eggs, then gobbling 
up blueberries (“yes!”). Clothes go “on, on, on” as dad dresses 
the child—then all are suddenly “off.” Dad exhorts offspring 
to “hurry, hurry, hurry” in order to get out of the house, then, 
in a full spread, calls, “slow down!” as the chortling child runs 
merrily away from the house, toward the sidewalk. After swim 
lessons, treats, and fun at home with dad, mom comes home, 
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briefcase in hand, and snuggles with baby as dad conks out in 
a chair: “All done.” The family is black. Toddler and father both 
wear faded haircuts, and each family member is essentially the 
same shade of light brown. The parts of this day will be familiar 
to parents and children alike. The simple lines and soft colors are 
soothing to the eye, though bolder colors might be more attrac-
tive to the younger set.

A fresh take on opposites and routines for the very 
young. (Picture book. 14)

DIBS!
Gehl, Laura
Illus. by Piwowarski, Marcin 
Carolrhoda (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-5124-6532-7  

Two brothers call dibs, starting a war 
that escalates to epic proportions.

In Gehl’s simple narration, older brother Julian always calls 
dibs on everything. Dibs on the plate with the planets on it and on 
the star-shaped cookies, while his baby brother, Clancy, observes. 
It is no surprise that Clancy’s first word is “Dibs!” However, Clancy 
has upped the ante. Instead of calling dibs on mere toys and treats, 
he goes for their parents’ bed. Mom and Dad relent: “Well, he did 
call dibs.” Clancy continues, calling dibs on the entire bakery (and 
stuffing his face), on an airplane, and even on the White House. 
All of the adults cede to Clancy, even the Secret Service: “Well, 
he did call dibs.” Julian attempts to explain the rules of dibs and 
democracy, insisting that “you can’t call dibs on the White House! 
You need to be elected”—but to no avail. It is not until Clancy calls 
dibs on NASA and blasts into space on a rocket that Julian reflects 
on his relationship with his sibling. Gehl provides a steady pace of 
increasing suspense and silliness, capping Clancy’s demands with 
a cosmic climax and ending with a punchline. Piwowarski pro-
vides realistic characters with bright blended colors and blurred 
borders that capture the mischievous spirit of the story. Julian, 
Clancy, and their parents all appear to be Asian. Adults, beware of 
the dibs wars this title will initiate.

Young readers will definitely call dibs on this one. (Pic
ture book. 47)

THE QUEEN’S SECRET
George, Jessica Day
Bloomsbury (256 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-5476-0089-2 
Series: Rose Legacy, 2 

The second book in the Rose Legacy 
series presents new challenges for human 
Anthea and stallion Florian (and readers too).

Anthea, her uncle Andrew, cousin 
Jilly, and others at Last Farm are 

now—along with their horses (with whom they communicate 
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telepathically)—working for the Crown of Coronam as mes-
sengers. It’s part of a campaign by Queen Josephine to get 
the rest of the kingdom (king included) past the idea, rooted 
in legend, that horses brought a terrible plague to Coronam 
ages ago and so are to be feared and exterminated. Suffering 
terribly from middle-book syndrome, this story throws out 
bits of plot, eschewing character development, congruity, and 
even, at times, plausibility. The one comprehensible thread is 
that there’s a contagious disease spreading around the country-
side, and people are beginning to blame the horses again. An 
all-woman team of scientists arrives at Last Farm to work on 
finding a cure. (Despite this gesture, gender stereotypes persist: 
Jilly is tediously interested in form-fitted clothes, and Anthea 
sees tears as a weakness.) There are twinges of war rumors with 
a not-nice country called Kronenhofer, some unsubtle nudges 
regarding Anthea’s traitor of a mother, and a plodding subplot 
about how Anthea’s friend Finn is the rightful king. Settings are 
numerous and interchangeable (as are most of the characters), 
and the saccharine “Beloved”-bestrewn telepathic addresses 
between Anthea and Florian have definitely reached the eye-
roll stage.

A tedious, confusing setup for Book 3. Disappointing. 
(Fantasy. 1014)

NEVER TRUMPET WITH 
A CRUMPET
Gibson, Amy
Illus. by Harney, Jenn
Boyds Mills (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-62979-304-7  

A queen invites a host of animals to tea. Will they mind their 
manners?

In lively rhyme, Gibson follows a smattering of guests to the 
royal palace. An elephant, a giraffe, a moose, and more tromp 
inside, ready for tea. But they aren’t sure how to behave. Gibson 
cautions readers to not follow the animals’ instincts. “Sip your 
tea. Don’t lap it up. / No blowing bubbles in your cup. / Show 
courtesy. Don’t take too much, / but always take the one you 
touch.” The queen becomes increasingly appalled by the spills, 
sprays, and mayhem, but the young prince is delighted in watch-
ing others break the rules (ones that have surely been told to 
him many times). A few messages get muddled with the animal 
references: “Sit up straight. Don’t slump. Don’t slouch. / Lay 
your napkin on your pouch.” (A small opossum does have a nap-
kin across her lap in the illustration but is also hanging upside 
down above the table with her head turned a full and alarming 
180 degrees; this may leave readers wondering more than just 
exactly where their pouches are). Harney dresses the queen 
in furs and frills, with a high, white bouffant wig and pointed 
features. Her son is more cherubic, with a twinkle in his eye to 
show his penchant for mischief. They (the only two humans in 
evidence) both present white.

A raucous rumpus of royal persuasion. (Picture book. 37)

THIS IS THE 
CONSTRUCTION WORKER
Godwin, Laura
Illus. by Hector, Julian
Disney-Hyperion (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-368-01817-3  

As this book opens, a construction 
worker gears up to start her day.

She and her crew operate heavy equipment, jackhammers, 
and other power tools as they build a skyscraper. The hubbub 
on the site is broken down into rhyming units of activity with a 

“House That Jack Built” beat: “This is the scaffold / that reaches 
the sky. / This is the clang / and the bang / and the cry—.” At 
the end of the productive day, the tired workers jump into their 
crew-cab pickup and carpool home. Unfortunately, Godwin’s 
verses waver from snappy to tongue-tripping: “This is the grind 
of the gears / and the smell of the diesel and oil. / These are the 
shouts and the cheers. / This is the sound of the toil.” Hector’s 
illustrations depict a diverse crew (the protagonist has brown 
skin and fluffy black hair) and showcase enough heavy equip-
ment to give young construction buffs a charge. However, his 
details are at odds with reality. The story opens with the first 
four floors of a high-rise in progress, but at the end of the day 
there are 19 stories! One scene shows workers hammering nails 
into what appear to be steel vertical beams—a miracle if they 
succeed. The building is slowly going up, but a worker is inex-
plicably using a jackhammer on one of the newly poured slabs.

Nevertheless, if strictly factual representation of the 
actual construction process isn’t important, the hard-hat-
ted action should please aficionados. (Picture book. 46)

THE LAST PEACH 
Gordon, Gus
Illus. by the author
Roaring Brook (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-62672-350-4  

Two motley insects contemplate eating the last peach of the 
season.

Gordon presents children with a timeless, rather adult 
dilemma: how to act in the face of irresistible temptation. Here, 
two thumb-shaped flylike creatures—one dressed in a Hom-
burg hat and blue-and-white–striped body suit, the other in a 
red print shirt—encounter a sumptuous peach, rosy and golden 
as the setting sun, still on the branch, and begin to discuss its 
merits. “It’s the most beautiful peach I’ve seen ALL summer,” 
says the bug dressed in blue. “Wouldn’t you agree?” “I do agree,” 
responds the red-shirted friend: “In fact, it’s the most beautiful 
peach I’ve seen in ALL the summers.” The two quickly decide 
they “must eat that peach at once,” but with one page turn, a 
venerable praying mantis, clad in top hat and cane, stops them, 
warning: “You can’t eat that peach! It’s the last peach of the sea-
son.” In delightfully clever double-page spreads, the two friends 

Gordon’s witty, collagelike mixed-media illustrations 
and spare, dialogue-only text not only get at the gnarly pit 

of indecision, but offer a surprise ending as well.
the last peach
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then go back and forth, hilariously debating whether to devour 
the peach together or alone, to share it with others or to leave 
it entirely. Gordon’s witty, collagelike mixed-media illustrations 
and spare, dialogue-only text not only get at the gnarly pit of 
indecision—serving up provocative behavioral binaries such as 
impulsivity versus reflection, indulgence versus sacrifice, hoard-
ing versus sharing—but offer a surprise ending as well.

Luscious, light, and thought-provoking: decidedly not 
to be missed! (Picture book. 38)

GLITCH
Graley, Sarah
Illus. by the author
Graphix/Scholastic (192 pp.) 
$26.99  |  $14.99 paper  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-338-17452-6
978-1-338-17451-9 paper  

A gamer levels up her space-witch 
powers to save the world, but along the 
way she finds the strength to save her 
friendship too.

As the chosen one, gamer Izzy feels a responsibility to fight 
alongside her robot friend Rae, who uses the pronouns they and 
them, to protect the digital world of “Dungeon City” against 
the threat of a great evil hidden deep within the code. Before 
Izzy received her copy of the game in the mail, she promised her 
friend Eric that she would wait for their video game sleepover 
so they could start playing together. However, when tempta-
tion gets the better of her and she boots it up, the game pulls 
her inside it. Izzy worries Eric won’t believe her, so she lies and 
tries to carry the secret of her destiny on her own. The bright, 
rich color palette matches the upbeat and zany personality of 
the characters, game world, and conflict. The paneled page lay-
outs are equally animated. Graley plays with tropes to create 
a comical, over-the-top villain. Izzy’s real growth comes from 
admitting her wrongs to her friend and learning the power of 
teamwork rather than from defeating a bad guy. Izzy has pale 
skin, but that her parents seem to be a mixed-race couple sug-
gests she is biracial; Eric has brown skin and uses the pronouns 
she and her.

While the friendship conflict and virtual-world-come-
to-life are both familiar plot elements, the immersive 
art and silly humor level up the appeal of this video game 
adventure. (Graphic novel. 812)

CYRIL AND PAT
Gravett, Emily
Illus. by the author
Simon & Schuster (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-5344-3950-4  

Must you and your best friend be the 
same type of rodent?

This ode to friendship opens with the purest scansion and 
a hilarious setup (joyfully repeated later) that invites read-
ers to chime in. “Lake Park only had one squirrel, / all alone 
and sad (poor Cyril). / Until the morning he met Pat, / his 
new best friend, a big gray...”—here’s the page turn, where 
readers will shout rat—“SQUIRREL! Just like me,” declares 
Cyril, arms wide open to Pat, who sports a wobbly smile and 
an extremely ratlike tail. The two romp all over their big-city 
park, startling pigeons, nabbing duck food, and fleeing a dog. 
Cyril interrupts all attempts to identify Pat as a rat. Only when 
humans—a black mom and child, each wearing a red sweater 
and red galoshes—let the rat out of the bag does Cyril see the 
truth. The other animals, annoyed, assert that “squirrels can’t 
be friends with rats,” and Pat (who’s never gendered) slinks 
off the page. “Cyril, now back on his own, / tried to play their 
games alone.” But he’s unhappy—and unsafe. In a dark, visu-
ally stunning sequence outside the park, Pat saves Cyril, and 
all is well. Scansion (after the opening) and rhyming are incon-
sistent, but Gravett’s great good humor and mischievous illus-
trations in pencil, watercolor, and acrylic ink are bang-on, as 
always—especially in the fact that besides tail and ear shapes, 
Cyril and Pat are almost identical.

Cheeky yet sincere. (Picture book. 36)

HAMSTER SITTER WANTED
Gunaratnam, Tracy
Illus. by Marks, Hannah
Maverick Publishing (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-84886-359-0  

Hamster friends Marco and Polo 
don’t want to give up their adventures, so 

they look for a sitter who can handle all of Marco’s rowdy little 
cousins.

Marco and Polo just want to go sky diving or “lion dancing” 
together, but sitter after sitter refuses to return once they have 
spent a day with the uncountable horde of hamster children. 
Just as Marco and Polo have reluctantly decided to give up their 
hobbies, they meet Ms. Bottomus, a hippopotamus who reins 
in the hamsters by literally sitting on them. Children will get 
a laugh out of the puns and visual jokes throughout the book. 
Gunaratnam infuses the text with simple but amusing wordplay, 
such as the “wound up” sheep babysitter, who is both frazzled 
and literally wrapped in yarn. Marks peppers her digitally col-
laged illustrations with details for children to notice, such as a 
pigeon looking on in concern as a fox reads the ad seeking a 
hamster sitter and a tailpiece in which two of the little hamsters 
construct pointy-hat “derrière defenders.” Though there are 
some puzzling elements (How old are Marco and Polo? Why do 
they live together? Where have all the responsible adults gone?), 
the plot follows a satisfying problem-and-solution structure 
and, enjoyably, does not end in a lesson about how good chil-
dren should behave.

A fun and engaging book with plenty of humor. (illus-
trator’s note) (Picture book. 37)

The bright, rich color palette matches the upbeat and zany 
personality of the characters, game world, and conflict.

glitch
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NIGHT WINDOWS
Hanaor, Ziggy
Illus. by Venema, AartJan
Cicada Books (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-1-908714-56-5  

A school-age kid is new to an apart-
ment building in an unnamed city.

Unseen parents urge the kid to “Give 
the city a chance. / At second glance, 

you’ll find that the heat / and the beat of the streets / Will 
have you up on your feet. / Wait and see.” But in the building’s 
lobby there are “Angry faces filling the space, / Shoving, rush-
ing, crushing, where to? Who knew.” Outside, the narrator sits 
down on a bench opposite the building, looks into the windows: 
and catalogs: “A writer, a cook, five kids / And—look! Three cats, 
a nest / A sparkling chest, a girl who sews, / A garden that grows, 
a bat and two crows.” While the text is pedestrian, deeply col-
ored illustrations are quirky and cartoony, offering plenty to 
look at. Readers can spin their own stories about the charac-
ters as they hunt for objects and people, named in the verses. 
The story brings the many characters together to share a dinner 
party, with a message of friendship between diverse people, but 
it’s the artist’s weirdly funny sensibility that shines out of every 
page. The protagonist is pink-skinned, but other characters 
range from paper-white to brown, and one character is comfort-
ably gender-nonconforming.

Offer this to kids who will enjoy its offbeat illustra-
tions and hope that Venema’s next outing will be enhanced 
by a more original text. (Picture book. 69)

FIELD TRIP TO THE MOON
Hare, John
Illus. by the author
Margaret Ferguson/Holiday House 
(40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-0-8234-4253-9  

Left behind when the space bus departs, a child discovers 
that the moon isn’t as lifeless as it looks.

While the rest of the space-suited class follows the teacher 
like ducklings, one laggard carrying crayons and a sketchbook 
sits down to draw our home planet floating overhead, falls 
asleep, and wakes to see the bus zooming off. The bright yellow 
bus, the gaggle of playful field-trippers, and even the dull gray 
boulders strewn over the equally dull gray lunar surface have a 
rounded solidity suggestive of Plasticine models in Hare’s word-
less but cinematic scenes...as do the rubbery, one-eyed, dull gray 
creatures (think: those stress-busting dolls with ears that pop 
out when squeezed) that emerge from the regolith. The mutual 
shock lasts but a moment before the lunarians eagerly grab the 
proffered crayons to brighten the bland gray setting with silly 
designs. The creatures dive into the dust when the bus swoops 
back down but pop up to exchange goodbye waves with the 

errant child, who turns out to be an olive-skinned kid with a 
mop of brown hair last seen drawing one of their new friends 
with the one crayon—gray, of course—left in the box. Body lan-
guage is expressive enough in this debut outing to make a verbal 
narrative superfluous.

A close encounter of the best kind. (Picture book. 68)

CHARLIE BUMPERS VS. THE 
END OF THE YEAR
Harley, Bill
Illus. by Gustavson, Adam
Peachtree (208 pp.) 
$14.95  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-1-68263-042-6 
Series: Charlie Bumpers, 7 

As the end of the school year fast 
approaches, Charlie learns that his 

friend Hector will be moving back to Chile. Can Charlie cook 
up a scheme to keep Hector at school?

In this seventh and final book of the Charlie Bumpers 
series, Grammy-winner Harley reveals the conflict that bully-
ing creates in the mind of a fourth-grader. Narrated in a balance 
of warmhearted insight and wacky naiveté, Charlie’s life will 
resonate with readers trying to navigate the simple but realis-
tic perils of elementary school. Making friends, getting along 
with siblings, avoiding trouble at school—these situations mat-
ter to young readers, and Harley captures these emotions with 
a light and humorous touch. The Jerzollies of Darkness (three 
boys who are all jerks, bozos, and bullies) have been seriously 
bullying Hector. When adult support disappoints, Charlie and 
friends take matters into their own hands with mixed results. 
This young, white male protagonist, in his suburban, middle-
class setting, nonetheless taps into universal feelings, and Char-
lie’s genuine friendships with Hector and Tommy, who’s black, 
keep diversity on the table. Gustavson’s illustrations, rendered 
in India ink and watercolor, deftly cover friend and foe alike, 
giving shape to Charlie’s world.

The series ends with the feeling of a completed arc for 
this fourth-grade year. Fans will feel satisfied but will find 
themselves hoping another year’s in the offing. (Fiction. 710)

COLORBLIND
A Story of Racism
Harris, Johnathan
Illus. by Harris, Donald & Leach, Garry
Zuiker Press (96 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-1-947378-12-4  

An African-American teen explores 
the way his life has been affected by his 
imprisoned relative and racial profiling.

Fifteen-year-old Johnathan Harris 
tells his story in a graphic format that enhances his young voice. 
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Johnathan and his close-knit working-class family (mom’s a 
nurse, dad’s a probation officer) live in Long Beach, California, 
but one of the biggest influences in his life, his uncle Russell, 
is serving time in Chuckawalla Valley State Prison, four hours 
away. “Crazy, right? My dad works in law enforcement and my 
uncle’s in jail.” Despite this, Johnathan’s uncle provides guid-
ance during visits and via other communication, encouraging 
him to understand and appreciate both his culture and those 
of others. Both early trauma and incidents as an older child 
playing soccer and in Boy Scouts make Johnathan question 
his uncle’s efforts to get him to relinquish skin color preju-
dice, but he is ultimately able to hold onto those teachings. 
This memoir has a strong authentic youth voice and reflects a 
young teen’s perspective. The full-color graphics are a strong 
accompaniment, often using visual metaphor. The concept of 

“colorblindness” is a dubious one, but it is Johnathan’s efforts 
to avoid racial bitterness as he grows into manhood that come 
through. This volume, part of a series of graphic novels writ-
ten by young adults, includes additional biographical informa-
tion, information for parents, and teacher support (through 
the publisher’s website).

One teen’s vision of hope shines through. (Graphic mem
oir. 1114)

RULE THE SCHOOL
Harris, Tim
Illus. by Hart, James
Sourcebooks Jabberwocky (240 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-4926-8558-6 
Series: Mr. Bambuckle, 1 

A male Mary Poppins of education, 
Mr. Bambuckle is every student’s dream 
teacher.

When their regular teacher, Miss Schlump, moves to 
Switzerland with a helicopter pilot, the students of room 12B 
are startled by their strange replacement teacher. Wearing a 
dazzling blue suit and balancing on his unicycle atop his desk, 
Mr. Bambuckle has a frypan full of breakfast and eccentric 
ideas about education. The students’ first assignment is to rede-
sign the trite encouragement stickers Miss Schlump liked to 
use. After timid Evie narrates her frightening encounter with 
a possibly possessed washing machine and Mr. Bambuckle con-
fronts cranky Cafeteria Carol with kindness, the 15 students get 
to come up with ideas for phone apps. Various students take 
turns narrating humorous episodes, with third-person chapters 
knitting them together. It’s all good, silly fun, but principal Mr. 
Sternblast wants to rid himself and the school of Bambuckle 
just when the kids are warming up to him. Originally published 
in Australia as Mr. Bambuckle’s Remarkables, Harris’ introductory 
tale of 12B is both funny and surprising. Published simultane-
ously with sequel Class 12B Fights Back (a good thing given the 
cliffhanger end), this will entertain young readers, who will 
easily find their traits among the students. Hart’s black-and-
white spot and full-page illustrations are appropriately goofy, 

combining with naming convention to identify a few students 
of color. Mr. Bambuckle and the principal present white.

Should readily win fans. (Fiction. 711) (Class 12B Fights 
Back: 9781492685616)

OCEAN
A Peek-Through Picture Book
Hegarty, Patricia
Illus. by Teckentrup, Britta
Doubleday (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 28, 2019
978-0-525-64720-1  

Peek through fish-shaped holes to 
see ocean inhabitants.

In the latest in her series of titles using die cuts that began 
with Tree (2016), German artist Teckentrup explores a “secret 
world” underwater. Stylized images of tropical fish, grasses, 
sponges, and more are arrayed in colorful scenes. Peek-through 
holes reveal creatures yet to come. Hegarty’s text consists of 
rhyming couplets forced into an awkward narrative describ-
ing what’s depicted, starting with a coral reef ’s inhabitants: 
small fish, sea horses, dolphins, a lionfish. Under the threat of 
a great white shark, a squid squirts ink, a puffer fish puffs up, 
and smaller fish scatter and swarm into a fish-shaped school. 
Then night falls, and “Jellyfish, eels, and manta rays / Dance and 
bob in bright displays.” Finally, the fish hear a humpback whale 
and encounter a manatee and her babies “in an ocean meadow.” 
Returning to the reef world, the writer encourages readers to 
protect the environment. While the images are intriguing to 
look at, the pages, though of heavy stock, are not likely to stand 
up to repeated peeks and pokes, and the depiction of the ocean 
world is more fancy than fact, conflating wildly different ocean 
niches and anthropomorphizing the fish who stop to listen to 
the whale’s song.

Lovely to browse through but not likely to linger in a 
child’s mind or last in circulation. (Picture book. 25)

THE MOON’S FIRST FRIENDS
How the Moon Met the 
Astronauts from Apollo 11
Hill, Susanna Leonard
Illus. by Paganelli, Elisa
Sourcebooks Jabberwocky (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-14926-5680-7  

The Moon, lonely for so long, welcomes at last a pair of visi-
tors from the planet below.

It’s a long wait—dinosaurs come and go, and likewise woolly 
mammoths; the pyramids rise; the first balloons and gliders 
appear; a chimp in a Mercury capsule waves from orbit—but at 
long last two spacecraft stacked atop a huge multistage rocket 
make the journey: “They’re actually coming!” The Moon, a light 
blue orb in Paganelli’s pastel-toned scenes with big, lashed eyes 
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and pink cheeks, watches in delight, warmly welcomes the two 
astronauts who land, and gives them gifts of rocks and dust 
(they in turn leave a plaque and a brightly colored flag) when 
it’s time to go. “Come back anytime!” Hill neglects mention of 
the earlier and later Apollo visits but enhances her lunarcentric 
commemoration of Apollo 11 with a detailed if idiosyncratic 
account of that one and QR codes leading to actual sound clips 
of the countdown and Neil Armstrong’s first remark. Appended 
notes on the moon, NASA, spacesuits, and the Saturn V rocket 
also help to give the historic mission some background.

One of a flurry of semicentennial tributes, set at least 
a bit apart by its unusual point of view. (Informational picture 
book. 57)

ATHENA & THE MAGIC LAND
Holub, Joan & Williams, Suzanne
Illus. by Chen, Yuyi
Aladdin (96 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $5.99 paper  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-5344-3106-5
978-1-5344-3105-8 paper 
Series: Little Goddess Girls, 1 

Greek mythology meets The Wonder
ful Wizard of Oz.

Modern-day girl Athena, 8, is swept 
up in a sudden thunderstorm on the way home from school and 
lands “in Magical Mount Olympus” along the Hello Brick Road. 
The digital dog from her video game joins her, in the flesh, as 
the canine companion for her adventure. The first beings they 
encounter are friendly—talking owls who suggest she ask Zeus 
how to get home and the Glinda-like goddess Hestia. But when 
flying sandals zoom onto Athena’s feet, she has a run-in with 
nasty Medusa—who looks just like Athena’s mean-girl classmate 
of the same name back home—who pursues her in an effort 
to take the sandals. While following the Hello Brick Road to 
find Zeus and get home, Athena encounters and helps unlucky 
Persephone, who tags along hoping to ask Zeus for some luck. 
The climactic showdown with Medusa involves facing a band 
of animals she’s turned into stone and quick-thinking trickery 
on Athena’s part. The plot feels recycled, the resolution might 
strike some readers as a bit too easy, and the worldbuilding rules 
are a bit inconsistent for the targeted age. It ends before the 
girls reach Zeus, so the adventures can continue. Athena and 
Medusa present white; Hestia presents black.

Maybe it will inspire readers’ interest in its sources. 
(cast of characters, glossary, discussion questions, author’s 
note) (Fantasy. 58)

MEGABAT AND FANCY CAT
Humphrey, Anna
Illus. by Reich, Kass
Tundra (176 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-7352-6259-1 
Series: Megabat, 2 

Megabat has a new fancy feline foe in 
this sequel.

It’s Megabat’s first Christmas in Can-
ada, and he is excited to open presents and play with new toys. 
When his human best friend, Daniel, is presented with his final 
gift, a cat, Megabat’s Christmas is ruined. Priscilla is a pure-
bred chocolate seal point Birman, and Daniel instantly adores 
her. Megabat and his pigeon friend, Birdgirl, already intent on 
thwarting the “puffer rats” (“They’re actually called squirrels,” 
says Daniel) who keep taking all the birdseed, must now devise 
a scheme to rid themselves of Priscilla. Plan after plan causes 
ever more chaos (and laughter), and Megabat worries Daniel 
loves the cat more than him. But as the New Year approaches, 
Priscilla proves there might be more to her than just fanciness. 
Humphrey writes a fun sequel, with a message that love can 
grow, enabling multiple friendships. As in the first book, Mega-
bat is the only animal that speaks, which is puzzling. Addition-
ally, his idiosyncratic English (“Stopping that!” he scold. “Yours 
will ruining the decorations before they dries!”) takes some get-
ting used to. Reich’s black-and-white illustrations add delight 
and detail. Daniel’s heritage is Japanese.

Fancy or not, this quick read is amusing. (Fantasy. 710)

FOX AND THE BOX
Ivinson, Yvonne
Illus. by the author
Greenwillow (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 21, 2019
978-0-06-284287-9  

Fox’s adventure—going out to sea in 
a box equipped with a sail—is exciting 
and easy to read.

Ivinson tells her story in 46 simple words. Five or fewer 
words appear on each double-page spread in a generous font set 
against the bright seaside scenes of Fox’s exploits. While other 
animals seem to have real boats, small dinghies in which they 
are messing about on the ocean, Fox has only a box. Fox has 
an expressive face, bright reddish-orange fur, and a big bushy 
tail, and they sport a blue-striped sailor shirt without pants. 
Determined to set sail, Fox pushes out to sea, bushy tail for a 
rudder, just as dark clouds brew into a storm. A small mouse 
goes along for the voyage. Ivinson’s full-color acrylic-paint art-
work calls attention to itself in an interesting way, reproduced 
so that brush strokes and the grain and texture of canvas are 
clearly shown. One effect is to encourage viewers to slow down, 
though another is to create a slightly static feel in what is clearly 
a lively adventure. Still, the paintings of storm, waves, and the 

Ivinson’s full-color acrylic-paint artwork calls attention to 
itself in an interesting way, reproduced so that brush strokes and 

the grain and texture of canvas are clearly shown.
fox and the box
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small boat and occupants alone on a vast expanse of sea are 
pretty thrilling, as is the rescue by a big blue whale, and varying 
perspectives keep the action going.

Dramatic and accessible for new readers. (Picture book. 
25)

THIS IS MY ROOM!
(No Tigers Allowed)
Jacobson, Jennifer Richard
Illus. by Neonakis, Alexandria
Simon & Schuster (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 28, 2018
978-1-5344-0211-9  

Protagonist JoJo is old enough to have her own bedroom 
and doesn’t have to sleep with her big sister, Margaret, or any-
one else...maybe.

As JoJo happily carries blankets to her new room, Margaret 
predicts that she’ll be back. JoJo pooh-poohs the notion. But 
after JoJo turns off her light and hunkers down, a lion steps out 
from behind the drapes. JoJo quickly hustles to Margaret’s room 
to tell her. Margaret suggests she make a “No Lions Allowed” 
sign. JoJo does and tapes it over her bed. After the lion reads 
the sign, it leaves; however, more animals appear. JoJo adds 
each animal’s name to the sign, which works until the curious 
tiger is confused by the sign. JoJo could return to her sister’s 
animal-free room, but instead she thinks of a way to solve the 
problem herself. Jacobson tackles the perennial desire of chil-
dren to resist bedtime with a unique twist, her understated, pat-
terned text totally in tune with her readers. Neonakis’ engaging 
use of color and composition make this a real page-turner. The 
interplay between text and illustrations may initially have some 
older readers skeptical that any animals are actually bedeviling 
JoJo, but the truth becomes clear in a dramatic, tension-filled 
sequence. The enormous bulks of JoJo’s nighttime animals, who 
seem as tentative as JoJo despite their fearsome looks, make for 
highly amusing compositions. JoJo and Margaret present white.

A winner, day or night. (Picture book. 48)

KID NORMAL AND THE 
ROGUE HEROES
James, Greg & Smith, Chris
Illus. by Salcedo, Erica
Bloomsbury (400 pp.) 
$13.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-5476-0098-4 
Series: Kid Normal, 2 

Kid Normal and his friends save the 
day again in this very normal sequel.

Murph Cooper has settled happily 
into his school for young superheroes, hanging with his group 
of strangely Caped friends despite the fact that he doesn’t 
have a Capability of his own. Some kids and teachers think he 
doesn’t belong, but his other heroic qualities mean that he’s 

been accepted into the elite Heroes’ Alliance. His power-less 
alignment with powerful friends makes him a perfect target for 
Magpie, a villain who steals Capabilities from other heroes and 
wreaked havoc on the Caped community 30 years ago. Magpie is 
safely quarantined, but Murph finds himself an unwitting pawn 
in the villain’s plan to escape. The plot-by-numbers includes 
some flashbacks, a mystery to solve, adults who are either bum-
bling or helpful, and a heroic rescue, with wholly unremark-
able characters driving the action. This kind of story benefits 
from a fast-moving plot, but chapters bog down in the tangents, 
digressions, and authorial asides that aim for zany and clever 
but quickly become cumulatively exhausting. The humor some-
times lands, but it also veers into lazy or cruel territory, espe-
cially when it treats fat people as punchlines. Brown-skinned 
Nellie and Asian-presenting Billy, two of Murph’s friends, again 
provide most of the primary-cast diversity, though much of the 
rest of the student body is as white as Murph.

A lengthy trek, mostly appealing to readers who loved 
the first installment. (Adventure. 812)

THE DOUGHNUT KING
Janowitz, Jessie
Sourcebooks Jabberwocky (336 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-4926-5544-2 
Series: Doughnut Fix, 2 

Twelve-year old Tris Levin has come 
to love the tiny upstate New York town 
of Petersville, where his family relocated 
from New York City in The Doughnut Fix 
(2018).

He cannot keep up with the demand of his booming dough-
nut business. He and his partner, Josh, decide the solution is to 
acquire an extremely costly robotic doughnut-making machine, 
but how to make it happen? Petersville’s shrinking population 
is causing it to lose the post office, and the library and school 
are at risk as well. An effort to make the town a foodie destina-
tion with Mom’s Station House restaurant and Tris’ Doughnut 
Stop as mainstays is just the beginning of a renewal plan. Tris 
reluctantly enters a televised kids’ cooking contest to try to 
win the big prize while advertising his town. Readers view the 
events and characters entirely through Tris’ thoughts as he nar-
rates his own tale earnestly and honestly, learning much about 
himself. He makes and loses a friend, fellow contestant Keya, 
an Indian girl with whom he has lovely discussions of the Yid-
dish language and his family’s few Jewish traditions. (The book 
adheres to a white default.) His takes on the highs, lows, and 
draconian demands of the contest, hosted by the evil Chef JJ, 
are both hilarious and a spot-on spoof of reality shows. There 
are some surprise twists and a satisfying outcome.

Tris is a charmer, and readers will root for him all the 
way. (recipes, acknowledgements) (Fiction. 812)

Jacobson tackles the perennial desire of children
to resist bedtime with a unique twist, her understated, 

patterned text totally in tune with her readers.
this is my room!
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THAT’S WHAT DINOSAURS DO
John, Jory
Illus. by Oswald, Pete
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 21, 2019
978-0-06-234319-2  

When a T. Rex gets a sore throat and 
cannot roar for one whole week, his self-control is tested.

William loves to roar. But not just for the sake of making 
loud noise. He loves hiding, sneaking, and scaring, along with 
roaring. He can’t help it. As the titular refrain explains: “That’s 
what dinosaurs do.” Oswald’s blue-dappled, toothy dino peers 
out from behind bushes, frightening folks in literally hair-rais-
ing fashion (even the sheep that he scares have their wool stand-
ing on end). But when the doctor tells William he must rest his 
voice in order to cure his sore throat, he doesn’t know how to 
act. He wraps a big roll of gauze around his snout and slumps 
through town, dejected. It’s not very much fun for William, but 
the townspeople are ecstatic. No more roaring! No more scar-
ing! But will William be able to keep it up? Though moments of 
growth are present (William does recognize that he shouldn’t 
scare others), readers may be taken aback by the unabashedly 
unapologetic prehistoric creature’s resistance to rehabilitation. 
Instead of reaching for a clever way to impart wisdom, John 
leans heavily on the excuse, “That’s what dinosaurs do.” Wil-
liam is a bully, with no hope of reformation.

It’s got witty illustrations, but it paints a pretty bleak 
picture for society. (Picture book. 48)

GIRL OF THE SOUTHERN SEA
Kadarusman, Michelle
Pajama Press (224 pp.) 
$17.95  |  May 23, 2019
978-1-77278-081-9  

A teenage girl living in the slums of 
Jakarta, Indonesia, finds the resolve to 
defy her unfortunate circumstances and 
achieve her dreams.

Fourteen-year-old Nia desperately 
wants to continue her education and 

become a writer, but her family can’t afford the school fees. 
Instead, she spends her days looking after her 5-year-old brother, 
Rudi, doing chores, and helping her alcoholic father sell banana 
fritters at the market. To escape their miserable existence, Nia 
tells Rudi stories about their late mother and writes stories 
inspired by her favorite folktale, “Queen of the Southern Sea.” 
And just as she promised her late mother, Nia ensures that the 
protagonist in her stories, Dewi Kadita, always comes out on 
top. One day, Nia miraculously escapes from a minibus accident 
unscathed. Smooth operator Oskar witnesses the accident and 
embellishes her survival into “a miracle”; from then on, Nia’s 

“good-luck magic” fritters sell like hot cakes. Against her good 
judgement, Nia starts charging double so she can save up for 
her school fees. But things backfire and tension mounts. In the 

end, Nia draws strength from her heroine, Dewi, and finds the 
courage to seize control of her own destiny. Punctuating Nia’s 
thoughtful, present-tense narration with her stories about 
Dewi, Kadarusman effectively weaves a gentle tale of love and 
loss and illuminates the power of storytelling.

A thought-provoking peek into a culture deserving of 
more attention in North America. (author’s note) (Fiction. 
914)

THE RABBI SLURPS 
SPAGHETTI
Kimmelman, Leslie
Illus. by Davey, Sharon
Apples & Honey Press (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-1-68115-543-2  

Young Lena, an aspiring detective, secretly observes the 
rabbi of her synagogue doing his numerous tasks and perform-
ing his varied responsibilities.

As Lena and her dog assistant, Sandy, crouch behind a bush 
with dark glasses and a notepad, “the mysterious rabbi...seems 
to be everywhere.” His many jobs include teaching, conduct-
ing ceremonies, celebrating holidays, providing comfort and 
advice, and participating in the overall life of his Jewish com-
munity. Though he may seem like a “superhero,” Lena acknowl-
edges the rabbi’s peculiarities. He “slurps spaghetti,” strews 
his floor with dirty socks, and even attends playtime tea par-
ties (at which he looks “quite elegant”). Lena discovers a lot, 
declaring, “Rabbi Max is just one AWESOME PERSON”—but 
what endears him to her most is that, as his daughter, she can 

“slurp spaghetti right beside him” at the dinner table. Childlike 
cartoon drawings reflect a multigenerational suburban Jewish 
community; Rabbi Max, his daughter, and their family present 
white, but the broader congregation is racially diverse, and at 
least one member uses a wheelchair. An author’s note includes 
four questions for discussion to extend the basic information 
presented through Lena’s narration.

Though not much of a challenge, Lena’s detective work 
helps solve the mystery of a rabbi’s professional life from a 
child’s perspective. (Picture book. 58)

THE ABSENCE OF SPARROWS
Kirchmeier, Kurt
Little, Brown (384 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-316-45092-8  

When a bizarre plague strikes the 
world, the stakes for one boy could not 
be more personal in this debut coming-
of-age novel from a Canadian author.

It starts the summer Ben is 11; sud-
den dark clouds appear, and millions of 

random adults turn to obsidian glass. As panic and chaos spread, 



1 2 0   |   1  m a r c h  2 0 1 9   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

passionate birder Ben worries mostly for his own family, about 
the town bullies, and over the inexplicably missing local spar-
rows. But after a compelling, mysterious Voice on the radio 
enlists the world into a radical response, Ben must decide where 
his loyalties belong. His first-person narration authentically 
conveys the painful confusion of a sensitive child coping with 
adult tragedies. Removing access to computers and cellphones 
turns his small rural home into an oddly old-fashioned Every-
town, albeit one with little scope for women—Ben’s mentally 
fragile mother is the only notable female character. A Stranger 
Things–like tone effectively conveys the creeping dread of a 
hapless microcosm trapped within a supernatural end of days. 
Unfortunately, despite the intimate family drama and devastat-
ing losses, there is a frustrating lack of resolution: What really 
caused the “glassification”? Who was the Voice? What did the 
birds have to do with it? Along with the more compassionate 
but much less innocent Ben, readers learn only that “life simply 
went on.” Characters are default white.

An interesting but ultimately unsatisfying experiment 
from a writer worth watching. (Horror. 812)

SWEET DREAMS, SARAH
From Slavery to Inventor
Kirkfield, Vivian
Illus. by Ewald, Chris
Creston (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 1, 2019
978-1-939547-31-6  

Readers meet a forward-thinking 
woman whose name ought to be widely known but isn’t.

Sarah E. Goode was born a slave, the daughter of a skilled 
free carpenter who “could build anything.” Sarah acquired her 
father’s woodcraft skills, and, after emancipation, she moved 
to Chicago, met and married African-American stair builder 
Archibald Goode, started a family, and realized her dream of 
owning her own furniture store. Working alongside Archibald, 
she fashioned a piece of furniture that would make efficient use 
of space for her customers whose big families were crammed 
into small living quarters. A desk by day, Sarah’s cabinet bed 
unfolded into a bed at night. Her first attempt to secure a patent 
failed because others had already patented components of her 
design, but with some legal help and revisions to her application, 
she received the patent for her cabinet bed in 1885, becoming 
the first African-American woman to be granted a patent. The 
succinctness with which Kirkfield tells this story emphasizes 
Goode’s drive to succeed despite obstacles. The illustrations, 
which have a smooth, digital patina, show her strength and 
resolve to build something that was both aesthetically pleasing 
and functional. The presence of her children also suggests that 
she passed her skills on to them. An author’s note provides fur-
ther historical context and explains a patent.

Sarah Goode: a name well worth knowing and celebrat-
ing. (timeline) (Picture book/biography. 48)

WHERE THE HEART IS
Knowles, Jo
Candlewick (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-5362-0003-4  

Her 14th summer teaches Rachel the 
meaning of the word bittersweet.

All her life she and her parents and 
her little sister, Ivy, who’s 8, have lived in 
an old farmhouse they’ve named Bitter-
sweet Farm, for the vines on the property 

that her mother makes into wreaths. It’s not a working farm, 
but they have a big garden and an elderly rescue pony. Rachel’s 
mother has lost her job as a school librarian, so money is tight, 
but Rachel is chiefly concerned with her relationship with 
her best friend, Micah, who would love to be her boyfriend if 
Rachel allowed. Rachel isn’t sure of her sexuality, and she is anx-
ious around schoolmates who are richer and more self-assured. 
She spends the summer at the nearby beach and caring for the 
animals on a rich neighbor’s hobby farm. Then their family 
loses their home to foreclosure. Told in Rachel’s authentically 
13-year-old first-person voice, the story suffers from uneven pac-
ing. At first readers are led to think that Rachel’s relationships 
and sexuality will be the story’s main focus. Whole chapters 
are spent describing the neighbor’s farm, which turns out to be 
unimportant to the plot, and the foreclosure, which turns out 
to be the primary plot point, isn’t mentioned until two-thirds of 
the way through the book. The economic stressors this default-
white family faces are well-presented.

With pleasant but meandering writing and little 
urgency, this one’s best for character-oriented readers. 
(Fiction. 812)

A KISS FOR GIRAFFE
Koppens, Judith 
Illus. by Diederen, Suzanne
Clavis (40 pp.) 
$14.95  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-1-60537-407-9  

Piggy wants to give his best friend a 
kiss, but how will he reach Giraffe’s face?

Koppens’ simple language sets up the problem on the first 
spread: “Giraffe and Piggy are best friends. Piggy wants to give 
Giraffe a kiss, but Giraffe is too tall. ‘How can I reach you?’ 
Piggy asks.” Succeeding spreads show Piggy’s creative, Rube 
Goldberg–esque solutions, ones that children might think up 
on their own: dig a hole for Giraffe to sit in, swing as high as 
he can on a rope, take a running jump, and climb a ladder. Each 
fails, the last rather spectacularly, and as Giraffe bends down to 
make sure Piggy is OK and give him a kiss, Piggy realizes the 
obvious solution and takes the opportunity to kiss Giraffe in 
return: “Now, why didn’t I think of that?” This is solely a prob-
lem-solution story rather a friendship tale with depth, which 
might have made this book stand out. Savanna backgrounds are 
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simple, keeping the focus on the characters, which is a bit prob-
lematic: Giraffe has no personality whatsoever, and their facial 
expression barely changes at all, remaining largely static with 
vacant eyes. Piggy has a little more spark.

Kids will be a step ahead of Piggy in solving the prob-
lem of reaching Giraffe to bestow a kiss, but that’s not 
enough to make it a good book. (Picture book. 25)

THE HAWK AND THE DOVE
Kor, Paul
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Appel, Annette
Kids Can (36 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-5253-0125-4  

A secular prayer for peace.
The noted Israeli artist, designer, children’s book writer, 

and Holocaust survivor originally wrote this tale during the 
1982 Lebanon War. It has now been published for a new audi-
ence with his original words and illustrations. A dejected hawk, 
weary of war, morphs into a “gentle dove.” In the following 
pages, the machines of war turn into tractors, butterflies, sail-
boats, and fields of colorful flowers. Still, the hawk is worried, 
for in his and our world there may still be other hawks that are 
intent upon destruction. The rhyming couplets of the text are 
quietly compelling. What is most arresting, though, are the 
illustrations, cut-paper designs that pop from the page against 
a white background. The recto pages are two-thirds sized, with 
the edge of the artwork on the first or warmongering page 
becoming the edge of the artwork on the peaceful page. Thus 
the rear wheel of a tank is transformed into the front wheel of a 
tractor. A falling bomb becomes the body of a butterfly. Adults 
sharing this title with children will find a resource both for dis-
cussion and for art projects.

While perhaps bringing to mind classic 1960s protest 
songs, Kor’s heartfelt plea to put an end to war should reso-
nate deeply today. (author’s note) (Picture book. 710)

JANE DOE AND THE CRADLE 
OF ALL WORLDS
Lachlan, Jeremy
Carolrhoda (372 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-5415-3921-1 
Series: Jane Doe Chronicles, 1 

A tormented, snarky girl quests 
through a magical house full of traps in 
this series opener.

Ever since Jane Doe appeared in 
Bluehaven on the Night of All Catastrophes 14 years ago, a babe 
in the arms of her nonresponsive father, the villagers have called 
her the Cursed One. Jane, they are sure, brought the earth-
quakes that plague them and somehow closed off the Manor 

that once offered gateways to the Otherworlds. On the annual 
holiday during which Jane and her father are burned in effigy 
by the townsfolk, Jane is rescued from a near murder only to be 
thrust through a secret Manor entrance on a quest to save all 
the worlds. The Manor’s filled with corpses, gas mask–bedecked 
soldiers, and B-movie traps. With the help of a few potential 
allies—or are they enemies?—Jane (who, along with every other 
character, has no obvious racial identity) hopes to find her newly 
vanished father. Lachlan’s worldbuilding is utterly incoherent, 
with a blend of technology levels, idioms, and foods that make 
no sense together, and he makes liberal, casual use of ethnic and 
disability tropes. Still, for those readers who want a video game–
style race against time (if Jane doesn’t press the right glyph on 
the floor tiles, or duck the giant swinging axe, or escape baddies 
on top of a rushing train, she will die gruesomely), there’s plenty 
of bloody, fast-paced adventuring. A romance between Jane and 
a female friend seems likely to spark in Volume 2.

Poorly constructed but also a breathless, fun crawl 
through a maze of twisty passages. (Fantasy. 1315)

THE MOON WATCHED IT ALL
Leedahl, Shelley
Illus. by Anto, Aino
Red Deer Press (32 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Mar. 15, 2019
978-0-88995-537-0  

A silver-haired, solitary moon-watcher and a young, likewise 
solitary visitor find what they need in each other.

“At dawn, the sun jeweled tree and rooftops alike.” Written in 
richly allusive, atmospheric prose that will keep lovers of words 
pinned to the page, this original tale brings together Mirada, 
dreamlessly rocking away each night with the moon her sole 
companion, and a vagrant, straw-haired lad known down in the 
village only as “Get Out Of The Way, Boy,” or sometimes “Take 
That, Boy.” Never uttering a sound aside from an occasional 

“Merry, merry” from a fragmentary memory of a boat song, the 
child lives in fear and hunger until he wanders one night into 
Mirada’s garden, where a glimpse of him, “walking-stick thin” 
and dressed in rags, reawakens memories of her own, long-gone 
family. She invites him in for tea, and soup, and bread—and 
from that moment the two are inseparable, as days and seasons 
and years go by and the moon watches over all. Using such a 
subdued palette that day can hardly be told from night in her 
transparent, woodsy watercolors, Ando goes for close-ups of 
faces (all white) and unframed natural scenes that spill over the 
trimmed edges or fade into open space.

It’s pitched most directly to older audiences, but 
younger ones may catch some of the sonic, thematic, and 
emotional resonances. (Picture book. 812, adult)

What is most arresting are the illustrations, cut-paper designs 
that pop from the page against a white background.

the hawk and the dove
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NOVA THE STAR EATER
Leslie, Lindsay
Illus. by Kim, John Taesoo
Page Street (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-62414-693-0  

An imaginative tale and an informal 
astronomy lesson rolled into one book.

Nova the star eater eats any star in 
sight: supergiants, white dwarfs, blue giants, binaries, you name 
it. On her way through space, she gulps Earth’s sun, creating 
panic on the planet. The leaders of the world gather and dis-
patch their “best astronauts” to get their sun back. They plead 
with Nova: “The people on Earth need it to survive! The Sun 
provides energy for plants to grow, light so we can see, and 
heat to keep us warm.” Back on Earth, leaders and scientists 
discuss how best to get the sun out of Nova when (slightly out 
of the blue) the (female) leader of the United States’ daughter, a 
bright, young, brown-skinned girl, speaks into a microphone: 

“We could tickle her.” Nova agrees, and so, using the ocean 
waves and treetops and aided by a spaceship’s robotic arm, the 
Earth proceeds to tickle Nova. Leslie’s narrative is somewhat 
arbitrary and clunky but will still entertain readers. Kim’s illus-
trations incorporate vibrant colors when depicting the solar sys-
tem, while humans back on Earth are rendered in taupe, browns, 
and greens (earth tones, appropriately enough). Seeing men and 
women leaders from around the globe and astronauts of various 
shades is wonderfully refreshing. An author’s note on the sci-
ence behind the story punctuates the book; a small glossary is 
also provided for inquisitive young readers.

A playful read for outer-space enthusiasts. (bibliogra-
phy) (Picture book. 48)

NORM
Liang, Sylvia
Illus. by the author
Thames & Hudson (40 pp.) 
$13.95  |  May 21, 2019
978-0-500-65161-2  

A picture-book paean to individuality.
Norm, short for Normal, is pretty 

much just like his pals, Plain and Simple. They live in a village 
where everything is “very tidy and orderly” and their favorite 
thing to do is measure things with the rulers they carry about 
with them. If something doesn’t measure up to usual dimen-
sions, they get rid of it. And worse, “[i]f someone stands out, we 
politely look the other way.” The image accompanying this line 
shows a redheaded person standing apart from the black-haired 
Norm, Plain, and Simple, with downcast eyes. A challenge to 
this world’s conformity arrives with a bright yellow bird that 

“won’t sit still long enough to be measured.” Norm chases it 
to “an extraordinarily big flower,” and nearby is a girl who he 
says is “unlike any girl I have met before.” Her name is Odette, 
Odd for short, and she introduces Norm to a whole new world, 

where houses look like boots, anthropomorphic animals inter-
act with people, and instead of measuring things, the focus is 
on “discover[ing] the most curious surprises.” While the verbal 
storytelling is a bit clunky and risks letting message trump nar-
rative, the illustrations offer a visual feast. Whimsical details 
crop up on each spread, and Liang’s playful style seems influ-
enced by illustrators such as John Burningham, Jean de Brun-
hoff, and Květa Pacovská.

Delightful. (Picture book. 47)

JUST JAIME 
Libenson, Terri
Illus. by the author
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (256 pp.) 
$22.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-06-285107-9
978-0-06-285106-2 paper  

Jaime’s best friend, Maya, is acting 
strangely—as a matter of fact, so are all 
of Jaime’s circle of friends.

With this the last day of seventh 
grade before summer, Jaime needs to get to the bottom of 
what appears to be a coup to kick her out of their friendship 
circle. Maya has been nominated by the newest, most attention-
seeking and controlling member of the group, Celia, to break 
the bad news to Jaime that she’s indeed been voted out of the 
group. From the time Jaime and Maya see each other on the 
morning bus throughout the tension-filled day that feels like 
a roller-coaster ride, both dread the confrontation. But while 
being ostracized, Jaime is invited to a new friend group, and 
Maya finds herself ambivalent about being led by the nose by 
the popular Celia, who holds all of the strings of power within 
their circle. When Jaime reaches an emotional breaking point, 
her French teacher, Madame Zukosky, sympathetically shares 
her own experiences, even confessing to having ghosted a friend 
long ago. Libenson writes in alternating chapters from the first-
person perspectives of Jaime and Maya, mixing prose with 
sketches and comics panels, punctuating both with humorous 
dialogue readers will find familiar and sometimes painful. Jaime 
has brown skin and Maya, white, but cultural background plays 
no part in the story.

A delightful tale that navigates the precarious ebb and 
flow of friendship dynamics. (Graphic/fiction hybrid. 812)

Libenson mixes prose with sketches and comics panels, 
punctuating both with humorous dialogue readers 

will find familiar and sometimes painful.
just jaime
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EVERYONE WALKS AWAY
Lindström, Eva 
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Marshall, Julia
Gecko Press (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-77657-186-4  

Frank is used to being left out. This 
time, he creatively embraces his loneliness with the hope of lur-
ing friendship closer.

Lindström begins her story “when everyone walks away” 
and poor Frank “is on his own.” Tilly, Paul, and Milan have 
spurned Frank’s company yet again, and judging by their smug, 
sideways glances, the trio wants Frank’s exclusion to sting. 
Frank’s solitude is represented in full-page urban expanses in 
which the white, dog-nosed child (or anthropomorphic dog?) is 
an isolated, downcast figure. Instead of lingering for an invita-
tion, Frank surprises his discourteous peers (also animallike) by 
heading home and inexplicably “[crying] into a pot.” As Frank 
boils, sweetens, and stirs his tears, nearby recipe books hint at 
his goal: to beguile his bullies with a spread of jam and toast. 
Lindström also leaves increasing evidence that Tilly, Paul, and 
Milan may be less disdainful of Frank than they let on. When 
the fruits of Frank’s labor are revealed, the bullies are wooed 
and a tentative friendship seems to be struck. Adults may balk 
at Frank’s unsupervised cooking (specifically, when he climbs 
up right next to a hot stove), and the story’s overall message is 
murky. Should ostracized children win their tormentors over 
with gifts or make themselves likable by sweetening their sad-
ness? Despite its hijinks, this Swedish import (via New Zealand) 
doesn’t follow through.

An odd meditation on exclusion; best to leave this one 
behind. (Picture book. 37)

MY CITY 
Liu, Joanne
Illus. by the author
Prestel (32 pp.) 
$14.95  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-3-7913-7377-5  

A young boy tasked with mailing a 
letter has a big adventure on his way to 
the mailbox in this German import.

Liu (My Museum, 2017) returns with another colorful, nearly 
wordless picture book about Max, a baseball-cap–clad boy with 
an infectious smile, perpetually open arms, and a keen eye for 
detail. On this early fall day, he’s off to mail a letter “all by him-
self ” in a city lovingly depicted in full-bleed paintings composed 
with thick, textured brush strokes and abstracted, simplified 
shapes. He walks past the laundromat, pausing to watch color-
ful blobs swirl in the machines, then stops at a crosswalk with 
a group of pedestrians of diverse ages and skin tones. Almost 
everyone is looking at their devices, but Max and the woman 
next to him both gaze down at a small puddle and, with an 

unexpected perspective shift, readers turn the page to see their 
two smiling faces reflected in the puddle, which now occupies 
the entire spread and seems to contain a whole city in itself. The 
book continues to follow this formula: Pages depicting Max 
walking past generic city sights (an art museum, a garbage truck, 
a crowded intersection) are interspersed with perspective shifts 
that position readers either next to him or directly interacting 
with him as he moves observantly through the city. Charming 
details abound, from a subplot involving a lost dog to the white 
endpapers covered in blue crayonlike scribbles that seem to 
map Max’s rambling path. Max and his mother share the same 
ruddy complexions.

Liu transforms a mundane walk to the mailbox into an 
exceptionally delightful visual treat. (Picture book. 38)

THE LITTLE BOOK OF BIG 
WHAT-IFS
Liwska, Renata
Illus. by the author
HMH Books (32 pp.) 
$13.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-328-76701-1  

An unseen narrator suggests a wide 
range of what-ifs, each playing out in a 

single scene among a group of animals.
Liwska’s animal group includes bears, mice, elephants, 

and more, but because they’re all drawn in the same range of 
browns and grays, with similar curved pencil hatchings for fur/
skin, and closer to the same size than realism would dictate, 
they feel like a tightknit community. When one is depicted 
calling out a window to oblivious figures who are all wearing 
earbuds, the text—“What if no one could hear you?”—is truly 
upsetting. Some of the what-ifs pair as unsettling opposites: 
Across from “What if no one could hear you?” sits “What if 
everyone could?” as the same character vainly trying to attract 
attention before is now seen snoring in public. Many hypo-
theticals are tenderly humorous. “What if there was only one 
kind?”—and all tea was banana-flavored? What if a seed doesn’t 
grow—or does, but a bespectacled burrowing animal snaps off 
the carrot underground and eats it? Soft pencil drawings in a 
muted palette bring comfort to moments of concern. However, 
there’s an unexpected prescriptive turn. Moving from musings 
on vulnerability to ponderings such as “What if we all work 
together?” and “What if everyone shared?” the text shifts into 
banal hypotheticals that even the youngest readers will recog-
nize as instructions. Nothing wrong with activism, but this is a 
bait-and-switch.

It feels fresh at the start, but it fizzles out. (Picture book. 
47)
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PAPER MICE
Lloyd, Megan Wagner
Illus. by Wahl, Phoebe
Paula Wiseman/Simon & Schuster 
(40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-4814-8166-3  

Two mice cut from paper come to life 
and explore a house at night.

Using scissors and a “swirl” of paint, a white-haired woman 
creates two paper mice for a small child who sits beside her. One, 
Della, is cut from the cross-hatched inside of a security enve-
lope and the other, Ralph, from a sheet of white paper. Tucked 
into two different books, they don’t stay put long. When night 
falls, the two mice begin to roam. Playful language with a cheery 
rhythm describes their adventures and occasionally reveals 
their thoughts. Della is delighted to discover a dollhouse (and 
clothes). Ralph explores the kitchen and sets his sights on a loaf 
of bread. Once the two mice meet, their enjoyment multiplies. 
The illustrations are dark, befitting the nighttime setting. Cre-
ated with both physical (watercolor and cut paper) and digital 
media, the repeating elements, worn-looking textures, and a 
limited palette of mostly reds, blues, and purples combine to 
resemble traditional block printing. There are plenty of details 
to pore over as the mice explore. Humorous touches include 
a face-to-face meeting between Della and a rubber duck and a 

“Cap Caraway” album cover, among others. Like the house pic-
tured, some aspects may seem old-fashioned to young listeners, 
but grandparents, if not parents, will be charmed. Woman and 
child present white.

While this low-key adventure can feel a bit long, for 
some families it may wind up being a favorite—and even 
inspire some artwork of their own. (Picture book. 58)

I USED TO BE FAMOUS
Luebbe, Tara & Cattie, Becky
Illus. by LewVriethoff, Joanne
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-0-8075-3443-4  

The spotlight gets crowded when 
this cheeky, young, self-proclaimed starlet must share the atten-
tion with her new sister.

Kiely is the star of every show. She has all of the hallmarks of 
a celebutante: a personal shopper, a superb biography, and a (chalk-
drawn) star on the sidewalk. But with a new celebrity in town hold-
ing everyone’s attention, Kiely wonders how the latest addition to 
the family can have more star power than she does. The new baby 
can’t act, dance, or sing, she has no fashion sense, and she smells 
like poo. Kiely decides to work on her act and her look and even 
tries to force a new audience, but ultimately she still must share her 
mother’s attention with the new addition to the family. But just 
as she resigns herself to obscurity, she realizes that she has a new 
fan. Together, Kiely and her new co-star, Abby, realize that they 

can share their paparazzi. This clever exploration of the mixed 
emotions of welcoming a new baby into a family is sure to elicit 
more than a few laughs from the divas accustomed to having all the 
attention. With swift, assured lines and warm colors, the illustra-
tions are full of fun and motion. Kiely, the brown-skinned, curly-
haired protagonist, has more than enough sass and sparkle to spare, 
as her doting extended black family knows.

The pair are as cute as they are memorable. (Picture book. 
48)

BATTING ORDER
Lupica, Mike
Simon & Schuster (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 28, 2019
978-1-5344-2155-4  

Matt loves everything about baseball.
He is an excellent player on his Little 

League team in the summer All-Stars 
League. It doesn’t matter that he’s the 
shortest kid on the team, because base-
ball makes him feel “like his very best self.” 

He studies every aspect of the game and takes extra practices 
with his teammate José. His mom is his special personal coach, 
enthusiastically practicing hitting and fielding with him, always 
encouraging, not just about baseball, but also about his severe 
stutter. His speech pathologist is another support, eliciting his 
feelings when he is “blocked” or “stuck” and finding ways to help. 
Ben, another teammate, is having his own difficulties. He hits 
towering homers but strikes out more often. His father insists on 
a big swing and yells loudly at him to hit home runs. Matt and his 
mom try to coach him in ways to get more base hits, but his dad 
proves to be a negative force. Lupica keeps the focus on Matt’s 
struggles, his determination, and his genuine kindness, braiding 
it with action-packed play-by-play baseball and lots of references 
to current major league players. José is Puerto Rican, and there’s 
delightful Spanish-English wordplay in their banter. Matt and 
most of the other characters present white, though there are 
naming conventions that indicate some diversity.

For baseball lovers, it’s a winner. (Fiction. 812)

THE KID AND THE 
CHAMELEON
Mabry, Sheri
Illus. by Stone, Joanie
Whitman (48 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-0-8075-4179-1 
Series: The Kid and the Chameleon 

Social and science lessons disguised 
in an early reader.

In this series opener, Tessy, a 
self-absorbed girl, meets a chameleon named Newton. She 
wants to be friends, but only on her terms. Newton is not so 
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sure—especially when Tessy expects him to act like a kid. The 
conflicts continue through five chapters. “Jars are not [his] 
thing”; “picnics are not [his] thing,” either. But “rock sitting” 
and changing colors are not her things. Sometimes the prob-
lem is language; sometimes the problem is because they are 
different species. Eventually, they find something they can 
enjoy together: watching the sun set and the moon rise. The 
second book in the series, The Kid and the Chameleon Sleepover 
(published simultaneously), gives readers six further chapters 
about the conflicting views of these improbable friends. Kids 
who can get past the heavy-handed message about respecting 
differences will benefit from the practice reading short sen-
tences (often of just one or two words) with predictable parallel 
structures and simple repetitive vocabulary. Five to 10 lines of 
text per page are set in a large, well-leaded serif typeface against 
mostly white backgrounds dotted with full-color illustrations. A 
final page of “Chameleon Facts” explains the science alluded to 
in the story. Tessy has beige skin and fluffy, brown hair.

Not as simpatico as Frog and Toad nor as clever as Ame-
lia Bedelia but useful for skill development. (Early reader. 58) 
(The Kid and the Chameleon Sleepover: 9780807541807)

HARRISON DWIGHT, 
BALLERINA AND KNIGHT
MacFarlane, Rachael
Illus. by Laudiero, Spencer
Imprint (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-250-13858-3  

Harrison Dwight fights dragons but not his feelings.
With unpoetic rhymes, a sledgehammer of an already-over-

done message, and cartoonish illustrations that mirror the text 
rather than extending it, this text barely meets any standards of 
the picture-book form. It’s easy to understand, at least; rhyming 
couplets (with shaky scansion) use simple words, with concepts 
so excruciatingly spelled out that readers won’t be left wonder-
ing what conclusions they’re supposed to draw. At first the nar-
rative focuses on Harrison Dwight, a boy with floppy hair who 
is “a ballet dancer. I’m also a knight!” After this brief introduc-
tion, the story tells readers what to do and how to feel: “Fight-
ing is no way to solve what’s gone wrong. / If we just talk it out, 
we can all get along,” and “Girls and boys both sometimes feel 
sad. / It’s a brave thing to cry; don’t fear that it’s bad.” Gender-
nonconforming behavior in picture books is typically reduced 
to depictions of cis boys engaging in typically feminine activi-
ties, and this book breaks no ground in that regard, even with 
a few depictions of girls and women watching football and dis-
covering cold fusion. Harrison has beige skin and brown hair; 
his blonde, white mom and light-brown–skinned, black-haired 
dad suggest he may be biracial.

Gender stereotypes have been a widely explored subject 
since William’s Doll, if not before; readers are encouraged to 
seek out something, anything, before this cack-handed 
attempt. (Picture book. 36)

OPERATIC
Maclear, Kyo
Illus. by Eggenschwiler, Byron 
Groundwood (160 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-55498-972-0  

The rules: “Do not draw too much 
attention.” And “always look bored.”

Using spare, well-chosen words and 
muted primary colors, Maclear and 

Eggenschwiler cleverly weave together story, visual art, and 
music. Charlotte “Charlie” Noguchi, one of three Asian girls in 
her school, navigates the everyday, hormonal-driven drama of 
middle school by these rules until a new, white transfer student, 
Luka, joins their music class and she is introduced to the opera 
diva María Callas. As she observes and learns more about these 
individuals, Charlie is forced to question if it is better to be a 
nobody or to face criticism and rejection for standing out. The 
primary colors not only deliberately separate storylines (yellow 
for spring, blue for the previous fall, and red for María Callas’ 
time), but also serve as visual cues to highlight things left unsaid 
in text, such as an empty blue desk or a choice of red lipstick. 
Quite a bit of music history is explored here as well, as the 
students learn about different music genres while gearing up 
for the year-end performance showcase. Other than explicitly 
pointing out Charlie and her friends as Asian, race and ethnic-
ity are not central to this story. Casual homophobia, however, is 
touched upon as Luka boldly draws attention and slurs with his 
long hair, outré fashion, and unselfconscious singing.

Clever and contemplative, with music history readers 
might find unexpectedly fun. (bibliography) (Graphic fiction. 
1014) 

THE GIRL WHO 
NAMED PLUTO 
The Story of Venetia 
Burney
McGinty, Alice B.
Illus. by Haidle, Elizabeth
Schwartz & Wade/Random (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-5247-6831-7
978-1-5247-6832-4 PLB  

It’s 1930, and an 11-year-old girl in Oxford, England, is about 
to make history.

McGinty first introduces readers to young Venetia Burney 
attentively listening to a school lesson about the solar system 
and quickly establishes Venetia’s voracious curiosity across dis-
ciplines. The elegant yet accessible text is packed with historical 
tidbits that contextualize her scientific contribution without 
overwhelming readers (for example, the fact that her well-
connected grandfather had a friend in the Royal Astronomical 
Society who shared Venetia’s idea with the Lowell Observa-
tory astronomers). Third-person present-tense narration draws 

Haidle’s layered, semiopaque washes of blue-gray ink 
with rusty red accents impart a gravitas that supports 

the significance of Venetia’s contribution.
the girl who named pluto
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readers into the exact moment when, upon hearing that a ninth 
planet has been discovered, Venetia suggests a name: “she 
knows that this planet, so far from the sun, must be frozen, 
dark, and lifeless...like...the underworld ruled in Roman myths 
by Neptune’s brother, Pluto.” Haidle’s layered, semiopaque 
washes of blue-gray ink with rusty red accents impart a gravi-
tas that supports the significance of Venetia’s contribution and, 
echoing sepia-tone photos, emphasizes her place in history. The 
muted color palette somewhat obfuscates skin tones, but most 
people, including Venetia, appear white. The constellations on 
the endpapers immediately introduce the connection between 
mythology and astronomy that inspired Venetia, while stylized 
maps and diagrams of the solar system will enthrall readers of 
all ages.

An inspiring and beautifully illustrated tale made all 
the better by its historical foundation. (author’s note) (Pic
ture book/biography. 48)

HURRICANE SEASON
Melleby, Nicole
Algonquin (288 pp.) 
$16.95  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-61620-906-3  

A father and daughter learn to take 
care of each other.

It’s always just been Fig and her dad. 
He’s a little difficult sometimes, but that 
doesn’t mean her art teacher, Miss Wil-
liams, needed to call social services on 

him. Now she has three months to get him on track before the 
social workers come back to check on them. They love each 
other, but they don’t totally understand each other—Fig’s dad 
is a formerly successful pianist and composer with unmanaged 
bipolar disorder—so Fig has decided to do a project on Vincent 
van Gogh for art class. Maybe if she studies an artist, she can 
understand her father’s mind. But before long it’s their new 
neighbor, Mark, who understands her father, and Fig feels left 
on her own. She must figure out what to do before social ser-
vices returns; how to manage her male best friend’s crush on her 
and her crush on someone else—a girl; and how to react when 
her father and Mark fall in love. The parallels drawn between 
van Gogh and his brother and Fig and her father are meaningful 
and come from Fig, so they don’t feel contrived. Melleby doesn’t 
shy away from how terrifying it is to watch someone in a danger-
ously manic state, but the narrative never tips into melodrama.

A thoughtful portrayal of mental illness with queer 
content that avoids coming-out clichés. (Fiction. 912)

I AM A WOLF 
Miller, Kelly Leigh
Illus. by the author
Dial (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 21, 2019
978-0-525-55329-8  

Wolf vigorously denies that he’s cute. 
He’s wrong.

The eponymous wolf is a rotund, fanged, puglike, stray 
dog, and its first-person narration is printed in emphatic capi-
tal letters: “MOST WOLVES LIVE IN PACKS...BUT NOT 
ME. / I AM A LONE WOLF.” This last line is accompanied by 
pictures of two apron-clad people approaching the little dog. 
The aprons are emblazoned with a paw-print emblem, and the 
people cautiously crate the dog as it snaps and cries, “BARK 
BARK BARK.” The next spread shows the dog glowering in 
a pen within a cheery-looking animal shelter. The text reads, 

“I’M FINE ON MY OWN,” as happy, diverse families (nota-
bly including same-sex couples) smile while interacting with 
other dogs. Just below this textual rebuff arrives the girl poised 
to flout such sentiments. She has brown skin and voluminous, 
curly black hair, and she’s trailed by a woman who reads as her 
mother, with similar coloring, and a white-appearing, bespec-
tacled man who reads as her dad. Unlike others, the girl is 
charmed by the dog, who continues to “BARK!” even at sympa-
thetic workers. In a wordless spread, notable for its spare focus 
on them alone, the girl hugs the dog, then dashes away, leaving 
it bereft. But! She returns, leash in hand, and Wolf leaves with 
her family, now exclaiming, “I AM WOLF. / AND THIS IS MY 
PACK.” Working digitally, newcomer Miller creates her car-
toon characters with emphatic swatches of matte color against 
generous white space.

Lovable. (Picture book. 36)

FLUBBY IS NOT A GOOD PET!
Morris, J.E.
Illus. by the author
Penguin Workshop (32 pp.) 
$9.99  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-524-78776-9 
Series: Flubby 

Meet Flubby, a quintessential cat.
Flubby, a rotund gray-and white cat 

with stubby legs, seems unimpressed 
by his owner’s expectations of pet behavior. He won’t sing like 
Kim’s bird, catch like Sam’s dog, or jump like Jill’s frog. Flubby 
doesn’t even run when it rains. But when thunder pounds—

“KA-BOOM”—cat and kid need each other. Morris limits her 
palette to muted shades of brown, blue, gray, and green with 
an occasional spot of orange. Short, declarative sentences fol-
low a predictable pattern and complement the spare illustra-
tions. Cartoon panels opposite full-page pictures move the 
simple story along. In one memorable double-page spread, the 
action—of the child throwing a ball while Flubby watches and 

The eponymous wolf is a rotund, fanged, puglike, stray dog, and 
its first-person narration is printed in emphatic capital letters.

i  am a wolf
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then rolls over to sleep—moves readers’ eyes left to right across 
the spread in three stacked, horizontal panels. A full range of 
emotions, including happiness, frustration, boredom, concern, 
disappointment, fear, is conveyed with subtle changes in pos-
ture and eyes. The human characters are a multiracial mix. Kim 
presents Asian; Sam appears black; Jill seems white. Flubby’s 
owner is not gendered and has longish brown hair and brown 
skin. Series companion Flubby Will NOT Play with That! pub-
lishes simultaneously.

Nonjudgmental encouragement for new readers—even 
if they flub up. (Early reader. 58) (Flubby Will NOT Play with 
That!: 9781524787783)

UP FOR AIR 
Morrison, Laurie
Amulet/Abrams (288 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-4197-3366-6  

An awesome swimmer with a frus-
trating learning disability struggles in the 
roiling waters of adolescence.

Annabelle, 13, is relieved to put sev-
enth grade behind her. Despite tutor-
ing and accommodation for completing 

tests, she remains a C student at the academically rigorous 
boarding school she attends as a scholarship day student. With 
boarders gone, she looks forward to hanging out with class-
mates Mia and Jeremy, whose families, like hers, are year-round 
residents on their New England island (which seems to have 
a largely white population). They’re top students, but in sum-
mer Annabelle is the confident, focused star of their swim team. 
Thrilled to be invited onto the high school team, she shrugs off 
her mom’s conditions, including summer tutoring. After a rocky 
start, Annabelle keeps up with her older teammates. Out of the 
pool, it’s another matter. Crushing on flirtatious Connor, Anna-
belle blows off tutoring and strains her friendship with Jeremy; 
her friendship with Mia has become an uncomfortable com-
petition. When Annabelle’s misdeeds disappoint not only her 
mom, but her stepdad, whose pride in her swimming is crucial 
to Annabelle’s self-esteem, she turns to her dad. She remembers 
his failures, but right now, their similarities might matter more. 
Annabelle has a lot on her plate. Readers will root for her as she 
ricochets between ebullience and despair, empathy and hurt, 
confidence and doubt, pride and self-loathing—we’ve been 
there, too, or soon will be.

Captures the turmoil of adolescence with wisdom and 
humor in near-pointillist detail. (Fiction. 1014)

ORDER OF THE MAJESTIC
Myklusch, Matt
Aladdin (432 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-5344-2487-6 
Series: Order of the Majestic, 1 

A preteen becomes a sorcerer’s 
apprentice.

Joey Kopecky, 13, is less than thrilled 
with his luck. After mysteriously acing 
a series of tests, the middling student is 

transferring to Exemplar Academy, an elite school that’s in ses-
sion year-round. At his admission interview Joey is asked to take 
one final test, and the room around him vanishes. In its place is 
an old theater and a washed-up magician named Redondo the 
Magnificent. Through hurried exposition Joey learns that magic 
is real, but its power has been reduced in the modern world. Two 
ancient societies of magicians war over the remaining magic, 
and Joey has been chosen to turn the tide. The ensuing adven-
ture story is well-paced and sprinkled with just enough humor 
and action to keep readers engaged, but the result, at 400 pages 
and counting, is a bit hollow. This series opener has an excellent 
sense of genre conventions but misses that special something, 
that little bit of thought that puts the title over the top. Instead 
it takes its place among a million Harry Potter and Percy Jack-
son riffs that will certainly scratch the itch in a pinch but won’t 
do well when it comes time to weed overfull bookshelves. The 
book adheres to the white default.

A serviceable charmer. (Fantasy. 1014)

THE NEW KITTEN
Oates, Joyce Carol
Illus. by Mottram, Dave
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 25, 2019
978-0-06-256392-7  

The puffy gray cat introduced in 
Naughty Cherie (illustrated by Mark Gra-
ham, 2008) learns to share her space and 

her humans.
Cherie’s family leaves the house, promising to return with 

a surprise. She hopes it’s tuna treats...but it’s Cleopatra, a kit-
ten. “Her legs were very short and her tail was thin—not at all 
like Cherie’s big, fluffy tail. She did not have soft, long, gray 
fur like Cherie but very short, smooth, shiny fur.” Cherie does 
not like anything about Cleopatra, but young human JoJo and 
her parents think the little cutie can do no wrong, even when 
she’s making a mess. Cherie runs away, but after being treated 
shabbily by several wild animals (most of whom she would eat 
or be eaten by in reality), she returns home to snuggle, purring, 
with Cleopatra and JoJo. Award-winning novelist Oates throws 
down an astonishingly clumsy new-sibling picture book, wordy 
paragraphs displaying no trust whatsoever in her illustrator to 
help shoulder the narrative load. Mottram’s mostly realistic, 
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soft-edged, digitally created illustrations are attractive, but his 
manga-eyed cats only serve to boost the treacle factor. Readers 
tempted by the title and the author’s reputation will be sorely 
disappointed—Susin Nielsen and Olivia Chin Mueller’s recent 
Princess Puffybottom...and Darryl (2019) is ears and tails better 
than this.

An oft-told tale told poorly. (Picture book. 26)

FREEDOM FIRE 
Older, Daniel José
Levine/Scholastic (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-338-26884-3 
Series: Dactyl Hill Squad, 2 

Magdalys and company return in this 
sequel to Dactyl Hill Squad (2018).

On their way with their pteranodon 
to New Orleans to rescue Magdalys’ 
injured Union soldier brother, the squad 

falls in with the all-black Louisiana Native Guard (that they’re 
not Native American is commented on), led by Gen. Sheridan. 
Secrets soon start to spill: The sole adult in their crew, thespian 
Cymbeline, is actually a Union spy, and when Sheridan discov-
ers Magdalys is a dino-wrangler, he tries to inveigle her into 
Union service. Magdalys feels betrayed by Cymbeline, wants 
to prioritize her brother, and understandably doesn’t trust 
Sheridan—but that doesn’t save the squad from getting pulled 
into battle. The rapid pace is akin to the first installment’s 
but smoother, and as the squad navigates peril after peril, the 
supporting characters come into their own. As Afro-Cuban 
Magdalys recognizes how putting her power in Union hands 
could help enslaved black people, she vacillates. Showing great 
respect for his readers, Older doesn’t pull any punches. Amaya, 
who is Apache, points out the irony of fighting for people who 
stole Native land. Later, Magdalys grapples with the unpleas-
ant truth that (most?) Northerners would happily keep black 
people enslaved in exchange for an end to the war—even Gen. 
Grant himself. Readers will be relieved that in a cruelly unjust 
world she gets a happy ending, though it’s clear her story is far 
from over.

Blisteringly paced, thought-provoking adventure. (His
torical fantasy. 1014)

A VOICE FOR THE 
SPIRIT BEARS
How One Boy Inspired 
Millions to Save a Rare 
Animal 
Oliver, Carmen
Illus. by Dockrill, Katy
Kids Can (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-77138-979-2 
Series: CitizenKid 

Can young Simon’s campaigns to protect vulnerable bears 
help this lonely child gain confidence and connection?

Seven-year-old Simon’s classmates bully him for stuttering. 
He copes by focusing on his love of bears, admiring their pow-
erful presence. Simon’s fascination spurs him to action when he 
learns that logging threatens brown bear habitat. The white boy 
writes letters to political leaders and raises funds with a lemon-
ade stand he opens especially to save the bears. When the bears’ 
habitat is eventually saved, Simon believes that “[h]is words had 
helped make a difference” and takes up a new cause as a teen-
ager: organizing a student letter-writing campaign on behalf 
of rare spirit bears. As Simon prepares to make classroom pre-
sentations, he admonishes himself: “TRY.” As if through sheer 
force of will, he speaks without stuttering and inspires his class-
mates to join his campaign. Oliver’s narrative leaps forward, 
and readers may find Simon’s exponential impact startling: his 
founding of the Spirit Bear Youth Coalition (which “millions” 
join), his friendship with Jane Goodall, and his participation in 
a spirit bear research expedition. Only passing mention is made 
of “local Indigenous communities” that were central to the real-
life spirit bear campaign. Sadly, this story employs both a white 
savior complex (despite brown-skinned background characters 
in Dockrill’s wan illustrations) and upsetting disability tropes in 
which disabled people overcome their conditions if only they 
try hard enough.

A simplistic, whitewashed view of social change paired 
with a shallow framing of disability. (author’s note) (Picture 
book/biography. 79)

WHEN THE MOON 
CAME DOWN 
Oral, Feridun
Illus. by the author
Minedition (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 1, 2019
978-988-8341-76-4  

Moons and rabbits have a long his-
tory of sharing stories—witness the U.S. 

classic Goodnight Moon or folktales from China, Japan, and 
Korea.

In this new bedtime story by a well-known Turkish writer/
illustrator, the moon and a rabbit enter into a friendly relation-
ship. In luminous watercolor scenes, with deep blue skies and 
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twinkling stars, the moon travels down to Earth one night when 
soft, white Little Bunny wakes, hungry, but is afraid to venture 
far from his bed. Starting as a crescent, the moon lights the way 
for the pair to find luscious berries. Each night, as the moon 
grows fuller, the two explore the local countryside. A tape mea-
sure artfully demarcates the white text of one page from a bor-
der showing the moon phases. Finally, when the moon is full, the 
prescient orb guesses Little Bunny’s wish. “Perhaps you should 
wish to climb up into the sky and touch the stars?” After a beauti-
ful, wordless, double-page, full-bleed spread of the full moon and 
Little Bunny staring up at a shooting star in an endless night sky, 
the friends proceed to do just that. “The stars are delighted to 
meet Little Bunny. Together they dance across the sky.”

A quietly enchanting story to share right before nap-
time or bed to remind young children of the safety and 
comfort of the light that shines down upon the Earth at 
night. (Picture book. 36)

SOFI PAINTS HER DREAMS / 
SOFI PINTA SUS SUEÑOS
Ortiz, Raquel M.
Illus. by Collier, Roberta Morales
Piñata Books/Arté Público (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  May 31, 2019
978-1-55885-883-1  

A little girl steps into a piece of art and connects to a musi-
cian and artist from Hispaniola in a second book about the 
young girl’s introduction to different cultures (Sofi in the Magic, 
Musical Mural / Sofi y el mágico mural musical, 2015).

After Sofi is unable to create the color purple for art class, 
she leaves school frustrated. On her walk home, she finds a 
painter working in a nearby garden. Touching a painting, she 
finds herself meeting two important artists: Dominican Afro-
Latin singer and composer Juan Luis Guerra and Haitian sculp-
tor Guerlande Balan. Sofi helps Guerra finish the lyrics to a song 
and then makes a perfect purple to assist Balan with a statue. 
The book features blocks of text, English followed by Spanish, 
over mostly double-page spreads of Sofi’s adventure. While the 
story serves as a primer on some Haitian and Dominican terms 
and cultural touchstones, there’s not much to learn about Sofi 
herself, and the text doesn’t always rise to the occasion in either 
language. When she’s asked how she figured out how to make 
purple, Sofi says only and unsatisfyingly, “I guess I always knew. 
I just needed a little help from my friends.” What the book gets 
right is its advocacy for the power of art, even art that may seem 
out of reach at first.

Author Ortiz has a background in museums and mak-
ing them more accessible, and in her work she makes a 
strong case for making those connections. (Bilingual picture 
book. 510)

PLANET EARTH IS BLUE 
Panteleakos, Nicole
Wendy Lamb/Random (240 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  May 14, 2019
978-0-525-64657-0
978-0-525-64658-7 PLB  

In Panteleakos’ debut, a nonverbal, 
autistic astronomy enthusiast counts 
down to the space shuttle Challenger’s 
launch—and her runaway sister’s return—
in January 1986.

Twelve-year-old Nova Vezina hates deviating from routine, 
which makes moving from 11 foster homes in seven years chal-
lenging. But each new school’s verdict is the same: “Cannot read. 
Cannot speak. Severely mentally retarded.” A “thinker, not a 
talker,” Nova can’t explain that her big sister, Bridget, taught her 
the alphabet and read her novels, such as Peter Pan. Bridget dis-
appeared after they ran from their last home, but she’d promised 
they’d watch the Challenger’s launch together. As Nova counts 
down the remaining 10 days, third-person chapters alternate 
with Nova’s printed letters to Bridget (“scribbles” to everyone 
else), which grow uneasy as Bridget doesn’t appear. Interspersed 
flashbacks reveal the sisters’ turbulent past and sensitively 
illustrate the uncertainty of foster care. The author poetically 
immerses readers in Nova’s mind as Nova endures “the constant 
scratching of sounds that [invade] her brain,” befriends fellow 
special education classmates, and struggles to be understood 
by both well-meaning and patronizing adults. Bursting with 
worry, joy, empathy, humor, and even mischief, Nova is endear-
ingly nuanced. The countdown’s multiple conclusions dovetail 
in an ending Nova might call “Crayola Pine Green”: a mixture of 
conflicting emotions that will linger long after the last page. An 
author’s note provides background on autism and the Challenger 
disaster. Nova and Bridget are ethnically ambiguous; Nova’s fos-
ter mother is light-skinned, her foster father dark-skinned, and 
her foster sister biracial.

Stellar. (author’s note) (Historical fiction. 812)

A WOLF CALLED WANDER
Parry, Rosanne
Illus. by Armiño, Mónica
Greenwillow (240 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-06-289593-6  

Separated from his pack, Swift, a 
young wolf, embarks on a perilous search 
for a new home.

Swift’s mother impresses on him 
early that his “pack belongs to the moun-

tains and the mountains belong to the pack.” His father teaches 
him to hunt elk, avoid skunks and porcupines, revere the life 
that gives them life, and “carry on” when their pack is devas-
tated in an attack by enemy wolves. Alone and grieving, Swift 
reluctantly leaves his mountain home. Crossing into unfamiliar 

Bursting with worry, joy, empathy, humor, and 
even mischief, Nova is endearingly nuanced.

planet earth is blue
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territory, he’s injured and nearly dies, but the need to run, hunt, 
and live drives him on. Following a routine of “walk-trot-eat-
rest,” Swift traverses prairies, canyons, and deserts, encoun-
tering men with rifles, hunger, thirst, highways, wild horses, a 
cougar, and a forest fire. Never imagining the “world could be 
so big or that I could be so alone in it,” Swift renames himself 
Wander as he reaches new mountains and finds a new home. 
Rife with details of the myriad scents, sounds, tastes, touches, 
and sights in Swift/Wander’s primal existence, the immediacy 
of his intimate, first-person, present-tense narration proves 
deeply moving, especially his longing for companionship. 
Realistic black-and-white illustrations trace key events in this 
unique survival story, and extensive backmatter fills in further 
factual information about wolves and their habitat.

A sympathetic, compelling introduction to wolves 
from the perspective of one wolf and his memorable jour-
ney. (additional resources, map) (Fiction. 812)

NOW? NOT YET!
Perry, Gina
Illus. by the author
Tundra (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-101-91952-1 
Series: Moe and Peanut 

For two cartoon friends, patience 
and participation are key to making this 

camping trip a success.
As Peanut and Moe leave their house, Peanut wants to know 

if they can go swimming. “Not yet,” says Moe, who is clearly 
into the logistics of the adventure, in counterpoint to Peanut’s 
pleasure-principle–driven spontaneity. They go for a hike, do 
some bird-watching, and have a snack, all the while the increas-
ingly frantic Peanut wants to get in the water. “Now?” “Now?” 

“Now!” Peanut asks and then demands as Moe seeks to estab-
lish camp, ready the tent and the fire, and unpack their packs. 

“Not yet.” “Not yet.” “Not yet!” Finally, Moe stalks off in a huff 
as Peanut actively if unconsciously subverts the setting-up of 
camp. Left alone, and aware of Moe’s frustration, Peanut gets 
the camp into tip-top shape. Moe sneaks back into camp and 
yells “NOW!” and the fun begins. Peanut’s arrangement of 
camp makes the après-swim a pleasure, as they are cozy in their 
towels, warmed by the fire, and happy to have their meal, and 
best of all come the s’mores. In Perry’s illustrations, Moe looks 
like an elongated blue marshmallow with limbs and a long, pink 
nose, while Peanut looks like their namesake, but with long ears.

The appealingly drawn characters and settings help 
make the pill of compromise go down without too much 
difficulty. (Picture book. 36)

STELLA AND THE 
TIMEKEEPERS
Petersen, M. Shawn
Beyond Words Publishing (312 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-58270-678-8 
Series: Laws of the Universe , 1 

Newcomer Petersen uses children’s 
fantasy to shine a light on esoteric and 
New Age beliefs.

Stella Merriss’ parents keep their 
small family constantly on the move. Amid yet another escape, 
this time via boat, they are lost at sea and she is left to seek her 
own safety. Fortunately, the universe is guiding her to her ulti-
mate destination, to become an apprentice angel at the Cita-
del. As she learns more about the Laws of the Universe, she also 
learns more about herself and her identity as both angel and 
mermaid just in time to face off against would-be despot Syl-
vain. The universal laws that govern Stella’s world share much in 
common with the teachings of The Kybalion and other hermetic 
philosophical teachings. Though the Chronicles of Narnia and 
His Dark Materials, among others, have used children’s fantasy 
to great effect in introducing a particular worldview, both do so 
with such nuance that even nonadherents can enjoy the world-
building. Petersen has no such subtlety. Here the moral teach-
ings frequently clobber readers and nearly strangle the plot. 
This, along with awkward use of colloquial American English 
within the fantasy realm and uneven pacing, especially in the 
beginning, makes for an unpolished read. While there is cer-
tainly an audience for spiritual but not religious books for chil-
dren, Stella’s story is wanting. The book adheres to the white 
default.

Reads like a rough draft of a potentially compelling tale. 
(Fantasy. 812)

SHIPWRECKERS
The Curse of the Cursed 
Temple of Curses or We 
Nearly Died. A Lot.
Peterson, Scott & Pruett, Joshua
Illus. by Ajhar, Brian
Disney-Hyperion (336 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-368-00847-1  

A cursed temple? Magical jewels? 
Hungry hippos? A bumbling captain? 
Adventure ahoy!

On a family vacation in Brazil, 12-year-old book connois-
seur Mike Gonzalez does his best to protect his rambunc-
tious 8-year-old sister, Dani, from the dangers of thrill-seeking. 
Enter Capt. Kevin Adventureson, an overconfident, pun-loving 
adventurer seeking fabled treasure deep in the Amazon. When 
the siblings inadvertently get swept up in Capt. Kevin’s antics, 
Mike longs to escape the captain’s orbit at every turn, while 

The appealingly drawn characters and settings help make the pill 
of compromise go down without too much difficulty.

now? not yet!
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Dani can’t get enough of her newfound hero. A detour leads 
to clashes with villainous thieves, and soon enough the trio is 
joined by Aruna, a feisty former waitress with a secret. As the 
quartet pushes further into the Amazon, the makeshift heroes 
must narrowly overcome their adversaries, including ghastly 
caimans, dastardly rogues, and, of course, Capt. Kevin’s bun-
gling whims. With backgrounds in child-oriented television 
franchises, Peterson and Pruett deliver a pulpy, screwball novel 
that emphasizes action, danger, and humor over authentic 
exploration of Brazil. Chapters vary between Mike’s and Dani’s 
points of view via third-person narration, providing emotional 
plateaus as necessary, and sporadic journal entries from Capt. 
Kevin—a sort of deconstructed Indiana Jones—add some levity 
at critical points. Ajhar’s dynamic illustrations introduce each 
chapter and appropriately set the tone for what follows: a jour-
ney spiked with absurdity. A racially diverse, seemingly mostly 
non-Brazilian cast is implied but not confirmed.

Fans of swashbuckling adventures will find much to 
enjoy. Just watch out for that inevitable sequel. (Adventure. 
812)

PARKER BELL AND THE 
SCIENCE OF FRIENDSHIP
Platt, Cynthia
Illus. by Zhai, Rea
Clarion (160 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-328-97347-4  

In her debut chapter book, Platt 
shares the story of a young girl navigating 
friendships and the challenges of trying 

to win her school’s science triathlon.
Young Parker Bell is a curious child who loves science and 

aspires to match up to Mae Jemison and Jane Goodall one day. 
Her best friend and partner in science is coding whiz Cassie 
Malouf. They have been best friends since kindergarten, but 
Parker gets jealous when Cassie suddenly starts becoming 
friendly with Theo Zachary, a shy boy in their class. Parker wor-
ries that Cassie likes Theo more than her, and she fights hard 
to keep her friend. Matters only get worse when Cassie invites 
Theo to be part of their team for the science triathlon, which 
features a science trivia contest, an egg drop, and a presenta-
tion. In a somewhat predictable plot, Parker realizes she has a 
lot in common with Theo as she spends more time with him. 
Platt works hard to defy gender stereotypes. In addition to the 
girls’ STEM enthusiasm, Parker’s mom teaches phys ed, her dad 
owns a bakery, and Cassie’s mom teaches math. Zhai’s simple 
black-and-white illustrations of Parker, Cassie, and the class-
rooms provide a good visual aid to the story, depicting Parker 
and Theo as white and Cassie with dark skin and long black hair.

A lighthearted read that will offer comfort to young 
children that others too face challenges of friendship, 
teamwork, and competition. (Fiction. 610)

PINKY GOT OUT!
Portis, Michael
Illus. by Richmond, Lori
Crown (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-101-93298-8
978-1-101-93299-5 PLB  

Children on a field trip to the zoo follow the antics of Pinky 
the escapee flamingo.

Portis’ debut picture book follows Penny, a light-skinned, 
brown-haired little girl, and her racially diverse class on a field 
trip to a generic-looking zoo. Penny repeatedly exclaims that 
Pinky the flamingo “got out” and is hiding in various animals’ 
enclosures, which she points out to her classmates, but the zoo-
keeper does not believe her until Pinky pops out and startles 
her in the gift shop, the last stop on the tour. Pinky eventually 
escapes the zoo and perches on top of Penny’s house in the 
penultimate and most charming illustration in the book. Rich-
mond’s simple, cartoon illustrations depict human characters 
with uniformly oversized, perfectly round heads and offer both 
chances to find Pinky in the background and fun, silly reveals. 
However, the repetitive structure of the story is weak, causing 
the book to lose momentum and feel unfocused. The author 
inelegantly weaves other lessons into the story of Pinky—the 
zookeeper gives brief facts about only some of the animals that 
appear in the illustrations and repeatedly reminds children of 
the importance of staying with your class while on a field trip, a 
lesson clearly meant to underscore the irony of Pinky’s escape 
but that palls nevertheless.

Ultimately brings nothing new to the table, though 
young children will enjoy spotting the titular flamingo. 
(Picture book. 26)

MERMAID DREAMS
Pugsley, Kate
Illus. by the author
Tundra (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-0-7352-6491-5  

Little Maya loves the beach, but her 
parents want to relax, so she is left to find 

a playmate or entertain herself.
Too shy to say hi to the other kids having fun, Maya gets on 

her turtle floaty and closes her eyes. Next thing we know, brown-
skinned, Afro-puffed Maya is “riding the waves on her turtle’s 
back!” against a backdrop of multicolored clouds and pink sky. 
She and her turtle dive down to the ocean floor and discover “a 
secret underwater world!” There, Maya transforms into a blue-
tailed mermaid. When she hears a voice calling a greeting, she 
swims after it. The voice is not coming from the large, yellow 
fish, the octopus, or the sea horses she finds. Finally, she finds 
another young mermaid—white, pigtailed, and yellow-finned—
who says it’s Maya’s turn to hide, and they play. Finally, Maya 
wakes up on the beach to a “familiar voice” introducing herself 
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and asking if she wants to play: It’s a white girl with pigtails and 
a yellow swimsuit. Neat, clean illustrations made using gouache, 
colored pencil, and digital assembly use deep colors, soft shapes, 
and ample space to create playful scenes that are pleasing to the 
eye and comfortably childlike.

A cute and simple story about making friends. (Picture 
book. 38)

FOLLOW THAT BEE!
A First Book of Bees in 
the City
Ritchie, Scot
Illus. by the author
Kids Can (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-5253-0034-9 
Series: Exploring Our Community 

Ritchie’s five friends are back and learning about urban bee-
keeping in this newest outing in the Exploring Our Community 
series.

Their guide is Mr. Cardinal, who keeps two hives in his pes-
ticide-free, dandelion-dotted backyard garden. The kids help 
him pick out new, native flowers at the nursery to add to his gar-
den before visiting a local pollinator garden. They look sadly at 
a new building going up in a formerly vacant lot before return-
ing to Mr. Cardinal’s to harvest honey and put it into jars. Nick 
is stung and calmly sits while Mr. Cardinal extracts the stinger 
and treats the sting. Throughout, bee facts are imparted in the 
running narrative, in supplemental expository text on each 
topical spread and in dialogue balloons (“Bees like purple, blue 
and yellow flowers,” says Pedro; “They can’t see the color red!” 
adds Yulee). Tips on helping bees and a glossary close the tale. 
While there is some oversimplification (the extraction of honey 
for market is far quicker and less messy than in real life), most of 
the information presented is solid, with the unfortunate excep-
tion of the illustration of a feral beehive as a gray, papery blob 
rather than separate panes of waxy, bee-covered comb. The kids 
are diverse; Mr. Cardinal has tan skin and black hair.

A serviceable introduction to a hot topic. (Informational 
picture book. 58)

THE LOST FOREST
Root, Phyllis
Illus. by Bowen, Betsy
Univ. of Minnesota (40 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-8166-9796-0  

Human error works for the greater 
good in this engaging true tale of an old-
growth forest getting the last laugh.

How do you misplace something 
that was never truly lost? To answer 

that question, consider the case of the Lost Forty. In 1785 the 

Continental Congress declared that the United States be sur-
veyed as it expanded, so in 1882, Josiah R. King and his crew 
surveyed three townships in Minnesota. Yet it wasn’t until 1958 
that someone figured out that King had made a mistake. On 
the maps, King had listed a patch of old-growth forest as part 
of Coddington Lake. By the time the mistake was detected, log-
gers had avoided the area and the trees were part of the Chip-
pewa National Forest. (The text falsely implies that this means 
they are “protected forever,” although logging does take place 
in national forests.) The book takes care to mention that the 
survey of Minnesota could only occur after “most of the land 
had been taken from Native people” because “the govern-
ment of the United States wanted [it].” Bowen’s art alternates 
between thick, deep hues and light, winsome watercolors, but 
an aesthetically jarring typeface mars the overall design. Addi-
tional information about old-growth forests and where to find 
them, as well as the details of surveying, rounds out the book.

An engaging consideration of happy accidents and lucky 
environmental mistakes. (Informational picture book. 59)

BLOOMING BENEATH THE SUN
Rossetti, Christina
Illus. by Bryan, Ashley 
Caitlyn Dlouhy/Atheneum (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-1-5344-4092-0  

Adults who fondly remember “Who 
Has Seen the Wind?” will be delighted to 
introduce a new generation to some of 

Rossetti’s child-friendly poems.
Bryan brings fresh life to thirteen of the 19th-century 

British poet’s least dreary and most accessible poems. Vibrant 
blossoms on the inside covers hint at the fun inside. This is a 
celebration of nature and language crafted from cut construc-
tion paper. Bryan expands Rossetti’s metaphoric images with 
unconventional color choices that stretch the imagination. For 
example, the dog in “Pussy Has a Whiskered Face” is tan, pink, 
gray, and white, while kitty is all the colors of fire: orange, yel-
low, brown, and red. Human faces are not limited to shades of 
brown, black, or tan either. The detailed collages add layers of 
meaning to each short verse. The eight small collages that illus-
trate “Color” (at just 16 lines, the longest poem) clearly refer-
ence each couplet. Regardless of length, each poem is allotted 
a double spread. Less-familiar poems include “Mother Shake 
the Cherry Tree,” “Peacock Has a Score of Eyes,” and “Lie-a-
Bed.” Carefully placed text guides readers’ eyes, and contrasting 
type colors help both titles and text stand out against the bright 
backgrounds.

From the peacock on the front cover to the daffodil on 
the back, this visual treat will inspire budding artists and 
poets. (biographical note) (Picture book/poetry. 58)
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DEGAS, PAINTER 
OF BALLERINAS
Rubin, Susan Goldman
Abrams (64 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-1-4197-2843-3  

A handsome exploration of an artist’s 
love affair with ballet.

Rubin returns to a much-loved topic almost two decades 
after her earlier Degas and the Dance (2002). She describes the 
artist’s preference for painting in a studio as opposed to his 
fellow impressionists, who loved the outdoor light. How he 
observed the ballerinas of the Paris Opera Ballet and how he 
posed them are carefully explained. Rubin also pays particular 
attention to the various media that Degas employed, from oils 
to pastels to chalk. She includes information about his failing 
eyesight and the sculptures he created late in life. A profu-
sion of reproductions, many full-page and all full-color (except 
when the originals are not), showcases the beautiful attention 
to detail that Degas cared about so deeply. His dancers are 
caught in the moment as they adjust their costumes, rehearse, 
or execute a step, and thoughtful captioning provides helpful 
interpretation. While ballet lovers will enjoy this glimpse into a 
19th-century world (one painting includes Jules Perrot, a noted 
choreographer), art students will learn much from the explora-
tion of techniques that Degas employed. The inclusion of two 
glossaries, of art terms and of ballet terms, highlights the book’s 
balance.

Not a complete biography of a painter but a notewor-
thy study of his most famous genre. (author’s note, notes, 
where to see artworks by Degas, bibliography) (Biography. 
912)

BILAL COOKS DAAL 
Saeed, Aisha
Illus. by Syed, Anoosha
Salaam Reads/Simon & Schuster 
(40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-5344-1810-3  

Novelist Saeed makes her picture-book debut with this 
delicious tale about a boy and his beloved daal.

When Bilal’s father begins to make the South Asian legume 
stew, Bilal and his friends Morgan and Elias are eager to help, 
but Abu tells them, “This dish takes patience....This dish takes 
time.” The children choose to make chana daal (with split 
chickpeas) and line up the spices: turmeric, chili, cumin. But 
when Morgan and Elias wonder aloud why the daal “looks” and 

“smells” funny, Bilal becomes concerned that his friends won’t 
like his favorite food at all. The daal simmers all day—as Bilal, 
Morgan, and Elias play hopscotch, swim, and hike and other 
friends join them—and once the sun begins to set, Bilal’s father 
calls them all home. They break naan around the table and 
share the steamy, soupy, garlicky, salty, sweet, creamy daal. “Bilal, 

you were right—daal tastes great!” they say. The tale centers on 
a situation familiar to many children of immigrants—the other-
ing of the foods of their homes—and validates young readers’ 
cultural experiences. Saeed’s inclusion of a South Asian father 
engaged in domestic work is radical and welcome, and Syed’s 
inviting, bold, cartoonlike illustrations depict brown-skinned 
Bilal surrounded by children of a variety of skin tones (Morgan 
presents white and Elias presents black).

A quietly radical, eminently delightful book. (author’s 
note, recipe) (Picture book. 48)

TEDDY
The Remarkable Tale of a 
President, a Cartoonist, a 
Toymaker and a Bear
Sage, James
Illus. by Feng, Lisk
Kids Can (44 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-77138-795-8  

A fictionalized biography of “one of the most endearing 
companions of modern times.”

On a trip to Mississippi, President Theodore Roosevelt 
went hunting, but the only bear he came across was “one scruffy, 
no-account cub,” and the president certainly couldn’t shoot it. 

“I’d never be able to look my children in the eyes again!” But 
even though T.R. didn’t snag a bear, the newspapers got a story, 
and the Washington Post ran a Clifford Berryman cartoon that 
got the attention of Morris and Rose Michtom, who owned a 
little novelty shop in Brooklyn. To honor the president’s “big 
warm heart,” Mrs. Michtom created a bear sewn together out 
of scrap materials. She stuffed it with fine wood shavings, sewed 
on shoe buttons for eyes, and stitched a little black nose with 
darning thread. They placed “Teddy’s Bear” in the shop window, 
and soon it seemed as if everyone in America was buying teddy 
bears. “I think the reason kids love teddy bears so much is that 
they’re so darn cuddly,” said Mr. Michtom. However, the digi-
tally rendered illustrations of the bears make them seem more 
flat and untextured than cuddly. Otherwise, though, the match 
of cartoonish illustrations and clear text works well in creating a 
solid, upbeat account. The author’s note mostly retells the story 
and discusses where “pleasant speculation” was blended with 
the factual record. Characters depicted all seem to be white.

A heartwarming story, if a bit short on cuddles. (Picture 
book. 59) 

The tale centers on a situation familiar to many children 
of immigrants—the othering of the foods of their homes—and 

validates young readers’ cultural experiences.
bilal cooks daal
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STONEWALL
A Building. an Uprising. a 
Revolution
Sanders, Rob
Illus. by Christoph, Jamey
Random House (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-5247-1952-4
978-1-5247-1953-1 PLB  

A watershed picture book for a watershed moment—all in 
time for the Stonewall uprising’s 50th anniversary.

The historic Stonewall Inn, site of the eponymous uprising 
(and the book’s first-person-plural narrator), originated as two 
separate stable houses in 1840s Greenwich Village. By 1930, the 
buildings were joined to become Bonnie’s Stone Wall restaurant, 

“a place where being different was welcomed and accepted.” 1967 
saw another change—to the Stonewall Inn (a tamely depicted 
bar and dance club). Subsequent years saw multiple police raids 
targeting the establishment’s LGBTQIAP patrons. On June 28, 
1969, the people finally fought back, galvanizing the LGBTQ-
IAP rights movement. As the text carries readers from past to 
present, its unusual narrative perspective gives a strong sense of 
place and community. Sanders attempts to balance the received 
historical narrative with inclusivity, but his retrospective tone 
bears slight hints of erasure when, for example, “gay men and 
women” is used as a catchall phrase. Moreover, though the back-
matter makes mention of the key roles of trans women of color 
in the uprising, the visuals instead position a white-presenting 
woman as a key instigator. Christoph’s digitally rendered illus-
trations paint a vivid, diverse portrait of both setting and com-
munity. The book concludes with photographs and an interview 
with Martin Boyce, a participant in the uprising.

A beautiful—if a bit cis-centric—tribute. (glossary, bib-
liography) (Informational picture book. 59) 

SIGN OFF
Savage, Stephen 
Illus. by the author
Beach Lane/Simon & Schuster (56 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-5344-1210-1  

Characters from familiar road signs 
come to life at night and get up to a bit of mischief in this nearly 
wordless book.

The leaping deer reaches up to sample the leaves from a 
tree; the farmer and tractor get busy plowing in the cornfield; 
the person who uses a wheelchair wheels away; the road-crew 
worker creates a sand castle with their shovel; the school child 
in trousers woos the one in a skirt with a flower; the running 

“[child] at play” goes for a swing; the two children on the seesaw 
pull down the toy and join the others in a quaint procession as 
they march up a hill together. The group removes the yellow 
circle from a traffic-signal sign and use the seesaw to fling it into 
the sky, where it becomes...the rising sun. They celebrate and 

then disperse. As a school bus approaches at the end, the deer is 
back in its place on the sign, leaving readers to infer the others 
are on their signs as well. The stark, computer-drawn landscapes 
are clearly intended to coordinate with the black silhouettes of 
the road-sign figures; however once readers get the premise, 
there is not much else to engage their attention, since the vast 
majority of this unusually long book is occupied by buildup.

This book is heavy on concept and light on execution, 
and readers may be yawning before the end. (Picture book. 36)

BIRTHDAY ON MARS!
Schonfeld, Sara
Illus. by Ross, Andrew J.
Penguin Workshop (32 pp.) 
$8.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-1-5247-9122-3  

Greetings from Curiosity, roving the red planet since 2012!
With a wave of its arm, Curiosity introduces itself and the 

barren Martian landscape (“No humans have ever been here 
before. Isn’t that cool?”), then, while sending a celebratory selfie 
back to friends on Earth, sings “Happy birthday to me”—a ditty 
it actually was programmed to hum, though just on the first 
anniversary of its landing. In his blocky painted illustrations, 
Ross sends the excitable rover (“Oops—I made a dust cloud! I 
guess I should slow down”) trundling through a Martian sunset 
while extolling the virtue for which it was named, then switches 
planetary settings to show some of Curiosity’s “billions of 
friends” (or a diverse crowd of them, at least) gathered in a sci-
ence museum for the party. With its boxlike, six-wheeled body, 
single arm, and red-lensed camera on a movable stalk, the rover 
manages to project lots of personality. For readers who are still, 
well, curious, Schonfeld closes with a page of Mars and Mars 
rover facts, plus the news that a new rover will be on its way in 
the near future. With its diminutive trim, the book even recalls 
a birthday card.

A sweet interplanetary message from a narrator who 
sounds for all the world like a younger version of the one 
in Markus Motum’s more seriously detailed Curiosity (2018). 
(Picture book. 57)

BUSY BABIES 
Schwartz, Amy
Illus. by the author
Beach Lane/Simon & Schuster (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-4814-4510-8  

A brisk, rhyming text describes the 
actions of infants and toddling 1- and 
2-year-olds, shown in daily activities 
with their parents, grandparents, and 
caregivers.

Clean, white backgrounds and a tall, vertically oriented trim 
accommodate some pages with two to four spot illustrations 

The brief text repeats the titular phrase, followed by action phrases 
describing each activity, with a loose, pleasant rhyme scheme.

busy babies
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and a few with full-page views of the entrancing tykes in action. 
The children and adults include people of different ethnicities 
and several grandparents or caregivers with gray hair as well as 
dads and grandpas taking an active role with their little ones. 
Some children are still babes in arms or just sitting up, but most 
are walking (or running!) on their own and beginning to exert 
their independence. All sorts of activities are portrayed: eat-
ing and napping, visiting parks and an art museum, and typical 
toddler mischief such as emptying a wastebasket. The brief text 
repeats the titular phrase, followed by action phrases describ-
ing each activity, with a loose, pleasant rhyme scheme. The 
tiny tykes themselves have slightly oversized, round heads with 
teeny dots for eyes, and their adorable outfits include bright 
colors and patterns as well as one little one in a purple velve-
teen dress. The final page shows a toddler with a tricycle (but no 
helmet) and the concluding phrase, “Busy babies / Just like you!” 
Any child 2 or older will not want to be called a baby (though 
older siblings might be happy to), but that’s a small quibble in 
an otherwise captivating story.

A charming look at the lives of little ones, all fortunate 
to be cherished and cared for by loving adults. (Picture book. 
25)

LET’S MOOOVE!
Sheinmel, Courtney & Turetsky, Bianca
Illus. by Lewis, Stevie
Random House (128 pp.) 
$5.99 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-63565-166-9 
Series: Magic on the Map, 1 

A magical camper van whisks twins 
Molly and Finn to a dude ranch for a mys-
tery mission.

This first in a beginning chapter-
book series blends cozy sibling adventure with a geography 
theme. The Planet Earth Transporter literally introduces itself 
to Molly and Finn as they explore the spacious van parked in 
their Ohio driveway. The rising third-graders, illustrated with 
white skin and friendly demeanors, find themselves transported 
to Colorado by the PET in a matter of minutes. Gentle black-
and-white illustrations break up text as the pair are deposited 
at Snowflake Ranch until their “work is done.” The careful bal-
ance of dialogue and somewhat-advanced vocabulary through-
out will build confidence among emergent readers as they see 
newer words paired with context clues. Normative gender roles 
are reinforced: Maternal Helen prepares all the food in the 
mess hall, Finn is physically brave and a sports fan, and Molly 
is timorous and book smart. When the ranch’s prize cow, Snow-
flake, is wrestled by “rogue cowboys” during a cattle drive, Molly, 
Finn, and newfound friend Ella break off from the grown-ups 
for a rescue operation. Ella, the lone dark-skinned character 
depicted, lives part-time in Colorado with her ranch-hand 
father and with her mother in Florida. Backmatter includes fun 
facts about Colorado, suggesting that each book in the series 
will focus on a different U.S. state.

Light fare for emergent chapter-book readers who’ve 
exhausted the Magic Tree House series. (Adventure. 710)

PLANET FASHION 
Slee, Natasha
Illus. by Kittler, Cynthia
Wide Eyed Editions (64 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-78603-195-2  

Slee and Kittler take readers down a 
multicultural catwalk that spans time, showcasing fashion from 
all over the world.

Depicting diverse models of all ages, genders, and colors, 
vibrant illustrations of events and settings act as the stage, each 
one presenting a select time period, location, notable designers, 
and the fashions that were popular during that time. “Dancing 
the Waltz” highlights “high-society” U.K. fashion in an elegant 
ballroom of dancers during the late 1800s. “Cycling” illustrates 
women wearing cycling bloomers and pedaling in dresses on 
their bicycles in the early 1900s, a time period when women 
wearing pants was still taboo in many places in the U.S. “Shim-
mying Down” takes place in a Harlem Renaissance dance hall 
where men dance in sharp long jackets, and women wear col-
orful, beaded flapper dresses. Along the 1930s French Riviera, 
men and women wear wide-leg trousers on the beach, “Soaking 
in the Sun.” On the streets of India, diverse fashion statements 
show the influence Bollywood film has had on Indian culture. 
Each page is a burst of illustrations that celebrate the impact 
and intersections of global fashion, with other scenes depicting 
1920s Shanghai, 1950s Mexico, 1950s Saigon, and more. Scenes 
are aspirationally inclusive, depicting diverse people interacting 
in historical settings that might surprise readers.

A must-have for any fashion lover, as the best compo-
nent is the cultural history that accompanies each setting. 
(Nonfiction. 814)

TO LIVE ON AN ISLAND
Smith, Emma Bland
Illus. by Person, Elizabeth
Little Bigfoot/Sasquatch (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-63217-181-8  

A wide-format book in a style and subject matter reminis-
cent of Robert McCloskey’s old favorite Time of Wonder, this 
picture book describes life on an island in the San Juans, off the 
Washington coast.

An unnamed child of about 12 is seen waking up to the horn 
of the ferry, hiking through woods to get to the school bus stop, 
taking a field trip to the beach, collecting driftwood, catching 
crabs, kayaking, paddleboarding with friends, and generally 
enjoying the healthy outdoor pursuits of island life. Commu-
nication between an island and the mainland can take a while, 
and the mail truck and the local floatplanes are very important. 
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Island residents get to experience all kinds of wildlife, from 
otters to orcas, and must rely on their own resources during 
storms and power outages. As the book states, “When you live 
on an island, things are different. Sometimes harder. Some-
times sweeter. Sometimes quieter. / Always magical.” Person’s 
soft watercolors convey this magic through a mix of close-ups 
and leisurely landscapes, with postcardlike insets of buildings 
and activities. The second-person narrative on each spread 
describes the child’s daily experiences, and supplemental pan-
els give more detailed information about the natural world and 
animals special to the island, such as bald eagles and orcas. Both 
the protagonist and most of the secondary figures depicted 
seem white.

A heartfelt snapshot of a way of life. (Picture book. 612)

PIPER COOKS UP A PLAN
Soderberg, Erin
Illus. by Syed, Anoosha
Random House (224 pp.) 
$13.99  |  $16.99 PLB  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-7364-3944-2
978-0-7364-8265-3 PLB 
Series: Daring Dreamers Club, 2 

For a journal assignment, all the girls 
in the Daring Dreamers Club have cho-

sen a Disney princess with whom they feel a connection.
In this second entry in the series, Piper has selected Tiana 

from The Princess and the Frog, because they both have several 
obstacles to overcome. She is dyslexic, has difficulties reading 
and writing, and now has trouble solving math word problems. 
Her greatest joy is experimenting with food using the scientific 
method to concoct her recipes. She has been selected to partici-
pate in a reality TV show that challenges child chefs and offers 
a large monetary prize to the winner. She learns that obstacles 
need not be faced alone and that she has the support of her fam-
ily and her friends in the club. Piper’s tale is interspersed with 
her journal entries and those of the other club members, shar-
ing their thoughts about their own challenges. Piper is Jewish, 
conveyed in a reference to Passover, Mariana is Latina, Zahra is 
Muslim, and Ruby is white, a child of divorce. Milla is African-
American and the heroine of the previous series entry. Although 
the girls have distinct and interesting personalities, the ethnic 
and racial diversity feels skin-deep; interestingly, not one girl 
chooses to focus on a princess that shares her race or ethnicity. 
Soderberg employs a compassionate, light, and humorous tone, 
allowing readers to root wholeheartedly for Piper, but the prin-
cess connection tries too hard.

Sweet but heavy on lessons learned. (Fiction. 812)

EXTRAORDINARY BIRDS
StarkMcGinnis, Sandy
Bloomsbury (224 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-1-5476-0100-4  

In her personal mythology she is a 
bird, but December begins to trust some 
of the humans around her.

Narrator December Lee Morgan is 
almost 12, solitary and a survivor, when 
she arrives at her latest foster home. 

The scars on her back—the result of an injury inflicted years 
ago by her mother, never fully detailed—become the place 
where December believes her wings will emerge when they are 
ready. Her new foster parent is a single woman, Eleanor, who 
builds houses and volunteers at a wildlife rehabilitation center. 
December carries two books with her everywhere: The Complete 
Guide to Birds, Volume One, and Bird Girl: An Extraordinary Tale. 
The first she has nearly memorized, and the second is her biog-
raphy, a reminder to herself that she is really a bird and that her 
wings will open when she finds and leaps from the perfect flight 
tree. But Eleanor offers December something new: a respectful 
regard, perhaps from her understanding of wild animals. And 
December’s new schoolmate Cheryllyn is supportive and end-
lessly kind though herself bullied by girls who refuse to use her 
chosen name and refer to her by her former pronouns. Decem-
ber and Eleanor present white, and Cheryllyn, has skin “the 
color of paperbark maple.” Bird imagery and facts provide a 
subtle and graceful constant, and Stark-McGinnis’ prose is care-
fully crafted, direct, and convincing.

Mostly perceptive and appealingly hopeful. (Fiction. 
913)

A NORMAL PIG 
Steele, KFai
Illus. by the author
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 4, 2019
978-0-06-274857-7  

Just what is “normal”?
“Pip was a normal pig who did nor-

mal stuff.” Readers will note that she has 
spots and her all-pink classmates don’t and that one of her par-
ents is gray and the other is pink. She thinks she’s as normal as 
they come until a new classmate tells her that her lunch “stinks.” 
Pip’s suddenly aware that she’s not the same as others in her 
class. Then another pig asks if her mother, who is gray, is her 

“babysitter.” When she demands a “normal lunch,” her mother 
suggests a trip into the city. At the museum, Pip hears a bunch 
of different languages, and at the playground, every pig looks 
different. When Pip remarks on the “weird” food at a food 
truck, a striped pig says, “Maybe it’s weird for you, but not for 
me. I like it.” Bolstered, when her new classmate again jeers at 
her “weird lunch” back at school, Pip defiantly repeats what she 
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heard in the city, then offers everyone a taste...and her class-
mates like it. Pip feels “pretty normal” after that. Debut author/
illustrator Steele communicates her message that “normal” is in 
the eye of the beholder without a whiff of preachiness. Her car-
toon pigs, done in watercolor with assured, black outlines, are 
appealing, and any child who feels they stand out in any way will 
identify and feel empowered.

Delightful and important. (Picture book. 28)

JUST SOUTH OF HOME 
Strong, Karen
Simon & Schuster (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-5344-1938-4  

Twelve-year-old aspiring astrobiolo-
gist Sarah Greene digs into a dark history 
to help heal her family, both those pres-
ent and from the past.

Sarah’s thieving cousin, 11-year-old 
Janie, a “citified” Chicago native, stays 

with her family in their small, country town of Warrenville, 
Georgia, for the summer and continuously uses her “five-finger 
discount” whenever she wants. When Janie disturbs the town’s 
haints, restless spirits with unresolved business on this spiritual 
plane, by taking a necklace from the haunted ruins of a black 
church burned down by the Klan, Sarah must lead her cousin, 
little brother, Ellis, and their friend Jasper into the woods dur-
ing the dangerous Witching Hour in order to communicate 
with and save the souls trapped there. Strong’s prose pours 
from her pen like iced sweet tea on an August afternoon—it’s 
refreshing, steeped in tradition, and mixed with love. Many 
characters are familiar Southern staples in black communities. 
Devoted deaconess Mrs. Greene, the children’s paternal grand-
mother, whom they always address formally, with her loose, 
wavy hair and light skin, leans deep into colorism; her nemesis, 
Mrs. Whitney, the town conjuring woman, is dark-skinned and 
always adorned in all white, and she memorializes the victims 
of lynchings in their county. No punches are pulled when these 
personalities collide in this sometimes-spooky ode to how an 
unacknowledged past can come back to haunt us.

A stirring Southern middle-grade book that burns 
brighter than fireworks on the Fourth. (Supernatural adven
ture. 812)

A KIND OF PARADISE
Tan, Amy Rebecca
Harper/HarperCollins (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-0-06-279541-0  

A warm homage to libraries, the peo-
ple who work in them, and their power 
to affect people’s lives.

Thirteen-year-old Jamie violated her 
middle school’s honor code and has now 
been assigned to community service at 

her local library over the summer. “And I had to write an apology 
letter to Trey.” As the book unfolds readers find out what caused 
her to spend the summer at the Foxfield Public Library—and 
also how her letter of apology to her crush, Trey, is posted for the 
whole school to see and smirk at. But more importantly, read-
ers are introduced to the different characters that populate the 
library. There is Beverly, the dedicated and committed director; 
Sonia and Lenny, the two other staff members, who are patient 
and understanding of all their patrons; Wally, the older patron 
who comes to the library every Tuesday to borrow movies and 
bring a fresh flower; and Black Hat Guy, a homeless young man 
who shows up every day around 4:00 in the afternoon. As the 
summer progresses, Jamie’s connection to the library goes from 
enforced to enthusiastic. And, as with all books where everyone 
is nice, there is a happy ending. Most characters default white 
except for Sonia, who is Latina, and crush Trey, adopted as an 
infant from Korea.

A charming book that will appeal to library lovers. (Fic
tion. 912)

SUMMER AT THE SEASHORE
Tarsky, Sue
Illus. by Lordon, Claire
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 1, 2019
978-0-8075-7731-8 
Series: Taking a Walk 

An unseen narrator presents various 
seashore discoveries made on a day at the 

beach.
From shells and animals to beach equipment and sand castles, 

children can search and find, count and identify various basic 
items and shapes as mentioned in the cumulative, repetitive 
narration. “I went for a walk at the seashore today. / I saw pretty 
little seashells, one diving gray dolphin, and two striped beach 
umbrellas. / The beach umbrellas were shaped like triangles!” 
Simplified, one-dimensional shapes printed in primary colors 
and arrayed against a sandy-hued background depict each addi-
tion as described with one particular adjective. As the narration 
builds, the scene becomes ever more crowded, encouraging read-
ers to spend time exploring not only the new, but the previous 
as well. A final page offers the entire cumulative narration with 
each successive article lined up in numbered order for children 

Strong’s prose pours from her pen like iced sweet 
tea on an August afternoon—it’s refreshing, steeped 

in tradition, and mixed with love.
just south of home



1 3 8   |   1  m a r c h  2 0 1 9   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

to count up one more time from the seashells and the dolphin all 
the way up to “10 running dogs.” As they are introduced, numbers 
are spelled out in the text, but this final, summative page uses 
numerals instead, for a little bit of extra learning. The interaction 
afforded by this straightforward search, find, and identify recita-
tion should encourage multiple readings.

This eventful walk makes for a hardworking little book. 
(Picture book. 25)

WHOSE EARS?
Tarsky, Sue
Illus. by the author
Whitman (24 pp.) 
$15.99  |  May 1, 2019
978-0-8075-9040-9 
Series: Whose Are These? 

A guessing game for the littlest animal lovers.
Tarsky combines a description of an animal’s ears with a 

close-up of those organs and a clue as to the animal’s habitat. 
While the only time the question is asked is in the title, readers 
will quickly catch on and chime in with their guesses. The text 

“big ears” accompanies two pointy, orange-furred ears against a 
white backdrop with bluish paw prints (fox). “Little ears” shows 
the side of a gorilla, including an arm and the curve of the 
backside, leafy vines trailing down the green background. The 
opposites continue with such pairs as “stand-up” and “floppy” 
and “round” and “pointy.” No answers are provided in the text; 
instead, the endpapers (back and front are identical) label a 
small picture of the full animal with the name and ear descrip-
tion of each of the 16 pairs of ears. Some of the pages are more 
challenging than others (and some are giveaways), and readers 
will certainly be introduced to new animals (an armadillo has 

“hard ears”). Publishing simultaneously, Whose Feet? follows the 
same format and features a few of the same animals from Ears 
along with new ones, including polar bear (“four wet feet”), lion 
(“fat feet”), squirrel (“digging feet”), and tortoise (“slow feet”). 
The simple, black-outlined artwork keeps the focus on the rel-
evant features and clues.

A fun activity to share with children in the identify-and-
name stage. (Picture book. 25) (Whose Feet?: 9780807590393)

THE LAST CHANCE HOTEL
Thornton, Nicki
Chicken House/Scholastic (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 28, 2019
978-1-338-32362-7  

A parentless, put-upon kitchen boy 
is accused of murdering a magical hotel 
guest.

Seth Seppi cooks brilliantly, but he’ll 
never be a chef. Instead he’s the over-
worked help at the Last Chance Hotel, 

abused by his “nasty bosses.” Sometimes he sadly recalls the 

hotel’s popularity in the dimly remembered days before his 
father’s mysterious disappearance. Mostly, however, he washes 
dishes, even on nights like this, when some very special guests 
are due at the hotel. Tiffany, the daughter of Seth’s employ-
ers (and Seth’s chief tormenter) blackmails Seth into making 
a splendid dessert for the guest of honor, Dr. Thallomius, for 
which she’ll claim credit. When Dr. Thallomius drops dead 
from poison, Tiffany promptly snitches: Seth made the dessert, 
so he must be the murderer! Seth’s quest to clear his name is 
complicated by his realization that Dr. Thallomius and all the 
other guests at this bizarre party hail from a magical world. One 
of these odd people—Professor Papperspook in her multicol-
ored, tentlike dress; tiny, scarred, dark-skinned Master Darinder 
Dunster-Dunstable; glamorous Angelique Squerr with her mag-
ical cane; or one of the others—murdered the kindly doctor and 
pinned the blame on Seth. Thornton’s prose can get clunky and 
characterization resorts to types, but the plot itself is a nifty, 
magical spin on the classic locked-room mystery. The book 
subscribes to the white default for characters not otherwise 
described.

A charming, old-fashioned–feeling romp. (Fantasy. 911)

NIGHTTIME SYMPHONY
Timbaland with Myers, Christopher
Illus. by Myers, Christopher & Kaa 
Illustration
Atheneum (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 28, 2019
978-14424-1208-8  

An inner-city lullaby from a black father to his son.
When the driving rain comes and the storm winds blow, this 

brown-skinned dad lovingly comforts his son by associating 
weather events with different types of music. The raging storm 
gets remixed into a song, the howling winds create nature’s 
voice, and the rushing waters play music. Like many other 
celebrity books, this one is didactic and preachy in its approach 
to addressing the child, who lacks any agency. In this rhyming 
poem (“radios sing in every home, / steady like the city’s metro-
nome”), the scenes jump: from the child’s naptime to a band of 
multitalented black angels singing in heaven to the boy asleep 
in a yellow paper hat–turned-boat in a city gutter next to the 
fast-moving shoes of city dwellers. The artwork, which Myers 
composed with Kaa Illustration (the Vietnam-based team 
Phung Nguyen Quang and Huyn Kim Lien), looks cartoonish 
and far inferior to most of Myers’ other work. But it would be 
easy to miss who illustrated the book upon first glance. It would 
even be easy to miss the title; Timbaland’s name so thoroughly 
dominates the book’s cover that most readers will easily mis-
take it for the book’s name.

Perhaps this lullaby should have been a song or rap; it 
certainly has little to offer as a book. (Picture book. 38)

While the only time the question is asked is in the title, readers 
will quickly catch on and chime in with their guesses.

whose ears?
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AN OWL AT SEA
Vande Griek, Susan
Illus. by Wallace, Ian
Groundwood (32 pp.) 
$19.95  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-77306-111-5  

Based on an actual occurrence, this picture book tells the 
story of a short-eared owl—a marsh and field dweller—that 
lands on an oil-drilling platform far out in the ocean.

An owl is found on the deck of an oil rig in the North 
Sea, miles from its native habitat of fields and marshes. The 
exhausted bird is cared for by the riggers until a helicopter 
bringing in the new work shift and supplies takes the owl back 
to land and to a bird-rescue facility. There, the owl is cared for 
and eventually released back into the wild. This simple home-
away-home story is delivered in author Vande Griek’s emotive, 
poetic text, the spare words of which, surrounded by the white 
of the page, conjure up a powerful sense of place and action: 

“No place to rest, / no mouse to hear, / only the swing, / the 
roar / of the sea.” Illustrator Wallace’s command of the diffi-
cult watercolor technique in depicting the powerful heave and 
growl of the sea is exquisite—the two full-page bleeds of open 
ocean seascapes (some crossing the gutter) delight the eye. Alas, 
the illustrations depicting the oil rig and its somewhat racially 
diverse workers are less graceful, competent but not transcen-
dent. The final page gives an informative overview of the habits 
of short-eared owls and lists sources and further reading.

This home-away-home story takes flight with its poetic 
text and a few extraordinary seascape illustrations. (Picture 
book. 38)

SHIMRI’S BIG IDEA
Weber, Elka
Illus. by Bousidan, Inbal Gigi
Apples & Honey Press (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-1-68115-541-8  

A boy saves the eighth-century 
B.C.E. city of Jerusalem from invading 
Assyrians.

Shimri is the youngest in his family and is always being told 
that he is too little for chores. Then, when he spills water on 
the “breakfast table” he carefully observes that a human, in this 
case his grandmother, can alter the course of the water. Accom-
panying his older sister past the city walls to fill a water jug, he 
notices a “dark opening in a large rock.” Back home, and again 
excluded from chores, he dances on the roof, causing the house 
to shake. When he learns that the king wants to build a tunnel 
to bring water inside the city walls, his grandmother encourages 
him to tell the king about his great idea to exploit his found crack 
in the rock for the building of this tunnel. Men making noise 
aboveground would guide builders digging from either end to a 
connecting spot. And so it came to pass in Weber’s version of a 
historical event. As written in 2 Chronicles 32:1-23, the Assyrians 

were mounting a siege against the Judean king Hezekiah, and he 
wanted to deny access to water outside the city to the invaders. 
Weber’s Jerusalem is peaceful, almost idyllic, a mood reinforced 
by the colorfully appareled inhabitants going about their daily 
activities as portrayed in Bousidan’s illustrations.

Children will appreciate seeing how a boy with a keen 
eye helps to accomplish great things in this reimagining of 
biblical history. (Picture book. 47)

THE TIDE
Welsh, Clare Helen
Illus. by Lindsay, Ashling
Tiger Tales (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-1-68010-141-6  

A beloved grandfather’s memories 
ebb and flow.

A small child muses that Grandpa “sometimes...forgets 
things” and “sometimes...gets confused.” Still, while the nar-
rator, Mommy, and Grandpa are at the beach, they engage in 
favorite activities together and watch the tide come in. The 
child is comforted to recall also having needed help in forget-
ful moments and also occasionally having behaved in perplexing 
ways. The child’s loving, easy forgiveness of Grandpa’s differ-
ences leads to understanding and acceptance of his predicament 
even though “sometimes, I get upset.” The child deals with 
these feelings—even the unsettling idea that Grandpa might 
forget his grandchild—by thinking about how scary forgetful-
ness must be. The author’s use of the tide as a metaphor for the 
way Grandpa’s memories softly drift in and out works persua-
sively. The simple strategies the protagonist employs to cope 
with the changes in Grandpa’s mental state are helpfully and 
naturally incorporated into the narrative. The reassuring, satis-
fying ending allows that loving family closeness can still prevail, 
particularly in dementia’s earlier stages. Artwork is loose and 
appealing, and the colorful, refreshing seashore scenes are invit-
ing. Protagonist and family appear white; other persons in the 
background are depicted as ethnically and physically diverse.

This will be comforting for many readers. (Picture book. 
47)

JASPER & OLLIE
Willan, Alex
Illus. by the author
Doubleday (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  May 28, 2019
978-0-525-645214
978-0-525-64522-1 PLB  

Friends who seem to be opposites 
find common ground.

Lightning-quick, impulsive Jasper, a fox, and his gentle, delib-
erately paced pal, Ollie, a sloth, head to the pool—or, rather, over-
bearing Jasper prevails on him to go. Jasper races ahead, oblivious 
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that Ollie hasn’t yet left the house. When Jasper arrives and fails 
to see Ollie, the fox is convinced Ollie’s already there and sets out 
on a breakneck, madcap search to find him. In the end, the friends 
catch up with each other and make new plans. The story is thin and 
unoriginal, and some youngsters may wonder why, given that these 
guys are besties, Jasper is unaware of their speed differences and 
that Ollie couldn’t have gotten to the pool first. However, the quirky, 
comically energetic illustrations are the real draw and should elicit 
giggles. At the outset, a spread divided into three horizontal strips 
that include dashed lines traces Jasper’s frenzied scramble to win 
the race-that-never-was. Numerous subsequent spreads set at the 
pool are split horizontally so that the larger, upper portions depict 
Jasper’s frantic pursuit, while contrasting, comic-strip–like lower 
segments show Ollie leisurely ambling toward the pool, making 
stops on the way. Visual and tactile learners will savor the dashed 
lines incorporated into those illustrations of Jasper, too, enabling 
them to trace his breathlessly overwrought search as he recklessly 
wreaks havoc everywhere.

Good friends neatly show that differences don’t matter. 
(Picture book. 37)

SISTERS
Venus & Serena Williams
Winter, Jeanette
Illus. by the author
Beach Lane/Simon & Schuster (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-5344-3121-8  

A story about the love and friendship 
of two sisters and the determination of a 
family to succeed.

From the very opening of the book, 
the story focuses equally on the lov-

ing relationship between African-American tennis champions 
Venus and Serena Williams and the affection and resilience of 
the Williams family in a challenging and often violent environ-
ment in Compton, California. The dedicated father and his 
daughters wake early every morning to clean the run-down 
tennis courts. The girls’ focus as they practice draws the atten-
tion and protection of a group of older boys who like to hang 
out at the courts: their first fans. Well into the night, the girls 
study hard, supported by their mother and each other. The text 
and illustrations work together, much as the Williams sisters 
do, to highlight their history-making challenges and achieve-
ments. With changes in scenery and other vivid depictions that 
encourage readers to consider confrontations of race and class, 
the book aims for honesty while remaining age-appropriate for 
young readers. Images of the two brown-skinned sisters, hair 
in braids, against seas of white spectators speak volumes, as do 
later scenes that include the additions of some brown faces in 
those stands as the two adult superstars compete. The love of 
the family and complicated community is weaved throughout, 
creating a candid depiction of how love grows in all places and 
can provide the scaffolding for success.

An ace. (bibliography) (Picture book/biography. 58)

THE SAD LITTLE FACT
Winter, Jonah
Illus. by Oswald, Pete
Schwartz & Wade/Random (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-525-58179-6
978-0-525-58180-2 PLB  

A colorful fable about facts and fake 
news.

Winter and Oswald try to take on the current scourge of 
fake news, presenting the titular “sad little fact” as a circular 
blue splotch with skinny limbs and bewildered eyes. “No one 
took the fact seriously,” intones the text as various multicolored 
shapes ignore the fact. The Authorities, tall, menacing, and 
depicted in black from the waist down, “demanded that the sad 
little fact admit that it was not a fact.” The fact is buried under-
ground with its peers even as “a bunch of lies created by the 
Authorities were taking over the world outside the box.” Only 

“a hardy band of fact finders,” depicted with miners’ hats and 
shovels, fights back, digging into the earth and letting the facts 
(“The Earth revolves around the sun!” “And people are causing 
the Earth to get warmer!”) out into the light. The facts them-
selves are cute, but this doesn’t quite work as a parable or as a 
picture book. The story jerks around confusingly with unpol-
ished prose. Constant repetition of the word “fact” puts readers 
at risk of lexical satiation. Propaganda and manipulation of the 
truth are ancient problems, but this story feels like a dashed-off 
response to current events rather than a deeply considered phi-
losophy; the underlying message is likely to fly over the heads 
of young readers while being too simplistic for older audiences.

Aimed at adults rather than children. (Picture book. 47)

HOW EMILY SAVED 
THE BRIDGE
The Story of Emily Warren 
Roebling and the Building of 
the Brooklyn Bridge
Wishinsky, Frieda
Illus. by Nelson, Natalie
Groundwood (32 pp.) 
$19.95  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-77306-104-7  

In mid-19th-century America, Emily Warren’s desire to 
learn was considered an anomaly.

But she had the support of her family. Her older brother 
enrolled her in a school where she studied sciences, mathemat-
ics, history, and more. After graduation she married engineer 
Washington Roebling, who, with his father, John, faced the 
challenge of designing and building a suspension bridge to con-
nect Manhattan and Brooklyn. During construction, John died 
as the result of an accident, and Washington developed caisson 
disease and was so disabled that he couldn’t walk or stand. He 
continued to oversee the project while Emily became its de 
facto engineer, learning along the way, directing workers on-site 
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and winning their respect, and coping with every aspect of 
construction. She was certainly not an unsung heroine and was 
given the honor of being the first to cross the completed bridge. 
An unnamed modern woman of color introducing Emily’s spirit 
and determination to her child narrates the tale in accessible, 
conversational syntax, including her accomplishments in later 
life when she became a lawyer and wrote of equal rights for 
women. Nelson’s lively, colorful illustrations combine digital 
collage incorporating contemporary photos with cartoon draw-
ings complete with imagined dialogue in speech balloons. Oddly, 
Emily (white, as are the Roeblings) is depicted throughout with 
a very red nose and heavily rouged cheeks.

A strong and honest homage to a remarkable woman. 
(additional facts, suggested reading, sources, author’s note) 
(Picture book/biography. 710)

SANDY FEET! WHOSE FEET?
Footprints at the Shore
Wood, Susan
Illus. by Doneva, Steliyana
Sleeping Bear Press (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 15, 2019
978-1-58536-409-1  

A family spends a day at the beach observing various crea-
tures’ prints in the sand.

Children and families of various skin tones and hair tex-
tures play on the beach as the main characters, a mother and 
father, a boy and a girl, all with brown skin, arrive, the children 
running toward the water. In spare, mostly rhyming verses, the 
text introduces “sandy feet” and “digging feet” and “wading feet” 
alongside small creatures as the children encounter them on the 
beach. A wet dog, a sandpiper, a scuttling crab, a sea gull. Each 
full-bleed illustration features motion—spraying water and 
creatures in action, with hints on each spread of the creature to 
be featured on the next. As the sun goes down, the family packs 
up and walks away from the water, tired out. The final spread 
shows a collection of prints featured throughout the book. End-
notes encourage readers to be “ecology detectives” and observe 
prints in nature, then provide information about the animals in 
the book. The calming beach colors create nostalgia for beach 
lovers, and the changing perspective of each spread adds inter-
est for the duration of the book.

More substantive than some beach-themed books, this 
one is engaging enough and notable due to the spotlight on 
brown children. (Picture book. 37)

GRANDPA CACAO
A Tale of Chocolate, from 
Farm to Family
Zunon, Elizabeth
Illus. by the author
Bloomsbury (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 21, 2019
978-1-68119-640-4  

Zunon writes and illustrates an ode to her grandfather, a 
cacao worker in the Ivory Coast, through the eyes of a young 
girl.

As they bake their favorite chocolate cake for her birthday, 
the girl’s father tells her that chocolate is a gift from farmers 
like her grandpa, and she asks him to tell her about Grandpa 
Cacao again. As they mix their cake batter, the pictures show 
her father’s homeland, “where the air breathes hot and damp, 
thick with stories and music and the languages of people 
from tiny villages and big cities.” He describes the hard work 
Grandpa Cacao did on the farm, carrying heavy loads, picking 
ripe fruit, scooping out the cacao pods, spreading them out to 
dry. As they put their cake in the oven, the little girl wonders 
what special treat her mother is bringing home for her birth-
day. When the doorbell rings, she is thrilled to meet the best 
surprise ever. Zunon’s familiar paint-and-collage illustrations 
use glowing brown faces and natural tones in the girl’s story 
and white, screen-printed human figures against painted back-
grounds in the father’s story set in the Ivory Coast. The story 
is replete with sensory details, and two spreads of backmatter 
round out the informational content, including maps, history, 
and a cake recipe.

Delectable treats plus family history make this a sweet 
story to share. (Picture book. 59)

The story is replete with sensory details, and two spreads 
of backmatter round out the informational content.

grandpa cacao



When Joy McCullough 
discovered Artemisia Gen-
tileschi’s story, she was 
outraged. 

“I reached my early 20s 
without having heard of 
this woman, who should be 
not only known as an artist, 
but a feminist icon,” says 
McCullough, who began 
researching the 17th-cen-

tury Italian painter’s remarkable life when a passing reference 
caught her eye in Margaret Atwood’s The Robber Bride. “I was 
so outraged I hadn’t heard her story before that I had to write 
it—it had to be told.”

Gentileschi toiled in her father’s studio at a time 
when women were considered men’s property, painting 
countless works to which he signed his name. When she 
was sexually assaulted by a tutor he hired, she refused 
silence: The case went to court, and the perpetrator was 
banished from Rome. McCullough based her debut YA 
novel, Blood Water Paint, on transcripts from the trial. In 
2018, it was nominated for a National Book Award.

“One of the reasons I wrote the book is to encourage 
people to tell their stories,” she 
says. “That doesn’t mean you 
have to bring charges against a 
rapist or tell everyone in your 
life. Sometimes telling your 
truth means telling it to your-
self. Actually articulating what 
happened to you can begin so 
much healing...and you don’t 
know, when you tell your story, 

how you might be affecting someone who’s not able to 
tell theirs.”

That the stories of women and girls need to be told 
and deserve to be listened to is a guiding principle at 
Penguin Young Readers Group. In the spirit of sister-
hood with Blood Water Paint, two hotly anticipated 2019 
titles further illustrate the point: Laurie Halse Ander-
son’s SHOUT (March 12) and Stacey Lee’s The Downstairs 
Girl (Aug. 13). All three are ways of looking at the past 
that tend to a feminist future. 

Like Blood Water Paint, Sta-
cey Lee’s The Downstairs Girl 
is historical fiction. However, 
Lee’s heroine, Jo Kuan, didn’t 
actually walk the streets of 
Atlanta, Georgia, circa 1890: 
She emerged from the author’s 
imagination, based on intensive 
research of Chinese-Americans 
in the South.

“I had to think, what sort of education would she have 
had access to?” Lee says. “Probably not a lot. But then 
how would she have come by her American ways? That 
developed as I had her living under a print shop, where 
she would have been an eavesdropper....Then I had to 
think, How would this have happened? What sort of 
personality would’ve been able to live down there?”

Witty, buoyant, wise, Jo is a keen observer of human 
nature. Unjustly fired from a millinery job, the 17-year-
old accepts a position as a lady’s maid to a privileged 
young white woman with a cheerless disposition. By 
night, however, she dons the hat of “Miss Sweetie,” an 
anonymous newspaper advice columnist whose bold 
missives become the talk of the town. 

These Penguin Young Readers Group writers are listening to 
the stories of women and girls & creating a feminist future

By Megan Labrise

[ S p o n s o r e d ]
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“When I was growing 
up, I was the shyest per-
son in the room,” Lee says. 

“I sat in the back, I didn’t 
raise my hand. It was fear 
of judgment, but also 
being very introverted.

“The more you get 
knocked down and get 
back up,” she says, “the 
more you learn about 

your strengths—Jo had to have a sense of humor, which 
is really one of those underrated strengths, to survive—
the stronger you become. Then you’re less afraid to share 
those pieces of you with the world. That’s been a journey 
in my life....Learn how to express yourself and, hopefully, 
one day you’ll have the ability to affect others.”

Both Lee and McCullough are inspired by Ander-
son, whose novel Speak, a 1999 
National Book Award Finalist, 
launched a million conversa-
tions—and counting—about 
teenage sexual assault. Her 
latest, SHOUT, is a powerful 
and profound memoir in verse 
that guides readers through her 
childhood, the sexual assault 
that inspired Speak, the writ-
ing and publication of the novel, 
and all that came after.

“This book came from a place that I didn’t even know 
existed,” Anderson says of SHOUT. “Obviously, I’ve 
been talking about sexual violence and listening to sur-
vivors for two decades, and that’s a lot of people. My dad 
was a preacher, which was helpful; I had a great model 
of how you listen when people want to share their pain, 
and what an honor that is and what a responsibility that 
can be. So I’ve been doing that for a long time, and what 

I didn’t realize how deeply 
planted the seeds of…”

She pauses.
“It’s not that this is a 

book about pain,” she says. 
“I think this is a book about 
hope and my own journey 
and the journey of countless 
others. We’re tired of pain. 
We’re ready to move to hope. 
And I think that journey 
from pain to hope, you have to walk through fire for part 
of it, and that’s what this book expresses.”

SHOUT’s blazing hope is for equality, understanding, 
compassion, bravery, productive conversations, and cre-
ative solutions. As Anderson writes in “The Reckoning,” 
it’s for nothing less than:

the new seeds, planted deep and cared for,
[who] will grow into strong children
with kind hands and strong bodies and honorable 
hearts
the first generation unscarred
untouchable 
that’s your loss 
and our triumph

“It’s been exciting to see people moving toward the 
understanding that we need to reframe how we talk 
about bodies,” she says, “starting when our children are 
literally learning how to speak. We’re going to have a 
new crop of tiny humans, and we are going to do better 
by them, and they’ll do better by their children. We’ve 
got to play a long game here. The patriarchy’s been mak-
ing it hard on everybody for way too long.”
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young 
adult

ANGEL THIEVES
Appelt, Kathi
Caitlyn Dlouhy/Atheneum (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Mar. 12, 2019
978-1-4424-2109-7  

A Texas bayou holds memories and 
secrets, weaving together people and 
animals through connected histories.

Buffalo Bayou takes her place as part 
of an ensemble cast that spans nearly two 
centuries. Sixteen-year-old Cade Curtis is 

a white boy who works alongside his father stealing angel statues 
from cemeteries for an antiques dealer, and Soleil Broussard is a 
16-year-old Creole Christian with a tiny honey bear jar tattooed 
on her wrist. The two attend school together in present-day 
Houston, Texas, but the story intertwines their connection with 
stories of slaves and an ocelot in a narrative that runs away like 
the rushing of a river. Texas is a gorgeous backdrop for the story, 
eliciting haunting imagery that spotlights the natural beauty of 
the state. Each character helps piece together a quilt of experi-
ences that stream from the omnipresent bayou who sees, hears, 
and protects, and the revelations of their overlapping connec-
tions are well-paced throughout. The novel is less successful, 
however, at underscoring why there are so many voices battling 
for space in the text. Too-short vignettes that are rather haphaz-
ardly forced together provide glimpses into the lives of the char-
acters but make it difficult to follow all of the threads. While an 
author’s note offers historical background explaining the inspira-
tion for the characters, it does not provide sufficient cohesion.

Moving imagery is muddied by disjointed character 
representation in a novel that feels overcrowded. (author’s 
note) (Fiction. 1315)

THE LOVELY AND THE LOST
Barnes, Jennifer Lynn
Freeform/Disney (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-4847-7620-9  

A young woman revisits her own 
traumatic past when she helps search for 
a missing little girl in this psychological 
thriller.

Kira has lived with her caring foster 
mom, Cady, a rescue dog trainer, and her 

goofy foster brother, Jude, since she was found in the woods as 
a child. She’s developed close relationships with both of them 

HOW (NOT) TO ASK A BOY TO PROM by S.J Goslee. ...................148

WE CONTAIN MULTITUDES by Sarah Henstra ............................. 149

KEEP THIS TO YOURSELF by Tom Ryan .........................................159

MY BODY MY CHOICE by Robin Stevenson .....................................160

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

HOW (NOT) TO ASK A BOY TO PROM
Goslee, S.J.
Roaring Brook (240 pp.)
$17.99  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-62672-401-3
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and with their spirited neighbor, Free, though in many ways it’s 
the dogs they train to whom she feels the strongest kinship. Her 
world is shaken to its core, however, when Cady’s long-estranged 
father, Bales, suddenly appears and they get pulled into the 
search effort in Sierra Glades National Park, which borders 
Cady’s hometown. Kira’s first-person narration will grip read-
ers as she experiences troubling flashbacks to her own long-ago 
ordeal that progressively ratchet the tension of this mystery up 
as it unfolds. Leisurely paced, the slow build allows for the intro-
duction of an array of somewhat unevenly developed characters, 
including a teen named Gabriel who lives with Bales, has been in 
legal trouble, and whose own family history is mired in secrets. 
The penultimate denouement will likely take readers by surprise 
as the plot detours into an unpredictable twist. All main charac-
ters are assumed white except for Gabriel, who is Latinx.

An engaging, clever, suspenseful story in which read-
ers—especially dog-loving teens—will easily lose them-
selves. (Thriller. 1218)

HOW TO COLLEGE
What to Know Before You Go 
(and When You’re There)
Brenner, Andrea Malkin & 
Schwartz, Lara Hope
St. Martin’s Griffin (304 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-250-22518-4  

A practical and thorough primer for 
high school students preparing to attend 
college.

The authors, both of whom have taught at American Uni-
versity, help seniors master important life skills and adjust suc-
cessfully to the first year of college. Topics covered include the 
expected—academics, health and wellness, time management, 
finances, internships—as well as ones that teens might not antici-
pate, such as imposter syndrome, fostering a successful mindset 
for being a college learner, and appropriate communication with 
professors. The volume is readable, well-organized, and explicitly 
claims to address universal needs and concerns. However, much of 
the advice assumes a middle-class, mainstream background, and 
first-generation college students, those living at home rather than 
in a dorm, LGBTQ+ students, students with disabilities, nontradi-
tional students, and students of color may feel overlooked or taken 
aback by some of the advice, such as to avoid talking about iden-
tity and diversity when you initially contact your new roommate. 
The all-too-brief section on sexual assault unfortunately addresses 
potential victims, missing an opportunity to educate potential 
perpetrators. Drug and alcohol abuse are, surprisingly, overlooked. 
College faculty and staff will appreciate the advice to parents about 
allowing young people to grow in responsibility. While not as uni-
versally applicable as the authors may have intended, this never-
theless contains information of value, particularly in addressing 
the differences between high school– and college-level academics.

A solid guide, as far as it goes. (notes, index) (Nonfiction. 
1619)

CASTLE OF LIES
Burkhart, Kiersi
Carolrhoda (352 pp.)
$18.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-5124-2997-8  

Secrets abound and elves invade in 
this multiperspective fantasy.

Readers are welcomed into the 
corridors of Four Halls castle through 
four first-person, present perspectives. 
There’s tenacious Thelia, her eyes set on 

the crown; quick-witted Parsifal, whose facial disfigurement is 
ridiculed; Bayled, the king’s ward and heir; and Sapphire, a non-
binary elf who overtakes Four Halls along with an elite elven 
crew. Though these elves arrive to prevent a dangerous overflow 
of Magic, their ruthless methods petrify the humans and shock 
Sapphire, who expected the invasion to be nonviolent. As con-
ditions worsen for the humans, Thelia, Parsifal, and Bayled work 
to overthrow the elves, with Sapphire showing signs of going 
turncoat as they develop affection for their captives. The nar-
rative’s strength lies in its strong-willed characters and deeply 
developed world, but these don’t make up for a slow-moving 
plot, unconvincing emotional beats, and a lack of agency among 
protagonists. While the split perspectives initially create 
intrigue by letting readers in on secrets and lies, later they lead 
to duplicated information reveals and contribute to the story’s 
slow pace. Life-threatening situations and complicated roman-
tic entanglements receive equal attention; an explicit sex scene 
between cousins will likely take readers by surprise, though a 
blooming polyamorous relationship is a refreshing addition. 
Protagonists are diverse in skin color, sexuality, and gender.

Compelling characters and worldbuilding are let down 
by an unengaging plot. (map) (Fantasy. 1618)

HOPE AND OTHER 
PUNCHLINES
Buxbaum, Julie
Delacorte (320 pp.) 
$21.99 PLB  |  May 7, 2019  
978-1-5247-6678-8

The legacy of 9/11 asserts its mark 
on a pair of contemporary, white, Jewish 
teens.

On Sept. 11, 2001, Abbi Hope Gold-
stein was immortalized in a famous 

photograph taken on her first birthday, in which she was being 
carried out of her day care while the first World Trade Cen-
ter tower collapsed in the background. Thereafter known as 

“Baby Hope,” 17-year-old Abbi is recognized all over her sub-
urban New Jersey town. When she starts to develop a bloody 
cough, her instinct is to hide her symptoms from her worrying 
parents so that she can enjoy one last summer before having 
to face the likelihood that she will succumb to 9/11 syndrome, 
which afflicts some of those exposed to toxins at ground zero. 
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While the word “feminist” for 
a time seemed to fall in disfa-
vor with younger women, there 
has been a dramatic shift in re-
cent years—both in the wide 
world (a significant rise in ap-
plications to women’s colleges, 
for example) and in many of the 
YA titles crossing my desk. It’s 
clear that justifiable anger, even 

rage, is focusing and fueling a sea change.
Unpresidented, by Martha Brockenbrough (2018), 

a meticulously researched account of the first two 
years of the presidency of Donald Trump, docu-
ments in detail his treatment of women and atti-
tudes toward policies that affect them, pointing to 
causes behind the rise of the #MeToo movement.

Some nonfiction titles overtly address the con-
cerns of young feminists, such as I Am a Feminist: 
Claiming the FWord in Turbulent Times, by Monique 
Polak (May 7), which is an accessible, comprehen-
sive guide that includes material on intersectional-

ity and advice for feminist 
boys and men. Unladylike: 

A Field Guide to Smashing 
the Patriarchy and Claim
ing Your Space, by Cristen 
Conger and Caroline Er-
vin (2018), takes older YA 
and adult readers through 
trickle-down feminism, 
patriarchy taxes, the 
mommy track, sexual op-
pression, gender identity, 
and much more.

Laurie Halse Ander-
son’s SHOUT (March 12) is a raw, courageous mem-
oir in verse about being raped at age 13 and writ-
ing her classic Speak (1999), which, disappointing-
ly, some adults have tried to keep out of the hands 
of young readers even as many girls and boys have 
bared their hearts to her about their own sexual as-
saults. In The Black Coats, by Colleen Oakes (Feb. 1), 
a group of young women form a secret organization 

to exact vigilante justice against violent, abusive 
men who—as is too often the case—escape pun-
ishment via conventional channels. It’s an exciting 
thriller and work of social commentary in one.

Reproductive rights are naturally a topic of fo-
cus as well. Intended to inspire dialogue around a 
critical subject, My Body My Choice: The Fight for 

Abortion Rights, by Robin Stevenson (May 7), takes 
a global, comprehensive approach to a topic that is 
frequently veiled in shame and secrecy. In Girls on 
the Verge (Apr. 9), a novel by Sharon Biggs Waller, 
readers follow a Texas teen as she attempts to have 
an abortion, meeting with 
many obstacles along the 
way. It’s an informative 
and sympathetic account 
of the reality far too many 
young women face. 

While these titles are 
critical contributions, I 
am still hoping to see more 
books by and about wom-
en from marginalized com-
munities, for example ones 
like South Asian–Canadian 
Vivek Shraya’s I’m Afraid of 
Men (2018), which is a pow-
erful, scathing indictment of toxic masculinity and 
the daily toll it takes, particularly on women of color 
and trans women like her, or the superlative 2017 title 
#NotYourPrincess: Voices of Native American Women, ed-
ited by Lisa Charleyboy and Mary Beth Leatherdale, 
which presents a broad range of voices in diverse for-
mats. —L.S.

Laura Simeon is the young adult editor. 

finding our voices
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Working as a summer camp counselor a few towns over, she is 
immediately recognized by her co-worker Noah Stern, who sees 
in Abbi the potential to answer a life-defining question regard-
ing his own 9/11 tragedy. Together they embark on a mission to 
talk to the other individuals pictured in the Baby Hope photo, 
an emotional journey that is tempered by a generous amount 
of banter between the quick-witted, endearingly awkward pair. 
Ultimately, their story delivers its fair share of gut punches and 
cathartic moments, couched in an overall light-toned narrative.

A valuable addition to the growing body of 9/11–related 
teen literature—one that will be especially appealing to 
teens today. (author’s note) (Fiction. 1418)

AN ANATOMY OF BEASTS
Cole, Olivia A.
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins 
(432 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-0-06-264424-4 
Series: Faloiv, 2 

Picking up directly after the events 
in A Conspiracy of Stars (2018), this volume 
follows Octavia in her search for answers 
and her discovery of yet more questions.

After losing her mother and uncovering the sinister plans 
of N’Terra’s most influential and extremist leader, Octavia 
flees her home, enduring another shock when she encounters 
her supposedly dead grandparents. Safe in the bewildering and 
amazing Faloii city of Mbekenkanush, Octavia discovers over 
100 humans—Acclimates who left N’Terra to learn from the 
Faloii. Their peace is shattered, however, when one of Dr. Alba-
tur’s weaponized experiments attacks and the Faloii become 
aware of N’Terra’s violations of Faloiv’s delicate natural order—
crimes that risk open war not just with the Faloii, but with the 
planet itself. Octavia is frantic to stem the tide of conflict, but 
every move she makes only seems to unearth more treacher-
ous secrets and deeper connections between the N’Terrans and 
the Faloii stretching back long before the humans ever crashed 
onto the planet. As with the first book, readers who hunger 
for immersive worldbuilding and for the moral ambiguity that 
is native to sci-fi as a genre will be well-sated here. Plot devel-
opment that initially teeters toward a colonizer-savior narra-
tive (much like Avatar) frenetically swings into greater, if still 
anthropocentric, complexity toward its conclusion. Octavia 
and several other characters are black; ethnicity is unclear for 
other humans.

Readers will eagerly barrel over the edge of this cliff-
hanger. (Science fiction. 1318)

ALL OUR BROKEN PIECES
Crichton, L.D.
Disney-Hyperion (416 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-368-02396-2  

Two rich teens—with one flaw each—
fall in love in neighboring Los Angeles 
mansions.

When Lennon moves into her 
father’s sprawling home, she’s struggling 
with the lifelong OCD that worsened 

after her mother’s death. She finds her match in bad-boy-next-
door Kyler, her partner for a class project on Romeo and Juliet. 
Like Lennon, Kyler is wealthy, white, a creative prodigy, and 
separated from hegemonic perfection by exactly one character-
defining flaw: a scar from a long-ago house fire. Kyler insists he’s 
hideous and refuses to play with his band in public; Lennon is 
sure her OCD is what killed her mother. Both characters self-
consciously mention their own privilege but seem incapable of 
imagining that anyone might have bigger problems than they 
do. Alternating-perspective chapters tell the story from Len-
non’s and Kyler’s points of view in turn, but their voices are so 
solipsistic and melodramatic as to be interchangeable—readers 
could be forgiven for thinking they’ve each fallen in love with 
themselves. More disturbingly, Kyler shows tendencies toward 
coercive control over the women in his life, including his sis-
ter, whose eating habits he monitors; Lennon’s stock-villain 
stepsister, toward whom he uses misogynistic slurs and physical 
intimidation; and Lennon herself, over whom Kyler explicitly 
claims ownership. The hyperbolic voices of the protagonists 
are both vapid and laborious to read. All characters are white 
except for a barely-there dark-skinned girl who shows Lennon 
around school.

An overblown love story lacking nuance or depth. 
(Romance. 1418)

WRECK
CronnMills, Kirstin
Sky Pony Press (280 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-5107-3903-1  

Devastated by her father’s revelation 
of his diagnosis with amyotrophic lateral 
sclerosis (ALS, or Lou Gehrig’s disease), 
17-year-old Tobin must cope with his 
swiftly declining physical and mental 
health.

Tobin lives with her father, Steve, a paramedic, in their 
hometown of Duluth, Minnesota. Her paternal family has deep 
roots, going back some 340 years to the original white European 
fur trappers who founded the city. Steve hires Ike Navarro, the 
son of his ambulance partner, as his personal care assistant. Ike 
was an Army medic in Afghanistan and is the great-grandson of 
Mexican immigrants. Together, Tobin and Ike take care of Steve, 
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with Ike providing Tobin big brother–like support and help-
ful guidance about the medical trajectory of the disease. The 
first-person perspective, which includes some journal entries, 
reveals a loving daughter tormented by the rapid worsening of 
symptoms and her father’s unfathomable plan to end his life. 
Cronn-Mills (Original Fake, 2016, etc.) paints a clear picture of 
the anticipatory grief Tobin is experiencing as well as the dif-
ficulty of communicating with family and friends. One impor-
tant exception is her understanding great-uncle Paul, who is 
gay; this detail is presented matter-of-factly. The city of Duluth 
is described well and provides a rooted-in-reality backdrop for 
the action. Lake Superior is an important presence, serving as a 
key part of the recurring—and effective—metaphor of Tobin’s 
frozen-with-grief heart.

A realistic take on ALS, caregiving, loss, and loyalty, 
with an appealing main character. (Fiction. 1418)

SANCTUARY SOMEWHERE
Dimmig, Brenna
West 44 Books (200 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Apr. 1, 2019
978-1-5383-8284-4  

Debut author Dimmig produces a 
deep and meaningful story in verse for 
reluctant readers about a young man 
who is shocked to discover that he is 
undocumented.

Osmel, a high school senior, lives 
in eastern Washington with his mother and 12-year-old sister, 
Leslie, and hopes to study meteorology in college. While cel-
ebrating Leslie’s birthday, Osmel learns from his law student 
aunt, Tía Alex—who recently marched alongside hundreds of 
other Dreamers in Seattle—that he and his mother are undocu-
mented. From that point onward, Osmel is filled with trepida-
tion. He confides in his school counselor but otherwise keeps 
this secret to himself, not even telling his mother he knows the 
truth. When his friend Juan confides that his dad didn’t come 
home the night before and later called his mom from a holding 
center, this only adds to Osmel’s daily apprehension. Told in the 
first person, primarily from Osmel’s perspective, descriptions 
of nature and weather patterns (his family works picking fruit 
in an orchard) and a sense of fear and loneliness permeate the 
story. Interludes from Leslie’s perspective offer a more assured, 
lyrical, and free voice, a fitting counterpoint to Osmel’s nar-
ration. The narrative is powerful, informative, and insightful, 
weakened only by a bumpy ending that feels overstuffed.

An undeniably moving read recommended for abso-
lutely everyone—Dreamer or not. (Verse novel. 1218)

HOT DOG GIRL
Dugan, Jennifer
Putnam (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 30, 2019
978-0-525-51625-5  

This is going to be the best sum-
mer yet for Elouise “Lou” Parker, who is 
spending the months before senior year 
working at a local amusement park.

This is the second summer Lou and 
her lesbian best friend, Seeley, are working 

at the park, and to her dismay, it will also be their last—the owner 
is closing it down for good at the end of the season. When she isn’t 
in her hot dog costume, Lou spends half her time scheming to save 
the park and the other half trying to get closer to her crush, Nick. 
She’s getting flirty vibes from him, but he’s already got a girlfriend, 
so bisexual Lou’s solution is to convince Seeley to pretend to be 
her girlfriend so they can go on double dates and she can get closer 
to him. They’re so close people mistake them for a couple anyhow, 
so what’s the harm? Dugan’s debut has a clear and confident voice, 
and her characters are sympathetic in their desire for happiness 
and fear of change; the supporting cast members have their own 
fully-developed personalities without overwhelming the main 
storyline. Lou’s inner narration is funny, clear, and emotional, espe-
cially when she is remembering her mother, who abandoned Lou 
and her father years ago. Set in rural New England, the white main 
cast has a few secondary characters of color.

A fun romantic comedy that evokes the pleasures of 
summertime. (Fiction. 1418)

HOW (NOT) TO ASK A 
BOY TO PROM 
Goslee, S.J.
Roaring Brook (240 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-62672-401-3  

A teenager bravely contends with hor-
mones, homosexuality, and high school in 
this uproarious romantic comedy of errors 
that breathes new life into the prom story.

Nolan Sheffield just wants to make 
it through his junior year without mak-

ing waves and follow his beloved older sister, Daphne, to college. 
The last thing on his mind is dating. Unfortunately for him, his 
overprotective big sis has other plans. Before Nolan knows what 
happened, he has an unexpected prom date, an improbable fake 
boyfriend—who once bullied him—and no clue how to make 
sense of the situation. In her second novel, Goslee (Whatever., 
2016) combines elements of the 1999 films Never Been Kissed and 
She’s All That into a delightful teen romp that is as hilarious as it 
is heartfelt. The author has an undeniable knack for dialogue and 
description and creates a cast of characters so genuine and amus-
ing that readers will scan their high schools hoping to find them. 
Nolan’s relationships with his adoptive parents and well-meaning 
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yet meddlesome sister anchor the narrative, creating a portrait 
of a quirky yet eminently supportive modern family that any 
gay child would envy. Nolan’s candid conversation with his mom 
about the birds and the bees demonstrates her unconditional 
love and provides hope that life may one day reflect art. Nolan 
and his family are white; scant physical descriptions leave readers 
speculating about other characters’ ethnicities based on names.

A tour de force novel with pages that almost seem to 
turn of their own accord. (Fiction. 1418)

DESCENDANT OF THE CRANE
He, Joan
Whitman (416 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-8075-1551-8  

Her father, the king, taught her to 
believe in the people, the courts, truth, 
and the new era.

As Hesina begins to seek justice for his 
death, she finds hard truths and becomes 
entangled in lies, some of her own making. 

In her debut, He creates an Asian-inspired fantasy where centuries 
ago, the last of the relic emperors, who pursued selfishness over the 
welfare of the people, was overthrown by the Eleven, a group of 
outlaw heroes who authored the Tenets, a book that the rulers of Yan 
have since lived by. In building this new era, they also perpetuated 
the systematic slaughter of the emperor’s henchmen, the sooths, 
and anyone else with the power to see the future—those whose 
blood burns blue. At 17, Hesina needs to be the ruler her father 
groomed her to be while navigating the land mines of court politics, 
internal power plays, and personal betrayal. The plot twists are truly 
dizzying at times, and everyone, from villain to ally, has an intrigu-
ing backstory. Learning forgiveness and the need to sympathize with 
the things people do to survive, Hesina evolves, sometimes painfully, 
from a naïve, reckless girl to a compassionate queen. All characters 
may be assumed Asian, and the author makes an effort to incorpo-
rate Chinese terms and writing conventions throughout.

With complex worldbuilding and character develop-
ment, readers tired of cookie-cutter stories will find some 
surprise twists here. (Fantasy. 1418)

WE CONTAIN 
MULTITUDES 
Henstra, Sarah
Little, Brown (400 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-0-316-52465-0  

An archaic form of communication, 
a contemporary setting, and the timeless 
lure of love.

Jo and Kurl attend the same Minne-
sota school and are pen pals by class assign-

ment. A bow-tied gay dandy and brawny football star respectively, 

polar opposition on the high school spectrum makes their pairing 
and correspondence even more poignant. Jo’s letters underscore 
his affinity for Walt Whitman and the reality of incessant bullying. 
Brooding, beefy Kurl scolds Jo for making himself a target (yet still 
fends off the bullies like a devoted, disgruntled bodyguard), evolves 
as a thoughtful writer, and reveals the root of his volatile temper. 
Over the course of a year, an affection between the two develops, 
as does a romance with all the trappings of secrecy, revelation, sepa-
ration, sobs, sex, and longing. The dual narrative differs from other 
storytelling duets in that these points of view aren’t separate; the 
written perceptions of one character are scrutinized and shared 
through the lens of the other. A love story, a therapy session, a rea-
son to read Whitman—the sweetness of unexpected amour is here, 
as is the saline of sadness. The main characters are white; diversity 
in secondary characters is implied through names. Graphic toxic 
masculinity, familial abuse, drug use, and sexual betrayal are bal-
anced (not obliterated) by the beauty of love between two boys 
who never expected the best from each other.

Your reason to root for love—and the power of the pen. 
(Fiction. 14adult)

The sweetness of unexpected amour is here, 
as is the saline of sadness.

we contain multitudes
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
J. Albert Mann

A NEW NOVEL ABOUT SEX EDUCATOR MARGARET SANGER 
FOCUSES ON HER PERSEVERANCE
By Megan Labrise

The conversation around women’s reproductive 
health has never been easy. Still today, women are 
fighting what seems like a Sisyphean battle to govern 
their own bodies rather than having them tied up in 
the law. However, there’s no denying that progress 
has been made in the ongoing campaign for women’s 
rights when we stop to consider the long history of 
women’s activism. 

In her new YA novel, What Every Girl Should Know: 
Margaret Sanger’s Journey (Feb. 12), J. Albert Mann high-
lights one seminal female activist’s life not through her 
career but through educating young readers about the 
foundation that work rests upon. Though countless 
books have been written on Margaret Sanger—famed 

sex educator, birth control activist, and founder of 
Planned Parenthood—Mann was interested in illumi-
nating another side of her. In Sanger’s adolescence and 
early adulthood, she found a story of perseverance that 
she hoped might inspire teenagers to take action when 
facing adversity. 

One can glean from Sanger’s early years why she 
chose a life in service of women’s health. As Mann 
chronicles in her book—which is effectively told in 
first person from Sanger’s point of view—the activ-
ist spent her formative years in the late 1800s caring 
for her ailing mother, whose long battle with con-
sumption was exacerbated by the 18 pregnancies she 
endured (seven of which were unsuccessful). In one 
chilling line, Mann writes, “I’ve almost never known 
my mother alone in her own body.” Strong-willed and 
outspoken, Sanger was determined to leave the pov-
erty she grew up in, discovering her purpose in college 
while her other 10 sisters and brothers found work in-
stead. Her father, an open atheist and fervent social-
ist—who, Mann notes when speaking to me over the 
phone, “did a lot more talking than he did effecting 
change”—instilled in Sanger the agency and ideals that 
eventually fed into her groundbreaking work for wom-
en’s reproductive health. 

In painting an empathetic portrait of the activist 
as a young woman, navigating her body and her place 
in society, Mann creates a picture that many don’t see 
when they, say, Google Sanger. Describing one site that 
comes up when searching Sanger’s name, Mann recalls 
(her voice audibly cringing) “a picture of [Sanger’s] face 
with blood covering it and this horrible organ music 
playing.” 

“I find so much out there about Margaret Sanger 
that drowns out her voice,” Mann says. To cut through 
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EVERYTHING GROWS
Herman, Aimee
Three Rooms Press (300 pp.) 
$15.00 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-941110-68-3  

In 1993 suburban New Jersey, a teen 
processes a peer’s death and a parent’s 
near death while deciphering her own 
identity.

Fifteen-year-old Eleanor wasn’t close 
to classmate James before he killed him-

self: James had called her homophobic slurs, pushed her down, 
and spit on her. When a teacher assigns epistolary journals, 
Eleanor directs hers to James because her own mother recently 
attempted suicide. But Eleanor’s immediately sympathetic 
tone toward her late bully—even wanting to make him a mix-
tape!—is baffling. When she acquires James’ journal and savors 
it, it seems a textually convenient way to slowly dole out James’ 
backstory to readers. Her warmth fits only later, after she dis-
covers James had a secret of his own. On the plus side, the page-
turning prose offers a sparkling new friend, a first kiss, and a 
worth-her-weight-in-gold trans mentor. The text is graceful 
and nuanced as Eleanor comes out as a lesbian and then keeps 
wondering who she is because she senses another layer. Some 
readers will be frustrated that despite a name change to Eler, 
Eler never articulates that other layer. A trans and/or nonbi-
nary identity for Eler feels both definite and unclaimed, the arc 
achingly unfinished. Eler is white and Jewish. In a novel where 
most characters are white—though Eler’s love interest is coded 
as black—it is unfortunate that when ethnic diversity appears, 
it is often in a negative context.

Flawed but with great beauty. (Fiction. 1518)

TINFOIL CROWNS
Jones, Erin
Flux (352 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-63583-032-3  

With her quirky sense of humor and 
handcrafted tinfoil accessories, 17-year-
old Fit is a YouTube sensation.

Fit is driven to rise above her cir-
cumstances. When she was a toddler, 
her family had a comfortable, middle-

class life. This all changed when Fit’s mother, River, in the hell-
ish grip of postpartum psychosis, tried to kill her and her infant 
brother. River went to prison, Fit’s grandfather gained custody, 
and the family lost everything. Fit’s trauma metastasized into a 
temper that quickly escalates into destructive rage when trig-
gered. Her legions of fans and their comments, shares, and likes 
are her comfort. Her mother’s eventual release from prison 
provides just the kind of storyline her followers crave, and Fit’s 
manipulation of the mother-daughter drama brings the views 
she needs to secure her big break but leaves a slew of wounded 

the noise, Mann decided to vocalize Sanger’s convic-
tions through fiction. “If teens can hear her and un-
derstand who she is and where she came from,” says 
Mann, then her hope is that they’ll go on and inves-
tigate the reformer’s life. And readers are provided a 
generous launching point with a discerning historical 
note at the end of the book—which gives a thorough 
overview of Sanger’s lifework while also elucidating 
the charges that have been leveled against her. 

“Whenever Sanger is brought up, the two big things 
we hear are always, ‘She was a racist and she was a eu-
genicist,’ ’’ explains Mann. “My belief is that we charge 
these things to remove her message. This is what we’ll 
talk about instead of talking about women’s health. 
It’s almost a look-over-here kind of trick.” 

In an age of misinformation, it takes a tremen-
dous amount of effort to “combat the bullshit,” Mann 
says. “There’s this feeling inside us to say, ‘Well, things 
are better, if we start moving forward,’ ” she contin-
ues. But just because we’ve made headway in wom-
en’s rights doesn’t mean the battle’s over—as we’ve 
learned from the amplitude of women’s voices in the 
years since a certain “bemoaned ruler,” as Mann refers 
to him, came into power in the White House. The key, 
Mann believes, is to keep talking. When it comes to 
race and gender, the practices have become institu-
tionalized. For history to continue changing, people 
have to be heard. “We have to keep bringing these 
things up,” Mann says. “When someone says, ‘That’s 
enough now’ or ‘I think you’ve gone too far,’ until 
we’re equal, then we haven’t gone too far.” 

What Every Girl Should Know was reviewed in the Nov. 
15, 2018, issue. 
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Julie Berry

THE GODDESS OF LOVE HERSELF NARRATES LOVELY WAR, AN EPIC 
ROMANTIC PAGE-TURNER
By James Feder

It took Julie Berry, the author of a number of cel-
ebrated novels for young audiences, a few attempts 
at her latest YA novel, Lovely War (March 5), before 
her ideas got some traction. In reading about World 
War II, she was repeatedly struck by how often ref-
erences were made to experiences in World War I, 
a conflict largely glossed over in the United States 
due to the brevity of that country’s involvement. “I 
wanted to show the scope of that war,” Berry ex-
plains, “how long it was, how big it was, but I strug-
gled to figure out how to form a young adult nov-
el about it.” After a number of attempts, including 
pages and pages of false starts that would have to be 

thrown aside, inspiration struck—from the heavens. 
“There really was divine inspiration,” Berry says, re-
ferring to the blossoming of her narrative with the 
introduction of a pantheon of divine narrators. “I 
realized I needed a nonhuman perspective,” she ex-
plains. “I needed an omniscient mind that under-
stood the war in its totality but would still allow me 
to tell a more personal story about a small handful 
of individuals.” 

In Lovely War, a jealous Hephaestus lays a trap for 
his cheating wife Aphrodite and her lover, his broth-
er, Aries, in a New York hotel room. The year is 1942, 
and against the backdrop of man-made devastation 
on a global scale, the god of fire demands that Love 
and War stand trial for their crimes against him. In 
her defense, Aphrodite says she is incapable of true 
love herself and offers two tales of love as evidence: 
those of Hazel and James and Collette and Aubrey, 
two couples whose lives and relationships were de-
fined by the Great War. The goddess turns over the 
authorial voice to other gods as they offer testimony 
about the parts of the story they influenced—Aries 
in war, Apollo in art, and Hades in death. 

Hazel first feels James’ eyes on her as she plays 
the piano at a benefit event in London in 1917. Their 
connection is immediate, and despite the fact that 
James is about to ship out to France, they allow 
themselves to fall for each other. Hazel falls so hard, 
in fact, that she ends up leaving behind her privi-
leged life in England to follow her beau to the con-
tinent, deciding to volunteer at a Red Cross camp. 

“Women’s lives changed in countless ways,” Berry 
notes of World War I. “By the time World War II 
came around, it wasn’t Rosie the Riveter’s first time 
at the rodeo.” Especially in Britain, women flooded 

Photo courtesy Travis Tanner
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relationships in its wake. Debut author Jones weaves together 
enormous themes—mental health, trauma, social media, and 
class—without a hint of judgment. This of-the-minute narra-
tive is accessible and authentic, layered with diverse, flawed, and 
immensely likable characters. The perspective shifts between 
Fit and River, the latter both in the past when she lost touch 
with reality and in the present as she achingly works to piece 
herself and her family back together after more than a decade 
of incarceration. Fit and her family are white.

An empathetic glimpse into the rise of tomorrow’s 
celebrity du jour. (Fiction. 1418)

HAPPY MESSY SCARY LOVE
Konen, Leah
Amulet/Abrams (272 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-4197-3489-2  

When the rest of your friends have 
thrilling summer plans, it’s hard to get 
excited about spending your summer 
working at a zip-line company—espe-
cially when heights make you nervous.

To make things worse, when curly-
haired Olivia, who struggles with the occasional pimple, 
shows up for her first day of work, she’s shocked to find that 
Jake, one of her co-workers, is the same person she knows 
as Elm, whom she’s been chatting with online for months 
under the name Carrie (from her favorite horror movie). To 
make it even more awkward, brown-eyed, glasses-wearing 
Jake doesn’t realize that Olivia is Carrie, because the pic-
ture she sent him was actually of her beautiful, blonde best 
friend, Katie. Instead of clearing up the confusion immedi-
ately, Olivia keeps lying even as she starts to fall for the guy, 
creating a modern-day Cyrano de Bergerac plot that relies 
heavily on coincidence and internal angst. Konen (Love 
and Other Train Wrecks, 2018, etc.) offers up friendly-but-
steamy moments of romance that are shining points in an 
otherwise tired plot. Olivia’s passivity is exhausting, as she 
seems unable to move forward without continual emotional 
boosts from friends, love interest, and family, whether she’s 
going for a zip-line ride, writing her screenplay, or deciding 
to continue with the identity farce. Major characters are 
assumed white.

A story of the lies we tell ourselves and other people 
even when the truth would be easier and more rewarding. 
(Fiction. 1417)

the workforce to fill the places left behind as en-
tire generations of men left for the front. “I hadn’t 
remembered the connection between women’s suf-
frage and World War I,” Berry says, “but it really 
was like letting a genie out of the bottle. Once wom-
en proved they were plenty capable and disciplined, 
there was no going back.” 

If Hazel’s and James’ lives prior to the war were 
relatively problem-free, Aubrey’s and Collette’s 
lives are very much the opposite. For Collette, it’s 
the “Rape of Belgium,” the unbelievable destruc-
tion Germany unleashed on the neutral nation, 
while for Aubrey, it’s the brutal reality of life as a 
black man in segregated America—something that 
follows him even as he travels across the world to 
fight for the nation that sees and treats him as lesser. 
While each couple faces different challenges, they 
are able to see the strength and conviction of their 
own love reflected in the other. 

As the trial drags on, as the gods weave their 
tale, and as connections ebb and trauma flows, an 
overarching question hangs above them all like the 
sword of Damocles. “This really is a story about 
whether true love can overcome brokenness,” Berry 
says, “about whether love is still even viable in this 
modern, nuclearized world. Personally, I don’t think 
I could begin to answer that question in anything 
other than a 400-page book.”

Lovely War received a starred review in the Jan. 1, 2019, 
issue. 
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Renée Watson & Ellen Hagan

THE WRITERS COLLABORATE ON A NOVEL THAT’S A MANIFESTO 
FOR BUDDING FEMINISTS
By Laura Jenkins

Truth is, they wanted to spend more time together. 
Renée Watson and Ellen Hagan had been friends for 
nearly a decade when they agreed that co-writing 
a book would be a good way to make that happen. 
Though they’d taught side by side at DreamYard, a 
community arts organization in the Bronx, each had 
become immersed in her own work. Watson penned 
several highly acclaimed picture, middle-grade, 
and YA books, including the Newbery Honor– and 
Coretta Scott King Award–winning novel Piecing Me 
Together (2017). Hagan had published two volumes 
of poetry and contributed to anthologies, including 
She Walks in Beauty (2014), edited by Caroline Ken-
nedy. But once the two sat down and started brain-
storming ideas on their potential co-write, there 
was no turning back.

“We’re like-minded, and I knew that we could 
create something together that would matter to 
both of us and hopefully to our readers,” says Wat-
son. “I’ve had the most fun writing this with Ellen. 
I don’t normally say writing is fun—it’s really hard 

for me and very solitary. But to have someone in the 
room with you to connect with and bounce ideas off 
of was really nice.” 

The result of their collaboration is the Kirkus-
starred YA novel Watch Us Rise (Feb. 12), a story 
about how two high school students in New York—
Jasmine and Chelsea—use their creative gifts, voic-
es, and close friendship to confront inequality and 
injustice. Though the characters they penned were 
not exactly autobiographical, Watson and Hagan 
both brought experiences to the table that set the 
fictional story against a backdrop of organic authen-
ticity.

“I got my MFA in New York,” says Hagan. “I’ve 
worked with organizations like Community Word 
Project and DreamYard, which are nonprofit, arts-
based, social justice organizations that create co-
horts of artists that talk back to the world. I’m al-
ways trying to figure out what that looks like with 
the young people I teach.”

“I grew up with teachers who were asking us to re-
spond to the world through art,” adds Watson. “We 
were writing poems and monologues thinking about 
race, gender, class, and the intersection of those 
things. On a bigger level, as a kid, I was already be-
ing groomed to be who I am now. So it was very nat-
ural for me to help young people cope with what’s 
happening in their world through the arts.”

The teen protagonists in the book narrate the 
story in alternating chapters. Watson wrote Jasmine 
and Hagan wrote Chelsea as they sat back to back in 
Hagan’s New York apartment, typing away on their 
computers. During breaks they’d read chapters and 
offer feedback to one another. As one might imag-
ine, their real-life friendship crept onto the page. 

Photo courtesy David Flores
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ALWAYS SMILE
Carley Allison’s Secrets for 
Laughing, Loving and Living
Kuipers, Alice
Kids Can (392 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-5253-0040-0  

When the late Canadian figure skater 
and singer/songwriter Carley Allison, 
was diagnosed with a rare and deadly 
cancer at 17, she shared her difficult jour-

ney through treatment.
This authorized biography draws from Carley’s blog, text 

messages, photos on social media, and interviews with family 
and friends. All testify to Carley’s popularity, upbeat personal-
ity, athleticism, competitive drive, and generosity throughout 
her brief life. She set and met tough goals for herself through 
surgeries, chemotherapy, and radiation. Medical intervention 
exhausted, she tried residential treatment at an alternative Flor-
ida institute claiming cancer cures via a raw, vegan diet. Against 
her parents’ wishes, doctors told then-19-year-old Carley that 
she was dying. The timing of events isn’t always clear, and inter-
views are undated, but the clear intention is to inspire others 
to remain optimistic and positive: When an effort fails, there’s 
always something else to try. Contradicting that message is the 
equally strong portrait of someone exceptional afflicted with 
an exceedingly rare cancer. Carley, who was of European and 
Iranian descent, was supported by a loving, financially comfort-
able family and a loyal network of friends. It’s when the mask 
of cheery optimism falters that readers truly connect with Car-
ley; then her journey becomes ours. Readers comfortable with 
social media will be drawn in by the large number of photo-
graphs, varied formats, and brief segments.

A touching portrait of a remarkable celebrity influ-
encer who used her exposure to inspire herself and others. 
(Biography. 1216)

DETECTIVE COMICS
80 Years of Batman 
Ed. by Levitz, Paul.
DC Comics (424 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Mar. 19, 2019
978-1-4012-8538-8  

An 80-year retrospective shows the 
fraught and fascinating evolution of the 
beloved caped crusader.

Spanning nearly a century, this sprawl-
ing anthology traverses Batman’s Detective 

Comics history, starting with “The Crimson Avenger,” a precursor 
to Batman from 1938. Later issues from the 1940s introduce Boy 
Wonder Robin and Two-Face but also lesser-known characters 
like the Boy Commandos. Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, Bat-
woman and Batgirl make their first appearances. As the collection 
reaches the present day, readers encounter a recognizable cast 

“I think that one of the things we wanted to do in 
this book was show this black girl and this white girl 
being very much friends and being in it together,” 
says Watson, “but also having those bumps where 
something happens. And instead of them not ex-
pressing how they feel, they’re able to talk about it 
and move past it. I think we could all learn from Jas-
mine and Chelsea in that regard.”

Casting a vision of what strong friendships look 
like was a primary aim for both authors. But they 
also hope that the book inspires more than just 
teenagers.  

“I think we were both trying to write not only 
what is, [but] what can be,” says Watson, “so edu-
cators can see what it looks like to create space in 
their schools for young people to share their voices.”

Laura Jenkins is a writer and photojournalist who lives 
in the Texas Hill Country. The starred review for Watch 
Us Rise can be found at kirkus.com. 
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of characters and the ongoing exploration of Batman’s tortured 
psyche. Detective Comics is separate from the stand-alone Batman 
line, and both exist concurrently within the DC Universe. Seeing 
how the styles, use of color, and text bubbles evolve throughout 
the decades is compelling; in the early volumes, the issues burst 
forth with a bright, almost psychedelically hued palette; they 
later fade to the shadowy palette now associated with the Dark 
Knight. Narratively, however, readers can see how overt racism 
and casual misogyny were bandied about in earlier decades and 
have now changed. Despite past offenses, this look back at an 
iconic hero is intriguing not only for devout fans, but also for 
those interested in comics history. In addition to the comics, 
there are contributions written by fans, including Neil Gaiman 
and Cory Doctorow, and short biographies of many of the cre-
ators who contributed to the collected works.

Engrossing on many levels. (biographies, cover galler-
ies) (Graphic fiction. 13adult)

LIES MY TEACHER TOLD ME 
(YOUNG READERS EDITION)
Everything American History 
Textbooks Get Wrong
Loewen, James W.
New Press (256 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-62097-469-8  

A slimmed-down version of Loewen’s 
(Sundown Towns, 2018, etc.) damning 
indictment of the way United States his-

tory is taught.
As in the adult edition, the author bases his argument on 

critical examinations of 18 high school textbooks published 
between 1974 and 2007. He sees clear tendencies to blandly 
hero-ify not only historical figures—such as Helen Keller, 
commonly presented in relation to her disabilities, not for her 
lifelong social and political radicalism—but also American 
culture and government, which are consistently portrayed as 
international forces for good despite centuries of invasion-
based foreign policy. To freshen his material, the author slips 
in more recent statistics and general comments that newer 
textbooks seem to have filled in at least some of the more egre-
gious gaps. More provocatively, he also flings down a gauntlet 
to young readers by not reproducing two of the five photos he 
discusses as iconic images of the war in Vietnam, arguing that 
they are still too edgy for some school districts. He also offers 
alternative narratives about the conflicts between European 
immigrants and Indigenous residents, slavery, racism, social 
class, and the ideal of “progress.” Overall, he presents a cogent 
argument for studying historical nuances. He argues that young 
people should not be deprived of hearing the incredible truth 
of American history in service to avoidance of controversy or 
blinkered, parochial nationalism.

An accessible, eye-opening invitation to look for hid-
den—and not-so-hidden—agendas in supposedly authori-
tative sources. (notes, index) (Nonfiction. 1318)

THIS IS NOT A LOVE SCENE
Megale, S.C.
Wednesday Books (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-250-19049-9  

A humorous, hearty novel about the 
realities (and fantasies) of being a teen-
ager with a disability.

Maeve is a Fredericksburg, Virginia, 
18-year-old looking for love, feeding her 
passion for film, and texting her friends. 

She also has “a form of muscular dystrophy,” and while she may 
be perceived as asexual, that doesn’t stop her from positively 
expressing her sexuality and flirting with any hot guy she sets her 
sights on, especially Cole Stone, an actor in a film she’s shoot-
ing. Maeve is fully aware that her disability does not diminish 
her worth, and while it does sometimes create insecurity, it never 
holds her back for long. Maeve fights a variety of ableist ideas 
and situations, yet, strangely, she doesn’t seem to consider certain 
events problematic, such as when a priest interrupts a parade to 
bless her. Unfortunately, Maeve’s best friend, Mags, isn’t always 
supportive—she is continually negative about Maeve’s romantic 
pursuits—and seems to be more of a tool for plot development 
than a fully formed character. Megale’s #ownvoices debut is nar-
rated by Maeve with strings of fast-paced and memorable text 
messages interspersed throughout the text. The structure of the 
novel, with multiple points of tension and resolution, creatively 
maintains reader interest. The book assumes a white default for 
most characters; one of Maeve’s friends is black.

Readers will want to zoom in on this story featuring 
a strong, sexually confident, disabled female character. 
(Fiction. 1618)

THERE’S SOMETHING 
ABOUT SWEETIE
Menon, Sandhya
Simon Pulse/Simon & Schuster (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 14, 2019
978-1-5344-1678-9  

When Sweetie Nair embraces her 
identity as a fat person, the results lead 
to a Bollywood-style romance.

Indian-American Sweetie is fat. She’s 
also a star athlete, a talented singer, and a 

straight-A student, but somehow, her body always seems to eclipse 
everything else. So when handsome, wealthy star basketball player 
Ashish Patel’s mother approaches Sweetie’s mother to set the two 
teens up on a date and Sweetie’s mother turns her down because 
of Sweetie’s weight, Sweetie decides that it’s time to take her 
life into her own hands. Step No. 1 in the Sassy Sweetie Project: 
Date Indian-American Ashish behind her parents’ backs. At first, 
Sweetie does this to prove her self-worth, but when the teens begin 
to fall for each other, she realizes that Ashish’s baggage, rather than 
her own, might be the real obstacle. Although it is refreshing to see 



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   y o u n g  a d u l t   |   1  m a r c h  2 0 1 9   |   1 5 7

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

a fat person of color as a romantic lead, Sweetie’s intuitive wisdom 
makes her seem almost magical, masking opportunities for nuance 
in her journey. At times, the prose is pedantic, listing the trials and 
tribulations of being a fat person rather than weaving it into the 
action. The contradiction is particularly visible since, by contrast, 
Ashish’s character trajectory delves deeply and believably into his 
vulnerability. The romantic scenes are a lot of fun to read but are 
not enough to carry the book.

An entertaining romance that could have benefited 
from more character development. (Romance. 1418)

NOCTURNA
Motayne, Maya
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (480 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-06-284273-2  

Crown Prince Alfie has unwittingly 
unleashed an evil god that must be recap-
tured before it destroys the kingdom of 
Castallan.

Unable to come to terms with the 
death of his older brother, Prince Alfie has 

traveled the world, searching and failing to find magic that will 
bring Dez back. Back home, uncertain of his fitness to be the new 
crown prince and still trying to find the elusive magic, he meets 
Finn, a thief with a rough background, a sassy tongue, and the 
ability to change her facial features to resemble others’. When his 
cousin is poisoned, Alfie—an inexperienced bruxo—improbably 
releases a god that has been bound for centuries by the combined 
magic of the finest bruxos. Will the cousin be saved? Will the king-
dom? Unless he is recaptured, the god of darkness, Sombra, will 
cast darkness over the world and bring about Nocturna. Debut 
author Motayne has created two likable and well-fleshed-out char-
acters in Alfie and Finn but has failed to do the same for the world 
upon which the novel rests. Tequila, sangria, flan, and the peso are 
but crumbs standing in for worldbuilding. Other characters in the 
novel are as sketchily described as their world.

An interesting premise, likable characters, and high 
adventure carry this novel, but it is difficult to see it becom-
ing a trilogy without a backbone to hold it up. (Fantasy. 1418)

UNDER THE MOON
A Catwoman Tale
Myracle, Lauren
Illus. by Goodhart, Isaac
DC Ink (208 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-4012-8591-3  

Catwoman’s mythos is given a fresh 
graphic reinvention.

Fourteen-year-old Selina Kyle’s life is 
wretched. After a string of despicable boy-

friends, her mother finally settles on Dernell, a vile and toxic man 

who is abusive to both Selina and her mother. Reaching her break-
ing point, Selina runs away, dropping out of school. Now home-
less, she joins a group of tech-savvy young thieves: rambunctious 
parkour-master Ojo, brainiac mastermind Yang, and Rosie, a non-
verbal child. Like Selina, Rosie has suffered an appalling trauma, 
and the girls quickly bond. Despite rumors of a homicidal man-
eating dog plaguing Gotham City, the gang decides to attempt a 
daring heist. When the plan goes disastrously awry, Selina must 
not only save Rosie, but confront her own demons. Catwoman has 
had many different iterations, but Myracle’s (The Backward Season, 
2018, etc.) interpretation is well-wrought, adding a new depth and 
a contemporary spin on an already complex, iconic character, tran-
scending tired superhero tropes. Goodhart’s cinematically styled, 
action-packed, blue-hued art holds back nothing from the reader, 
tackling difficult scenes of child abuse, violence against animals, 
and self-harm. Those who enjoyed Sarah J. Maas’ prose in Cat
woman: Soulstealer (2018) will certainly appreciate Myracle’s inter-
pretation. Selina, her mother, and Dernell present as white, Yang 
as Asian, and Ojo presumably as Latinx, while Rosie and her family 
appear African-American; the one nonslender female character is 
presented in an unfortunately negative light.

A high-octane, emotionally-charged reimagining that 
is definitely the cat’s meow. (Graphic fiction. 12adult) 

FORWARD ME BACK TO YOU
Perkins, Mitali
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (432 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-0-374-30492-8  

A summer church trip to Kolkata 
allows two American teens to serve, grow, 
and heal their own suffering in unex-
pected ways.

Katina King is a 16-year-old Brazilian 
jujitsu champion, a scholarship student at 

an elite Oakland school, and the brown-skinned, biracial daughter 
of a single white mother. After a male student assaults her, Kat’s 
anxiety, rage, and anguish disrupt her focus on winning matches and 
applying to college. Eighteen-year-old Robin Thornton was adopted 
as a toddler from an Indian orphanage by wealthy white Bostonians. 
He can’t seem to find true belonging or be more than a rudderless 
sidekick to his white jock friend. When Kat’s mother sends her to 
Boston for a break from Oakland, the teens meet, traveling to Kol-
kata with their pastor to work with survivors of child trafficking. Kat 
decides to teach the young women how to fight while Robin, now 
going by Ravi, hopes to find his birth mother. But they learn the 
hard way that they must first earn the trust and respect of those they 
serve and that service may be very different from what they imagine. 
Perkins (You Bring the Distant Near, 2017, etc.) celebrates Christian 
faith, superheroes, and Kolkata life through the interleaved perspec-
tives of sympathetic and earnest protagonists and in simple language 
that speaks straight to the heart.

A hymn to faith, friendship, and social justice, sung 
by gentle men and strong women of many colors and ages. 
(Fiction. 14adult)

A hymn to faith, friendship, and social justice.
forward me back to you
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5 women you should 
be reading

Vivek Shraya Tehlor Kay Mejia

Jenn Bennett Adaobi Tricia Nwaubani

Mitali Perkins

GIRL MOGUL
Dream It. Do It. Change 
the World
Pham, Tiffany
Imprint (224 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Apr. 2, 2019
978-1-250-29896-6  

A guide for teens for success in 
school and beyond.

Pham (You Are a Mogul, 2018, etc.), the founder of Mogul, an 
online platform built to connect women across the world, pro-
vides advice for teen girls to thrive in both work and their per-
sonal lives. Readers will find tips and advice on how to receive 
mentorship, make tough decisions, and forge healthy friend-
ships. Throughout, Pham relates anecdotes from her own life 
to illustrate how her advice can be put into practice before ever 
setting foot in the working world. Each chapter also features 
a “mogul mentor,” who offers further advice or examples of 
how she has overcome obstacles in her own life. Sidebars urg-
ing simple and immediate action and colorful, attractive pages 
make this an easy, enjoyable read while still presenting infor-
mation about many different situations. Themes of feminism 
and diversity are constant: Young women are encouraged to 
find their voices and speak up; women of varying abilities, eth-
nicities, and nationalities are featured; and a diverse audience 
is assumed. Pham’s parents are Vietnamese and Chinese, and 
she is an immigrant from France. Readers may be intimidated 
by Pham’s apparently constant drive, but portions of chapters 
do advocate for balance. While some advice veers far into the 
realm of business, overall readers are empowered to strive and 
succeed no matter their passion.

An empowering guide to hustling before you’re out of 
high school. (Nonfiction. 1221)

THE WISE AND THE WICKED
Podos, Rebecca
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 28, 2019
978-0-06-269902-2  

Sixteen-year-old Ruby Chernyavsky 
must decide whether to use her ances-
tors’ magical past to lengthen her uncer-
tain future.

Ruby is proud to come from a long 
line of magical women. But as far as she 

can tell, the only power her family has left is the ability to see 
their Time: a flash of what they will be doing just before they 
die. Since age 13, Ruby has known that her life will be short, 
which, coupled with her mother’s disappearance, plunged her 
into depression. Then Ruby’s Great-Aunt Polina passes away 
long after her Time predicted, offering hope that her family’s 
powers may allow her to extend her life. Ruby is determined to 
do whatever her great-aunt did—until she realizes that length-
ening her own life comes at a price. Podos (Like Water, 2017, 
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etc.) uses the simple premise of foreseeing one’s own death to 
weave a fast-paced, nuanced study of good and evil. The book’s 
main characters are white, two protagonists are queer, and one 
is trans. Ruby’s character development is fascinating, although 
certain aspects of her personality—such as her obsession with 
science and her tendency to drink heavily—flicker in and out 
rather than driving the plot. Although the ending provides a 
satisfying conclusion to Ruby’s story, it also leaves many strands 
unresolved which readers will anticipate exploring in the sequel.

A page-turning mixture of magic, suspense, and queer 
romance that keeps readers enthralled. (Speculative fiction. 
1418)

I AM A FEMINIST
Claiming the F-Word in 
Turbulent Times 
Polak, Monique
Illus. by Fitzgerald, Meags 
Orca (176 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-4598-1892-7 
Series: Orca Issues 

A volume that seeks to clarify the 
history and complexity of the meaning of “feminist” for a new 
generation of teens.

Polak’s (Passover Family, 2018, etc.) knowledgeable voice 
provides a simple yet comprehensive overview of key feminist 
issues, successfully highlighting the evolution of this social 
cause from the suffragists through the #MeToo movement 
of modern times. Beginning with a chapter on the different 
waves of feminism, Polak emphasizes how activists through 
the decades have fought for their belief in social, political, and 
economic equality for the sexes. In easily digested chapters, she 
explains the damaging effect of misogyny on women, Indige-
nous people and people of color, LGBTQ+ people, those who 
are impoverished, and disabled communities around the world. 
Rather than shy away from tensions in the movement, she high-
lights the need for intersectionality, encourages active involve-
ment, and devotes a chapter to male feminists. If feminism is 
too often defined by the individual fight for autonomy, Polak 
is careful to clarify that all feminists must examine their own 
privilege and be aware of ways one person can be liberated at 
the expense of another. This amply illustrated introduction will 
spark discussion among teens who wish to make a difference in 
their community.

From body image to date rape, pay inequality to sexual 
harassment, this guide introduces important topics that 
can be difficult for teenagers to discuss. (author’s note, 
glossary, resources, references, index) (Nonfiction. 1218)

AGAIN, BUT BETTER
Riccio, Christine
Wednesday Books (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-250-29925-3  

A shy college student time travels 
into a second chance at love and life.

When Shane Primaveri travels to 
London for a semester abroad, she wants 
to have a go at doing college right: She 
vows to be braver socially, and she’s lying 

to her parents about continuing her pre-med track when she’s 
really studying writing. The roommate-assigning fates gift 
Shane with instant friends, she meets a flirtatious boy named 
Pilot, and she excels in her classes. But her scary, controlling 
parents discover her deception, and Shane returns to America 
dejected. Six years later, about to become a doctor, she still feels 
hollow and regretful. She looks up Pilot and they stumble back 
in time (as in Shane’s favorite TV show, Lost, the supernatural 
rules at play here are mismatched and vague). She helps a friend 
see through a jerk love interest but becomes subsumed in drama 
with the wishy-washy Pilot—until she realizes that she’s losing 
her chance at the redo she most wanted: to pursue writing for 
real. Shane and Pilot share a white default; several secondary 
characters are racially diverse. Making all Shane’s study-abroad 
friends fellow Americans is an oddly narrow choice, however. 
The first-person narration is natural and charming; Shane is 
more likable than she knows. Overall, the story seems designed 
for adult readers who might long to change their own pasts.

Half wish fulfilment, half cautionary tale and full of 
charm. (Contemporary fantasy. 14adult)

KEEP THIS 
TO YOURSELF 
Ryan, Tom
Whitman (368 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-0-8075-4151-7  

A year after his friend’s murder, a boy 
finds a clue that propels him to start his 
own investigation.

Mac lives in Camera Cove, once 
famous only for its picturesque scenery. 

That was before the serial killer who murdered four people 
struck, leaving a clipping from an old catalog on each victim. 
The police found evidence of a drifter’s involvement, but the 
culprit was never identified. One victim was Connor, Mac’s 
close friend, for whom he harbored secret feelings. Now, the 
summer after graduation, Mac and his friend group have scat-
tered, most hoping to move on. But without closure, Mac feels 
stuck until he discovers a note Connor left him the night of his 
murder. Riddled with guilt, Mac makes it his mission to find out 
what happened. Under the guise of collecting donations for a 
rummage sale, he visits the families of each victim, seeking clues. 
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Quill, one victim’s cousin, becomes a partner in his investiga-
tion—and maybe something more. As Mac works out theories, 
he uncovers far more than he ever could have imagined, and he’s 
forced to rewrite everything he thought he knew. When the 
truth finally reveals itself, it’s breathtakingly chilling. Set across 
the lush backdrop of an oceanside vacation town, the mystery 
unfurls like a thick fog, eerie and wholly immersive. Most char-
acters are assumed white; Quill is biracial (black/white).

A tightly plotted mystery with an unforgettably 
unnerving reveal. (Mystery. 1418)

A MIDSUMMER 
NIGHT’S DREAM
Shakespeare, William
Illus. by Tse, Poe
Udon (400 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  Apr. 16, 2019
978-1-947808-10-2 
Series: Manga Classics 

Manga that brings to life Shake-
speare’s classic romantic comedy.

This third entry in Manga Classics’ 
adaptations of Shakespeare’s plays maintains their practice of 
reproducing the full text of the original. The black-and-white 
illustrations allow readers to easily follow the plot while also 
picking up on subtle themes that are significant to understand-
ing the play. For example, the abundant imagery surrounding 
the moon is emphasized by the moon’s presence in the back-
grounds of many panels throughout the book, drawing read-
ers’ attention. Long dialogues are also explained visually, which 
allows young readers to grasp what is being discussed without 
the need for a glossary or translation into modern English. The 
nobility is portrayed in a typical manga fashion with large eyes, 
small noses, and well-defined ears—but with appropriate Gre-
cian clothing—while the commoners are easily visually distin-
guishable from them in style. The guide to reading manga at 
the beginning unfortunately describes the right-to-left read-
ing order as “backwards from the normal books you know,” a 
strangely judgment-laden description for a book using manga 
to broaden the cultural exposure of young readers. However, 
the creators’ notes at the end offer fascinating insights into the 
adaptation process and may inspire budding manga artists to 
attempt their own works.

Shakespeare’s fantastical dream in an appealing format 
that can be shared with a wider audience. (cast, creators’ 
notes, character design sheet) (Graphic fiction. 1218)

MY BODY MY CHOICE 
The Fight For 
Abortion Rights 
Stevenson, Robin
Orca (176 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-4598-1712-8  

A nonfiction book about reproduc-
tive justice focusing primarily on the U.S. 
and Canada.

Stevenson’s (Pride, 2016, etc.) stated goal in writing this 
book was to spark conversation and destigmatize this common 
medical procedure. The introduction makes the work’s abor-
tion-rights stance clear: Medical abortion is 10 times safer than 
childbirth, and without legal abortion, women die from unsafe 
ones. Chapter 1 provides historical context for the criminaliza-
tion of abortion and contraception in the U.S., linking it directly 
to racism and white supremacy. This sets the stage for the fight 
for legal abortion in the U.S. and Canada, which is discussed 
at length in Chapter 2. Subsequent chapters focus on a range 
of topics related to attacks on abortion rights in the U.S. and 
Canada, challenges to abortion access globally, and key issues 
surrounding racial justice, trans inclusion, and concerns of the 
disability rights community. Each chapter includes information 
about activists, with young people featured in the last chapter. 
The book is visually appealing, with bold design that includes 
photos, cartoons, sidebar quotes, and maps in eye-popping full 
color. Minor quibble: Many photos are undated.

Well-researched and visually appealing, this is a boon 
for those seeking clear, comprehensive information from 
the perspective of the reproductive rights movement. 
(author’s note, glossary, resources, references, index) 
(Nonfiction. 1218)

SUMMER OF ’69
Strasser, Todd
Candlewick (384 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 9, 2019
978-0-7636-9526-2  

The prolific Strasser (Price of Duty, 
2018, etc.) offers a semiautobiographical 
account of a transformative Long Island 
summer in 1969.

High school grad Lucas Baker is 
working for his dad’s bulk-mail facility 

for the summer, and it’s not exactly stimulating, but he has the 
company of his good friends Arno and Milton and plenty of acid 
and grass at the ready. But his parents seem headed for divorce, 
and his girlfriend is off at camp, sending letters hinting at a pos-
sible breakup. He’s also been rejected by the only college he had 
much hope of getting into, closing off his best shot at avoiding 
the draft. There are a few bright spots: the lovely Tinsley and 
the upcoming Woodstock music festival, which promises to be 
epic. Before he gets to Woodstock, he’ll have to wrestle with 

A boon for those seeking information from the 
perspective of the reproductive rights movement.

my body my choice
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his views on the war and the draft and escape a few hairy situa-
tions with his friends, including a memorable tussle with a biker 
gang. Strasser perfectly captures the golden haze of youth and 
life on the cusp of adulthood. Readers fascinated with this time 
period will find much to enjoy. All main characters are white, 
but Lucas’ African-American conscientious objector counselor, 
Charles, offers his perspective on the war and the treatment of 
African-American soldiers.

Vietnam, Woodstock, road trips, and acid trips: a sweetly 
bittersweet, surprising, even melancholy bildungsroman set 
against a world in flux. Groovy, man. (author’s note) (Fiction. 
14 adult)

CARMILLA
Turrisi, Kim
Kids Can (224 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-5253-0130-8  

A present-day web series, based on 
the 1872 Gothic vampire novella, gets a 
prose adaptation.

Laura, newly arrived at an Austrian 
university, investigates the disappear-
ance of her roommate, which is covered 

up by school administration. Her suspicions rise when she’s 
quickly given a new roommate: the snarky, mysterious Carmilla. 
Laura’s initial relationship with Danny, a female teaching assis-
tant, is superseded by an attraction to Carmilla even after she 
discovers that Carmilla is a vampire. Overall, the translation 
from web series to novel is less than smooth. The writing lacks 
sophistication, and humor which plays well onscreen falls flat 
on the page. Remarkably, while the web series has narrative rea-
son for taking place solely in Laura’s dorm room (it’s here she 
films her video blogs chronicling the investigation), the novel 
largely follows suit without the same excuse. Though Laura’s 
identity as a lesbian is well-portrayed, the genderqueer repre-
sentation of one of her friends is abysmal: LaFontaine’s pro-
nouns are introduced halfway through the book and the whole 
matter is handled awkwardly, especially in connection to their 
friend’s difficulty with their identity and name change. What’s 
more, although they don’t identify as male or female, no one 
raises questions when LaFontaine is one of five “girls” to be kid-
napped—not even LaFontaine. All characters seem to be white.

Fans hoping for a novelization equal to the caliber of 
the original web series will be sorely disappointed. (Fantasy. 
1417)

THE GOODBYE SUMMER
Van Name, Sarah
Sourcebooks Fire (352 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  May 1, 2019
978-1-4926-7703-1  

Instead of starting her senior year, 
16-year-old Caroline is planning to run 
away with her older boyfriend, Jake, at 
the end of the summer.

To help finance their move, Caroline 
gets a job in the gift shop of the local 

aquarium, where she meets Georgia, one of the summer camp 
counselors. Georgia and Caroline are heading in opposite direc-
tions—Caroline may be leaving high school before graduation, 
and Georgia (reluctantly) takes weekly practice SAT tests and 
has annotated her college guidebook—but they quickly become 
friends. As their friendship grows and as Caroline’s plans with 
Jake start to solidify, Caroline begins to question what she actu-
ally wants—to stay or to go. Van Name’s debut is a fun read 
written in a comfortable, conversational style, but it leaves a 
lot to be desired in terms of depth. Set against a default-white 
suburban neighborhood, the only two options presented for 
Caroline are leaving with Jake or following her parents’ plans 
of completing school and going to college, and those choices 
are treated without nuance. Caroline’s relationship with Jake 
is mostly well-presented, but his intentions are unclear, as are 
her actual feelings about how they spend their time together 
(she seems to have sex with him more out of expectation than 
desire). Her relationship with Georgia, by contrast, is sweet and 
well-developed.

A well-intentioned but mediocre book about listening 
to your instincts. (Fiction. 1418)
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BookWoman traces its 
herstory to 1973, when it 
was a collective called the 
Common Woman Book-
store run out of the Austin, 
Texas, home of Susan Post. 
Post eventually assumed 
sole ownership of the store, 
moved it to a commercial 
location, and changed the 
name to BookWoman. It’s 
been a welcoming feminist 
and queer community space 
through all of its iterations 

and is one of about 18 feminist bookstores left in the U.S. About 
BookWoman’s mission, Post says, “We provide a place for people to 
discover stories they wouldn’t necessarily find elsewhere, and some-
where to meet new and old friends.”

How would you describe BookWoman to 
the uninitiated?
BookWoman is a space to cultivate feminist and marginalized 
community in Austin, with a focus on supporting local authors and 
artists….Forty-three years ago, the women’s collective I was in de-
cided to open a feminist bookstore, but within two years the col-
lective disbanded. I worked in the [University of Texas at Austin] 
library system and “decided” to run the store out of my home in 
the afternoons…and the rest is herstory! We’ve moved three times 
since then and have lived at our current address for the last decade.

If BookWoman were a religion, what would be its 
icons and tenets?
It’s funny you ask––we have an altar at the back of the store, actu-
ally. For icons, certainly Kate Millett, la Virgen de Guadalupe, An-
gela Davis, bell hooks, RBG, Frida Kahlo, Kate Bornstein, Marsha 
P. Johnson, Judith Butler, Gloria Steinem, and Dolores Huerta. For 
tenets: Be kind. Be open to other perspectives. Read books that 
make you think and laugh.

Which was your favorite event and/or most 
memorable disaster?
In 1997, on her tour for Anything We Love Can Be Saved, we co-
sponsored a reading for Alice Walker. Back then Austin had an 
independent bookstore specializing in African-American litera-
ture, so we sponsored the event together as a fundraiser (per Al-
ice’s request) for a local organization. Of course, the reading was 

packed, so we’d trained our volunteers to be as efficient as possi-
ble when preparing books for the signing. I’d learned this method 
from Gloria Steinem a long time before, and it was how I always 
did signings. 

At some point, Alice [thinking the procession a little too ef-
ficient and possibly orchestrated by an overly caffeinated book-
seller] turned to me and said, “Susan, do you drink coffee?” I did. 

“I think you shouldn’t,” she said. Turns out, she wanted to speak 
with each person in line. I was mortified! I told her, “I learned 
this from Gloria!” And she grinned and said something like, 

“That’s great, but I’m me!”

How does the bookstore reflect the interests of 
your community?
Often, we have custom-
ers who can’t believe they 
haven’t visited before. We 
carry a wide range of books, 
and we’re always open to 
recommendations. If some-
one loves a book that we 
don’t carry, we’ll order it—
for that customer, then 
inventory. We also host a 
range of local events, from 
our book group to monthly 
women’s spirituality meet-
ings to readings, poetry 
open mics, and live music. 

What trends are you noticing among 
young readers?
A lot of families are choosing to teach their children about femi-
nism and empowerment at a very young age. There’s been a huge 
wave of “girl power” in children’s literature—collected biogra-
phies like Goodnight Stories for Rebel Girls and Little Leaders; pic-
ture biographies of role models like Ruth Bader Ginsburg, Jane 
Austen, and Frida Kahlo; comics like DC’s My First Book of Girl 
Power; and even satirical books like Loryn Brantz’s Feminist Baby. 

The other big trend we’ve been seeing is mindfulness books 
for young readers. So many of the children that visit our store are 
involved in yoga or meditation.

Karen Schechner is the vice president of Kirkus Indie.

Shelf Space
By Karen Schechner
We talk to Susan Post, Owner of BookWoman 
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THE ELEGANT OUT
Bartasius, Elizabeth 
She Writes Press (144 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book
Apr. 23, 2019
978-1-63152-563-6  

A mother approaching middle age 
struggles to fulfill her youthful ambi-
tions in this debut novella.

Elizabeth left an unsatisfying and 
abusive marriage nearly eight years 
ago, and she finds herself on the cusp 

of another life-changing decision. Years into a mutually sup-
portive relationship with the kind and steady Gabriel, with 
whom she raises her 9-year-old son, Elizabeth faces her 36th 
birthday with uncertainty, trepidation, and hunger for meaning 
and fulfillment. She’d harbored dreams of writing fiction since 
she was a child, and she can’t tell if her current existential itch 
means that she wants to give birth to another baby or a novel. 
Gabe is clear about his lack of desire for more children, which 
leaves Elizabeth feeling hurt, confused, and staggering under 
the weight of unfulfilled potential. When a writing-coach 
friend suggests that she start a blog, she takes the first tentative 
steps toward becoming her most complete self: “selfish, whiny, 
beautiful, grumpy, funny, a rotten mother, mother-of-the-year, 
flustered, depressed, a slob, antsy, flighty, crying, friends with 
a vibrator, a dreamer, a story teller.” In this novella about the 
anguished process of becoming an author, Bartasius creates a 
vividly relatable character who shares her first name, reveal-
ing the latter’s appealing contradictions and unquenchable 
desire to tell stories. Writers will immediately identify with 
such statements as “The guilt of not writing stagnated like a 
birdbath breeding mosquitoes,” and most mothers have viewed 
their role as Elizabeth does: “a dichotomy of loving my job as 
a parent and praying I could be ‘on break’ to write or travel or 
take a nap instead of making egg salad.” Occasionally, the imag-
inative metaphors are difficult to comprehend, as when the 
narrator worries, “I wasn’t sure I would survive the twisted spat 
of psychological winter,” and the presence of two unrelated 
characters named Jessica create slight confusion. But all in all, 
this is a riveting tale of maturing womanhood and an insightful 
peek into the creative process.

An intimate and captivating story of one woman’s 
rediscovery of herself.
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ELLIE AND HER EMOTIONAL DRAGONS 
Goodrich, Joseph
Illus. by Van Wagoner, Traci
Wisdom House Books (34 pp.)
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PUBLIC WORKS 
Bezalel, Chaim
Dekel Press (111 pp.) 
$20.00 paper  |  Apr. 15, 2018
978-0-9995958-2-4  

The intertwining of art and public 
life—whether in galleries or sewer lines—
is explored in verse, sculpture, and essays 
in this hit-and-miss miscellany.

Bezalel (Touching on Place, 2018, etc.)—
a painter, sculptor, photographer, poet, 

musician, and songwriter—expresses a range of themes in his 
writings and visual art. He starts with a series of lighthearted 
poems inspired by his stint on the Stanwood, Washington, plan-
ning commission, covering such topics as community order (“Ban-
ners and balloons are banned / Except if your opening is grand”) 
and pot legalization (“Hold your invective / While we deliber-
ate on collective / Gardens for cannabis”). Poems on knottier 
topics follow, from grief (“She plucks at the sheets, at her skin, 
like Job” Bezalel observes in “Death Watch for my Mother”) to 
theology—(“Are you there? / Are you Thou? / Are you eternally / 
Here and now?”). The author includes a large, uneven selection 
of his song lyrics. Some of them, like “Josephina,” have vigor-
ous language and sharp characterization (“She had no milk of 
human kindness / But a wit that could cut like a knife / She only 
wanted to be called your highness / She only wanted to take over 
my life”), but most of them, like “Man Overboard,” (“Man over-
board, man overboard / Over the limit and over the line / Well 
shiver me timbers I’m soaking in brine / Man overboard”) feel 
repetitive and clichéd, with many lines serving as filler inserted 
to preserve rhythm and rhyme schemes. More compelling are 
the many photographs of Bezalel’s artworks, including inge-
nious sculptural impressions of mundane objects like ceramic 
manhole and sewer covers. He also includes photos of vibrant 
landscapes; a shot of a Hawaiian rainforest throbs with pinks 
and greens. The book closes with a set of lively essays on aes-
thetics. Most of these examine the failings of postmodern 
art, which, he contends, “sought to save art by destroying it,” 
an idea he develops through insightful commentary on works 
from Marcel Duchamp’s infamous urinal to contemporary per-
formance and video pieces by Marina Abramović.

The poetry mostly isn’t up to par, but the volume 
redeems itself via thoughtful, interesting prose and imagi-
native visual art.

These Indie editors’ picks, which 
run the genre gamut—short sto-
ries, memoir, fantasy, poetry—cov-
er road stories, addiction, dragons, 
murder, long odds, grace, gender 
fluidity, and oppressive political re-
gimes. What they all have in com-
mon are women who are stalwart 
souls navigating various perils both 
real and imagined.  

The Patron Saint of Lost Girls by 
Maureen Aitken: Aitken’s starred short story collec-
tion, set in 1960 and ’70s Detroit, 
follows an artist who’s struggling 
with a partner addicted to hero-
in, a terminally ill family member, 
and a city overwhelmed by violent 
crime. Our reviewer says, “Aitken 
doesn’t shy away from difficult 
topics in these snapshots; instead, 
she thrusts them boldly into view.”

Shift Happens: Breakdowns Dur-
ing Life’s Long Hauls by Margot 
Genger: “The memoir begins…in 
June 1977, when [Genger’s] fiance drunkenly stepped out 
of a moving pickup, fracturing his skull—an event that 
led her to realize that she ‘didn’t have to marry the lying, 
argumentative cokehead after all.’...Her tales of weird 
and wild characters, intimidating locations, robberies, 
and breakdowns are worthy of a picaresque novel.” 

No Man of Woman Born by Ana Mardoll: In this col-
lection of fairy tales, “Mardoll creates a fictive world of 
dragons, witches, wicked royals, swordplay, and sorcery—
and plot contrivances that hinge on seemingly sex-specif-
ic prophecies that get twisted into pretzels by characters’ 
gender nonconformity….[A] pattern of trans hero(in)es 
turning the tables on complacent gender assumptions 
continues throughout the winsome collection.”

Standing Above a Sigh by Azadeh Azad: In her clear-
eyed poetry collection, Azad draws on her own life as 
an emigrant from Iran to Canada and addresses, among 
other things, “emotional distance; exile and diaspora; 
the loss of a child; a friend’s suicide; and government 
oppression, particularly of women in Iran.”  —K.S.
Karen Schechner is the vice president of Kirkus Indie. 

nasty women
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JFK
The Last Speech
Ed. by Bicknell, Neil & Mills, Roger & 
WorthNelson, Jan
Mascot Books (376 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Oct. 2, 2018
978-1-64307-074-2  

A collection of essays revolves around a 
speech President John F. Kennedy gave on 
the relationship between poetry and power.

In 1963, only weeks before he was 
assassinated, Kennedy spoke at Amherst College, commem-
orating the groundbreaking of the Robert Frost Library. In 
the rhetorically inspiring convocation address, Kennedy dis-
cussed the importance of a liberal education to democracy 
as well as the ways in which poetry functions as a literary 
check on the untethered employment of political power (“At 
bottom, he held a deep faith in the spirit of man, and it’s 
hardly an accident that Robert Frost coupled poetry and 
power, for he saw poetry as the means of saving power from 
itself. When power leads man towards arrogance, poetry 
reminds him of his limitations”). Mills (co-author: 240 Beats 
Per Minute, 2018, etc.), Worth-Nelson (Night Blind, 2006), 
and debut editor Bicknell gathered an assemblage of essays 
from those who were present at the event—which included 
Kennedy’s remarks after his formal speech and a “convoca-
tion address by Archibald MacLeish”—that explore their 
remembrances. The volume features pieces that reflect on 
Kennedy’s political legacy and the tumultuous times within 
which he governed and meditations on the core message of 
his speech—the profound significance of liberal education 
for a flourishing democracy. The editors also curate concisely 
synoptic and illuminating essays on Frost’s career and his 
shifting relationship with Kennedy. The author read a poem 
at the president’s inauguration, but after Frost traveled to 
the Soviet Union, Kennedy felt stung by his betrayal. All 
the relevant primary source documents are included as well, 
including Kennedy’s handwritten edits of the speech origi-
nally prepared by Arthur Schlesinger Jr. 

The editors exhaustively furnish a kaleidoscopic view of 
the event, its historical and political context, and personal 
ramifications. Some of the essays speak to the inspiration 
Kennedy provided—activist Ted Nelson discusses his time 
spent in the Peace Corps, an institution created by an execu-
tive order issued by the president. And while the book focuses 
on Kennedy, a captivating window into Frost’s troubled but 
prolific life is also provided, along with a consideration of 
the Whitmanesque way Frost limned the democratic nature 
of poetry, its power neither reducible to nor independent of 
its political effects. The book crescendos into a discussion of 
the political significance of a liberal education, with commen-
tary supplied by well-known luminaries, like journalist/author 
Fareed Zakaria and actor/director Robert Redford, drawn 
from diverse fields. While the volume is tinctured by the kind 
of idealism Kennedy preached, it also delivers a pragmatic 
acknowledgment of the challenges that face higher education. 

For example, economist Joseph E. Stiglitz, after observing 
the ways in which college education will necessarily have to 
change in order to meet new fiscal realities and technologi-
cal innovations, argues that its fundamental mission remains 
unaltered: “Still, for all these changes, the humanist core of a 
liberal arts education remains unchanged. It is the outgrowth 
of the Enlightenment, the view that through disciplined rea-
soning we can come to a better understanding of our world, of 
our society, and of ourselves.”

A thoughtful introduction to a philosophically 
vital subject.

TAHOE SKYDROP
Borg, Todd
Thriller Press (352 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Aug. 6, 2018
978-1-931296-26-7 

This 16th installment of a series 
brings back a thinking-person’s private 
investigator in a tale that delivers the 
unlikely combination of robotics innova-
tion and gender identity.

In this thriller, Owen McKenna, the former San Fran-
cisco policeman-turned–tourist-town detective, finds himself 
searching for a very special abducted child. He is hired by Vince 
Cooper, a mountain guide whose son, Jon, has been kidnapped. 
Initially, it appears that Jon was taken so that Vince would be 
forced to lead some men claiming to be from a Swedish prison 
gang on a dangerous climb to recover something. But after 
Vince does so, Jon isn’t released. That’s because Jon is a cyber-
savant in whom Yardley LaMotte, a missing robotics developer, 
had taken an interest. Those holding Jon hope he can crack 
the security on LaMotte’s files, which the gang stole. Through 
his steadfast investigation of the theft, Owen discovers where 
Jon is being held: a gated mountaintop lodge. But Jon has a 
secret: She’s a girl trapped in a boy’s body who calls herself 
Jonni, something neither her father nor her brutish captors 
comprehend. To rescue Jonni, Vince and Owen mount a night-
time assault on the lodge via a tandem paraglider skydrop, sup-
ported by the sleuth’s Great Dane, Spot, and his off-duty cop 
buddy Diamond Martinez on the ground. Sure, this rescue 
mission requires a healthy suspension of disbelief by readers, 
with a guide perfectly steering a novice paraglider into a gated 
compound protected by a security system and armed merce-
naries. But enough goes wrong that Borg (Tahoe Payback, 2017, 
etc.) makes the attack seem believable, showing that extreme 
circumstances require extreme measures. Likewise, the mas-
termind of the plan to steal LaMotte’s secrets seems unlikely 
yet ultimately makes sense. But the best part of the successful 
novel is how Owen and his girlfriend, Street, research Jonni’s 
gender dysphoria and become her greatest champions as they 
try to help Vince understand his daughter. Yes, Borg’s books 
are thrillers first and foremost, with picturesque settings, but 
they’re educational as well. Having a thoughtful, inquisitive 
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man such as Owen at their centers enhances these volumes. 
And this latest outing is no exception.

Another impressive case featuring a detective who 
remains not only dogged, but also reflective.

DÉJÀ VU ALL OVER AGAIN
Brill, Larry
Black Tie Books (362 pp.) 
$14.62 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Aug. 31, 2018
978-0-9960834-1-6  

In this novel, a California screen-
writer attempts to turn his life into a 
romantic comedy.

Five years after his divorce and deep 
into middle age, Nate Evans is standing 

among the wreckage of his former life. Literally. The Air Force 
just accidentally bombed his trailer—which sat on a grassy hill 
overlooking Santa Barbara and the Pacific Ocean—to smith-
ereens. With his best years behind him, the washed-up Hol-
lywood screenwriter wishes he could have a do-over, just like 
in the movies. To go back to high school when life made sense 
and he had the affection of sweet Julie Cooper: “If he only 
wished for it hard enough, he might transport himself back in 
time. Raw desire with a tremendous imagination was a power-
ful thing.” Very powerful, in fact. Nate soon finds himself living 
back at his parents’ house and taking a temporary position at 
his old high school, Mt. Hamilton in San Jose, where that same 
Julie Cooper (now a widow and grandmother) is the assistant 
principal. Even after all these years, Nate detects a spark still 
flickering between them. With everything in place, he decides 
to literally relive his high school experience, using his abilities 
as a screenwriter to compose his plans beforehand and put 
them into action. Can he fix his mistakes from the first time, 
opening up a new future for himself in the process? (“Maybe he 
would get an honest-to-God usable script from it, send it to his 
agent or anyone else who might be interested in something like 
Grumpy Old Men meets Back to the Future—minus the Delorean 
time-travel hot rod. Well, maybe not.”) Will a bit of Hollywood-
style drama liven things up, or is he setting himself up for an 
even grander failure than before?

Brill’s (The Patterer, 2013, etc.) prose is punchy and packed 
with colorful imagery that communicates the angst and liter-
ary inclinations of his protagonist: “The sun lingered over the 
Pacific’s horizon like a rubbernecking tourist trying to get one 
last look at the horrific scene of an accident.” The California 
setting is well-drawn, and Nate’s history as a screenwriter allows 
him to reflexively leap to movie references without taking read-
ers out of the narrative. In his pursuit of drugs, sex, and his lost 
youth, Nate exhibits quite a bit of off-putting immaturity, but 
that’s kind of the point. He’s balanced out by the character of 
Julie, who, having survived a more traditionally challenging 
(i.e., adult) experience, is more relatable in her desire to revisit 
an earlier point in her life. Brill has managed to craft a satire 
that both skewers and celebrates the often myopic nostalgia of 

baby boomers and their attempts to replicate the thrills of their 
youth. Younger readers may roll their eyes at some of the humor, 
but the author’s target audience will likely find a great deal to 
laugh and cry over in this accessibly shrewd portrait.

An observant comedy with a dose of heart.

SATURDAY’S CHILD
A Daughter’s Memoir
Burns, Deborah 
She Writes Press (256 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book  | Apr. 9, 2019
978-1-63152-547-6  

Debut author Burns recalls grow-
ing up in the shadow of her glamorous 
mother in this memoir.

The book opens with a description of 
a recurring nightmare, which the author 

experienced sporadically over many years following her moth-
er’s death. In it, she fails to call her ill mother, as she’s unable to 
remember her telephone number. Wracked with guilt, she asks 
herself, “How could I be such a terrible daughter?” Through-
out her relationship with her mom, Burns says, she was always 
in “chasing mode, in longing pursuit of something fleeting.” 
Dotty, the author’s parent, was a “spectacular woman every-
one thought was a movie star”; she was frequently compared 
to Rita Hayworth. The memoir reveals that Dotty married into 
the Canzoneri family, who owned an exclusive country club that 
was frequented by members of the New York criminal under-
world. Dotty dazzled the clientele, and her lifelong passion for 
socializing resulted in her daughter often being sidelined. The 
memoir’s title is a reference to the fact that on Saturdays, the 
author and her mother would spend time together, shopping 
and having ice cream. Burns addresses how she coped with 
always playing “second fiddle” to her mom while also feeling 

“desperate to be loved by her.” She’s a devilishly sharp writer who 
achieves a masterful balance of psychological excavation and 
sumptuous description. Here’s her acerbic accounting of her 
maternal grandfather: “he was a man with no family at all—as if 
he too had sprouted fully formed, miserable and alone after he 
ate whoever made him.” However, when it comes to her mother, 
she rarely moves beyond her image of her as a “goddess.” When 
describing Dotty’s lifestyle, Burns vividly evokes the glamour 
of mid-20th-century American high society; for instance, she 
recalls how her mom “dressed in full regalia for all her public 
travels...with fitted knee-length pencil skirts and high patent 
leather heels.” But the most affecting aspect of this memoir is 
how the author is liberated by confronting her idealized percep-
tion of her parent while remaining tender to her memory. (Illus-
trated with black-and-white family photographs.)

A profound, searching remembrance that explores a 
complex family bond.

A satire that both skewers and celebrates the 
often myopic nostalgia of baby boomers.

déjà vu all over again
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GRADIENT
Cahill, Anders 
Self (490 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Nov. 17, 2017
978-1-973326-65-6  

A space explorer—investigating a 
vanished expedition to colonize a far-
away world—recalls an epic life filled with 
adventures, loss, and peril as he faces a 
potential reunion with a former love.

Debut author Cahill spins a wide-roaming galactic tale 
with mythic overtones here. The novel’s first-person narra-
tor is big, stout-hearted Oren Siris of a moon mining colony 
called Verygone. In spacegoing humanity’s far future (or remote 
past?), Oren belongs to the “Fellowship,” a vast unity of settled 
worlds—there’s no mention of intelligent alien life—ever push-
ing outward and exploring, much like the Star Trek franchise’s 
Federation. In trying to establish an outpost on the promising 
but remote world of Eaiph, a vanguard of “Architects” has seem-
ingly disappeared—among them is Saiara Tumon Yta, a Fellow-
ship ensign who was Oren’s great love. Because people can live 
millennia with advanced Fellowship technology and cryonic 
stasis, Oren hopes to reunite with Saiara, even after 627 years, 
as his own follow-up ship nears the planet. Meanwhile, the nar-
rative recounts Oren’s earlier space exploits as a rookie cadet 
facing dangers and wonders, ranging from a derelict starship’s 
artificial intelligence (aka the “shipheart”) turning malignant 
to a rococo culture featuring a charming, penniless aristocrat 
leading visitors through a sort of carnival masquerade drawn 
from the dominant religion. At last on the semibarbaric Eaiph, 
Oren encounters old and new threats while trying to remain 
true to the Fellowship’s idealistic goals and his own dreams. 
The author’s rich vocabulary weaves spells with hard sci-fi 
threads blended neatly with loanwords and arcane and antique 
jargon (“amanuensis,” “pausha,” “biologician”). It is a mixture 
that sometimes touches the sublime in sci-fi lyricism: “We had 
reached Eaiph, one of the most fertile worlds ever discovered, a 
glassy blue cauldron of life, waiting for those to live it. In three 
more galactic weeks, the little waterstone would arrive to meet 
us on its passage around Soth Ra.” One can forgive Cahill’s 
springing the old Nightmare on Elm Street trick a few times too 
many, as tough spots and cliffhangers turn out to be dreams 
(yet sometimes, more than dreams). The manner in which the 
author resolves the strands should pinch the heartstrings of 
readers accustomed to programmed uplift.

A heroic cosmic odyssey that—for all the technology—
remains textured with the stuff of legend, stirring and ulti-
mately melancholy.

THE CONSULTING GIG
A Love Story
Capen, C.J. 
Self (377 pp.) 
$9.95 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Oct. 21, 2018
978-1-885297-03-7  

A job interview leads to an unex-
pected offer—and a potential lover—for 
a widow reinventing her life and career in 
this debut novel.

Alesandra “Andie” Halzer is devastated when her husband 
of 25 years, Nick, dies unexpectedly following routine surgery. 
Two years later, Andie interviews for the position of direc-
tor of special projects for Johnathan “Jack” Devlan’s company, 
Devcor Diversified, Inc. Jack is impressed with her credentials, 
expertise, and strong work ethic. Although Jack selects another 
candidate for the position, he has a different job in mind for 
Andie. Jack wishes to pursue new business opportunities, but 
he does not want the attention of eligible women to interfere 
with that goal. He needs someone to pose as his date at vari-
ous social events, and Andie is his ideal candidate for the role. 
Intrigued but cautious, Andie agrees to Jack’s terms, includ-
ing the stipulation that neither becomes emotionally attached. 
Over the course of three months, Andie accompanies Jack to 
award luncheons, wine tastings, and dinner parties. What starts 
as a business arrangement soon turns personal when Jack dis-
covers he has fallen in love with Andie. With time running out 
on the contract, Jack begins a campaign to convince Andie to 
stay in his life forever. Capen’s book is a fresh and sharply writ-
ten contemporary romance featuring dynamic characters and 
a unique and surprisingly tender love story at its center. Andie 
is an appealing heroine whose concerns about re-entering the 
workforce after her husband’s death are relatable. In a well-
drawn scene, she confronts her fears about interviewing for 
the position with Jack’s company (“What was I thinking? I’m 
too old for this job. But how do they expect someone to have 
all that experience without being at least thirty-five or forty”). 
Jack is a hard-driving businessman who has avoided emotional 
entanglements since the death of his wife, Maggie. Although 
Andie and Jack’s relationship begins as a contractual arrange-
ment, a loving connection gradually develops, grounded in part 
by their shared grief over the deaths of their spouses. That said, 
there is an inconsistency in the rendering of Jack’s first name. It 
is spelled “Johnathan” and “Jonathan.”

An engaging second-chance romance.
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DIVIDED LOYALTIES
by Paul A. Myers

“A historical novel describes the 
chaos that ensued after Ger-
many invaded France during 
World War II.” 

A riveting fictionalization of 
an all-too-neglected, pivotal 
moment in Algiers in 1941.

THE MOUNTAIN 
THRONE
by A.M. Sterling

“A debut fantasy sees a corrupt 
empire crumbling as enemies 
from within and without exact 
vengeance.”

This striking tale whips up a fresh 
storm in familiar fantasy territory.

RAISINS IN MILK
by David Covin

“A literary novel offers a com-
ing-of-age story in the Jim 
Crow South.”

An African-American tale crafted 
with wisdom and poetry.

HYPNOTHERAPY FOR 
PAIN CONTROL
by Jeffrey Ennis

“A debut book offers an uncon-
ventional approach to long-term 
pain management and relief.”

A challenging and ultimately opti-
mistic game plan for dealing with 
chronic pain; important reading 
for sufferers.

IT IS ABOUT YOU
by Deborah Cupples

“Cupples (co-author: Grammar, 
Punctuation, and Style, 2013) 
provides a straightforward, user-
friendly guide to the American 
political system with an empha-
sis on how the average citizen can 
get involved.”

Easy-to-read, balanced introduc-
tion to American civics.

TEACH ME HOW 
TO DIE
by Joseph Rauch

“Rauch’s fantastical novel tracks 
the afterlife of a widowed atheist.”

A richly creative meditation on 
love, mortality, and the possibil-
ity of what lies beyond.
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TROUBLE THE 
WATER
by Jacqueline Friedland

“In Friedland’s debut histori-
cal novel, a British family sends 
their daughter to South Carolina, 
where she becomes embroiled 
in the mid-19th-century politics 
of the Deep South.”

A vibrant, solidly entertaining 
story that will seize readers from 
the first page and not let go.

AMERICAN TRAITOR
by Steven Stalinsky

“Debut author Stalinsky offers 
a profile of an American who 
became an al-Qaida operative.”

An up-close look at one man’s 
bizarre journey to international 
notoriety.

SHORE
by Enrique Rosado

“In this debut fantasy, a young 
woman wakes up in what 
seems like paradise only to 
meet a wizard and numerous 
strange creatures.”

A dreamy, action-oriented tale 
for all ages.

TENDING THE LIGHT
by Barbara Teetor Waite

“This detailed psychological anal-
ysis of self-acceptance explains 
what it is, why readers need it, and 
how to get it.”

An illuminating examination of an 
often neglected but vital concept.

CYBER WAR ATTACK!
by Ed McDonald

“An Arizona town’s emergency ser-
vices director preps for a cyber-
strike, while his daughter faces 
a menace of an entirely different 
kind in McDonald’s debut thriller 
series-starter.” 

Primarily an introduction to the 
protagonist and his fortress, but 
its solid writing promises a wor-
thy series.

THE CONVENIENT
by Albert Marsolais &
Bettyanne Twigg

“In this debut novel set in 18th-
century Scotland, a group of phy-
sicians gets caught up in disease, 
murder, and political intrigue.”

A convincing window into a par-
ticularly vibrant period of Scot-
tish history. 
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STOP WHINING; 
START WINNING
by Tom Anstett

“A debut book exhorts teachers 
to be better coaches—and vice 
versa.”

Heartfelt, powerful, and sincere; 
should prompt serious reflection 
by teachers and coaches alike.

PACE
by K.M. Halpern

“This sci-fi novel pits human-
ity against an eerie, intractable 
threat.”

A pitch-black global thriller 
that is nevertheless supremely 
intimate.

SARAH’S SONG
by Rosie J. Pova
Illus. by Emma Allen

“When her grandmother isn’t 
able to sing and dance anymore, 
a young girl finds a way to keep 
their music alive in Pova’s (If I 
Weren’t with You, 2017, etc.) pic-
ture book.”

A thoughtfully crafted story that 
offers a gentle means to talk 
about loss with children.

THE MARRIAGE OF 
MISS JANE AUSTEN: 
VOLUME III
by Collins Hemingway

“Jane Austen struggles under 
the burden of loss in the final 
volume of Hemingway’s (The 
Marriage of Miss Jane Austen: 
Volume II, 2016, etc.) trilogy.”

Tragedy makes Jane Austen 
more relatable than ever in 
this concluding installment.

ATLAS OF MEN
by David Sklar

“In this novel, a doctor confronts 
his past at a prep school in the 
1960s, where the students were 
unwilling participants in a study.”

Perceptive and subtly powerful, this 
tale attempts to close a perplexing 
chapter in American history.
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THE SPREAD
Chatman, Lamont R.
Page Publishing, (290 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Apr. 19, 2018
978-1-64214-161-0  

A small-town sheriff is the first to 
discover the incredible truth behind a 
zombie plague in Chatman’s debut hor-
ror novel.

In Ghostwood, West Virginia, wid-
owed Navy SEAL–turned-sheriff Thomas Pratt is distracted 
from his difficulty parenting his teenage son and daughter 
by a more urgent crisis. People are being bitten by grotesque, 
antlike insects and quickly turning into “Spewers”—super-
strong and superfast undead who vomit more bugs and spread 
the contagion. They can be destroyed, though—mainly 
with gunshots to the head. (Oddly, no one uses the Z-word 
to describe the infected.) Within days, society collapses as 
the plague reaches Washington, D.C., but battle-hardened 
Thomas and other select, die-hard Ghostwood citizens per-
sist—along with savvy street-gang members, military hold-
outs, and survivalists. Readers are tipped off from the start 
that a cabal of scientists is behind the coordinated onslaught 
of insects and infected humans—and when Thomas actu-
ally meets the conspirators, they’re revealed to have highly 
unusual origins. The author doles out numerous scenes of 
gruesome violence, including torture. However, he stops 
short of the grindhouse-level gore that one often sees in the 
zombie subgenre (no chainsaw-wielding cheerleaders here). 
Indeed, characters reverently invoke God and eschew pro-
fane language in favor of soldierly lingo: “We will infiltrate 
at first light to reduce the chances of enemy contact due 
to the deadly effect the sun has on them. Two teams, Alpha 
and Bravo team.” Still, an infusion of sci-fi villainy shifts this 
material from a tense, straightforward George A. Romero–
style tone into comic-book territory, with superbeings laying 
smack downs on one another amid heroic and vainglorious 
firefights. The finale is sequel-friendly, indeed. (Not to be 
confused with 2013’s The Spread, a different zombie-themed 
novel by Michelle Kilmer and Rebecca Hansen.)

Zombies and alien fiends attack in force in this Michael 
Bay–style actioner.

THE WOUNDED MUSE
Delaney, Robert 
Mosaic Press (256 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  $14.99 e-book
Oct. 1, 2018
978-1-77161-327-9  

Debut novelist and veteran journal-
ist Delaney offers a thriller set in a mod-
ern China that, in the mid-2000s, hasn’t 
become the open society that many have 
hoped for.

It’s the beginning of the new millennium, and the Chinese 
government is feverishly working to change the cityscape of 
Beijing in time for the 2008 Olympics—and trying to make 
people forget things like the 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre. 
Journalist Jake Bradley’s friend Qiang left a good job in Califor-
nia’s Silicon Valley to come back to his native land and make a 
documentary about its rapid changes. This draws the attention 
of the government’s Public Security Bureau, and Qiang goes 
missing; Jake, who’s in love with Qiang, vows to find and rescue 
him. In his quest, he has the help of Qiang’s sister, Diane, and 
Qiang’s ex-husband, Ben. If they can blow the lid off a massive 
bribery scandal involving the Olympics, they’ll have enough 
leverage to get Qiang freed. At the same time, Delaney tells the 
story of Dawei, a hapless young man from the Chinese provinces 
who also gets mixed up in the main plot. Delaney has been cov-
ering China since the mid-1990s for such outlets as Dow Jones 
Newswires, Bloomberg News, and the South China Morning Post 
(where he’s currently the U.S. bureau chief), and he’s clearly the 
right person to tell this story—a trustworthy guide and a fine 
example of “write what you know.” He ably tells a tale of a China 
in the midst of transformation, as in a poignant vignette in which 
a starving Dawei stands transfixed outside a Häagen-Dazs ice-
cream parlor, trying to make sense of it all. The author also shows 
how urban renewal also means urban upheaval, using choking 
dust and smog as a visible metaphor throughout the narrative. 
The book offers a thoughtful love story, as well; Ben is willing to 
take risks to free a man who divorced him, and Jake takes those 
same risks, not knowing if Qiang will ever reciprocate his love.  

An observant debut novel in which the characters’ self-
lessness shines through the haze.

ANALIESE RISING
Drake, Brenda
Entangled Teen (350 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book  |  Jan. 8, 2019
978-1-64063-508-1  

Two teens become drawn to each 
other after supernatural events send 
them searching for answers in this fast-
paced romantic adventure by Drake 
(Assassin of Truths, 2018, etc.).

Seventeen-year-old Philadelphian 
Analiese—nicknamed Ana—knows something about death. 
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Her parents passed away when she was 2, and she was adopted 
and raised by her aunt and uncle. Three months ago, her uncle 
died; he loved her and her cousin equally, and he taught Ana 
how to cope with her panic attacks. Now, just as he’s gone, Ana 
finds that she has need of his counsel. The strangeness starts in 
biology class, when a frog that Ana’s about to dissect suddenly 
comes back to life. Then an old man, a stranger, saves her from 
being struck by a car, resulting in his own fatal injury. As he lies 
dying, he entrusts Ana with his bag: “Take it to my grandson,” 
he says. “Don’t let anyone see you have it. You’re in danger, 
Analiese. Run. Don’t stop.” So begins an adventure that will 
change her life. How does the old man know her name? And can 
she trust his grandson, Marek Conte, as much as she’s attracted 
to him? Soon, the pair find themselves in Rome, falling for each 
other as they hunt down clues that Marek’s grandfather left 
behind—clues that will reveal the truth of how Ana’s parents 
died and about Ana’s previously unknown powers. Drake writes 
from a first-person, present-tense perspective and imbues her 
narrator, Ana, with plenty of character. Ana’s proneness to panic 
attacks, for example, sits naturally within the story, serving no 
plot-relevant purpose but adding to her emotional depth. Her 
thoughts are suitably teenage in tone, but even when she finds 
herself objectifying Marek, Drake allows her the self-awareness 
to know that she’s edging toward cliché. The rollicking story 
rolls along nicely throughout, with plenty of moments of intro-
spection. The various antagonists that the two encounter seem 
unaccountably enigmatic at times, but this is a minor quibble, 
as teen readers will join willingly in the chase.

An exuberant runaround carried along by the heady 
rush of first love.

THE EARL AND 
THE ENCHANTRESS
Golden, Paullett 
Self (466 pp.) 
$16.11 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Nov. 1, 2018
978-1-73283-420-0 

Two wallflowers bond over books in 
this debut historical romance.

Lizbeth Trethow is a “determined 
spinster and future lady’s companion,” 
but the prospect of a love match changes 
her mind. Her charming courtship with 

Roddam begins in a library, where they’ve both sought refuge 
from a tiresome party. Their shared interest in books arouses 
Lizbeth’s intellect and sparks her desire, but she has trouble 
locating her mystery man once they part ways. After an unfortu-
nate mix-up with him and his raffish cousin Drake, the duke of 
Annick, Lizbeth learns that her Mr. Roddam is actually Sebas-
tian, the earl of Roddam. Her Aunt Hazel says the nobleman is a 
highly desirable match for a woman of her station, but Lizbeth 
won’t settle for a marriage of convenience. And Sebastian, who 
harbors a terrible secret from his childhood, fears emotional 
intimacy. When he discovers that he and Lizbeth both live in 
cities connected to King Arthur, Sebastian’s idol, she seems 

almost too good to be true. Even the frosty dowager duchess 
begrudgingly approves of her. The historical touches within 
each decadent ball, the allure of Sebastian’s castle restoration 
project, and the discussion of old books like Samuel Richard-
son’s Pamela when they were much newer enhance the 1790 set-
ting. And the mystery of Sebastian’s haunted past lends intrigue 
to Golden’s series opener long after the couple say I do, expand-
ing its scope. Meanwhile, Lizbeth’s sister, Charlotte, is willing 
to marry for status. That is, until she weds Drake and finds that 
she’s lonely. (He may be a rake, but his sense of humor makes 
him worthy of a second chance in the sequel.) Both romantic 
plotlines continue well beyond the initial happily-ever-after, 
offering unexpected twists and further character development. 
The author adds a few extra ingredients to the romantic for-
mula, with pleasing results. 

An engaging and unconventional love story.

ELLIE AND HER 
EMOTIONAL DRAGONS 
Goodrich, Joseph 
Illus. by Van Wagoner, Traci
Wisdom House Books  (34 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Nov. 16, 2018
978-1-73285530-4  

A young elephant deals with her feel-
ings with the help of four tiny dragons 
who live in her closet in this debut pic-

ture book.
Ellie the elephant has four magic dragons: Naz, who assists 

her when she’s afraid; Nali, who consoles her when she’s sad; 
Tully, who helps her check her anger; and Hani, who shares her 
happiness. When Ellie is startled by sounds in her new home, 
Naz tells her it’s all right to be scared and offers tips on how to 
handle her fears. When Ellie is unhappy because her father goes 
to work, Nali encourages her to draw a picture to lift her spir-
its. When a new friend rips her picture, Tully suggests she take 
deep breaths to calm down. In Goodrich’s clever tale about cop-
ing, the dragons provide sound counsel (“We can always draw 
another picture,” Tully asserts). Each dragon is in a bold color, 
which Van Wagoner (Nelson Beats the Odds Activity Guide, 2019, 
etc.) uses to great effect in a paint-splatter style. The dragons 
leave trails of brilliant hues when they fly, but other colors in 
the beautiful illustrations, such as the purple of Ellie’s skin or 
the gray of her noisy radiator, extend beyond their characters or 
objects to enhance the pages.

The dragons’ acceptance of the heroine’s reactions, 
their solid advice, and a kid-friendly elephant children can 
identify with should resonate with young readers strug-
gling to manage their emotions.

In Goodrich’s clever tale about coping,
the dragons provide sound counsel.

ellie and her emotional dragons
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DENVER MOON 
Metamorphosis
Hammond, Warren & Viola, Joshua
Illus. by Lovett, Aaron 
Hex Publishers (130 pp.) 
$26.99 paper  |  $0.99 e-book
Dec. 18, 2018
978-0-9997736-5-9  

An ultracool Mars private eye works 
a case of robocide in this sci-fi prequel.

Destroying a robot, or botsie, on 
Mars is akin to murder and consequently a felony. When Jard 
Calder, a botstringer who runs botsies for prostitution, loses 
several of them to robocide, he hires Denver Moon. Someone 
has pulled only a part or two from each botsie and stolen its 
chip as well. With help from Smith, an artificial intelligence 
installed in Denver’s gun, the detective surmises the murder 
weapon is a mining tool. As Denver injected Smith with a copy 
of her grandfather’s memories, the AI often treats her like a 
beloved granddaughter and is protective of her. And she may 
need protection when her search for a murder suspect leads 
her to Blevin’s Mine, where someone from Denver’s past is 
invested in seeking revenge against her. Fighting to stay alive 
soon takes precedence over the case before she ultimately ends 
up in Mars City’s precarious lower levels. This is where Denver 
unravels the mystery, though the motive for robocide is not as 
straightforward as she may have anticipated. This graphic novel 
by the team of Hammond and Viola (Denver Moon: The Minds of 
Mars, 2018, etc.) is a collection of three comic-book issues. It’s 
an adaptation of the authors’ short story, which is included at 
the volume’s end, along with a gallery and concept art. Though 
the fast-paced narrative is brief, it proficiently displays Den-
ver’s laudable qualities. She’s coolly apathetic, suggesting Jard 
find another investigator if he’s unhappy with her efforts, and 
composed even when certain she’s in danger. Smith is a stellar 
companion, convinced that, despite being an AI, it loves Den-
ver. Furthermore, the classic Smith & Wesson revolver’s “can-
non mode” transforms it into a more powerful weapon. The 
dialogue is often brief but witty. Denver, for example, promises 
to buy Smith a new battery if they survive men out for her blood. 
The short story’s descriptive prose is akin to the novel’s illus-
trations: A shot from Smith “sliced through” people, “scatter-
ing their lifeless bodies across the floor.” Lovett’s (Boomer and 
Friends!, 2017, etc.) exemplary artwork makes the white-haired 
Japanese heroine look both formidable and chic. Panels are 
likewise vibrant, from the shadowy, blue-tinged lower levels to 
Denver’s monochromatic perspective in sharp black and white.

The skilled, perpetually poised detective shines 
brightly in this series, be it a novel, comic book, or any 
other format.

UNMASKED 
Hardt, Helen
Waterhouse Press (382 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  $8.99 e-book
$21.87 audiobook  |  Jan. 29, 2019
978-1-64263-085-5 

The fourth entry in Hardt’s (Undaunted, 
2018, etc.) erotic supernatural saga finds a 
vampire struggling to control the darkness 
within himself as he and his human lover 
search for missing friends and family. 

Lately, Dante Gabriel has felt a dark energy pursuing him, but 
he’s come to realize that he is that darkness.However, the ever 
present ghost of the vampire’s father, Julian, convinces him 
that he can learn to control his inner evil. Dante believes that 
his greatest asset in this task is Erin Hamilton, the woman he 
loves and with whom he shares a blood bond—one so strong 
that he may not be able to live without her, and vice versa. 
Dante regularly consumes Erin’s blood for his sustenance and 
their sexual gratification. Now, he begins experimenting with 
BDSM in the bedroom—a riding crop is involved—as a way 
to embrace his dark energy without allowing it to take over. 
Meanwhile, some of couple’s loved ones have gone missing, 
including Erin’s best friend, Lucy; Dante’s pregnant sister, 
Emilia; and his uncle (and Julian’s twin), Brae. Dante’s cousin, 
River, and Erin’s brother, Jay, who are partner detectives, aid 
in the couple’s search, but they believe that answers may be 
found in the seemingly untranslatable Vampyre Texts. Dante’s 
paternal grandfather, Bill, knows the book’s secrets, but he’s 
inexplicably mum, and finding another copy is an exhausting 
task. It’s soon apparent that the being who’s responsible for 
people going missing is also leading rogue vampires who’ve 
targeted Erin. That leader is likely the same female vampire 
who, for a decade, held Dante captive for unclear reasons. 

Hardt’s latest installment shows some definite charac-
ter and plot evolution. Over the course of the series, Dante 
and Erin’s sex has progressively intensified, particularly in 
Dante’s aggressive demands. But this book has added new 
suspense, as there’s a strong possibility that he could lose 
control and hurt Erin (without her permission). Dante also 
shows frightening signs of an elitist mentality; for the first 
time, he may see vampires as superior to humans. The mys-
tery proceeds well; the investigating group identifies at least 
one of the rogue vampires, and Erin finds a prime suspect for 
the vampire boss. Dante’s former captor has been an enigma 
since the series’ beginning; this time, the author treats her 
readers to a big reveal, although this is most certainly not 
the final series installment. Hardt also centers on her char-
acters’ human traits, eschewing vampire conventions such as 
immortality and lethal sunlight, but her narrative makes sure 
to showcase other supernatural elements. Dante, for exam-
ple, continues to gain new powers, and Julian possesses an 
ability that could have a serious impact on the world at large. 
As in preceding books, the plot maintains a brisk, steady 
momentum courtesy of Hardt’s condensed descriptions and 
rapid-fire dialogue. At one point, for instance, Dante equates 
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Erin’s “irresistible” scent with a bevy of images and senses: 
“Dark coffee, dark chocolate, the richest, darkest blackberry, 
the richest, darkest Merlot.” 

A first-rate outing in a consistently enthralling series.

HABIT THAT!
How You Can Health Up in 
Just 5 Minutes a Day
Hope, Jaime 
Lioncrest Publishing (382 pp.) 
$19.99  |  $13.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Jan. 8, 2019
978-1-5445-1262-4
978-1-5445-1261-7 paper  

A self-help debut that aims to encour-
age healthy habits.

Hope, an emergency room doctor based in the Detroit area, 
offers an informative, conversational book that’s built around 
easy-to-adopt, “small, sustained daily efforts” to improve one’s 
well-being. Although some readers may find her stated platform 
of “five minutes a day...to create a healthy habit” a bit simplis-
tic, it effectively establishes an approachable tone. Part I lays 
groundwork with some basic psychological concepts, such as 
how to overcome obstacles, set goals, and become motivated 
to develop healthy routines. Hope employs an informal, direct 
style, combined with relevant examples, to help readers find 
their reason (or “real why”) for wanting to change. She empha-
sizes easy-to-accomplish “quick wins,” such as drinking more 
water, but she also recognizes that making lasting change is a 
long-term process. Along the way, Hope introduces four fic-
tional patients: Sarah, Bill, Mary, and George. Each represents 
a different life stage—a mom in her 30s with elderly parents, 
an entrepreneur in his 40s, an empty nester in her 50s, and a 
retiree in his 60s, respectively—and these neatly define the 
book’s intended audience. The patients are useful in demon-
strating how to apply “the four pillars of health”—“eat,” “sleep,” 

“burn” (via exercise), and “release” (of stress)—detailed in Part II. 
Hope has a knack for writing in everyday terms, whether she’s 
explaining portion size, the effects of sleep deprivation, practi-
cal approaches to exercise, or how to de-stress. To keep things 
flowing, she cleverly inserts a “Nerd Alert” when more technical 
detail is necessary. Her self-deprecation regarding the inclusion 
of these sidebars is charming: “I’m a huge nerd, and I couldn’t 
be happier about it,” she writes. “Sometimes I can’t help but 
throw down and geek out on some science.” The four pillars 
themselves are nothing new, but Hope doles out authoritative 
advice regarding each. The fictional patients nicely provide 

“top ten” lists of tips at the ends of their chapters, and the book’s 
conclusion is strongly positive and encouraging. There are also 
five helpful appendices, including one that lists “five-minute 
health-ups,” such as writing down one’s food goals.

A bright, perky, and artfully executed lifestyle guide.

RADIOACTIVE EVOLUTION
Hummel, Richard 
Self (492 pp.) 
$34.99  |  $16.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Nov. 16, 2018
978-1-73233-742-8
978-1-73233-741-1 paper  

Debut author Hummel launches a 
sci-fi/fantasy series with the story of a 
young man in a post-apocalyptic Amer-
ica who bonds with a dragon.

Twenty-something Jared Cartwright is on his own in a far-
future New York City that’s been ravaged by past nuclear wars. 
To avoid death by radiation, all humans, including Jared, must 
periodically inject themselves with microscopic nanites. One 
day, while searching for supplies, Jared finds a strange rock 
that generates electricity and visibly agitates the nanites in his 
injector. Out of curiosity, he injects these nanites into the rock, 
which turns out to be an egg. A fire dragon hatches; she goes by 
the name “Scarlet” and communicates with Jared telepathically. 
Because of their bond, Jared makes a formal vow to Scarlet’s 
dragon-queen mother to guard and protect her daughter. For-
tunately, he also develops newfound abilities—for every hostile, 
mutated creature he kills, he earns nanites to bolster skills, such 
as “Heat Sight” and “Maximum Muscle.” Jared furthermore 
makes it his mission to aid Scarlet in her quest to help dragons 
re-emerge—as they’ve been hiding from humans underground 
for millennia. Along the way, Jared and Scarlet face numerous 
antagonists, including mutated monsters and other human sur-
vivors. Hummel’s tale is rife with elements of the LitRPG genre, 
which offers a fusion of sci-fi/fantasy literature and role-playing 
games. At the same time, the author also creates intriguing char-
acters and an engaging fictional world. Although the narrative 
provides little backstory for Jared prior to his parents’ deaths, 
it meticulously establishes his and Scarlet’s camaraderie; this 
is helped by the fact that each character typically knows that 
the other is in trouble almost instantly. There’s also a potpourri 
of mutated beings, including a group of enslaved humans and 
some beasts whose mutations seem suspicious. Despite the fact 
that the story offers abundant exposition (via telepathic con-
versations), Hummel sets a firm pace that puts the heroes into 
frequent battles and confrontations with other perils.

A worthy series kickoff with riveting characters and a 
world that readers will want to explore.
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INTRODUCTION TO 
TANG POETRY
Hung, James Y.
Self (199 pp.) 
$4.99 e-book  |  Feb. 10, 2019
978-0-692-04408-7  

This primer on Tang dynasty–era 
poetry addresses Chinese history and lin-
guistics and the tricky task of translation.

Retired surgeon Hung’s (The Chinese 
Language Demystified, 2018, etc.) over-

view of verse written during the Tang period, which lasted from 
618 to 907, will be accessible to novices and a rich resource for 
experts. He takes a multipronged approach, beginning with a 
brief description of life in Tang China before delving into its 
literary traditions. It was a time of economic expansion that 
also saw an increase in artistic output. The book centers on 
three poets who were particularly prolific during the period: Li 
Bai, Du Fu, and Wang Wei, who were each influential in their 
home country as well as abroad. Hung explains the nuances 
of classical Chinese characters, which were misinterpreted by 
prominent Western writers, such as Ezra Pound, to be mainly 
pictograms. His book aims to give non-Chinese readers the 
tools to appreciate the beauty of Tang poetry in their original 
characters as well as in their translations. Hung shows creativ-
ity in how he displays the authors’ poems; first, he presents 
them in calligraphy, then in Pinyin (romanized words, meant 
to represent the sound of each character) with literal transla-
tions of each line. Afterward, he provides examples of several 
different English translations of each poem. (At times, the 
book feels like an expanded meditation on Eliot Weinberger’s 
1987 book 19 Ways of Looking at Wang Wei.) Readers will receive 
a new appreciation not just for Tang poetry, but also for the 
challenges of translating such verse. Not only is classical Chi-
nese very different from modern Chinese, but translators also 
have to keep in mind rhythm, details, and images, not all of 
which will have direct English translations. With a keen eye for 
detail and extraordinary patience, Hung relates the nuances of 
producing and translating poetry. His explanations are aided 
by his thoughtful historical accounts of life in Tang China and 
his descriptions of the political and economic circumstances 
that marked each poet’s life.

A compelling, detail-rich resource about Tang verse.

ZEUS DEFIED
Mastering The Mindset Of 
Weight Loss
Khan, Rez 
RK Fitness Connection Press  (226 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Jun. 23, 2018
978-0-9996561-3-6  

An inspiring, proactive approach to 
weight loss.

As someone who struggled with 
chronic debilitating back pain related to his weight, Khan (The 
Zeus Process, 2017) began a mission in his 30s: embrace the sci-
ence of dieting and find a weight-loss method that gets lasting 
results. Here he shares the fruits of his research on the durabil-
ity of short-term health and fitness gains as well as information 
on harnessing physical energy; creating healthy, habit-forming 
patterns; and avoiding unsustainable modern diet plans. He lik-
ens the task of Sisyphus, doomed by Zeus to push a boulder up a 
hill only to have it descend repeatedly, to the seesawing cycles of 
promising weight losses and frustrating rebound gains. Adopt-
ing a fresh perspective on calories and exercise, the author 
details his weight-loss program—a harmonious nine-phase sys-
tem with each phase lasting 30 days. His method begins with 
what Khan considers the most important phase: Participants 
create momentum via mindful consumption and self-rewards. 
From there, subsequent phases counsel dieters to incorporate 
whole fruit and leaner dairy and unprocessed meat choices into 
smaller, more frequent meals, bypassing processed carbs, sug-
ary foods, and soft drinks. Of course, the success of the pro-
gram hinges on regular exercise. While these phases don’t really 
introduce any revolutionary material into the weight-loss arena, 
new dieters will find lots of motivation, incentives, and lifestyle 
modifications to guide their journeys toward optimum health 
and wellness. Khan’s vivid prose and easy-to-follow instructions 
include clear “Action” and “Benefits” sections along with appen-
dix tables showing food glycemic indexes. As a dieting success 
story himself, Khan observes that it doesn’t take mythologi-
cal strength or insurmountable summits to achieve individual 
weight-loss goals, just willpower and dedication.

The diet-book arena is awash in both old and new meth-
ods of weight reduction, but Khan’s focused, strategic 
approach is fresh and feasible.
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Readers will receive a new appreciation not just for Tang poetry, 
but also for the challenges of translating such verse.

introduction to tang poetry
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THE MURDER RUN
King, Michael P.
Blurred Lines Press (190 pp.)
$9.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Jan. 18, 2019
978-0-9993648-5-7

This sixth installment of a series 
finds the Traveling Man grifting alone 
while his partner enjoys a normal life.

The Traveling Man, a career con 
artist, is using the name Tony Rogers 
while in Mitchellville, Maryland. His 

wife, continuing under the alias Nicole, has opted for semi-
retirement with millionaire James Denison in San Francisco. 
Tony flies without his usual backup into the midst of lawyer 
Jerry Chen, National Defense Agent Paul Robertson, and sev-
eral other conspirators who have stolen NGO aid funds from 
Kyrgyzstan. Chen plans to break into the safe of Clemens, 
the conspirator holding key bank account codes, to protect 
himself from being offed by someone killing members of the 
group. The attorney contacts Missy Grey, a player who calls 
Tony to crack the safe. The heist goes well until someone mur-
ders Duke and Barker, Tony’s partners, making it personal. 
Meanwhile, in San Francisco, Nicole battles the boredom of 
living straight by taking on Lily Crockett, a young apprentice 
criminal. Together they flirt and drink with men and joyride in 
stolen cars. But when Lily attempts a solo adventure, the cal-
low con doesn’t escape the attention of her marks. They steal 
her purse and threaten to unravel her life, which forces Nicole 
to step in. In this latest volume of The Travelers series, King 
(The Kidnap Victim, 2018, etc.) maintains his svelte, addictive 
style despite a touch of nostalgia for his characters’ early days. 
As Nicole reminds Tony, “Money spends better when you have 
to steal it.” Denison can’t quite douse Nicole’s grifting fire, 
and she frequently tells him not to worry (“Just relax. This isn’t 
Cricket Bay”). The plot’s main thrill is seeing Tony in action 
alone among a half-dozen greedy backstabbers. There’s fresh 
tension here, as the author eventually proves that his con has 

“that old happiness” with Nicole and is “one step better than 
he was on his own.” From the elegiac tone, readers may sus-
pect disaster in the final pages. Or will events leave the Travel-
ers prepped for either the quiet life or another thrilling mark?

The author alters the stakes in this entertaining con 
artist tale and brings his characters full circle.

THE WONDER SEEKERS OF 
FOUNTAINGROVE
LeBaron, Gaye & Casey, Bart
Self (204 pp.) 
978-0-692-17702-0  

A history book focuses on a Califor-
nia utopian community from its 19th-
century origins to the destruction of its 
remnants by wildfires in the 21st century.

Casey (The Double Life of Laurence 
Oliphant, 2015) and LeBaron (Santa Rosa, 

1993) center their study of Fountaingrove on minibiographies 
of its three most famous members: Thomas Lake Harris, Lau-
rence Oliphant, and Kanaye Nagasawa. Harris, Fountaingrove’s 
founder, was a product of the religious mania that swept New 
York state in the 1820s and ’30s. That wave created an array of 
new religions and philosophies that ranged from the Church 
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, founded by Joseph Smith, 
to the transcendentalism of Ralph Waldo Emerson. While 
Harris’ ideas challenged traditional social conventions with 
notions of the duality of masculinity/femininity that existed in 
every human and contradictory views on sexuality and celibacy, 
he managed to convince hundreds of followers to leave their 
homes and join his promised second Garden of Eden, Foun-
taingrove, in Santa Rosa. Indeed, two of his most famous fol-
lowers, Oliphant and Nagasawa, made transoceanic journeys to 
join him. Oliphant gave up a career as a British diplomat and 
Member of Parliament, and Nagasawa left a life as a samurai 
in Japan. Nagasawa’s tale is the book’s strongest contribution, 
as he was one of the first Japanese immigrants to land in the 
United States. His story and eventual leadership of Fountain-
grove are an important chapter of early Japanese-American 
history. Though essentially a small community in Santa Rosa, 
Fountaingrove had an impact that extended from New York 
during the Second Great Awakening across the globe to Eng-
land and Japan. Featuring black-and-white archival photographs, 
this rigorous volume should be of interest not just to Santa Rosa 
residents curious about Fountaingrove’s presence (and uniquely 
designed round barn that left its architectural stamp for nearly 
a century) in their city, but also readers intrigued by the new 
movements of the 19th century. While the authors occasion-
ally overuse lengthy quotes from primary sources, the narrative 
remains engaging as it deftly explores the captivating figures 
who defined Fountaingrove.

A well-researched and accessible examination of Foun-
taingrove’s utopian society.
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THE PHANTOM OF 
WITCH’S TREE
Lunde, Mark 
Untreed Reads Publishing (616 pp.) 
$35.00  |  $24.00 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Jul. 24, 2018
978-1-949135-05-3
978-1-949135-04-6 paper  

In this debut novel, two killers find 
themselves on a collision course in the 
last days of the Wild West—but the 
march of progress will not halt super-

natural forces from intervening in their conflict.
In 1912, the American frontier has been declared settled 

and the culture of the Wild West is in decline. One of its last 
bastions is Widow Tree, a town whose overweight and wealthy 
leaders buck the comforts of electricity and the railroad in 
order to attract tourists to the brothels and casinos of an ever 
disappearing Old West. Matt Hargreaves is a rich, heavy-drink-
ing wastrel who was appointed a deputy of Widow Tree only 
because his father was the marshal. When a shootout in Canada 
ends with the death of a 12-year-old girl, Matt dives deeper into 
his excesses and is unknowingly targeted by Cpl. Justin Augus-
tus, an omniscient, mystical force in the form of a revenge-
seeking, uniformed Mountie. Meanwhile, while working a 
prison-transport job, the baby-faced psychopath Jody Simms 
finds Widow Tree and the surrounding area prime ground for 
indulging his lowest instincts, including rape, focusing on the 
frontier’s newest resident, Rachel Adler. Rachel is a compli-
cated figure, posh, educated, and looking to carve out some part 
of the American West she has experienced in books for herself. 
Yet she, too, is haunted by portents of a demon—Simms—out 
to get her. Lunde’s novel is a down-and-dirty Western, opening 
with a penis boil and featuring plenty of viscera and corpses, the 
rampant and unvarnished racism of the period, and the brilliant, 
scatological ugliness one would expect from game-heavy diets 
and no indoor plumbing. Characters are venal and crass, more 
John Falstaff than John Wayne, and the tale uses this to great 
effect, sometimes disgusting readers with Simms’ sick actions 
or entertaining them with a closed-window farting contest 
between Matt and his father. Though principally a Western, the 
story’s fantastical flourishes are reminiscent of the early Gothic 
novel, with inexplicable darkness, visions of an ethereal world, 
haunted Mounties with dire warnings, and a singing phallus. 
While these facets all have big impacts on the plot, they are 
rarely explained to the audience. This will likely cause conster-
nation in some readers, but it largely adds to the book’s eerie 
sense of adventure and mystery.

Equal parts haunting and humorous; literally a warts-
and-all gunslinger story.

SACRED & DELICIOUS
A Modern Ayurvedic 
Cookbook
Mitchell, Lisa Joy 
She Writes Press (256 pp.) 
$28.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book
Oct. 16, 2018
978-1-63152-347-2  

Mitchell’s debut book follows the 
guiding principle of the ancient system of medicine known as 
ayurveda—to heal thyself with nurturing food.

Ayurveda refers to the interplay between various “con-
stitutions” of the body, called “doshas.” The author argues 
that when the three doshas (vata, pitta, and kapha) are out of 
balance, it can result in pain, illness, and, ultimately, chronic 
disease. According to Mitchell, a professional wellness men-
tor and cooking instructor, readers must first identify which 
of their doshas are out of balance so they can focus on the 
primary goal of ayurveda—eating foods that will bring the 
doshas back into equilibrium. She not only includes an expla-
nation of the three doshas here, but also a rundown of physi-
cal signs to look for to determine which one needs attention. 
The book also offers examples of specific foods to promote 
balance in each dosha as well as eight general lifestyle guide-
lines; some offer common sense, such as avoiding junk food, 
but others are more surprising, such as avoiding combining 
fruit with other types of food or eating cold victuals. How-
ever, the author doesn’t lay out these rules with a strict or 
radical tone; instead, she encourages readers to make changes 
in moderation and to eat animal protein or cooked onions 
when necessary—although these items aren’t usually part of 
an ayurvedic diet. The recipe section is where this book really 
shines, however, as it showcases beautiful full-color photos of 
select dishes. There are two separate sections for vegetable- 
and legume-based soups, and a chapter on entrees is separated 
into dishes for weekdays (which take 30 minutes to an hour of 

“active” preparation) and dishes for the weekend, which may 
take up to two hours. Readers might have benefited from tips 
on where to find uncommon ingredients, such as Bragg Liq-
uid Aminos or asafetida. Also, some recipes take quite a long 
time to cook, but this aligns with the ayurvedic guideline to 
eat slowly and savor what one has prepared.

A clear, concise introduction to ayurvedic cooking.
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A TALE OF INFIDELS
Otto, Erik A.
Sagis Press (197 pp.) 
  

In this fantasy, a diplomat, a deserter, 
and an exile try to find their ways in an 
imperiled world.

Matteo’s Lands has 97 days until, as 
the Day of Ascendancy prophesied in the 
Book of Canons, it will turn upside down. 
Certain harbingers have begun to occur, 

so—although some are skeptical—many are busy constructing 
shelters and attaching mooring lines from buildings to out-
door Hearthstones. The Ascendancy will, it’s said, be followed 
by a “time of strife” called the Internecion. Facing impending 
chaos, three young people nonetheless carry on. Hella Pomer-
ain, princess of Pomeria, is a young woman being given her 
first official assignment as diplomatic envoy. She’s crushed to 
learn she’ll be sent to faraway Jawhar, an enemy nation “where 
death or imprisonment was the most likely outcome.” Never-
theless, she vows to do her best. Sebastian Harvellian of Pyros 
arrives at the Old Keep in Belidor to sit his exams and continue 
his religious apprenticeship. He longs to make his father, a 
respected Apostle, proud. In Thelonia, Darian Bronté, a mili-
tary cadet, endures his training, though he doesn’t fit in well; 
he has some form of echolalia that forces him to mimic oth-
ers. But despite their plans, each character’s life gets derailed by 
conflict, whether political, military, or religious, as the Day of 
Ascendancy approaches—then begins. Otto (Detonation, 2018) 
offers a varied, complex realm that comes across vividly, with 
many hints of deeper waters to explore. His characters are well-
developed and intriguing, from Hella’s fiery resolve to Sebas-
tian’s faith to Darian’s ethical searching. In particular, Darian’s 
disorder is compellingly suggestive; could he use his perfect 
mimicry to his advantage? The book ends on a maddening cliff-
hanger, although Otto assures readers that the wait for books 2 
and 3 will be short and “incredibly rewarding.”

Rich, layered, and thoughtful worldbuilding, but the 
ending is frustratingly unresolved.

TWO STORIES 
A Sight to See & The 
Boatman
Peterson, Nolan
Self (85 pp.) 

Peterson (SnowBlind, 2018) offers a 
pair of stories about characters coming 
to terms with death.

In “A Sight to See,” the shorter of 
this book’s two narratives, Adam is 

one of four astronauts on a one-way flight to Mars. When 
something collides with the spaceship, his three companions 
die, and Adam’s injury renders him blind. As the ship contin-
ues its course to the red planet, he sits alone in darkness and 

periodically communicates with Mission Control. He accepted 
the mission knowing that he would never again see his wife, 
Penny, but as he awaits what he believes is an imminent demise, 
he debates whether he made the right decision. In “The Boat-
man,” Charles is a professional guide for people who wish to 
die. He works at a company that constructs “death dreams,” in 
which people can choose the specific manner of their passing. 
He keeps his job a secret from his father, who wouldn’t approve; 
Charles’ mother committed suicide a decade earlier. But his 
dad isn’t well himself, and he may soon decide how he wants to 
pass on—with or without Charles’ guidance. Peterson’s death-
centered stories, while occasionally gloomy, are still filled with 
hope. The author shows how Adam, for instance, doesn’t fear 
his demise, which he seems to view as a journey’s end; although 
his longing for Penny is sorrowful, he achieves a sense of closure 
before the tale concludes. Similarly, “death dreams” allow char-
acters to experience happiness or heroism before they die. At 
times, the author’s lyrical prose cushions the bleaker concepts; 
for example, Adam believes that the Earth’s first living cell is 
continually reborn in each living thing: “We are an unbroken 
echo of all life before us,” he muses, “locked in a closed-loop 
system of death and resurrection.” Overall, Peterson’s stories 
promote an appreciation of life—although some readers may 
still shed tears.

A profound, dramatic, and emotionally resonant book.

MODEL FOR DECEPTION
A Vangie Street Mystery
Prewitt, Ellen Morris 
Manuscript (295 pp.) 

A stolen earring, a murdered home-
less man, and a missing colleague turn 
life upside down for a new Tennessee 
runway model in this series opener.

Evangeline “Vangie” Street was a 
former paralegal from Starlight, a small 
town in the Mississippi Delta. When she 
caught her husband cheating on her with 

a tattoo artist, she packed up, moved to Memphis, and divorced 
him long distance. She was spotted in the GlenGlade Shopping 
Center by Model Coordinator Kate Kelly and offered a job 
walking the runway at local society luncheons and galas. It is 
a rather perfect fit for a woman who reads people by studying 
their clothing choices. Readers meet Vangie just before a show 
in the Grand Ballroom of the Peabody Hotel, where she and 
Heather Jackson are runway partners. During the post-show 
backstage cleanup, the models discover an expensive earring 
has been stolen; the next day, Heather disappears. When Van-
gie sets out to find her and prove that Heather is not the thief, 
she shakes up a dangerous hornets’ nest. Meanwhile, over at the 
Next Step homeless shelter, where Vangie works a second job, a 
client has vanished. A few days later, his body is found, and Van-
gie discovers that she knows the victim, bringing the tragedy 
home. Now she is involved in two investigations, unwittingly 
adding another target to her back. Prewitt’s (Tracking Happiness, 

Peterson’s death-centered stories, while occasionally 
gloomy, are still filled with hope.

two stories
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2018) double plotline is engaging, with some unexpected twists 
and a good measure of excitement. What raises the novel a cut 
above the standard mystery is Vangie, the story’s narrator. She 
is a smart, sarcastic, fashion-obsessed 30-something who has a 
large metal cutout of Elvis Presley gracing her front lawn. It is 
just fun spending time with her. Dialogue is fast and edgy: “Your 
red suspenders are a warning,” Vangie tells a dubious Detective 
Noel Prichard. “They say: be careful, you don’t know who you’re 
messing with...you can let your suspenders do the talking.” The 
author, a former model herself, enhances the narrative with 
intriguing behind-the-scenes details that pull back the profes-
sion’s glossy veneer.

A well-paced, offbeat mystery with a healthy dose of 
snark; fashion statements abound.

ALIVE AT NINETY-FIVE
Recalling Movies I Love
Reiner, Carl
Random Content Publishing (406 pp.) 
Dec. 31, 2017  
978-0-9995182-0-5

A legendary actor and director 
reflects on the innumerable films he 
watched during his first decades as an 
audience member.

This first book in Reiner’s (Tell Me a Silly Story, 2010, etc.) 
two-volume pictorial memoir is essentially an opulently pro-
duced memory album commemorating many of the earliest 
movies he watched in a lifetime devoted to film, with the selec-
tions dating from the early 20th century to 1950. The book is 
heavy and generously oversized, and as memoirs go, it takes the 
unconventional approach of being 90 percent visual: page after 
page of large period photographs and gorgeous full-color post-
ers accompanied by minimal text comments from the author 
along the way. He consistently quotes from reviews of the mov-
ies in question, but the draw of the volume remains his own 
reflections. Some of those reactions are jaundiced (about Wil-
liam Wyler’s 1939 Wuthering Heights, starring Merle Oberon and 
Laurence Olivier, for instance, he grouses: “Fine actors perform 
in a beautiful love story, but I prefer beautiful love stories where 
the lovers don’t separate and then die”). And some are winningly 
idiosyncratic (as when the author presents 1940’s The Mark of 
Zorro and talks about its famously charismatic star: “Nobody 
would argue if you said that Tyrone Power was the handsomest 
leading man of his day and if they did, it’s likely they never saw 
him in ‘The Mark of Zorro’ ”). A large part of the work’s delight 
is the way it brings so many of these indelible old movies back 
into the spotlight, often in touchingly personal tones, as when 
Reiner mentions 1946’s Stairway to Heaven: “Even though I’m 
a confirmed atheist I was able to suspend my beliefs so I could 
enjoy the prospect of climbing the myriad of steps on The Stair-
way to Heaven so I might, once again, see the deceased mem-
bers of my beloved family and also my old and dear friends.” The 
book delivers a series of pleasant surprises, as each film sparks 
some new memory or quip from a man who’s lived a great deal 

of Hollywood history himself and frequently recounts meetings 
with some of the titans of the industry’s golden age. 

A wonderful trip down movie Memory Lane.

ILLUSIONS
Reynolds, Madeline J. 
Entangled Teen (380 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book  |  Nov. 6, 2018
978-1-64063-563-0  

This debut YA novel sees a stage magi-
cian’s apprentice struggle with secrets as a 
handsome rogue enters his life.

It is 1898, and 16-year-old Londoner 
Thomas Pendleton longs to attend 
Oxford and write poetry. Instead, at the 

behest of his parents, he’s become an apprentice to magician 
Neville Wighton the Great. The two have mastered an illusion 
in which Neville leaps out into the audience only to vanish in 
midair and reappear in a private box above. This shocking feat 
has gained the attention of Paolo il Magnifico, another illusion-
ist, who’s astounded that the veteran Neville has achieved a 
late-career bloom. Paolo sends his own rakish assistant, 19-year-
old Saverio Moretti, to learn the trick’s secret. Sav encounters 
Thomas in Manchester Square and questions “the way he stared, 
the way he fumbled for words.” Indeed, Thomas is attracted to 
the good-looking young man, though for the sake of his fam-
ily’s finances, he’s been courting wealthy Amelia Ashdown. The 
romantically experienced Sav pursues the naïve teen, pretend-
ing to be a tailor’s apprentice and reporting on Neville’s act to 
Paolo. Sav doesn’t intend to fall in love—nor can he imagine 
that Thomas possesses hidden powers over movement and 
light. Can either young man escape the deceitful webs spun 
by the adults in their lives? Struck through with late-Victorian 
charm, Reynolds’ novel is an intimate combination of romance 
and fantasy. Presented as diary entries, chapters alternate 
between the viewpoints of Thomas and Sav, and deft portrai-
ture reveals Neville as a cruel master (His smile “looked...wrong, 
like a puzzle piece that was forced into a spot where it was not 
meant to fit”). Amelia, unfortunately, spends much of the narra-
tive in the background despite her dramatic potential. But the 
author triumphs elsewhere, convincing readers of Sav’s caddish 
ways and then immersing them in Thomas’ earnest passion for 
poetry (he initially recites Shakespearean sonnets). Romance 
fans should love the emotional seesaw that carries through to a 
clever final deception, one that brings frightening social realism 
to this lightly magical tale.

Conniving adults can’t halt first love in this glowing 
fantasy tale.
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HUCK’S WAY HOME
Rodanas, Kristina
Illus. by the author
Woodstock Foundation (31 pp.) 
$18.95
978-0-692-14865-5  

A lost little calf finds his way home in 
this picture book based on a true story.

As soon as playful calf Huck arrives 
at his new home on a Vermont dairy farm, he is distracted by 
a butterfly and gives chase, leaving his pasture behind. When 
his worried human family comes after him, “carrying ropes 
and shouting his name,” Huck runs away in a panic, through a 

“busy street,” over a bridge, into a cemetery and a forest, and 
up a mountain trail. Scared and lonely, Huck falls asleep under 
the stars. But when dawn comes, he remembers the parting 
advice he’d been given by a wise old cow, realizes that he knows 
what to do, and is soon back in his pasture, being welcomed 
by “friendly cows...gentle people,” and his own beloved brother. 
Billings Farm, featured in this well-told story, is a real place. Vet-
eran author/illustrator Rodanas (The Blind Hunter, 2003, etc.) 
explains in an introductory note that she was inspired by the 
adventures of the real Huck—an American Milking Devon 
steer (part of an endangered breed of cattle)—who arrived at 
the farm as a week-old calf. The time Rodanas spent at Billings 
shows: Pairing her expressive text with beautifully rendered, 
realistic double-spread and single-page illustrations in pencil 
and watercolor, she brings to life green Vermont landscapes, 
sunny and starry skies, and farm and forest creatures.

A thoroughly engaging animal tale that delivers a mes-
sage of self-reliance with visual and narrative warmth.

UNDONE BY THE EARL 
Rue, Elizabeth 
Blue Mermaid Books (296 pp.) 
$13.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  Jun. 2, 2018
978-1-73239-571-8  

A Regency-era romance about an 
orphaned young woman and the hand-
some nobleman who attempts to find her 
a husband.

Anna Colbrook watches a suitor 
depart from her home after her aging 

stepgrandfather—Alfred Sinclair, the fifth Earl of Ware-
ton—has rejected the man’s offer to marry her. When Anna 
confronts the elderly man, he forbids her from marrying until 
after her younger stepsister, Madeline, does. If Anna attempts 
to marry sooner, she’ll forfeit the inheritance that her mother 
bequeathed to her and have no dowry. Unfortunately, Mad-
eline is only 12 years old and Anna’s in her early 20s. After 
her grandfather dies, Anna remains legally bound by his rules. 
Thankfully, the new earl doesn’t choose to reside at the estate, 
and Anna finds happiness living alone with her stepsister and 
managing their home. When the absentee earl also dies, his 

successor, the young Adrian Sinclair, a reformed rake, takes up 
residence in the family home as the seventh Earl of Wareton. 
He and his family are intent on finding Anna a match, if for 
no other reason than to be rid of her. As Adrian attempts to 
find a husband for Anna, he’s surprised by her reluctance to 
marry. Anna’s true reason for wishing to remain single runs 
deeper than her uncle’s old decree; as Adrian attempts to dis-
cover Anna’s motivations, the pair argues continually. But as 
they grow better acquainted, they’re surprised by what they 
discover. Debut novelist Rue’s fast-paced narrative and engag-
ing dialogue will draw readers in from the start. The story, 
told from Anna’s and Adrian’s alternating perspectives, is 
chock-full of Jane Austen–esque misunderstandings and mis-
read motivations as well as stolen kisses. As the two charac-
ters attempt to secure the happiness of others at their own 
expense, the author sprinkles in engaging action scenes and 
appearances by entertaining secondary players, adding rich-
ness to the plot. The romance also contains some delightfully 
swoonworthy moments as well as unexpected twists and turns 
that add much-needed suspense toward the end. 

A solid historical novel with two headstrong characters.

THE SPEED OF LIGHT IN AIR, 
WATER, AND GLASS
Scalzo, Laura 
One One Two Press (206 pp.) 
$14.07 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Oct. 5, 2018
978-1-73269-400-2  

In Scalzo’s debut novel, a teenager 
skips a STEM competition to pursue her 
own interests.

Fifteen-year-old Julia Bissette is an 
aficionado of fractals (“You can draw a circle with geometry, 
but you can draw a snowflake with fractal geometry”). She’d 
initially planned to go to a national conference that awards a 
monetary prize to the best fractal diagram produced by one 
of its young entrants. Instead, she spends a Holden Caulfield–
esque week exploring her hometown of Washington, D.C., on 
her own terms. She uses her father’s credit card to check into 
the Hay-Adams Hotel, and at the Vietnam Veterans Memo-
rial, Julia meets Kal Kovac, a tall teenage boy trying to solve 
the mystery of why his grandfather never returned from the 
war. Julia and Kal hit it off, and they team up to investigate 
his relative’s past—a journey that takes them to the National 
Archives, CIA headquarters, and, eventually, to the very com-
petition that Julia’s been avoiding. The present-day chapters 
are intercut with excerpts from Kal’s grandfather’s journal, 
including an account of his work during secret missions in 
Laos, and both narratives reach their resolutions in the book’s 
closing pages. Julia is a compelling protagonist who’s both 
self-aware and self-indulgent (“I guess I might be in trouble, 
but for what?”). Indeed, readers may have trouble deciding 
whether they want to root for her or shake some sense into her. 
Her relationship with Kal is refreshing, as it doesn’t instantly 
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transform into a romance; they’re strangers united by a cause 
rather than sudden soul mates. Scalzo knows her District of 
Columbia setting well, and she develops it in detail through-
out the story, allowing both Julia and the reader to become 
reacquainted with a familiar place. The prose is strong—quiet 
but evocative—and it does an excellent job of capturing the 
unanswered questions that drive Julia and Kal: “His isn’t a war 
story I understand from school and field trips, a Civil War sol-
dier breathing his last breath, Walt Whitman holding his hand 
at the Patent Office, not even a mile from the White House 
and President Lincoln himself.” 

An enjoyable story of teen independence and 
exploration.

LOST WITHOUT THE RIVER
Scoblic, Barbara Hoffbeck 
She Writes Press (296 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book
Apr. 16, 2019
978-1-63152-531-5  

A writer examines her childhood in 
the rural Midwest in this debut memoir.

“If you ever come to these gently roll-
ing hills in northeastern South Dakota,” 
writes Scoblic early in her book, “with 

the farmlands nestled near two clear lakes, decorated with the 
twisting of the Whetstone River, late May would be the time 
to make the trip.” In this land—beautiful and hard in different 
ways—the author began life as Barbara Hoffbeck, the seventh 
child of Roman Catholic farmers who had struggled through 
the Depression. Growing up in the 1940s, Scoblic experienced 
a childhood that was in some ways picturesque: picking the 
strawberries that grew on the family’s property and catching 
snapping turtles with one of her many brothers. But there 
were tragedies, too, as when the author’s oldest sister, who had 
no control “over her muscles” and lived in a crib, died when 
Scoblic was 7 years old. In addition, two of the author’s sib-
lings were sent to live with her grandparents. Scoblic wanted 
more for herself than the difficult road of her parents, and she 
eventually went to college, served in the Peace Corps, and set-
tled permanently in New York City. Yet the lives of her parents, 
siblings, and extended family were never far from her mind, 
and this volume of reminiscences charts not just the stories 
of her youth, but also the ways those things have shaped and 
weighed on her throughout her adulthood. The author’s prose 
is lyrical and highly observant, offering surprising, incidental 
details, as in this passage about sitting in church: “Through 
those narrow openings, scents of grass and wild clover filtered 
in, along with a few flies and box elder bugs. Those bugs gath-
ered in great clusters on the sides of buildings every August. 
When viewed up close, they displayed an art deco design of 
slate gray and orange.” Featuring family photographs, the 
memoir is infused with a subtle melancholy, which is perhaps 
to be expected in a book about a place and people now gone. 
But in the folds of the digressions and anecdotes readers will 

find an unmistakable joy on the part of Scoblic: the joy of 
returning to a place, having left it. The joy of carrying it within 
her wherever she goes.

A shaggy but powerful work about a South Dakota family.

90 DAYS TO LIVE
Stamps, Rodney & Stamps, Paige 
Attacking Cancer, LLC (268 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Dec. 13, 2018
978-0-9993722-1-0  

A memoir about one man’s determi-
nation to beat the odds with alternative 
treatments after a grim prognosis.

In 2005, debut co-author Rodney 
Stamps discovered a small lump on his 

collarbone. Then a doctor found another one under his arm-
pit—bigger than a golf ball—which prompted a round of medi-
cal tests. Eventually, an oncologist determined that Rodney was 
suffering from non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma and that with imme-
diate chemotherapy he could likely secure another five to 10 
years of life—but without it, he’d likely be dead within 90 days. 
The news shocked both Rodney and his wife, debut co-author 
Paige Stamps. However, he wanted to beat the cancer, not 
simply postpone its victory, and he was wary of chemotherapy 
because two of his family members had died while undergoing 
such treatment. Against his doctor’s vehement orders, Rodney 
and Paige charted their own course, scouring the internet for 
unconventional alternatives. They eventually found a book 
describing a cure that characterized cancer as a “deficiency of 
the pancreatic enzymes,” and they largely attacked the disease 
with a rigidly restrictive diet along with a regimen of enzymes 
extracted from New Zealand pigs. The authors describe Rod-
ney’s extraordinary recovery, and the emotional roller-coaster 
ride that they experienced in the process, with humor and poi-
gnancy. They note that the treatments weren’t as expensive as 
chemotherapy, but they weren’t cheap, either, and the couple 
struggled to pay for them while running an alarm-installation 
business and raising two young daughters. Along the way, they 
furnish a fascinatingly instructive critique of traditional medi-
cine and of how doctors are incentivized to avoid recommend-
ing alternative cures, which, the authors say, can amount to 

“professional suicide.” Their account is an appropriately bal-
anced one, however, pointing out that the world of alternative 
medicine is often populated by charlatans who encourage wish-
ful aspiration instead of rigorous thought. Above all, though, 
this is a love story, as the authors movingly chronicle the arc of 
their relationship and their unwavering support of each other.

A touchingly triumphant remembrance combined with 
sober analysis.
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The author’s prose is lyrical and highly observant, 
offering surprising, incidental details.

lost without the river
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ALICE FALLS AGAIN
Stoneham, DJ 
AuthorHouse (234 pp.) 
$28.82  |  $17.23 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Nov. 16, 2018
978-1-5462-9988-2
978-1-5462-9987-5 paper  

A day before she’s off to college, Alice 
revisits Wonderland, where she unravels 
dark secrets in this spin on the Lewis 
Carroll classic.

As the story opens, Alice feels down because she must leave 
the “innocence of childhood” for college in London. However, 
her thoughts are disrupted when she spots a tiny train floating 
on a nearby river. She soon finds herself shrunken down and 
pulled onto the train, where she eventually falls over a waterfall 
(cleverly dubbed “Alice Falls”). Lost in a forest, she realizes that 
she’s back in Wonderland. Now older and wiser, Alice discovers 
newfound horrors in this world, including elder abuse, poverty, 
and government corruption. As she tries to make her way back 
home, she repeatedly hears about a Mayor Jackson MacDon-
ald, who could be the cause of all these problems; she fears that 
he’s somehow connected to a monster called a Jabberwocky 

(another Carroll allusion). Soon, Alice realizes that she might be 
the key to saving Wonderland from its dystopian state. Debut 
author Stoneham does a stellar job of re-creating Carroll’s 
beloved world while also adding his own twists. Familiar charac-
ters return or are referenced—most notably, the Cheshire Cat; 
however, Stoneham’s new players feel just as creative and non-
sensical. There’s Jack Door (a play on “jackdaw”), a half-bird boy 
who briefly acts as Alice’s love interest; and Mary (nicknamed 

“Bow Peep”), a Janus-faced girl who has an unsettling presence, 
and these two characters help differentiate Stoneham’s darker 
world from Carroll’s. The prose style pays tribute to the origi-
nal’s in the best way possible, as Stoneham incorporates many 
silly puns, riddles, and nursery rhymes that truly capture the 
spirit of Carroll’s writing. For example, Alice communicates 
with the Cheshire Cat via a mobile telephone—literally a phone 
with arms and legs. With these kinds of jokes, Stoneham’s wit 
and cleverness tie the novel together.

A brilliant and amusing reinvention.

GAME OVER
Sullivan, M.J.
Self (401 pp.) 
  

Four students, elite video gamers, 
are drawn into an all-too-real war of the 
worlds in this debut YA sci-fi novel.

In Britain, four 12-year-old friends sit 
very near the top of the worldwide lead-
erboard for “Distant Dawn,” a popular 

video game that pits robotic fighters—WarMechs—equipped 
with exotic weaponry against the villainous Krogans, insec-
toid aliens out to destroy human space colonies. The group, 
which calls itself Raid Mob, includes two white boys, Jack Del-
aney (tHeScOuRgE), who lives in shabby council housing, and 
Cameron Yates (ForgeFire666), a chubby, clumsy tween with a 
stutter. The other members are Megan Joyce (Zuul), a girl with 

“hazel-coloured” skin whose hero is Pvt. Vasquez from Aliens, 
and brainy Ayomikun “Ayo” Osikoya-Arinola (Hephaestus), a 
boy of African origin. The four are outsiders at school, and 
their virtual world can seem more real than their daily lives. 
They’re uber-excited when Hailstorm Games, the company 
behind “Distant Dawn,” announces that its top 10 players 
will receive new control packs for “an Elite Mission, the likes 
of which you have never experienced.” The new equipment 
allows thrillingly immersive, addictive gaming—but it’s not 
just a game, as the players discover when they’re kidnapped, 
put into authentic WarMechs, and forced to fight agonizingly 
real battles. They’ll need to use teamwork and all of their well-
honed skills to save Earth and themselves. The gamers-being-
trained-as-fighters theme isn’t new, but Sullivan makes it 
especially entertaining for fans of Transformers-style military 
robots, providing a feast of lengthy, cinematic, richly detailed 
descriptions of weapons, maneuvers, tactics, and moment-by-
moment clashes. (Nonfans might wish for more streamlining.) 
The author also captures the slangy, energetic, pop-culture fun 
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of online competition. This classic ragtag band of misfits is 
nicely balanced, each with his or her own assets and challenges. 
There’s a good dose of humor to balance the fighting, and the 
tale doesn’t lack tenderness; Jack’s love for his baby brother, 
for example, helps define him and his choices. The story’s sat-
isfying climax becomes somewhat dulled by a lengthy epilogue 
exploring the implications of new technology.

For those who appreciate robotic combat, an immer-
sive, humorous, and principled tale.

SMUGGLERS & SCONES
Talbot, Morgan C. 
Red Adept Publishing (222 pp.) 
$13.99 paper  |  $8.99 e-book
Jan. 17, 2017
978-1-940215-87-7 

In this mystery series starter, a mur-
derer is stalking Oregon’s tiny coastal 
town of Seacrest, and the quirky authors 
at Moorehaven Bed and Breakfast Inn 
couldn’t be happier.

Talbot’s (Nine Feet Under, 2013, etc.) delightful new series 
of cozy mysteries is set in the Pacific Northwest hometown of 
deceased crime novelist Raymond Moore. His Victorian man-
sion is now a B&B, owned and managed by the 20-something 
Pippa Winterbourne and operating under strict guidelines 
established by Moore’s estate. The most important one is that 
only writers may rent rooms there. In the middle of the night, 
Pippa hears a boat crashing up against the nearby cliffs; clad in 
her pink robe and fuzzy bunny slippers, she rushes down and 
rescues the young, handsome Lake Ivens from the Pacific’s tur-
bulent waves. The next day, police discover the dead body of 
Cecil French in the wrecked boat, and Lake, who worked as a 
captain for Cecil’s charter business, is the main suspect. Unfor-
tunately, Lake suffered a concussion and has no memory of 
what happened before the boat crashed. It becomes clear that 
it’s up to Pippa (who really, really hopes that blue-eyed Lake 
isn’t guilty), her team of authors, and her local cadre of grown-
up gossip girls to identify the killer—but then there’s another 
murder. Pippa makes for a very capable narrator, as she’s funny, 
smart, and able to match the verbal swagger of her loquacious 
authors. Keeping them entertained and safe while also picking 
their crime-obsessed brains is a bit like herding cats, it turns 
out, although they can always be corralled for Pippa’s freshly 
baked scones. The abundance of secondary characters in this 
novel is initially confusing, but their backstories make compel-
ling ingredients in the mix. Throw in a defunct Prohibition-era 
speak-easy, hidden in the basement of the town’s only nightclub, 
and the local legend of a hidden treasure, and Talbot provides 
more than enough puzzles to keep readers turning the pages 
until the very end.

Everything a cozy fan could want—a strong and sassy 
female protagonist, some romance, and even a couple of 
scone recipes as a bonus.

ROLL THE POLE
Taylor, Richard 
Full Quark Press (200 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $14.99 paper  |  $8.99 e-book
May 10, 2017
978-0-9987528-1-5
978-0-9987528-0-8 paper  

A pilot recounts three attempts to 
reach the magnetic north pole by plane.

While at an air show in Wisconsin 
in 1978, debut author Taylor and his 

two buddies Pat Epps and Verner Martin decided to embark 
upon a “fantasy mission”: reach the magnetic north pole by 
aircraft. Taylor, Epps, and Martin—nicknamed Super, Klond-
ike, and Zip respectively—determined their “ever-wandering” 
mark was somewhere along the southern border of the Arc-
tic Ocean, piled into Epp’s single-engine Beechcraft Bonanza, 
and began the 2,000-plus–mile journey. They were frightfully 
unprepared—they didn’t have a weather radar or any survival 
gear—and intended to make their way by magnetic compass 
alone. The author’s goal was to “roll the pole”—an “aerobatic 
gesture” that entails inverting the aircraft while directly over 
the magnetic north pole, something no one had ever done 
before. However, a persistent engine problem they couldn’t 
confidently diagnose compelled them to abort the trip. Tay-
lor, though, never gave up on his dream and made two other 
attempts in 1979 and 1980. The author vividly describes all 
three attempts and the challenges posed not only by the inhos-
pitable elements, but by the distance between his eagerness for 
adventure and responsible preparation. More than a pilot’s tale, 
this is an account of the insatiable ambition for more, a candidly 
personal chronicle in the spirit of Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s 
Airman’s Odyssey. The author explains that his “memoir is not all 
about airplanes. It’s about a few people and their relationships. 
It’s about some ambitions, dreams, sacrifices and failures. And, 
in a loosely framed way, it’s about their achievements and how 
those achievements led to other challenges.” Taylor’s account is 
a gripping one, told with humor and without a whiff of gratu-
itous melodrama. Also, his philosophical asides are intriguing, 
especially regarding the reasons he’s so powerfully drawn to the 

“experience of isolation and imminent peril.” This is an engag-
ingly thoughtful book about the lust for life and the sometimes-
inscrutable form such a lust assumes. 

A thrilling account of a dangerous but tantalizing 
aspiration.
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GUESTHOUSE FOR GANESHA
Teitelman, Judith 
She Writes Press (352 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book  |  May 7, 2019
978-1-63152-521-6  

In this magical realist novel set in 
1920s Germany, a young Jewish woman 
inexplicably bonds with the Hindu god 
Ganesha.

Esther Grünspan is 17 when she 
first moves to Köln, Germany, from her 

hometown in Poland, where her fiance recently failed to show 
up to their wedding. She starts a new life in her new city as a 
talented seamstress. However, this life is withdrawn and lonely, 
as she barely interacts with anyone, although she’s avidly try-
ing to learn how to speak German to achieve “business success.” 
Even with her own family members, who visit and send letters, 
Esther is cold and difficult to connect with. One day, while 
walking through the Rheinpark, she spots a wooden stand 
decorated with “vibrant, garish colors” and images unfamiliar 
to her. She becomes fixated with one image in particular—an 

“elephant-headed man.” The memory of this figure sticks with 
Esther, who begins to doubt if it was even real. She’s actually fix-
ated on the Hindu god Ganesha, who has similarly bonded with 
Esther, as revealed through his own italicized narration, inter-
spersed throughout the novel. Later, she navigates marriage and 
motherhood, but she never forgets her Rheinpark memory, and 
Ganesha watches out for her with wisdom and love. As years 
pass, anti-Semitism in the city becomes more rampant, and 
Esther begins to obsess over India. Her decision to travel to 
Ganesha’s home ultimately results in an emotional, enlighten-
ing revelation. Over the course of this debut novel, Teitelman 
paints an intensely beautiful world in which different cultures 
merge in surprising ways. Although it centers on what may 

seem like an odd pairing—a Jewish mortal and a Hindu god—
the novel weaves the two characters together in a very natural 
way, as Esther, withdrawn from those around her, is shown to 
need Ganesha as a protective, loving companion. Teitelman’s 
deft execution as she explores this relationship is a major factor 
in why this unusual novel works so well. Throughout, her writ-
ing shows a finesse that’s as compelling as the story it presents, 
employing a lyrical prose style when focusing on Ganesha and a 
more decadent tone during Esther’s parts.

A rich and moving story about an unlikely pair.

ROARKE’S WISDOM
The Defense of Blythecairne
Tompkins, Robert W. 
CreateSpace (274 pp.) 
$10.33 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
May 31, 2016
978-1-5330-7870-4  

A hero kills a dragon: So what is he 
going to do now?

One of the hallmarks of a remarkable 
fantasy world is that the tales the author 

tells feel like just the tip of the iceberg. For every story readers 
hear, there are 10 they’ll never know. Such is the case with Tolk-
ien’s Middle Earth and George R.R. Martin’s Westeros. The same 
could be said of Hagenspan, the land in which Tompkins’ (Owan’s 
Regret, 2018, etc.) novel is set. Hagenspan, readers are told, once 
existed in the North Atlantic—perhaps during the Middle Ages; 
it was inhabited by men and women, trolls, dragons, and fair-
ies, all of whom fought and loved, strove and died. Like Middle 
Earth and Westeros, Hagenspan is a sprawling, richly imagined 
realm peopled with dozens upon dozens of intriguing characters. 
This volume is the first of nine books in a series. (The author 
is currently writing the 10th.) Its hero is Sir Cedric Roarke of 
Lauren, Slayer of Dragons. True to his name, Roarke kills such 
a foul beast. But the ingenuity of Tompkins’ series opener is that 
the daring deed happens before the book even begins. The tale, 
then, grapples with all the unlikely questions that crop up in the 
aftermath. How does Roarke prove he killed the dragon? How 
does he protect the booty? Does he keep the castle the dragon 
stole? How does he pull off that feat? And on and on. In County 
Bretay, where the castle Blythecairne is situated, law and tradi-
tion dictate that the slayer of a dragon must hold the bastion in 
question for a full year before the warrior can lay claim to it and 
the surrounding lands. Roarke’s valiant efforts to do so take up 
the bulk of the story. The author is an assured fantasy writer, and 
his prose rolls on without affect or pretense (“Men would have 
called Roarke an adventurer, but it would not have been accu-
rate. While it was true that he had experienced many adventures 
in his half-century of existence, he did not love sleeping on the 
ground, or eating bad food, or going without food at all”). And 
while Tompkins is building a medieval world, he never stretches 
for the faux feudal diction that has doomed similar, lesser efforts.

A lengthy new fantasy series that gets off to an auspi-
cious start.

Teitelman paints an intensely beautiful world in 
which different cultures merge in surprising ways.

guesthouse for ganesha
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RUNNING FROM LIONS
Vaca, Julian R. 
CreateSpace (382 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  Jul. 30, 2015
978-1-4912-0457-3 

In Vaca’s (The Surgers!, 2013, etc.) YA 
sci-fi novel, a teenage girl rescues an alien 
who falls to Earth.

Sixteen-year-old Farah lives with her 
dad in a 300-acre village in “the bowl”—
an unremitting expanse of post-apoc-

alyptic desert that’s plagued by violent storms. It’s also home 
to a savage group of survivors known as the “undergrounders.” 
Farah loves salvaging old compact discs, and when she’s not on 
duty in the night-watch tower, she spends time with her boy-
friend, 18-year-old Alex, or her best friend, Lois, and Lois’ little 
brother, Digs. Overall, Farah’s life isn’t too bad, but when she 
witnesses something strange in the night sky—a lightninglike 
spark and a purple glow—her young life is thrown abruptly 
into turmoil. She’s assigned to a patrol to investigate, and she 
soon finds herself down in a crater, protecting a transparent-
skinned alien from the undergrounders and from Alex’s sadis-
tic uncle Lark. The alien, whom Farah names “Rubik,” has lost 
his memory, but he appears to somehow have a connection to 
Earth’s distant past. He and Farah develop a growing affinity for 
each other as the story goes on. Vaca writes from a first-person, 
present-tense perspective from both Farah’s and Rubik’s view-
points, which sometimes overlap. The latter is the less convinc-
ing of the two; although the alien’s perspective helpfully gives 
readers an outside impression of Farah, he quickly loses what 
could have been an intriguing aura of inscrutability. His amne-
siac musings, meanwhile, are only skimmable, at best. Farah, 
however, is a likable protagonist who pushes the narrative for-
ward in both thought and deed. Although it takes about five 
minichapters to get going, the story moves along nicely once it 
does. Vaca’s straightforward prose makes good use of dialogue, 
endowing minor characters with distinct personalities. Lark is 
an uncomplicated antagonist, but other players are very much 
painted in shades of gray. By the time Farah and Rubik’s journey 
takes them to the “junkyarders”—orphans whose situation is a 
disquieting homage to Lord of the Flies—readers will be hooked.

A short, sharp beginning to a trilogy offering more 
adventure than romance.
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By Megan Labrise

“Many terrible novels have come out of 
excellent short stories. I tell my students, 
‘You will know when you have an idea for 
a novel rather than a short story. It’s like 
getting married’....Then again, like mar-
riage, you might be mistaken.”

—Elizabeth McCracken, author of the 
novel Bowlaway, at Austin360 

“I had a really great instance where a 
friend of mine and I were both speak-
ing at a conference. She DMed me on 
Twitter to say, ‘What are you getting 
paid to speak at this conference?’ I 
told her, and she said, ‘Okay, I’m get-
ting half that.’ I said, ‘So go to them, 
drop my name. Say “Gaby told me 
that she’s getting paid this. I want the 
same rate as Gaby” ’ and it worked. 
We have to share with each other. I 
was like, ‘All right, they’ll be mad at 
me. Who cares?’ Fine. I was like, ‘Tell 
them I told you what I was getting.’ ”

—Gaby Dunn, author of Bad with Money: 
The Imperfect Art of Getting Your Financial 
Sh*t Together, at Salon

“I feel like the phrase ‘high-function-
ing’ is extremely tricky. The reason 
I use it is that I’m very aware of my 
own sense of self-stigma. I’m aware 
of how people have a lot of stigma 
toward other people who have the 
same diagnosis as I do but who 
may not ‘function’ as well as I do. So 
even being able to tell my own story 
through this book is something that 
I’m aware gives me a lot of privilege.”

—Esmé Weijun Wang, author of the essay col-
lection The Collected Schizophrenias, on NPR

“I used to suspect—secretly, of 
course—that I actually was Virginia 
Woolf. How else to explain the sense 
of déjà vu I felt upon first reading her 
diary or my refusal to identify with 
the young disciples to whom she 
speaks in A Room of One’s Own?....
And yet, far from crushing, I found 
it weirdly comforting to accept the 
great gulf that divides us after all.”

—Katharine Smyth, author of the memoir 
All the Lives We Ever Lived: Seeking Solace in 
Virginia Woolf, at LitHub

“...[T]hat voice shows up in your 
head that [tells] you you’re not good 
enough and strong enough...starts 
appearing for girls at around eight. 
From that moment on, they’re less 
thinking about what they want and 
they’re thinking more about what 
other people want. All of that kind 
of toxic people-pleasing...leads girls 
to start becoming addicted to per-
fectionism and, when something 
doesn’t come naturally to them, they 
start giving up before they even try.”

—Girls Who Code founder and CEO 
Reshma Saujani, author of Brave, Not Per
fect: Fear Less, Fail More, and Live Bolder, on 
WBUR’s “On Point”

Fi e l d  No t e s

Submissions for Field Notes? 
Email fieldnotes@kirkus.com.

Photo courtesy Edw
ard Carey

Photo courtesy Jacquelyn Tierney

Photo courtesy Kinloch
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Like all games, mahjong can be played with craft and cunning, with artistry and 
precision. Or it can be a mess. Says Auntie Lin, one of the many characters who 
play their parts in Amy Tan’s many-voiced novel The Joy Luck Club, “Chinese mah 
jong, you must play using your head, very tricky. You must watch what everybody 
else throws away and keep that in your head as well.” If you play otherwise, with-
out skill or caring, she warns darkly, “You’re just watching people make mistakes.”

Mahjong is a game of symmetries, patterns, geometries. So is chess, another 
game that figures in the pages of The Joy Luck Club, which was first published in 
1989 and whose structure resembles the classic Chinese game board, with four 
sides divided into four sections to spin out a story in sixteen parts, each popu-
lated by an immigrant mother who passes on knowledge from the home country 
to the daughters, keeping it safe for the future.

One of those mothers is present though absent, and she is the first we meet. Jing-Mei Woo is taking her 
place at the mahjong table of the Joy Luck Club, founded by her mother, Suyuan Woo, who has recently died, 

“killed,” her widower grumbles, “by her own thoughts.” The club’s members are immigrants who fled China in 
1949, in the last days of the civil war, and who arrived in the Bay Area bewildered, having lost all. Suyuan “rec-
ognized the numbness in these women’s faces.” Providing the game and a place to play it turns out to have been 
just one of her many resourceful moves—which, as we learn, date back years to a land full of half-remembered 
secrets, not least of them the existence of a family from a previous marriage.

No marriage is easy, but for the “aunties” and their children in The Joy Luck Club, 
none is especially happy: Love scarcely figures, and no relationship is without its 
troubles. Less fraught is the matter of food, which figures prominently as well, for 
nothing quite soothes the exiled soul as much as a meal from home—unless, as one 
story relates, tears are an ingredient. But tears, of course, dot the pages of Tan’s 
novel, born of misunderstanding and mistreatment; they are part of the ancestral 
memory, if seen from afar in a happier but by no means perfect place. Recalls one 
woman, “I know what it is like to live your life like a dream. To listen and watch, to 
wake up and try to understand what has already happened.”

Amy Tan had been working as a technical writer when The Joy Luck Club appeared. 
To her surprise, it became a bestseller, and Tan was able to turn to her own writing 
full time, producing numerous novels, children’s stories, and a memoir. Her first book remains her best known, 
with interest recently revived by the success of the film Crazy Rich Asians, based on the novel by Kevin Kwan. 
It remains a book that deserves attention today, too, a work of craft and cunning, artistry, and precision—and 
much good humor in the face of adversity as well.

Gregory McNamee is a contributing editor.

Appreciations: Amy Tan’s The Joy Luck Club 
Turns 30
B Y  G R E G O R Y  M C N A M E E
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THE SAFETY OF THE 
STATE
by Madelynn Gingold
ISBN: 978-0-692-19241-2

“An impassioned political screed…”

This debut book uses the Declaration of Independence, 
relevant quotations, and satiric verse to argue the case 
against Donald Trump’s legitimacy as president.

PRAIRIE FIRE
by Mike Shellenbergar
ASIN: B07MXFQTR6

“…the author has managed to vividly 
reproduce the tone and set pieces of a 
1980s action movie in novel form.”

In this sequel, two American operatives discover an 
assassination plot.

GARDEN OF LIES
by G.M. Trust
ISBN: 978-1-73214-580-1

“A gripping, compulsively readable tale 
of love and deception.”

In Trust’s romantic thriller (Garden of Lies, 2018, etc.), a 
young newlywed’s marriage becomes a nightmare when 
she discovers her husband has a dark side and a wealth 
of secrets.

BLUE VALENTINE
by Thomas Cummings
ISBN: 978-1-7327273-0-4

“An entertaining, psychologically 
observant thriller.”

Armed with a straight razor, rage, and her wits, a young 
woman confronts underhanded forces in this debut 
neonoir novel.
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TWO COINS
by Sandra Wagner-Wright
ISBN: E-book 978-0-9963845-6-8
Print 978-0-9963845-4-4

“A powerful story with a vivid setting, 
compelling plot, and multifaceted 
characters...”

In this riveting historical novel based on true events, 
political tensions in a Scottish mission in 19th-century 
Calcutta, India, give rise to a sexual scandal.

SHORT SEASON
by D.J. Scott
ISBN: 978-1-943290-69-7

“A military tale that will excite 
armchair warriors.”

In Scott’s (Holmes Redux, 1997) thriller, a U.S. Marine 
Corps Reserve regiment mounts a raid to recover six 
stolen Russian thermonuclear warheads.

D.J. SCOTT

THE SPEED OF LIGHT 
IN AIR, WATER, AND 
GLASS
by Laura Scalzo
ISBN: 978-1-73269-400-2

“An enjoyable story of teen 
independence and exploration.”

In Scalzo’s debut novel, a teenager skips a STEM 
competition to pursue her own interests.

TO BE TO IS TO WAS 
by Stephen C. Bird 
ISBN: 978-0-692-06946-2

“...skillfully constructs a counterfeit 
world designed to deliver a hyperbolic 
parody of this one, both a caricature 
and a mirror.”

A collection offers satirical short stories set in a fictional 
land.

The Speed of Light 
in Air, Water, and Glass
 
L A U R A  S C A L Z O
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TIME BENDERS
THE MACHINE
by JB Yanni
ISBN: 978-1-5462-6847-5

“A breezy, straightforward approach 
to time travel featuring unforgettable 
characters.”

In Yanni’s debut YA adventure, four siblings discover a way 
to travel through time, giving them the opportunity to 
possibly prevent their parents’ deaths.

CHALLENGES OF THE 
GODS
by C. Hofsetz
ISBN: Paperback 978-1-5092-2432-6 
Digital 978-1-5092-2433-3 

“[The main character] is altogether 
likable and self-effacing despite 
the fact that he has been sent to 
terminate everyone...readers are kept 
in suspense...”

A comedic sci-fi novel focuses on one man’s undercover 
quest to destroy Earth.

THE REBEL OF ARZEN
by C. S. Schmidt
ISBN-10: 1974647595
ISBN-13: 978-1974647590

“...perfect for sci-fi/fantasy readers...a 
thumbs up to scientific curiosity.”

Born with abnormal white skin and 
powerful telepathy, a boy finds himself dangerously at 
odds with the high-tech dictatorship that represses 
innovation and history on a post-apocalyptic Earth.

THE WEIGHT OF LIVING
by Michael Stephen Daigle 
ISBN: 194465304X

“An involving thriller with a memorable 
protagonist.”

The third volume in Daigle’s (A Game Called Dead, 2016, 
etc.) mystery series tells the continuing story of a 
detective as he and his New Jersey manufacturing town 
recover from setbacks.
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THE MESSY JOYS OF 
BEING HUMAN
by Helen Rosenau
ISBN: 978-1-73253-375-2

“...written in an enormously engaging 
voice...A wise and uplifting manual of 
encouragement for readers seeking to 
take stock of their lives and shelve their 
bad habits.”

A wide-ranging motivational guide urges readers to 
embrace change in order to grow.

PIGGY AND PUG 
by Anne Wheaton
Illustrated by Vipin Alex 
Jacob
ISBN: 978-0-9741160-9-9

“A bittersweet, vividly 
rendered animal story.”

A heartwarming story about the journey that brings 
together Pug, who’s searching for a new family, and Piggy 
who’s searching for a new friend.

TIED UP WITH STRINGS
by Madeline McEwen
ISBN-10: 9781772232974

“A pleasant diversion and a perfectly sized 
puzzle for PBS Mystery! fans.” 

In this novel, an American part-time 
detective suspects foul play during her 

Christmas visit to check on her best friend’s daughter in the 
British village of Abbeyvayle.

OPINIONS OF A 
MAVERICK EDUCATOR
LESS TRAVELED PATHS THAT FOSTER 
STUDENT GREATNESS
From the “Educating for Human 
Greatness” series, volume 2 
by Lynn Stoddard
ISBN: 9781539065739

An educator argues for an investment in a new kind of 
public school. 
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BUTTERFLY WALTZ
by Jane Tesh
ISBN: 978-1-60975-124-1

A magical being fleeing her past encounters a young 
pianist in this novel.

GITA
BETWEEN THE UNKNOWABLE AND 
THE UNREAL
by J. Joseph Kazden
ISBN: 978-1-72076-987-3

Kazden’s (TotIs, 2015) novel imagines a conversation 
between a Greek philosopher and a self-doubting military 
leader.

SOLSTICE FISH 
by Edi Holley
ISBN: 978-1-5403-5867-7

Santa Claus, trolls, reindeer, a magic fish, and other 
characters have Scandinavian adventures in this 
illustrated children’s book.

TECH EXPLORERS 
LEAGUE
RISE OF THE ROBOT
by Paul Kisakye
ISBN: 978-0-9986390-3-1

Set in a futuristic Uganda, Kisakye’s (Tech Explorers 
League: Hacked!, 2017, etc.) middle-grade novel follows 
four 10-year-old friends as they attempt to win a science 
fair trophy.
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RAISINS IN MILK
by David Covin 
ISBN: 978-0-9844350-7-4

A literary novel offers a coming-of-age story in the Jim 
Crow South.

NO SAFE HAVEN
by Angela Moody

The Best Books of 2016
ISBN: 978-1-5146-4367-9

It’s tempting to class this historical novel about the Battle 
of Gettysburg as YA fiction because its heroine is 15, but, 
with all due respect to that genre, it’s much, much more.

NORTH POLE PATROL
A CHRISTMAS ADVENTURE 
by J. C. Deelstra 
ISBN: 978-1-5197-5261-1

In this children’s book, an elementary schooler is 
accidentally delivered to the North Pole along with letters 
to Santa.

MOMMY, WHY?
by Boots Brizendine illustrated by 
Mandy Lambright
ISBN: 978-1-5127-7574-7

A children’s book turns to the Bible for answers to life’s 
questions.
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LOVE IN THE 
CRETACEOUS
by Howard W. Robertson
ISBN: 978-1-68114-333-0

Tales of love, loss, and regret unfold around a futuristic 
dinosaur park in this novel. 

THE RAINBOW ZOO
by Lucille Lang Day 
illustrated by Gina Aoay Orosco
ISBN: 978-0-9768676-6-1

Two children go to a zoo where they meet a wide 
assortment of unusually colored animals in this rhyming, 
illustrated book for young children.

ACCIDENTAL WARRIOR
THE UNLIKELY TALE OF 
BLOODY HAL
by Colin Alexander 
ISBN: 978-1973570660

A modern-day college freshman mysteriously teleports to 
a semi-savage, alternate-universe North America—during 
a period that closely resembles Colonial times—where 
he reluctantly participates in military campaigns and 
rebellions.

AT DANCETERIA AND 
OTHER STORIES
by Philip Dean Walker
Best Books of 2017
ISBN: 978-1-941960-05-9

Celebrities—and some ordinary people—keep the party 
going as the AIDS plague gathers in these elegiac stories 
of gay life in the 1980s.
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LIAM’S PROMISE 
SECOND EDITION
by John F. Picciano
ISBN-13: 978-1628383454

In this debut thriller based upon a real-life 1996 plane 
crash, a young man must uphold his family’s honor while 
also facing ethical challenges posed by terrorists and the 
U.S. government.

MISTRESS 
SUFFRAGETTE 

by Diana Forbes
Best Books of 2017
ISBN: 978-1-946409-07-2

Set in Gilded Age New England, Forbes’ debut novel 
follows teenage Penelope Stanton as she struggles 
through dubious attachments and financial ruin to 
become a suffragist leader. 

CLEVER CYBÈLE
THE STORY OF AN 

APRICOT 
by Carrie Glenn, illustrated by 
Carrie Glenn
Best Books of 2017
ISBN: 978-0-692-74821-3

In this illustrated children’s book, a magical apricot falls 
to the ground and enchants a group of snails.

THE LITTLE 
MOUSE SANTI

by David Eugene Ray 
illustrated by Santiago 
Germano 
Best Books of 2015
ISBN: 978-0692252253

A mouse who wants to be a cat has a conversation that 
leads to an unexpected outcome in this delightful picture 
book by debut author Ray, featuring illustrations by 
Germano (The German King, 2013).
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HOUSE ON JACARANDA 
HILL
by Mary Kay Abbott
ISBN: 978-1-5470-4945-5

In Abbott’s (Pearl of Baxter Grove, 2009, etc.) novel set 
in the 1950s, a 16-year-old girl discovers a diary and 
becomes obsessed with deciphering a cryptic entry 
within it.

A DEATH IN OUR FAMILY
 by L. S. Miller

ISBN: 978-1-4699-2379-6

A man looks back at his past after finding out he has 
about a year left to live in this novel. 

DEADLY WATERS
THE VIETNAM NAVAL WAR AND ITS 
AFTERMATH
by Randy Miller
ISBN: 978-0-692-56721-0

A Vietnam veteran struggles with his health as a victim of 
the U.S. government’s defoliation program in this debut 
novel.

KRIL
by Michael Jeffords
ISBN: 978-1-5305-8161-0

In this deep-space, multidimensional tale, the battle of 
the sexes devolves into actual warfare in a dystopian 
world.
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WAR & GRACE
DAUGHTER OF LIGHT BOOK 3
by Heidi Garrett
ISBN: 978-0-9907691-4-9

In this conclusion to a YA fantasy trilogy, the inhabitants 
of an enchanted realm face the impending— and 
foretold—battle between Dark and Light.

THE GOSPEL OF REASON
by Gregory Coffin 
ISBN: 978-1-4575-2961-0

A contemporary fable focuses on breaking societal norms. 

KOBEE MANATEE
SHIPWRECK SEA FRIENDS
by Robert Scott Thayer illustrated by 
Lauren Gallegos
ISBN: 978-0-9971239-3-7

In this latest installment of a science- and nature-based 
picture book series for young children, a curious manatee 
journeys with old and new aquatic friends to the site of a 
sunken ship.

A BITTER WIND
FROM THE “TIME ENTANGLEMENT” 
SERIES, VOLUME 1
by Anita Merrick
ISBN: 978-1-4602-6094-4

In this debut fantasy, a young archaeologist struggles to 
decipher a temple’s puzzling hieroglyphics and his own 
paranormal talents.
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