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Kirkus believes in women’s worth and the power of words. So 
when our critic calls Meg Wolitzer’s The Female Persuasion “the perfect 
feminist blockbuster for our times,” take note: The use of a word asso-
ciated with big-budget action movies targeting men isn’t accidental. 
In fact, it’s the perfect choice for an expansive novel by an American 
author at the height of her powers.

The word “blockbuster” was conceived in the 1940s as a term to 
describe an aerial bomb capable of leveling a large building. The more 
we write, publish, read, and review stories that honor the diverse expe-

riences of female, trans, and nonbinary characters, the sooner we’ll level the patriarchal 
playing field. 

Centering on Greer Kadetsky and Faith Frank, feminists from different generations 
with distinct approaches to fighting for women’s rights, The Female Persuasion contains more 
than the potential to sell a lot of copies and be widely read. It could be well-read, cultivating 
the kinds of conversations between readers that can help shake systems of oppression in 
the #MeToo moment. 

The Woman Issue is the first in a series of four special issues we’ll publish in 2018. In this 
issue, you’ll find profiles of extraordinary authors giving women narrative agency across 
genres: fiction writer Nafissa Thompson-Spires (Heads of the Colored People), cultural critic 
Michelle Dean (Sharp: The Women Who Made an Art of Having an Opinion), children’s illus-
trator Thao Lam (Wallpaper), YA historian Winifred Conkling (Votes for Women!: American 
Suffragists and the Battle for the Ballot), and seven others. They’re complemented by three 
lists of books by women, for everyone, including a bevy of recent novels that boldly pass 
the Bechdel Test. (Does your fiction include two female characters, talking to one another, 
about something other than a man? You pass.)

For anyone who’s skeptical about the need to dedicate an entire issue to womankind at 
this late date, look no further than “Field Notes.” This week’s column represents a trickle of 
the spate of sexual harassment allegations recently brought by female colleagues of famous 
male authors, editors, and illustrators. We can stop talking about it when it stops happen-
ing. Meanwhile, let’s take an indefinite break from stories that treat female characters like 
plot devices, ornaments, or ciphers and contribute to this culture. Let’s rehabilitate the 
term “chick lit” or banish it for good. Let’s give “boy books” to girls and “girl books” to boys 
so the next generation grows up never knowing there was any distinction. 

Megan Labrise is a staff writer and the co-host of the Kirkus podcast, Fully Booked. 
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THE OPTIMISTIC DECADE
Abel, Heather
Algonquin (368 pp.) 
$26.95  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-61620-630-7  

In a comic debut, the lives of five 
characters come undone at a remote 
Colorado summer camp.

It takes more than 300 pages for first-
time novelist Abel to reveal the meaning 
of her title, delivered in the baritone of 

melancholy Ira Silver, who has shuttered his radical left news-
paper: “Maybe everybody has one decade, call it an optimistic 
decade, when the world feels malleable and the self strong.” 
Twelve pages later, his wife and partner, Georgia, succinctly dis-
agrees: “Such typical Ira bullshit, creating a universal theory out 
of his own personal malaise.” The recipient of this yin and yang 
commentary is their daughter, Rebecca, a Berkeley undergradu-
ate, late to her own coming-of-age party. As the novel begins, 
Ira mystifies Rebecca by ordering her to a high-altitude summer 
camp: “He’d never given her a gift of any kind before, material 
or experiential.” The destination, called Llamalo, is run by her 
charismatic cousin, Caleb, “his name the birdsong of this place.” 
He tells campers “Llamalo is an invitation to act differently, to 
be someone new. How often do you get that chance?” Caleb is 
a bit of a hustler; he bought the failing spread of a small cattle 
farmer, Don Talc, and his son, Donnie, whose resentment at 
losing the land morphs into a kind of Cliven Bundy–style rage. 
Abel is excellent at class resentment and its signifiers—Caleb 
cleans out the faltering town’s clothes and tools and figurines at 
auction for camp costumes and art projects. Abel writes in lark-
ing, pleasurable sentences, letting each protagonist—includ-
ing David Cohen, devoted camper and Rebecca’s childhood 
friend—wrestle with loneliness and horniness and purpose. The 
story moves across one summer in the early 1990s, with short, 
clever flashbacks to the Reagan-era 1980s. But the pacing is off: 
Very little happens in the first third and too much is crammed 
into the last stretch.

A playful look at Jewish coming-of-age and coming-to-
terms in the American West.
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COMPULSORY GAMES 
Aickman, Robert
Ed. by Nelson, Victoria
New York Review Books (368 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  May 17, 2018
978-1-68137-189-4  

A collection of dark, eerie tales from 
a master of weird fiction.

English author Aickman (1914-1981) 
is regarded as a forefather of horror, and 
this reissue of his fiction by NYRB Clas-
sics shows that his reputation is justi-

fied. In the title story, a married couple forms a friendship with 
a peculiar woman that leads to unsettling consequences. In 

“Hand in Glove,” a woman who breaks off her relationship takes 
a trip to the English countryside with a friend, unaware that her 
ex-boyfriend may not be far behind. And in “Marriage,” a young 
man proves irresistibly attractive to two different women, both 
of whom prove dangerously insatiable. With these 15 stories, 
four of which are previously unpublished, Aickman creates a 
disquieting universe in which everything is just off, a wall cov-
ered in pictures hung at imperceptibly crooked angles. His com-
mand of tone and tension far outstrips that of H.P. Lovecraft 
and presents a serious challenge to Henry James. He is at his 
strongest when he is brief—the longer stories in the collection 
tend to fall apart when compared to the shorter ones—but his 
strongest moments are his brilliant one-sentence insights into 
the human psyche. “One’s broken heart, if it can be mended at 
all, can be mended in only one way...to kill the man who has bro-
ken it,” says one of Aickman’s characters. “One does not turn 
aside from angels in order to count dustbins,” Aickman writes 
later on. But this is precisely what Aickman has done: His tales 
are devoid of angels, filled only with the dread of what lurks just 
behind the open door, of the possibility that your worst fears 
could be real—and could find you one day.

As unnerving as it is sinuous; an absolute delight.

MAD BOY 
Arvin, Nick
Europa Editions (240 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-1-60945-458-6  

Across the battlefields of the War of 
1812, a young boy races to carry out his 
mother’s dying wish and rescue his father.

When 10-year-old Henry Phipps’ 
mother is killed in a bizarre accident, 
he strikes out over the Maryland coun-

tryside to give her a burial at sea and free his alcoholic father 
from the Baltimore prison where his unpaid gambling debts 
have landed him. Arvin (The Reconstructionist, 2012, etc.) neatly 
blends conventional narrative, including vivid accounts of the 
British attack on the “muddy, malarial village” that is Washing-
ton, D.C., in August 1814 and the bombardment of Baltimore’s 

Fort McHenry that inspired Francis Scott Key to compose the 
“Star-Spangled Banner,” with refreshing touches of magic real-
ism, like the voice of Henry’s deceased mother that guides him 
at key moments on his perilous journey. Henry is an engaging, 
resourceful hero of this picaresque tale, displaying endurance, 
ingenuity, and commendably mature generosity in his frequent 
encounters with soldiers, thieves, peddlers, and prostitutes, 
without ever losing passion for his twin goals. The story is sea-
soned with a well-drawn cast of supporting characters, includ-
ing Henry’s sturdy older brother, Franklin, who survives a mock 
execution for desertion from his militia unit; a British soldier 
named Morley, who switches sides to fight with the Americans 
though his loyalties lie only with himself; and Radnor, a former 
slave who sees his best chance for permanent liberation in a 
victory of the redcoat army that welcomes his service. Arvin 
heightens the drama with a subplot that has several characters 
engaged in a race to recover two stolen sacks stuffed with gold 
and silver coin. At less than 250 pages, the novel is a master-
piece of compression without sacrificing character develop-
ment to the demands of the relentless action and adventure. 
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Sandwiched between the nation-defining glamour of the Revo-
lutionary War and the epic conflict of the Civil War, the War of 
1812 hasn’t garnered comparable attention in the world of fic-
tion. Arvin’s robust novel helps redress that imbalance.

A wartime coming-of-age story filled with nonstop 
action and genuine pathos.

THE LOST FAMILY 
Blum, Jenna
Harper/HarperCollins (432 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-0-06-274216-2  

The devastation wrought by the 
Holocaust haunts a chef and his second 
family.

Blum’s (The Stormchasers, 2010, etc.) 
third novel is all about the occasionally 
dire consequences of seemingly innocu-

ous choices. It has three sections, told successively from the 
third-person vantage point of New York chef Peter, his super-
model wife, June, and their teenage daughter, Elsbeth. Peter, 
a German-Jewish émigré and a survivor of Auschwitz, deeply 
regrets not having heeded warnings to get his parents, wife, 
and twin daughters out of Germany before it was too late. In 
the United States, he throws himself into running his restau-
rant, Masha’s, named after his wife, who disappeared, along 
with their daughters, during a Nazi roundup. Although Masha’s 
gains a modicum of acclaim (kudos from Craig Claiborne and 
regular patronage by Walter Cronkite), it ultimately falls vic-
tim to a clash between Peter and his wealthy cousin, Sol, his 
primary investor and only living relative. June, 19 years Peter’s 
junior, marries him on impulse and gives up her career, although 
her fame was approaching that of Twiggy. She grows frustrated 
trying to pierce Peter’s adamantine reserve and rebels with 

“women’s lib” consciousness-raising sessions and an affair with 
a Vietnam vet. She’s on the verge of leaving the marriage when 
Peter suffers a heart attack and must give up work. Elsbeth 
deals with weight issues, bulimia, her constant comparison of 
her looks with her mother’s, her father’s sudden decline, and 
her infatuation with a roué photographer in the Mapplethorpe 
mold. One of the principal pleasures here is the accurate period 
window dressing of mid-1960s New York City, ’70s New Jersey, 
and the ’80s Manhattan punk world. The writing, evocative 
yet unassuming, conveys the interiority of the characters, even 
the minor ones, elevating them beyond the stereotypical. The 
emphasis here is not on Nazi atrocities, which are only hinted 
at, but on surviving the banality of domineering relatives, bad 
marital choices, suburban mores, and body-image woes.

An unsentimental, richly detailed study of loss and its 
legacy.

I’ll take any opportunity to cel-
ebrate fiction by women. The lit-
erary community has been talking 
for years about how fiction writ-
ten by men is taken more seriously; 
the VIDA: Women in Literary Arts 
count proves that men are reviewed 
more often than women and are also 
doing more of the reviewing.

Nicola Griffith, author of the en-
thralling historical novel Hild, did a study of her own a 
few years ago, looking at books that had won major Brit-
ish and American fiction awards and pointing out that it 
isn’t only the gender of the author we should be looking 
at, but also the gender of the main character. Men writ-
ing about male characters took home the most prizes, 
followed by women writing about male characters, with 
women writing about female characters bringing up the 
rear. The Pulitzer Prize was the worst, awarding not a 
single woman writing about a female character—or even 
a man writing about a female character—between 2000 
and 2015. (The Newbery Medal was a notable exception 
to this female desert.) I couldn’t have been happier when 
Hilary Mantel won two Man Booker Prizes for her nov-
els about Thomas Cromwell—but how about a prize 
for Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, or Ali Smith, or Zadie 
Smith, or Sarah Waters?

Lisa Halliday’s debut novel, Asymmetry, is the perfect 
book to read in this context. It’s a deep exploration of 
storytelling and literary ambi-
tion and who gets to tell what 
stories and why. The first section 
is about a young woman who 
works in publishing and seems to 
be somewhat autobiographical, 
but it’s told in a distancing third-
person, and we don’t learn much 
about the character’s thoughts. 
The second section has a first-
person narrator who couldn’t 
seem more different than Halli-
day: He’s an Iraqi-American man 
being held by immigration officials 
at Heathrow. In a brief third section, our assumptions 
are upended in a way that will get you thinking about 
these issues in new ways—and may make you turn back 
to the first page and start reading all over again. —L.M.

Laurie Muchnick is the fiction editor. 

bring on the 
women writing 

about women 

Photo courtesy Phil Soheili

Lisa Halliday
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THE MOSCOW OFFENSIVE
Brown, Dale
Morrow/HarperCollins (448 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-0-06-244201-7  

An off-the-books mercenary unit is 
the world’s best bet against unchecked 
Russian aggression.

Brown (Price of Duty, 2017, etc.) 
returns with the ongoing saga of legend-
ary American pilot Patrick McLanahan, 

who is now more machine than man and employed, along with 
his fighter pilot son, Brad, by former American president Kevin 
Martindale’s private security force, Scion. It’s set in the not-
too-distant future of 2020, when the American president, Stacy 
Anne Barbeau, described as “astonishingly petty and willfully 
blind,” fails to recognize a looming Russian threat. As a conse-
quence, the responsibility of saving the free world rests on the 
shoulders of Martindale’s private army, working in partnership 

with the recently established Alliance of Free Nations in East-
ern Europe. In particular, Scion’s Iron Wolf Squadron of human 
piloted robots, known as Cybernetic Infantry Devices, has the 
capability to hinder any possible moves by Russia to extend 
its influence in Eastern Europe. But what happens when the 
Russian president finances a private army of former Spetsnaz 
operators and uses them along with a Russian prototype version 
of the CID to strike deep inside the United States? This well-
researched story is told in a manner that respects the reader’s 
intelligence and raises questions about American foreign policy 
decisions regarding Russia and Europe.

A fun read that really shines with the author’s convinc-
ing knowledge of military aircraft.
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THE LIFE LUCY KNEW
Brown, Karma
Park Row Books (320 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-0-7783-1934-4  

A millennial makes a bad footwear 
decision, falls on the ice outside a store 
in Toronto, gets a concussion, and wakes 
up in the hospital convinced she’s madly 
in love with a man she never married 
instead of the one she lives with.

In Brown’s (In This Moment, 2017, etc.) latest, Lucy Sparks 
has “confabulated memory disorder” caused by her injury, so 
she can’t remember how her engagement to her ex-fiance, Dan-
iel, ended four years earlier; in fact, she feels like it didn’t. She 
even has distinct memories of their wedding, though it never 
happened. Which means she also can’t remember falling in love 
with her current boyfriend, Matt, which makes going home 
from the hospital to their apartment awkward. Brown makes 

Lucy’s struggle vivid and stark—she has a lovely life, but, thanks 
to her injury, she doesn’t feel like it’s hers. Matt’s romantic 
efforts to jolt her memory are entertaining, as are the minor 
dramas that result when Lucy’s parents, sibling, and best friend 
try to help and when Lucy’s return to her communications job is 
marred by an ambitious co-worker who tries to take advantage 
of her disability. The final twist and resulting resolution are a bit 
sudden, but Brown makes the ending plausible enough.

A fizzy love story with a serious streak, good for readers 
who like their conundrums to go down as easily as one of 
the cocktails the characters enjoy.
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BELLY UP
Bullwinkel, Rita 
A Strange Object (236 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  May 8, 2018
978-0-9985184-3-5  

Characters obsess over physical and 
emotional metamorphoses in this debut 
collection.

Ovid’s Metamorphoses lurks in the 
DNA of these 17 stories, as characters 
reckon with the changing forms of the 

bodies (and minds) they are in. Two teen girls fantasize about 
turning into plants, using the story of Apollo and Daphne as 
their model, after they are sexually harassed (“Arms Overhead”). 
Bullwinkel also writes movingly of the late middle-aged and 
the elderly grappling with the transformations of aging, as in 

“Mouth Full of Fish,” about two ill patients going for a night 
swim. But if Ovid is here, so too is the deep surrealism of Max 
Ernst. Bullwinkel has a gift for the eye-popping opening line: 

“People kept dying and I was made to sleep in their beds” begins 
“Burn,” a tale about a middle-age man helping widows through 
their grief in an unorthodox manner. “Nave,” a flash piece about 
the devouring impulses of religion, starts, “My father told me 
that our church had a belly.” Sometimes the surprise is less in 
the opening than in the strange turns the tales take once they 
launch; in one of the collection’s standouts, “Décor,” a young 
woman working in a luxury furniture showroom has her ennui 
punctured by a communication from a prisoner with a flair for 
home design. In “Clamor,” a medium holding a group session 
must navigate the conflicting desires of her clients, both dead 
and living. Weirdness is almost de rigeur in short fiction these 
days, but Bullwinkel also shows impressive range and deep emo-
tional intelligence.

While the shortest pieces in the book can be frustrat-
ingly oblique, when Bullwinkel gives herself a larger canvas 
to dive into the grief and panic of characters caught between 
one thing and another, her stories approach brilliance.

SOCIAL CREATURE 
Burton, Tara Isabella
Doubleday (288 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-0-385-54352-1  

A calculating introvert latches onto 
a needy extrovert in this dark, stylish 
debut.

Louise Wilson is a frumpy, friendless 
29-year-old working three jobs and sleep-
ing in an illegal sublet in a nontrendy part 

of Brooklyn when she meets Lavinia Williams—a wealthy, viva-
cious 23-year-old “on a sabbatical” from Yale whose existence 
seems optimized for Facebook and Instagram. After the daz-
zling young woman brings Louise to a debauched New Year’s 
Eve bash, Louise resolves to remain in Lavinia’s orbit at all costs. 

To the dismay of her employers and the detriment of her bank 
account, Louise begins shirking her responsibilities in order to 
satisfy Lavinia’s every whim. Her sacrifices are initially worth the 
spoils—Lavinia invites Louise to move in with her, and the two 
spend every waking moment living to excess—but then the capri-
cious socialite decides it’s time to find a new companion, forcing 
Louise to take desperate measures. Louise’s story unfolds in the 
present tense via an omniscient narrator. The structure height-
ens apprehension and uncertainty while the storyteller’s dry wit, 
keen observations, and gossipy tone promote the reader from 
detached observer to complicit confidant. Burton’s exceptional 
character work further elevates the tale; every individual is both 
victim and villain, imbuing their interactions with oceans of emo-
tional subtext and creating conflict that propels the book toward 
its shocking yet inevitable conclusion.

Religion and culture writer Burton’s first foray into 
long-form fiction is at once a thrilling and provocative crime 
novel, a devastating exploration of female insecurity, and a 
scathing indictment of society’s obsession with social media.
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A calculating introvert latches onto a needy 
extrovert in this dark, stylish debut.
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HARRY’S TREES
Cohen, Jon
Harlequin MIRA (432 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-0-7783-6415-3  

Set in rural Pennsylvania’s Endless 
Mountains, this redemptive tale will 
speak to the hearts of those who’ve lost 
a loved one.

Oriana, a young girl whose father 
died—in the snow, with arms outspread 

like angel wings—mourns deeply. She becomes lost in a fantasy 
of her father as a winged creature of the forest behind her house. 
She devours fairy tales given to her by Olive, the elderly librar-
ian, and plays alone in the woods, sensing her father’s presence. 
When Harry Crane, a 30-something USDA Forestry Service 
employee, makes an unexpected appearance in Oriana’s forest, 
she’s not surprised, for he is surely a sign. Harry, reeling from 
the loss of his wife (something he believes is his fault), is in deep 

despair when he meets Oriana. He discovers a book she’d lost in 
the woods—The Grum’s Ledger, which should be required read-
ing for everyone. The two form a bond, sanctioned by Oriana’s 
mother, Amanda Jeffers, who hopes Harry will lead her daugh-
ter back to reality. The twisting, intriguing events that follow 
are anchored to reality but perceived by Oriana (and Harry) as 
magical. Cohen (Dentist Man, 1993, etc.) has plotted well and 
peopled his novel with a series of flawed, perhaps exaggerated 
characters. From Wolf, Harry’s fearsome brother, to Ronnie, 
whose insecurities lie deep, to the lucky ones who get a visit 
from the elusive Susquehanna Santa, the characters entertain 
and irk. This is a story about grief and the many ways to heal; 
about redemption; about forgiveness; about letting go; but 
most of all, about the power of the human spirit to soar above 
tragedy and reunite with joy.

Don’t let the term fairy tale scare you away, for, as 
Cohen says, “Enchantment is a part of everyday existence.” 
Oh, and it’s also a chuckleworthy story.

THE WOMAN IN THE WOODS
Connolly, John
Atria (496 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-1-5011-7192-5  

Private detective Charlie Parker faces 
a pair of otherworldly foes in a crime 
novel packed with colorful characters.

In the Maine woods, rain exposes the 
body of a woman buried in a shallow grave. 
An autopsy reveals she had given birth a 

day or two before her death, but whether she was murdered or 
not is unclear. There is no sign of the child’s body, and a Star of 
David has been carved on a nearby tree. Meanwhile, 5-year-old 
Daniel Weaver lives with his mother, Holly—she is “blond,” he 
is “ebony.” She tells him a story of The Woman in the Woods, 

“spirited away by an ogre.” Daniel’s toy phone rings throughout 
the book, and he hears the voice of a strange woman. And in 
Cadillac, Indiana, an Englishman named Quayle inquires about 
a pregnant “mongrel [bitch]” named Karis Lamb who had passed 
through town. Quayle, who might be “the devil himself,” has one 
purpose on Earth: “to locate a single book, and enable it to do 
its work.” It’s the Fractured Atlas, which he expects will change 
the world, replacing the “Old God” with “Not-Gods.” Not know-
ing Karis’ fate, he tracks down and kills those protecting her 
because she may know the book’s whereabouts. His delightfully 
disgusting companion, Pallida Mors, has “the skin of a drowning 
victim, and the eyes of a doll.” Attorney Moxie Castin, who calls 
himself “Jewish-ish,” hires private detective Parker to find Karis’ 
child, “because I want to believe that child is alive.” But Parker 
faces frightful foes. Every character is expertly drawn—Parker’s 
friends Louis and Angel are a pair of gay criminals, and Louis, 
who is black, blows up a Chevy truck that was flying Confederate 
flags. The owner, Billy Ocean, learned from his daddy not to use 
racial slurs, but he really hates “Negroes.” Quayle hates everybody, 
and his racism is just a part of his overall rottenness. There’s also a 
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group of rich people called the Backers, who ages ago sold out to 
dark, arcane forces. Some of them think Parker is “partly divine” 
because he’s survived so many attacks.

A complicated plot, richly drawn characters, and a vein 
of horror will keep readers devouring the pages.

IMPERFECT DELIGHT
De Carlo, Andrea
Trans. by Auerbach-Lynn, Brett
37 Ink/Atria (336 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-5011-7977-8  

An aging rock star and the owner of 
a gelateria form an instant, unlikely con-
nection in the south of France.

When Milena Migliari meets Nick 
Cruickshank, lead singer of the world-

famous English rock group the Bebonkers, she isn’t looking 

for romance. In fact, she’s sworn off men and is living with 
a female partner, Viviane, with whom she’s preparing to start 
in vitro fertilization treatments. But Milena’s life is far from 
settled. She’s a dreamer and fanatically devoted to creating 
exquisite gelato, which she sells at her own small gelateria. Viv-
iane may not take Milena’s work seriously, but to her, it is an 
art. She finds a more receptive audience in the most unlikely 
of places: Nick Cruickshank, whose impending wedding has 
sent him into his own existential crisis. Under the strain of 
unwelcome guests and embedded tabloid reporters at his 
French estate, Nick becomes increasingly estranged from his 
fiancee, Aileen, a fashion entrepreneur. But after a few chance 
encounters with Milena—and her gelato—he finds himself 
transfixed. Frustrated by the commercial limitations on his 
own music, he recognizes Milena as a true original. But both 
Nick and Milena must choose between an instant connection 
and their pre-existing commitments and responsibilities. This 
latest novel by De Carlo (Primitive Heart, 2014, etc.) would 
have been more persuasive if the relationship between Nick 
and Milena had been more fleshed out. The novel gets bogged 
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down in internal reflection and philosophical rumination, 
and as a result, the characters spend very little time together. 
Milena’s gelato creations are described in terms so mystical 
that they approach the absurd. Hard-core foodies will likely 
enjoy this meticulously researched and described element of 
the novel; others may be left cold.

A frustrating European romance.

LOST EMPRESS 
de la Pava, Sergio
Pantheon (640 pp.) 
$28.95  |  May 8, 2018
978-1-5247-4722-0  

If Thomas Pynchon and Elmore 
Leonard had conspired to write North 
Dallas Forty, this might be the result: a 
madcap, football-obsessed tale of crossed 
destinies and criminal plots gone awry.

You know you’re in fictional territory when the Dallas 
Cowboys are portrayed as a winning team; the world is verita-
bly upside down when things like that happen. That’s one of 
many conceits de la Pava (Personae, 2011, etc.), New York City 
public defender by day and shaper of the modern canon by 
night, plays with in this loopy yarn, which embraces surrealist 
art, the law, theoretical physics, politics, and just about every-
thing else under the sun. But especially football: At the heart 
of de la Pava’s shaggy dog tale, overlong but not overworked, 
is an unabashed love for pigskin. Young Nina Gill hauls up the 
underdog Paterson Pork team from deepest obscurity in a sce-
nario out of a gridiron version of King Lear after having been 
shoved aside from inheriting said Cowboys after her father dies; 
in grim revenge, Nina decides to take the indoor-playing Pork 
to the NFL championship, an impossibility, of course. She’s 
an encyclopedia of the game: “Before ’seventy-eight defensive 
backs could hit receivers with impunity all the way down the 
field provided the ball hadn’t been thrown,” she tells sidekick 
Dia Nouveau, who’s scrambling to keep up with “the various 
permutations of football knowledge that woman is essentially 
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A madcap, football-obsessed tale of crossed 
destinies and criminal plots gone awry.

lost empress



 

compelling her to acquire.” Dia has bigger fish to fry, though, 
and so does Nuno DeAngeles, street philosopher and would-be 
crime lord, who’s gotten himself tucked away on Rikers Island 
and finds that his “only ally now is René Descartes,” inasmuch 
as Cartesian dualism allows his mind to flow freely out into the 
boroughs to work mischief until his body can catch up. Parts of 
the story are seemingly the standard aspirational sports rah-rah, 
but turned on their head, and the caper that plays out alongside 
Nina’s championship run, laced with philosophy and corner-
backs, is a blast to watch unfold.

A whirling vortex of a novel, confusing, misdirecting, 
and surprising—and a lot of fun.

THE DEPENDENTS
Dion, Katharine
Little, Brown (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jun. 19, 2018
978-0-316-47387-3  

An introverted older man deals with 
the grief of losing his wife.

Dion’s melancholy, meditative debut 
dwells in the head of Gene Ashe, a wid-
ower after 49 years of marriage. It opens 
with a scene at the beach that conveys 

both Gene’s crankiness and his melancholy: “The beach was 
crowded, a cluttered heap of pink skin, chipped toenail polish, 
ice chests, crumpled tin foil...”; a group of teenage girls beside 
him emits “a collective shriek that he vaguely recognized as a 
form of laughter”; “His interest in other people lay primarily in 
the mystery of their happiness.” Through this lens of gloom, we 
gradually collect the details of his life. He has one adult child, 
a daughter, who is perennially irritated with him, and a close 
friendship with a couple he and his wife have known since their 
college days, though he is just as habitually annoyed by the 
husband as his daughter is with him. Adding to his woes at the 
beginning of the novel is the need to write a eulogy for his wife; 
even with the help of a how-to site on the internet, he is unable 
to get past four words: “Something definite was lost.” When the 
memorial service does occur, he is hurt and bewildered by the 
speeches given by his daughter and by his wife’s best friend. 
At this point, since Gene’s health is failing, his daughter hires 
him a caretaker who at first seems to offer not just housekeep-
ing, but relief from loneliness. As the weeks and months go by, 
Gene sorts through his memories, some of them perplexing 
and seeming to suggest that his wife had secrets from him. At 
this novel’s most successful moments, the depiction of Gene’s 
mental state achieves the eloquence and insight of C.S. Lewis’ A 
Grief Observed: “It amazed him he could still remember so much 
about the particular way she had inhabited the world. Such inti-
macy, to think of these things, to know exactly the way she had 
cared for her own body or moved it through space.”

Intelligent and profound but quite depressing.

THE VERDUN AFFAIR
Dybek, Nick
Scribner (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-1-5011-9176-3  

Three characters haunted by loss 
search for consolation.

Evoking Francois Truffaut’s acclaimed 
movie Jules and Jim (and the semiautobio-
graphical novel by Henry-Pierre Roché 
that inspired it), Dybek (When Captain 

Flint Was Still a Good Man, 2012) gently unfolds the story of two 
young men and the enigmatic woman who fascinates them and 
changes their lives. The story opens in Santa Monica in 1950, 
where Tom Combs, a Hollywood screenwriter, unexpectedly 
meets Paul Weyerhauser at a funeral. They have not seen each 
other since they first met in post–World War I Europe and became 
involved with a beautiful young American woman on an urgent 
quest. It was 1921, and Tom was assisting a priest in gathering 
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In Meg Wolitzer’s singular novel, The Female Persua-
sion (Apr. 3), college freshman Greer Kadetsky isn’t feeling 
fortunate. Growing up, she and her boyfriend, Cory Pinto, 
were “twin rocket ships” of intelligence and promise, des-
tined for the Ivy League. Now he’s at Princeton; she’s at 
Ryland, a middling, mid-Atlantic safety school, because 
her gentle stoner parents failed to file financial aid forms. 

On her own, she’s struggling to find her voice.
“She could give answers easily, but rarely opinions,” 

Wolitzer writes of Greer. “ ‘Which makes no sense, be-
cause I am stuffed with opinions. I am a piñata of opin-
ions,’ she’d said to Cory during one of their nightly Skype 
sessions since college had separated them. She’d always 
been a tireless student and a constant reader, but she 
found it impossible to speak in the wild and free ways 
that other people did.” 

When Greer hears famous second-wave feminist Faith 
Frank speak in a crowded chapel one October night, she 
finally gives herself permission to unload, boldly, during 
the audience Q-and-A. Meeting again, in the restroom af-
ter the event, is kismet: Faith hands Greer the talismanic 
business card that eventually leads them to become col-
leagues in the fight for women’s rights.

“We all are influenced all the time in so many differ-
ent ways,” Wolizter says, “by what we see, by what we 
read, by who we become friends with, by who takes an 
interest in us, by whom we take an interest in, by every-
thing. It’s like this series of tiny little direction chang-
es all the time, and there’s no way to know what would 
have been—you could drive yourself crazy with that 
sort of Sliding Doors idea of your life—but it’s true that 
when someone recognizes something in you, it can be so 
powerful. It sometimes takes that outside recognition 
to make you recognize it in yourself. Some people don’t 
need that, some people don’t get it, but I wanted to de-
scribe that particular feeling.”

It’s the feeling that led her to dedicate The Female Per-
suasion to eight wonderful women “without whom....”

“Each of them, in a different way, was so generous to-
ward me when I was young,” says Wolitzer, whose honor-
ees range from her mother, the novelist Hilma Wolitzer, 
to Nora Ephron. “I wanted to dedicate the book to a 
woman who’d inspired me. All these names occurred to 
me, and I realized how fortunate I’d been.”

Greer’s best friend, Zee Eisenstat, the Faith fan who 
brought her to the event that night, doesn’t win Faith’s fa-
vor. Nor does Cory, who’s soon suffering the sorrow and 
setbacks of a major family tragedy. But under Faith’s in-
fluence, Greer ascends to a comparative level of feminist 
fame and esteem. 

“That was it: why did she have to go through life feel-
ing half-full?” she writes. “She wondered if some people 
got to feel fully full, or whether it was everyone’s fate to 
feel as if the state of being human was one in which the 
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HER NEW NOVEL, THE FEMALE PERSUASION, IS “THE PERFECT FEMINIST 
BLOCKBUSTER FOR OUR TIMES”
By Megan Labrise
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self was like a bag of something wonderful that had already 
been half-eaten.”

Aside from superior similes, one of the hallmarks of 
Wolitzer’s great American fiction is capaciousness. The 
Female Persuasion powerfully contends with intergenera-
tional relationships, women’s worth, women’s power, what 
it means to lead a meaningful life, grief, triumph, betray-
al, and the many benefits of keeping a pet turtle. For its 
grace and magnificence, Kirkus calls it “the perfect femi-
nist blockbuster for our times.”

“Maybe what a blockbuster is,” she says, “is a book that 
tries to have an assertive conversation.”

The Female Persuasion received a starred review in the Feb. 
15, 2018, issue. 
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bones for an ossuary, a memorial for soldiers lost in Verdun’s bru-
tal conflict whose remains were strewn or buried throughout the 
countryside. He was charged, also, with following up pleas from 
the many family members who visited the priest, desperately 
hoping for information: “They would weep and talk—for hours 
sometimes—about the man they’d lost. As if all that talk might 
help us identify him, as if it might bring him back to life.” Among 
them is Sarah Hagen, whose husband, Lee, went missing in the 
spring of 1918. Something about her stirs Tom: He tells her he 
met Lee Hagen in Aix-les-Bains, that he seemed fine and happy. 
Sarah tries to believe the lie; certainly she believes Tom’s kind-
ness, and the two begin an affair—brief, because Sarah goes on in 
her search. They meet again at a mental hospital in Italy, where an 
amnesiac patient may, or may not, be Lee Hagen and where they 
encounter Paul, an Austrian journalist also searching for a man: in 
his case, an American ambulance driver whose fate obsesses him. 
In delicate, evocative prose, Dybek captures the grim devasta-
tion of scarred battlefields, bombed villages, and fetid soil and 
conveys with sensitivity his characters’ unabated desire to see in 
the shellshocked soldier an answer to their deepest desire.

A familiar love triangle reimagined in an absorbing tale.

THE BOTTOM OF 
THE SKY 
Fresán, Rodrigo
Trans. by Vanderhyden, Will
Open Letter (266 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  May 29, 2018
978-1-940953-78-6  

“If the past is a foreign country, then 
the future is a distant star”: lyrical, 
yearning novel by Argentinian writer 
Fresán (The Invented Part, 2017, etc.) of 

the search for better worlds, and better lives.
All stories, Vladimir Nabokov once observed, begin “Once 

upon a time.” Fresán agrees, calling that “simple magical line...the 
key that opens the lock of all the fairytales.” So it is that, once upon 
a time, two boys smitten by science fiction in the old-school mode 
of Asimov and Heinlein form a partnership of two, The Faraways, 
singularly devoted to traveling across time and space to, yes, the 
bottom of the sky—and returning to tell the tale. The worlds that 
they dream of are surely better than the monstrous one of reality, 
which, as they pile on years and experience, becomes ever less ten-
able; Isaac, one of the boys, allows that the reasons for their addic-
tion to science fiction lie in the possibilities of escaping, in the case 
of his cousin Ezra, from “the family tradition amid rolls of fabric 
and mannequins” while, in his own case, “as far away from my past 
and my family’s past as possible.” Along the way they encounter 
a “strange girl,” ethereally beautiful, who, it turns out, is muse and 
dream and storyteller and perhaps even alien all at once, invading 
the male clubhouse of science fiction to offer still greater visions 
of possible worlds—a thing to stop a floundering he-nerd in his 
tracks. As Fresán moves the point of view from one character to 
another, he evokes the golden age of science fiction, a theme that 
morphs into others: the salutary power of the imagination, the 
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collapse of the world in a time of terror, the grace of friendship and 
love amid dreams of “a planet that will be ours and only ours.”

A beguiling, elusive, and altogether beautiful story that, 
like Fresán’s other recent work, imagines a world in which 
life and art are one.

MOURNING 
Halfon, Eduardo
Trans. by Dillman, Lisa & 
Hahn, Daniel
Bellevue Literary Press (160 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  May 8, 2018
978-1-942658-44-3  

In his latest autobiographical novel 
to be translated into English, Guatema-
lan native Halfon’s same-named alter ego 
continues his far-flung travels to probe 

hidden family truths dating back to Nazi concentration camps.

The author, whose family relocated to the United States 
when he was 10, is as much instigator as investigator. Against 
the wishes of his maternal grandfather, a Polish Jew, Halfon 
visits the Lodz neighborhood where the old man lived before 
the Gestapo took him away (and where a former porn star 
now lives in his old place). Returning to Guatemala, he tries 
to determine whether it was his father’s brother Salomón 
who died at age 5 in a swimming accident there. Other 
Salomóns, including another 5-year-old who died an identical 
death, spin through the narrative. For Halfon the storyteller, 
unsolved mysteries and the freest of free associations satisfy 
his aims better than established facts. Halfon goes by “Hoff-
man” after someone mistakenly calls him that name—very 
possibly, Halfon determines, at the exact moment beloved 
actor Philip Seymour Hoffman died in New York. “Language 
is also a diving helmet,” Halfon writes in recalling how worlds 
opened to him when he first learned English. With his slen-
der but deceptively weighty books, which are at once breezy 
and melancholic, bemused and bitter, he opens up worlds to 
readers in return.



In this follow-up to The Polish Boxer (2012) and Monastery 
(2014), Halfon constructs a kind of postmodern memorial 
to his grandfathers, who outlived the horrors of the Holo-
caust but not its searing emotional aftereffects.

DEATH NOTICE
Haohui, Zhou
Trans. by Haluza, Zac
Doubleday (320 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-0-385-54332-3  

An elaborately plotted thriller that 
explores the limitations of justice.

The murder of the legendary Sgt. 
Zheng Haoming of the Chengdu Crimi-
nal Police reopens an 18-year-old inves-

tigation and resurrects a number of ghosts. First on the scene 
of Zheng’s murder is Capt. Pei Tao of the provincial Longzhou 
Police Department, who had an appointment with Zheng. Pei 
and Zheng have a history that goes back to the police academy 
and a crime committed long ago by “Eumenides,” a self-styled 
avenger, and together they had been investigating the pos-
sibility that Eumenides has resurfaced. In Greek mythology, 
Eumenides were the Furies, three goddesses of revenge; in their 
earlier appearance Eumenides executed three victims. And 
Eumenides is back, as several victims receive a “death notice” 
listing the nature of their crimes and the day of their execu-
tion. All are guilty of crimes that either were not, or could not 
be, punished by conventional justice, and Pei and the Chengdu 
police attempt to both avert the fatal punishments and unmask 
and apprehend Eumenides. The connections between today’s 
police and the original Eumenides’ crimes are dark and twisted, 
and Pei has a role in both Eumenides’ creation and the present 
pursuit. Much blood flows, and many careers destroyed, before 
the Furies are dealt with. This is, according to the publisher, the 
first of a three-part series; the end of this first part certainly 
invites speculation about the future of several characters, and 
the dense plotting and exuberant bloodletting would support 
several novels. But though individual histories and physical 
details clearly distinguish the characters, the dialogue does not 
reinforce their variety. The story, set in present-day China, does 
not offer much local flavor, and the generally homogeneous 
speech patterns contribute to a general flatness.

A complex exploration of crime and punishment that’s 
not totally engaging.

THE VIEW FROM HERE
Hinton, Lynne
NewSouth (240 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Jun. 1, 2018
978-1-58838-347-1  

A divorced scientist trying to make 
sense of her life climbs into a tree—and 
stays put.

Forest Service worker Kate Sinclair 
is at a crossroads. Childless and newly 
single, she decides to climb into a lob-

lolly pine and set up camp there. Her friends assume she’s going 
through a midlife crisis; townspeople think Kate must be pro-
testing the imminent loss of the forest at the hands of devel-
opers. Kate herself admittedly doesn’t know what she’s doing, 
only that the forest is where she’s always felt most at home, 
even as a child before trauma changed her life forever. An avid 
birder, Kate tries to focus on the drama of the avian world in 
the forest—watching a horned owl pair roosting, searching 

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   f i c t i o n   |   1  a p r i l  2 0 1 8   |   1 7

A divorced scientist trying to make sense of 
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Dark and absorbing, Nafissa Thompson-Spires’ debut 
story collection, Heads of the Colored People (Apr. 10), ex-
plores the unstable moorings of black identity and citizen-
ship in blistering stories peopled with indelible characters.  

The title derives from a series of 19th-century liter-
ary sketches of free black laborers penned by Dr. James 
McCune Smith. That Smith, a black abolitionist, intellec-
tual, and elite, chose washerwomen and gravediggers for 
literary representation and pondered them as “heads” of 
the black community was remarkable. As was his sharp 
inversion of the day’s popular fascination with phrenol-
ogy. Where the pseudoscience obsessed over the shapes 
and sizes of black skulls, Smith’s brief narrations of black 
life imagined black labor as a means of uplift.

Thompson-Spires’ contemporary riff on Smith’s 
theme grapples with heads more broadly, from concus-

sions and migraines to leadership and psychology, and is 
just as provocative. While heads factor into each story, 
it’s the heartbreaking vulnerability of black bodies that 
will sear readers’ memories. The visceral details—a ciga-
rette burn, a fibroid with teeth and hair, a stump sealed 
with skin like the thread of a baseball caked in clay—
ground the literary allusions and intellectual abstractions 
in blood and bone.

Thompson-Spires navigates rough terrain masterful-
ly, alternating dark and funny pieces in between opening 
and closing stories that grapple with police brutality. The 
collection radiates depth and authority while remaining 
endlessly fascinating and readable—a credit to the writ-
er’s Ph.D. in English, her subsequent MFA, and inborn 
intellect and imagination. 

Thompson-Spires says the doctorate gave her re-
search chops and writing discipline while the MFA gave 
her time and space to explore her craft differently than 
she had. “I’m really conscious about making sure I’m get-
ting things right and also that my work is in conversation 
with authors who’ve come before it,” she says. “I’m al-
ways referencing other literature and other literary tradi-
tions. That’s the fun part of writing.” Indeed, a sense of 
play and sharp wit pervade the text. 

Humor and anguish are twin influences in the col-
lection, which toggles (sometimes within a single story) 
from sardonic to tragic. A self-flagellating college regis-
trar goes postal when she finds herself on the wrong side 
of a DMV queue. A weary father clings to fast food and 
a Frozen sleeping bag in quiet rebellion against his wife’s 
deranged fruitarian diet and detached parenting philoso-
phy. A girl searches earnestly for someone to teach her to 
be “black, full black, baa baa black sheep black, black like 
the elbows and knees on praying folk black.”

“I was kind of a sad, lonely kid who read a lot of books 
in bed and brought my books to school and read passag-
es aloud to people. ‘Isn’t this hilarious? Isn’t this wonder-
ful?’ ” she recalls. “I would love for that to happen—for 
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for an elusive endangered woodpecker—but the drama of her 
small town keeps intruding. Some characters search her out to 
antagonize her, as in the case of some teens being kept from 
lucrative jobs working on the development construction; oth-
ers come to seek her guidance, like the high schooler hoping 
to make a career of entomology. To top it all off, a mysterious 
man is watching her through binoculars from the edge of the 
forest, and she doesn’t know if he means to help or harm. Hin-
ton (Sister Eve and the Blue Nun, 2016, etc.) does an admirable 
job of keeping the pacing brisk despite being limited to a single 
tree for the virtual entirety of the book’s setting. And Kate, as 
a protagonist, is messily complex and often frustratingly self-
absorbed—in short, a real, recognizable person. But the plot is 
too often in service of the life lessons here instead of the other 
way around.

This field guide to both nature and life offers morals on 
grief, survival, and community in an often too-pat package.

DAYS OF AWE
Homes, A.M.
Viking (304 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-0-670-02549-7  

A collection that examine the absur-
dities of modern life.

In the title story of Homes’ (May We 
Be Forgiven, 2012, etc.) latest collection, 
a love affair is sparked between former 
friends when they are reunited at a geno-

cide conference. The strangeness of this serves to illuminate 
the complex depths of their emotional states. It also creates 
opportunities for dark humor. As the conference begins, the 
leader poses the big question: “Why do Genocide(S) continue 
to happen?” And then “He goes on to thank their sponsors.” “A 
Prize for Every Player” carries on the theme of consumerism. It 
opens with a family competing “boys versus girls” in an elabo-
rate version of Supermarket Sweep. After finding a human baby 
in an aisle, Tom—the father—launches into a long, nostalgic 
monologue about America. Throughout the book, dialogue is 
given tremendous weight and space. Characters speak in full 
paragraphs, and where there is self-awareness about that, it is 
quirky and fun. When shoppers overhear Tom, they convince 
him to run for president. Too often, however, such awareness 
is lacking. This is most glaringly the case in “The National 
Cage Bird Show,” a story told entirely through messages in a 
chat room for bird owners. Even when there is an actual nar-
rator, Homes shies away from exposition, forcing her charac-
ters to say too much. Nonetheless, there are many true gems 
of conversation. “Her face is ruined,” a mother says in “Hello 
Everybody.” It is the first thing she says upon seeing her child in 
the hospital after a grizzly car accident. “I’m calling Dr. Pecker...
if there’s anyone he’ll come in off the golf course for, it’s me.” 

“ ‘Leave it,’ the daughter [begs]. ‘I’ll look like I’ve lived.’ ”
Stories filled with dark wit in the tradition of Amy 

Hempel and Joy Williams.
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my books to keep someone company on a lonely night or 
lonely day. But also for people to see themselves (or at least 
versions of themselves) reflected in ways they haven’t seen 
before. That would mean a lot to me, for people to just feel 
seen or heard.”

The originality of Thompson-Spires’ characters stems 
from her desire to write the black nerds, scholars, and 
strivers she hadn’t read before and also from her willing-
ness to explore black people’s potential to be vexing, vil-
lainous, even, and not only victims. 

“I didn’t feel like I’d seen enough black characters who 
grew up middle or upper-middle class and who were try-
ing to navigate the way the class division gives them some 
kind of privilege but the way the blackness still moderates 
or even nullifies that privilege,” she says. “I wanted to cre-
ate complex black characters who, with privilege, could 
also be problematic in the way that they treat other black 
people.”

Maya Payne Smart writes book reviews and musings at mayasmart.
com. Heads of the Colored People received a starred review in 
the Feb. 1, 2018, issue. 



SOUTHERNMOST
House, Silas
Algonquin (352 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-61620-625-3  

A road novel that mixes warmth, 
empathy, tragedy, and hope.

Southern novelist House’s (Eli the 
Good, 2009, etc.) new book is a paean to 
the wisdom of the heart and the remark-
able ability of humans to listen to that 

wisdom despite a lifetime of believing (or preaching) intol-
erance. The novel opens in the wake of a catastrophic flood 
that all but destroys a small Tennessee town, as seen through 
the eyes of Asher Sharp, a Pentecostal preacher. Asher and his 
8-year-old son, Justin, save a neighbor from his house as it liter-
ally floats down the river; they are aided by two gay men who 
have recently moved to the area and who lost their home in the 
flood as well. Asher is moved by the couple’s selflessness and 

offers them shelter in his own house, but his archreligious wife 
cannot abide it. The event shakes Asher sufficiently enough to 
make him question the foundations of his faith and everything 
he stands for, and as he begins to preach the gospel of toler-
ance and open-mindedness, he loses the respect of his congre-
gation and the support of his wife, who attempts to wrestle full 
custody of Justin from him. At the end of his rope, Asher hops 
in his Jeep and makes a late-night run for Key West—with Jus-
tin in tow. There, he hopes to find and make amends with his 
estranged brother, Luke, whom Asher hasn’t spoken to since 
he came out as gay 10 years ago. All of this unfolds in a third-
person voice redolent of the rich dialect native to the characters 
in the story; House has an unsurpassed ear for dialogue, and his 
prose is spare, fluid, and naturalistic throughout. After such a 
dramatic beginning, the story slows a bit as Asher and Justin 
arrive in Key West and get settled into a clandestine existence, 
but the propulsive pace picks up soon after, as the novel speeds 
toward its conclusion.

A brave tale of human generosity and the power 
and peace that come from heeding the courage of one’s 
convictions.

STILL LIVES
Hummel, Maria
Counterpoint (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-61902-111-2  

When a provocative painter goes 
missing on the opening night of her show, 
a museum copywriter falls back on her 
investigative roots.

Kim Lord enjoys shocking her audi-
ences, and Still Lives, her latest exhi-

bition for LA’s high-flying Rocque Museum, is no exception. 
Drawing on media coverage of murdered women, Lord produces 
a grisly set of paintings depicting the slain forms of Judy Ann 
Dull, Nicole Brown Simpson, and the Black Dahlia. The exhi-
bition is “an indictment of our culture’s obsession with sensa-
tionalized female murders,” and Maggie Richter, the museum’s 
in-house writer/editor, can barely stomach it—for more reasons 
than one. A few months earlier, her live-in boyfriend, the gal-
lerist Greg Shaw Ferguson, left Maggie for Lord, a humiliation 
she’s still struggling to live down. When Lord fails to show for 
her big opening night, everyone suspects foul play—and Greg. 
But will Maggie be able to uncover what really happened in 
time? And who is she really trying to save by digging into Lord’s 
disappearance? In this taut take on noir, misogyny, and the art 
of responsible storytelling, Hummel (Motherland, 2014, etc.) 
balances the glitz and glam of the Los Angeles art world with 
the town tourists don’t often see, from peeling, postwar bunga-
lows to skid row tent cities and suffering junkies. There’s a full 
cast of supporting characters, including Kevin, an earnest East 
Coast reporter covering the gala; Hendricks, a private investiga-
tor who seems to know too much about Maggie; Yegina, Mag-
gie’s talented and ambitious best friend; and a rotating gallery of 
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This is a whip-smart mystery and a moving meditation on 
the consumption of female bodies all rolled into one.

still lives



suspicious art world collectors, carpenters, curators, and crew. 
At times the interpersonal dramas are larger-than-life, but this 
literary mystery has larger-than-life ambitions, too. “I hate this 
artwork,” Maggie thinks, standing in the gallery, fretting about 
Lord’s disappearance. “I hate the abject powerlessness it proj-
ects. I hate it because it reminds me there is an end for women 
worse than death.” But Lord, through the careful plotting of 
Hummel, is determined to make you look.

This is a whip-smart mystery and a moving meditation 
on the consumption of female bodies all rolled into one.

THE ABBOT’S TALE 
Iggulden, Conn
Pegasus (480 pp.) 
$25.95  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-68177-730-6  

A 10th-century English abbot tells 
of his service to seven kings—a story of 
pride, vengeance, and blood—in a tale 
abounding with real historical characters.

In 934 C.E., 15-year-old Dunstan of 
Glastonbury pulls his would-be killer 

down a cliff and lands on top of him. Only Dunstan survives. 
“It seems a man can fall a long, long way and live,” he writes, “if 
he lands on a priest.” His father had taken him and his brother, 
Wulfric, to an abbey to turn them into men. He’s a highly intel-
ligent lad who has a knack for making dangerous enemies and 
valuable friends. One day, he descends slowly from a tower scaf-
fold using pulleys and counterweights. A witness believes Dun-
stan has been carried to safety by an angel. Dunstan confirms 
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Performance is power. Esme, the showgirl protago-
nist of Adrienne Sharp’s newest novel, The Magnificent 
Esme Wells (Apr. 10), thrives by following this mantra. So 
does the city that makes her career, late-1940s Las Ve-
gas, on the cusp of becoming an entertainment power-
house. The landscape of early Vegas first inspired Sharp 
to write her novel. “I thought, ‘What a great landscape—
big desert, this whole empire being built, the second 
Jewish empire out there,’ ” she says. She just had to cre-
ate characters spirited and plucky enough to match her 
setting. 

Sharp turned to her family’s stories. Like Esme’s fa-
ther, Sharp’s own grandparents on her mother’s side 
were compulsive gamblers. In the early ’40s, they left 

their hometown of Baltimore for Los Angeles and a life 
at the racetracks. Eventually, they abandoned Sharp’s 
mother in an orphanage and, several years later, had a 
son whose care they largely neglected. Sharp began de-
veloping a protagonist inspired by her uncle but soon 
realized that a male protagonist was wrong for her sto-
ry. “So that’s when I started thinking, ‘Alright, we’re go-
ing to revamp this,’ ” Sharp says. “I found a good voice 
for her, and I gave her a lot of my mom’s characteris-
tics, her incredible drive and spunk and will to go on.” 
Still, Sharp drew on the haphazard nature of her uncle’s 
life for the backstory to Esme’s Las Vegas adventure as 
a showgirl. Comprising almost half of the novel, Esme’s 
childhood story illuminates fascinating parallels be-
tween the worlds of gambling and show business in Los 
Angeles and Las Vegas, where Esme ultimately launches 
her career. 

Part of the charm of The Magnificent Esme Wells 
comes from seeing Las Vegas through Esme’s insider 
eyes, as it was before the tower-building boom of the 
’50s. To achieve this effect, Sharp had to pinpoint the 
historically appropriate size of the city’s casinos and ho-
tels. Touring the Flamingo’s historical guest rooms and 
looking at photographs of the casinos from the ’40s, 
Sharp marveled at the “little rooms with two twin beds 
and lamps that were from 1948,” the casino floors that 
held just a few tables and one-armed bandits. “It was 
much more intimate in the way that America was more 
intimate—our houses were smaller, there was one car, 
the bedrooms were small—Vegas was the same way, on 
the same scale.” Similarly, Sharp’s careful research into 
the lives of infamous gangsters who built up the city, 
like Benjamin “Bugsy” Siegel, allowed her to write about 
them intimately. “I was trying to see Bugsy Siegel just as 
a man who showed kindness to Esme, made her feel im-
portant, showed attention to her,” she explains. 

Strong and sharp, Esme’s voice has a finely calibrat-
ed distance from her surroundings. She is bracingly 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Adrienne Sharp

HER NOVEL, A GLITTERING NOIRISH TRAGEDY SET IN SHOWBIZ, IS A 
SUBTLY FEMINIST STORY
By Alexia Nader
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the lie and adds that he’d had a vision of a grand cathedral. King 
Æthelstan believes the miracle of Dunstan and the angel and 
later makes him Abbot of Glastonbury. Lady Elflaed promises 
to finance the abbey of Dunstan’s vision. Meanwhile he wants 
to marry a girl, but he’s persuaded instead to take an oath as a 
Benedictine monk. The girl had given him a venereal disease, 
anyway. Dunstan eventually becomes a “humble abbot” whose 
head is stuffed with pride and ambition. After King Æthelstan 
dies, Dunstan writes he “was a great man, but he failed to see 
the worth in me. It follows that he was not without flaw then.” 
Dunstan tells a grand, lifetime-spanning tale filled with treach-
ery and the deaths of kings—“no man lives forever,” he writes, 

“not even a king. Especially a king.” And it’s about war, “the great 
engine of storytelling.” Dunstan admits vile acts to the reader, 
such as ripping off a blackmailer’s nose with red-hot tongs and 
letting people believe he’d done it to the devil, a legend still 
ascribed to him.

Fans of the genre will love this masterpiece of histori-
cal fiction.

THE CAPTIVES
Immergut, Debra Jo
Ecco/HarperCollins (288 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-0-06-274754-9  

How far would you go for your high 
school crush?

Frank Lundquist, former test subject 
for his famous psychologist father and 
now, at 32, a well-established psycholo-
gist himself, finds himself relegated to a 

position working at an upstate New York women’s prison after a 
series of professional and personal breakdowns. To his surprise, 
he finds that one of his new patients is Miranda Greene, the 
girl he pined after in high school even though she didn’t know 
his name. Ignoring his moral obligation to assign Miranda to 
another counselor, Frank decides he will make it his mission 
to support and “fix” her. Miranda has been through her share 
of ordeals, and she contemplates how she got to her current 
situation as she makes friends with some of the other inmates. 
As Frank becomes more and more obsessed with “helping” 
Miranda, the book speeds toward an unexpected finale which 
questions the idea of right and wrong. The chapters alternate 
between Frank’s chapters (in first-person) and Miranda’s chap-
ters (in third), shedding light on their motivations and what’s 
going on behind each of their facades. They’re each surrounded 
by interesting side characters, from Frank’s little brother who’s 
a junkie to Miranda’s ex-military prison friend, who deepen 
the world of the novel and add nuance to the main characters. 
Frank and Miranda both have traumatic events in their pasts 
that have made them what they are and haunt their every 
action, but though these events are built up, they’re never fully 
explained, which makes the characters’ emotions hard to follow 
at times. Nevertheless, the forward surge of the narrative never 
slows, pulling the reader along for the ride.
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self-aware of her need to make it as a showgirl and what 
it might cost her personally; professionally, she’s equal-
ly aware of what her talent and beauty should cost oth-
ers. “Esme recognizes that beauty and femininity are real 
commodities,” Sharp says. “She’s smart, and like her dad, 
always looking for an angle, and she realizes, ‘I’m not go-
ing to just get my salary, I want a cut of the drinks, I want 
a cut of the tables; I’m filling this place and they’re drink-
ing because I’m here.’ ” Sharp enriches what Kirkus’ re-
viewer calls the novel’s “subtle feminist trajectory” with 
the immersive experience of the pains and pleasures of 
performance. “I knew what it felt like to stand on a stage 
and be costumed and made-up and to be this sort of 
beautiful, idealized version of femininity,” Sharp, who is 
a trained ballerina and has written extensively about bal-
let dancers, says. “I knew that sense of the audience out 
there, the adrenaline rush for the performer on the stage.” 

Alexia Nader is a writer living in San Francisco. The Mag-
nificent Esme Wells received a starred review in the Feb. 15, 
2018, issue. 
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Immergut (Private Property, 1992) has spun an interesting 
tale with fully realized characters whose ups and downs are 
compelling, even if sometimes confusing.

THE GOOD SON
Jeong, You-Jeong
Trans. by Kim, Chi-Young
Penguin (320 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-0-14-313195-3  

A young man desperately tries to fill 
in gaps in his memory when he realizes 
he may have brutally murdered his own 
mother.

Twenty-five-year-old Yu-jin lives in a 
sparkling modern apartment with his mother, has an adopted 
brother with whom he’s close, and he’s waiting to hear if he’s 
been accepted into law school. One morning, he wakes covered 

in blood, “clots of the stuff ” hanging off his clothes. He follows 
the trail of gore to find his mother lying at the bottom of the 
stairs with her throat cut. He explores the house, hoping for 
more clues as to what happened, and is surprised to find his late 
father’s straight razor covered in blood in his room. Could he 
have killed his own mother? It sure seems that way, even if he 
can’t remember doing it, and the fact that he hasn’t been taking 
him anti-seizure medication doesn’t help. Yu-jin narrates, tell-
ing a compelling, disturbing tale as he tries to piece together 
the events that might have led to his mother’s death. Yu-jin’s 
mom may not have had his best interests at heart. She made 
him stop swimming competitively—the only thing he really 
loved—because she claimed to fear he’d have a seizure in the 
water, and she nags him incessantly, always insisting she know 
his whereabouts. After his brother and father died 16 years ago, 
she adopted Hae-jin and has favored him over Yu-jin since. Yu-
jin even confesses to following young women around at night, 
noting that frightening them is an addiction that he must feed. 
When a woman’s body washes up nearby, one can’t help but sus-
pect Yu-jin. He doesn’t help his case by admitting that he lies 
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often. Pressure steadily mounts as Yu-jin’s world, and mind, 
unravels. Bestselling Korean author Jeong slowly winds read-
ers up with taut, high-tension wire, slowly letting it play out as 
the police inevitably come calling and Yu-jin begins to uncover 
shocking secrets about himself, his mother, and his past.

A creepy, insidious, blood-drenched tale in which noth-
ing is quite what it seems.

TREEBORNE
Johnson, Caleb
Picador (320 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-250-16909-9  

A debut Southern novel, like many in 
that tradition, which is rooted in place, 
populated by eccentric characters, and 
filled with a certain amount of gothic 
weirdness.

The narrative spans about 80 years 
and starts in the present day, when Janie Treeborne is being 
interviewed about her life and times. She lives alone in a house 
on the edge of a peach orchard in Elberta, Alabama, and she 
wants to tell how she acquired the house and how the history of 
her white family has been intimately entangled with the history 
of Elberta. She and her way of life are now being threatened 
by the destruction of the Hernando de Soto Dam, which has 
long served its purpose and is now threatening to give way. In 
lengthy and extended flashbacks to 1929, we learn about Hugh 
Treeborne, Janie’s grandfather, who helped build the dam. And 
in another series of flashbacks to 1958, we’re informed about 
the intermediate generation—especially Janie’s father, Ren, and 
her Aunt Tammy, who had aspirations to go to Hollywood and 
become a movie star dating back to when she saw her first movie 
at the Elberta Rampatorium. The book has no central narrative 
thread but instead invites us to become acquainted with an 
odd cast of characters, both in and out of the Treeborne family, 
across three generations. Chief among these is Lee Malone, an 
African-American who formerly owned the peach orchard and 
also became the lover of Janie’s grandmother (and Hugh’s wife), 
Maybelle, and Ricky Birdsong, injured in both mind and body 
and attuned to seeing visions of Jesus. Johnson’s prose can soar 
to poetic heights, though his language is always rooted in the 
Southern vernacular. In fact, even the third-person narrative 
voice speaks with a Southern accent. (“You could still do things 
thataway back then”; “Pud Ward got hisself a new haircut.”)

A lyrical effusion deeply rooted in place and steeped in 
quirky characters.

THE TRAITOR’S NICHE
Kadare, Ismail
Trans. by Hodgson, John
Counterpoint (208 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-1-64009-044-6  

A political fable of decapitation amid 
totalitarian oppression combines wick-
edly funny satire with darker, deeper 
lessons.

One of a series of books by Albania’s 
premier novelist (Twilight of the Eastern Gods, 2014, etc.) that was 
banned in his homeland, this novel was published in 1978 but has 
only recently been translated into English. The only signs that 
it’s set in the early 19th century are offhand references to Byron 
and Napoleon; otherwise it reads less like historical fiction than 
timeless prophecy, as it anticipates the relentless expansion of 
an empire “encompassing three continents, twenty-nine peoples, 
six religions, four races, and forty languages.”In the language of 

A political fable combines wickedly funny 
satire with darker, deeper lessons.

the traitor’s niche

a novel by

Oscar Valdes

Print ISBN: 978-0-9793558-5-1
E ISBN: 978-0-9793558-6-8

“A young man is incarcerated for child molestation 
in Valdes’ enlightening novel about the flawed prison 
system... Valdes examines the thin line that separates 

prisoner from free man... A nuanced examination of the 
prison system and those affected by it.” 

—Kirkus Reviews

For information on publishing visit OscarValdes.net
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novels that boldly 
pass the bechdel test

THE LIFE TO COME  
by Michelle de Kretser 
(Mar. 13)

EVENTIDE 
by Therese Bohman; 
trans. by Marlaine Delargy (Apr. 10)

THE COMEDOWN  
by Rebekah Frumkin 
(Apr. 17)

HOW TO WALK AWAY  
by Catherine Center 
(May 15) 

PRETEND I’M DEAD  
by Jen Beagin 
(May 15)

SOME TRICK  
by Helen DeWitt 
(May 30)

WHAT SHOULD 
BE WILD  
by Julia Fine 
(May 8)

KUDOS 
by Rachel Cusk 
(June 5)

FRUIT OF THE 
DRUNKEN TREE  
by Ingrid Rojas 
Contreras 
(July 31)

THE INCENDIARIES  
by R.O. Kwon 
(July 31)

SHE WOULD BE KING  
by Wayétu Moore 
(Sept. 11)

AMERICA IS NOT 
THE HEART  
by Elaine Castillo 
(Apr. 3)

MOTHERHOOD  
by Sheila Heti 
(May 1)

CIRCE 
by Madeline Miller 
(Apr. 10) 

WELCOME TO LAGOS  
by Chibundu Onuzo (May 1)
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a fairy tale, “the empire was larger than the night. People said 
that when dusk fell at one end, dawn rose at the other.” The title 
refers to the spot in the town square where the severed heads 
of rebel leaders are displayed and preserved, offering a caution-
ary lesson to the visitors who flock to the spectacle. There are 
a pair of protagonists—Abdulla, who guards the heads as the 

“keeper of the Traitor’s Niche,” and Tundj Hata, the imperial cou-
rier sent to retrieve the heads and deliver them by horseback for 
their public display. The narrative concerns a rebellion and its 
aftermath in the outpost of Albania, which must then undergo 
the process by which all conquered peoples are absorbed into 
the empire. Thus, the “full erasure of national identity” encom-
passes “the reduction of the language into Nonspeak” and the 
eradication of all other forms of national culture. Though the 
guard and the courier never appear in the same scene, the novel’s 
resolution finds one in open rebellion, having gone mad, as the 
other continues with business as usual. The separation of the 
head from the body, or the intellect from the emotions, takes 
other forms than capital punishment.

Kadare’s political impact and significance have 
made him an oft-mentioned candidate in Nobel Prize 
handicapping.

SECOND STRIKE
Kirsanow, Peter
Dutton (400 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 15, 2018
978-1-101-98532-8  

The former leader of an off-the-
books elite special operations team 
comes across a planned Russian attack 
against the U.S.

In his second novel, Kirsanow (Tar-
get Omega, 2017) returns with a political 

thriller centered on the premise of ongoing geopolitical tension 
between Russia and America. Kirsanow’s serial character, for-
mer special operations leader Michael Garin, returns with his 
unique and finely tuned skill set to defend America. Living in 
anonymity and fresh from competing in an extreme competi-
tion called the Crucible (which includes a marathon and sprints, 
swimming, weightlifting, and mixed martial arts), Garin finds a 
well-trained hit team waiting outside his hotel-room door and 
quickly dispatches them. With his sharply cultivated survival 
instincts piqued, Garin speculates that his old rival, the danger-
ous Russian assassin Taras Bor, may be back and killing indis-
criminately inside the U.S. While Garin reaches out to friends 
Congo Knox, a former Delta sniper, and Dan Dwyer, the owner 
of a military contracting firm, Olivia Perry, another trusted 
ally and aide to the national security adviser and a woman with 
whom Garin shares a palpable romantic tension, is alerted to 
unusual movement at a Russian industrial facility. This could 
point to an emerging electromagnetic pulse attack. As the ten-
sion builds, Garin and his close group of capable professionals 
must work together against a high-ranking intelligence officer 
who sits at the right hand of the Russian president.

A riveting political thriller short on narrative embel-
lishments and high on frontline action heroes defending 
plausible threats from outside and inside the U.S.

WHO IS VERA KELLY?
Knecht, Rosalie
Tin House (274 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-1-947793-01-9  

A young undercover spy is forced to 
improvise after her handler goes dark 
during the Argentinian coup in 1966.

In 1957, Vera Kelly is a suicidal teen-
age girl living in Chevy Chase, Maryland, 
struggling to come to terms with her sex-

uality; she’s sent to juvenile detention after multiple conflicts 
with her mother. Less than a decade later, she’s a 25-year-old CIA 
agent skilled in electronics, embedded in Buenos Aires during 

A young undercover spy is forced to improvise after her handler 
goes dark during the Argentinian coup in 1966.

who is vera kelly?
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the Cold War. Going undercover as a Canadian student, Kelly 
befriends a group of young scholars suspected of being KGB 
agents; she surveils their activities during the day and spends 
her nights transcribing conversations from inside the Argentin-
ian vice president’s office, which is bugged. As the president’s 
tentative grasp on power weakens, Vera makes plans to leave the 
country as soon as the army takes control of the government. 
The borders close more quickly than expected, however, and 
she’s forced to go into hiding and hope her cover hasn’t been 
blown. In this novel, a coming-of-age story meets spy thriller, 
Knecht (Relief Map, 2016) deftly explores how Vera’s alienation 
from her mother and various romantic partners leads to her 
becoming a CIA recruit and how her self-confidence continues 
to be both challenged and reaffirmed in Argentina. Knecht’s 
crisp prose moves swiftly as Vera tails suspects and also accom-
modates moments of increasing self-awareness: “As Gerry 
had said, if things went bad, I could be killed. And yet, in the 
place where my fear should have been, there was a blank space. 
I felt that I had been living for a long time in a place beyond 
fear, where my life was contingent and didn’t amount to much 

anyway.” Throughout the novel, Vera wonders who she will be 
should she survive this assignment, but even in her deep uncer-
tainty, it’s quite clear that she is already the character readers 
have been waiting for.

A riveting, satisfying novel.

THE CROOKED STAIRCASE
Koontz, Dean
Bantam (512 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 8, 2018
978-0-525-48342-7  

Former FBI agent Jane Hawk con-
tinues her no-holds-barred campaign 
against the mind-control conspiracy 
that caused the suicide of her decorated 
Marine husband.

In past adventures (The Whispering 
Room, 2017, etc.), Hawk dispatched some of the baddies responsi-
ble for creating and injecting brainwashing nanotech implants—
and dramatically raising the national suicide rate. With the 
cabal entrenched in government agencies and private industry, 
she got indicted for espionage, treason, and murder and is now 
the most wanted person in America. Continuing her mission to 
restore her husband’s good name and nail Booth Hendrickson, 
the corrupt Department of Justice figure behind the conspiracy, 
she must evade all manner of sophisticated surveillance tech-
nology. Her path to Hendrickson is through his half brother, 
Simon, a mother-obsessed sociopath who tortures and psy-
chologically breaks women. To get to Simon, Hawk must tame 
his naïve spitfire girlfriend, the memorably named Petra Quist. 
For Hawk, who is as fearless as she is beautiful, no obstacle is 
too great, especially with the well-being of her hidden-away 
5-year-old son on her mind. There is seemingly nothing she 
doesn’t know, from intricate details about alarm systems to the 
functions of the three pairs of saliva glands. She’s also a skilled 
pianist. With many pages devoted to a less compelling paral-
lel mind-scrubbing story about brilliant young fraternal twins, 
the book sometimes bogs down in the padding. But writing his 
unusual heroine, Koontz keeps the pages alive with attitude as 
well as action.

The third book in Koontz’s lively series tends to rehash 
scenes from the first two, but it’s still an absorbing thriller 
full of fresh touches.
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WIDOWS
La Plante, Lynda
Bonnier Zaffre  (400 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-4998-6155-6  

In La Plante’s (Good Friday, 2017, etc.) 
classic thriller, three women orchestrate 
a heist after their criminal husbands die 
in an explosives accident.

Harry Rawlins has a reputation on 
the street for being both organized and 

ruthless. When he’s killed in a heist gone wrong, along with 
two of his criminal associates, the violent Fisher brothers start 
sniffing around for his ledgers, in which Harry infamously docu-
mented every detail of every job. Harry’s widow, Dolly, is devas-
tated by the loss of her urbane and unscrupulous husband, but 
she is also determined not to let either the Fishers or the police 
have access to Harry’s ledgers. Instead, she recruits the other 
widows to help her pull off the job that killed their husbands. At 

first the three women, who couldn’t be more different, struggle 
to work together, but gradually they forge a friendship through 
their unconventional bonding activity. But there’s still the prob-
lem of the fourth man, the one who walked away from Harry’s 
heist and can anticipate their every move. The novel starts 
slowly; La Plante’s writing is dense, and there are an awful lot 
of characters to keep straight. But as the women begin to work 
toward their goal, they become complex and interesting charac-
ters. They aren’t completely likable, but this proves La Plante’s 
ability to write realistic women who aren’t always beautiful, 
charming, or even sensible. Instead, they are survivors—hon-
est and determined, smart and courageous as hell. The novel 
was first published more than 30 years ago, but it’s aged seam-
lessly; other than the fact that no one has a cellphone, it hardly 
feels dated at all. As conversations about equality and intimacy 
in Hollywood and the workplace finally become commonplace, 
the reissue seems particularly timely and relevant.

It’s good, dark fun: a feminist noir love child of Thelma 
and Louise and The Godfather.

For Informaiton Regarding
Publishing or Agent Representation,

Please E-mail @ Website or
BryanRoberts@SavageRobertsPublishing.com

Film Rights Available
SavageRobertsPublishing.com
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THE WRECKAGE OF EDEN 
Lock, Norman
Bellevue Literary Press (288 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-942658-38-2  

A man with a long connection to 
Emily Dickinson loses his faith in the 
midst of battle.

Narrator Robert Winter is a chaplain 
in the United States Army in the mid-
19th century—giving him a firsthand view 

of the fracturing of society leading to the Civil War. The novel is 
structured as Robert’s correspondence with Dickinson, whose ide-
als and aesthetics serve as a contrast to his own loss of faith. Lock 
does a fine job of making Winter feel like a man of his time: Though 
he’s progressive by the standards of a white man of his day, his blind 
spots are pointed out by some, including a young Samuel Clemens. 
As he moves from conflict to conflict, Robert’s own mind becomes 
more tortured. “There is no way to tell of it in words,” he writes, 

regarding war, before offering up a grotesque metaphor. The novel 
is enlivened by signs that Robert is, while not an unreliable nar-
rator, possibly a selective one. Several major life events happen to 
him in passing between two of the book’s sections, and his own 
(chronologically) first encounter with Dickinson isn’t revealed 
on the page until a good distance into the book—which, in turn, 
prompts the reader to re-evaluate some of the pair’s earlier interac-
tions. Although this is the story of Robert’s growing loss of faith, he 
shows a propensity for using Jesus’ life as a metaphor for his own. 
As with each installment of Lock’s The American Novels series (A 
Fugitive in Walden Woods, 2017, etc.), this work stands on its own 
entirely well, though readers of his prior books will find connec-
tions both thematic and literal.

Lock deftly tells a visceral story of belief and conflict, 
with abundant moments of tragedy and transcendence 
along the way.
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TELL ME LIES
Lovering, Carola
Atria (352 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-1-5011-6964-9  

Passion, friendship, heartbreak, and 
forgiveness ring true in Lovering’s debut, 
the tale of a young woman’s obsession with 
a man who’s “good at being charming.”

Long Island native Lucy Albright, 
starts her freshman year at Baird College 

in Southern California, intending to study English and journal-
ism and become a travel writer. Stephen DeMarco, an upper-
classman, is a political science major who plans to become a 
lawyer. Soon after they meet, Lucy tells Stephen an intensely 
personal story about the Unforgivable Thing, a betrayal that 
turned Lucy against her mother. Stephen pretends to listen 
to Lucy’s painful disclosure, but all his thoughts are about her 
exposed black bra strap and her nipples pressing against her 
thin cotton T-shirt. It doesn’t take Lucy long to realize Stephen’s 
a “manipulative jerk” and she is “beyond pathetic” in her desire 
for him, but their lives are now intertwined. Their story takes 
seven years to unfold, but it’s a fast-paced ride through hook-
ups, breakups, and infidelities fueled by alcohol and cocaine and 
with oodles of sizzling sexual tension. “Lucy was an itch, a song 
stuck in your head or a movie you need to rewatch or a food 
you suddenly crave,” Stephen says in one of his point-of-view 
chapters, which alternate with Lucy’s. The ending is perfect, as 
Lucy figures out the dark secret Stephen has kept hidden and 
learns the difference between lustful addiction and mature love.

There are unforgettable beauties in this very sexy story.

THE GREAT BELIEVERS 
Makkai, Rebecca
Viking (432 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jun. 19, 2018
978-0-7352-2352-3  

Another ambitious change of pace 
for the versatile and accomplished 
Makkai (The Hundred-Year House, 2014, 
etc.), whose characters wrangle with 
the devastating impact of the AIDS epi-
demic at its height and in its aftermath.

In the first of two intertwined storylines, Yale and his live-
in lover, Charlie, attend an unofficial wake for a dead friend, 
Nico, held simultaneously with his funeral service because his 
Cuban-American family has made it clear they don’t want any 
gay people there. It’s 1985, and Makkai stingingly re-creates 
the atmosphere of fear, prejudice, and sanctimonious finger-
pointing surrounding the mortally afflicted gay community, 
even in a big city like Chicago. Nico’s younger sister, Fiona, 
has rejected their family and attached herself to his friends, 
with emotional consequences that become apparent in the 
second storyline, set 30 years later in Paris. As is often the case 

with paired stories, one of them initially seems more compel-
ling, in this case Makkai’s vivid chronicle of Yale’s close-knit 
circle, of his fraught relationship with the obsessively jealous 
Charlie, and his pursuit of a potentially career-making dona-
tion for the university art gallery where he works in devel-
opment. Fiona’s opaque feelings of guilt and regret as she 
searches for her estranged daughter, Claire, aren’t as engaging 
at first, but the 2015 narrative slowly unfolds to connect with 
the ordeals of Yale and his friends until we see that Fiona too is 
a traumatized survivor of the epidemic, bereft of her brother 
and so many other people she loved, to her lasting damage. As 
Makkai acknowledges in an author’s note, when a heterosex-
ual woman writes a novel about AIDS, some may feel she has 
crossed “the line between allyship and appropriation.” On the 
contrary, her rich portraits of an array of big personalities and 
her affecting depiction of random, horrific death faced with 
varying degrees of gallantry make this tender, keening novel 
an impressive act of imaginative empathy.

As compulsively readable as it is thoughtful and mov-
ing: an unbeatable fictional combination.

THE MUTUAL UFO NETWORK
Martin, Lee
Dzanc (248 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-1-945814-49-5  

Quiet traumas and long-festering emo-
tional wounds abound in this collection.

Elucidating the tensions that can 
arise over a long period of intimacy, or 
that can emerge from an unspoken 
sense of resentment, can be a difficult 

thing to pull off in fiction. At their best, the stories in Mar-
tin’s (Late One Night, 2016, etc.) collection offer an impressive 
demonstration of just how to convey these trying emotional 
states. Martin’s stories frequently encompass decades’ worth 
of events in the lives of their characters. Ancil and Lucy, the 
couple at the center of “The Last Civilized House,” have been 
together for 55 years as the story opens. When Lucy recon-
nects with an old flame, there’s a weight to the accumulation 
of events and a power that keeps the narrative unpredictable 
as secrets and resentments slowly come to the foreground. 
There’s plenty of tension in these tightly wound connections 
between characters. The protagonist of “Bad Family,” Lily 
Chang, recalls coming-of-age in China in the time of Chair-
man Mao. Since then, years have passed; she’s now living in 
Nebraska, maintaining an unlikely bond with her ex-husband 
and his new wife. Her decision to begin sending anonymous, 
threatening letters to the couple complicates matters—but 
it also feels somewhat arbitrary, an unexpectedly violent act 
whose motives and consequences require more space to fully 
explore. But the best of these stories also showcase an impres-
sive restraint: The narrator of the title story gives a detailed 
account of his bonds with each of his estranged parents, but 
passing allusions to certain events—one character’s time in 

As compulsively readable as it is thoughtful and moving: 
an unbeatable fictional combination.

the great believers
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prison, for example—create an even grander sense of inter-
connection. Sudden moments of violence outnumber epipha-
nies in these stories, and the effect creates a quiet melancholy.

With precise storytelling, Martin chronicles the unrest 
in his characters’ lives and the shocking moments when 
tensions reach their breaking points.

THE BOOKSHOP OF 
YESTERDAYS
Meyerson, Amy
Park Row Books (368 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-0-7783-1984-9  

A woman inherits her late uncle’s 
struggling bookstore in Meyerson’s debut 
novel.

Miranda once idolized her uncle 
Billy—he was charming, adventurous, 

and always let her pick out any book she wanted from his store, 
Prospero Books. He planned elaborate scavenger hunts and was 
full of surprises. But on the night of her 12th birthday, Billy and 
her mother have an explosive fight. Miranda doesn’t know what 
happened between them, but she loses touch with Billy—until 
years later, when she’s a teacher in Philadelphia. Billy is dead, 
but he left her his bookstore—and a mysterious book and let-
ter. Determined to figure out what’s going on, Miranda returns 
to Los Angeles and embarks on her final scavenger hunt, fol-
lowing clues that introduce her to books and people from Bil-
ly’s past. No one will tell her why Billy disappeared from her 
life—not her mother, her father, or the employees at Prospero 
Books—so the scavenger hunt is her only hope to figure out 
what happened. Miranda quickly finds out that Billy wasn’t 
just the fun-loving uncle she remembers—his life was also full 
of tragedy. As Miranda learns about his history, she must also 
juggle trying to save Prospero Books and deciding what she 
wants out of her life. Should she return to teaching and her boy-
friend in Philadelphia, or would she rather stay with her family 
and her bookstore in LA? Miranda’s quest to learn more about 
her uncle leads to some surprises and plenty of references to lit-
erature, with clues hidden in classics like Jane Eyre, Frankenstein, 
and Bridge to Terabithia. Meyerson writes beautifully, with lush 
descriptions of LA and believable interactions between charac-
ters. Prospero Books is warm, inviting, and populated with lov-
ably quirky employees readers will want to get to know.

A lovely look at loss, family, and the comfort found in a 
good bookstore.

FIGHT NO MORE 
Millet, Lydia
Norton (224 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-0-393-63548-5  

Real estate—and the anxiety and 
disruption that often come with moving 
house—drives this linked collection of 
Los Angeles–set tales.

Millet has used broken relationships 
as a launchpad for austere, absurdist fic-

tion (Magnificence, 2012; Sweet Lamb of Heaven, 2016) and laugh-
out-loud farce (Mermaids in Paradise, 2014). Here, her attack is 
more compassionate and realistic, but she can still bring the 
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weird: In one story, a woman believes her home is being over-
run by “handyman midgets” who arrive unsolicited to make 
repairs; how much of this is real and how much is the panicked 
vision of a woman who’s just been abandoned by her husband is 
intentionally vague. The central (and more grounded) figure in 
these stories is Nina, a real estate agent who must bear witness 
to the vicissitudes and cruelties of her clients: the famous musi-
cian who tries to drown himself in the pool of one home; the 
rebellious teen determined to force potential buyers to witness 
unmistakable evidence of his masturbatory habits; the wealthy, 
arrogant man who’s led his mistress to believe she’s his fiancee. 
Nina herself can’t find a professional distance from these she-
nanigans, falling for a member of the musician’s entourage in 
a relationship that ends tragically. Changing homes brings out 
our generosity and monstrousness in equal measure, Millet 
seems to suggest, an idea she explores most potently in a trio 
of stories featuring Lexie, a teenage sex worker whose safe job 
as an au pair is threatened by her sexually abusive stepfather. 
Those stories are especially strong because Millet so readily 
shifts point of view—by turns she can be a snotty rich kid, a 
pedophile, and a lower-class cam girl striving to rise above her 
station. And though Millet has never been much for easy uplift, 
the collection ends with the sense that our lives can find some 
kind of order if we acknowledge the forces that disrupt them.

A linked-story collection done right, with sensitive and 
complex characters each looking for a place to call home.

A PLACE FOR US
Mirza, Fatima Farheen
SJP for Hogarth (400 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-1-5247-6355-8  

An American Muslim family is torn 
apart in the struggle between tradition 
and modernity.

“The wedding was coming together 
wonderfully. People were arriving on 
time. There was a table for mango juice 

and pineapple juice and another for appetizers, replenished as 
soon as the items were lifted from the platter. White orchids 
spilled from tall glass vases on every table.” But down the 
hall at the hotel bar, there is an element of this wedding that 
is not coming together so smoothly—the prodigal brother 
of the bride. Amar ran away from home years earlier after a 
series of escalating troubles in high school, rooted in a forbid-
den romance between him and Amira Ali, the daughter of a 
prominent local family. Their connection became only more 
intense when Amira’s older brother, a close friend of Amar’s, 
was killed in a car accident. The novel moves back and forth in 
time to explore the story of parents Layla and Rafiq and their 
three children, Hadia, Huda, and Amar. The events of 9/11, the 
temptations of drugs and alcohol, the pressure for academic 
achievement, and the traditions of arranged marriage all play a 
role. It is Hadia, the bride, who has reached out to her brother 
and begged him to attend her wedding, but when he sees his 

one-time love Amira among the guests, old secrets and betray-
als bubble to the surface. Unfortunately, as the story rolls back 
and forth through the chronology and the perspectives of the 
different family members, the conflicts are rehashed too many 
times and at too much length. The debut of 26-year-old Mirza is 
the first book from Sarah Jessica Parker’s imprint at Hogarth; it 
explores the spiritual lives of its characters with sympathy and 
passion. The title of the book echoes a song from West Side Story, 
itself a retelling of Romeo and Juliet. Here the warring forces are 
not two families but one, split by the tension between rever-
ence and rebellion.

The author’s passion for her subject shines like the 
moon in the night sky, a recurrent image in this ardent and 
powerful novel.
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THE CROSSING
Mott, Jason
Park Row Books (336 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 15, 2018
978-0-7783-30738  

As the world falls apart around them, 
orphaned twins Virginia and Tommy trek 
across the country to witness the launch 
of a rocket, hoping to find life while flee-
ing the draft for a war almost certain to 
bring death.

After their parents died when they were 5, Tommy and Vir-
ginia refused to be separated. Virginia is blessed and cursed with 
the ability to remember everything she experiences, completely 
and forever—“I don’t forget any of it. Not a single moment. I 
carry all of it inside of me”—and in a series of letters her father 
wrote to them before he died, he told them to take care of each 
other, a responsibility they take seriously. However, the world is 
in crisis. A mysterious disease is causing the elderly to fall into a 
sleep they never wake from, and a global war is decimating the 
young. When Tommy receives a draft notice, Virginia decides 
that before he goes to war, they’ll travel to Florida to watch 
the launch of a spacecraft bound for Europa, one of the moons 
of Jupiter, which may harbor life. Their father was obsessed 
with Europa, and now, convinced her brother will die, Virginia 
resolves to take the trip as their last family memory. Their fos-
ter father, a policeman, is equally determined to bring Tommy 
back for his military duty. Along the way, the twins will discover 
beauty, betrayal, danger, goodwill—and the positives and nega-
tives of their devotion to each other. Mott (The Wonder of All 
Things, 2014, etc.) brings his lyrical writing and soulful insight 
to another end-of-the-world-as-we-know-it storyline, but this 
one lacks the graceful cohesion and poetic wonder he brought 
to his first two titles.

Beautifully written and touching on some fascinating 
ideas, but the journey feels disjointed and languid.

CONVENIENCE STORE 
WOMAN
Murata, Sayaka
Trans. by Takemori, Ginny Tapley
Grove (176 pp.) 
$22.00  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-0-8021-2825-6  

A sly take on modern work culture 
and social conformism, told through one 
woman’s 18-year tenure as a convenience 

store employee.
Keiko Furukura, a 36-year-old resident of Tokyo, is so 

finely attuned to the daily rhythms of Hiiromachi Station 
Smile Mart—where she’s worked since age 18—that she’s 
nearly become one with the store. From the nails she fastidi-
ously trims to better work the cash register to her zeal in greet-
ing customers with store manual–approved phrases to her 

preternatural awareness of its subtle signals—the clink of jan-
gling coins, the rattle of a plastic water bottle—the store has 
both formed her and provided a purpose. And for someone 
who’s never fully grasped the rules governing social interac-
tions, she finds a ready-made set of behaviors and speech pat-
terns by copying her fellow employees. But when her younger 
sister has a baby, questions surrounding her atypical lifestyle 
intensify. Why hasn’t she married and had children or pursued 
a more high-flying career? Keiko recognizes society expects 
her to choose one or the other, though she’s not quite sure why. 
When Shiraha—a “dead-ender” in his mid-30s who decries 
the rigid gender rules structuring society—begins working at 
the store, Keiko must decide how much she’s willing to give 
up to please others and adhere to entrenched expectations. 
Murata provides deceptively sharp commentary on the nar-
row social slots people—particularly women—are expected 
to occupy and how those who deviate can inspire bafflement, 
fear, or anger in others. Indeed, it’s often more interesting to 
observe surrounding characters’ reactions to Keiko than her 
own, sometimes leaving the protagonist as a kind of prop. Still, 
Murata skillfully navigates the line between the book’s wry 
and weighty concerns and ensures readers will never conceive 
of the “pristine aquarium” of a convenience store in quite the 
same way.

A unique and unexpectedly revealing English language 
debut.

MIRROR, SHOULDER, 
SIGNAL 
Nors, Dorthe
Trans. by Hoekstra, Misha
Graywolf (200 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-55597-808-2  

In this tautly observed novel, Nors 
reveals a middle-age woman on the verge 
of disappearance and discovery.

Danish writer Nors is a miniaturist; 
her book So Much for That Winter (2016) gathers two novel-
las that read like collections of epigrams, while her story col-
lection Karate Chop (2014) brings together 15 microfictions, 
each imbued with an uneasy sense of loss. In this, the first of 
her four novels to be translated into English, she follows up 
on and enlarges these concerns. The story of Sonja, 40-some-
thing, a translator of Swedish crime fiction, the book unfolds 
in and around Copenhagen, but its true territory is the inner 
life. Sonja is stuck: bored of translation work, envious (but not 
really) of her sister who appears to have it all. She is learning 
to drive—the title is a reference to her instructor’s admoni-
tion about changing lanes in traffic—and she also suffers from 
positional vertigo, an inherited condition in which she can fall 
prey to dizziness simply by the wrong movement of her head. In 
part, all this is metaphor, a way to frame Sonja’s displacement. 
She is anonymous, much like the women Nors describes in her 
essay “On the Invisibility of Middle-Aged Women” (2016). At 

A sly take on modern work culture and social conformism.
convenience store woman
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the same time, Nors is after something bigger than mere sym-
bol; she is trying to excavate the pattern of a life. “But it doesn’t 
matter,” Sonja says late in the novel. “I manage, of course.” 
The line, in many ways, is key to the novel, which makes vivid 
drama out of the most mundane events. Not much happens 
here—some awkward interactions with her driving teachers, a 
couple of massages, some letters and phone calls with her fam-
ily—but not much has to, for the drama Nors excavates is the 
most human one. What does it mean to keep on living? What 
does it mean to make a place for oneself, no matter how small 
or conditional? “A person who has her hand on the back of your 
heart,” Sonja reminds us, “shouldn’t be unsure.”

Nors is an exquisitely precise writer, and in rendering 
her heroine’s small disruptions and, yes, victories, she is 
writing for, and of, every one of us.

NIGHT-GAUNTS AND OTHER 
TALES OF SUSPENSE
Oates, Joyce Carol
Mysterious Press (352 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-0-8021-2810-2  

The latest in Oates’ (Beautiful Days, 
2018, etc.) vast bibliography further 
explores the tense dynamic between lust 
and revulsion that has been the terrain of 
much of the author’s recent work.

The characters who wince through this intimate, unrelent-
ing collection are people who live on the periphery of larger 
lives. We meet a frustrated faculty wife whose identity has been 
eclipsed by both her husband and his lovely female students 
(“The Long-Legged Girl”); a teenage boy whose lusts are baf-
fled by the double-speak of an adult world that castigates him 
even as it draws him in (“Sign of the Beast”); a mistress waiting 
in doubled yearning and disgust for her brutish lover’s arrival 
(“The Woman in the Window”). A longtime master of the unre-
liable narrator, Oates lures the reader into compacts with char-
acters whose sympathies turn out to be warped or downright 
murderous. Is the pitiable L____ in “Walking Wounded” excis-
ing snippets of sadist eroticism from a scholar’s posthumous 
work, or is he creating them in his own active life? Is the grown 
son in the title story the victim of his father’s paranoid mad-
ness or the inheritor of his infectious damnation? In the most 
challenging story of the collection, “The Experimental Subject,” 
Oates details the scientific process by which N____, a senior 
lab technician at a prestigious university, woos the unwitting 
woman who will gestate the first human/chimpanzee hybrid 
fetus. N____, who is described as having “the advantage of 
invisibility that is the particular prerogative of his species: 
deceptively bland Asian face, wire-rimmed eyeglasses, short-
cropped very black glossy hair,” chooses the dim, hopelessly 
naïve Mary Frances for her isolation, her vulnerability, her 

“stolid mammalian figure,” and her coincidental likeness to the 
chimpanzee sperm donor who fathers her child. It is a fever 
dream of a story—forthrightly nightmarish—which gleefully 

transgresses the boundaries of identity politics in favor of the 
earthiest of human truths, and yet there is very little work done 
to examine the moral implications of the situation from the 
other side of those boundaries. As with many of the stories in 
the collection, “The Experimental Subject” ends in a flurry of 
unlikely action, signifying not so much character or plot reso-
lution as the author’s weariness of the situation in which her 
characters have been embroiled.

Consummately well-written, stylistically dashing, but 
lacking a commitment to engage with the trickier dilemmas 
of race, class, and gender Oates uses to motivate her plots.
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THERE THERE 
Orange, Tommy 
Knopf (304 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-0-525-52037-5  

Orange’s debut novel offers a kalei-
doscopic look at Native American life in 
Oakland, California, through the experi-
ences and perspectives of 12 characters.

An aspiring documentary filmmaker, 
a young man who has taught himself tra-

ditional dance by watching YouTube, another lost in the bulk of 
his enormous body—these are just a few of the point-of-view 
characters in this astonishingly wide-ranging book, which cul-
minates with an event called the Big Oakland Powwow. Orange, 
who grew up in the East Bay, knows the territory, but this is no 
work of social anthropology; rather, it is a deep dive into the 
fractured diaspora of a community that remains, in many ways, 
invisible to many outside of it. “We made powwows because 
we needed a place to be together,” he writes. “Something inter-
tribal, something old, something to make us money, something 
we could work toward, for our jewelry, our songs, our dances, our 
drum.” The plot of the book is almost impossible to encapsu-
late, but that’s part of its power. At the same time, the narrative 
moves forward with propulsive force. The stakes are high: For 
Jacquie Red Feather, on her way to meet her three grandsons for 
the first time, there is nothing as conditional as sobriety: “She 
was sober again,” Orange tells us, “and ten days is the same as 
a year when you want to drink all the time.” For Daniel Gon-
zales, creating plastic guns on a 3-D printer, the only lifeline is 
his dead brother, Manny, to whom he writes at a ghostly Gmail 
account. In its portrayal of so-called “Urban Indians,” the novel 
recalls David Treuer’s The Hiawatha, but the range, the vision, is 
all its own. What Orange is saying is that, like all people, Native 
Americans don’t share a single identity; theirs is a multifaceted 
landscape, made more so by the sins, the weight, of history. 
That some of these sins belong to the characters alone should 
go without saying, a point Orange makes explicit in the novel’s 
stunning, brutal denouement. “People are trapped in history 
and history is trapped in them,” James Baldwin wrote in a line 
Orange borrows as an epigraph to one of the book’s sections; 
this is the inescapable fate of every individual here.

In this vivid and moving book, Orange articulates the 
challenges and complexities not only of Native Americans, 
but also of America itself.

WAIT, BLINK 
A Perfect Picture Of 
Inner Life
Øyehaug, Gunnhild
Trans. by Dickson, Kari
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (256 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-0-374-28589-0  

A delicate net of intermingled lives 
underpins this witty, spirited novel about 
creating: art, love, self-sufficiency, and 
identity.

Øyehaug’s (Knots, 2017) first novel translated into Eng-
lish, by Dickson in able and deceptively straightforward 
prose, follows a clutch of loosely connected women pursuing 
their artistic visions and contending with distraction, most 
notably the lack, presence, or loss of love. There’s Sigrid—a 
literature student, “the kind...who has photographs of liter-
ary theorists on her wall”—who’s beset by all three. Earnest 
and lonely, Sigrid has just discovered the poetry of Kåre, 
whose author photo she longingly rubs her cheek against just 
before chancing upon Kåre himself while on a walk. Caught 
in the reflected glare of Kåre’s fantasies, Sigrid is blinded 
to her work and their incompatibilities, not least among 
them Kare’s absorption in his ex-girlfriend Wanda, a bass-
ist who hides her insecurity behind a badass exterior. Next 
there’s Linnea, a young film director scouting locations and 
wistfully hoping to reunite with a past lover, whose primary 
connection to the others seems to be through Sigrid’s essay 
in progress about the prevalence in film of women in over-
sized men’s shirts. There’s Wanda’s friend Trine, a provoca-
tive performance artist and new mother who suddenly finds 
her methods and very drive for creation called into question. 
And finally, there’s Elida, the fishmonger’s daughter, also a 
literature student, who may be enmeshed in a fairy tale com-
ing true. Rich with literary references and knowing authorial 
winks, is this “a perfect picture of inner life,” our fractured, 
contradictory desires, our cinematic fantasies, our melo-
drama and unassuageable aloneness? One of Øyehaug’s many 
gifts is to induce readers to gently laugh along with her at her 
characters, helping us, as we see our own absurdities in them, 
to gently laugh at ourselves.

If it isn’t precisely perfect, it’s awfully damn close.

THE DANTE CHAMBER 
Pearl, Matthew
Penguin Press (368 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 29, 2018
978-1-59420-493-7  

This well-wrought sequel of sorts to 
The Dante Club (2002) shifts the action 
to England and another set of literary 
lights who seek to solve crimes tied to 
The Divine Comedy.

Orange’s debut novel offers a kaleidoscopic look 
at Native American life in Oakland.

there there
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In late 1869, around the time a British member of Parliament 
dies under the crushing weight of a large stone on which a Latin 
message is written, the poet Christina Rossetti has an “ominous 
foreboding” about her missing brother, the erratic artist Dante 
Gabriel Rossetti. She, Robert Browning, and William Rossetti 
(another brother) seek clues at Gabriel’s London home, which 
he shares with a monkey, a raccoon, and other nonwriting ani-
mals. The humans recognize links between the MP’s death and 
punishments in Dante’s “Purgatory.” They will be joined in their 
probe by Alfred Tennyson and Oliver Wendell Holmes, visit-
ing from Boston, and bothered by the well-read Scotland Yard 
Detective Adolphus “Dolly” Williamson, who has trouble with 
the Fenians but is more intrigued by the Dante killing. Soon it’s 
killings, starting with an opera singer whose eyes are sewn shut 
before she’s bizarrely impaled. While the literati grow concerned 
that Gabriel is involved in the deaths, an ex-Pinkerton operative 
arrives in England to try to capitalize on the crimes the way he 
did with those in Boston that Pearl (The Last Bookaneer, 2015, etc.) 
described in The Dante Club. Displaying extensive knowledge of 
the period and the writers, Pearl builds an intricate, well-layered 
plot. His addition of Holmes, one of the previous book’s main 
players, supplies a bridge between the U.S. and U.K. Dantean 
crimes. The language has nice period touches but overall is less 
overdone than in Pearl’s past. And his focus on Christina among 
several imposing male writers makes narrative sense but is also a 
refreshing choice and produces a complex, appealing character.

A thoroughly entertaining excursion to the literary 
England of the late 19th century with some ink-stained 
amateur detectives.

HOW HARD CAN IT BE?
Pearson, Allison
St. Martin’s (352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Jun. 6, 2018
978-1-250-08608-2  

Seven years have passed since Lon-
don financial executive Kate Reddy 
found what seemed the perfect balance 
of family and work in Pearson’s popular I 
Don’t Know How She Does It (2002).

Those years have not been kind. 
Since Kate left her high-powered position to move to the coun-
tryside with her family, her formerly adorable kids have grown 
into bratty teens. Ben is a typically noncommunicative 14-year-
old; more alarmingly, in trying to keep up with the popular 
mean-girl crowd, 16-year-old Emily recently took a “belfie”—
selfie of her naked backside—which has gone viral. Kate’s 
husband, Richard, once appealing and supportive, has become 
a bicycle fanatic with no time for his family. Laid off from his 
architectural firm, he has been retraining to become a coun-
selor, yammering about mindfulness while Kate supports them 
all with part-time financial consulting gigs (and also manages 
Richard’s ailing parents). Urgently short of money, the Reddys 
have recently relocated to an impractical fixer-upper in “Com-
muterland” as Kate begins searching for a job back in London. 

Meanwhile, her 50th birthday, complete with perimenopause, 
looms. Like the other job-seeking women in her “returners” 
support group, she quickly learns that age and experience are 
not assets in the marketplace. Ironically, she ends up back at her 
old firm, which has changed name and ownership; fortunately, 
there’s no one left who remembers her, since she has to prove 
her competence in a temporary position while pretending to 
be an acceptably youthful 42 with help from “lunchtime lipo.” 
Kate proves herself indispensable, of course. She also recon-
nects with rich American dreamboat Jack, to whom she did 
not succumb years ago out of apparently misplaced loyalty to 
Richard. A caring mother, sister, daughter, and daughter-in-law, 
Kate thrives because she is smarter, wittier, prettier, and more 
competent than everyone else. She is also self-congratulatory, 
even when supposedly self-deprecating, and merciless to her 
enemies, even one encountered in the waiting room of a ther-
apy center for self-harming teens.

An aspirational fantasy in which the heroine not only 
survives, but flourishes through every crisis known to mid-
dle-age women in the higher income brackets.
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BOB HONEY WHO JUST 
DO STUFF
Penn, Sean 
Atria (176 pp.) 
$24.00  |  Mar. 27, 2018
978-1-5011-8904-3  

Noted actor and director Penn tries 
his hand at fiction and pulls it off reason-
ably well.

There’s not much clef in Penn’s debut 
roman, although his protagonist, the titu-

lar Bob Honey, does log a little time visiting New Orleans after 
Katrina and fulminating about the sad state of the world. Bob, 

“God’s squared-away man,” is a pronounced nuisance around his 
California neighborhood, the kind of fellow whom the neighbors 
are always ratting out to the constabulary, a report from whom 
reads, “Neighbors complain of excessive lawn mower noise—
0300 hours. When patrol arrived at scene, all was quiet. Scent of 
fresh cut grass permeating the air.” Divorced, creatively spiteful, 
Bob pursues the oddest of career trajectories, selling septic tank 
systems here, working angles there to “explore opportunities in 
the waste management sector” in Baghdad right after the U.S. 
invasion. Oh, and to boot, Bob isn’t above scratching out a few 
bucks by executing oldsters whose only crime is drawing down 
the social welfare coffers, “a reckoning of their uselessness in a 
world where branding is being.” Things get more tangled from 
there. Penn paints with a broadly satirical, Vonnegut-ian brush 
throughout, though as this slender story progresses, he gives 
nods (by way of sly footnotes) to the likes of David Foster Wal-
lace and Thomas Pynchon. That story is sometimes too absurd, 
sometimes too labored; on encountering sentences like “But as 
the music and its pulse rose, Bob began to follow, finally finding 
the spastic gesticulations that would purge his pond of pirates,” 
the reader might be forgiven for wondering if Jeff Spicoli from 
Fast Times at Ridgemont High had not somehow found his way to 
a wayward thesaurus, a suspicion that won’t abate when the allit-
eration comes faster and thicker (“rarified resins liquefied dur-
ing a life languishing unloved”) as Bob’s life becomes ever more 
unmoored. Still, it’s good fun, and as a bonus, Donald Trump gets 
a nice drubbing, too.

A provocative debut. Not entirely successful, but James 
Franco and B.J. Novak better watch their backs.

A VIEW OF THE EMPIRE AT 
SUNSET
Phillips, Caryl
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (336 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 22, 2018
978-0-374-28361-2  

Another novel with a Brontë connec-
tion from the award-winning British author.

Long before she became known for 
writing the feminist classic Wide Sargasso 
Sea, the author Jean Rhys was a girl 

named Ella Gwendolyn Rees Williams. Phillips begins his fic-
tional account of Rhys’ life with her childhood on the island of 
Dominica, in the British West Indies. In his last book, The Lost 
Child (2015), Phillips used Wuthering Heights as the inspiration 
for a modern story about race and colonialism. The connections 
between Emily Brontë’s life and work and Phillips’ own novel 
were both rich and subtle. Race and colonialism are key themes, 
here, too, but their treatment is less thought-provoking, in 
part because race and colonialism are such obvious factors in 
Rhys’ biography and her masterpiece. For instance, it comes as 
no surprise that young Gwendolen’s (this is the spelling Phil-
lips uses) mother doesn’t want her to socialize with the child 
of “Negro” servants, and Phillips’ depiction of the moment 
when Gwendolen is forever separated from her friend goes 
unexamined. Indeed, this novel is, for the most part, written in 
a blandly expository style, and it often veers dangerously close 
to cliché. Also, Phillips makes the stylistic choice to refer to his 
protagonist only as “she” (except when other characters refer 
to her in dialogue), regardless of any interfering antecedent, 
and there are many instances in which this is confusing, even 
for the reader who’s learned to expect it. After The Lost Child, 
this novel is a bit of a letdown. This is surprising, too, because 
Rhys led an undeniably unusual life. After she left home—at her 
parents’ insistence—for England at the age of 16, she studied 
acting. She spent much of the 1920s in Paris. She had numerous 
lovers and three husbands. And her oeuvre, though small, has 
been hugely influential, especially for female writers and aca-
demics. Phillips is under no obligation to make his protagonist 
sensational, of course, but he doesn’t even make her interesting. 
We get that Gwen is high-strung. We watch as she endures dis-
appointments and tragedies. We see all this as if from a distance. 
There’s no depth here.

A lackluster novel from a great writer.

THE REAL MICHAEL SWANN
Reardon, Bryan
Dutton (352 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-1-5247-4232-4  

A novel about the consequences of a 
terrorist attack in New York City.

Reardon comes up with an intrigu-
ing and original premise here. Michael 
Swann is at Penn Station and is talking to 
Julia, his wife, on the phone when a mas-

sive explosion goes off, severing the call in midsentence. News 
reports soon begin to filter out of the confusion and chaos—that 
the terrorist who set off the bomb is not a foreigner but rather an 
American with a grudge against corporations. (Although many 
hundreds died in the attack, seven executives of a large chemi-
cal company seem to have been targeted specifically.) Julia is at 
home in West Chester, Pennsylvania, and understandably in a 
state of panic verging on hysteria. She gets in her car and tries 
to get into the city, but the Lincoln Tunnel is closed because of 
mayhem in the streets. And then, in an updated news report, 
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Julia learns the name of the alleged terrorist: Michael Swann. 
Reardon splits his narrative between a third-person narrative 
that focuses on how Julia, her family, and her friends deal with 
the inconceivable events and a first-person account that pur-
ports to give us Michael’s dazed thoughts as he staggers around 
with a concussion and amnesia—he seems to have forgotten 
who Julia is—brought about by the blast. Slowly, she’s able to 
make contact with him and, convinced of his innocence, tries 
to make surreptitious arrangements to meet up with him, a task 
that involves evading agents from Homeland Security who are 
seeking to find the suspect quickly before he can create more 
destruction. A cat-and-mouse game ensues as Julia tries to find 
Michael before government agents can get to him.

Many twists and turns that keep readers guessing till 
the end.

WE BEGIN 
OUR ASCENT 
Reed, Joe Mungo
Simon & Schuster (256 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jun. 19, 2018
978-1-5011-6920-5  

Cycling, family life, illegal sub-
stances—Reed twines them all together 
in his exceptional debut.

Our narrator, Solomon, is a pro-
fessional cyclist racing in the Tour de 

France. His wife, Liz, is a research biologist with an “inter-
est in adaptive theory.” They are both ambitious, devotedly 
searching for “a right way to do things, a sense of control.” But 
Sol is not racing to win; his job is “to get our team leader, Fab-
rice, across the twenty-one stages of this tour in as little time 
as possible.” To properly perform this job, and to remain com-
petitive against their likewise unscrupulous rivals, Sol and his 
teammates dope—a practice Sol uneasily supports: “I am no 
fan of the danger of the process, but when I consider the way 
the team has got into me—altered my chemistry to my own 
advantage—I am grateful.” The novel unfolds over several 
days midtour. Sol’s team has a bit of good luck, and a lot of bad, 
and eventually Liz, who’s driving in from England to watch the 
race’s later stages, is drawn into the doping scheme...then fur-
ther into it, then further. “Just one little thing more,” she says. 
Reed’s first novel lives squarely within Don DeLillo’s sphere 
of influence. In addition to their mutual preoccupation with 
systems—the systems we live beneath, the systems we design 
for ourselves—Reed shares with DeLillo certain aspects of 
pacing, voice, and character: Sol’s wryly thoughtful narra-
tion is reminiscent of Jack Gladney’s in White Noise; Rafael, 
the team’s coercive and brilliantly rendered directeur sportif, 
could be a relative of Gladney’s friend Murray Jay Siskind. But 
Reed relies more heavily on plot than DeLillo, and the effect 
is remarkably successful: Alongside the ideas and the jokes, 
there is real suspense and human drama. Reed shows us the 
allure of conducting our “days...not for their own sake but for 
the light that will be cast back upon them by success”—and 

then he shows us how awful this method of living can be when 
things go wrong. “We are doing all this for a bicycle race?”

Fast and smart, funny and sad, this is an outstanding 
sports novel, and Reed is an author to watch.

QUEEN FOR A DAY 
Rosaler, Maxine
Delphinium (256 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-88-328575-3  

This debut novel in stories circles 
around Mimi Slavitt, mother to an autis-
tic son, with arcs into the lives of other 
mothers raising children with develop-
mental disabilities in New York City.

The book starts around the time of 
Mimi’s son Danny’s diagnosis at age 4, in the shifting period 
when New Yorkers still used subway tokens but Starbucks 
were starting to pop up around town. It ends when Danny 
is in his early teens. Little changes with him in the interven-
ing years; he remains in his own world, fascinated by nature 
and facts, uncaring of other people or social conventions. 
But Mimi’s experiences range wildly. She is at once loving 
and proud, anxious and outspoken, indefatigable and desper-
ate—traits that repeat throughout her life as well as the lives 
seen elsewhere in the collection. “Two Mothers” shows Aviva 
Brodner preparing her son, Howard, for his bar mitzvah. She 
hopes with that event to distance sweet, yearning Howard 
from his association with Danny as one of the two weird 
kids in class. In the title story, Mimi tells of Amy, a woman 
who “cured” her autistic son only to have him return to form, 
and how parenting robs Amy of her other passion—paint-
ing. These stories afford the reader different interpretations 
of Mimi and, more significantly, different views of women 
coping with children who don’t fit easily into the world. The 
mothers (and only the mothers) constantly battle an uncar-
ing school district for insufficient resources while dreaming 
futilely of escape. When telling her own tales, Mimi sounds 
like a messy Nora Ephron—neurotic, talkative, and often 
funny in her sudden observations. When glimpsed, the chil-
dren are distinct and wonderful.

An engrossing and compassionate collection showing 
motherhood in its most unrelenting form.

Cycling, family life, illegal substances—Reed twines 
them all together in his exceptional debut.

we begin our ascent
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BLOWN
Smith, Mark Haskell
Black Cat/Grove (304 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-0-8021-2814-0  

When a Wall Street trader rips off 
$17 million of his brokerage’s cash, it ini-
tiates an island-hopping chase across the 
Caribbean.

Smith’s (Raw, 2013, etc.) novels are 
an acquired taste but often leave readers 

wanting more. Here, he delivers a comic crime novel inspired by 
the criminal character of Wall Street and its modern-day robber 
barons. A prologue finds a main character stranded on the high seas, 
imprisoned by a stranger. Next, meet our “bad guy.” Bryan LeBlanc 
is a trader on his company’s foreign exchange desk, and the former 
boy genius is embittered—not a Fight Club burn-the-world-down 
anarchist but more of a disaffected sort who’s convinced himself 
his theft is sticking it to the man. “Call it dropping out or early 
retirement, but somebody had to show that those [Wall Street] 
values were corrupt; exploiting people didn’t lead to happiness,” 
Smith writes. “He could make a stand for a better world, inflict 
some hurt on a big bank—all that and get a tan.” His theft is the 
catalyst for a rapid, funny, and often lewd pursuit across the West 
Indies by a quirky cast. Those on the chase include Bryan’s boss, 
Seo-Yun Kim, a Korean-American savant with an eccentric person-
ality and a blossoming sexual appetite; Neal Nathanson, the bank’s 
lovelorn internal investigator; and eventually Piet Room, the 
book’s most interesting character, a dwarf ex-cop with the swag-
ger and charm of Tyrion Lannister. Smith works out the mechan-
ics of his heist beautifully, including the inconvenience of hauling 
around millions in cash and the inevitability that someone danger-
ous is going to catch up to you eventually, while still throwing in the 
occasional graphic jolt to make sure you’re paying attention. Smith 
isn’t always the best at sticking the landing (hello, deus ex machina), 
but readers will have enough fun here to push the boundaries of 
plausibility a little.

Another madcap crime caper, one with a little temper 
and a dirty mind.

THE REMOVES
Soli, Tatjana
Sarah Crichton/Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux (384 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-0-374-24931-1  

The lives of Gen. George Armstrong 
Custer, his wife, Libbie, and a 15-year-old 
Kansas farmer’s daughter converge in 
this historical novel about the American 
frontier.

Soli (The Last Good Paradise, 2016, etc.) writes of an angsty 
Gen. “Autie” Custer pushing into the American West in the 
post–Civil War era, looking to retain his glory in a new kind 

of battle. Soli’s braided narrative includes the historical figures 
of Custer and  Libbie and opens with Anne, a fictional 15-year-
old who was captured in an Indian raid on her Kansas home-
stead, where “it was necessary to work the fields with hoe in one 
hand and rifle in the other.” The frontier is rough, especially for 
women. Anne’s family is murdered, and she is held for years 
by the Cheyenne; Soli’s writing is unsentimental about life in 
captivity, where Anne is starved and raped. The book is written 
in alternating chapters told from the third-person perspectives 
of Anne, Libbie, and Autie. Both Anne’s and Libbie’s lives are 
harmed by the ambitions and passions of men on both sides 
of the American/Indian conflict. Anne suffers at the hands of 
the Cheyenne, but as she bears children, she comes to identify 
with the Indian way of life. Early in her marriage, Libbie gets an 

“inkling that her savior might also be her tormentor,” but she’s 
drawn to him. The Custers’ is a marriage fraught with doubt 
and long periods of absence while Autie leads campaigns on the 
American frontier, and Libbie is filled with “constant, rational 
dread.” Autie is unquestioning of his duty but a man of impulses: 

“During the war he could have just as well fought for the Con-
federate cause; he had as many friends on both sides. Now he 
did not know why he fought the Indians, some of whom he 
also counted as friends, except that he was told to do so.” Anne 
prays for rescue, but when it comes, it brings more heartache 
and men who want to use her.

A sober and memorable take on the American West: its 
opportunities for men to wage war against each other and 
the land and the devastation the men’s ambition wrought 
upon women’s lives.

EVERYONE KNOWS YOU 
GO HOME
Sylvester, Natalia
Little A (334 pp.) 
$24.95  |  $14.95 paper  |  Mar. 13, 2018
978-1-5420-4637-4
978-1-5420-4636-7 paper  

Sylvester’s second novel interweaves 
past and present, America and Mexico 
into the legacy of a family divided by its 
own stories.

The day of her wedding, Isabel meets her new husband’s 
father’s ghost. Omar is trying to repair the damage he left his 
son, Martin, and wife, Elda, by persuading Isabel to give him 
a chance to work toward redemption. The novel treats the 
appearances of Omar throughout the story with a straightfor-
wardness that both boosts his apparition’s legitimacy and also 
reveals the weakness in the book, which is a sort of flat tone 
that belies the moving family narratives. From the wedding day 
forward, Isabel is met by Omar on the Day of the Dead. The 
book transitions smoothly from past to present, and Sylvester 
is in complete control of her story. She gradually documents 
the original sin that traces trauma throughout the family legacy, 
revealing the battles and scars that Elda in particular bears, hav-
ing immigrated illegally in the 1980s with Omar. Ultimately the 
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appearance of Eduardo, Martin’s cousin, brings the past into 
the present and provides another point of view on Omar. Hos-
pitalizations, rape, incarceration, and marital stress push and 
pull Isabel as she slowly learns to understand Martin’s family 
history. The book starts and ends powerfully but struggles in 
the middle to meet the dynamic needs of its story.

A forceful record of migration within a family and the 
dangers and triumphs of our undocumented population.

NEVER ANYONE BUT YOU
Thomson, Rupert
Other Press (368 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-59051-913-4  

An intense clandestine love affair 
between two Frenchwomen during the 
first half of the 20th century spans art 
and literature, war and imprisonment, 
madness and devotion.

In his 10th novel, British writer 
Thomson (Katherine Carlyle, 2015, etc.) traces the intertwined 
biographies of two historical challengers of convention: Suzanne 
Malherbe, aka Marcel Moore, and Lucie Schwob, aka Claude 
Cahun. Their teenage attraction, which blossomed into adult 
love, was shielded by the fact that Suzanne’s widowed mother 
and Lucie’s divorced father fell in love and married, transform-
ing the women into stepsisters. The daughter of a schizophrenic 
mother, Claude is impulsive and volatile, anorexic, sometimes 
suicidal, a cross-dresser who explores creativity in various forms, 
including acting and writing. Marcel, an illustrator and photogra-
pher, is the more grounded, less wayward of the two. After grow-
ing up in Nantes, the two women move to Paris in 1920, where 
they mingle with Dadaists, surrealists, and the avant-garde. Dalí 
makes an appearance, as do Hemingway, André Breton, and oth-
ers. A sequence of holidays spent in the Channel Isles leads to a 
decision to move there in 1937, but the Nazi occupation in 1940 
destroys the women’s idyllic life. For the next four years, Claude 
and Marcel perform their own acts of resistance, printing and dis-
tributing subversive leaflets, but their semi-creative actions lead 
to dark consequences when the Germans arrest, interrogate, and 
imprison them for months. It’s the war experiences of Claude 
and Marcel and their circle that strike the most memorable, pen-
etrating note in this loosely spun account of bohemian choices. 
Thomson approaches the women’s story with poetic empathy, 
yet the result can seem scant and oddly paced, swooping in for 
consequential moments, then jumping ahead without connec-
tion. The effect is both beguiling and detached.

A real-life modernist relationship is revived with com-
mitment if not quite enough conviction.

FLYING JENNY
Tuohy, Theasa
Akashic (288 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-61775-621-4  

Two brave women battle to live how 
they choose and become friends in the 
process.

Set in 1929, this is a story of female 
friendship and empowerment, a story of 
self-discovery. In an era when Marlene 

Dietrich caused a stir for wearing pants, women are trying their 
hands, for the first time, in male-centric fields. Jenny is a gifted 
pilot but is not interested in competition and record-breaking, 
preferring instead to fly when she feels like it and otherwise live 
her life. When she successfully pulls a stunt no one has tried 
before—flying under all of New York City’s bridges—another 
woman-in-a-man’s-world becomes interested in her. Laura is a 
reporter, fiercely ambitious and willing to follow Jenny to the 
Midwest in order to get her story. But she has another reason 
to want to poke around near St. Louis: Her mother is mute 
on the subject of her father, but Laura has a photograph that 
proves her mother was in that area when she was young. Laura 
hopes to find her roots. At first Laura and Jenny clash, but over 
the course of the novel, as Laura experiences the joys of flying, 
the two women come to understand one another and to learn 
from each other. The prose has a tendency to overexplain, in 
platitudes, who the characters are and how they are feeling. For 
example, Laura’s bohemian mother lives in the West Village 
and has an affair with William Carlos Williams; to describe her, 
Tuohy (The Five O’Clock Follies, 2012) writes, “Free was Evelyn’s 
favorite word.” For a novel about an exhilarating experience 
during an exciting era in American history, it tends toward the 
unimaginative and is often repetitive.

What should be dramatic is made dull in this historical 
novel.

A PEOPLE’S HISTORY OF THE 
VAMPIRE UPRISING
Villareal, Raymond A.
Mulholland Books/Little, Brown 
(432 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-0-316-56168-6  

The oral history of the bloody begin-
nings of a worldwide vampire revolt.

This debut novel by attorney Vil-
lareal has already been the subject of a 

six-figure bidding war for film rights—not a surprise, consid-
ering that this horror epic takes roughly the same approach 
to bloodsuckers Max Brooks applied to zombies in World War 
Z (2006). It starts when CDC virologist Lauren Scott is sum-
moned to Nogales, Arizona, to examine the dead body of a girl 
named Liza Sole. The soon-undead victim quickly decides to 

The oral history of the bloody beginnings 
of a worldwide vampire revolt.

a people’s history of the vampire uprising
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split, but not before Scott gets a sense of her: “Temptation in 
human form.” Scott quickly finds that her discovery, Nogales 
organic blood illness, or NOBI, does indeed grant its victims 
fangs, an aversion to the sun, and a life span up to 300 years. As 
the NOBI infection spreads, these vampires, now identifying as 

“Gloamings,” start to aggressively demand equal rights, despite 
the growing tide of bloodless bodies in the street. The risky pro-
cess of making a vampire by passing on the virus is dubbed “re-
creation” and attracts enthusiasts from Taylor Swift to the pope. 
Villareal handles his sexy vampires well, giving them interesting 
abilities and aspects without granting immortality. Elsewhere, 
the book follows Hugo Zumthor, the FBI agent in charge of the 
Gloaming Crimes Unit; a radicalized anti-Gloaming Catholic 
sect; and Joseph Barrera, a slick political operative whose life 
is upended when he joins the campaign of the first Gloaming 
candidate for governor. Some of the story’s elements (read: 
religious conspiracy) may seem derivative, but overall it offers 
a wide-ranging, readable thrill ride for fans of the genre. While 
the book fails to match the sociopolitical insights of World War 
Z, it delivers a spectacularly creepy ecosphere, not to mention 
some genuinely horrifying frights. Interstitial elements like 
magazine articles and social media posts help augment Villar-
eal’s ambitious worldbuilding.

The start of a vampire epic and a strong contender in 
the genus of apocalypse fantasy.

JANE SEYMOUR, THE 
HAUNTED QUEEN
Weir, Alison
Ballantine (576 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 15, 2018
978-1-101-96654-9  

The brief reign of a reluctant queen.
In the third volume of her six-novel 

series on the unfortunate wives of Henry 
VIII, Weir (Anne Boleyn, A King’s Obsession, 
2017, etc.) offers a dramatic and empathic 

portrait of Jane Seymour, horrified witness to the rise and fall of 
Anne Boleyn and to the “seismic changes...taking place in the 
English Church.” As a teenager, Jane pleads for permission to 
become a nun, much to her parents’ dismay: They want her to 
make an astute marriage that will propel the family up the social 
ladder. Although they eventually give in, Jane finally wavers 
in her commitment to the religious life; and at the age of 19, 
through the ministrations of a family friend, she leaves Wul-
fhall, the Seymour homestead, to become one of 30 maids of 
honor to Katherine of Aragon. Quiet, diffident, “whitely pale” 
(Weir speculates that she may have been anemic), Jane has little 
confidence that she will ever attract a suitor. She grows devoted 
to the maternal Katherine, despondent at Henry’s cruel treat-
ment of the woman she insists is the only true queen. As Henry 
exiles Katherine to one residence and another, Jane stays with 
her until the maids of honor are drastically reduced and Jane 
is forced to attend Lady Anne at court. “I hate her and all she 
stands for!” Jane weeps. Much of the novel reprises events from 

the first two volumes: Katherine’s exile and death; Henry’s pas-
sionate determination to marry Anne; the birth of their only 
living child, Elizabeth; the stillbirths of 2 sons and miscarriage 
of another; and accusations of infidelity and treason that led to 
Anne’s beheading—a violent end that haunts Jane. Weir por-
trays Jane as determinedly virtuous, giving in to Henry’s passion 
only after she has fallen in love with him and is assured that he 
means to marry her. Historical sources persuade Weir that Jane 
was a “humane and sympathetic personality.” Henry ardently 
professes his adoration, overcome with joy when she produces 
the son he desperately desires. Weeks later, powerless to save 
her, he watches her die.

Deft, authoritative biographical fiction.

THE BOOK OF ESSIE
Weir, Meghan MacLean
Knopf (336 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-0-525-52031-3  

The youngest daughter of an Evan-
gelical preacher–turned–reality TV star 
hatches a plan to wrangle her freedom—
and expose the dark truth about her fam-
ily—in Weir’s (Between Expectations, 2011) 
debut novel.

Esther Anne Hicks has spent her entire life in front of 
cameras: Six for Hicks is a Duggar-like American phenomenon, 
documenting the shiny, wholesome life of her parents and five 
siblings. So when Essie’s ruthlessly calculating mother finds 
out her 17-year-old daughter is pregnant, it’s a matter to be dis-
cussed with the production office. She could abort, suggests 
production, or spend her pregnancy hiding out, off camera, 
in a villa on St. John and then give the baby up for adoption, 
although both of those are risky—there’s always the possibil-
ity of someone finding out. The other option is marriage: They 
could stage a wedding, fast. And though she has no formal say 
in the matter, Essie has a candidate in mind: Roarke Richards, a 
senior at her high school and the only boy she knows who needs 
a way out as much as she does. With a wedding on the books, 
Essie enlists reporter Liberty Bell—who, in a previous life, was 
a high-profile hyperconservative teen blogger and who has fam-
ily secrets of her own—to help sell their love story to America. 
And then, after the wedding, to help her seize the narrative and 
tell the real truth about her family. The question is: What cost 
is she willing to pay to tell it? The novel alternates between the 
perspectives of its three protagonists, though Essie, Roarke, 
and Liberty—while all deeply sympathetic—sound pretty much 
the same. But if the characters never quite have all the depth 
you might hope for, the well-paced plot is enough to keep the 
pages turning, and the unexpected tenderness between Essie 
and Roarke gives the novel genuine emotional punch.

Sensitive if not particularly subtle.



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   f i c t i o n   |   1  a p r i l  2 0 1 8   |   4 3

WE ARE GATHERED
Weisman, Jamie
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (288 pp.) 
$24.00  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-328-79329-4  

Monologues in the voices of six 
guests, plus the mother of the bride, at a 
wedding in Atlanta.

“There is no justice in this world, and 
you can start with the simple fact that 
some people look like Elizabeth Gottlieb,” 

announces Carla Leftkowitz at the opening of the first story in 
Weisman’s fiction debut, set at Elizabeth’s wedding among the Jew-
ish elite. The beauty of her lifelong friend, whom she now serves 
as bridesmaid, is particularly enervating because Carla has a port-
wine birthmark covering half her left cheek. Author Weisman’s 
background as a dermatologist adds texture to Carla’s furious 
ruminations on physical beauty, as she passes her time imagining 
her 17 sister bridesmaids with “double chins, saggy breasts, twenty 
unlosable pounds around the middle, disappointment creased into 
their foreheads,” yet she also dreams of a time “when we evolve to 
see the beauty in the stroked-out and the misshapen, the one-eyed 
and the cleft-lipped, the swollen and the stained.” In the next story 
we hear from a character even more bitter than Carla: Elizabeth’s 
grandfather Albert, a powerful, repellent man now mute and con-
fined to a wheelchair after a stroke. Next up...a close family friend, 
who’s attending with her nasty husband and also-wheelchair-
bound son, the latter having been Elizabeth’s charge when she 
worked as a teenager at a summer camp for the disabled. There are 
just a few tendrils of backstory to tie the characters together and 
virtually no plot development in the present tense of the wedding, 
so these long forays into the unhappy characters’ inner lives have to 
hold the reader’s attention on their own.

Though the wild, wounded rant of the opening story 
seems promising, by the time we get to the mental patient 
and the Holocaust survivor who wander (separately) off 
into the woods, the reader, too, is ready to leave.

THE FAMILY TABOR
Wolas, Cherise
Flatiron Books (400 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Jul. 17, 2018
978-1-250-08146-9  

The Palm Springs Man of the Decade 
suddenly remembers that his gains are 
ill-gotten and his life built on lies.

“Late in the second decade of the 
twenty-first century,” Harry Tabor is the 
king of his world, about to be honored for 

his philanthropy at a fabulous ceremony that’s bringing his three 
adult children back to town to celebrate with him. Unfortunately, a 
nasty series of recovered memories begins to hit him during a ten-
nis match the day before the ceremony. First, he remembers some-
thing he hadn’t thought about since 1987—that he left behind a 

pair of dachshunds named King David and Queen Esther when 
his family moved from Connecticut to California. He abandoned his 
dogs? No one can mistake this for anything but the sign of a rotten 
soul and dark revelations to come. Next (still at the tennis court, 
by the way), he sees a white-robed cantor. “Who is he to Harry? 
Why is he seeing him? Or why is he being shown him? The face, 
it seems familiar, a face he has seen before. But where? He hears 
daguerreotype; registers that it, too, is reverberating only in his head, 
spoken in a voice dry and unfamiliar to him.” The series-of-ques-
tions technique of development is used frequently in Wolas’ (The 
Resurrection of Joan Ashby, 2017) second novel, another big book 
coming surprisingly close on the heels of her very successful, rather 
long debut. While that mysterious inner voice is guiding Harry 
through the process of recalling his sins, his children show up with 
troubles of their own, though nobody is honest with each other 
in this supposedly loving family. One has a stalled academic career 
and a secret job at a hospice; another has an imaginary boyfriend; 
the third has a non-Jewish wife who is leaving him because he ten-
tatively expressed interest in exploring his faith. Strangely, all the 
buildup in the first four-fifths of the novel simply fizzles out in the 
last section. The ponderous writing is the last nail in the coffin. 

“Her mother was a prominent child psychologist and often said to 
her children, ‘You can do anything you want if you have thought 
it through and are capable of articulating your reasoning. In other 
words, so long as you can show your work.’ ” Would anyone ever say 
that clunky line once, much less often? Sigh.

The premises are not believable and the exposition, 
tedious and overblown. A disappointment.

UPSTATE
Wood, James
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (224 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-0-374-27953-0  

An understated novel by the eminent 
literary critic in which a father confronts 
problems in the lives of his adult daugh-
ters during a trip to Saratoga Springs in 
upstate New York.

Wood (The Nearest Thing to Life, 2015, 
etc.) sets his second novel in early 2007, a time of the Black-
berry and Sen. Obama that seems eons ago. The story concerns 
Alan Querry, a 68-year-old real estate developer in Northum-
berland, England, whose business has turned rocky around the 
time he learns that his older daughter needs his help. Vanessa, 
40 and a philosophy professor at Skidmore, has had bouts of 
depression over the years that may stem from Alan’s side of 
the family and from her parents’ “bitter divorce” when she was 
15. After a recent episode, her younger sister, Helen, a success-
ful Sony music executive in London, and Alan visit her in the 
States. They find her in reasonable mental health although torn 
between an urge to return to England and the fear that such 
a move would upend relations with her first serious lover, the 
American Josh. Helen, whose marriage is shaky, is mulling quit-
ting Sony for a new project her father might join. Wood, who 
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m y s t e r yhas written about Who drummer Keith Moon, has fun dipping 
into the world of pop music. In the course of meals and meet-
ings that are variously tense or pleasant, the Querrys and Josh 
are presented as reasonable, intelligent adults whose problems 
are surmountable. Yes, Vanessa does ask at one point, “What 
if despair...kept on returning,” and Alan recalls a frightening 
vision of “all the dead, past and future,” while at Hadrian’s Wall. 
But these are rare dark moments in a narrative that tellingly 
ends with a lush prose cadenza on spring’s renewal without ever 
truly testing its characters and letting them show their mettle.

A likable novel in many ways but short on the revelatory 
heft of serious fiction.

SÃO PAULO NOIR
Bellotto, Tony—Ed.
Trans. by Landers, Clifford E.
Akashic (280 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-61775-531-6  

Bellotto has no trouble discovering 
dark doings in what he describes as “the 
most populous city in Brazil, the Ameri-
cas, the Portuguese-speaking world, and 
the entire Southern Hemisphere.”

São Paulo’s size and diversity give this volume’s 14 storytell-
ers room to roam. There’s tony but fading Ciadade Jardim, where 
Amelinha lives out her declining years with the help of her maid 
in Ilana Casoy’s “Boniclaide and Mrs. Als.” And there’s modern, 



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   m y s t e r y   |   1  a p r i l  2 0 1 8   |   4 5

fast-paced Mooca, where Jô Soares’ detective probes the death 
of an elderly woman who comes to São Paulo to visit her niece 
in “My Name is Nicky Nicola.” But from genteel Pan-America 
to rough and tumble Baixo Augusta, what stands out in Bellotto’s 
volume is the placement of women at the center of many stories. 
In addition to Boniclaide, there are three other maids: Cléo and 
Lena, who clean hotel rooms in Vanessa Barbara’s “Cross Con-
tamination,” and Dulcinea, who works for the flaky title charac-
ter in Mario Prata’s “Teresão.” There are prostitutes, including 
the crafty Cínthia in Ferréz’s “Flow,” the gentle but nameless girl 
from Minas Gerais in Marcelo Rubens Paiva’s “The Final Table,” 
and the feisty, unforgettable heroine of Drauzio Varella’s “Mar-
got.” Women’s stories are often family stories. In editor Bellotto’s 

“Useless Diary,” a young woman searches for her twin brother, and 
in “The Force Is With Me,” co-written by veteran author Beatriz 
Bracher and 17-year-old Maria S. Carvalhosa, a teenager from Rio 
gets to know her maiden aunt. But women on their own can be 
dangerous, as Olivia Maia points out in “Coffee Stain.”

In the year of #MeToo, Bellotto’s Akashic entry has a 
timely feel, giving noir a host of feminine faces.

SANTA CRUZ NOIR 
Bright, Susie—Ed.
Akashic (320 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Jun. 6, 2018
978-1-61775-622-1  

Sexologist Bright (The Best of Best 
American Erotica, 2008, etc.) joins the 
ranks of Akashic editors to rip the lid off 
the California coastal town that’s never 
seemed less laid-back.

Considering how small Santa Cruz 
is, the results here are all over the map except for one invariable 
rule: Nothing in these 20 new stories goes right. Not the lesbian 
romance Ariel Gore tracks in “Whatever Happened to Skinny 
Jane?” Not a community college teacher’s attempts to cover for 
her foundering student in Jessica Breheny’s “54028 Love Creek 
Road.” Not the summer-camp friendship Naomi Hirahara devel-
ops, then curtails, in “Possessed.” Not a college student’s search 
for her missing father, a noted Chinese chef, in Lou Mathews’ 

“Crab Dinners.” Not the attempts of sorely tried neighbors to 
impose the law on their neighborhoods in Micah Perks’ “Treasure 
Island” and Wallace Baine’s “Flaming Arrows.” Not the doomed 
romances between moneyed men and the women they pick up in 
Seana Graham’s “Safe Harbor” and Liza Monroy’s “Mischa and 
the Seal,” whose heroine gets sage telepathic advice from a seal. 
Among the strongest entries: An obstreperous 10-year-old inter-
feres when her parents take in a student researcher in Margaret 
Elysia Garcia’s “Monarchs and Maidens”; Elizabeth McKenzie 
shows a teenage girl whose stint as a private eye gets even shakier 
when she has to avenge her dead client in “The Big Creep”; an 
aimless fling suddenly turns nasty in Beth Lisick’s “Pinballs”; and 
a Latino gangster hopes in vain that his son won’t follow in his 
footsteps in Dillon Kaiser’s “It Follows Until It Leads.”

Though many of these stories are more interested in 

evoking a voice or mood than pursuing a plot to its conclu-
sion, Vinnie Hansen’s “Miscalculation” provides a textbook 
example of how many twists can fit into the simple tale of a 
bank teller’s adventures with the Guitar Case Bandit.

THE RELUCTANT ASSASSIN
Buckley, Fiona
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jun. 1, 2018
978-1-78029-103-1  

Being related to a queen is no sinecure 
for a widow with heavy responsibilities.

Ursula Stannard, whose status as the 
illegitimate half sister of Queen Eliza-
beth I has often pressed her into service 
as a spy for the queen (A Deadly Betrothal, 
2017, etc.), is taking a breather to raise 

her young son, watch over her estates and stud farm, and enjoy 
life. At Richmond Palace for a visit with Elizabeth, who wants 
her advice on a proposed marriage to the French Prince Francis, 
Duke of Alençon and Anjou—who’s Catholic and therefore not 
beloved of the English people—Ursula must also fight off mar-
riage proposals. Although Elizabeth, who’s already dealing with 
the difficult problem of Mary Stuart, a magnet for schemes to 
restore Catholicism to England, enjoys the prince’s company, 
she has qualms about both the physical side of marriage and the 
power he’d have over her. Agreeing to inquire into local feelings, 
Ursula is delighted to go home to Hawkswood even though she 
must hire a new stud groom and a tutor for 9-year-old Harry. 
The new tutor turns out to be the son of her trusted servant 
Brockley, a son he never knew he had. Disaster strikes when 
Harry vanishes while out riding; a painstaking search turns up 
no sign of him. Then Ursula is attacked, her dogs are killed, and 
she’s rolled in a carpet and carried off. Her captors reveal that 
they’re holding Harry as a guarantee that she’ll agree to assas-
sinate Mary. They even give her a phial of hemlock to do the 
deed. A visit to the queen and her spymaster gets her the per-
mission she needs. As she goes to Mary’s side pretending to seek 
her death, she leaves Brockley to do everything in his power to 
rescue Harry.

Among the most action-packed of Buckley’s always-
engrossing looks at Elizabethan lives and times.

CRISIS AT THE CATHEDRAL 
Dams, Jeanne M.
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jun. 1, 2018
978-0-7278-8764-1  

A sleuthing couple fights bigotry.
Returning from yet another round of 

travel abroad (The Missing Masterpiece, 2017, 
etc.) to the cathedral town of Sherebury, 
expatriate American Dorothy Martin 
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and her husband, retired Chief Constable Alan Nesbitt, find 
trouble close to home. Their friend Margaret Allenby, the 
dean’s wife, introduces them to the Ahmads, a wealthy, charm-
ing Iraqi couple who are interested in attending a service at the 
cathedral. Because she foresees that the current unpleasant 
political climate may find people unhappy at seeing Muslims in 
a Christian church, Margaret asks Dorothy and Alan to accom-
pany them. The visit, including the Ahmads’ children, Aya 
and Rahim, goes smoothly, but the couple’s return visit to the 
cathedral the following week to hear an evening performance 
of Handel’s “Messiah” does not. While the children are left at 
the Rose and Crown under the supervision of the inn’s owner, 
Greta, the Ahmads vanish along with their car. Alan uses his 
clout to launch an immediate investigation into the volatile 
situation. Have the Ahmads been kidnapped? Even worse, are 
they involved in terrorism? While Dorothy uses her contacts to 
investigate home-grown crazies who may be targeting Muslims, 
Alan works with the police and MI5, who are scouring London 
for the missing pair. The search becomes even more frantic 
when the spare suitcase Greta remembers the couple having 
left in the attic turns out to be packed with cash. Though Doro-
thy and Alan can’t believe the Ahmads are terrorists, they feel 
pressed to find them and learn what they’re doing before any of 
the hate groups on every side discovers their whereabouts.

The slight mystery takes a back seat to a heartfelt explo-
ration of religious animosity and bigotry.

GENTLEMEN FORMERLY 
DRESSED 
Gentill, Sulari
Poisoned Pen (334 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-4642-0693-1  

A wealthy Australian artist with left-
ist leanings runs up against the old boy 
network while hunting a murderer in 
1933 England.

When Rowland Sinclair went to Ger-
many at the behest of his elder brother, Wilfred, along with his 
best friends—fellow artist Clyde Watson Jones, Jewish poet 
Elias “Milton” Isaacs, and stunning sculptress Edna Higgins—
they barely escaped with their lives (Paving the New Road, 2018). 
Rowland’s arm was broken and a swastika burned into his chest. 
Ensconced in the penthouse at Claridge’s, Rowland is surprised 
to learn that his brother is back in London, too. Although Wil-
fred is furious with both Rowland, who’s wanted in Germany 
for murder, and himself for sending his younger brother into 
danger, he agrees to find someone important to listen to Row-
land’s accounts of Nazi horrors. A meeting Wilfred sets up with 
Lord Pierrepont turns into a disaster when they find the peer at 
his club with Allie Dawe, a hysterically screaming young woman 
covered in blood. Pierrepont is dressed in a woman’s nightgown, 
heavily made up, and clutching the sword that’s killed him. Allie, 
Pierrepont’s niece and secretary, is arrested for his murder. With 
Wilfred off in London for a conference and everyone around 

him eager to hush up the truth about Pierrepont’s murder, 
Rowland refuses to see Allie convicted. His friends panic when 
Rowland is kidnapped off the street until they learn that his 
abductor is his second cousin, Rear Adm. Sinclair, aka “Quex,” 
who thinks Rowland is wasting his life. As they mix with mem-
bers of every class, Rowland and his friends are threatened by 
British Blackshirts in their attempt to free Allie and convince 
the aristocrats, who are often sympathetic to the Nazi cause, to 
wake up to the approaching danger.

Rowland’s determined attempts to open British eyes to 
the gathering storm combine mystery, rousing adventure, 
and chance meetings with eminent figures from Churchill 
to Evelyn Waugh.

BURNING MEREDITH
Gunn, Elizabeth
Severn House (192 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jun. 1, 2018
978-0-7278-8776-4  

A retired schoolteacher’s part-time 
job turns her into an eager sleuth.

Alice Adams, bored with retirement 
and thinking that helping to edit the 
Clark’s Fort Guardian will give her some-
thing to do, ends up spending long days 

at work when Montana’s Meredith Mountain fire becomes 
big news. Her nephew, Stuart Campbell, who encouraged her 
to take the job after he signed on as assistant editor and gen-
eral dogsbody right out of college, convinces the paper’s owner, 
Mort Weatherby, to let him go up on the mountain to take 
pictures and report the story. Once his stories and his amaz-
ing photos start coming in, they have to print more and extra 
issues to keep up with demand, and Alice is able to circumvent 
stingy Mort by convincing him that Stuart’s extra expenses will 
be worth it in the long run. After the fire is finally controlled, 
a new discovery keeps the story alive and growing: a body so 
badly burned that it will take a team of forensic scientists to 
come up with a cause of death. It takes Alice and Stuart a long 
session with Google to figure out what the final autopsy report 
is saying. In the meantime, some of Alice’s former students are 
ramping up their drug experimentation from a little pot to opi-
oids stolen from their parents to finding a heroin connection. 
Many of the stories Alice and Stuart hear are contradictory and 
confusing. Have drugs arrived in a big way in their quiet little 
town?

In a departure from her police procedurals (Denny’s Law, 
2016, etc.), Gunn introduces some engaging new characters 
but leaves too many loose ends for a satisfying conclusion.
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CHERRY PIES & DEADLY LIES 
Hannah, Darci
Midnight Ink/Llewellyn (384 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Jun. 8, 2018
978-0-7387-5780-3  

A cherry aficionado must find a killer 
to save her parents’ business.

Whitney Bloom, who lost her job at 
a Chicago advertising agency when the 
feminine products ad she produced for 
the Super Bowl became a joke, supports 

herself by baking all things cherry and selling them through 
her online bakery, Bloom ’n’ Cherries! Whitney rushes back to 
Cherry Cove, Wisconsin, where her parents own both a cherry 
orchard and The Cherry Orchard Inn, after a call from her 
mother reveals that their orchard manager, Jeb Carlson, has 
been murdered and her father is the No. 1 suspect. She’s dis-
mayed to find that the officer in charge of the case is her former 
high school nemesis, Jack MacLaren, who’s been transformed 
from a weedy geek to a well-built hunk. Her father had been 
heard quarreling with Jeb, and his croquet mallet has been iden-
tified as the murder weapon. But Whitney resolves to prove that 
Baxter Bloom is no murderer despite Jack’s order to butt out. 
One of the reasons Whitney’s been avoiding Cherry Cove is her 
former boyfriend Tatum Vander Hagen, who broke her heart. In 
fact a plethora of strikingly handsome men distract her from 
her investigation. In addition to Jack and Tate, these include a 
wealthy friend of Tate’s and a charming Irish bartender. With 
the help of her high school best buds, Hannah and Tay, Whitney 
soon picks up on local gossip. The cherry wine her father and 
Jeb were secretly making has been stolen and her grandmother 
was having an affair with Jeb. Now all she has to do is solve the 
crime, win the prize for the best cherry pie, decide which of the 
handsome dudes to give her heart to, and avoid the killer who’s 
targeting her.

The first in an amusing new series features a fearless, 
reckless sleuth who unravels a complicated mystery while 
juggling her sex life and her future plans.

MURDER TO THE METAL 
Hogsett, Annie
Poisoned Pen (318 pp.)
$15.95 paper  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-4642-0999-4  

Lottery winners who play detective 
may bear more responsibility for the 
crime than the solution.

Winning the $550 million from the 
MondoMegaJackpot last year has been a 
real life changer for Allie Harper and her 

partner, Tom Bennington, though not in the way anyone would 
have expected. Instead of focusing on a lavish lifestyle and the 
related accoutrements, Allie’s trying to convince Tom to join 
her in founding the T&A Detective Agency—named for their 

initials, of course. Their success in staying alive long enough to 
collect and protect their winnings (Too Lucky To Live, 2017) has 
convinced Allie that she has what it takes to help when her for-
mer colleague Loretta Coates shows up at her door. Loretta’s 
boyfriend, Lloyd Bunker, disappeared on a courier gig, and 
Loretta wants Allie to find out what happened, even if it means 
learning that Lloyd may be dead. So Allie gathers her network, 
including her bodyguard, Otis, who’s a licensed private investi-
gator; a Cleveland cop who’s relieved not to be working against 
Allie this time around; Margo, her former landlady and a sassy 
woman in her own right; and a new ally, television reporter Lisa 
Cole. Tom helps where he can; though he’s blind, his limita-
tion has given him a greater ability to listen, and he’s the crew’s 
resident lie detector. When Allie finally learns of Lloyd’s fate, 
she’s shocked by its connections to her own life, connections 
that put her, the team, and especially Tom in grave danger as the 
curse of the MondoMegaJackpot continues apace.

So many quirky characters, intersecting plots, and sud-
den reveals overfill Hogsett’s second that it can be hard to 
decide which of her unique threads to follow.
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DARKNESS LANE 
Kies, Thomas
Poisoned Pen (276 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-4642-1001-3  

A pair of complex cases confounds a 
dogged crime reporter and unsettles the 
small Connecticut town where she lives.

When Betsy Caviness douses her 
dead-drunk husband, Jim, in gasoline 
and sets him on fire, recovering alcoholic 

Geneva Chase, who edits Sheffield’s newspaper, feels more 
pity for the abused perp than the victim, who’d recently been 
arrested for trafficking minors for sex. Betsy’s million-dollar 
bail is posted by a group called FOL, which stands for “Friends 
of Lydia,” whose members freely acknowledge their secrecy, 
piquing Geneva’s interest even more. Meanwhile, she’s dis-
turbed by the disappearance of Bobbi Jarvis, a high school soph-
omore who’s the best friend of her ward, Caroline. Caroline’s 
father, Kevin, who died tragically, was Geneva’s lover (Random 
Road, 2017). What makes Bobbi’s disappearance even more puz-
zling is that she’d recently been cast in a production with New 
York aspirations. At a local gas station, police discover closed-
circuit video that shows Bobbi getting into a car owned by 
Jacob Addison, the school’s drama club coach. Bobbi’s parents 
are estranged, and the gambling addiction of her bisexual dad, 
Adam, has recently created serious financial problems. When 
Geneva tracks him down at his apartment, she makes a grue-
some discovery. Could these two crimes possibly be connected? 
Multiple murders and shocking twists are key components in 
Geneva’s ultimate uncovering of the truth.

The flawed but dedicated heroine anchors Kies’ second 
mystery with a compassion that compels readers to root for 
both justice and redemption.

DEATH IN 
SUNSET GROVE  
Lindgren, Minna
Pan Books (384 pp.) 
$13.95 paper  |  Jun. 1, 2018
978-1-4472-8932-6  

Two elderly women battle stereo-
types and neglect in their fight to stay 
alive.

Siiri Kettunen and Irma Lännen-
leimu—who live in neighboring apart-

ments in Helsinki’s Sunset Grove senior living home—decide on 
a whim to investigate some of the strange happenings there by 
forming The Lavender Ladies Detective Agency. Tero, the cook 
at the home, was recently found dead, and Siiri wants to know 
what happened. But that’s not the only thing that disturbs her. 
Personal belongings vanish, more pills are prescribed than seem 
necessary, and the clients are always getting billed for things they 
didn’t order. Even though the Lavender Ladies are in their 90s 

and perhaps forgetful, Siiri still feels something’s wrong. A war 
veteran is assaulted in the shower, and when his friend Reino 
complains, he’s hauled off to the dementia ward. Mika Korho-
nen, one of the young men wearing Hell’s Angels leather jackets 
at Tero’s funeral, helps the ladies while pursuing his own inves-
tigation. As Irma’s complaints about the home escalate, so do 
her medications, and she’s soon sent to the dementia ward. Left 
on her own, Siiri continues to ride the trams to get away from 
the home and stoke the memories of her life when she had one. 
When Siiri’s own dosage is increased, she hides the pills instead 
of taking them and, with Mika’s help, hatches a plan to free Irma 
from the dementia ward. Siiri’s only daughter is in a convent and 
Irma’s large family rarely visits, though they’re all too eager to 
divvy up her possessions and sell her apartment. So Siiri fights 
her own health problems and failing memory to help her friend 
and herself to escape the stifling world of Sunset Grove.

A sometimes-amusing but often disturbing indictment of 
how the elderly are neglected, ignored, and treated like chil-
dren by the powers that be and consigned to homes that do 
little to enrich their lives and may even hasten their deaths.

THE GIRL IN THE WOODS
MacDonald, Patricia
Severn House (240 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jun. 1, 2018
978-0-7278-8778-8  

A woman’s determination to use her 
dying sister’s confession to exonerate an 
innocent man brings her into the eye of 
danger.

Blair Butler has returned to her 
hometown in the Poconos to say good-
bye to her older sister, Celeste, who’s 

in the final days of hospice care. Focused on understanding 
Celeste’s plans for her 10-year-old son, Malcolm, and making 
sure their Uncle Ellis doesn’t somehow get custody, Blair is 
blindsided by a shocking deathbed confession. Celeste admits 
she lied about facts surrounding the murder of Blair’s childhood 
best friend, Molly Sinclair, whose body was found in the local 
woods. Celeste could have given Adrian Jones an alibi if she 
hadn’t been scared to admit to being with a black boy while she 
was being raised in a household in which Uncle Ellis proudly 
displayed his Nazi memorabilia. Blair promises to investigate 
but doesn’t know where to start. Adrian, now known as Yusef 
Muhammed, was convicted of Molly’s murder and has been in 
prison for years. He’s unimpressed with Blair’s promise to seek 
the truth and free him, and he shuts down her pose as his poten-
tial savior when he’s known he was innocent the whole time. 
Blair turns for help to a childhood acquaintance, disgraced 
news personality Rebecca Moore, even though Rebecca makes 
it clear that only the promise of professional accolades will get 
her involved. Blair’s last hope is cop-turned–private investiga-
tor Tom Olson, but when his initial inquiries raise the stakes 
dangerously, that hope is crushed. Even so, Blair’s still a fighter, 
and she’s determined that the truth will prevail, though her own 

Two elderly women battle stereotypes and 
neglect in their fight to stay alive.

death in sunset grove
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efforts in an ongoing investigation may bring her up against the 
same peril that destroyed Molly.

MacDonald (Don’t Believe a Word, 2016, etc.) scores once 
again with an apparently hopeless quest for justice even if 
her climactic chapters veer into a rehash of Emma Dono-
ghue’s Room.

JUST A BREATH AWAY
Thompson, Carlene
Severn House (256 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jun. 1, 2018
978-0-7278-8517-3  

The shooting death of a beloved 
younger sister is only the first of a calcu-
lated series of shocks to the system for a 
Louisville interior decorator.

As they sit drinking in Conway’s Tav-
ern during Derby Week, fashion model 

Lorelei March springs a surprise on her adopted older sister, 
Kelsey: She’s in love with photographer Cole Harrington. It 
doesn’t matter that he’s married to a wealthy older woman, the 
one-named ex-model Delphina; he’s going to leave her for Lori. 
Skeptical Kelsey never gets a chance to find out how likely that is 
to happen because moments after they leave, Lori is shot to death 
before her eyes. Only the deadly intervention of tavern owner 
Rick Conway prevents Kelsey from becoming Vernon Nott’s sec-
ond victim. The two deaths open many questions. None is more 
urgent than why someone would pay Nott, whose recent history 
is filled with big-ticket purchases and whose apartment is filled 
with cash, to take a shot at Lori—or maybe, as Detective Enzo 
Pike suggests, at Kelsey. What ought to be the other big ques-
tion, how much Kelsey has to fear from whomever hired Nott, is 
repeatedly undercut by Kelsey’s preoccupation with her widowed 
father’s vulnerability to Olivia Fairbourne, who’s clearly decided 
that being his late wife’s best friend entitles her to an even closer 
relationship with Truman March, and Olivia’s son, attorney Brad-
ley Fairbourne, who’s so smarmy that it’s hard to see why Kelsey 
ever had him as a boyfriend. There’ll be more murders, but the 
trauma they cause is mostly local; readers trying to lose a night’s 
sleep should look elsewhere.

Thompson (Can’t Find My Way Home, 2015, etc.) does pro-
vide so many domestic secrets, threatening messages, mas-
querades, revelations of hidden birthrights, and motives 
for revenge that you may want to skip your next family 
reunion.

SEE HER RUN 
Townsend, Peggy 
Thomas & Mercer (268 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Jun. 1, 2018
978-1-5039-4987-4  

Investigating an apparent suicide by 
overdose forces a former reporter to con-
front her own past.

When disgraced reporter Aloa Snow 
starts to dig into the death of Hayley 
Poole, she’s in it for the paycheck and 

not the mystery. The $15,000 promised her for fleshing out 
the story would go a long way to covering her debts, and her 
name’s been worthless in the reporting world ever since she 
fudged some facts rushing out a story while dealing with her 
mother’s death. If Aloa had another option to earn the cash, 
she’d take it, because she doesn’t want Michael Collins, the 
guy behind the dollars, to think he has any right to her time or 
attention. A long time ago, when they were still in school, trag-
edy struck Michael’s family, and Aloa’s dad insisted on taking 
Michael in and raising him alongside his daughter—which was 
all well and good until Michael took off one day without a word, 
breaking Aloa’s heart along with her father’s. Now Michael’s 
grown rich as a software developer, and his interest in this case 
simultaneously intrigues and angers Aloa, who’s developing her 
own relationship to the history surrounding Hayley. The dead 
woman was a professional adventure runner along with her boy-
friend, Ethan, who was killed under mysterious circumstance 
six months before Hayley died. Aloa uncovers connections 
between Hayley’s life, a dietary supplement gone wrong, inter-
national terrorism, and other possible motives for murder, but 
given the drugs found in Hayley’s system, the cops are likely to 
write this off as an addict come to a bad end unless Aloa can 
unravel the truth.

Townsend’s debut is driven by brisk plotting with 
bursts of stylish prose. Her eye for sharp character details 
makes her one to watch.

A TASTE FOR VENGEANCE
Walker, Martin
Knopf (352 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Jun. 14, 2018
978-0-525-51996-6  

A promotion comes with a host 
of challenges for the Périgord region’s 
Bruno Courrèges (The Templar’s Last Secret, 
2017, etc.).

As chief of police for the tiny Dor-
dogne village of St. Denis, Bruno used to 

serve more as a town policeman, going to the square on market 
days to kiss the babies and chat with their grandmères. He even 
had time to coach the local women’s rugby team. But now that 
he’s been promoted to chief of police of the entire Vézère Valley, 
he’s facing the challenges that come with greater responsibility. 
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He needs to ride herd on Louis, the town policeman in Mon-
tignac, who spends too much time in the local bars, and to 
mentor young, ambitious Juliette Robard, who just replaced 
the sole policewoman in Les Eyzies. He also needs to negotiate 
the unorthodox chain of command in rural France. Prunier, the 
commissaire de police for the Dordogne département, thinks 
that Bruno now works for him, but the Mayor of St. Denis is 
convinced that Bruno is still his subordinate. Bruno’s delicate 
calculations about whom he reports to and who reports to him 
become all the more stressful when an Englishwoman is found 
dead in Lalinde, definitely outside his old remit in St. Denis. 
Monika Felder left Gatwick for France to take a cooking course 
offered by Bruno’s friends Pamela and Miranda but never 
arrived. Her body is discovered in a cabin belonging to Patrick 
James McBride, a mysterious Irishman who owns a local vine-
yard and whose travels to Amsterdam, Florence, and Dubai sug-
gest that he’s not a typical French winemaker. And if adjusting 
to his new role and solving his latest case weren’t enough, Bruno 
finds out that Paulette, a star of his rugby team with a decent 
shot at making the national squad, is unexpectedly pregnant.

Walker’s latest is replete with incident, but like the fre-
quent dinners his hero prepares for friends, paying guests, 
and the occasional visiting FBI agent, its abundance seems 
just one more testimony to the richness of the region.

s c i e n c e  f i c t i o n
a n d  f a n t a s y

STARLESS
Carey, Jacqueline
Tor (592 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-0-7653-8682-3  

Carey (Miranda and Caliban, 2017, 
etc.) returns to doorstopper-land with 
this stand-alone heroic fantasy set in a 
world whose sky is empty of stars.

It wasn’t always that way. Long ago, 
the stars grew quarrelsome and rebel-

lious, until Zar the Sun, exasperated, booted them from the 
heavens to dwell on the Earth as gods—not too bad an exile, 
seemingly. The rulers of the desert kingdom of Zarkhoum, King 
Azarkal and his too-numerous, scheming, treacherous family, 
owe their extended lives to the effect of rhamanthus seeds. How-
ever, the goddess Anamuht the Purging Fire hasn’t quickened 
any for many years, and soon they will run out. Khai, born at the 
same time as Azarkal’s youngest daughter, princess Zariya, is 
her shadow, a sort of predestined soul mate, trained in the deep 
desert by a warrior sect to serve and protect her by any means 

necessary—yet there is one astounding truth he has not been 
told. In order for the next crop of rhamanthus seeds to be quick-
ened, so it is foretold, Zariya must wed a foreigner. Meanwhile, 
a dark god, Miasmus, is stirring. These are some of the elements 
of a prediction, collectively known as the Scattered Prophesy, 
according to which, following the usual apocalyptic struggles 
involving the main characters, the gods will be restored to the 
sky. On ample display here are Carey’s impressive worldbuild-
ing skills and deft articulation of all the moving parts. Along 
the way she detonates one massive bombshell of a revelation 
and provokes frequent raised eyebrows. But the characters owe 
more to heroic formula than real personality, and once the plot’s 
fully revealed it slides along on rails right down to the Tolkien-
esque ending; despite the glowing details, there’s never a doubt 
where it’s all going.

A hardworking middle-of-the-roader with limited 
appeal beyond existing Carey addicts.

BLOOD ORBIT
Richardson, K.R.
Pyr/Prometheus Books (496 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  May 8, 2018
978-1-63388-439-7  

A smooth blend of science fiction and 
police procedural, this novel is set on the 
corporate-owned planet of Gattis and 
revolves around an idealistic young cop 
and a cybernetically enhanced inspector 
faced with solving a mass murder that, if 

left unresolved, could trigger a bloody revolution.
Eric Matheson is a rookie patrolman fresh out of the acad-

emy who has been on Gattis for less than a month when he and 
his partner stumble across a brutal murder scene in a ghetto of 
one of the “tourist-trap” planet’s most popular cities. Sixteen 
people are dead—all Dreihleen—and evidence indicates that 
the killer may be Ohba. Both races are native to the planet, and 
both sides feel like they’ve been systematically oppressed and 
disenfranchised for generations by the corporate leaders who 
run the world’s economy. When Matheson’s injured partner is 
replaced with Chief Investigating Forensic Officer J.P. Dillal—a 
half Dreihleen inspector whose capabilities have been enhanced 
with cutting-edge tech that has been integrated into his flesh—
Matheson quickly realizes more than a few powerful factions 
are actively seeking to close the case, regardless of who is really 
behind the killings. The unlikely duo begins uncovering a con-
spiracy that could have grand-scale implications. While the 
police procedural aspect of the story is methodical and adeptly 
plotted, the narrative suffers from some major flaws: Matheson 
is woefully two-dimensional, the worldbuilding is superficial 
at best, the pacing drags in spots, and the tension level is con-
spicuously low throughout. But despite the flaws, Richardson 
(Revenant, 2014, etc., under the name Kat Richardson) has cre-
ated a foundation filled with potential, both narratively and the-
matically: an exotic planet fueled by corporate greed and the 
oppression of its native races.
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This novel is powered by a focus on highly detailed 
police-procedural elements but lacks significant emo-
tional connectivity.

r o m a n c e

THE ONLY THING 
Harte, Marie
Sourcebooks Casablanca (352 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-4926-3191-0  

During a spat with her mother, Hope 
Donnigan drops a comment about her 
completely inappropriate boyfriend—
who doesn’t actually exist—then con-
vinces an acquaintance to fill the role, 
surprising them both when they actually 
fall for each other.

Hope and J.T. Webster have a thing for each other, which 
they don’t realize they share. But when Hope has dinner with 
her family and her mother berates her about her job, her clothes, 
and her lack of a relationship, she responds with the news that 
she’s dating a man who, she knows, will press all her mother’s 
buttons, most pertinent of which is that he’s a tattoo artist. J.T., 
the son of her aunt’s partner, is a tattoo artist, so she convinces 
him to pose as her boyfriend to prove the point that her mother 
is a snob. However, as they spend time together in order to 
make a believable couple, their natural attraction comes into 
play. There are a slew of reasons to ignore it—the many inter-
twining connections between their families, J.T.’s history as a 
lady’s man, their growing friendship that would be damaged if 
things went awry—but they fall into a sexual relationship, tell-
ing themselves it’s a friends with benefits situation. However, 
Hope has a creepy, unknown stalker, and J.T. finds a protective 
streak he never knew he had, his first hint of deeper feelings. 
Harte continues the hypersexy, interconnected tangle of Don-
nigans and McCauley series relationships, and while she hits her 
typical sweet spot of sexy and emotional, the main characters’ 
denial lasts a bit too long, and the wrap-up of the stalker story-
line comes across as contrived.

Harte hits the romance but slightly misses the mark 
with other elements of the story.

THE FIRST TIME AT 
FIRELIGHT FALLS 
Long, Julie Anne
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  May 29, 2018
978-0-06-267290-2  

An elementary school principal with 
a Navy SEAL body woos a down-to-earth 
florist who realizes romance is worth 
fighting for.

Eden Harwood is too busy being a 
single mom to her 10-year-old and man-

aging her thriving business to go on a date. Veteran Gabe Cal-
dera really wants to change her mind. But when do two adults 
with too many obligations find the time to explore the possi-
bility that they might be perfect for each other? It may have to 
be in the parking lot of the school where Gabe is the principal, 
or his office, or on a soccer field, or in a car in a secluded spot 
off the road. Long (Dirty Dancing at Devil’s Leap, 2017, etc.) 
sets up a playful courtship between her protagonists, with 
every rushed conversation ending on a cliffhanger that they 
pick up the next time they cross paths. She’s also skilled at 
ratcheting up the sexual tension alongside the emotional con-
nections that the two build through their repartee, which may 
make the reader nostalgic for a time before everyone filled 
out online dating profiles. The charm of the novel also comes 
from the fact that its setting has been fleshed out over several 
books, and the cast of characters in the town has expanded 
and deepened, echoing the author’s Pennyroyal Green histori-
cal romance series. The novel varies its tone well in the first 
half, mixing comic dialogue with hints of Gabe’s and Eden’s 
secret depths. Though it succumbs a little to melodrama in the 
second half, when Eden’s past comes back to town, the overall 
impression is of lightness and hope. This blend of sweetness 
and conflict evokes Nora Roberts’ early Americana.

The fourth novel in the Hellcat Canyon series high-
lights Long’s deftness at staging small-town romance.

THE LUCK OF THE BRIDE
MacGregor, Janna
St. Martin’s (352 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-250-11616-1  

The marquess in charge of a young 
heiress’s dowry is terrible at account-
ing—and their problems only multiply 
when they fall in love in MacGregor’s 
(The Bride Who Got Lucky, 2017, etc.) lat-
est Cavensham Heiresses book.

March Lawson has served as the 
head of her household ever since her parents died eight years 
ago. She and her younger sisters are ready for their first season 
among the London ton, but the trustee of her bank account, 
Michael Cavensham, the Marquess of McCalpin, hasn’t 

The marquess in charge of a young heiress’s 
dowry is terrible at accounting—and their problems 

only multiply when they fall in love.
the luck of the bride
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responded to her requests for funds. Even March’s brother, 
the viscount, can’t help her, since he’s only 9 years old. When 
McCalpin catches March forging his signature to access 
her own money, he doesn’t have the heart to turn her in for 
embezzlement. Instead, he appoints himself as her guardian 
and whisks March and her sisters to London for the season of 
their dreams. Antiquated banking laws make for fine moments 
of tension as March and McCalpin try to reconcile their bank 
accounts and their growing attraction for one another. While 
March worries she won’t fit in with the rest of England’s social 
elite, McCalpin wonders how he’ll manage her estate when he 
can’t even manage his own. And every time they try putting 
their heads together to figure it out, they end up kissing! But 
vicious gossip, a jealous cousin, and even more bookkeeping 
drama keep them from solving all their problems too soon. 
Shocking developments will have even the smartest readers 
wondering if one plus one will ever equal two.

Math has never been sexier.

UNMASKED BY 
THE MARQUESS 
Sebastian, Cat
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$3.99 paper  |  Apr. 17, 2018
978-0-06-282065-5  

First in Sebastian’s Regency Imposters 
series, historical romances that explore 
LGBTQ relationships.

Alistair de Lacey, eighth Marquess of 
Pembroke, is one of the most powerful 
men in the region and a model of pro-

priety. He has to be to restore the de Lacey family name and 
legacy. The late marquess was a gambler who loved drink and 
bad investments. He left behind a mistress, her three daughters, 
and shaky finances. Alistair, “always correct, but never benevo-
lent,” avoids his half sisters while trying to push his legitimate 
younger brother, Gilbert, into a very proper career as a clergy-
man. The appearance in London of Mr. Robert Selby and his 
beautiful sister, Louisa, rocks Alistair’s controlled world in 
unexpected ways. Not only does Gilbert fall for the entirely 
inappropriate Miss Selby, but Alistair is enthralled by her 
brother’s impish grin. Robert’s laugh, “like the sound of cham-
pagne being uncorked, startlingly sudden and bright,” belies a 
complicated history. Robert was born a foundling named Char-
ity Church and was raised a servant with the Selby family in 
Northumberland. Sebastian subverts the romance trope of the 
cross-dressing heroine with a protagonist whose presentation 
as male is not mere titillation but the authentic self-expression 
of a queer woman. Charity/Robert has to learn how to succeed 
without manipulation and lies, and Alistair must reconsider his 
definition of moral rectitude and his singular devotion to his 
reputation. All this is much funnier and sexier than it sounds. 
While certain aspects of Alistair’s reversal strain credulity, 
Sebastian (It Takes Two to Tumble, 2018, etc.) has created a world 
of characters readers will be eager to get to know.

A funny and poignant romance amid a delightful 
cast of characters makes this a must-read for historical 
romance fans.



nonfiction

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

LINCOLN’S LAST TRIAL
The Murder Case that 
Propelled Him to the 
Presidency
Abrams, Dan & Fisher, David 
Hanover Square Press (368 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-335-42469-3  

A study of a murder trial with poten-
tial implications for the political career 
of our 16th president.

Abraham Lincoln was involved in thousands of cases in 
his distinguished legal career, few more intriguing than the 1859 
murder trial of “Peachy” Quinn Harrison. ABC News chief legal 
affairs anchor Abrams (Man Down: Proof Beyond a Reasonable Doubt 
That Women Are Better Cops, Drivers, Gamblers, Spies, World Leaders, 
Beer Tasters, Hedge Fund Managers, and Just About Everything Else, 
2011) and prolific author Fisher (co-author, with Richard Gar-
riott: Explore/Create, 2017, etc.) assert that Lincoln’s successful 
defense of Harrison served as a springboard to the 1860 Repub-
lican presidential nomination. In July 1859, Greek Crafton phys-
ically attacked Harrison in a drugstore; Harrison responded by 
stabbing Crafton with a knife, mortally wounding him. A grand 
jury indicted Harrison for murder, prompting his father to hire 
Lincoln and Stephen Logan, Lincoln’s former law partner, as 
defense attorneys. What unfolded was a dramatic trial, a com-
plete transcript of which was kept by stenographer and future 
congressman Robert R. Hitt. Harrison’s acquittal was largely 
due to the judge’s decision to allow Peter Cartwright—Harri-
son’s grandfather and loser of an 1846 congressional election to 
Lincoln—to testify that Crafton had given a deathbed absolu-
tion of Harrison. Lincoln’s dramatic closing argument before 
the jury may have also played a role. Abrams and Fisher adeptly 
place the Harrison trial within the context of Lincoln’s legal 
career and his well-known skills before a jury, but they fail to 
support their argument that the case “propelled” Lincoln to 
the presidency. The case had nothing to do with slavery, the 
dominant issue of the 1860 presidential campaign and election. 
Moreover, there are several examples of inaccurate dates—e.g., 
the Comstock silver lode was made public in 1859 but possibly 
discovered a year or two earlier—and the authors admit that at 
times, “we had to deduce what was said [by Lincoln and others 
and]...suggest appropriate thoughts and/or mannerisms.”

The story of Lincoln and the Harrison murder trial is 
intriguing but not necessarily significant enough to merit 
its own book. (first printing of 200,000)
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Dutton (672 pp.)
$30.00  |  Jun. 1, 2018
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THE MAN WHO CLIMBS TREES
Aldred, James
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (272 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 22, 2018
978-1-328-47305-9  

An expert tree-climber and wild-
life cameraman introduces readers to a 
handful of his favorite trees and related 
adventures.

Aldred has vast filming experience 
with National Geographic and other 

outfits, and his specialty is climbing massive trees to set up 
blinds or just get the shot that a particular scene demands. 
Here, the author highlights 10 serious climbs—from England 
to Borneo to the Congo to Costa Rica to Morocco to Peru—
detailing the lengths he and his colleagues have gone to arrange 
for such shoots. Each chapter is a stand-alone story in its 
own right, with drama, shocks, grimy interludes, and unparal-
leled views. While Aldred is clearly obsessed with trees, he 
also respects them greatly and takes all the caution necessary 
to climb trees that sometimes reach more than 300 feet. The 
book wouldn’t be complete without the author’s facing plenty 
of physical and mental challenges, including cerebral malaria, 
maggots crawling under his skin, and trying to get a footing on 
the perfect, thorn-laden branch to get a photo of a harpy eagle 
nesting—as its mother attempts to poke at his eyes. Aldred 
does two things particularly well: He avoids being unneces-
sarily macho, and he pauses to commune with the trees and to 
appreciate their history and the sanctuary he finds in their sky-
high branches. “Whether the soft shimmering glow of a beech 
canopy in springtime, or the vast sun-blasted canopy of a tropi-
cal giant,” he writes, “each tree has a unique character, and it is 
the privileged feeling of getting to know them a little better—of 
physically connecting with them, if only for a short while—that 
draws me back into their branches time and time again.” Truly 
connecting with these behemoths might mean encounters with 
dangerous creatures or the pleasure of admiring a gorgeous poi-
son-dart frog carrying its tadpoles on its back “high up into the 
canopy to deposit them within water-filled bromeliads.”

An addictive book for nature lovers. (8-page color photo 
insert)

THE WIND IN MY HAIR
My Fight for Freedom in 
Modern Iran
Alinejad, Masih
Little, Brown (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Jun. 1, 2018
978-0-316-54891-5  

Pointed memoir by an Iranian jour-
nalist who has been a longtime advocate 
of women’s rights in the Islamic republic.

Alinejad, who has largely lived in 
exile for years, was born in a village in northern Iran. “I couldn’t 

Given the current political and so-
cial landscape—Trumpism and its at-
tendant misogyny, Harvey Weinstein, 
et al., #MeToo—the time is perfect for 
significant books from women, about 
women, and for women. Of course, 
any time is appropriate for work that 
advances a cause, but right now, it feels 
particularly important.

Two April books showcase wom-
en activists who occupy different so-

cietal and cultural roles but share the traits of a dynamic 
voice and pointed determination to elevate the cause of 
women’s rights.

In True Stories from an Unreliable Witness (Apr. 3), ac-
claimed actress Christine Lahti chronicles the identity-
building events that have led her to 
her current position in Hollywood. 
The author’s modesty, evenhanded-
ness, and humor stand out, but it’s 
her adaptability and mental and 
emotional flexibility that are most 
impressive here. As our review-
er noted, “though she identifies 
herself as a clumsy feminist mul-
tiple times, there’s nothing clumsy 
about her feminism. She is adapt-
able to the changing sociopolitical 
climates and never shies away from 
being challenged by the younger women close to her.” The 
reviewer later notes that “the author crafts an enjoyable 
book that only requires from readers a willingness to be-
lieve, participate, laugh, and grow along with her.”

Make Trouble (Apr. 3), the debut book by Planned Par-
enthood president Cecile Richards, is another tale of dedi-
cation and focused ethics. The author learned the impor-
tance of activism from her parents—her father was a labor 
attorney, her mother a strong feminist who became gover-
nor of Texas—and she has spent her life on the front lines 
of battles for civil and women’s rights. In addition to her 
autobiography, Richards outlines tips for running an orga-
nization that our reviewer called “spot-on: direct, down-
to-earth, and highly practical.” But it’s the sections about 
Planned Parenthood that will interest most readers, and the 
author “makes palpable the immense influence of an orga-
nization that has improved so many women’s lives.” —E.L.

Eric Liebetrau is the nonfiction and managing editor. 

tales of 
two activists

Photo courtesy Leah O
verstreet



imagine a better place anywhere else in the world,” she writes 
of her hometown. Born two years before the ouster of the shah, 
the author never knew the relative freedoms women enjoyed 
in Iran before the revolution in a state so secular that a law was 
passed forbidding women from wearing the hijab. “If I was alive 
then,” she writes, “I’d have opposed it not because I believe 
in the hijab but because I believe in freedom of choice.” Such 
belief drew Alinejad away from her quiet home and into sig-
nificant events, and she became a news reporter. “The road to 
expulsion is paved with scoops,” she writes. It’s the content of 
those scoops, along with the graft and corruption underlying a 
regime that is still made up of politicians, that will be of inter-
est to readers, certainly much more than the mundane details 
of her life and rote observations such as, “I’d always wanted my 
life to be impactful.” Driven from her country, Alinejad became 
a vocal and highly visible critic of the Ahmadinejad regime—
but more, of the entire theocracy, which put her at odds with 
other members of the opposition: “The reformists didn’t want 
to overthrow the whole regime. They just didn’t like Ahma-
dinejad.” Even more visibly, she went on to found a movement 
against the compulsory wearing of the hijab, which encoun-
tered its own difficulties when Western women and men who 
might have been allies were reluctant to criticize Iran for fear of 
being labeled as bigots. “I realized,” she writes, “I was fighting 
both Trump’s Islamophobia and the Islamic Republic of Iran’s 
misogynist policies.”

Alinejad’s account provides a timely glimpse behind the 
Iranian curtain.

ROUGH BEAUTY 
Forty Seasons of 
Mountain Living
Auvinen, Karen
Illus. by Marquez, Greg
Scribner (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-5011-5228-3  

These outstanding autobiographical 
essays explore solitude, traumatic events, 
and a deep commitment to place.

Auvinen (Film/Univ. of Colorado Boulder), former Colorado 
artist-in-residence and two-time Academy of American Poets 
award recipient, charts a decade of life “ordered by weather 
and wildlife” on the Front Range of the Rockies. She prized her 
independence, funding her writing with three part-time jobs 
and finding companionship in her husky mix, Elvis. But when 
her cabin burned down, destroying all her work in progress, she 
had to accept help and discovered that her small town was a 
true community. After the fire’s climactic prologue, the book 
gracefully fills in events either side: her early years and how she 
rebuilt her life. Growing up, Auvinen felt oppressed by Cath-
olic doctrine and her Air Force father’s slaps. She gives excel-
lent pithy descriptions of her family dynamics: “In my family, 
women were parsley on the plate—accessories”; “Men did 
things, women watched.” When her parents’ marriage ended, 

she and her mother and sister banded together; she even took 
her mother’s maiden name in a power play that alienated male 
relatives. In the post-fire years, her mother’s health problems 
were a major concern, as was Elvis’ decline into old age. Any-
one who has ever cherished and lost a pet will agree with her 
that this kind of love “is no small thing.” The turning seasons 
(“March was thick with anticipation—the pendulum between 
winter and spring”) and rhythms of small-town life form a medi-
tative backdrop. Nature—whether gardening, camping, or close 
encounters with bears and a fox—speaks of wonder and solace. 
Toward the close, Auvinen writes of diving into a relationship 
with artist Greg Marquez, the book’s illustrator, and a place 
enjoyed in solitude became one freely shared. The author has 
served a long apprenticeship—sensing life’s patterns, becoming 
embedded in a human community, learning to give and receive 
love—and the result is a beautiful story of resilience perfect for 
readers of Terry Tempest Williams.

A fine example of the hybrid nature-memoir.
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MY BROTHER MOOCHIE
Regaining Dignity in the 
Midst of Crime, Poverty, and 
Racism in the American 
South
Bailey, Issac J.
Other Press (304 pp.) 
$25.95  |  May 29, 2018
978-1-59051-860-1  

A journalist comes to terms with the 
murder his beloved older brother com-

mitted, and a family tries to find some sort of redemption.
Bailey refuses to make things easy for either his readers or 

himself; he avoids pat analysis of the scourge of racism and never 
settles for simple answers. He implicates himself from the start, 
confessing that he had felt like murdering his wife and that he 
was enraged beyond reason at his teenage son, fearing that he 
would mature into the stereotype of a black thug so feared by 
society. The author admits that he resisted dating one woman 
to whom he was otherwise attracted because she was too dark 
and that he went to a predominantly white college rather than 
a historically black one even as he resented the entitlement and 
privilege surrounding him. If racism is partly responsible for 
the fate of men like Moochie, it could have just as easily been 
him. Instead, he has been left with what has been diagnosed as 
PTSD from his brother’s incarceration as well as a stutter that he 
has spent a lifetime trying to overcome. It is difficult to wrench 
these particulars into a conventional fable or morality tale, and 
the author doesn’t try. Instead, he wrestles with confusion and 
the contradiction of “how to love a murderer without excusing 
the murder.” Moochie had been a father figure to his younger 
brother, protecting their mother against the brutalities of the 
older man who had taken her as his child bride. He murdered a 
white man brutally and senselessly and has been sentenced to life 
in prison, where his attitudes on race have hardened. His brother 
became a journalist, writing about poverty and crime and racism 
for a predominantly white readership. At first, he wanted to deny 
Moochie’s guilt and prove his innocence, but then he had to make 
some sort of peace with what Moochie did and try to rise above it.

There’s a catharsis for all by the end but no smooth path 
or easy arrival.

MY COUNTRY, MY LIFE
Fighting for Israel, 
Searching for Peace
Barak, Ehud
St. Martin’s (480 pp.) 
$29.99  |  May 8, 2018
978-1-250-07936-7  

A former prime minister reveals divisive 
conflict within and beyond Israel’s borders.

Growing up on a kibbutz, Barak was 
6 years old when the state of Israel was 

proclaimed on May 14, 1948. Immediately, Arab armies invaded, 

the first of many wars that the author chronicles in his vividly 
detailed, often chillingly tense memoir of Israel’s—and his 
own—fraught history. Israel won the 1948 war, gaining about 
a third more land than the U.N. partition plan proposed, but 
at the cost of thousands of lives and hundreds of thousands of 
Palestinian refugees. Nevertheless, for the young Barak, the 
consequences were inevitable: For Israel to exist, “we had to 
win and the Arabs had to lose.” The Six-Day War in 1967 under-
scored that idea: Israel prevailed militarily and tripled the ter-
ritory it controlled. Suddenly, “we had a sense that we could 
breathe.” Although he knew then that Israel’s Arab neighbors 
had not turned into friends, he believed that “having come face-
to-face with our overwhelming military supremacy Arab states 
would, over time, grant Israel simple acceptance,” and possibly, 
in the future, peace. By 1967, Barak was a soldier; considering 
a career as a physicist, he opted instead for the army and rose 
through the ranks to become a general. Among his close friends 
in the military was Benjamin Netanyahu, “smart, tough, and 
self-confident,” who later became his political opponent. Barak 
recounts crisis after crisis—hijacked planes, outright wars, the 
assassinations of Yitzhak Rabin and Anwar Sadat, Intifadas—
as Arabs grew increasingly combative, terrorist organizations 
coalesced, and Israeli right-wing factions gained power, deter-
mined to seize land and oppose a Palestinian state. The author 
entered politics when he joined Rabin’s government, served as 
defense minister under his successor, Shimon Peres, and went 
on to lead the Labor Party and become a one-term prime minis-
ter. He describes in detail his frustrating role in pursuing peace 
agreements with the recalcitrant Arafat, and he volleys sharp 
criticism at Netanyahu’s current militant leadership.

An insider’s view of a volatile and violent history. (first 
printing of 125,000)

FAILURE IS AN OPTION
An Attempted Memoir
Benjamin, H. Jon
Dutton (256 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-5247-4216-4  

Voice actor and stand-up come-
dian Benjamin structures a free-wheel-
ing memoir of his rather uneventful 
life around the many failures he has 
experienced.

The author, who voices the title characters of Archer and 
Bob’s Burgers, grew up in a middle-class Jewish family in Worces-
ter, Massachusetts, where he watched a lot of TV and recorded 
interviews with himself. He bounces lightly through his child-
hood in chapters such as “The Sleepover (and How I Failed 
to Have One)” (cold tent) and “The Teen Years (How I Failed 
Hosting a Bar Mitzvah Party)” (the DJ played AM oldies). Then 
he moves on to stories about failing to move to France, get a 
graduate degree in Holocaust studies, sell a TV pilot, and ride a 
motorcycle. Every time Benjamin starts to get into potentially 
heavy emotional territory, he leaps out and moves onward with 



a joke. The most effective chapters of the book are those that 
give a sense of the author’s trials and tribulations as he recog-
nizes his shortcomings and goes on with a shrug. These chap-
ters are interspersed with brief intermissions, most of which 
are padding. Benjamin also initiates long—and increasingly 
annoying—interchanges of letters with scholars, asking them 
to explain how failure expressed itself in history, to which they 
respond with polite confusion. He inserts a sophomoric col-
lection of line drawings of failed sexual positions and a more 
successful set of failed pickup lines: “Do you work out, or are 
you just naturally tense?”; “Has anyone ever told you you look 
like my mother?” Benjamin’s descriptions of self-humiliation 
can get uncomfortable for readers, as in the case of a protracted 
chapter involving diarrhea, a rental car, and a hotel.

More a collection of gags than a thoughtful examina-
tion of a life, the book is best experienced in bits and pieces 
in order to avoid the impression of being trapped in an ele-
vator for hours with a stand-up comic.

TAILSPIN
The People and Forces 
Behind America’s Fifty-Year 
Fall—and Those Fighting To 
Reverse It
Brill, Steven
Knopf (464 pp.) 
$28.95  |  May 29, 2018
978-1-5247-3163-2  

A broken nation requires crucial 
changes.

For the last 50 years, journalist and political analyst Brill 
(Journalism/Yale Univ.; America’s Bitter Pill: Money, Politics, Back-
Room Deals, and the Fight to Fix the Broken Health Care System, 2015, 
etc.) argues, the United States has been deteriorating. Besides a 
blighted health care system, the author points to other major 
problems, including underperforming public schools; outdated 
mass transit systems and power grids; crumbling bridges, high-
ways, and airports; snowballing income inequality; high infant 
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mortality and low life expectancy when compared with other 
Western countries; political gridlock; voter cynicism and apa-
thy; and lobbyists’ power over elected officials. He blames “the 
polarization and paralysis of American democracy” partly on 
a “new aristocracy of rich knowledge workers,” high-achiev-
ing, well-educated individuals who have gravitated to law and 
finance, inventing financial instruments and corporate legal 
defenses that fed greed but “deadened incentives for the long-
term development and growth of the rest of the economy.” Brill 
calls these individuals, who want to hold onto their wealth, the 

“protected,” as opposed to the rest of society, “the unprotected,” 
who need government to act for the common good. The author 
offers ample evidence that American democracy is in peril. Less 
persuasive is his optimism that problems can be solved through 
the efforts of earnest, sometimes influential individuals. Dennis 
Kelleher, for example, is president of a nonprofit organization 
called Better Markets, whose goal is to monitor and influence 
the financial industry. Max Stier, president and chief execu-
tive of the Partnership for Public Service, lobbies for imple-
mentation of policy: “the unglamorous challenges of making 

government work,” which involves training managers, senior 
civil servants, and deputy secretaries in all cabinet departments. 
Lawyer Philip Howard is a writer and speaker whose book The 
Death of Common Sense (1995) became a bestseller. Such individu-
als’ efforts, however inspiring they are, seem hardly enough to 
lead to massive overhauls of infrastructure (Brill proposes a gas 
tax for that) or systemic changes in education and health care.

A hard-hitting, mostly convincing analysis of endemic 
problems that will require further intensive study. (16 pages 
of photos. First printing of 60,000)

FRIEND OF A FRIEND...
Understanding the 
Hidden Networks that Can 
Transform Your Life and 
Your Career
Burkus, David
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (256 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 1, 2018
978-0-544-97126-4  

A self-help business book that chal-
lenges conventional wisdom about 

networking.
As a business professor and contributor to TED and the 

Harvard Business Review, Burkus (Under New Management: How 
Leading Organizations Are Upending Business as Usual, 2016, etc.) has 
compiled plenty of anecdotes and case studies about how success-
ful people have networked to form successful alliances, and he 
backs these stories with some theoretical underpinnings from the 
social sciences. Perhaps the most counterintuitive but convinc-
ing advice he offers is that your network’s weaker ties, the people 
with whom you have rarely connected for years or even decades, 
might prove more valuable than your closest connections. The 
reason? The people you know best usually know the same people 
and also know what you know. “Our weak ties often build a bridge 
from one cluster to another and thus give us access to new infor-
mation,” writes the author. “Even though the strong ties in our 
life are more likely to be motivated to help us, it turns out that our 
weak ties’ access to new sources of information might be more 
valuable.” Each chapter ends with a set of exercises, “Practicing 
Online,” including a link to a template to download. In providing 
an overview of “how social networks operate and how they create 
opportunities in work and in life,” Burkus stresses the fluidity that 
a business landscape that changes so rapidly requires: how teams 
work best when they have a short shelf life, how positioning your-
self to connect seemingly disparate camps pays dividends, and how 
important it is to know how to work inside your silo and when 
to step outside. The author extends his argument beyond career 
pragmatism, suggesting that networking events with the goal of 
expanding those networks are less effective than opportunities to 
do something together and really get to know each other. Further-
more, many prosperous business relationships begin as personal 
friendships, with those who like and trust each other looking for 
something they could accomplish together.

A fresh rethinking of a crucial process in today’s world.

A fresh rethinking of a crucial process in today’s world.
friend of a friend...



HAPPY BRAIN
Where Happiness Comes 
From, and Why
Burnett, Dean
Norton (336 pp.) 
$26.95  |  May 29, 2018
978-0-393-65134-8  

Entertaining exploration of the neu-
rophysiological basis for Aristotle’s most 
prized state of being: happiness.

To give a human a happy brain, give 
him or her lots of dopamine or some of the other chemicals we 
secrete in dosages far above what morphine can deliver. By the 
account of neuroscientist and stand-up comic Burnett (Medi-
cal Education/Cardiff Univ.; Idiot Brain: What Your Head Is Really 
Up To, 2016, etc.), setting those natural endorphins into motion 
is the trick. The author sometimes tries too hard to unburden 
heavy scientific exposition with some gee-whiz efforts at light-
heartedness. Still, he delivers meaty, even weighty observations 
on the gray-matter gymnastics that, for instance, make us fall 
in love with awful people and, to all appearances to the outside 
world, allow us to content ourselves with that choice by blind-
ing us to the reality. Burnett’s description of the neurochemistry 
of love and its affiliated emotions (“it may not be as pleasurable 
as sex, but it’s a lot less effort too”) is worth the price of admis-
sion. So, too, is his depiction of the emotional workings of the 
adolescent and then, later, the aging brain, when the reward 
pathways mature in such a way that some of the things that for-
merly brought us pleasure seem quaint and silly—a process that 
we share with rats and other primates. Burnett is at his funni-
est when he is subtle: “older people voting en masse to recreate 
the quasi-fictional romanticised world of the past doesn’t really 
do much good for anyone (see ‘Brexit’).” The book is at its best 
when the author points to obvious conclusions without being 
too obvious about it: If what makes us happiest in the end is the 
approval of others, it’s plain to see, on that account, why those 
who are widely disapproved of are so miserable.

There’s nothing earthshaking in Burnett’s observa-
tions, but he offers a pleasing tour of the brain and its feel-
good longings.

LONG PLAYERS
A Love Story in Eighteen 
Songs
Coviello, Peter
Penguin (272 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-0-14-313233-2  

A heartfelt and hyperliterate take on 
love as a mixtape.

Coviello (English/Univ. of Illinois, 
Chicago; Tomorrow’s Parties: Sex and the 

Untimely in Nineteenth-Century America, 2013, etc.) tells the story 
of recovering from his life’s greatest loss to date: the breakup 

of his marriage and family. A sheltered young English profes-
sor, the author met and married an older woman with children. 
Her affair with a co-worker a few years later shattered his world 
and left him in the precarious, nonlegal role of ex-stepfather 
to her two daughters. Coviello recounts memories in the pres-
ent tense, and the 18 songs of the title prove closer to 30, with 
each chapter evoking a few pop songs that trigger memories 
surrounding the dissolution of his marriage. His sincerity is 
by turns insufferable and irresistible, but he is a true believer 
in the power of love and in the magic of certain pop songs to 
encapsulate, transform, infect, and heal. His personal compila-
tion mixes tunes that remind him of his bewitchingly broken 
ex-wife, Evany, with songs that evoke his feelings as a suburban 
man learning to love and be loved by other people, plus a few 
tracks for the loyal friends who picked him up each time he 
collapsed in grief. With its convoluted syntax and attenuated 
musings about love and the inner life, Coviello’s style imitates 
his heroes Henry James and George Eliot, and reading his book 
feels a bit like finding a cache of letters from one close friend 
to another, with the writer casually unraveling on the page. 
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Michelle Dean

SHARP HIGHLIGHTS WOMEN WITH OPINIONS “IN A WORLD THAT 
WAS NOT EAGER TO HEAR WOMEN’S OPINIONS ABOUT ANYTHING”
By Jaime Netzer

In 2013, as the feminist nonprofit VIDA: Women in 
Literary Arts released its tally of gender byline counts, 
cultural debate raged over whether literary criticism 
was too mean. Michelle Dean hosted an event in 
New York City in May of that year with the same title 
as her new book: Sharp. The event brought togeth-
er a who’s who of literary female opinion, including 
names like Miriam Markowitz, Michelle Orange, and 
Kate Bolick. And the evening was packed to the raf-
ters. Dean had already begun formulating the book: 

“2013 feels like a million years ago now,” she says, “but 
at the time, it really did feel like criticism was domi-
nated by a number of, for lack of a better word for 
it, men. And what was interesting to me was the way 
they were comfortable claiming authority.”

How to attain that comfort as a woman is indeed 
the central question at the heart of Sharp: The Women 
Who Made an Art of Having an Opinion (Apr. 10), which 
examines the lives and professional successes of Doro-
thy Parker, Rebecca West, Hannah Arendt, Mary Mc-
Carthy, Susan Sontag, Pauline Kael, Joan Didion, Nora 
Ephron, Renata Adler, and Janet Malcolm. A compul-
sively readable mix of biography, literary criticism, 
and cultural history, Sharp weaves the stories of these 
women together to paint a portrait of their similar-
ity: their ability to, eventually, claim authority. Not 
that any of their journeys toward this authority was 
particularly comfortable. “Pretty much none of these 
women claims authority comfortably,” Dean says. “It 
takes time, and you build something—it’s about find-
ing a particular kind of voice.”

That voice, Dean explains, was often given a name: 
sharp. It is, when lobbed at these women, both a 
compliment and an expression of underlying terror—
these women were able to cut to the heart of things 
using thought and wit, and they were by and large 
unconcerned with being “nice” on the page. “On the 
page, they performed as though they were unafraid of 
the things that would hurt people,” Dean says. “I did 
sense that people felt threatened by them—although 
the more interesting men usually end up admiring 
[them].” And there is a lot to admire, both in the de-
tails of their lives and in the ways Dean weaves those 
details into a throughline that feels like a chance to 
know these critics better, to learn from them.

On the heels of Hillary Clinton’s candidacy and 
given today’s polizared political landscape, the writ-
ers who fill Sharp’s pages offer inspiration and one 
kind of solution: “One way that I describe the book 
is, ‘This is one way to get heard—it’s not the only way 
to get heard, and you don’t have to use this tone, but 
if often works.’ ” Dean explains that the sharp tone 
these women shared does tend to “pierce” things. 

Photo courtesy John M
idgely
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“There are tools that have been left behind by our 
predecessors that are useful to us, even though none 
of these women had a smooth relationship with fem-
inism,” she says.

In fact, that ambivalence, Dean argues, is worth 
examining: “Another thing about our current mo-
ment tends to be this argument about needing a 
smooth, comfortable relationship with the feminist 
movement in order for us to marshal our power. But 
one of the interesting things the book taught me was 
sometimes you can start an accidental feminist move-
ment.” The desire for lock-step solidarity is wholly 
understandable, Dean says, but as unnecessary as it 
is unrealistic. “One of the mistakes I worry about is 
that we think our solidarity can’t be constructed by 
argument, by serious engagement with one another.” 

Jaime Netzer is a fiction writer living in Austin. Sharp 
was reviewed in the Jan. 15, 2018, issue. 
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Summing up one’s life in a list of carefully chosen tracks has 
developed into something of a microgenre, with pop songs serv-
ing as the madeleines for the last pre-digital generation. While 
some other High Fidelity–inspired memoirs undoubtedly “do” 
the music better, few outpace the grim vivacity of Coviello’s 
writing or match the depth of feeling he summons from the 
soundtrack of his own neuroses.

A diary of devastation too good not to share.

HARVEY MILK 
His Lives and Death
Faderman, Lillian
Yale Univ. (288 pp.) 
$25.00  |  May 22, 2018
978-0-300-22261-6  

A new biography of the controver-
sial and groundbreaking Harvey Milk 
(1930-1978).

In this latest installment of the pub-
lisher’s Jewish Lives series, LGBT histo-

rian Faderman (The Gay Revolution: The Story of the Struggle, 2015, 
etc.) focuses on one of the most revolutionary West Coast gay 
politicians of the 20th century. Born to a Jewish family, Milk 
struggled to find his place in the society that surrounded him, 
regardless of where he lived and went to school. As the author 
writes, “Harvey was steeped in Jewishness as a child....But his 
heart was not in it. He later claimed that he rejected religion 
because when he was twelve years old he ‘found out that reli-
gion was phony or hypocritical.’ ” Milk’s ability to see things 
as they were—to see through the protective membranes of 
societal and cultural preconceptions—is what set him apart as 
a deeply insightful politician. He clearly identified the major 
issues in his community and addressed them head-on. Fader-
man deftly navigates us through Milk’s incredible journey, from 
his days exploring the Navy’s gay haven to his experience in the 
early 1970s in New York scrapping pennies to pay the rent on 
his Greenwich Village apartment to his arrival to California, 
where he quickly became a staple in the Castro District, the 
notoriously gay neighborhood in San Francisco. The author 
naturally devotes much of the text to Milk’s political accom-
plishments, including his work against the discriminatory Prop-
osition 6, voter registration drives, and, above all, being the first 
openly gay man elected as city supervisor. Though Milk’s story 
is well-known, Faderman does a fantastic job at reanimating a 
story that reminds us that people can be truly tolerant—with 
the exception of the few—and that, with will (not money), any-
one can effect change.

Harvey Milk as seen through fresh, highly knowledge-
able eyes.
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THE FEARS OF THE RICH, 
THE NEEDS OF THE POOR
My Years at the CDC
Foege, William H.
Johns Hopkins Univ. (256 pp.) 
$24.95  |  May 13, 2018
978-1-4214-2529-0  

Wisdom gleaned throughout the 
career of the former director of the Cen-
ters for Disease Control and Prevention.

Foege (Emeritus, International Health/
Emory Univ.; House on Fire: The Fight to Eradicate Smallpox, 2011), 
who was awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 2012, 
has personally witnessed the agency’s evolution alongside many 
changes in global health. Beginning with a harrowing bioter-
rorism threat depicted in the opening story, which inspired 
a CDC defense program, readers will get a sense of the enor-
mity of the agency’s responsibility to safeguard global health. 
As a collective, these condensed experiences represent many 
key moments in Foege’s tenure with the agency and spotlight 
some of the CDC’s significant accomplishments and endur-
ing challenges, including the blight of Legionnaire’s disease 
and the overwhelming devastation of AIDS. These issues form 
the springboard for more of the author’s intensive discussions 
of the precariousness of vaccine therapy and immunization 
programs and the ultimate challenge in retaining established 
immunization levels when countered, in part, by parents who 

“no longer compare the risks of vaccine to the risk of the disease.” 
Foege offers a brief but thoughtful history of the CDC, its pro-
tocols, and its complicated history of political entanglements, 
which, to the author, have a tendency to prove more counter-
productive than supportive. Alternately, he notes the presence 
of “plenty of humor” within agency meetings, daily interactions, 
and other events. Foege details how he ascended to the direc-
tor post following 15 years of CDC association, participating 
in disease outbreak investigations and completing one of his 
most prestigious achievements: the development of a strate-
gic plan to eradicate the smallpox virus. He also passes on the 
wisdom of his CDC years in declaring that the key to effective 
public health advocacy lies in an “appropriate response” from 
official agencies and offers advice on contemporary hot-button 
issues—e.g., gun safety, tobacco, and evolution—that have been 
marred by public irrationality.

A straightforward, informative chronicle of the CDC 
and one of its most dedicated, prominent officials.

A SHORT HISTORY 
OF DRUNKENNESS
How, Why, Where, and When 
Humankind Has Gotten 
Merry from the Stone Age to 
the Present
Forsyth, Mark
Three Rivers/Crown (256 pp.) 
$18.00  |  May 8, 2018
978-0-525-57537-5  

A popular history of getting soused.
Language historian Forsyth (The 

Elements of Eloquence, 2014, etc.) assembles a brisk, witty, and 
roughly chronological précis on drinking cultures and practices 
around the world since the earliest fizzle of fermentation. Using 
humor to skim over the violence and sadness of alcohol abuse, 
the author specializes in snappy summaries and choice anec-
dotes about the weird and obsessive customs that people have 
created around the process of getting drunk, with more snark 
reserved for the teetotalers than the tipplers. Take the ancient 
Egyptians, who felt it their holy duty to imbibe and cavort to 
excess, one of many cultures that used alcohol as a means to 
spiritual elevation. While his coverage can be glib and occasion-
ally unbalanced—he waxes on about Shakespeare’s relationship 
to wine but distills millennia of Middle Eastern intoxication 
into the quip that, “For a Muslim, drinking is rarely simple”—
Forsyth’s rollicking sketches belie the extensive research that 
informs them. He offers a solidly embedded history, zooming 
in on the spaces and objects that have enabled and embodied 
inebriation across the ages. As with his work in etymology, this 
book showcases Forsyth’s ability to make sense of the court 
records, wine songs, and snatches of poetry he finds in the tex-
tual slag heap. Not surprisingly, much of the story is bound up 
in religion and the law, and he leverages the anthropological 
distinction between “wet” and “dry” societies to explain, among 
other things, the close relationship between prohibitive legisla-
tion and widespread drunkenness. Forsyth’s account is as ribald 
and casual as that of a teenage tour guide working for tips, but 
it’s full of good history and good humor. This smart and satisfy-
ing generalist history will make you wish the author would sum 
up every other subject while you bob along the waves of his 
irreverent, learned wit (preferably with a drink in hand).

The ideal companion for an idle hour, like one spent in 
an airport bar.

The ideal companion for an idle hour, 
like one spent in an airport bar.

a short history of drunkenness



BULLSHIT JOBS
A Theory
Graeber, David
Simon & Schuster (368 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 15, 2018
978-1-5011-4331-1  

Forget Piketty or Marx. Graeber 
(Anthropology/London School of Eco-
nomics; The Utopia of Rules: On Technology, 
Stupidity, and the Secret Joys of Bureaucracy, 
2015, etc.) is calling bullshit when it 

comes to the wage-slave economy.
Cleaning gym lockers; prepping potatoes for the fryer; 

giving sponge baths to hospice patients. Those are the “shit 
jobs.” But then there’s working as a corporate lawyer, as an 
administrative vice president in a state college, or as an HR 
mediator. Now, as Graeber puts it, we’re in provisional defi-
nition territory: “A bullshit job is a form of employment that 
is so completely pointless, unnecessary, or pernicious that 
even the employee cannot justify its existence even though 
the employee feels obliged to pretend that this is not the 
case.” By the author’s estimate, that’s about half the jobs in 
the economy, organized at the gracious consent of the mega-
wealthy for their benefit, with a whole slew of jobs, from fast-
food cook to dog walker, organized around the bullshit jobs 
to service the bullshit jobsters so that they can spend almost 
all their waking hours having at it. It’s a pretty cheerless view 
of the economy, but Graeber makes good points along the 
way, including the aside that the reason people hate union-
ized workers who do nonbullshit work—teaching elementary 
school, building cars—is precisely because they’re not stuck 
in bullshit jobs. The circularity aside, it makes for solid social 
criticism, especially when the author fine-tunes the defini-
tion: There are bullshit jobs, but within that broad category 
there are “duct-taping jobs,” the stuff IT guys do to keep the 
machines running instead of the company spending money to 
buy decent gear. There’s a logic to it all. As Orwell noted, “a 
population busy working, even at completely useless occupa-
tions, doesn’t have time to do much else.” Whence, as Graeber 
concludes, the eternal bullshit.

Overlong, but the book offers comfort to those who are 
performing the white-collar version of burger-flipping and 
hating every minute of it.

RECONSTRUCTION
A Concise History
Guelzo, Allen C.
Oxford Univ.  (176 pp.) 
$18.95  |  May 1, 2018
978-0-19-086569-6  

Eminent Civil War historian Guelzo 
examines the many reasons the Recon-
struction era, “the ugly duckling of Ameri-
can history,” ended in failure.

Reconstruction, the brainchild of Abraham Lincoln and car-
ried out—or not—by successors Andrew Johnson and Ulysses S. 
Grant, was meant to rebuild the rebellious Southern states and 
reincorporate them into the Union while altering their political 
structure to allow for the suffrage and citizens’ rights of former 
slaves. From 1865 to 1877, that federal project ground down before 
achieving its ambitions, though parts were put in place. As Guelzo 
(Director, Civil War Era Studies/Gettysburg Coll.; Redeeming the 
Great Emancipator, 2016, etc.) notes, there’s something in Recon-
struction for nearly everyone to hate but also something powerful 
by way of an object lesson: Much of the South’s “Lost Cause” myth 
was born in the time, as a pointed morality tale in resisting a tyr-
anny in which whites and not blacks were disenfranchised and the 
extraordinary levels of graft and corruption allowed do-gooders on 
all sides to point to the doomed effort with I-told-you-so smug-
ness. For all that, Reconstruction had to grapple with large issues: 
Were the states formerly in rebellion still states? Who was respon-
sible for paying Confederate debts? In the end, almost everyone 
concerned with the enterprise failed to press Reconstruction to its 
presumed end. Consequently, former slaveholders were restored 
to positions of power and influence that in turn subjected former 
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Sloane Crosley

HER LATEST ESSAY COLLECTION SUGGESTS SHE CAN WRITE 
ENGAGINGLY ABOUT NEARLY ANYTHING
By Megan Labrise

If Sloane Crosley republished her 2008 New York 
Times–bestselling debut essay collection, I Was Told 
There’d Be Cake, in 2018, it would still be dark and rich. 

“There’d just be more layers to it,” Crosley says 
by phone from New York City. “Let’s not ruin some-
thing that’s beloved, but I think it would be even bet-
ter, have a little more dimension...that comes with 
the realization that you don’t have to be the dancing 
monkey all the time.”

Arriving nearly 10 years to the day after its eldest 
sibling, Look Alive Out There (Apr. 3) joins a burgeon-
ing brood including How Did You Get This Number 
(2010) and the novel The Clasp (2015). Like the easy-
going change-of-life baby who, in adulthood, smokes 

everyone out at the family reunion, it is the groovy 
beneficiary of more confident and relaxed parenting. 

“I’ve eased up on making sure that everything is a 
pun, everything is a joke,” she says. “It works a little 
bit more when you’re younger, like stand-up comedy 
in print. But now, because I have a tiny bit of wisdom, 
a little bit of experience, and a little bit of depth, it 
seems weird to not use it.”

Look Alive Out There’s wisdom is often hard-won. 
In “Up the Down Volcano,” the costs are physical: 
Our dangerously underprepared heroine gets severe 
altitude sickness in Ecuador, attempting to climb Co-
topaxi on the recommendation of a hardy (terrible) 
Australian friend for a travel magazine assignment. 

“More than experiencing dehydration as your feet 
punch through the very substance that might other-
wise hydrate you,” Crosley writes, “loneliness is one 
of the elements. And no mountain guide in the world, 
good or bad, can protect you from that.”

The costs in the collection’s ultimate essay, “The 
Doctor Is a Woman,” are more emotional and finan-
cial. Contemplating potential parenthood, Crosley 
decides to freeze her eggs, a process that includes at-
tending a mandatory fertility-treatment preparatory 
class.

“We arrived in the order of what kind of parent we 
would be,” she writes. “Women who got there early 
and sat up front would be the kind of mom who put 
notes in their children’s lunchboxes. Women who 
sat in the second row would remember it was Purple 
Shirt Day the night before and do a stealth load of 
laundry. Women who sat in the back would let their 
kids drink in the basement.” (She arrives second to 
last.)

There’s a reason this essay—“the blood-on-the-
field essay,” she calls it—is the collection’s conclusion. 

“I feel like you have to earn it, before you start 
spilling your guts,” says Crosley, who alternates hearty 

Photo courtesy Ungano Agriodim
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courses with crisper, more palate-cleansing intersti-
tial fare in Look Alive Out There. “You have to sing for 
your supper, entertain people for a long time, before 
you get [to those] heavyweight essays with meat on 
the bone—then it’s sort of got dynamite strapped to 
it at the back end.”

It seems the older Crosley gets, the more her 
sight’s improving: “A smart, droll essay collection 
that is all over the map but focused by Crosley’s con-
sistently sharp eye,” Kirkus writes (starred review). 

Look Alive Out There bestows laughter with tiers.
“What humor does, a little bit, is say, you’re not 

alone,” she says. “Here is your army of freaks that 
think the same dark things are funny.”

Look Alive Out There received a starred review in the 
Feb. 1, 2018, issue. 

slaves to peonage, which, as one former slave put it, “is not the con-
dition of really freemen.” As seems so often the case in American 
history, African-Americans emerge the losers in Guelzo’s narrative. 
As he writes, it was not just property and economic freedom that 
fled them, but “what Southern blacks lost in wholesale amounts 
was political agency.” Thus the rise of Jim Crow laws and the spec-
tacle, 150 years after the end of the war, of continued disenfran-
chisement and de facto segregation.

Essential reading for the historically minded in a time 
of ongoing struggle for civil rights.

REPORTER 
A Memoir
Hersh, Seymour M.
Knopf (352 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Jun. 6, 2018
978-0-307-26395-7  

One of the most skilled investigative 
journalists in American history shares 
his saga in compelling detail.

Hersh (The Killing of Osama bin Laden, 
2016, etc.), who has won seemingly every 

major literary award and is often portrayed as gruffly relentless, 
shows his charming side as he recounts his Chicago childhood 
with a small-businessman father, a quietly supportive mother, 
and three siblings—a twin brother and twin sisters. A quick 
learner with a restless curiosity, Hersh began and abandoned 
several career paths while attending college. He slipped into a 
low-paying, unglamorous journalism job in Chicago, departed 
and returned to that career path several times, and then needed 
to figure out what to do after completing “six months as a grunt 
in the U.S. Army,” which “was not a transformative experi-
ence.” The city boy became a rural journalist in South Dakota, 
where his reporting initiative led to a book about controver-
sial chemical and biological weapons, freelance investigative 
exposés about massacres of Vietnamese civilians by American 
troops (reporting that led to his Pulitzer Prize in 1970), and, 
in 1972, a position at the New York Times as a reporter with the 
Washington bureau. Hersh takes readers behind the scenes as 
he exposes corrupt U.S. foreign policy, Defense Department 
bumbling in numerous wars, political coverups during Water-
gate, private sector corporate scandals, and torture tactics used 
by the U.S. government against alleged terrorists after 9/11. The 
author shares insightful (and sometimes searing) anecdotes 
about fellow journalists, presidents and their cronies, military 
generals, and numerous celebrities. Readers interested in a 
primer about investigative techniques will find Hersh a gen-
erous teacher. He explains why he tends to be a loner, zigging 
when other journalists are zagging. Hersh discloses little about 
his wife and children, but otherwise, candor is the driving force 
in this outstanding book.

Rarely has a journalist’s memoir come together so well, 
with admirable measures of self-deprecation, transparent 
pride, readable prose style, and honesty. (16 pages of photos. 
First printing of 75,000)
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CALL ME AMERICAN 
A Memoir
Iftin, Abdi Nor
Knopf (320 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Jun. 19, 2018
978-1-5247-3219-6  

Born to extreme poverty in 1985 in 
war-torn Somalia, Iftin chronicles the 
extraordinary obstacles he overcame to 
obtain residency in the United States.

The author’s parents—and almost 
everybody of their generation in a lower-caste Somalian tribe—
lived outdoors as nomads, raising camels and goats. They had 
never heard of the U.S. and only had a vague idea of Somalia as 
a diverse nation that had been colonized by Italy. Six years after 
Iftin’s birth and shortly after a devastating war with Ethiopia, 
Somalia descended into a tribal civil war that left millions dead, 
starving to death, or homeless. Amid a seemingly hopeless life 
filled with daily study of the Quran and corporal punishment 
from teachers if the memorization was less than perfect, a pre-
teen Iftin became a combination of dreamer for a better life 
and street hustler to supply his family with scraps of food. He 
found a way into a ramshackle video store, where he violated 
Muslim tenets to view American movies, painstakingly repeat-
ing phrases to himself to learn English. “The things I saw in the 
movies seemed unreachable,” he writes, “but at least I could 
learn the language they spoke.” Eventually, the narrative shifts 
from his life of quiet desperation on the streets to his then-
unrealistic plan to leave Somalia. The author reached a fetid 
refugee camp in Kenya and was able to obtain a visa to enter the 
U.S., where he knew nobody. Explaining how Iftin reached the 
U.S. would involve a series of spoilers, but suffice it to say that 
he did achieve entry four years ago, after which he found lodg-
ing, paid work, and formal education in Maine, where he plans 
to attend college. The author felt secure and optimistic there 
until the election of Donald Trump.

A searing memoir filled with horrors that impressively 
remains upbeat, highly inspiring, and always educational.

ROBIN
Itzkoff, Dave
Henry Holt (544 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 15, 2018
978-1-62779-424-4  

A New York Times culture reporter 
uses both straight reporting and insight-
ful analysis in the first major biography 
of Robin Williams (1951-2014).

After discovering his talents as a 
comedian and actor in his late teens, 

Williams was clearly going places—but where? As Billy Crystal 
described one of Williams’ early performances in the book, “it 
was like trying to catch a comet with a baseball glove.” With 
his madcap stage antics, trademark rainbow suspenders, and 

rapid-fire shifting from character to character, he mesmerized 
audiences everywhere, first in the small comedy clubs of New 
York, then on TV, and eventually in Hollywood films. “But who 
was he?” So asks Itzkoff (Mad as Hell: The Making of Network and 
the Fateful Vision of the Angriest Man in Movies, 2014, etc.) in the 
prologue of this comprehensive examination of Williams’ long 
career as an actor, family man, and friend. The author portrays 
an artist who, though not necessarily tormented, was driven by 
his insecurities and addictive personality to seek constant and 
immediate validation through his performances. From a stint 
at Juilliard, through his early success with Mork & Mindy, and 
finally his big breaks with Good Morning, Vietnam, Dead Poets 
Society, and Aladdin, Itzkoff chronicles his career arc and friend-
ships with the likes of Christopher Reeve, Billy Crystal, and 
Richard Pryor, among countless others. Through their perspec-
tives, along with those of his parents, children, and wives, the 
author draws out the many different Robins the world has come 
to know—but as the Itzkoff shows, there was so much more. 
His suicide came as a major blow to nearly everyone around him, 
and many are still puzzled by this final act from an artist who 
seemed to have it all. Itzkoff explores all the theories, including 
the surprising and probable one involving Lewy body disease, 
which caused crippling dementia and robbed Williams of his 
ability to perform.

In this solidly reported and much-anticipated book, 
Itzkoff delivers a revealing portrait of the motivations 
of a quiet comic genius whose explosive persona moved 
millions.

I FIND YOUR LACK OF 
FAITH DISTURBING
Star Wars and the Triumph of 
Geek Culture
Jameson, A.D.
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 8, 2018
978-0-374-53736-4  

In defense of our new geek overlords.
Rather than offering a superfan’s love 

letter to Lucasfilm, Jameson (99 Things to 
Do When You Have the Time, 2013, etc.) takes aim at the larger 
trends in entertainment media that Star Wars initiated. Geek 
art, whether involving sci-fi, fantasy, and/or superheroes, con-
stitutes both a mindset and an aesthetic approach: the creation 
and consumption of imaginary new worlds with consistent 
internal logics. The author’s mission is not simply to tell the 
story of how a series of “geek milestones”—like The Matrix or 
the liberation of superheroes from the dustbin of 1960s com-
ics—transformed once-isolated interests into mainstream 
blockbusters. He wants us to stop scoffing at video games, sci-fi 
novels, comic books, collectible figurines, gamer culture, and 
superhero movies and to re-evaluate them as legitimate, com-
plex, uplifting, and profound art forms (with the corollary that 
we also hail the rise of nerdcentric movies as the latest gen-
eration of great American cinema). Jameson takes umbrage 

In this solidly reported and much-anticipated book, Itzkoff 
delivers a revealing portrait of the motivations of a quiet comic 

genius whose explosive persona moved millions.
robin
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 “A worthwhile 
study in tenacity.” 

—Booklist 

“An intriguing…reimagining 
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partnerships of the 19th century.”  

—Kirkus Reviews 
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Bernice Yeung

THE JOURNALIST’S TIMELY EXPOSÉ OF WORKPLACE HARASSMENT 
ALSO REVEALS HOPE FOR CHANGE
By Rachel Sugar

For Georgina Hernández, the harassment started pretty 
much her first day on the job cleaning the lobby of a Los An-
geles hotel on the night shift. It was verbal at first, nonstop 
advances, unwanted flirting, but it escalated: On the upper 
deck of the parking garage, he raped her. He told her not to 
tell anyone, so she didn’t. He raped her again. “When you 
need the job,” she tells journalist Bernice Yeung in the open-
ing chapter of In A Day’s Work: The Fight to End Sexual Violence 

Against America’s Most Vulnerable Workers (Mar. 20), “you be-
come the victim of others. That’s why you deal with every-
thing, all of the harassment. You deal with discrimination, 
everything. You deal with it because you need the job.” 

Hernández is hardly alone. 
“I’ve just always been very struck by the concept of jus-

tice,” says Yeung, by phone from her office in Emeryville, 

California. “Maybe it’s because I grew up watching too 
much television involving courtroom narratives.” For 
the better half of a decade, she’s been working with Re-
veal, the publishing arm of the Center for Investigative 
Reporting, to investigate sexual assault of women immi-
grants working in largely invisible industries: farmwork-
ers; night janitors, like Hernández; domestic caretakers. 

“There’s this idea that somehow the legal system and 
the criminal justice system will deliver justice,” Yeung 
says. And then, her senior year in the journalism pro-
gram at Northwestern, she took an investigative report-
ing class, digging into cases of wrongful conviction as 
part of the school’s Innocence Project. The mist—that 
the justice system begets justice—“was shattered.” Now, 
she wanted to understand how laws function, whether 
they function, who they function for, if they even func-
tion how lawmakers intended them to function. “It was 
a complete game-changer,” she recalls. “Just seeing how 
journalism can have a public interest application and 
impact was really powerful.” 

So when, years later, she got the chance to join the 
reporting team at the CIR to investigate sexual assault 
among farmworkers, she jumped at it. “It was exactly 
the story I wanted to do,” she says. It was a story about 
what happens when there’s a gap between policy and re-
ality and a story about what happens, on a human scale, 
to the people living in that gap. 

That first story, “Rape in the Fields,” was a “monster 
collaboration” between the CIR and PBS’ Frontline, Uni-
vision, and later KQED. It was multiplatform, reported 
on television, on the radio, in print. It was huge—and 
the story was only getting bigger. A source for the farm-
workers project mentioned workplace sexual assault 
was an issue for night-shift janitors, too, which led to an-
other investigation and another multimedia series. The 
book builds on that work but pushes further, too. “I also 
saw an opportunity to really explore some of the ques-
tions that had come up for me around how we respond 
to sexual harassment,” she says.

“Reporting [sexual assault] is important,” but as the 
book illustrates all too well, “reporting doesn’t always 

Photo courtesy Rachel de Leon
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at decades of uptight movie reviewers who have dismissed 
the undeniable popularity of Star Wars, especially those who 
accused George Lucas of irrevocably skewing the entire film 
industry toward such childish pleasures as outlandish storylines 
and happy endings. The author rejects the dichotomy between 
realism and fantasy, arguing that Lucas showed how the exploits 
of aliens in a far-flung galaxy can be just as detailed and realis-
tic as the grittiest new Hollywood flick. Jameson rhapsodizes 
about his analog adolescence and the uphill-both-ways strug-
gle that was pre-internet geekdom, but his college essay–level 
arguments won’t win over those who sneer at the latest Marvel 
miniseries or balk at adult board games. Indeed, the book would 
probably most appeal to the group for which it is not written—
i.e., his fellow fanatics, who probably know this stuff already but 
can never get enough.

A book that might prove useful to fellow gen-Xers who 
find themselves outside geek culture or those who have 
resisted the force of fantasy all these years but who now 
wish to learn what all the phantom menace is about.

PLANET FUNNY 
How Comedy Took Over 
Our Culture
Jennings, Ken
Scribner (336 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 29, 2018
978-1-5011-0058-1  

In his second departure from quiz-
show fare, Jennings (Because I Said So!: The 
Truth Behind the Myths, Tales, and Warnings 
Every Generation Passes Down to Its Kids, 

2012, etc.) tracks the development of an abiding personal pas-
sion: comedy.

The author assembles a concise but thorough history of 
the sweeping trends in American humor that have led to our 
present situation, in which comedy serves as the cultural lingua 
franca, so central to our ways of interacting, consuming, and 
producing that it is taken for granted. In this groundswell of 

“laughterhood,” Jennings hears the rumblings of a not-so-distant 
time when we will reach “peak comedy,” an opinion he shares 
with Simpsons writer Tim Long: “I don’t think you can go that 
much faster than people are going now.” Jennings frets over 
oversaturation and whether the increasingly frenetic pace of 
comedy (measured in JPM, or jokes per minute) might feed into 
our widespread anxieties, with a worldwide web of people typ-
ing “that’s funny” but never really laughing, too caught up in get-
ting the next joke to pause and develop deeper senses of humor 
and too busy searching for the laugh to deal with the tragic or 
the truly serious. In a more hopeful projection, the author sees 
Twitter exchanges making us all funnier, its circulating joke cycle 
forming the training wheels for quick thinking, the learnable 
part of wit. Jennings downplays his fame as a “professional ex-
game show contestant” (the winningest champion on Jeopardy! 
to date, for all the Rip van Winkles out there). A self-professed 
comedy geek, he switches from the funnyman’s thinking guy to 
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result in outcomes that are better,” she says. “I would 
love to see people put a lot more energy and time and 
resources into prevention, so nobody” has to be the vic-
tim of harassment “and #MeToo doesn’t have to be a 
thing.”

And it’s starting to happen; increasingly, there are 
initiatives designed to stop the harassment from ever 
happening in the first place. “I think we have models 
for how the situation can be improved,” Yeung says. “I 
don’t feel hopeless about it.” And she doesn’t want you 
to feel hopeless about it either. “I want people to rec-
ognize the incredible resiliency of so many of the wom-
en that we’ve met along the way in our reporting,” she 
says—many of whom have gone on to become activists 
for change.

“Just being able to observe [Hernández] and her per-
sonal transformation was so uplifting and amazing to 
me that I always thought about her when I’d get a little 
bit stuck,” Yeung says. “And I wanted the public, hope-
fully, to see some of that too.”

Rachel Sugar is a writer living in New York. In a Day’s 
Work received a starred review in the Feb. 15, 2018, issue. 
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the thinking man’s funny guy depending on whether the com-
edy or the geek is uppermost. Let us hope that the author has 
geeked out in some other areas he’d like to share with the class.

This book is full of good sense and meaningful inter-
views, and it would be difficult to find a smarter or more 
satisfying treatment of a subject so evanescent and idiosyn-
cratic as comedy.

CONCEIVABILITY
What I Learned Exploring the 
Frontiers of Fertility
Katkin, Elizabeth L.
Simon & Schuster (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jun. 19, 2018
978-1-5011-4236-9  

A chronicle of the great lengths one 
woman went through to conceive and 
birth two children.

Denver-based lawyer Katkin was 
sure she wanted children. Like many women, she assumed it 
was much harder to avoid pregnancy than to become pregnant. 
However, after her first miscarriage, she began to realize that 
becoming a mother wasn’t as easy as she originally thought—
but she wasn’t going to give up. As the years progressed—years 
filled with more miscarriages, hormone injections, in vitro fer-
tilizations, and so many doctors’ appointments that she lost 
track—her determination to have children only grew stronger. 
In her debut memoir, the author shares the various methods 
she and her husband used to finally have two healthy children 
in their lives. She thoroughly examines the medical side of her 
treatments, giving readers an in-depth accounting of hormone 
shots, the way the female body functions pre/during/and post 
pregnancy, the role a healthy uterus plays in keeping an embryo 
viable, and the effectiveness of acupuncture and Chinese medi-
cine alongside IVF. Katkin discusses the inadequacies found in 
the United States when it comes to helping women deal with 
infertility issues and how patients become consumers, “shop-
ping” for the best clinic when there are few standards, lax reg-
ulations, and almost no data on success rates to help patients 
make informed decisions. She shows how other countries 
around the world have far better information and rates of suc-
cess than the U.S., which will lead some readers to question if 
they should look outside the U.S. for help with similar matters. 
Katkin also incorporates the stories of other couples, giving a 
wide-angle look at the pros and cons of medical intervention, 
the use of surrogate mothers, and the extreme measures many 
will go to in order to have a baby.

A well-researched, informative, and positive account of 
a very long journey to motherhood.

MISDEMEANORLAND
Criminal Courts and Social 
Control in an Age of Broken 
Windows Policing
Kohler-Hausmann, Issa
Princeton Univ.  (320 pp.) 
$29.95  |  May 1, 2018
978-0-691-17430-3  

An in-depth study of misdemeanor 
justice in New York City.

In 1994, the city initiated “Broken 
Windows” (or quality-of-life) policing, under which low-level 
offenses—noise complaints, panhandling, public drunkenness, 
etc.—became important enforcement priorities in an effort to 
restore a “society of civility” and prevent minor criminals from 
growing into major criminals. The approach, championed by 
Police Commissioner William Bratton, has since been widely 
adopted elsewhere. In this startling scholarly debut, Kohler-
Hausmann (Law and Sociology/Yale Univ.) explores what hap-
pened to all those arrests when they arrived in the criminal 
courts. After three years of research and interviews, she finds 
the hundreds of thousands of individuals who flooded the lower 
courts—“almost exclusively poor people of color from the 
city’s most disadvantaged neighborhoods”—did not face sen-
tences based on guilt or innocence. Rather, their arrests were 
used as a form of social control. Each defendant underwent a 
process of sorting, testing, and monitoring, aimed at gathering 
information to help identify “potential deviants” for later court 
encounters. Under this managerial rather than adjudicative 
approach, the courts exerted their power through “the tech-
niques of marking through criminal justice record keeping, the 
procedural hassle of case processing [long waits, filthy conditions, 
frequent court appearances, etc.], and mandated performance 
[drug treatment, community service, etc.] evaluated by court 
actors.” Based on a dissertation and burdened by the weight 
of its scholarly apparatus, the book steps gingerly around the 
troublesome conclusion that “Broken Windows” arrests in New 
York are being used to keep close tabs on repeat minor offend-
ers and to keep the lid on heavily policed black and Hispanic 
communities. While overly detailed, it offers vivid examples of 
the courtroom experiences of illegal peddlers, squeegee clean-
ers, and other subfelony offenders and raises innumerable ques-
tions about “Broken Windows,” how its information-collecting 
and surveillance aspects live on in the courts, and the ongoing 
relationship between disadvantaged New Yorkers and the crim-
inal justice system.

An important, first-of-its-kind book. (33 b/w illustrations; 
1 table)
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THE MIRAGE FACTORY
Illusion, Imagination, and 
the Invention of Los Angeles
Krist, Gary
Crown (432 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 15, 2018
978-0-451-49638-6  

The birth of modern-day Los Ange-
les viewed through the prism of three of 
its most ardent advocates.

Krist carries forward the methodol-
ogy he employed in his masterful portraits of Chicago (City of 
Scoundrels, 2012) and New Orleans (Empire of Sin, 2014), here 
applying his skills to LA, “the grand metropolis that never 
should have been.” The fact that the sprawling megalopolis 
even exists today is something of a small miracle, partly made 
possible by the early visionaries that championed the city’s 
dreams. As the author notes, rightly, “it was no sensible place 
to build a great city,” offering “few of the inducements to set-
tlement and growth found near major cities in other places.” 
Darting between a macro and micro viewpoint, the author 
maintains his sharp focus on three primary subjects. The man 
with the plan was fabled engineer William Mulholland, whose 
infamous aqueduct and regional dams brought vital water to 
the city. The one with the dreams was D.W. Griffith, the frus-
trated actor who became a successful director and producer 
and transformed the movies from a novelty to a revolutionary 
medium. Finally, the true believer was Aimee Semple McPher-
son, a Pentecostal evangelist who used her celebrity to enrap-
ture the troubled souls of LA. Through these three actors, 
Krist effectively demonstrates the massive opportunities the 
city represented in the early days of the 20th century as well 
as the personal tragedies that ultimately brought these dream-
ers low. Although the author unearths little that is historically 
groundbreaking, his dramatic portrayals of politics, scandals, 
sabotage, and bombings make for a rich, rewarding read. He 
also generates enormous sympathy for these flawed futurists, 
portraying not only the heights they reached in their respec-
tive careers, but also their radical falls from grace. Their fates 
ranged from an accidental demise to an unforgivable tragedy 
to that most acute of Hollywood endings: irrelevance.

An entertaining, intertwined tale of triumph, hubris, 
and Manifest Destiny in the city of angels.

THE DESIGN OF CHILDHOOD
How the Material World 
Shapes Independent Kids
Lange, Alexandra
Bloomsbury (416 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-1-63286-635-6  

An informative road map for those 
who want to maximize their children’s 
material environment.

When architecture critic Lange 
(The Dot-Com City: Silicon Valley Urbanism, 2014, etc.) had her 
first child, she “came to see each successive stage of childhood 
development as an opportunity for encounters with larger and 
more complex environments.” Her approach is primarily his-
torical and design-focused as she explores five specific topics 
that make up the “designed-for-childhood environment”: blocks, 
house, school, playground, and city. Corrugated cardboard boxes 
appeared in the 1870s, and children quickly saw their appeal as 
playthings. Wooden beads and blocks gained popularity around 
1900. Blocks designed by Friedrich Froebel, the inventor of kin-
dergarten, became popular when Milton Bradley began manufac-
turing them in the 1870s. Lange then traces the development and 
sophistication of blocks from the Danish LEGO (leg godt or “play 
well”) to “Minecraft” to Zoob, each crucial to stimulating chil-
dren’s imaginations. Next up is house; as the author writes, chil-
dren “need furnishings couched to their frames but also to their 
abilities.” The high chair dawned in the 1830s, followed by kid-
size dishes. In 1929, Parents magazine featured the “Whole-Fam-
ily House.” Lange teaches us about Maria Montessori, the “magic 
of the storage wall,” and the significance of Peter Opsvik’s multi-
purpose Tripp Trapp chair. School focuses on how “pedagogy and 
architecture go hand in hand.” The first spaces in America called 

“play grounds” were created in Boston in 1885 out of piles of sand, 
and the first jungle gym was installed in Winnetka, Illinois, in 
1920. Lange argues that “segregating children’s play from the flow 
of urban life creates its own problems.” She hands out A ratings to 
cities (Rotterdam, Oslo, Seattle) who are redesigning city spaces 
in terms of children’s welfare. Disneyland gets an A-plus for its 
exemplary “child-friendly outdoor environment.”

Parents and educators will discover a wealth of infor-
mation to inspire and help “make childhood a better place.” 
(b/w photos throughout)

ROOTED COSMOPOLITANS
Jews and Human Rights in 
the Twentieth Century
Loeffler, James
Yale Univ. (384 pp.) 
$32.50  |  May 4, 2018
978-0-300-21724-7  

The history of a campaign for a uni-
versal bill of human rights that generated 
fierce controversy.

Parents and educators will discover a wealth of information
to inspire and help “make childhood a better place.”

the design of childhood
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cultural critics and 
feminist saints  

ASK ME ABOUT MY UTERUS: 
A Quest to Make Doctors 
Believe in Women’s Pain  
by Abby Norman 
(Mar. 6)

VISIONARY WOMEN: 
How Rachel Carson, Jane Jacobs, Jane Goodall, 
and Alice Waters Changed Our World   
by Andrea Barnet 
(Mar. 13)

STEALING THE SHOW: 
How Women Are 
Revolutionizing Television   
by Joy Press 
(Mar. 6)

100 PLAYS FOR THE FIRST HUNDRED DAYS  
by Suzan-Lori Parks 
(Apr. 3)

THE DEATH OF TRUTH   
by Michiko Kakutani 
(July 17)

DOPESICK: 
Dealers, Doctors, and the Drug 
Company that Addicted America 
by Beth Macy 
(Aug. 7)

LIGHTING THE FIRES OF 
FREEDOM: 
African American Women in 
the Civil Rights Movement   
by Janet Dewart Bell 
(May 8)

BRAZEN: 
Rebel Ladies Who Rocked 
the World   
by Pénélope Bagieu 
trans. by Montana Kane 
(Mar. 6)

THIS WILL BE MY 
UNDOING: 
Living at the Intersection of 
Black, Female, and Feminist in 
(White) America   
by Morgan Jerkins 
(Jan. 31)

THE LITTLE BOOK 
OF FEMINIST SAINTS 
by Julia Pierpont; 
illus. by Manjit Thapp 
(Apr. 10)
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Between 1800 and 1940, argues historian Loeffler (His-
tory and Jewish Studies/Univ. of Virginia; The Most Musical 
Nation: Jews and Culture in the Late Russian Empire, 2010), the 
term “human rights” hardly appeared in international law. The 
phrase surfaced in the middle of World War II but had little 
to do with the Holocaust. As reflected in the 1948 adoption 
of the U.N. Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the idea 
was intended “to replace the discredited minority rights ideal” 
with a broadly applicable manifesto. Despite being “the brain-
child of American policy makers and intellectuals,” the pursuit 
of human rights involved five Jewish leaders whom the author 
profiles in a thorough, well-grounded, and often surprising 
history: Polish-born Hersch Zvi Lauterpacht, a lawyer who 
insisted that any declaration of human rights must be preceded 
by laws; American philanthropist Jacob Blaustein, a soft-spoken 
oil tycoon who became chairman of the American Jewish Com-
mittee; Rabbi Maurice Perlzweig, a British Zionist leader; Lith-
uanian lawyer and newspaper publisher Jacob Robinson, “one 
of Europe’s foremost champions of minority rights” and “the 
ultimate internationalist”; and Amnesty International founder 
Peter Benenson, a Zionist youth activist who sympathized with 
Palestinian Arab refugees, a convert to Catholic mysticism, 
and a lawyer “disenchanted with the law.” Defining and apply-
ing human rights incited vehement debate. At the first session 
of the Commission on Human Rights, held in 1947, members 
began by arguing “about the philosophical meaning of rights.” 
A declaration draft that emerged contained 400 pages of com-
mentary, each revealing “more ideological clashes.” A Saudi rep-
resentative denounced it “as a forcible imposition of ‘Western 
civilization’ on the Islamic world” because it advocated freedom 
of marriage and religion. Inextricably entangled in the ongoing 
debates was the connection of human rights to anti-Semitism, 
Zionism, and the Middle East conflict. Zionism, recast as a 

“symbol of moral parochialism,” was seen “as the singular enemy 
of international human rights.”

A revealing account of complex aspirations for global 
justice.

THE TRAGEDY OF 
BENEDICT ARNOLD
An American Life
Malcolm, Joyce Lee
Pegasus (416 pp.) 
$27.95  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-68177-737-5  

An attempt to bring understanding, 
if not forgiveness, to the story of Bene-
dict Arnold (1741-1801).

Examining a variety of primary 
sources, including Russell M. Lea’s 2008 publication of Arnold’s 
war correspondence and other Arnold papers “recently discov-
ered in Quebec,” Malcolm (George Mason Univ. School of Law; 
Peter’s War: A New England Slave Boy and the American Revolution, 
2009, etc.) dives further into the psyche of the man synonymous 
with the word “traitor.” His ability as a soldier, acknowledged 

even by the British, and continued heroics indicate a truly tal-
ented, heroic patriot who dedicated his life, lost his fortune, 
and suffered crippling injury for the American cause. Arnold 
was also rash and impetuous, and his pride and successes 
made many enemies. The micromanaging of the Army by the 
Congress made such rivalries more common, as they often 
appointed ill-qualified but well-connected leaders. After Ticon-
deroga, Arnold led a heroic trek through the bleak winter land-
scape to meet up with Gen. Philip Schuyler at Montreal. But 
Col. Roger Enos abandoned that trek and left with a third of 
Arnold’s force. Even so, Arnold was successful at Montreal and 
then built a fleet of shallow draft boats on Lake Champlain to 
block the British. At Saratoga, Gen. Horatio Gates disliked him 
intensely and confined Arnold to his tent. Not to be held back, 
he led the leaderless army to turn the battle, but he was also 
grievously injured. George Washington sent him to Philadel-
phia to lead, a huge mistake since Arnold had very little political 
ability. He was often denied pay and promotions, and a series of 
false accusations pushed him over the edge. Others would suf-
fer similarly and resign their commissions, but Arnold felt the 
war was lost and turned to the British. The author does her best 
to paint her subject as underappreciated—and is mostly suc-
cessful in that endeavor—and she rejects the accusations that 
his wife drove him to treason.

Readers will decide if Arnold’s choices were forced 
upon him or if he was, indeed, flawed. Malcolm provides 
plenty to consider. (8 pages of photos)

BUTTERFLY
From Refugee to Olympian—
My Story of Rescue, Hope, 
and Triumph
Mardini, Yusra
St. Martin’s (256 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 22, 2018
978-1-250-18440-5  

The extraordinary tale of a Syrian 
woman’s journey from her war-torn 
country all the way to the 2016 Summer 

Olympics in Brazil.
In 2004, at the age of 6, UNHCR Goodwill Ambassa-

dor Mardini watched as American swimmer Michael Phelps 
won one gold medal after another at the Olympics. From that 
moment on, she wanted to do the same. It helped that her 
father was a swimming coach and that he pushed her and her 
sister, Sara, to swim daily at their local pool in Damascus. “Dad 
wants us to be the best swimmers. The very best. On earth. 
Ever,” writes the author. “His expectations are astronomical, 
and we’re expected to keep up....Dad has us both living like 
soldiers.” As the years passed, Mardini won numerous com-
petitions. Then the war began, and she and her family were 
forced to move multiple times to avoid the violence. As teens, 
the author and her sister fled the country, crossing from Turkey 
to Greece by sea, where they had to swim in rough seas when 
the boat engine failed, before making their way to Germany, 
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Readers will decide if Arnold’s choices were forced upon him or if 
he was indeed, flawed. Malcolm provides plenty to consider.

the tragedy of benedict arnold
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where Mardini was able to begin training again. In this mov-
ing, action-packed first-person account, the author shares the 
details of her journey from novice swimmer to Olympian. She 
eloquently describes the physical, emotional, and psychologi-
cal hardships of leaving her home country and entering a new 
realm with the label “refugee” on her back. She had very little 
money and no personal possessions except a few clothes and her 
phone. Mardini had to endure terror, extreme hunger, and deep 
despair, but she also celebrates the friendships forged during 
those moments and the inspiring drive that kept her focused on 
her childhood goal of being an Olympic swimmer and of being 
a voice for refugees everywhere.

A rousing, exciting true story of remarkable resilience.

IN A NARROW GRAVE
Essays on Texas
McMurtry, Larry
Liveright/Norton (208 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  May 29, 2018
978-1-63149-353-9  

A reissue of the 1968 volume of gen-
tly connected essays by the author of The 
Last Picture Show (1966) and myriad other 
notable works about the Southwest.

Surprisingly, McMurtry’s essays from 
a half-century ago possess enduring relevance. One of his themes 
is the end of the cowboy era and the exodus from the ranch to 
the city and suburbs. He writes at the outset that he wanted 
an elegiac tone, and he achieved it—witness his final clause 
in the book: “it can never be again.” Throughout, the author 
writes about the passing of the old ways: from the deaths of 
beloved older relatives (Texas was aswarm with McMurtrys) to 
the evanescence of the small towns to some of the depressing 
features he observes in Texas cities. San Antonio, he writes, is 

“the one truly lovely city in the state.” Younger readers may need 
to consult Google for some of the McMurtry’s references. An 
early essay, for example, deals with the filming of Hud (1963), 
based on his 1961 novel, Horseman, Pass By, and even the stars’ 
names, once iconic, have faded into history’s fog (except Paul 
Newman): Melvyn Douglas, Patricia Neal et al. It’s sometimes 
startling in these pages to read about the “new” presidency of 
Lyndon Johnson, the opening of the Astrodome, and other 
long-ago events. Occasionally, the 1968 McMurtry could be a 
little insensitive about how his words might sound 50 years later, 
as when, attending a fiddle event, he comments about how he 
saw no pretty women there—and he looked all day. These reser-
vations aside, it is exciting to return to these essays and to hear 
McMurtry’s young, vibrant voice echoing throughout. One 
especially memorable essay records a drive he took around the 
entire state; through his eyes, we see the reality of his themes.

The energy of youth and intelligence and possibility 
thrum through these pages.

SOMEBODY I USED TO KNOW
A Memoir
Mitchell, Wendy
Ballantine (272 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-5247-9791-1  

How a woman’s diagnosis of early-
onset Alzheimer’s changed her life.

It crept up on Mitchell gradually as 
a general feeling of tiredness and a fuzzi-
ness to her thinking, then one day, she fell, 

and a few weeks later, fell again, her coordination definitely off. 
Cognitive tests revealed the diagnosis of early-onset Alzheim-
er’s, and Mitchell felt her world slowly slide away in forgotten 
bits and pieces. In this moving, well-written memoir, Mitchell 
relates how her life inevitably changed; she went from a person 
whose work required her to remember tremendous amounts of 
information to someone who didn’t understand the computer 
system she had navigated so easily; she needed to leave herself 
reminders on her phone and notes on the floor to eat and take 
her medications; she no longer dared drive and felt anxious rid-
ing the bus or walking in unknown neighborhoods. Yet, once 
she was forced to retire, her life was still full; she reached out 
to others with the same diagnosis, gave talks on the topic, and 
engaged in research projects that might help someone in the 
future. Mitchell’s sharing of the personal details of her mental 
decline helps readers thoroughly understand the scariness and 
confusion that Alzheimer’s patients go through as they gradu-
ally lose the ability to take care of themselves and perform daily 
tasks that used to be done by rote. She triumphantly shows 
methods she used to help overcome some of her setbacks so 
she could continue to live independently, offering others with 
this disease examples of what can be done. The journey con-
tinues to grow harder, but Mitchell obviously refuses to give up, 
as evidenced by her writing this poignant statement of her life 
after the diagnosis.

A sensitive, affective, and moving chronicle of how a 
woman with Alzheimer’s has refused to let the disease 
completely rule her life.

NO ASHES IN THE FIRE
Coming of Age Black and 
Free in America
Moore, Darnell L.
Nation Books (256 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 29, 2018
978-1-56858-948-0  

Affecting memoir that looks back on 
surviving a hardscrabble childhood and 
learning to thrive as a queer black man.

Journalist Moore casts his debut as 
an open-hearted exploration of faith, fluid sexuality, and the 
myriad challenges of being a black American when advance-
ment seems elusive as ever. His parents were teenagers, so he 

An engaging meditation on identity and creativity
within challenging settings.

no ashes in the fire



grew up among a loving, fractious extended family: “Too many 
people, which meant there was too much love and there were 
too many arguments.” The author writes powerfully about 
his home city of Camden, New Jersey, during an era of crack 
and decline following the white flight of the 1970s. “To claim 
love for a city so denigrated by the US media,” he writes, “is 
to contradict every idea Camden residents have been socialized 
to accept.” As a child in this rough environment, Moore was 
perceived as different, making him a target of neighborhood 
bullies, culminating in a horrific scene where they attempted 
to burn him alive: “The feeling of embarrassment was as over-
powering as the bitter smell of the gas that emanated from my 
body.” As a teenager, Moore tried to present a front of masculin-
ity while gravitating toward his few courageously out gay class-
mates as friends. “Queerness is magic for those brave enough to 
make use of it,” he writes, “but it can feel poisonous for those 
who have yet to give in to its power.” The author drove him-
self toward academic achievement, understanding the odds 
against him. At Seton Hall University, despite exploring both 
hedonistic hookups and a deepening religious faith, he still felt 
unsettled as to his identity until he began teaching, later becom-
ing involved in youth programs and activism and finally coming 
out to his mother. “Her acceptance was more healing than any 
prayer,” he writes. Moore writes deftly in passages that purpose-
fully meander to present a broad, socially engaged tableau of his 
experiences, though some of his observations can be repetitive.

An engaging meditation on identity and creativity 
within challenging settings.

OLD IN ART SCHOOL
A Memoir of Starting Over
Painter, Nell Irvin
Counterpoint (320 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jun. 19, 2018
978-1-64009-061-3  

A noted historian tells about her dar-
ing career move to become an artist.

At the age of 64, Painter (American 
History, Emerita, Princeton Univ.; The 
History of White People, 2010, etc.), presi-

dent of the prestigious Organization of American Historians, 
former director of the Association of Black Women Histori-
ans, and author of seven books, enrolled as an undergraduate at 
Mason Gross School of the Arts of Rutgers University. In a can-
did, captivating memoir, the author recounts her experiences 
at Rutgers and in a Master of Fine Arts Program at the Rhode 
Island School of Design, which raised for her salient questions 
about identity, creativity, ageism, and racism. Some teachers 
proclaimed that she would never become an Artist because she 

“lacked an essential component, some ineffable inner quality.” 
Although as a professor she believed heartily that skills could be 
learned through seriousness, persistence, discipline, and hard 
work, she felt her teachers’ condemnation “piercing my stu-
dent’s psyche,” causing her to question her ability and the qual-
ity of her work. Often discouraged, still she defiantly pursued 

two goals: “to make work that engaged the eye” and to celebrate, 
in portraits, her “intellectual women friends.” One teacher dis-
missed her second goal as mere “illustration.” As to the first, she 
discovered throughout her art education the vagaries of crite-
ria used to assess quality. During her first year at RISD, she felt 
reduced to a “pathetic, insecure little stump,” unsure whether 
her teachers and classmates “were critiquing me, old-black-
woman-totally-out-of-place, or critiquing my work, which was 
not good enough.” Painter admits having felt like a misfit in art 
school, which leads her to reflect about ageism and racism (both 
rampant in the rarefied art world). Awarded studio residencies, 
including an artist-scholar residency at Yale, she proved her 
worth. The author offers perceptive insights about the mean-
ing of art: the difference between thinking like a historian and 
an artist; the “contented concentration” she feels when making 
art; and the works of many black artists.

A spirited chronicle of transformation and personal 
triumph.

THE ART OF GATHERING
How We Meet and 
Why It Matters
Parker, Priya
Riverhead (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 15, 2018
978-1-59463-492-5  

Wherever two or more of you gather, 
you’re probably doing it wrong.

The reason that most of us hate 
meetings is that meetings are so hate-

ful: They’re too often aimless and endless, poorly conducted 
and seldom meaningfully concluded. Parker—founder of a 
company that specializes in “transformative gatherings” and a 
sort of Martha Stewart of the conference table—identifies the 
common errors that go into gathering, which she helpfully, if 
perhaps obviously, glosses as “the conscious bringing together 
of people for a reason.” The “for a reason” bit is key, for the 
act of bringing people together can seem like an afterthought, 
seldom planned through from beginning to end and a font of 
missed opportunities. The first step, writes the author, is “com-
mitting to a bold, sharp purpose,” with milestones along the 
way that include plenty of reminders for why the attendees are 
there in the first place. Parker nicely explores and sometimes 
explodes conventions: Must a baby shower be the exclusive turf 
of women? Can people who hate meetings be persuaded that 
they’re something other than a “Massive Exciting Opportunity 
for a Panic Attack”? To the detriment of a book that focuses on 
sharp significance, the author sometimes allows her anecdotes 
on successful and unsuccessful gathering to run on until they’re 
out of steam, violating her own principle: “If you are going to 
hold your guests captive, you had better do it well.” And read-
ers who detest business jargon won’t be happy with phrases 
like, “we didn’t gauge their buy-in.” Fortunately, such lapses are 
outweighed by Parker’s enthusiastically delivered formulas for 
better get-togethers, from “sprout speeches” to accepting that 
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time is fleeting and that the good planner will strive to make a 
meeting different and memorable.

Useful to those whose job it is to plan meetings, confer-
ences, and the like and a worthy survival manual for con-
sumers of the same.

TOP INCOMES IN FRANCE IN 
THE TWENTIETH CENTURY
Inequality and 
Redistribution, 1901–1998
Piketty, Thomas
Trans. by Ackerman, Seth
Belknap/Harvard Univ. (1,280 pp.) 
$35.00  |  May 8, 2018
978-0-674-73769-3  

“In general...it is a healthy thing to 
show inequality as it exists”: a door-stop-

ping work of economic history that does just that.
Opinion-shaking economist Piketty (Paris School of Eco-

nomics) burst onto the English-reading scene in 2014 with 
his blockbuster book Capital in the Twenty-First Century. This 
predecessor volume, published in France in 2001, offers and 
interprets the body of evidence on which much of his argument 
was founded. He shows, for example, that economic inequal-
ity narrows in times of crisis and war, in some cases because 
states become more vigorous in collecting taxes when the cof-
fers are empty. So it was in France in the 20th century, when 
incomes overall followed a non-American pattern, with greater 
divergence in times of peace and a lessening of gaps among the 
classes. As Piketty follows, exhaustively, tax records and other 
documents to construct a portrait of the French economy, he 
discerns patterns that he explicates in prose—but just as often 
in the form of tables, which are abundant throughout the book; 
fully half of the tome is given over to data-clotted appendices 
and other backmatter. Piketty’s prose is generally nontechni-
cal, as when he writes, “in capitalist societies, ownership of the 
means of production...has always been the surest path to the 
possibility of attaining a very high income.” So how does one 
become an owner? Not just through acquiring the keys to the 
factory, but through stock ownership, which “helps to explain 
why large fortunes are usually made up of stocks.” Understand-
ing tax regimes helps one understand the inner workings of an 
economy, as it is clear to see through the work, and the ben-
eficiaries are therefore reluctant to see their tax records made 
public, a lesson that will not be lost on American readers living 
under the hyperactive inequality of the here and now.

Innumerate readers need not apply, but this book is 
still an essential document in following the Pikettian argu-
ment developed in later books. (44 graphs; 127 tables)

WHAT TO READ AND WHY
Prose, Francine
Harper/HarperCollins (352 pp.) 
$23.99  |  Jul. 3, 2018
978-0-06-239786-7  

An unabashed fan of reading recom-
mends some of her favorite books.

The prolific literary critic, essayist, and 
novelist Prose (Mister Monkey, 2017, etc.) 
follows up Reading Like a Writer (2006) 
with an eclectic collection of previously 

published pieces that continue her clarion call for how books can 
“transport and entertain and teach us.” She sets the stage for the 
essays with “Ten Things that Art Can Do,” enthusiastically arguing 
that art is essential to life. She deftly mixes biography and critical 
analysis to demonstrate how Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein challenges 
us “to ponder the profound issues raised by the monster and by the 
very fact of his existence.” Prose’s love of and fascination with Great 
Expec tations, Cousin Bette, Middlemarch, Little Women, and New Grub 
Street, “so engrossing, so entertaining, so well made,” and Mansfield 
Park, “arguably the greatest of Austen’s novels,” will have readers 
anxious to revisit these classics. As a fine practitioner of the art of 
the short story, Prose feels a kind of “messianic zeal...to make sure 
that [Mavis] Gallant’s work continues to be read, admired—and 
loved.” Poet Mark Strand’s “remarkable” collection Mr. and Mrs. 
Baby offers us distant echoes of “the dark comedy of Kafka and 
Beckett, the lyrical imagination of Calvino and Schulz.” Prose also 
praises the work of Elizabeth Taylor, Paul Bowles, Alice Munro, 
and Charles Baxter. She loves how Mohsin Hamid’s Exit West, about 
refugees, can “alchemize the raw material of catastrophe into art.” 
Nonfiction is represented here too, as in Gitta Sereny’s “so contro-
versial, so profoundly threatening” Cries Unheard, about an 11-year-
old killer, or Diane Arbus’ Revelations, where the photographer 

“employed the grotesque as a staging ground in her quest for the 
transcendent.” My Struggle, the six-volume autobiographical work 
of Karl Ove Knausgaard, is “dense, complex, and brilliant.” Others 
discussed include Jennifer Egan, Vladimir Nabokov, and Edward 
St. Aubyn as well as Roberto Bolaño’s 2666—“literary genius.”

As Prose implores: “Drop everything. Start reading. 
Now.”

END OF THE ROPE
Mountains, Marriage, 
and Motherhood
Redford, Jan
Counterpoint (336 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 8, 2018
978-1-64009-030-9  

A memoir of mountaineering and life 
by a Canadian alpinist.

In 1972, 14-year-old Redford moved 
from the Yukon to Ontario with her 

family. It wasn’t a happy time, she writes, with an overworked 
mother and a father who retreated into a bottle; she sublimated 



by climbing such heights as she could find to “blow off some 
of this fuck you! anger.” The confused teenager morphed into 
an adult with a yen for fellow climbing fools who live danger-
ously and sometimes pay the price. A tragedy, major or minor, 
comes along every couple of dozen pages, peppered with plenty 
of near misses (“I’d chopped my rope and I’d almost killed my 
friend”) that, in the way of mountaineers, get shrugged off 
(“I’m still here, aren’t I?”). The author’s firsthand look into the 
mores of the climbing tribe is occasionally overheated but sel-
dom digs deep; it’s a matter of cold beers, righteous peaks, and 
free-wheeling clichés (“I’d never get sucked into a middle-class 
existence again...it was a thinly disguised form of enslavement”). 
Her reckoning with the conflicting demands of marriage and 
motherhood is often superficial: “If the boys came back with 
the second ascent of the Rupal Face and, on top of that, Ever-
est, they’d be heroes. I’d be just another woman who’d popped 
out a baby.” However, Redford hits true-sounding notes when 
she contemplates how mountaineering women who had scaled 
Everest and other big peaks and then had children and retired 
from the sport were at least alive to tell the tale. Better, and 
worth the price of admission, are Redford’s up-close encounters 
with the rock itself: “Ropey tendons popped up on the backs of 
my hands, white with chalk as I clamped down on each hold like 
a vise. There was no noise in my head, no voices telling me what 
I could or could not do.”

Fails to scale the literary heights of Arlene Blum’s Anna-
purna: A Woman’s Place (1982) in the canon of women’s moun-
taineering books but still worthy for aspiring climbers

SOUL OF A DEMOCRAT
The Seven Founding Myths 
that Can Bring Our Party 
Back to Power
Reston, Thomas B.
All Points/St. Martin’s (256 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jun. 1, 2018
978-1-250-17605-9  

The Democratic Party must refocus 
its efforts against the Republican Party, 
showing that their values are different 

and that the game is rigged.
Providing plenty of historical context, Reston, son of 

famed New York Times editor James Reston and a two-time sec-
retary of the State Democratic Party in Virginia, argues that 
his party has lost its way—and perhaps even its soul. It has 
become divided into identity-politics blocs which too often 
fight with each other rather than unite against the opposition. 
It must return to first principles, writes the author, to the 
inspiration of Jefferson and Jackson, James Polk and Manifest 
Destiny, William Jennings Bryan and his evangelical exhorta-
tions toward politics based on morality, the eloquence of Adlai 
Stevenson, and the ebullience of Hubert Humphrey. “With-
out its founding myths, the Party wanders,” writes Reston, a 
former aide to President Jimmy Carter, with whom he doesn’t 
seem much impressed. Though he attempts a balance between 

pragmatism and idealism, urging that Democrats must again 
become the party of the white working class that shifted much 
of its support to Donald Trump, he never really gets specific 
about how his expansive, big-tent approach will heal the 
party’s fault lines; it will be difficult for those on the opposite 
sides of the abortion debate or immigration issues to set aside 
their polarized differences for the greater good of the party. 

“It’s more difficult to be a Democrat,” he concedes. “We are 
operating inside a vast and diverse coalition of ideas and ide-
als, and usually our opponents are not. Therefore, our task as 
Democrats is to imagine and encompass the nation as a whole, 
not just one or two narrow and cohesive slices of it. For this 
reason, we have to be purposeful in seeking out and embracing 
our own internal contradictions.”

A manifesto that looks to the past to find direction for 
the future.

SO CLOSE TO BEING THE SH*T, 
Y’ALL DON’T EVEN KNOW
Retta
St. Martin’s (272 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jun. 1, 2018
978-1-250-10934-7  

A playful romp through the psyche of 
a funny woman.

During the slump for stand-up 
comedians following 9/11, Retta found 
herself facing stiff competition for act-

ing roles. “It was hard to stand out in the crowd,” she writes. 
“It felt like I was being lumped in with one group—funny black 
female—and the powers that be were making no effort to dis-
cern the difference between us. You’ve heard the phrase, ‘They 
all look alike?’ Well, apparently we all WERE alike.” She has 
since distinguished herself through her breakthrough role on 
Parks and Recreation and as queen of an exponentially expand-
ing social media following, and this memoir offers plenty of 
other details to separate her from the run of the comedic mill. 
Her family is first-generation immigrants from Liberia. She 
attended Duke University on a pre-med track, planning to be 
a neurosurgeon, and left as a pharmaceutical rep who moon-
lighted at comedy clubs. The predominantly Caucasian Duke 
campus was where she first felt most black; she bonded with 
minority students, and when she started with comedy, she felt 
that she didn’t fit the stereotype for black stand-up. She has 
an addictive personality, and she considers coffee, TV, purses, 
and social media among her obsessions. She was once invited 
to live tweet an LA Kings hockey game by someone with the 
team who loved her on TV and knew she had a strong follow-
ing, and she quickly embraced the sport and the team she had 
previously known nothing about. “If you follow me on social 
media, you may know that I am a...Kings fan,” she writes. “I’m 
not kuh-ray-zee, but I am definitely enthusiastic. I love me 
some Kaaannnngggsss. I know that meeting a black woman 
with a love for hockey is a bit like stumbling upon a unicorn in 
the woods.” Much of the book is written in a similar voice, and 
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some of the chapters are mainly setups for a series of tweets, 
but the author’s life path is unquestionably interesting.

A humorous memoir that will please the author’s many 
fans and followers. (first printing of 100,000)

ENERGY 
A Human History
Rhodes, Richard
Simon & Schuster (512 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 29, 2018
978-1-5011-0535-7  

From the Pulitzer and National Book 
Award winner, a magisterial history of 

“how human beings...[have] confronted the 
deeply human problem of how to draw life 
from the raw materials of the world.”

The modern world consumes gargantuan quantities of 
energy, a process made possible by the Industrial Revolution 
that began 300 years ago. In his latest, prolific veteran journalist 
and historian Rhodes (Hell and Good Company: The Spanish Civil 
War and the World it Made, 2015, etc.) casts his expert eye on the 
subject. The breakout century for energy was the 18th, its birth-
place Britain, and its basis coal, a more concentrated source of 
power than wood, increasingly cheap, and—no secret at the 
time—a source of smoke far more irritating than that of wood. 
Energy’s breakout technology was the steam engine. After the 
traditional nod to the Greeks, the author delivers a lucid but 
not dumbed-down explanation of how it works, from the first, 
clunky Newcomen engine suitable only for raising water from 
mines to James Watt’s spectacular improvements, which made 
steam engines the dominant power source until around 1900, 
when the steam turbine, electric motor, and internal combus-
tion engine took over. Invention accelerated after 1800 when 
Watt’s patents (ironically a drag on progress) expired, and 
Rhodes takes readers on an exhilarating ride through the fol-
lowing two centuries, mixing narratives about the new sources 
of energy (electricity, oil, natural gas, the sun, and the atom) 
and the marvels that they made possible. He devotes entire 
chapters to their downsides (smog, radiation, toxic waste) but 
shows little sympathy for anti-technology activists. Humans 
are problem-solvers, he maintains, and the same genius that 
produced technological wonders will solve the problems that 
accompany them—although his optimism flags in the face of 
global warming.

Calling this a classic like Rhodes’ The Making of the Atomic 
Bomb (1987) may be slightly premature, but it’s definitely a 
tour de force of popular science, which is no surprise from 
this author.

NEVER STOP WALKING
Rickardsson, Christina
Trans. by Chace, Tara F.
AmazonCrossing (256 pp.) 
$24.95  |  $14.95 paper  |  Jun. 1, 2018
978-1-5039-0096-7
978-1-5039-0161-2 paper  

A Brazilian-born Swedish woman’s 
account of childhood poverty and recon-
ciling her early trauma with her experi-
ences in adulthood.

In 2012, Rickardsson discovered that she had suddenly “hit 
the wall.” Gradually, it became clear that her troubled past had 
finally caught up with her. Growing up, she and her younger 
brother, Patrick, had lived a feral existence alongside their 
schizophrenic single mother, Petronilia, in a series of caves just 
outside São Paulo. As difficult as their circumstances were, their 
mother still managed to make their lives bearable through her 
unstinting love. Eventually, the family made their way to São Pau-
lo’s favelas, where Petronilia worked menial jobs and Rickards-
son quickly learned that survival meant doing whatever it took 
to secure a meal. In one disturbing episode, she recounts how 
she inadvertently killed a young boy who tried to steal her food 
scraps. But the author never forgot the stolen moments of joy she 
experienced with other street children. Petronilia eventually left 
her children in an orphanage that brokered their adoption into a 
Swedish family. Life in Europe was far easier materially, but emo-
tionally, Rickardsson realized she had been “split in two.” On the 
outside, she was Christina, the brown-skinned girl who strove 
to fit into a white, upper-middle-class Swedish world. On the 
inside, she was Christiana, the scrappy street fighter who bore 
the weight of a painful past. Rickardsson’s breakthrough came 
when she found the name of the orphanage from which she had 
been adopted. Seeking to bridge the gap between who she was 
and who she became, the author flew to Brazil to find her mother 
and come to terms with her past. Both candid and compelling, 
Rickardsson’s story is not only about a woman seeking to heal the 
fractures inherent in a transnational identity; it is also a moving 
meditation on poverty, injustice, and the meaning of family.

A thought-provoking and humane memoir of survival 
and self-discovery.

THE DEBATABLE LAND 
The Lost World Between 
Scotland and England
Robb, Graham
Norton (336 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-0-393-28532-1  

Robb (The Discovery of Middle Earth: 
Mapping the Lost World of the Celts, 2013, 
etc.) uses his vast knowledge of Celtic 
history, languages, and geography to cre-

ate a fascinating book of history and adventure.

A tour de force of popular science, 
which is no surprise from this author.

energy



Regarding the strange story of what is called the “Debatable 
Land,” the author turns to writings both ancient and modern as 
he applies archaeological methods to history. This 33,000-acre 
site is the oldest detectable territorial division in Great Brit-
ain. It is devoid of archaeological evidence between the Roman 
period and the 1500s, which leads Robb to posit that perhaps it 
was just uninhabitable. Located northeast of the Solway Firth 
above Cumbria’s Lake District, it was a no-man’s land, a buf-
fer neither Scottish nor English, and open to murder and may-
hem by parliamentary decrees of both countries. Until nearly 
the 1600s, no buildings or cultivation were allowed, and cattle 
could pasture only between sunrise and sunset. Cattle thieves 
plied their trade in a reasonably civilized manner governed 
by March law, a code common and efficient to both sides and 
unique to the area. It governed the use of hostages to prevent 
reprisals, established the traditional days of truce, and ensured 
compliance. On the truce days, livestock owners would receive 
the value of the stolen animals in money, corn, or merchan-
dise. Throughout the book, readers will be impressed with 
Robb’s archival digging, especially as he turns to Ptolemy’s 150 
C.E. map of Britain—not just the source, but the fact that the 
author corrected the grid of Ptolemy’s map, which was inaccu-
rate. Readers will have fun following along with Robb’s intrigu-
ing historical journey of discovery through this magical realm. 
In a series of appendices, the author provides detailed maps of 
different areas of the region as well as a timeline that runs from 
43 C.E. to 1793.

An imagination-stimulating work in which the past 
seems “to dissolve and reshape itself.” (16 pages of color 
illustrations)

SAVING CENTRAL PARK
A History and a Memoir
Rogers, Elizabeth Barlow
Knopf (336 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 16, 2018
978-1-5247-3355-1  

How a public-private partnership 
revitalized Manhattan’s famed park.

In 1980, Rogers (Green Metropolis: 
The Extraordinary Landscapes of New York 
City as Nature, History, and Design, 2016, 

etc.), as the first Central Park administrator, founded the Cen-
tral Park Conservancy, a nonprofit corporation whose mission 
was to rescue the park from a “dire condition” of deterioration 
and return it to a state of scenic beauty and clean, safe recre-
ation. Decades of neglect, coupled with the use of the park for 

“mass events and bizarre happenings,” had resulted in crumbling 
buildings, eroded slopes, graffiti-emblazoned walls and sculp-
tures, and trampled vegetation. Tourists were told to avoid the 
park, which had a reputation for being “dangerous and scary.” 
Rogers looked back to the park’s picturesque past, embracing 
the aesthetic of 19th-century landscape architect Frederick 
Law Olmsted, who transformed “a ragged 843-acre wasteland” 
into “a masterpiece of landscape design and paragon of social 

beneficence” in a mere 15 years. Her task was daunting: She had 
“no authority over park workers, no city funds to hire new ones, 
and no way to reform existing union rules linked to narrowly 
defined civil service job titles.” Private support was essential, 
and Rogers identifies with gratitude three early benefactors, 
the “Great Park Ladies” Brooke Astor, Iphigene Sulzberger, and 
Lucy Moses. By the time Rogers left her position in 1995, the 
Conservancy had donated more than $100 million of private 
money to restoring the park, and the organization became a 
model for other public-private partnerships. Besides offering a 
historical overview, Rogers documents the challenges she faced 
from city administrators and private individuals. Bird-watchers, 
for example, once mounted a vicious campaign when the Con-
servancy planned to thin out some trees, and a proposed memo-
rial to John Lennon was saved only because of the flexibility and 
generosity of Yoko Ono. Rogers learned that effective leader-
ship required the three Ps—patience, passion, and persistence—
as well as power, politics, and “the purse.”

An inspiring story of a defiant woman and the land-
scape she loved. (119 color and b/w illustrations)

RUTHLESS TIDE 
The Tragic Epic of the 
Johnstown Flood
Roker, Al
Morrow/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 22, 2018
978-0-06-244551-3  

The ebullient weather personality 
from NBC’s Today show returns with a 
flood account that is both intimate and 
alert to the wealth and class distinctions 

highlighted by the 1889 Johnstown Flood.
Roker, who wrote about a 1900 hurricane (The Storm of the 

Century, 2015, etc.), has some sizable footsteps to follow in this 
one—David McCullough’s 1968 The Johnstown Flood—but he 
fills them nicely in this fresh account of the Pennsylvania dam 
break that destroyed Johnstown and killed more than 2,000 
people. Roker is especially adept at focusing on key individuals—
residents, politicians, movers and shakers, rescue workers—and 
letting their stories represent the myriads of others. One har-
rowing tale involves the improbable rescue of a little girl in the 
swirling torrent that struck the town during a heavy rain when 
a dam, 14 miles away (and above the town), broke and sent mil-
lions of tons of water surging down into Johnstown and some 
small communities that lay in the torrent’s path. The author is 
also very alert to the class issues that underlay it all. The earthen 
dam formed a lake for some very wealthy citizens (among 
them, Andrew Carnegie), who, of course, denied responsibility 
afterward. Roker notes that only 35 of the 60 members of this 
wealthy-person’s club contributed to the relief fund. The author 
also goes into detail—sometimes too much—about some of the 
individuals involved: Carnegie, Clara Barton (whose Red Cross 
would swell in public awareness afterward), and numerous oth-
ers. He points out some inconsistencies in American thought, 
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as well—about how, for instance, we are quick to help people 
suffering in a natural disaster but not suffering from everyday 
poverty and disease. He also discusses some of the nasty anti-
immigrant feelings that emerged during the cleanup.

An exciting, tragic story seasoned with sensitive social 
analysis and criticism.

FROM BROKEN GLASS
My Story of Finding Hope 
in Hitler’s Death Camps to 
Inspire a New Generation
Ross, Steve with Frank, Glenn & 
Wallace, Brian
Hachette (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 15, 2018
978-0-316-51304-3  

A Holocaust survivor recounts life les-
sons of use to the latter-day downtrodden.

Born Szmulek Rosental in Lodz, Poland, Ross, founder of 
the New England Holocaust Memorial, was a young boy when 
the Germans arrived and set about destroying Jewish homes 
and killing Jewish men, women, and children. An early victim, 
he writes, was a grandmother who was thrown from a high win-
dow after failing to produce hidden treasures quickly enough. 
Ross quickly came to a realization: “God will not protect us.” 
Left to his own devices, he grew up too quickly in a sequence of 
concentration camps yet lived to tell the tale. Under the aegis of 
postwar relief organizations, he came to the United States after 
the war ended, followed later by a surviving brother. A born 
negotiator, he excelled at practical politics, which stood him in 
good stead in social work and later as an administrator in Bos-
ton’s city government, in charge of education in underserved 
communities where education was not a given. One of the high-
lights of the book is the author’s account of strong-arming an 
unwilling admissions officer into admitting ghetto kids into a 
storied top-tier school: “I will bring you six qualified students, 
and you will let them take summer classes here. On a scholar-
ship. If they are successful, you can enroll them in school here 
and either pay for their tuition or provide them with aid tied 
to a job here on campus.” Ross adds that he had a newspaper 
reporter in tow to chronicle the outcome of the meeting, a fine 
bit of blackmail that worked. The author emerges as a resilient 
character who is determined not to allow the enemies of the 
past to re-emerge in the present unchallenged; his book opens 
with a cri de coeur on Charlottesville, and it ends with a defiant 
testimonial: “I am a survivor.”

A worthy memoir of dark times, full of practical lessons 
for resistance and community organizing today.

WHEN THE CENTER HELD
Gerald Ford and the Rescue 
of the American Presidency
Rumsfeld, Donald
Free Press (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 15, 2018
978-1-5011-7293-9  

A memoir of the presidency of Ger-
ald Ford (1913-2006) as seen from the 
point of view of Ford’s chief of staff and 
secretary of defense.

When Ford became president on Aug. 9, 1974, writes Rumsfeld 
(Rumsfeld’s Rules: Leadership Lessons in Business, Politics, War, and Life, 
2013, etc.), he inherited a nation on “the brink of civil and political 
collapse.” In his latest book, the author convincingly argues that 
Ford successfully restored trust in the presidency and held the 
country together. Born in Omaha, Nebraska, Ford played center 
for the University of Michigan football team, studied law at Yale, 
and fought in World War II before his entry into politics. He served 
almost 25 years as a Michigan congressman before rising to the vice 
presidency in 1973. With Richard Nixon’s resignation, Ford, who 
had never run on a national ticket, became president. Although his 
brief term in office included controversies and missteps such as his 
pardon of Nixon, the abortive “Whip Inflation Now” campaign, 
and the appointment of Nelson Rockefeller as vice president, 
Rumsfeld asserts that Ford oversaw a revival of what had been a 
moribund economy, responded strongly to the Khmer Rouge’s 
seizure of the U.S. container ship Mayaguez, and contributed to 
the birth of the modern human rights movement via his signing of 
the Helsinki Accords. Above all else, Ford’s honesty, integrity, and 
decency helped the nation recover from the Watergate crisis. The 
author also recalls several forgotten chapters of Ford’s presidency, 
including a Far East trip that featured the first visit of a sitting U.S. 
president to Japan and a turnout of 2 million people to welcome 
Ford to Seoul, South Korea. Rumsfeld occasionally confuses dates, 
and he oversells several of Ford’s accomplishments (the Helsinki 
Accords being a prime example).

A few flaws aside, this is an engrossing and informative 
tribute to a man whom Jimmy Carter rightfully thanked in 
his inaugural address “for all he has done to heal our land.” 
(16 pages of color photos)

STANDOFF
How America Became 
Ungovernable
Schneider, Bill
Simon & Schuster (352 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 15, 2018
978-1-4516-0622-5  

Former CNN senior political analyst 
Schneider (Government/George Mason 
Univ.) offers a thoughtful account of how 
American politics have changed from the 

1960s to the age of Trump.

A good choice for political junkies.
standoff



The author argues that the clash between the New America 
of “diversity and inclusion” that emerged in the 1960s and the 
2016 backlash from Old America (“mostly white, mostly male, 
mostly older, mostly conservative, mostly religious, and mostly 
nonurban”) has left the nation at a “standoff ” and its “most 
divided” since the Civil War. Tracing the development of that 
growing rift over the decades, he examines the forces that have 
produced America’s present “gridlock and dysfunctional gov-
ernment,” chiefly the separation of powers built into the Con-
stitution. He makes a strong case that voters have increasingly 
placed values over interests and that public opinion often rules: 
The “intensity of opinion matters, not just numbers.” Much of 
his book is a detailed examination of recent presidential elec-
tions studded with sharp observations drawn from the author’s 
extensive reporting career: “We do have class politics in the 
United States,” he writes, “but these days, the class division is 
mostly inside the two parties rather than between them”; “The 
American people want to be left alone, with just enough govern-
ment restrictions to protect the public welfare”; “White work-
ing-class men see political correctness as a way of shutting them 
out.” Schneider covers such issues as abortion and gun control 
as well as the rise of tribal politics, America’s “deeply religious 
culture,” and Trump’s “perpetual political war” on the “cosmo-
politan ruling class.” His examples of how Americans segregate 
themselves politically are vividly drawn: “People in Kennesaw 
[Georgia] worry about their children getting into heaven. Peo-
ple in Bethesda [Maryland] worry about their children getting 
into Yale.” He says our system of limited government is “par-
ticularly important when the country has a president with the 
temperament of a megalomaniac.”

A good choice for political junkies.

ON LEOPARD ROCK
A Life of Adventures
Smith, Wilbur
Bonnier Zaffre  (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-4998-6124-2  

The adventurous autobiography of 
one of the world’s most prolific and pop-
ular novelists.

South African novelist Smith (The 
Tiger’s Prey, 2017, etc.) has sold more 

than 120 million copies of his books, primarily adventure novels 
charged with family drama. Some of his work has been shad-
owed by accusations of racism and misogyny, charges the author 
seems to simultaneously deny and own up to in this otherwise 
breezy autobiography. In this chronicle of his life’s exploits, he 
narrates with the swagger of his heroes Hemingway and H. Rider 
Haggard. The book is replete with tales of hunting, flying, fish-
ing, and near-death experiences like drinking with Lee Marvin, a 
star of the 1976 adaptation of Shout at the Devil (1968). The nar-
rative is structured thematically with chapters like “This Hero’s 
Life,” “The High-Flying Life,” and so on, interlaced with anec-
dotes about his research and writing process. Smith’s depictions 

of the realities of apartheid-era Africa can be compelling, but his 
determined machismo sometimes sours the overall account. “I 
think one of the worst inventions of our century is political cor-
rectness,” writes the author. “It has forced a generation of men 
to keep their masculinity under wraps, made them too timid to 
admit their true views about the world.” Worse is his cantanker-
ous scorn of the young: “We are spoiling whole generations of 
people now. You don’t have to work, you can claim benefits; if 
you want to write obscenities on the walls and go on the soccer 
field and swear your head off, you’re a hero.” Fans will appreciate 
the origins and inspirations of his popular characters, and Smith 
retains a mischievous sense of humor, but it’s a surprisingly unex-
citing memoir sporadically laced with notions best left behind.

A good read for his fans; a relic from another age for the 
rest of us.

MADAME CLAUDE
Her Secret World of Pleasure, 
Privilege, and Power
Stadiem, William
St. Martin’s (304 pp.) 
$27.99  |  May 15, 2018
978-1-250-12238-4  

An eye-opening biography of “the 
elegant French Queen of Sex.”

As she reflected on her legend-
ary career, Madame Claude (1923-2015) 

opened up to screenwriter and biographer Stadiem (Jet Set: The 
People, the Planes, the Glamour, and the Romance in Aviation’s Glory 
Years, 2014, etc.) about her life. The author opens with the tale 
of her arranging one of her “swans” to meet with President John 
F. Kennedy during his time in Paris. Beginning in 1957, Madame 
developed an entirely new outlook on the sex industry. Her 
requirements were simple and rigid: Her girls, never to be called 
prostitutes, had to be beautiful, tall, intelligent, and good in 
bed. They were the cover girls next door, mostly from the upper 
classes. Madame sent them for teeth straightening, plastic sur-
gery, and lessons in diction, dance, music, and even skiing. When 
they were perfect, they would earn more than enough to repay 
Madame, or they would find a husband to pay off the sizable debt 
incurred. She knew enough to deal only with wealthy custom-
ers, and she charged accordingly, taking a 30 percent commis-
sion. She never had a problem recruiting swans; they came to 
her. Their motivation at first was cash-based. Eventually, as the 
author shows, she developed her brand, and girls flocked to her, 
submitting to her candid, sometimes-vicious appraisals. At the 
beginning of her career, two developments created her market: 
the telephone and the jet set crowd. The oil embargo of the 1970s 
brought oil-based wealth. Her contacts included sheiks, movie 
stars, nobility, and heads of state. Her business flourished tax free, 
but she was careful in her dealings. Charles de Gaulle’s govern-
ment, as well as those that followed, artfully ignored her business, 
and she even met weekly with the police and shared intelligence. 
She never entertained, socialized, or allowed drugs; she just con-
nected rich men with their fantasies.
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Refreshingly, Stadiem mostly avoids making the narra-
tive overly gossipy, and it’s good fun to see what devils some 
of our political and cultural heroes really were. (8-page b/w 
photo insert)

STILL WATERS
The Secret World of Lakes
Stager, Curt
Norton (304 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Jun. 1, 2018
978-0-393-29216-9  

An authoritative, quietly impassioned 
argument for the ecological stakes in the 
vitality of our lakes.

Stager (Natural Sciences/Paul Smith’s 
Coll.; Your Atomic Self: The Invisible Elements 

that Connect You to Everything Else in the Universe, 2014, etc.) is a spe-
cialist in lake ecology and paleoecology. In his latest book, he 
offers a composite biography of lakes (and ponds) deep, shal-
low, grand, and humble, though each with its own individual life 
story and projected futures. With rueful precision, the author 
chronicles numerous depredations visited on lakes, often in the 
name of creating and sustaining fisheries, while also studying the 
effects of nutrient pollution, soil erosion, species invasions, and 
extinctions. He reminds us that the interaction of humans with 
lakes is ancient and that many of the changes exhibited in lakes 
are naturally occurring evolutionary processes only marginally 
affected by us. Stager conducts his investigations of lake com-
munities from the “still” waters of the Adirondacks to Walden 
Pond, from Siberia to the Middle East and Africa, bringing the 
science to life through historical anecdotes and environmental 
observations that are measured and fair. However, the author is 
less successful in some of the descriptive passages that attempt 
to lend atmosphere, though he achieves a hint of eloquence 
here and there. For a primer on the “secret world” of lakes and 
for surprising facts and speculations on the microscopic and 
macroscopic realms—all carefully assembled and presented—
the book is an important contribution to understanding how 
lakes, beyond their singular beauty, are windows to our primal 
connections to all life. “There is nothing like a lake to reflect 
and reveal the world,” he writes. Evoking Thoreau and Emerson, 
Stager also demonstrates that the romantic ideology of wilder-
ness can be counterproductive.

Stager corrects many myths and misconceptions 
regarding what constitutes “healthy” lakes while analyz-
ing troubling issues and threats. Yet he also swims in a pool 
of abiding human fascination. (37 photos)

YOUNG WASHINGTON
How Wilderness and 
War Forged America’s 
Founding Father
Stark, Peter
Ecco/HarperCollins (528 pp.) 
$35.00  |   $35.00 lg. prt.  |  May 1, 2018
978-0-06-241606-3
978-0-06-284599-3 lg. prt.  

As a young man, the eminent Found-
ing Father was impetuous, thin-skinned, 

and prone to anger and paranoia.
“Perhaps the strongest feature in his character was pru-

dence,” Thomas Jefferson remarked about the venerable Wash-
ington (1732-1799). Abigail Adams described him as “dignity 
with ease,” and her husband, John Adams, noted his “great self-
command.” But as Outside correspondent Stark (Astoria: John 
Jacob Astor and Thomas Jefferson’s Lost Pacific Empire: A Story of 
Wealth, Ambition, and Survival, 2014, etc.) portrays him in his 
lively, well-researched biography, Washington in his 20s was 
far different: “ambitious, temperamental, vain,” and stubborn. 

“When thwarted,” he was quick to erupt in “explosive anger.” 
Acutely sensitive to any “threat to his honor or pride,” his first 
reaction was to quit. Born into a family that never rose above 

“the second tier” of Virginia society, Washington coveted status 
and wealth, looking to military command as a way to gain accep-
tance by the Colonial elite. His goal—never realized—was to be 
awarded a commission by the king. Stark follows Washington’s 
career as he rose from part-time junior officer, serving Virginia 
Gov. Robert Dinwiddie, to colonel, overseeing motley, undisci-
plined, underfunded soldiers. The author conveys in gritty detail 
the challenges of 18th-century conflict: an untamed frontier, 
violent Indians, chigger attacks, torrential rains, lack of food 
and arms, dysentery, and deserters. Tasked with preventing the 
French incursion into the Ohio Valley, Washington failed spec-
tacularly; inexperienced in military strategy, he “watched dumb-
founded in horror” as Indians who agreed to aid his troops fell 
murderously upon French soldiers, slicing off their scalps as tro-
phies. The bloody massacre, Stark asserts, led to the protracted 
French and Indian War. Nevertheless, in 1755, after he bravely 
aided a wounded British general, Washington earned a reputa-
tion as a fearless hero. Just as significant, he came to believe that 
he was protected by divine forces, “for some greater purpose.” 
Gradually realizing his responsibility to protect vulnerable set-
tlers, he grew in empathy, selflessness, and determination to 
serve others.

A discerning history of pre-Revolutionary America and 
the man who shaped its future. (16 page color insert; maps)



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   1  a p r i l  2 0 1 8   |   8 3

THE TRIALS OF NINA MCCALL
Sex, Surveillance, and 
the Decades-Long 
Government Plan to Imprison 

“Promiscuous” Women
Stern, Scott W.
Beacon (368 pp.) 
$28.95  |  May 8, 2018
978-0-8070-4275-5  

Historical survey of an early-20th-
century initiative to control “promiscu-

ous” women through forced quarantines.
In the 1910s, citing venereal disease as one of the largest 

culprits of military disability, the U.S. government created what 
was called the American Plan, which resulted in thousands of 
women being incarcerated for their perceived contraction and 
transmission of sexually transmitted infections. Stern adapts 
his prizewinning Yale University graduate thesis on the subject 
for general readers. The result is a dramatic re-enactment of the 
plight of these involuntarily quarantined women, personified 
through the life of Nina McCall, a teenager who was targeted 
by health officials as a disease carrier (she was declared “slightly 
infected” with gonorrhea) and coerced into admitting herself 
into a women’s detention hospital. Bolstered by the advent of 
neoregulationism, whereby health officials—not police—would 
filter, outlaw, and imprison women for disease and suspected 
prostitution, officials held the mass-arrested women for months 
on often sketchy evidence. Eventually, after simmering resent-
ment turned to sheer outrage, a resistance movement began to 
develop, and dozens of women escaped, rioted, enacted hun-
ger strikes, or set fire to their facilities in protest. According 
to Stern’s meticulous research, others, including McCall, took 
the legal route and sued government officials for the tortur-
ous and barbaric “curative” treatments they had endured in the 
detention facilities. Using letters, diaries, articles, and archival 
records, the author intricately re-creates McCall’s world and 
brings much-needed attention to the struggle of these perse-
cuted women and their fight for justice. The author spotlights 
McCall’s trial testimony, where she became a radical voice 
against female oppression and abuse and an inspiration to oth-
ers. The book’s academic tone is direct, informative, exacting, 
and well-suited for the grim subject matter it addresses, and it 
puts a face on the treacherous, sexist injustices committed by a 
misguided government.

A powerful report on a relevant women’s movement 
deservedly brought to light over a century after it occurred.

MR. LEAR
A Life of Art and Nonsense
Uglow, Jenny
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (608 pp.) 
$45.00  |  Apr. 17, 2018
978-0-374-11333-9  

“They dined on mince, and slices of 
quince, Which they ate with a runcible 
spoon”: spirited biography of the often 
dispirited master of the nonsense rhyme.

Remembered mostly as a writer of 
limericks, a poetic form he made his own, and other frivoli-
ties, Edward Lear (1812-1888) had a much broader range: In the 
Victorian era, ushered in when he was still a teenager, he was 
widely regarded as an illustrator and, moreover, as a scientific 
illustrator with a particular gift for painting birds. According to 
British biographer and historian Uglow (In These Times: Living in 
Britain Through Napoleon’s Wars, 1793-1815, 2015, etc.), he was also “an 
intelligent, self-aware depressive” who battled the black dog 
of melancholy during his long and productive life. Depression 
aside, Lear was the kind of man who threw himself into proj-
ects: He knew everyone who was anyone, teaming up with Ten-
nyson for adventures and working off a considerable head of 
steam by writing. “Nonsense is the breath of my nostrils,” Lear 
confessed, but he was capable of much considerable serious-
ness as well. Throughout the book, Uglow turns up wonderful 
moments, as when Lear set to work contributing to the “great 
visual filing system” devised for a scientific collection assem-
bled by the retiring Lord Derby and when he met with Queen 
Victoria a few times in order to teach her, at her request, how 
to draw: “A diligent pupil, she copied Lear’s drawing and he, 
hardly surprisingly, was pleased and encouraging.” Apart from 
the workhorse Uglow chronicles, Lear was also a peripatetic 
man of broad interests who seemed, at least outwardly, cheer-
ful. He was, in short, a Victorian man of many parts: a scientist, 
artist, writer, and spiritual searcher who struggled to overcome 
what, in one of his “darkest negatives,” he called the condition 
of being “blank.”

A well-wrought life of an eminent Victorian who merits 
our broader acquaintance.

IN THE NAME 
OF HUMANITY 
The Secret Deal to End 
the Holocaust
Wallace, Max
Skyhorse Publishing (496 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-5107-3497-5  

Beyond the well-known work of Oskar 
Schindler and Raoul Wallenberg, Wallace 
(The American Axis: Henry Ford, Charles 

Lindbergh, and the Rise of the Third Reich, 2003) sets out to tell the 
story of the staggering network built by a Swiss-based rescue group.
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A powerful report on a relevant women’s movement deservedly 
brought to light over a century after it occurred.

the trials of nina mccall
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This small band worked tirelessly, giving of their lives and 
fortunes to save the Jews interned by the Nazis. Working with 
and against unbelieving ministers of Allied countries, Zionists 
and anti-Zionists, Orthodox and secular Jews, Catholics, out-
casts, and even some Nazis, they saved tens of thousands of 
lives. Desperate attempts to convince the Allies to help—even 
to bomb railway lines to Auschwitz—met with nothing but frus-
tration, as they were told that the priority was to win the war, 
not save lives. Even the Red Cross claimed that the Nazi treat-
ment of Jews was an internal matter. The mutual suspicion and 
traditional divisions between secular and religious Jewish com-
munities provided rifts that unfortunately often undermined 
some of their valiant attempts. Though many of the names will 
be unfamiliar to most readers—Recha and Isaac Sternbuch, 
Gerhart Riegner, Jean-Marie Musy, Joel Brand, Rudolf Kaszt-
ner—their work was indispensable, and the author brings them 
to well-deserved light. From physically saving refugees in Swit-
zerland to providing false passports and visas to Italy or China, 
even a few to Palestine, small efforts grew into a larger, wider, 
and more desperate movement. In Slovenia, organizers hatched 
a plan to ransom prisoners, and the connection of a Finnish 
osteopath brought them to Heinrich Himmler, the architect 
of the Holocaust. Himmler knew, as many Nazis did but were 
terrified to admit, that the war was lost. Himmler attempted to 
work with them to close the camps, but his fear of Hitler was 
palpable. Throughout, Wallace introduces readers to a host of 
inspiring heroes, most of whom were quiet and unassuming yet 
intensely dedicated to saving European Jewry.

A riveting tale of the previously unknown and fascinat-
ing story of the unsung angels who strove to foil the Final 
Solution.

THE WEATHER DETECTIVE
Rediscovering Nature’s 
Secret Signs
Wohlleben, Peter
Trans. by Kemp, Ruth Ahmedzai
Dutton (208 pp.) 
$20.00  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-1-5247-4374-1  

A garden provides the key to the nat-
ural universe.

In matter-of-fact prose with only 
occasional hints of poetry, Wohlleben (The Inner Life of Animals, 
2017, etc.), who worked for two decades in the forestry commis-
sion in Germany, offers a guidebook on how everything we need 
to know about the weather can be learned by paying close atten-
tion to our natural surroundings in general and our gardens in 
particular. As the author writes, you don’t need a clock to know 
what time it is. You can listen to “the bird clock” or watch for 
the telling signs of “the flower clock,” learning when and how 
different species respond to the hours of the day. “What I’m 
really interested in is reclaiming our powers of observation 
which, up until now, have been buried under the surface of 
modernity,” he writes in conclusion. “When we use our senses 

at full capacity, we access the wealth of thrilling and calming 
experiences waiting for us just outside our back doors, in nature 
and in our gardens.” Wohlleben demonstrates the delicate bal-
ance between asserting human control over a garden and letting 
nature take its course. He ponders issues such as whether to 
have a bird feeder (he has some ambivalence but has switched 
sides) and whether to use artificial light on the garden at night—
absolutely not: the author doesn’t turn on lights inside unless 
absolutely necessary and closes the blinds tightly when he does. 
The author is ever aware of the biggest picture: “I find it espe-
cially fascinating to think that when we observe the night sky 
we are looking into the past. For the stars are nothing but very, 
very distant suns, whose light has taken centuries, if not millen-
nia, to reach us.” Most of the narrative is fairly pragmatic and 
offers specific advice on what we can learn from plants, insects, 
and animals and how the weather affects those interactions.

You’ll never look at your garden the same way again.

THOSE TURBULENT SONS 
OF FREEDOM
Ethan Allen’s Green 
Mountain Boys and the 
American Revolution
Wren, Christopher S.
Simon & Schuster (320 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 8, 2018
978-1-4165-9955-5  

A focused history of Ethan Allen 
(1738-1789) and his men, who faced 

“some of the harshest combat in the American Revolution” and 
“made their own rules to create an independent republic, called 
Vermont.”

In the mid-1700s, the area west of the Connecticut River 
was known as the New Hampshire Grants, so-called because 
that state’s governor granted several million acres for settle-
ment, reserving a healthy cut of the land for himself. In 1765, 
the governor of New York claimed the same land and ordered 
those who held the grants to pay a confirmation fee “or face 
eviction.” Enter Allen and his followers, including Remember 
Baker and Seth Warner, who vowed to fight the “Yorkers” in a 
strategy of intimidation to drive them out. In 1773, Allen and 
his brothers formed a short-lived land company with lever-
aged land they didn’t own to buy land they couldn’t afford and 
to which New York said they weren’t entitled. The beginnings 
of the Revolutionary War saw a drive to take Fort Ticonderoga, 
a vital link between Montreal and New York City. The suc-
cesses of the Green Mountain Boys were miraculous given their 
drunken lack of discipline and Allen’s reckless military calcula-
tions. Wren (Walking to Vermont: From Times Square into the Green 
Mountains, 2004, etc.), who has headed New York Times bureaus 
all over the world, explores the varied responses to the war; as 
he points out, many were happy to remain in the arms of Brit-
ain. Allen, taken as prisoner at Montreal and held for 32 months, 
earnestly worked with his brother Ira to that end. Even as Gen. 
Charles Cornwallis surrendered, the Allens secretly strove to 
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secure acceptance as an independent colony of Britain at the 
same time Congress voted that they would not accept her state-
hood unless she acceded to New York’s dismemberment of the 
Grants. The narrative is fluid and well-researched, but it may be 
too focused for general readers of American history.

Will appeal to Revolutionary War buffs, mainly those 
interested in the back story of Vermont’s early import in 
that war.

SHE HAS HER 
MOTHER’S LAUGH 
The Powers, 
Perversions, and Potential of 
Heredity
Zimmer, Carl
Dutton (672 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Jun. 1, 2018
978-1-101-98459-8  

A fascinating journey through the 
history of heredity.

Books on the current revolution in genetics are not in short 
supply, so New York Times columnist Zimmer (Science Writ-
ing/Yale Univ.; A Planet of Viruses, 2011, etc.) casts his net more 
widely in a delightful history of efforts to discover why offspring 
resemble their parents but sometimes don’t and how scientists 
are learning how to change matters. “Very often genes cannot 
give us what we really want from heredity,” he writes. “Each of 
us carries an amalgam of fragments of DNA, stitched together 
from some of our many ancestors.” As a journalist, the author 
believes that readers want to hear a story through the eyes of an 
individual, so he chooses one: himself. After having his genome 
sequenced, he showed the results to researchers so that they 
could interpret them. It turns out that he carries genes for two 
serious diseases; luckily, his wife does not. Zimmer shares many 
identical genes with a typical Nigerian and typical Chinese per-
son. In case readers are in doubt, every expert agrees that genet-
ics disproves the existence of traditional races. The inheritance 
of intelligence has made impressive progress despite no agree-
ment on a definition. Though IQ tests don’t measure it, per se, 
they do measure something worth having. People with a high 
IQ do better in life and live longer. Zimmer does not ignore 
famous historical oddities such as the Elephant Man, but he 
pays more attention to how humans inherit common diseases, 
height, skin color, aging, intelligence, and other traits. It’s a 
search that begins with hokum—Jews were once considered 
disease-prone and unintelligent—and ends with captivating 
knowledge. A brief glossary will help readers with such terms as 

“endosymbiont” and “pluripotent.”
A thoroughly enchanting tour of big questions, odd-

ball ideas, and dazzling accomplishments of researchers 
searching to explain, manipulate, and alter inheritance.

JIM BROWN 
Last Man Standing
Zirin, Dave
Blue Rider Press (336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-0-399-17344-8  

One of the greatest—and most con-
troversial—athletes of all time gets a 
well-balanced biographical and histori-
cal treatment.

Jim Brown (b. 1936) is arguably the 
best football player in the history of the sport, a truly larger-
than-life figure who may have also been the best lacrosse player 
ever. “From the moment he stepped onto a playing field,” writes 
Nation sports editor Zirin (Brazil’s Dance with the Devil: The 
World Cup, the Olympics, and the Fight for Democracy, 2014, etc.), 

“the operative emotion expressed in describing Jim Brown has 
been reverence.” Few would argue, but as always in Zirin’s 
books, the playing field is only one element of the narrative 
equation. The author ticks all the biographical boxes—multi-
sport star in both high school and college; tumultuous career 
at Syracuse, where he truly began to understand the scourge 
of racism; Hall of Fame career with the Cleveland Browns; up-
and-down forays into Hollywood; lifelong activism—but what 
is most refreshing about this book is Zirin’s focus on Brown’s 
character, both awe-inspiring and highly flawed. Brown has 
spent his life fighting racism and advocating for economic and 
social justice for the black community, but he has also been 
accused of rampant misogyny and instances of violence against 
women. He has brought together rival gang members in his own 
home but also managed to shut out some of those closest to 
him due to stubbornness to remain on top in a “world of com-
peting male egos and unfettered ids.” As Zirin notes, for Brown, 
maintaining his manhood—however he conceives of it—has 
been the most important driving factor of his life. Brown simply 
refuses to be “soft” in any way, and he is not shy about criticizing 
the current athletes who, writes the author, “have fumbled the 
baton passed to them and surrendered an awesome opportunity 
to affect seismic social change.” Zirin, who spent considerable 
time with Brown, deftly navigates this rocky terrain, providing 
ample room for Brown to tell his own story and for others to 
weigh in as well.

A truly rounded, fully fleshed portrait of a significant 
20th-century figure.

A thoroughly enchanting tour of big questions, oddball
ideas, and dazzling accomplishments of researchers

searching to explain, manipulate, and alter inheritance.
she has her mother’s laugh
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women in their own words

THE RECOVERING: 
Intoxication and Its Aftermath   
by Leslie Jamison 
(Apr. 3)

MAKE TROUBLE: 
Standing Up, Speaking Out, and 
Finding the Courage to Lead  
by Cecile Richards 
(Apr. 3)

AMATEUR HOUR: 
Motherhood in 
Essays and Swear Words  
by Kimberly Harrington (May 1)

YOU’RE ON AN AIRPLANE: 
A Self-Mythologizing Memoir   
by Parker Posey 
(July 10)

IN PIECES  
by Sally Field (Sept. 18)

MY OWN DEVICES: 
True Stories from the Road on Music, 
Science, and Senseless Love 
by Dessa (Sept. 18)

A DREAM CALLED HOME: 
A Memoir   
by Reyna Grande 
(Oct. 2)

THE RECKONING: 
Essays  
by Lacy Johnson 
(Oct. 9)

OLD IN ART SCHOOL: 
A Memoir of 
Starting Over   
by Nell Irvin Painter 
(June 19)

THE GIRL WHO SMILED BEADS: 
A Story of War and What 
Comes After  
by Clemantine 
Wamariya (Apr. 24)

THE SEASONS OF MY MOTHER: 
A Memoir of Love, Family, 
and Flowers   
by Marcia Gay Harden 
(May 1)

SICK: 
A Memoir   
by Porochista Khakpour 
(June 5)



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   1  a p r i l  2 0 1 8   |   8 7

children’s
MASON JAR SCIENCE
40 Slimy, Squishy, Super-
Cool Experiments; Capture 
Big Discoveries in a Jar, from 
the Magic of Chemistry and 
Physics to the Amazing 
Worlds of Earth Science and 
Biology
Adolph, Jonathan
Storey Publishing (136 pp.) 
$14.95  |  May 29, 2018
978-1-61212-986-0  

Forty science-related activities that can be done in a can-
ning jar by young experimenters.

A former editor of FamilyFun magazine introduces his col-
lection of activities with one double-page spread about science 
and the use of the scientific method to solve mysteries, and 
another on the advantages of the mason jar: widely available 
in various sizes, inexpensive and durable, heatproof, transpar-
ent, sealable, and often equipped with helpful measuring lines. 
Like many such compilations of “experiments” these are really 
demonstrations or ways to concoct a substance with which to 
experiment. Organized into chapters by study areas—chemis-
try, earth science, botany, biology, and physics—these relatively 
simple procedures are clearly presented, most compressed into 
just a two-page spread. Each offers a short introduction, a list 
of materials and tools, step-by-step instructions, “What to 
Watch for,” and “What’s Going on.” Separate text boxes headed 
with the phrases “Speak Like a Scientist,” “Science in Real Life,” 
or “Tell Me More” add extra information. Sometimes there are 
suggestions for variations and further exploration. All are illus-
trated with photographs, sometimes showing the experiment 
in progress, often showing middle-grade experimenters diverse 
in gender and race. There’s making goo (“also known as gack”), 
growing seedlings, dissolving an egg’s shell, and physics magic 
using air pressure, among many familiar activities, but the dem-
onstration of the versatility of a mason jar is impressive.

An appealing and accessible collection. (index not seen) 
(Nonfiction. 8-14)

THE FOX ON THE SWING by K. Evelina Daciūtė 
illus. by Aušra Kiudulaitė ................................................................... 92

THE HIDDEN STAR by K. Sello Duiker .............................................97

THE JAMIE DRAKE EQUATION by Christopher Edge ..................... 98

OCEAN MEETS SKY by Terry & Eric Fan ......................................... 99

PRINCE & KNIGHT by Daniel Haack; illus. by Stevie Lewis .........102

GERALDINE by Elizabeth Lilly ........................................................108

ROSA’S ANIMALS by Maryann Macdonald ....................................108

ELECTRIC BOOGERLOO by Mark Maciejewski .............................108

SUMMER SUPPER by Rubin Pfeffer; illus. by Mike Austin ............ 111

AMAL UNBOUND by Aisha Saeed .................................................... 113

THE CARDBOARD KINGDOM ed. & illus. by Chad Sell .................114

EVERY MONTH IS A NEW YEAR by Marilyn Singer; 
illus. by Susan L. Roth .......................................................................114

THE ADVENTURES OF A GIRL CALLED BICYCLE by Christina Uss; 
illus. by Jonathan Bean ...................................................................... 118

HOW TO BE A LION by Ed Vere ....................................................... 118

THE PERFECT GIFT by Paula Yoo; illus. by Shirley Ng-Benitez ......120

FRANNY’S FATHER IS A FEMINIST by Rhonda Leet; 
illus. by Megan Walker ....................................................................... 123

DADDY, ME, AND THE MAGIC HOUR by Laura Krauss Melmed; 
illus. by Sarita Rich ...........................................................................124

DAD BY MY SIDE by Soosh ............................................................... 125

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:
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How can readers tell which 
of Quentin Blake’s Three Little 
Monkeys is Lulu, the sole female? 
Easy: Illustrator Emma Chiches-
ter Clark paints her with a bow 
in her (very short) hair. How can 
readers tell which tool in Joan 
Holub’s Tool School is a girl? Easy: 
It’s the screwdriver; illustrator 
James Dean has given her eye-

lashes. How can readers tell the female peas from 
the male peas in Keith Baker’s LMNO Pea-quel? Easy: 
They’re the ones with the ponytails. How can you 
tell the girls from the boys in just about any class-
room scene in picture books? Easy: The girls are the 
ones in the dresses and skirts (and with bows, eye-
lashes, and ponytails). 

It’s dismaying to realize 
how very dependent both 
illustrators and readers of 
picture books are on stereo-
type to understand charac-
ters’ genders. Yasmin Ismail 
directly attacks all of these 
stereotypes in I’m a Girl!, 
in which her young donkey 
protagonist proudly declares her femininity while 
presenting so masculine she’s often called “young 
man.” It should not be a necessary book.

I do get why illustrators lean on these stereo-
types: They are a quick and easy way of delivering 
critical information, and because they are stereo-
types, everybody recognizes them. But can’t we do 
better? Mo Willems depicts his feminine protago-
nist of Hooray for Amanda and Her Alligator in a way 
that would not lift eyebrows if the title of the book 
were instead Hooray for Alberto and His Alligator. In 
Shirley Ng-Benitez’s illustrations for the Confetti 
Kids books, she routinely dresses female characters 
Mei, Padma, and Lily in shorts and pants, as when 
they get together with male friends Henry and Pab-
lo for a day in the park in Want to Play?, by Paula 

Yoo. Likewise, Chris Sheban 
chooses to illustrate the little 
girl in Patricia MacLachlan’s 
Someone Like Me with short 
hair and wearing jeans. Good 
on them.

Now, Willems is in total 
control of his text and illus-
trations, so he can take his 
vision where he wants. I also 
get that both MacLachlan and Yoo (and Yoo’s series 
collaborator, Gwendolyn Hooks) provide Sheban 
and Ng-Benitez with text that explicitly tags these 
characters as female, while more and more picture-
book texts do not. The stereotypes are positively 
virulent in this category of books with no gender in-
dicated in the text, but they need not be. Another 
recent book by MacLachlan, Barkus, has a protago-
nist named Nicky who is not referred to with a pro-
noun. Illustrator Marc Boutavant elects an androgy-
nous approach, giving Nicky a pageboy and dressing 
them in jeans and a T-shirt. How readers of any gen-
der imagine Nicky is up to them. 

I say hurrah to all illustrators who leave behind 
tired, illogical stereotypes and create both girls who 
accurately reflect the full range of real-world girl ex-
pression and characters with whom gender-noncon-
forming boys and genderfluid children can identify. 
Why is this a big deal? Because in continuing to rely 
on the lazy shorthand these stereotypes foster, we 
do not help our children to grow up with a full and 
flexible understanding of the many ways that gender 
is experienced and expressed, an understanding that 
is necessary in a real world that is a whole lot more 
complicated than dresses, bows, ponytails, and eye-
lashes. —V.S.

Vicky Smith is the children’s editor.

girls don’t always wear dresses, 
and boys have eyelashes too

Photo courtesy Leah O
verstreet
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BEASTS OF INDIA
Arni, Kanchana & Wolf, Gita—Eds.
Tara Publishing (48 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Jun. 15, 2018
978-93-83145-58-4  

An Indian import, this art book func-
tions as an introduction to a variety of 

traditional art forms from the Indian subcontinent.
Pictures of animals are printed on brightly colored hand-

made paper on the recto, and the names of the animal and the 
art form are printed on the bottom of the verso. All the animals 
pictured are native to India: tigers, lions, bulls, snakes, croco-
diles, monkeys, dogs, and elephants. By grouping the animals 
together—for instance, all the tigers appear together, followed 
by the lions, and so on—the book actively encourages com-
parisons among different forms of Indian folk art. An index at 
the end of the book provides readers with more information 
regarding the art style, the artist, and where the art originates. 
The tiger printed in the Pithora tribal art style, for example, is 
adapted from the original by the artist Paresh Ratva. The style is 
described as a “Ritual decorative art form, painted on the walls 
of houses, using natural earth colors”; it is native to the Indian 
states of Rajasthan and Gujarat. The variations in line, palette, 
and level of realism are broad, giving readers a good sense of 
the vigor and diversity of Indian folk art. Although beautifully 
crafted, however, it is more an artifact than a traditional pic-
ture book. Each book is one of a limited printing of 3,000 and 
includes a framable print.

Lovely, but for art enthusiasts and book collectors more 
than for child readers. (Picture book. 8-adult)

NOTHING STOPPED SOPHIE
The Story of Unshakable 
Mathematician Sophie 
Germain
Bardoe, Cheryl
Illus. by McClintock, Barbara
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-0-316-27820-1  

A girl mathematician? Impossible!
“Telling Sophie not to think about math was like telling a 

bird not to soar,” but that’s exactly what people did. Growing 
up a middle-class, white female in late-18th-century France, 
Sophie Germain was discouraged from studying, especially 
from studying math, a discipline reserved for educated men. 
Markers, gouache, and elements of collage energetically power 
illustrations that are often filled with numbers, expanding 
on the appealing text and emphasizing the concept of vibra-
tion that Sophie later illuminated. She sneaked out of bed to 
learn the basics, corresponded anonymously with experts, and 
struggled for fair treatment. Becoming a mathematician was 
challenging, but as the story’s repeating, titular refrain states, 

“nothing stopped Sophie”—not the French Revolution, not the 

sexism of the time, and not the mathematical complexities 
she worked through to discover the formula that made her the 
eventual winner of a prestigious academic contest. Resilience 
is the focus here, as well as the groundbreaking nature of her 
work; Sophie with her quiet focus and staunch dedication was 
able to make a difference by predicting patterns of vibration, 
information later used in architecture, as well as paving the way 
for other women in the field and, by implication, girls learning 
about math today.

As an entree into the world of mathematics, this por-
trait of a quiet heroine is elegant, striking, and sure to 
inspire. (biographical and historical notes, bibliography, 
author’s note, illustrator’s note) (Picture book/biography. 6-10)

ASK EMMA
Berk, Sheryl & Berk, Carrie
Yellow Jacket (176 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-4998-0647-2 
Series: Ask Emma, 1 

Seventh-grader Emma Woods decides 
to start an advice blog at school since she’s 
already adept at meddling.

Surprisingly, her teachers are fully 
supportive, putting the blog on the 

school website. At first there’s little interest from fellow stu-
dents at Austen Middle School (the references will fly over the 
heads of the audience). After she intervenes with a Spanish 
teacher to make his classroom management fairer and tries to 
move a clock forward to end gym class early, however, Emma 
begins to earn a reputation as an effective mediator, and inter-
est in her blog—as well as push back—picks up. A series of nasty, 
bullying comments posted on it gives her the opportunity to 
launch a clever (and a bit didactic if worthwhile) anti-cyberbul-
lying campaign. Convenience plays a heavy role. Teachers and 
the school principal don’t seem to mind her interventions. In 
a world that’s unrealistically convivial, annoyed classmates 
manage to eventually forgive her failed, sometimes blundering 
attempts to fix just about everything. Even the disgruntled bully 
lurks fully offstage, their identity remaining a complete mystery, 
with the likeliest potential candidates eliminated and the bully-
ing neatly ending as well. But the text is brief and Emma makes 
a mostly perky and somewhat attractive protagonist, even if she 
occupies a vanilla-flavored, default-white world, in this first in a 
series. It remains to be seen whether subsequent volumes will 
likewise clap back to Jane Austen.

An average tale that’s most likely to appeal to female 
grade schoolers who might yet believe that this is an accu-
rate depiction of middle school. (Fiction. 9-11)

As the story’s repeating, titular refrain states, “nothing stopped 
Sophie”—not the French Revolution, not the sexism of the time, 

and not the mathematical complexities she worked through.
nothing stopped sophie
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MONSTER BOOGIE
Berkner, Laurie
Illus. by Clanton, Ben
Simon & Schuster (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 24, 2018
978-1-4814-6465-9  

With the creak of a door, a big pur-
ple monster makes its entrance and derails a perfectly good 
bedtime.

With big purple eyes and sharp green teeth, the monster 
announces to its young charges that it is the biggest monster that 
they’ve ever seen. But instead of gobbling them up, it turns on 
the radio, brings on the brightness, and proceeds to entertain the 
two brown children. “Everybody does the monster boogie,” after 
all, and the young girl mimics all of the monster’s moves while the 
skeptical boy taps his foot. With the spotlight on the young boy, 
the monster encourages both him and readers with, “So can you!” 
And with closed eyes and his teddy at his side, the boy begins 
to boogie. With amazing convenience, selected arts-and-crafts 
materials appear, and the children transform themselves into 
monsters as the big purple monster juggles all of the furniture in 
the room—beds, dresser, suitcase, radio, and all. Soon the room 
is an explosion of Day-Glo colors, filled with children and mon-
sters jamming out. With a click of the lights and the wink of an 
eye, the party is over—alas, bedtime resumes. The story is writ-
ten in rhythmic verse so it is impossible to read without singing...
of course, you could, but what would be the fun of that?

This book is clearly designed for singing, dancing, and 
messy crafting. It’s the best and most convivial way to 
experience it. (Picture book. 3-7)

THE PENDERWICKS AT LAST
Birdsall, Jeanne
Knopf (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  May 15, 2018
978-0-385-75566-5
978-0-385-75567-2 PLB 
Series: Penderwicks, 5 

The beloved family is back—and tak-
ing their final bow.

In this fifth and final title in the 
endearing series, the spotlight is on 

the youngest sibling, now-11-year-old Lydia, would-be dancer. 
Everyone’s gearing up for the wedding of eldest sister Rosalind, 
scrambling to ensure the happy couple can get hitched without 
a hitch at Arundel, the imposing estate where the Penderwick 
saga began (The Penderwicks, 2005). Thrown into the mix is an 
older brother who’s aspiring to be a film director; riotous ani-
mals, including a stair-climbing chicken and an independent-
minded sheep; and snooty interference from the estate’s former 
owner. Lydia meets a new gal pal; gets embroiled in the arrange-
ments of what eventually evolves into a double wedding; and 
emerges as her own winning personality. As in the other series 
titles, Birdsall writes with a knowing, breezy hand and infuses 

cozy, old-fashioned, humorous warmth into the proceedings 
while adhering to a white default. Occasionally, Lydia comes 
across as younger than her years. Still, readers will appreciate 
the younger girl’s antics and the numerous musical references 
(which threaten to date the novel) and will likely swoon over the 
wedding details, some unrealistic. Certainly, die-hard fans will 
rejoice that the author virtually promises that two very popular 
characters will wed several years hence. Is an encore to come?

Please don’t go, Penderwicks; it’s too soon to say good-
bye. (Fiction. 9-12)

SEVEN BAD CATS
Bonneau, Monique
Illus. by the author
Sourcebooks Jabberwocky (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-4926-5710-1  

Every sailor needs a cat—but what to 
do with seven bad ones?!

“Today I put on / my boots and my coat, / and seven bad cats 
/ jumped into my boat.” One eats from the little sailor’s lobster 
pots, and two others snooze on the oars. Three pester crabs while 
hanging from the gunwale, and four keep stealing the poor sail-
or’s gloves. Five claw the sails to ribbons, and when the sea gets 
rough, six get sick in a bucket. When the boat capsizes, throwing 
everyone into the sea, readers learn this sailor can’t swim! “Four-
teen small paws / lifted me in their grip, / and seven good cats 
/ rescued me to my ship!” And counting back down from there, 
those bad cats prove themselves pretty perfect pussycat pals. 
Bonneau’s debut as author/illustrator is a rhymed counting tale 
starring a rosy-cheeked white sailor of indeterminate gender in 
a yellow slicker and their seven cats colored red, orange, yellow, 
white, black, blue, and purple. The rhymed couplets roll like the 
waves, and the watercolor-and-ink illustrations, mostly full-bleed, 
double-page spreads, are pale, simple, and charming. The kitties’ 
curves as they leap and pounce (and play with everything) and 
the young sailor’s emotions are deftly displayed in just a few lines.

Captures the dual nature of the feline friend, often 
“bad” but always your buddy. (Picture book. 2-7)

MOUNTAINS OF THE WORLD
Braun, Dieter
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Calleja, Jen
Flying Eye Books (96 pp.) 
$24.00  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-912497-94-2  

Imported from Germany, an album of mountains, with trib-
utes to those who scale them, portraits of flora and fauna that 
live on them, and related topics.

As Braun covers his subject in no very systematic way and 
often wanders some distance off course, it’s his faceted, viv-
idly hued landscapes and figures that will (as in Wild Animals of 

The rhymed couplets roll like the waves.
seven bad cats
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the North and Wild Animals of the South, 2016 and 2017) be the 
main draw. In between soaring portraits of 20 tall or otherwise 
renowned peaks and rocky formations, he intersperses wildlife 
portraits—the snow leopard being particularly magnificent—
along with equipment layouts for climbers and for skiers. He also 
ventures down into caves and across the Gobi Desert, pausing to 
admire several scenic wonders from Antarctic icebergs to moun-
tain sculptures including Petra, Mount Rushmore, and the Crazy 
Horse Memorial. To give a sense of scale he places the Eiffel 
Tower and Great Pyramid next to Uluru in one scene and, just for 
fun, in another slips in a pair of hulking yeti. The accompanying 
notes are likewise scattershot, offering nuggets of information 
that can feel arbitrary. Aside from stately Maasai and Aboriginal 
men in ceremonial dress and quick nods to renowned moun-
taineers Edmund Hilary, Tenzing Norgay, and Reinhold Messner, 
human figures are too stylized to detect their ethnicities.

Unfocused but nevertheless gifted with bold visuals 
and a beguiling sense of appreciation for nature’s beauties. 
(glossary) (Informational picture book. 6-11)

RUBY REDFORT BLINK AND 
YOU DIE
Child, Lauren
Illus. by the author
Candlewick (544 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 8, 2018
978-0-7636-5472-6 
Series: Ruby Redfort, 6 

The young agent and codebreaking 
genius, recruited by the secret Spectrum 

organization, risks life and limb to uncover the traitor within 
its ranks.

With Spectrum agents sidelined while the traitor remains 
at large, Ruby’s forced to take survival-training classes. (Les-
sons in surviving an avalanche and avoiding hypothermia soon 
come in handy.) Is the traitor the same evildoer who terrifies 
even an archvillain like the Count? The answer may lie in Spec-
trum’s only other child spy, Bradley Baker. Ruby’s research takes 
her to Spectrum’s well-protected underwater vault on Meteor 
Island, where she learns that Baker, believed killed in a plane 
crash, may still be alive. Ruby’s familiar sidekicks return: loyal 
friend Clancy; housekeeper and TV bingo addict Mrs. Digby; 
Ruby’s clueless parents; and Hitch, posing as the family butler 
to keep an eye on Ruby. As clues pile up, new dangers loom; 
Ruby evades them with panache and nifty high-tech gadgetry, 
including a bicycle with a hyperspeed setting and a fur cape 
that doubles as a parachute. Readers can try a few codes that 
Ruby cracks (they’re explained in an afterword). Ruby’s world 
remains a largely white one; its decidedly retro atmosphere (a 
1970s California that feels more like the ’50s) is reinforced by 
the narrative’s meandering pace, asides, and non sequiturs.

This final installment offers more than the usual comple-
ment of cliffhangers, daring escapes, and surprises; fans of 
this droll, quirky, and sui generis series won’t be disappointed. 
(note) (Mystery. 9-14)

HARVESTING FRIENDS / 
COSECHANDO AMIGOS
Contreras, Kathleen
Illus. by Undercuffler, Gary
Piñata Books/Arté Público (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  May 31, 2018
978-1-55885-858-9  

Lupe and her mamá have spent months planting, weeding, 
and watering, because there’s nothing better than a salsa garden.

Pungent cilantro, eye-tearing onions, mouth-searing chilis, 
nostril-flaring garlic, and...oh, no! The biggest, reddest, juiciest 
tomatoes have disappeared! In their place is a gold chain and 
medal. The mystery is later solved when Lupe catches a hun-
gry classmate gathering another armload of tomatoes for his 
family. Antonio agrees to help tend the garden in exchange for 
the return of his grandmother’s necklace and more tomatoes. A 
friendship develops between the children, giving Lupe an idea—
why doesn’t she invite the neighbors to help with next year’s 
garden? As the plants thrive so does the camaraderie, and soon 
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the harvest includes the fruit of long-lasting friendships. The 
author’s strong connection with her Mexican-American cul-
ture is evident in the comforting, family-reinforcing narrative. 
Undercuffler’s engaging and detailed illustrations bring Lupe 
and her exuberant friends to life. His multiethnic composition 
of the neighborhood portrays a strong, positive image of all that 
is good in America. Readers will enjoy discovering the artist sit-
ting among the partygoers. Contreras’ uncomplicated bilingual 
tale highlights the importance of compassion, cooperation, and 
companionship. Three simple garden recipes are appended, 
including one for a pico de gallo salsa.

Un libro muy sabroso. (Picture book. 4-8)

JUMBLE WOOD
Covell, Helena
Illus. by the author
Flying Eye Books (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-911171-36-2  

A small creature looks for something 
to make her happy.

Deep in the titular wood there is a jumble of shapes and 
lines and squiggles and creatures. Every creature has a “thing 
that [makes] them happy.” Everyone, that is, but Pod. This 
small gray oval with pipe-cleaner arms and legs, big floppy ears, 
and large round eyes decides to go off deeper into the woods 
to find that special thing that will make her happy. Along the 
way Pod discovers friendship, camaraderie, adventure, and, 
eventually, her special thing. The journey is illustrated with 
soft hues—mostly mauves and pinks and blues—and jagged 
lines mixed upon curved shapes. The creatures in Pod’s world 
resemble nothing so much as friendly bacteria; Pod is some-
thing of an outlier in that she looks rather like a mouse. Pod’s 
world is peculiar and engaging, boasting stunning compositions 
and adorable details in the margins. Little readers will linger on 
every page, rubbing the soft, textured paper between their fin-
gers. The book’s affinity for adventure will stir similar feelings 
in the hearts of little readers everywhere.

An endearing and fascinating journey. (Picture book. 3-5)

THE FOX ON 
THE SWING 
Daciūtė, Evelina
Illus. by Kiudulaitė, Aušra
Thames & Hudson (48 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Jun. 19, 2018
978-0-500-65156-8  

This Lithuanian import portrays the friendship developing 
between a boy and a fox.

An omniscient narrator introduces Paul’s family: His father 
pilots a helicopter, and his mother makes pottery. More unusual 
is their dwelling, which is a tall tree in the park. Close observ-
ers of the zany mixed media and digital collages will glimpse a 

bushy orange tail early on. Paul’s first encounter with the lanky 
fox, clad in blue boots and enjoying a swing in the park, is during 
his daily walk home from the bakery. Although the fox engages 
in philosophical and somewhat mysterious conversations (rem-
iniscent but not duplicative of her counterpart in Antoine de 
Saint-Exupéry’s The Little Prince), the boy anticipates these vis-
its even though it means sharing his bakery treat. He learns how 
to be a friend in ways appropriate to her moods, especially exult-
ing in the swinging and shouting about things that make them 
happy. Suddenly concerned one day, Paul asks: “Will I always 
find you here?” She replies: “Of course not....When I need to 
be somewhere else, that’s where I’ll go.” The text is longer than 
in many American picture books, but there is much to savor: 
the honesty of unspoken ruminations, challenging dialogue, 
and myriad unexpected details, such as a sign-carrying parade 
of protesting birds. The humans’ skin tones range from Paul’s 
paper-white to pink or red.

An enormously satisfying surprise completes this 
wholly original narrative. (Picture book. 5-8)

I HATE EVERYONE
Danis, Naomi
Illus. by Arribas, Cinta
POW! (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-57687-874-3  

A little girl experiences big feelings 
on her birthday.

The protagonist’s gender is implied 
by her dress and her bobbed hairstyle, 

and the first-person text immediately immerses readers in her 
negativity: “It’s my birthday. So boo! I hate all of you.” A scowl-
ing, up-close portrait of the pink-faced, dark-haired girl depicts 
her wearing a party hat and sticking her tongue out at the reader 
while clutching a stuffed toy. She’s yelling on the next spread 
in the middle of a crowd of people, who all have the same pink 
skin. It’s her party, and she’ll yell if she wants to, is the gist of 
the story from this point until the last few pages. Throughout, 
everyone else is remarkably patient and unbothered by her bad 
behavior, and the text eschews verbal responses or omniscient 
narration. Expressive, gestural illustrations adopt a low visual 
perspective to emulate a child’s point of view and end up steal-
ing the show. But even their success can’t smooth over the nar-
rative gap when, on a pair of facing pages, the girl suddenly and 
resolutely changes her tune. “Go away!” she shouts on the verso; 

“No! Stay! Can you stay even if I hate you?” she says on the recto, 
reducing the book to spectacle rather than story. While perhaps 
true to life, this lightning-fast shift is unsatisfying, as it asks 
readers to accept her change of heart as passively as the long-
suffering partygoers accepted her hatred.

Not for everyone. (Picture book. 3-6)
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EVERYTHING I KNOW 
ABOUT YOU
Dee, Barbara
Aladdin (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 19, 2018
978-1-5344-0507-3  

It’s time for the seventh-grade trip to 
Washington, D.C.!

In an effort to promote “class unity,” 
the optimistic (clueless?) teachers have 
determined the rooming assignments, 

and Tally Martin isn’t looking forward to three nights with her 
enemy, the perfect, popular Ava Seeley. Tally’s also angry on 
behalf of her two best friends, who are also in less-than-ideal 
rooming situations with their respective former bullies. Well-
meaning Tally wants to protect Sonnet and Spider from their 
tormentors. However, the boisterous, eclectically dressed Tally, 
who has always been her friends’ protector, must face the fact 
that she must let them fight their own battles or risk losing them. 

But when she discovers that Ava has become “emaciated,” skips 
meals, and exercises obsessively, she must decide if this is a situ-
ation she should put her nose in. Flippant and outgoing Tally is 

“tan,” adopted, and bigger than her classmates—not just taller, 
but she also has a “squishy belly” and a “big butt” she loves; she 
sees her fatness as a biological inheritance, just one part of who 
she is. Her passionate impulse to protect her friends is imme-
diately sympathetic, as is her growing understanding of both 
herself and her classmates. Diversity among Tally’s classmates is 
implied by naming convention (Sonnet has a Japanese surname, 
for example) and occasionally called out. Others, including Spi-
der, are white by default.

A poignant and often hilarious slice of middle-grade 
life. (eating disorder resources) (Fiction. 10-14)

Tally has a “squishy belly” and a “big butt” she loves; she sees her 
fatness as a biological inheritance, just one part of who she is.

everything i know about you
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TINY INFINITIES
Diehl, J.H.
Chronicle (352 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 8, 2018
978-1-4521-6335-2  

The summer she turns 13, Alice strug-
gles to hold on to the family life that has 
been slipping away since her mother’s 
major car accident a year ago.

At the request of her mother, who 
has been in bed and depressed since her accident, Alice’s father 
is moving out, and her twin brothers are going to stay with their 
aunt. If she can’t keep her family together, Alice hopes she can 
at least reach her swim team goals; she practices twice daily and 
has numerous competitions. The night Alice stays out late to 
avoid watching her father leave, she saves Piper, a young girl 
who just moved in next door, from being hit by a car. Alice soon 
realizes that something is wrong: Piper doesn’t speak, doesn’t 
seem to hear, and doesn’t seem to express emotion as expected. 
Alice is hired as a mother’s helper for the family, and one night 
she hears Piper utter a word. Telling Piper’s parents about it 
upsets them, and Alice becomes determined to prove to every-
one that she did not make this up. Diehl, a debut author, has a 
lovely writing style and wastes no time getting readers on Alice’s 
side. While this is not a fast-paced novel and at times even feels 
meandering, its exploration of relationships—among family, 
friends both old and new, and crushes—and responsibility are 
worth diving into. While some minor characters have names of 
diverse origins, the main characters are not described in terms 
of ethnicity or race, implying a white default.

A quiet story with a likable protagonist. (Fiction. 10-14)

CHADWICK’S EPIC REVENGE
Doan, Lisa
Illus. by Andrewson, Natalie
Roaring Brook (288 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 26, 2018
978-1-250-15409-5  

A one-sided, yearslong pranking feud 
is about to blow up.

Fifth-grade graduate Chadwick Mus-
selman is thrilled that his nemesis, Terry 
Vance, who has been torturing him with 

pranks for years, has flunked. Chadwick has the whole summer 
to work on his “lurking and creeping” campaign to get into the 
clique of cute Jana Sedgewick “of the glorious red hair” (or at 
least in a clique that overlaps hers). But his success is limited, 
and when sixth grade starts it turns out Terry didn’t flunk after 
all. And because Terry seems to have caused the previous princi-
pal to run away, everyone must now attend special classes called 

“group” to “improve communication,” which Terry uses as an 
opportunity to gaslight Chadwick. Chadwick enlists the help of 
his snack-obsessed best friend, Rory, and uber-smart Suvi to com-
bat Terry’s campaign and wage one of his own. Who will win...

will anyone? Doan attempts funny but mostly achieves unpleas-
ant with her middle-grade comedy of vengeance. The bad girls 
(really, all girls except the cartoonishly pedantic Suvi) are vacuous. 
But the book’s main failing is a complete lack of connection with 
reality. At the close, it even undercuts its own message that an eye 
for an eye is a bad idea. Chadwick and Terry seem to be white; the 
stereotypically brilliant Suvi is an Indian immigrant; and Rory is 
depicted as black in Andrewson’s illustrations.

Skip. (Fiction. 8-12)

WHAT THE LADYBUG 
HEARD NEXT
Donaldson, Julia
Illus. by Monks, Lydia
Henry Holt (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-1-250-15652-5  

The ladybug returns to foil another barnyard theft (What the 
Ladybug Heard, 2010).

Hefty Hugh and Lanky Len (white and brown-skinned 
respectively, with names that indicate body type) are fresh out 
of jail and up to their old tricks. Not content simply to steal deli-
cious speckled eggs, the thieves scheme to steal the farm’s fat 
red hen. Luckily, Donaldson’s ladybug is on the case, and so are 
the farm’s cow, hog, cat, duck, and other residents. The author 
employs rhyming couplets to weave her cat-and-mouse, or shall 
we say thief-and-ladybug, game. Monk returns to illustrate the 
barnyard, employing googly eyes, bright colors, and crisp compo-
sitions. Incorporated elements of photo collage (the hoods’ knit-
wear, the sheep’s fleece, and selective other fabric highlights) add 
visual interest to the bright, matte paintings. The silly scheming 
tone will have little readers giggling with glee. While the book 
contains larcenous villains, the tale is light and fluffy, flitting here 
and there and making Hefty Hugh and Lanky Len as threaten-
ing as jelly doughnuts. Nevertheless, the choice to cast a fat per-
son and a brown-skinned person as the villains while the kindly 
farmer is a thin, white man sours the taste somewhat.

A whimsical sequel. (Picture book. 3-6)

DAISY’S DECORATING 
DILEMMA 
Dougherty, Brandi
Illus. by Kurilla, Renée
Rodale Kids (96 pp.) 
$10.99  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-63565-132-4 
Series: Wild Fairies, 1 

Event coordinator Daisy must find 
a theme for the Blossom Bash that will 

please everyone.
While the current abundance of rain will benefit the flow-

ers, it also poses a challenge: The accelerated, early bloom 
gives them less time than usual to prepare. Each fairy suggests 

While this is not a fast-paced novel, its exploration of 
relationships—among family, friends both old and new, and 

crushes—and responsibility are worth diving into.
tiny infinities
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their own flower or color to decorate Sugar Oak, putting Daisy 
in the unenviable role of being the deciding vote. (Gardeners 
will note the flowers listed are not all early spring blooms.) In 
the meantime, Daisy checks on other fairies’ preparations, 
troubleshooting their problems (from food and music deci-
sions to recommending honey for seasonal allergies). Indigo’s 
garlands of materials from all over the forest inspire Daisy to 
go for an eclectic theme, allowing each fairy to decorate part of 
Sugar Oak however they wish. The full effect of the assortment, 
as well as the acceptance of an earlier than optimal bloom, is 
summed up by Daisy and stands as the story’s theme: “We all 
know we can’t control nature. We can only appreciate all that 
it gives us. And that’s what this celebration is really about!” In 
Kurilla’s frequent, full-color illustrations, Daisy is depicted with 
brown skin and blonde curls, and other fairies have skin and 
hair of all the colors of the rainbow; one fairy in the primary 
cast is male. Information about honey follows the story, as do a 
recipe, a dramatis personae, and some games.

Flower-calendar quibble aside, an optimistic, upbeat 
story. (Fantasy. 6-8)

LILY’S WATER WOES
Dougherty, Brandi
Illus. by Kurilla, Renée
Rodale Kids (96 pp.) 
$10.99  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-63565-135-5 
Series: Wild Fairies, 2 

Mermaid fairy Lily copes with the 
difficulties of being a water-based crea-
ture with land-based friends.

Blue-haired and -skinned mermaid Lily must rely on her 
friends to visit her, as her inability to remain out of water for 
long results in her cutting short her visits to them (especially 
when, as in the case of Indigo’s treetop workshop, travel time 
eats into her outside-of-water time). Lily’s bummed out when 
distractions and changes of plans result in her friends’ skipping 
visits with her, and she feels left out when they explore areas 
she finds inaccessible. Lily doesn’t expect her friends to under-
stand her accessibility difficulties and so doesn’t complain—but 
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Roshani Chokshi

TURNING THE DEMIGODS FROM MEN TO WOMEN IN AN 
UPROARIOUS NOVEL FOR MIDDLE-GRADE READERS
By Alex Heimbach

Growing up, Roshani Chokshi loved the Japanese 
manga series Sailor Moon. “There’s something so ad-
dictive about the idea of a group of girlfriends literal-
ly fighting crime together and all of them having their 
own special weapons, their own distinct personalities,” 
she says. Most of all, she was drawn to the show’s focus 
on female friendships—the girls’ most important rela-
tionships were always with each other.

That love of Sailor Moon inspired Chokshi’s first 
middle-grade novel, Aru Shah and the End of Time (Mar. 
27), which delightfully reinterprets the Hindu myth 
of the Pandava brothers through the lens of a magi-
cal girl adventure story. In the Mahabharata, the Pan-

dava brothers are five demigods, all descended from 
different godly fathers; in Aru Shah, the Pandavas are 
reincarnated as preteen girls who must save the world 
from a mysterious villain known only as the Shadow. 
After Aru accidentally releases him, she teams up with 
her soul sister Mini to save their families and prevent 
him from stopping time forever. 

By gender-bending the Pandavas, Chokshi is able 
tell the kind of mythological adventure story that is 
usually the province of boys (see Percy Jackson). The 
novel is also unique in its focus on Indian folklore. 
There are plenty of stories where heroes meet the 
Greek gods or King Arthur but not many where they 
rub shoulders with Hanuman and Indra. 

Representing these different perspectives was im-
portant to Chokshi, both because they’re reflective 
of her own life and because they’re so rare. “It really 
makes kids feel invisible when you don’t see anyone 
like you in the media,” she says, “and it makes you feel 
as though your story is really not worth hearing and 
not worth being shared.” So she wrote the book she 
would’ve wanted to read as a kid.

But telling a story about middle schoolers meant 
exorcising a few demons of her own. Writing for 
young people, Chokshi says, “forces me to always just 
be living in that space and that’s not a bad thing, but 
it just makes me think about that guy in sixth grade 
that dumped me over AIM and that I really wish I had 
a lightning bolt back then.” She didn’t, but Aru sure 
does.

In fact, a lot of the novel’s conflicts are more per-
sonal ones, which the characters have to balance with 
the fact that the world is in imminent danger of end-
ing. “These moments of growing up are intensely awk-
ward and stressful and yet they’re so small and micro-
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without her realizing it, they’ve noticed that she’s down and 
reasoned why. As a surprise for her, they examine how they can 
make their forest more inclusive of her physical needs, devising 
an elevator and slide system to give Lily fast, easy transporta-
tion and to accommodate her physical limitations. Lily’s friends 
decide to do this, without prompting or her asking, both to 
make Lily happy and because they enjoy her company, effec-
tively modeling empathy and inclusiveness without didacticism. 
Contextual nuance to the disability parallel is provided in the 
joy Lily experiences in the water as well as in the apologies her 
friends provide in response to her feelings of neglect. Informa-
tion about water lilies and a craft join the dramatis personae 
and assorted games in the backmatter—a series feature.

A delightful story about thoughtful, compassionate 
friendship. (Fantasy. 6-8)

THE HIDDEN STAR 
Duiker, K. Sello
Cassava Republic Press (210 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-911115-43-4  

Magic, adventure, and folklore come 
together in Duiker’s final novel.

In Phola, where children can speak to 
dogs and other animals, 11-year-old Noli-
tye has a compulsion for collecting stones. 
One day she comes across a stone unlike 

any of the ones she keeps stored in a bucket under her bed. This 
one is magical, granting wishes and giving her the urge to giggle, 
and it’s also going to change her life. Nolitye soon learns from 
the spirit residing within it that she must find four other missing 
pieces to unite the stone and restore its full power. Only Nolitye, 
who has gifts she never imagined, can complete this task. How-
ever, there is evil in her village, and dark forces conspire to take 
the stone away, but with faithful friends Bheki and Four Eyes by 
her side, Nolitye is up to the challenge. With evocatively descrip-
tive prose and a trio of strong protagonists along with a secondary 
cast of unique personalities (such as Rotten Nellie, the class bully, 
or MaMtonga, the terrifying witch next door), Duiker beautifully 
captures a corner of South Africa (the main characters are black). 
With strong elements of magical realism, the novel is both 
charming and whimsical with several heart-thumping moments 
that make it difficult to put down.

At its core, this posthumously published South African 
import is a heartwarming story about friendship and per-
sistence. (Fantasy. 10-adult)

cosmic that to know that a character is worrying about 
that but also worrying about the inevitable doom of 
the universe—that’s a lot of stuff to hold onto your 
plate,” Chokshi says.

Like Aru, Chokshi struggled in middle school. She 
didn’t stand out in any of the traditional ways (grades, 
athletics) and struggled to find her place. “How in the 
hell was I going to get anybody’s attention?” she says. 

“For me it was like, ‘Oh I know. I’ll tell them a story 
they can’t stop listening to’. And that’s how I thought 
of lying ” Aru also tends to deal with her problems by 
lying to others, though the negative consequences of 
her behavior (the release of an evil force intent on de-
stroying time itself) are somewhat more severe.

Nonetheless, Aru is able to channel that creative 
energy into a more positive form by the end of the 
novel. “I think that that’s why I’ve always loved stories 
like Aru’s and young adult and middle-grade books in 
general,” Chokshi says, “because you get to know that 
you’re always changing, that you’re not stuck as how 
you are.”

Alex Heimbach is a writer and editor in California. Aru 
Shah and the End of Time received a starred review in 
the Feb. 15, 2018, issue. 
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THE JAMIE 
DRAKE EQUATION 
Edge, Christopher
Delacorte (192 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  Jun. 26, 2018
978-1-5247-1361-4
978-1-5247-1363-8 PLB  

Sixth-grader Jamie Drake has an 
alien on his cellphone and his parents are 
splitting up. What more could go wrong?

This middle-grade science-fiction 
title, first published in England, is reminiscent of the most 
engaging early Heinlein stories in which realistic boys face tra-
ditional problems in a futuristic setting. Here, Jamie’s father, 
an astronaut on the International Space Station, is preparing 
to launch a series of probes to Tau Ceti, a nearby star system 
known to have orbiting planets in the habitable zone (true fact). 
Jamie, however, has complicated feelings about his famous 
father, gracefully expressed in Jamie’s candid narration. He’s 
proud, of course, to have the world focused on his father’s 
actions—there’s even a video interview at an all-school assem-
bly—but he’d also rather have him home in England for his 
birthday and to patch up the growing rift in his family. Then the 
unhappy boy happens upon an astronomer who’s hacked into 
the Hubble Telescope for her own search for extraterrestrial 
intelligence. Attempting to charge his phone on her computer, 
Jamie accidentally intercepts a transmission and captures the 
Hi’ive. Then there’s a solar flare. His father may be stranded in 
space. Jamie’s emotions are totally accessible even though his 
circumstances fall significantly outside the norm. The book 
assumes a white default.

With solid science and believable family conflicts, this 
will be very satisfying to readers whose wishful thinking 
can suspend disbelief. (Science fiction. 8-12)

BEN AND THE SCAREDY-DOG
Ellis, Sarah
Illus. by LaFave, Kim
Pajama Press (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Jun. 15, 2018
978-1-77278-044-4  

A young boy named Ben makes a new 
friend and conquers his fear of dogs in 
this latest offering in a series about learn-

ing to deal with new experiences.
In the previous entry in the series, Ben Says Goodbye (2016), 

the boy had to deal with the loss of his best friend, Peter, when 
Peter’s family moved away. In this story, Ben watches as a new 
family moves into the same house, bringing their huge dog with 
them. Ben and his family are white, and their new neighbors 
are Asian, with a daughter about Ben’s age named Erv (short 
for Minerva). When Ben visits Erv at her house, he must face 
his considerable fear of dogs, including specific worries about 
canines chasing and biting him “with their strong jaws and big, 

sharp teeth.” For his part, the friendly dog, Max, is afraid of the 
slippery, shiny floors in the new house and won’t leave his rug 
to walk across the floor. Boy and dog conquer their respective 
fears, with a final, wordless page showing Ben leading Max by 
his leash as they follow Erv out to play. Ben’s fear of dogs is sen-
sitively portrayed in a text that skillfully interweaves exposition, 
questions, and dialogue, with Ben’s internal musings set in ital-
ics. Amusing illustrations in watercolor and ink make effective 
use of heavy outlines and copious white space for a clean, con-
temporary look.

Another successful outing in a winning series, with lots 
of room for more adventures for Ben and his new friends 
Erv and Max. (Picture book. 3-7)

THE HOLLOW UNDER 
THE TREE
Fagan, Cary
Groundwood (128 pp.) 
$14.95  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-55498-999-7  

An adventurous girl finds an escaped 
circus lion in 1925 Toronto.

Sadie Menken lives with her father, a 
pie maker, and their boarder, Miss Clem-
ons, a savvy retired librarian and inveter-

ate clipper of newspaper articles. Sadie loves nearby High Park, 
with its natural areas, but doesn’t get to play there often because 
she delivers her father’s pies after school. Her last daily stop is 
to a house inhabited by a wealthy family. Their young son, usu-
ally left at home while his parents travel, finally makes Sadie’s 
acquaintance. Not-so-courageous Theo Junior becomes Sadie’s 
confidant (and supplier of steaks) when she finds the lion in the 
park and begins to feed him late each night. Contemporary kids 
may wonder about Sadie’s and Theo Junior’s relative freedom, 
but the narrator explains: “Ninety years ago, when these events 
occurred, parents didn’t worry so much about children being 
outside on their own.” The accessible, humorous storytelling 
voice, its sketch of life in an earlier time, and the premise of a 
wild beast who calms down with good food and caring friends 
all combine to make this short chapter book an excellent read. 
The book assumes a white default.

Equally suitable as a read-aloud or as a choice for inde-
pendent reading, this short chapter book will please ani-
mal enthusiasts and readers of tales about brave girls alike. 
(Historical fiction. 6-9)

With solid science and believable family conflicts, this will be very 
satisfying to readers whose wishful thinking can suspend disbelief.

the jamie drake equation
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OCEAN MEETS SKY 
Fan, Terry & Fan, Eric
Illus. by the authors
Simon & Schuster (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 15, 2018
978-1-4814-7037-7  

A young boy adventures into a fantastical realm, where 
ocean meets sky and the spirit of his grandfather lives on.

Finn, who lives by the sea, remembers his grandpa: his voice, 
his sayings, his extraordinary stories. To honor him, Finn builds 
a boat on the beach, creating a wonderful fort out of flotsam and 
jetsam. While asleep in his creation, the lonely boy dreams of a 
mustachioed golden fish, which leads him through wondrous 
surroundings. Whales swim among the stars, and celestial ships 
intermingle with zeppelins and subs. But it’s the fish that must 
be followed, as it transforms into the moon and reveals itself 
to be Finn’s grandfather, a benevolent Asian face illuminating 
the child’s world. Just as Finn begins to say goodbye, he hears 
his mother calling him home with the promise of a dumpling 
supper. Graphite renderings, digitally colored in a cool palette, 
recall hand-tinted etchings. Dazzling spreads, full of texture 
and detail, offer much for readers to explore. Inspiration from 
Maurice Sendak’s Where the Wild Things Are and David Wiesner’s 
Flotsam can be seen in both story and art. However, the Fan 
Brothers’ approach to loss, healing, and intergenerational rela-
tionships makes this a unique and refreshing offering.

A stunning, dreamlike voyage into the heart of a child. 
(Picture book. 4-8)

CALLING DR. ZAZA
Freeman, Mylo
Illus. by the author
Clavis (24 pp.) 
$14.95  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-60537-375-1  

Make room, Doc McStuffins! Another 
young brown-skinned physician has arrived 

to attend to every ailment.
Dr. Zaza, who wears a pink-and-white–checked dress and an 

apron with a red cross on it, looks out at readers from the cover 
as she checks the heartbeat of a brightly colored, variegated-
patterned stuffed rabbit—one of the many stuffed patients 
she takes care of throughout the book. Dr. Zaza checks Rosie 
the koala bear’s earache, Bobby the rabbit’s heartbeat, George 
the giraffe’s sore throat, Pinkie the bunny’s temperature, and 
Mo the snake’s scratch. When Mo requires a bandage, so does 
everyone else. And Dr. Zaza delivers. The protagonist’s deep 
brown skin and afro-puff hairdo offer a mirror for many read-
ers of color and a window for others while also emphasizing 
that imaginative play around STEM professions should be the 
purview of children from every background. And even though 
Dr. Zaza cares only for stuffed animals thus far, her compe-
tence and willingness to help both suggest that medicine will 
likely be a good fit for her. The deeply-saturated, single-color 

backgrounds establish a warm and inviting mood for Dr. Zaza’s 
work, who seems more than content to help. Companion title 
Celebrate with Zaza finds Zaza in a more traditionally feminine 
role, coordinating Rosie’s birthday party.

A fun and visually inviting book that encourages chil-
dren to consider one more “when I grow up” possibility. 
(Picture book. 2-4) (Celebrate with Zaza: 978-1-60537-376-8)

STRAYS LIKE US
Galante, Cecilia
Scholastic (320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 26, 2018
978-1-338-04300-6  

Foster care may lead to a new life, but 
it can also lead to a new outlook on life.

In one day, Philadelphia 12-year-
old Winifred’s life changes when she is 
assigned to live with Margery in rural 
Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. Fred is 

in the foster system because her mother, an addict, was caught 
stealing prescription medication from the pharmacy where she 
worked as a janitor. While at Margery’s, Fred develops an affinity 
for Toby, an abused dog that belongs to Margery’s hostile, gun-
wielding neighbor, Mr. Carder. When Mr. Carder has an accident 
that requires extensive hospitalization, Fred and Margery take in 
Toby and begin to rehabilitate him. Fred also begins a tentative 
friendship with Ardelia “Lardvark” Lark, a big girl who is the tar-
get of school bullies. Galante packs a lot into a relatively short 
story, and the plot suffers as a result. The majority of the char-
acters—Fred included—feel two-dimensional as they leap from 
life-changing moment to life-changing moment. As guide/foster 
mother/wise-woman supreme, Margery is the most nuanced, but 
as a single-parent foster placement in a county at three removes 
from Philadelphia, her inclusion in the story requires astute read-
ers to suspend a lot of disbelief. Toby’s arc is equally improbable 
(if unsurprising), as he transforms from a wild, underfed, balding, 
and abused yard dog into a handsome, thick-coated pet. Equally 
disheartening is the lack of diversity in this default-white tale.

A promising plot but a cursory execution. (Fiction. 10-14)

THIS MOMENT IS YOUR LIFE 
(AND SO IS THIS ONE)
A Fun and Easy Guide to 
Mindfulness, Meditation, 
and Yoga
Gates, Mariam
Illus. by VanderPloeg, Libby
Dial (248 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 22, 2018
978-0-399-18662-2  

Life comes with challenges, but with 
mindfulness, young people can learn to ride life’s ups and downs 
with clarity and calm.
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Thao Lam

THE WRITER/ILLUSTRATOR CREATES A VISUALLY STUNNING 
APPROACH TO THE DILEMMA OF MAKING NEW FRIENDS
By Alex Heimbach

Thao Lam was only 3 when her family left Vietnam 
for Canada. She barely spoke English, but the library 
quickly became her favorite place. “You don’t need to 
know the language to read a children’s book, right?” 
she says. “There’s all these beautiful pictures and beau-
tiful artwork in it.” She could create her own stories 
from the pictures.

Ever since, Lam has wanted to illustrate children’s 
books. She went to art school, where she discovered an 
affinity for collage, and then became an art buyer for 
educational publishers. She treated the job as an edu-
cation, giving her the chance to talk to illustrators and 

understand their work, while continuing to work on 
creative projects at home. That work eventually paid 
off, and she published her first book in 2016.

Her latest book, Wallpaper (Apr. 15), tells the story 
of a young girl who discovers a whole world inside the 
wallpaper of her new home. Lam creates an engrossing 
paper world full of intricate landscapes, crowds of crit-
ters, and one very adorable monster. Oh, and she does 
it all almost entirely without words. 

As impressive as that is, visual storytelling comes 
naturally to Lam. She always starts with an image, in 
this case of someone sitting in a room alone when they 
notice a fluttering from the corner. “If I’m curious 
about this image, then other readers might be curious 
too, and it might intrigue them enough to continue 
on with the story,” she says. From there, she expands 
the idea, asking questions about what’s happening and 
why and where it’s going, until she has a whole movie 
in her head. Then she can pick out the images that are 
really vital to the story.

If this sounds like a lot of work, well, it is. It doesn’t 
help that Lam does everything by hand. For Wallpaper, 
that meant designing and drawing every sheet of paper 
she needed for her detailed cut-paper images. But, she 
says, “I’m the kind of person where once I have an idea, 
I need to follow through, so if it was going to take 100 
sheets, that was what I was gonna do.”

Nonetheless, Lam enjoys the work. “There’s some-
thing soothing about working with my hands,” she 
says. “I zone out for hours without realizing that I’ve 
passed lunch and dinner.” The amount of care Lam 
puts in is obvious in the art, with the multiple layers of 
patterned paper creating a detailed, immersive world.

Despite its art’s complexity, Wallpaper’s story is 
necessarily a simple one. Having just moved into a new 
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house, the main character feels lonely but is too shy to 
talk to the neighboring kids, until an encounter with a 
monster shows her that other people aren’t as scary as 
she thought. The struggle to make friends is a familiar 
one for Lam. “I have a hard time interacting with peo-
ple because I’m really on the shy side,” she says. “So 
when I was a kid, it was a really hard thing for me to 
overcome, and I really didn’t [learn to make] friends 
until I was in my 20s.”

Another thing Lam has in common with her char-
acter is her appearance—the little girl has brown skin 
and dark hair. Originally, though, Lam planned to 
make the protagonist a redheaded boy. “I thought that 
might be really fun to draw, but I didn’t feel that it was 
right,” she says. Instead, she wanted to reflect her own 
experiences and world.

Still, the book leaves a lot up to the reader. “At the 
end of everything,” Lam says, “you kind of have to 
leave it in the reader’s hands to interpret it their way.”

Wallpaper received a starred review in the Feb. 15, 2018, issue. 

In an encouraging and conversational tone, Gates straightfor-
wardly presents mindfulness to a young audience without over-
simplifying the content. The first part of the book explains the 
science of mindfulness and presents breathing techniques, yoga, 
and meditation as practice methods. Interspersed are appeal-
ing graphics: quirky illustrations of people of diverse shapes, 
gender representations, and skin tones; memelike quotes that 
offer encouragement; and short statements from young people 
using the practices in their own lives. The book ends with several 
mindfulness “challenges”—practice sequences that build daily. 
The practices instructed are a blend of traditional mindfulness 
techniques (body scan, mindful walking, etc.) and new strategies 
particularly relevant for young people (listening mindfully to 
one’s favorite music). Gates never strays toward dogma; readers 
are constantly encouraged to try the practices and notice their 
experiences. She makes it clear throughout that mindfulness is 
not about changing one’s life but about being more present for 
life as it is, one breath at a time. One unfortunate drawback is 
that some of the examples of potential stressors do reveal an 
assumption of privilege (schools offering modern dance, going 
on a ski trip with friends).

Overall, a worthy contribution not only to the market, 
but also within the broader canon of resources on Western 
yoga and mindfulness. (Nonfiction. 11-16)

PING VS. PONG
Gatti, Mauro
Illus. by the author
Flying Eye Books (32 pp.) 
$13.99  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-911171-38-6  

Two edamame beans want to become 
world-famous table tennis players.

Ping (who wears a high ponytail) and Pong (who has no 
hair but a cool, sporty sweatband) are both born on the same 
day. All of the other newborn beans in their respective pods 
are tiny and docile, but Ping and Pong are immediately goal-
driven. They want to become table tennis champions. However, 
only one can be the best in the world. After an intense match, 
employing the secret finishing move of their Mighty Burning 
Paddle Shot, Ping wins! But while Ping is elated, silver-medalist 
Pong is not. Following a pep talk from Ping, Pong is ready to 
play again. In a message as heavy-handed as Ping’s winning 
shot, Gatti pointedly spells out that “The joy is in the game, 
not the winning.” Flat, minimalistic art magnifies the beans’ 
droll personalities (even their paddles have tiny smiles). Ping 
and Pong are delightfully rotund soy characters, and the story 
has an amusing premise—of course edamame would play table 
tennis—but the whole work leans heavily into the final lesson. 
Notably, although Ping’s ponytail might lead readers to infer 
feminine identity, the text rebels, using a singular “their” to 
introduce that game-winning move.

Learning to lose (or win) gracefully is a sport all its own 
in this book that is subtler in its address of gender than its 
message. (Picture book. 4-8)
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THE DOLL HOSPITAL
George, Kallie
Illus. by Gillingham, Sara
Atheneum (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-5344-0121-1  

It’s not only the patients, but the 
doctor and nurses who are dolls, too.

Dr. Pegs, a doll with Raggedy Ann–
orange hair, a light brown face, and 
green scrubs, gets overwhelmed when 

too many patients arrive. There’s Portia, a pretty, brown por-
celain doll with a cracked arm, and Scoop, a blond, pink-faced 
stuffed boy doll with a tummy ache. Then come Baby, a white 
doll whose talking mechanism is broken (“Instead of saying 
‘Mommy,’ she says, ‘MOO!’ ”), and Teddy, a brown bear missing 
one eye. Dr. Pegs had one chore in mind: to sort the buttons, 
needed for emergencies. Now she’s terribly flustered and must 
ring the “special bell” for the Nesting Nurses. A set of nurses 
with diverse racial identities, resembling Russian wooden dolls, 
arrives and efficiently solves every toy’s problem, even sorting 
the pesky buttons. In fact, they do all the work, but Dr. Pegs 
centers herself when she says “I couldn’t have done it without 
you.” Collage and digital illustrations have a charming retro 
look with a palette that relies on red, green, yellow, and brown 
(and, interestingly, no black), and the text is cumulative in a 
satisfying way, but the message is mixed. Although the doctor 
is female and cheerfully thanks her female assistants, she still 
manages to come out on top. Couldn’t medical teamwork have 
been shown in a more enlightened way?

Although the instinct to care for others is important to 
nurture, this seems like an unnecessary throwback to an 
earlier era. (Picture book. 3-6)

BEAR’S SCARE
Grant, Jacob
Illus. by the author
Bloomsbury (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-1-68119-720-3  

A house-proud bear is convinced that 
his house is clean and everything inside 

is in shipshape condition.
He and his dearest friend, Ursa, a tiny stuffed bear, clean the 

house from top to bottom every day. However, when mysteri-
ous webs start appearing all over the house, Bear realizes they 
have a messy problem. Things go from bad to worse when, in his 
effort to locate the spider, Bear topples furniture and inadver-
tently tears off little Ursa’s arm. Distraught, he lies on the floor, 
the wounded bear in his arms, before running to fetch a first aid 
kit. When he returns, he discovers that the little bear’s arm has 
been neatly reattached with...spider webs! The jaunty little spi-
der (who wears a beret and has been visible to readers all along) 
now becomes Bear’s friend, along with all its webby relatives. 

The fairly slight story, with its simple message of teaching tol-
erance, is saved from mundanity by Grant’s stylish, charcoal-
and-crayon illustrations, digitally colored in an unusual muted 
palette of peaches and browns. The white webs stand out well in 
the pictures, and readers will have fun pointing out the spider in 
illustrations where Bear has not spotted it, as well as all the little 
spiders larking about. The repetitive, declarative text is ideal for 
beginning readers.

A sweet, feel-good story with plenty of interesting 
visual detail. (Picture book. 3-5)

PRINCE & KNIGHT 
Haack, Daniel
Illus. by Lewis, Stevie
Little Bee (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-4998-0552-9  

A prince of marriageable age looks far and wide for a partner 
who sings the same tune.

“Handsome and sincere,” the prince accompanies his parents 
to meet ladies from nearby kingdoms. While the royals are away, 
a fire-breathing dragon ravages their home kingdom. The prince 
races home to protect his realm only to find a knight in shining 
armor battling alongside him. The two work together to defeat 
the dragon, but in the process, the prince loses his grip and nearly 
falls to his doom. The visored knight sweeps in to catch the prince, 
takes off his helmet to reveal his identity, and the two instantly 
realize their connection. Villagers and royals alike cheer for the 
two men’s relationship and, soon, wedding. Lewis’ lush colors and 
dramatic sequencing clearly show her background in animation 
and lend a timeless, Disney-like quality to the story. The art nota-
bly does not shy away from depicting the intimacy between the 
men, keeping it on par with images of heterosexual relationships 
that already dominate children’s media. Though the royal family 
is white, the happy villagers and the prince’s new betrothed add 
some necessary racial diversity to the mix.

Victorious—it may even usurp King & King (2001) as the 
premier queer-friendly fairy tale for this age set. (Picture 
book. 4-8)

THE HONEYBEE
Hall, Kirsten
Illus. by Arsenault, Isabelle
Atheneum (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 8, 2018
978-1-4814-6997-5  

Children will be buzzing to learn 
more about honeybees after reading this 
story.

Hall takes her readers on a sunny romp through a spring-
time pasture abuzz with friendly honeybees in this bright and 
cheerful picture book. Hall’s rhyme scheme is inviting and mir-
rors the staccato sounds of a bee buzzing. At times, however, 

Victorious—it may even usurp King & King (2001) as the 
premier queer-friendly fairy tale for this age set.

prince & knight
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meaning seems to take a back seat to the rhyme. The bees are 
suggested to “tap” while flying, a noise that adult readers might 
have trouble explaining to curious listeners. Later, the “hill” the 
bees return to may elicit further questions, as this point is not 
addressed textually or visually. Minor quibbles aside, the vocab-
ulary is on-point as the bees demonstrate the various stages of 
nectar collection and honey creation. Arsenault’s illustrations, 
a combination of ink, gouache, graphite, and colored pencil, 
are energetic and cheerful. Extra points should be awarded 
for properly illustrating a natural honeybee hive (as opposed 
to the often depicted wasp nest). The expressive bees are also 
well-done. Their faces are welcoming, but their sharp noses hint 
at the stingers that may be lurking behind them. Hall’s ending 
note to readers will be appreciated by adults but will require 
their interpretation to be accessible to children. A sensible 
choice for read-alouds and STEAM programs.

Readers (and listeners) will think that this book is the 
bee’s knees. (Picture book. 6-8)

GREAT ART IN 30 SECONDS
30 Awesome Art Topics for 
Curious Kids 
Hodge, Susie
Illus. by Robins, Wesley
Ivy Kids (96 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-78240-608-2  

Readers are treated to a whirlwind 
tour of art history from prehistoric art to new media.

The guide is divided into six sections (an introduction to the 
very basics, then the history in five chapters from early art to 
contemporary), and each section includes an introductory glos-
sary. Of the 27 art movements detailed (ancient Greek, north-
ern Renaissance, baroque, postimpressionism, etc.), only four 
are expressly not of a European or American tradition: prehis-
toric art, ancient Egyptian, Aztec, and Ukiyo-e. Each double-
page spread includes a 30-second rundown of the art movement, 
a small reproduction of at least one exemplary piece of art, a 

“3-second sum-up,” and a “3-minute” creative exercise, leaving 
pages busy but never overwhelming. Cheery mixed-media illus-
trations create engaging scenes surrounding the famous exem-
plars: For example, Robins illustrates Van Gogh in the act of 
painting Sunflowers juxtaposed with a scene of museum visitors 
examining a reproduction. The visual depiction of real-life art-
ists is almost exclusively of white men, but Robins does include 
a diversity of skin tones and implied genders in the more gen-
eral illustrations. One image of a Plains Indian in stereotypical 
headdress and war paint (the only American Indian presence) is 
placed next to a garbage can in a most unfortunate combination. 
A list of resources to “discover more” includes age-appropriate 
fiction and nonfiction titles, apps, and websites.

Although the book primarily reinforces the Western 
art history canon, readers will happily breeze through 
Hodge’s creative introduction and, hopefully, be inspired 
to seek out more art history knowledge. (Nonfiction. 8-12)

THE GARDEN
Hooks, Gwendolyn
Illus. by Ng-Benitez, Shirley
Lee & Low (32 pp.) 
$14.95  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-62014-565-4 
Series: Confetti Kids 

Diverse children work in a commu-
nity garden.

In Hooks’ story, Lily, a brown-skinned 
girl with brown curls, says she misses her 

old suburban home’s garden, and her mother, whose appearance 
is similar, suggests that she help in the urban community garden 
near their new home. The ensuing story employs a controlled 
text and is broken up into short chapters that provide struc-
ture and will support feelings of accomplishment in emergent 
readers. Mr. Sam, who oversees the garden and appears Asian, 
welcomes her and encourages her to invite friends to help, too. 
Readers of previous books will recognize familiar names and 
faces: Henry, Mei, Pablo, and Padma, who are cued in the text 
or in Ng-Benitez’s appealing watercolor and digital illustrations 
as white, Asian, Latinx, and South Asian, respectively. Henry 
and Padma are initially reluctant, while Mei and Pablo are eager, 
but all agree to try. Mr. Sam shows them how to plant and care 
for seeds, and Padma is disappointed that it’ll take “months” for 
plants to grow. This makes Lily worry that her friends aren’t 
having fun, but, satisfyingly, they persist and are rewarded with 
literal fruits (and vegetables) of their labor. The visible enthusi-
asm of the tiny songbirds (underscored by their dialogue: little 
musical notes followed by exclamation marks) who watch the 
plants sprout adds sweet humor.

A warmly inclusive book for growing new readers. 
(Early reader. 5-7)

RUBY IN THE RUINS
Hughes, Shirley
Illus. by the author
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$15.99  |  May 8, 2018
978-0-7636-9237-7  

Young Ruby and her mother have 
survived the London Blitz together; now 

Ruby must adjust to the return of her father.
The first double-page spread situates readers emphati-

cally: “1945 WORLD WAR II WAS OVER!” The text goes on 
to explain that men are now cleaning up rubble from bombed 
houses near Ruby and her mum’s home. The duo is seen walk-
ing along in front of tall, chain-link fencing, behind which are 
ruined buildings and busy men in construction garb. The text 
skillfully incorporates concepts such as “Blitz,” “air-raid shelter,” 
and “extended leave” into Ruby’s personal story. Young readers 
will easily empathize with both Ruby’s shyness when her long-
absent father returns and her understated resentment of her 
father’s sudden, large presence in the home that had been only 
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BRAVE MEN RAN LIGHTHOUSES, BUT WHAT ABOUT THE BRAVE WOMEN 
WHO WERE ALSO THERE? 
By James McDonald 

“I think it was around 2013,” Sophie Blackall be-
gins. “I was at the Brooklyn Flea Market, looking 
through a collection of old lithographs, and there 
was this drawing of a cutaway of the Eddystone 
Lighthouse in Britain, and I couldn’t leave it alone. 
I told myself that I didn’t need it and I walked away. 
But my friend said you shouldn’t ignore something 
that tugs away at you like that. So I bought it, and 
then I put it away in a drawer somewhere.” 

Blackall’s mind was on bears at that time—she 
was working on her award-winning children’s book 
Finding Winnie (2015)—but months passed, and she 
found herself coming back again and again to that 

image, to that seed of a story she’d put away. “Once 
this picture nagged away enough,” she says, and she 
decided to begin work on what would become Hello 
Lighthouse (Apr. 10), “the next step, which is one of 
the loveliest parts of making a book, is the research. 
And I thought, if I’m going to make a book about a 
lighthouse, I should probably stay in one.” 

The lighthouse Blackall found, on the northern 
tip of Newfoundland, Canada, had a lot in common 
with the one she so beautifully paints in her book. 
There were icebergs and whales and the wide open 
sea—and there was complete isolation. “The dra-
ma of life in the lighthouse was obviously intrigu-
ing,” she says, referring to storm-battered walls and 
daring rescues of sailors whose ships had foundered 
on rocks, “but I was just as interested in the kind of 
monotony and routine, living a life that was struc-
tured around having to wind the mechanism of the 
lamp every two and a half hours, carrying oil up to 
light the lantern, all throughout the night. They had 
all sorts of little hobbies to pass the time—some of 
them even made model lighthouses, which is almost 
too good to be true. And then, many of them had 
their families, wives and children.

“There are so many stories of the courage and 
bravery, diligence and dedication of lighthouse 
keepers,” Blackall explains. But living with those 
men were equally brave women. “I was really inter-
ested in that.” 

Many lighthouse keepers were, in fact, women: 
some who inherited the job from a father or hus-
band, others who got the job on their own, often in 
wartime. “But when they were there alongside their 
husbands or fathers, they did all of the same work as 
the male keeper, but they also cooked and cleaned 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Sophie Blackall
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hers and her mum’s for so long. Ruby’s understanding mum 
allows her to explore outside with neighbor friends. An age-
appropriate crisis ensues, creating a heartwarming ending to a 
sweet tale. Ruby, her family, and other primary characters are 
white, while large spreads include some people of color. The 
clothes and environmental details in the illustrations perfectly 
complement the text, as do the loose character drawings in the 
artist’s signature style, with the judicious addition of bright 
colors that pop against the postwar gray and sepia. Endpapers 
with apparently authentic wartime ads are a nice finishing 
touch.

A sweet celebration of familial love. (Picture book. 4-8)

KID NORMAL
James, Greg & Smith, Chris
Illus. by Salcedo, Erica
Bloomsbury (384 pp.) 
$13.99  |  Jun. 19, 2018
978-1-68119-709-8  

James and Smith show how an unas-
suming boy can save the day: with equal 
parts heart and oddball jokes.

Murph is a quiet 11-year-old tired 
of moving from place to place with his 

chronically underemployed mother. There’s no room in this 
new town’s public schools for Murph, but a chance encounter 
with an unusually muscled administrator scores him a spot in 
a school curiously named The School. Murph soon learns that 
The School is only for children with Capes, or Capabilities, the 
modern term for superpowers. He’s allowed to stay on despite 
his total lack thereof, making friends with other marginalized 
kids including Nellie, quiet but powerful, and Mary, who flies 
using an umbrella. Supervillain Nektar is the absurd but men-
acing result of a lab accident involving wasp DNA; he is aided 
by his unctuous henchperson. The lengthy (300-plus pages) 
story is mostly carried by the goofy humor, including direct 
appeals to readers to shout things like “I AM THE KING OF 
THE PINEAPPLE PEOPLE” and other absurdist touches. 
The humor sometimes tips over into mean-spirited, as in 
the case of the motley cast of bullies depicted as ugly or fat. 
Brown-skinned Nellie and Asian Billy are two of the very few 
characters of color as depicted in Salcedo’s illustrations.

Funny but flawed, this meandering adventure is an 
addition to the current crop of not-quite-superhero titles 
for middle graders. (Adventure. 8-13)

and bore children,” Blackall says. “I had long want-
ed to put childbirth into a picture book, and that’s 
not a terribly easy thing to do. I was so happy that I 
finally figured out how to do it in this one.

But the idea of giving birth in the lighthouse….” 
She pauses. “Women were entirely on their own, 
because even if their husband was there boiling 
water and being as supportive as humanly possible, 
there was still the lighthouse and its needs.”

Lighthouses are not what they once were. And 
yet they remain a potent symbol. “I was working 
on the book during the 2016 election and the after-
math,” Blackall says, “and it was really kind of won-
derful to be able to escape in my head to the middle 
of an ocean. Lighthouses are still a symbol of hope. 
They represent the idea that there might be some-
one or something watching out for us, even as we’re 
tossed about on stormy seas.”

James McDonald is a New York–based writer and a 
British-trained historian. Hello, Lighthouse received 
a starred review in the Feb. 15, 2018, issue. 
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A HOUSE IN THE SKY
Jenkins, Steve
Illus. by Gourley, Robbin
Charlesbridge (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 8, 2018
978-1-58089-780-8  

Twenty animals and their sometimes-
unusual ways of sheltering themselves are presented in full-color 
watercolor illustrations.

Though only one creature, the common swift, really makes 
a home in the sky (and “eats, drinks, and sleeps on the wing”), 
the animal homes in this collection are varied and occasionally 
surprising. Jenkins’ brief text describes the houses and shelters 
of mammals (tree kangaroo, badger, beaver, house mouse, and 
raccoon), birds (reed warbler, red ovenbird, burrowing owl, 
common swift, satin bowerbird), Siamese fighting fish, other 
water dwellers (rock-boring urchin, veined octopus, hermit 
crab, Venus comb, whale barnacle), insects (caddis fly, termite, 
Mexican book beetle), and a reptile (the box turtle). Animals 
that construct their own shelters are interspersed with animals 
that find shelters prefabricated for them—and of course the 
box turtle carries its shelter along with it. Gourley’s full-page 
illustrations convey the general look of each shelter, though the 
environments they’re found in aren’t always made clear. The 
Venus comb, for instance, looks fascinating, but is it underwa-
ter? Or not? In general, though, these simple introductions are 
fine beginnings and may lead curious readers to find out more. 
Alas, they won’t find a bibliography or source suggestions. The 
variety of animals is a definite plus, however. Separate brief 
paragraphs on each creature appear in the back pages, address-
ing general geographic location, animal size, and diet.

A pretty, introductory survey. (Informational picture book. 
4-9)

WHAT THE WIND CAN 
TELL YOU
Jette, Sarah Marie A.
Islandport Press (200 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  May 15, 2018
978-1-944762-41-4  

Aided by magic, 12-year-old Isabelle 
Perez learns that her nonverbal, severely 
disabled brother is capable of more than 
her family thinks.

Narrator Isabelle is determined that 
her older brother, Julian, who suffers from chronic seizures, will 
help her demonstrate her wind project at the school science 
fair. But everything changes after a severe seizure: Isabelle is 
welcomed into Las Brisas, a magical world Julian enters every 
night. There, Julian is physically perfect, but he reminds Isa-
belle that, even at home and disabled, he is still himself. In Las 
Brisas, the siblings share everything real life prohibits: visit-
ing beautiful but inaccessible places, playing sports, and talk-
ing—especially about Julian’s condition and Isabelle’s realistic 

feelings of neglect. When Julian’s medication dampens his real-
life pleasures, Isabelle must find a way to show her loving but 
fearful parents that nurturing Julian’s capabilities is as vital as 
controlling his seizures. Though Isabelle rejects the “brave 
nondisabled sibling” label and frequently reminds her family of 
Julian’s abilities, Julian nevertheless reads like a plot device. His 
family members—each characterized by a wacky quirk or “spe-
cial gift”—ache and grow because of him. Isabelle’s promising 
visions of Julian’s future, courtesy of Las Brisas, hint at his pos-
sible development, but Julian in the present remains flat, merely 
reflecting Isabelle’s gift for “seeing possibilities.” Occasional 
Spanish words (selectively italicized) and Mexican food lend 
flavor to the family’s Mexican-American identity.

Though Jette’s debut emphasizes compromise, faith, 
and acceptance, the ill-explained “magical disability” 
trope muddles the message. (Fiction. 9-12)

TSU AND THE OUTLIERS
Johnson, Erik
Illus. by the author
Uncivilized Books (88 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  May 8, 2018
978-1-941250-24-2  

A nonverbal boy and his sasquatch 
buddy are pursued by a sinister organi-
zation in Johnson’s (co-author: Original 
Fake, 2016, etc.) solo graphic novel debut.

Tsu, a boy who rides the “short bus” 
to school, may not speak but still communicates effectively 
with expressions and gestures. When his disability (never speci-
fied in the text) makes him a target for bullies in his rural town, 
he escapes to the woods and the company of a reclusive crea-
ture, marvelously depicted as being as gnarled and massive as 
the ancient trees he dwells among. Tsu’s own hidden powers 
attract the attention of an unscrupulous chimpanzeelike sci-
entist and his sinuous, venomous chupacabralike sidekick who 
hunt “outliers” for mysterious purposes. The oddball prem-
ise is well-matched to the scratchy, ink-heavy art accented by 
monochrome color washes, reminiscent of 1950s horror comics. 
Unfortunately, important details of the narrative are muddled 
and inconsistent, the reasons for Tsu’s final choices are unclear, 
and the unspecified cause of his muteness makes the eventual 
cure potentially troubling. Nonetheless, Tsu’s loneliness and 
isolation, and the sweetness of the bond with his unlikely friend, 
are both poignant and potent. The open ending reads like the 
setup for a series. Tsu’s mother is named Hana, and their names, 
plus a passing reference by a bully to speaking gibberish, may be 
cues that they are Japanese.

Not a necessary purchase but may appeal to middle 
school readers looking for a different kind of superpow-
ered adventure. (Graphic fantasy. 10-14)

These simple introductions are fine beginnings and 
may lead curious readers to find out more.

a house in the sky
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ON POINT
Khan, Hena
Illus. by Comport, Sally Wern
Salaam Reads/Simon & Schuster
(144 pp.)
$16.99  |  $6.99  |  May 29, 2018
978-1-5344-1202-6
978-1-5344-1201-9 paper
Series: Zayd Saleem, Chasing the Dream, 2

In this second installment of the Zayd 
Saleem, Chasing the Dream series, Zayd 

navigates challenging times on his new basketball team and chang-
ing relationships with both his best friend and his favorite uncle.

Pakistani-American fourth-grader Zayd has made it to the 
elite gold team, but now the team is losing games. His best 
friend, Adam, whom Zayd loves playing with, is losing interest 
in basketball and is acting different. Zayd’s uncle Mamoo is also 
less fun to be around; he’s at the center of plans for his upcom-
ing wedding, which is all anyone at home talks about. The fam-
ily holds planning meetings and dinners, and they travel out of 
state to shop for the wedding in Edison, a “Little Pakistan”–like 
town in New Jersey. When Adam misses basketball practice, 
the coach puts Zayd on point guard. Zayd is not sure he can do 
it, but the harder he works, the more his confidence and abili-
ties grow. He even shares some lessons from basketball with 
his uncle and soon-to-be aunt about taking charge while being 
a team player. Khan stays firmly in Zayd’s perspective while 
keeping the many elements of his life—family, friends, and pas-
sions—in focus too. With just enough action to keep readers 
turning the pages and a sprinkle of age-appropriate realizations 
throughout, this small book is a great pick for elementary-age 
readers. Players on Zayd’s team are diverse; Adam is Jewish.

A delightful follow-up from a writer who understands 
children, family, and culture. (Fiction. 7-10)

POLLY DIAMOND AND THE 
MAGIC BOOK
Kuipers, Alice
Illus. by Toledano, Diana
Chronicle (160 pp.) 
$14.99  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-4521-5232-5 
Series: Polly Diamond and the Magic 
Book, 1 

A magic spelling book turns a young 
girl’s world upside down as her family prepares for the arrival of 
a new baby brother.

Polly Diamond is an aspiring writer and loves words—all 
kinds of words! But she especially loves the words in a new spell-
ing book left mysteriously on her doorstep, because when she 
writes in the book, the book writes back. After writing a few 
lists and stories in the book, Polly soon realizes that the book’s 
magic also has the power to make her words come true. She 
wants to show her amazing new book to her family, but Mom 

and Dad are busy with work and preparing the house for the 
new baby, including moving Polly’s 3-year-old sister into Polly’s 
room. When Polly tries to use the spelling book to improve 
things (turning her house into an enormous mansion and turn-
ing her sister into a banana), she soon discovers that the words 
she loves don’t always mean what she wants them to. Kuipers 
spins an enchanting adventure of magic and mishaps as Polly 
tries to master the art of wishes and to balance her talent for 
stories with her need to be literal. Toledano’s spot illustrations 
provide visual depth and a dynamic dimension of representa-
tion to Polly’s multiracial family (Dad is white and Mom is a 
woman of color) and world.

A great choice for logophiles and budding authors. 
(Fantasy. 5-8)

PEASPROUT CHEN
Future Legend of Skate 
and Sword
Lien, Henry
Henry Holt (336 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 3, 2018
978-1-250-16569-5  

A 14-year-old girl intends to become 
a legend of wu liu, the “beautiful and 
deadly art of martial skating!”

As an emissary in a goodwill exchange 
and the first Shinian student to attend Pearl Famous Academy of 
Skate and Sword, Peasprout knows the stakes are high. All she 
has to do is outrank all of her peers, protect her little brother, 
Cricket, and prove that she’s not behind the mysterious attacks 
on campus buildings. She should be up to the task (“I’m the 
smartest, most capable person I know”), but all is not quite as 
it seems. Lien fills this Asian-inspired fantasy world with such 
richly layered histories and landscapes that readers may feel lost 
at points; some may find themselves searching for supporting 
materials to contextualize the political intrigue, though they 
will be grateful for the academy map. The narrative’s swift pace 
and suspense should help keep utter confusion at bay, though, 
and vividly described wu liu sequences capture the exuberance 
and energy of the imagined sport. Although most characters, 
including Peasprout, evolve unevenly but predictably, reticent 
classmate Doi strikes out on her own, overturning several 
tropes. In this children’s novel where all of the characters are 
presumably Asian or some fantasy equivalent, relationships 
portrayed are both refreshing and essential.

An ambitious debut that may leave some readers scram-
bling to keep pace. (Fantasy. 10-14)
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GERALDINE 
Lilly, Elizabeth
Illus. by the author
Neal Porter/Roaring Brook (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 26, 2018
978-1-62672-359-7  

Meet Geraldine, a boisterous, dra-
matic giraffe with a lanky, expressive 
neck, who is miserable about leaving her 
giraffe city for a town where she will be 

the only giraffe.
Rarely do picture books featuring life transitions—such as a 

new baby, moving, or the first day of school—depict them with 
such humor, poignancy, and believability. Hilarious yet heart-
warming illustrations depict Geraldine in melodramatic poses, 
trying to run away and breaking her belongings to avoid packing. 
When she arrives at her new school (populated only by humans), 
her neck sticks out no matter what, foiling her attempts to play 
hide-and-seek, swim in the pool, and just blend in. That is, until 
she meets Cassie—a young girl of color who has her own dis-
tinctive traits that make her stand out, too. Together, they build 
trust, friendship, and confidence. With more than a little drama, 
lots of heart, and the most expressive neck in all of children’s 
literature, Geraldine learns to embrace her own uniqueness and 
that of her new friend, and soon her classmates do, too. Lilly’s 
bright, classic watercolors, brimming with whimsy and charm, 
create an immersive world full of details big and small. Readers 
will fall in love with Geraldine in this stellar debut.

Perfect for young giraffes—or children—who stand out 
in the very best of ways and just need to know they’re all 
right exactly how they are. (Picture book. 4-8)

ROSA’S ANIMALS 
The Story of Rosa 
Bonheur and Her 
Painting Menagerie
Macdonald, Maryann
Abrams (64 pp.) 
$21.99  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-4197-2850-1  

This handsomely designed and illustrated biography grandly 
introduces the most famous Western female artist of her time.

The sexist conventions of the 19th century denied Rosa Bon-
heur a formal art education, but she was undeterred from pursu-
ing her passions. Bonheur’s artist father undertook her training 
as a painter and allowed her to pursue her interest in painting 
animals by bringing live models to the family’s studio. By age 
19, Bonheur saw her work accepted into the prestigious Salon 
de Paris and soon became internationally renowned as a painter 
and sculptor of domestic and wild animals. Her unconventional 
study habits included visiting slaughterhouses to sketch anatomy 
and disguising herself as a man to enter events such as horse 
fairs, which were forbidden to women. A passionate lover of ani-
mals and nature, Bonheur kept three lions as pets. She was also 

admired by heads of state and international celebrities; Empress 
Eugénie convinced her husband, Louis-Napoleon, to make Bon-
heur the first woman to receive the Legion of Honor. Impres-
sionists, however, criticized her work as too realistic. Macdonald 
skillfully puts Bonheur’s life and work in cultural and historical 
context, discussing in detail some of the artist’s most famous 
works, including The Horse Fair and Ploughing in the Nivernais. 
Throughout the text and on the case covers are beautiful repro-
ductions of Bonheur’s work and historical ephemera.

An elegant, insightful portrait of an artist worth know-
ing. (source notes, bibliography, index) (Biography. 9-14)

ELECTRIC BOOGERLOO 
Maciejewski, Mark
Aladdin (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jul. 17, 2018
978-1-4814-6423-9 
Series: I Am Fartacus, 2 

Talented prankster Maciek “Chub” 
Trzebiatowski vows to go straight in sev-
enth grade...with predictable results.

Chub’s resolve to keep his nose clean 
doesn’t last past the second day as he 

finds himself, along with nemesis/ex-friend Archer, pre-placed 
at the top of draconian new principal Gunborg Lockhart’s hit 
list due to their extensive records of past misdeeds. The pros-
pect of instant expulsion on the slightest pretext forces the two 
into reluctant alliance when Lockhart’s prized artwork Electric 
Kangaroo—by renowned one-armed glass artist Wahoolie but 
so resembling a pile of purple snot that Chub dubs it Electric 
Boogerloo—is stolen by parties unknown. Bald since second 
grade due to a misguided chemistry experiment and glib as all 
get out, the ever enterprising Chub makes a memorable nar-
rator as he dishes up a lively account of the ensuing desperate 
search for clues to the culprit. He also heads a posse of class-
mates who likewise display as many human quirks as comedic 
ones, such as Levi “Moby” Dick, who is intestinally hyperac-
tive and so the (literal) butt of many gags but, with no motive 
beyond altruism, impulsively surprises Chub with a rare and 
coveted comic. Aside from comics-loving Japanese-American 
newcomer Megumi, the Seattle cast presents as white.

Another crowd pleaser: funny, intelligent, and richly 
spiced with gross bits. (Fiction. 11-14)

GEORGE PEARCE AND HIS 
HUGE MASSIVE EARS
Massie, Felix
Illus. by the author
Frances Lincoln (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 5, 2018
978-1-84780-794-6  

Do George’s big, round ears bring in too many opinions 
from the people around him?
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This pinkish cartoony figure of a boy with black hair and 
very large circular protuberances coming out of his head has a 
problem (but it’s not the fact that his ears knock things over). 
He can hear “things on the sly. // But the trouble with hearing 
each word that is said... / Well, soon the words started to fill 
George’s head.” George can’t make any decisions. He spends 
too much time trying to decide if he likes pink or blue (after 
hearing children arguing over stereotypical gender choices) 
or which games or toys or names are his favorites (this British 
import uses British spellings, “colours” and “favourites”). When 
he encounters children and adults in public (both with realistic 
skin tones and with green and purple faces too), the words all 
meld together into “BLAH, BLAH, BLAH,” written all over 
the background in visual cacophony. Finally, George decides 
just to listen to himself. He chooses pink as his favorite color, 
selects his favorite toy and game, and picks his own name as 
the best. He discovers that when he is himself, other people 
can appreciate him too. The appealing digital illustrations with 
their childlike images and strong background colors are humor-
ous, but the rhyming story is reminiscent of many others about 
self-esteem.

Nothing original here, but this is an amusing-enough 
way of looking at the issue of becoming your own person. 
(Picture book. 4-7)

BREAKOUT
Messner, Kate
Illus. by Lindner, Ellen 
Bloomsbury (420 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-68119-536-0  

Seen through the eyes of three sev-
enth-graders, a prison escape upends 
daily life in a small Adirondack town.

Wolf Creek’s economy revolves around 
its maximum security prison. Nora’s dad is 

its superintendent; Lizzie’s grandma works in the kitchen; Elidee’s 
brother is an inmate. Nora and Lizzie, white, are best friends. 
Arriving in this very white town with her mother two weeks 
before school ends, Elidee, black, feels isolated. She and her 
mother only moved to Wolf Creek because she didn’t get into 
an elite private school back in New York City. Nora first finds 
her unfriendly. Elidee’s reluctance to join in shows of support 
for the corrections staff, police, and volunteers engaged in the 
manhunt affronts her. With Lizzie’s help she opens her eyes to 
the slights, subtle and overt, Elidee endures from some local 
whites. Most townspeople and prison staff are white; most 
inmates are black and Latinx. The manhunt broadens, reaching 
Lizzie’s family and severely straining it. Elidee pours her anger 
and unhappiness into writing poetry, discovering her authentic 
voice. The story unfolds in time-capsule entries. Press clippings, 
text messages, and voice recordings effectively convey the rac-
ism hiding in plain sight, while the girls’ letters provide the 
narrative throughline. Not all entries work—Owen’s repetitive 
cartoons add little—but the format underlines the breakout’s 

communitywide impact.
A sensitive coming-of-age tale about waking up to 

injustice and where that knowledge can lead. (author’s 
note, bibliography) (Fiction. 9-14)

THE INVENTORS AT NO. 8
Morgen, A.M.
Little, Brown (352 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 8, 2018
978-0-316-47149-7  

George and his neighbor, Ada, daugh-
ter of the poet Lord Byron, embark on a 
wild adventure involving flying machines, 
pirates, and stolen artifacts.

George, third Lord of Devonshire, 
is a cautious boy, convinced that he lives 

under a curse in his house at No. 8 Dorset Square. Both his rep-
robate father and adored grandfather died when George turned 
10. George and a remaining family servant, Frobisher, live by sell-
ing off the furnishings in the house. When a thief attempting to 
take George’s grandfather’s legacy, a map to the legendary Star 
of Victory, a “stone that assured its owner of success in battle,” is 
thwarted by an ingenious mechanical bird, George follows the 
bird to No. 5, where he discovers that the bird’s inventor is Ada, 
a clever, fearless, and strong-minded girl. When Ada launches 
a mission to find the Star of Victory, artistic Oscar, who longs 
to find his pirate captain father, and Ruthie, a rescued baby 
orangutan, stow away on her flying machine. The journey takes 
the group to Lake Geneva and the prison of Chillon, then on 
to Venice and an encounter with Charles Darwin. Oscar, whose 
mother was Tahitian, is brown-skinned, while all the other char-
acters are white. The breathless plot is jam-packed with roguish 
thieves, tantalizing clues, and mild intrigue, and the narrative is 
filled with wry humor and kindness as George gradually gives 
up his self-centered sense of doom. An author’s note provides 
some factual information about Ada Byron Lovelace.

A pleasing adventure. (Fantasy/steampunk. 9-12)

THE BACTERIA BOOK
The Big World of Really Tiny 
Microbes
Mould, Steve
DK Publishing (72 pp.) 
$15.99  |  May 15, 2018
978-1-4654-7028-7  

The skinny on the really tiny.
“Did you know there are more bacte-

ria in your mouth than there are people in the world?” In an 
overview of “peculiar, pulsating creatures” that are too small 
to be seen with the naked eye, the appropriately named Mould 
keeps his eye on the ick factor as he dishes out basic facts about 
the viruses, bacteria, fungi, protozoa, archaea, and “micro ani-
mals” with which we share the planet. He also describes how 

The story unfolds in time-capsule entries. Press clippings, 
text messages, and voice recordings effectively convey 

the racism hiding in plain sight.
breakout
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diseases are caught and spread, explains how our immune sys-
tem works, and, backed by a closing timeline, covers the devel-
opment of microbiology and antibiotics. All of this is parceled 
out in easily digestible portions and incorporated into a high-
intensity visual mix of microphotos in cranked-up false color, a 
diverse array of human figures, and graphic images of melodra-
matically slavering, grimacing microbes. A debunked claim that 
babies are born free of germs is the only major slip in this intro-
duction to millions of our closest neighbors, from cold viruses 
and beneficial (if fart-producing) gut bacteria to zombie ants 
and demodex mites that “walk around on our eyelids at night.”

Memorable insights into the invisible world. (glossary, 
index) (Nonfiction. 7-10)

A RUCKUS IN THE GARDEN
Nordqvist, Sven
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Chace, Tara
NorthSouth (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  May 1, 2018
978-0-7358-4311-0 
Series: Adventures of Pettson and Findus 

It’s man (and cat!) vs. nature, with a 
distinct Swedish twist.

On a lovely spring morning old Pettson proposes a garden to 
his cat, Findus, who wears a beanie and overalls. They proceed to 
plant it that very day, and at first all is well. Then come Pettson’s 
chickens, ravenous for the worms that might be lurking beneath 
the soil. Once they have been contained, Pettson and Findus try 
planting a potato patch. That’s dug up by a neighbor’s escaped 
pig. A third planting is trampled most effectively by a neighbor’s 
cows. It finally takes the quick mind of Pettson and a paper bag 
to put things right. First published in Sweden in 1990, this text-
heavy tale comforts readers even as Pettson’s frustration reaches 
a fever pitch. The charm of the writing has much to recommend 
it, but it’s the art that is the true star of the show. No matter how 
raucous or riotous Nordqvist’s illustrations become, there’s still 
room to include little Zen details, such as the chicken with its 
comb in a single hair roller or a pair of pups in a tree staring lov-
ingly at the moon. Pettson and other humans appear to be white.

A gardening hullaballoo that uses its cacophony of 
chaos to an infinitely amusing end. (Picture book. 4-8)

NIBLET & RALPH
OHora, Zachariah
Illus. by the author
Dial (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-0-7352-2791-0  

Readers meet a duo of feline friends 
whose mix-up due to an uncanny resem-
blance leads to the meeting of two new 

potential human friends.

Niblet and Ralph look alike...a lot alike. But only the two 
friends realize that they live in the same building. When meow-
ing on the phone loses its excitement, the two friends decide 
simultaneously and independently to visit each other, only to 
discover that the other isn’t there. When Ralph’s and Niblet’s 
adorable children, Gemma, a girl with straight black hair and 
light brown skin, and Dilla, a black boy, return to their respec-
tive homes, they notice immediately that something is awry. 

“Not Niblet” refuses his favorite cheesy chips, and “Fake Ralph” 
hates his usual hugs. At night Gemma and Dilla imagine all of 
the horrible fates that could have befallen their beloved pets: 
Have they been kidnapped by a robot? Have they been eaten by 
a dog, stolen, or carried off by birds? When Gemma and Dilla 
decide to scour the neighborhood and post fliers in search of 
their furry family members, they collide in an uproarious fash-
ion. Using a palette of turquoise, orange, brown, and black and 
his trademark heavy black line, OHora invests all his charac-
ters with plenty of personality, even the two seemingly identical 
calico cats.

OHora has fused bright and engaging artwork high-
lighting the beauty and diversity of this community apart-
ment building with a truly endearing story that is sure to 
amuse young readers. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE SHADOW THIEVES
Ott, Alexandra
Aladdin (400 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-4814-7277-7 
Series: Rules for Thieves, 2 

The sequel to Rule for Thieves (2017) 
finds recovering thief Alli Rosco strug-
gling to stay on the straight and narrow 
as she settles into a new life with her 
long-lost older brother.

Just as Alli begins feeling at home with Ronan, her friend and 
Thieves Guild member Beck Reigler shows up with bad news. 
The Shadow Guild, an organization composed of Thieves Guild 
defectors, is plotting to overthrow their former guild’s current 
king. They’ve stolen the King’s Coin, a concrete symbol of the 
king’s authority. Beck wants Alli to help him steal back the coin 
and return it to the king. Almost-13-year-old Alli is hesitant. She 
doesn’t want to disappoint her brother or endanger her one chance 
at a family. The deciding factor: Her brother’s name is on the Shad-
ows’ hit list, right under the king’s. Just one more theft, and Alli is 
done for good. But experience has taught her that nothing is easy; 
she’ll have to balance well-behaved New Alli with reckless Old 
Alli if she wants to survive. Narrator Alli (who is again described 
as “tan,” along with Ronan) is mercurial, smart-mouthed, and quick 
on her feet. Ronan’s girlfriend, Mari, an important secondary char-
acter, has brown skin, as does Beck. This preindustrial, minimally 
magical fantasy world has racial differences, but its society is not 
racialized; nevertheless, white is default.

A not-to-be-missed sequel marked by action, mystery, 
lively dialogue, and steady character growth. (Fiction. 8-13)

A not-to-be-missed sequel marked by action, mystery,
lively dialogue, and steady character growth.

the shadow thieves
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HISTORIES AND MYSTERIES
Paquette, Ammi-Joan & Thompson, 
Laurie Ann
Walden Pond Press/HarperCollins
(192 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 26, 2018
978-0-06-241886-9 
Series: Two Truths and a Lie 

With the phrase “fake news” being 
tossed around a great deal these days, this collection of sto-
ries in which one out of every three is a lie is both timely and 
entertaining.

Divided into three parts under the categories “Hazy Histo-
ries,” “Peculiar Places,” and “Perplexing People,” each chapter 
features three bizarre stories, two of which are true and one 
false. Readers must determine through research which stories 
are false (or flip to the back to find out). Some fake stories have 
a foundational basis in fact, while others are outright fabrica-
tions. Readers are challenged to determine the verity of Boiler-
plate, an early robot that participated in the Spanish-American 
War and the Boxer Rebellion in China; of Dog Island, a place off 
the coast of Florida where over 2,500 formerly domesticated 
pooches have been “rewilded”; and of the village of Nagoro, 
Japan, which is populated by hundreds of life-size dolls. Manip-
ulated photographs enhance credibility, and the true stories 
matched with the false are strange enough to make it difficult 
to discern the real from the fake. Readers spurred to research 
which story is false are given some tips. The authors acknowl-
edge the pitfalls of internet research and relying on Wikipedia, 
but a little oddly, there are no references to specific sources that 
debunk hoaxes and false news reports.

Readers with a taste for trivia and the strange-but-true 
aspects of geography and history will find much to enjoy. 
(photos, source notes) (Nonfiction. 10-14)

NECK & NECK
Parsley, Elise
Illus. by the author
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-0-316-46674-5  

A giraffe who fancies himself king of 
the zoo fights an uphill battle to main-
tain his sovereignty and his supply of 
treats.

Leopold is adored by the zoo-going 
children and relishes his high position—until one brown-faced 
child appears with competition in the form of a high-flying 
giraffe balloon. Giraffe and balloon play a game of one-upman-
ship until the giraffe appears to be the loser. The balloon does 
not require a steady supply of snacks, which leads to Leopold 
sulking with his head in an acacia tree and then exacting explo-
sive revenge against the upstart balloon. The scheme backfires as 
the kid shows up with a bigger and better version of the balloon 

in the form of a whole bunch of them. Alas, the kid trips, the 
kid loses the balloons, and the giraffe faces a moral dilemma. All 
ends well for the giraffe and his snacks and the boy and his bal-
loons. Parsley’s little tale deals with some serious issues that are 
treated comically. Her digital artwork emphasizes the heights 
of the high-necked and high-strung combatants, as does the tall 
format of the book. Facial features are exaggerated while type 
resembling hand-drawn lettering advances the drama, occasion-
ally filling a double-spread with explosive action.

While not a first-choice title to deal with jealousy and 
decision-making, this is a lighthearted foray into the dif-
ficulties of zoo life and—more to the point—peer behavior. 
(Picture book. 3-6)

SUMMER SUPPER 
Pfeffer, Rubin
Illus. by Austin, Mike
Random House (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  May 8, 2018
978-1-5247-1464-2
978-1-5247-1465-9 PLB  

This charming farm-to-table picture book hits all the right 
spots for the younger set.

Words and pictures share center stage. The book follows 
the farm cycle step by step, from seed-sowing and nurturing in 
the spring, through harvest and market in summer, and finally 
to a meal shared with friends and family. Graced with abun-
dant water and sunlight, “seed” becomes “sprout,” then “shoot,” 
then “stalk.” When harvest time comes around, the bounty is 

“snipped” and is bound for the farmers market. At the market, 
farmers “sell,” and shoppers “sample” before choosing what to 
buy. At home in the kitchen, vegetables are prepped, cooked, 
and seasoned. Soon, everyone sits down to a lovely picnic din-
ner of corn, succotash, salad, and more! Using only words start-
ing with the letter “S” for both the clipped primary text and 
sound effects and labels that grace the illustrations (“Sprinkle 
spice. / Stir salad”; “Shake Shake”), Pfeffer has ensured his story 
is a playful read as well as the perfect introduction to where our 
food comes from. Furthermore, the spare prose pairs well with 
Austin’s bold, graphic illustrations. Austin doesn’t just skillfully 
incorporate Pfeffer’s text directly into his art; each scene is ren-
dered in delightful detail and features numerous layers of story-
telling waiting to be revealed.

Vivid colors, a multiracial cast, and seamless allitera-
tion make this book a wonderful read—not once, not twice, 
but again and again. (Picture book. 3-6)
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THE TEST OF MAGIC
Powell, Cortney
Illus. by Jampole, Ryan with 
Smith, Laurie E.
Papercutz (64 pp.) 
$12.99  |  May 8, 2018
978-1-54580-002-7 
Series: Melowy Graphic Novels, 1 

A graphic-novel series to accompany 
the Melowy chapter books.

A concise pagelong summary opens the story, explaining 
the distant world Aura, which consists of four island realms 
and the Castle of Destiny in the clouds, which houses the 
school for Melowies, winged unicorns with magical powers. 
Five first-year friends and roommates—Cleo, Maya, Electra, 
Cora, and Selena—are preparing for a big exam in defense 
techniques. Each Melowy has a distinctive quirk: Cleo’s a 
bookworm, Maya bakes, Electra likes fashion, Cora’s brainy, 
and Selena’s aloof. Cleo also has a mysterious backstory and an 
equally mysterious locket. The five, along with side characters, 
all share similar silhouettes (slender, leggy, long-haired, short-
snouted, and with the same shape and size wings and horns 
for all); aside from variations in hair styles and skirt lengths, 
readers must rely primarily on color schemes to keep track of 
the large, otherwise bland cast. When the test ends up sepa-
rating the Melowies, luring them in with desires and then 
trapping them with fears, Cleo’s locket and the strength of 
her friendships carry the day, allowing her to pass while aiding 
her friends in the test. The ending confirms the obvious—that 
Cleo’s special—and reveals a villain scheming in the wings for 
subsequent episodes.

It has color, magic, and ponies—but little else. (Graphic 
fantasy. 6-8)

DOG ON A DIGGER
Prendergast, Kate
Illus. by the author
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 22, 2018
978-1-5362-0041-6  

A little white dog and its human 
friend use their excavator to rescue a puppy in this endearing 
wordless picture book.

Clad in matching yellow safety vests, a dog and a human 
live and work together on a construction site, and their spe-
cialty is the excavator. After running the equipment all morn-
ing, the pair heads to the snack stand to have lunch with the 
young woman of color who runs it and her puppy. While the 
humans chat, the little white dog is keeping an eye on the site 
when cries of distress arise from a drain grate, where the puppy 
has become trapped. When the dog and its human are unable 
to reach the frightened pup on their own, the little dog suggests 
(with a tug on the vest) using the excavator grab to save the day. 
Prendergast’s pencil-sketch illustrations are full of movement 

and fine detail, using broad panel layout to show multiple angles 
of perspective and to reveal the full narrative impact of each 
scene. Even the dogs’ vocalizations are wordless, represented by 
jagged yellow lines that deftly convey urgency. The mostly gray 
palette is broken up by the assured deployment of bright yellow 
and blue to draw focus and highlight emotional tension, though 
the bright-on-bright of light gray and yellow in some of the pan-
els may prove difficult for readers with low contrast sensitivity. 
The excavator operator has pale skin.

A lively visual tale of friendship and bravery—charm-
ing. (Picture book. 3-7)

COPY CAT
Pye, Ali
Illus. by the author
Nosy Crow/Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$15.99  |  May 22, 2018
978-0-7636-9935-2  

Catty characters learn to play nice.
Two anthropomorphic cats, Bella 

and Anna, play together, with the former 
looking up to the latter and copying her every move. It’s all fun 
and games until they play princesses and there’s only one crown. 
Anna selfishly seizes it, yelling at Bella: “Stop copying me! I’m 
the princess. And it’s my crown!” Poor Bella is bereft when Anna 
flounces off, but she quickly recovers when she finds a jump-
rope. Then a new cat, Chloe, comes along, and Bella says “Just 
copy me!” to invite her to learn how to skip rope, too. Bella’s 
generosity and friendliness later extend to the crowned Anna, 
who soon tires of playing princess by herself and joins them in 
jumping rope. “Just copy us!” Bella and Chloe say, and the three 
cats jump rope together. When Chloe has the bright idea to tie 
their separate ropes together, the feline friends’ play becomes 
truly collaborative, setting the stage for engagement in many 
different activities on ensuing spreads. A concluding introduc-
tion of a new friend, daredevil Dotty on a skateboard, suggests 
that there’s much more fun in store for all. Throughout, Pye’s 
digital illustrations add to the playful tone of the book, with 
bold colors and shapes defining the big-eyed cats and giving a 
retro feel to the flat visual aesthetic.

A fine feline friendship tale for storytime. (Picture book. 
3-6)

HOUSE OF DREAMS
The Life of L.M. Montgomery
Rosenberg, Liz
Illus. by Morstad, Julie
Candlewick (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-0-7636-6057-4  

The first middle-grade biography of 
Canadian author L.M. Montgomery in 
over 20 years.
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Drawing primarily on the author’s personal journals (pub-
lished only in edited form until very recently but available to 
the author in their entirety), Rosenberg presents a balanced 
and sympathetic portrait of a lonely young girl who grew up 
to write cheerful novels despite her always-challenging life. 
Maud (she was never called by her first name, Lucy) lost her 
mother to tuberculosis in 1876 before she was 2 and her father 
to wanderlust before she was 7. Raised by her puritanical grand-
parents in Cavendish, a small village on Prince Edward Island, 
she early on retreated into her imagination, naming the trees 
in her grandparents’ yard. Her first novel, Anne of Green Gables, 
was published to instant success—but Maud, by then 34, had 
broken off an engagement and was the sole caretaker of her 
elderly, difficult, and ailing grandmother. Prone herself to bouts 
of severe depression, she married a preacher who suffered from 
severe mental illness, and troubles with her elder son haunted 
her last years. Rosenberg writes clearly and honestly, making 
liberal use of Maud’s own words, allowing Maud’s courage and 
joy to shine despite her very real problems. Morstad’s black-
and-white drawings effectively set the mood, underscoring the 
ethnic homogeneity of the largely white PEI.

A kind, thoughtful, nuanced portrayal of one of the 
icons of children’s literature. (Biography. 10-14)

OTIS AND WILL DISCOVER 
THE DEEP
The Record-Setting Dive of 
the Bathysphere
Rosenstock, Barb
Illus. by Roy, Katherine
Little, Brown (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-0-316-39382-9  

Otis Barton and Will Beebe, unified 
in their scientific curiosity about the deep sea, team up to inno-
vate the 5,000-pound bathysphere, making history in 1930 with 
their initial 800-foot dive.

The younger of the two, Barton sought out the famous 
explorer Beebe, correcting his prototypical calculations and 
sharing his own design. Rosenstock provides physical and 
logistical details, including how the two tall men fit them-
selves into a bolted-shut globe “the size of a tiny closet.” The 
narrative focuses on the drama, delivering bursts of informa-
tion throughout the descent, as the crew above periodically 
halts progress to check the bathysphere’s cables. “300 feet. 
Stop. / ‘We’re leaking!’ Otis cried. A trickle seeped through the 
hatch door....Would a tiny leak stop?” At 800 feet, a double 
gatefold opens to the bathysphere, dwarfed by the expanse of 
ink-blue sea, its searchlight illuminating thick schools of fish, 
squid, and jellies. (The choice of a horizontal instead of verti-
cal gatefold composition sidesteps an opportunity to visually 
dramatize the dangerous descent.) Roy’s multimedia paintings 
deliver plenty of contrasts, from boyhood scenes to events 
aboard the ship and undersea; endpapers depict creatures that 
dwell at several different ocean depths. Barton and Beebe are 

white; Roy depicts several male brown-skinned crew members 
and one white female research assistant.

Rosenstock and Roy’s collaboration celebrates scien-
tific teamwork and an exciting first in deep-sea exploration. 
(author’s note, illustrator’s note, historical note, sources) 
(Informational picture book. 5-8)

DUCK GETS A JOB
Ross, Sonny
Illus. by the author
Templar/Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-0-7636-9896-6  

A hip-looking white duck with a ban-
danna and blue ankle boots tries to find a 
job he will enjoy.

Duck looks for a city job despite the dull-seeming descrip-
tions he reads in the job ads. After snagging an interview, his 
next task is to assemble his interview suit: a black hat and an 
attache case. After small mishaps on the way, he is interviewed 
by a faceless white man (Mr. Boss) and gets the position. In his 
cubicle, surrounded by white humans, he is bored into slumber 
by spreadsheets. Leaving that job, he decides to become an art-
ist. (Is this autobiographical?) This time, a black woman, wear-
ing jeans and the same blue ankle boots as Duck, interviews 
him. He finally finds his niche at Creative Magazine and happily 
commutes, via skateboard! The text is short, in keeping with 
early-elementary attention spans, though the theme seems bet-
ter suited to millennials than little kids. The posterlike mixed-
media illustrations are droll, but the limited palette, relying on 
blues, browns, white, and black, likewise has a very mature look. 
Visual jokes add interest (inclusion of ducks in famous paintings 
is amusing), but the adults sharing this with children seem to be 
the appropriate audience. Still, the important message here is 
that the creative life is a great choice.

The book effectively suggests that the term “rat race” 
may no longer be applicable to urban job life, but its audi-
ence is uncertain. (Picture book. 4-6)

AMAL UNBOUND 
Saeed, Aisha
Nancy Paulsen Books (240 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 8, 2018
978-0-399-54468-2  

A Pakistani girl’s dreams of an edu-
cation dissolve when she is forced into 
indentured servitude.

Bookish Amal, who lives in a small 
village in Punjab, Pakistan, dreams of 
becoming a teacher and a poet. When 

she inadvertently insults Jawad, the son of her village’s wealthy 
and influential, but corrupt, landlord, Khan Sahib, she is forced 
into indentured servitude with his family. Jawad assures Amal’s 

Inspired by Malala Yousafzai and countless unknown 
girls like her, Saeed’s timely and stirring middle-grade 

debut is a celebration of resistance and justice.
amal unbound
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father that she will be “treated like all my servants, no better, no 
worse” and promises him that he will “let her visit twice a year 
like the others.” Once in her enslaver’s home, Amal is subject 
to Jawad’s taunts, which are somewhat mitigated by the kind 
words of his mother, Nasreen Baji, whose servant she becomes. 
Amal keeps her spirits up by reading poetry books that she 
surreptitiously sneaks from the estate library and teaching 
the other servant girls how to read and write. Amal ultimately 
finds a friend in the village’s literacy center—funded, ironi-
cally enough, by the Khan family—where she befriends the 
U.S.–educated teacher, Asif, and learns that the powerful aren’t 
invincible. Amal narrates, her passion for learning, love for her 
family, and despair at her circumstance evoked with sympathy 
and clarity, as is the setting.

Inspired by Malala Yousafzai and countless unknown 
girls like her, Saeed’s timely and stirring middle-grade 
debut is a celebration of resistance and justice. (Fiction. 10-14)

THE CARDBOARD 
KINGDOM 
Sell, Chad—Ed.
Illus. by the author
Knopf (288 pp.) 
$20.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-5247-1937-1
978-1-5247-1938-8 paper  

Comics creator and illustrator Sell 
teams up with 10 different authors to 
create an extraordinary linked anthology, 

seamlessly interweaving stories of unabashed joy and friendship.
In a suburban neighborhood, an ebulliently diverse group 

of children gathers with glee to create a vibrant world of pre-
tend play, find themselves, and support one another. In the story 
written by Katie Schenkel, Sophie feels terrible that people say 
she’s too loud until she crafts a Hulk-like play identity known as 

“The Big Banshee.” Manuel Betancourt’s Miguel loves fairy tales 
and is thrilled when Nate asks him to play in “The Prince”—
only to discover he’s actually been cast as the “magical pea” and 
not the romantic role he’d been dreaming of. Seth pretends to 
be a superhero to try to protect himself from his dad in Michael 
Cole’s “The Gargoyle,” while in Sell’s sole authored tale, “The 
Army of Evil,” Jack identifies as the Sorceress because “She’s 
what I want to be... / Magical. And powerful. And amazing.” 
Some neighborhood kids prefer STEM to fantasy while others 
build businesses; some have trouble making friends while oth-
ers choose roles on the sidelines. Sell’s cheerful, friendly artistic 
style, with bold borders and bright colors that unite all the sto-
ries, will appeal to fans of Victoria Jamieson. Thoughtful rep-
resentation provides a true diversity of body shapes and sizes, 
races and ethnicities (the majority of the cast is kids of color), 
gender identities and expressions, sexualities, and family struc-
tures. Bios of all 11 contributors conclude the book.

A breath of fresh air, this tender and dynamic col-
lection is a must-have for any graphic-novel collection. 
(Graphic fantasy. 9-13)

TAKEDOWN
Shovan, Laura
Wendy Lamb/Random (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  Jun. 19, 2018
978-0-553-52141-2
978-0-553-52142-9 PLB  

Sixth-graders Lev and Mikayla are 
both wrestlers.

They narrate in their own voices in 
alternating chapters, often overlapping 
in time and perspective, allowing readers 

into their thoughts and concerns, for they are wrestling with 
middle school friendships and family dynamics as well as on the 
mat. Mikayla believes that her divorced father spends all his 
time on her big brothers’ wrestling practices and tournaments. 
If she joins a team, maybe he will value her more. The preju-
dice of her brothers’ coach forces her on to a different team, the 
Gladiators. There she meets Lev, who reluctantly becomes her 
training partner. Lev is haunted by his failure last year to make 
the state tournament and is determined to get there this year. 
Lev is Jewish, and his best friend is a Chinese boy who loves 
music. Mikayla is a white Christian whose best friend is a bira-
cial brown girl who loves to work with theatrical makeup. Their 
diversity is treated matter-of-factly, accepted as part of what 
makes them unique. Although the jargon of wrestling is not 
always clearly defined, readers will find the action exciting. The 
characters, both adults and children, are well-developed and lik-
able. Not everything is wrapped up neatly, but there are some 
twists that will satisfy readers.

Mikayla and Lev are winners. (Fiction. 9-12)

EVERY MONTH IS A 
NEW YEAR 
Celebrations Around 
the World
Singer, Marilyn
Illus. by Roth, Susan L.
Lee & Low (48 pp.) 
$20.95  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-62014-162-5  

The passing of the year celebrated round the world through 
verse and collage.

While many regard Jan. 1 as the first day of the calendar 
year, in this magnificent collaboration, Singer and Roth show 
that cultural observances of that new beginning happen each 
month. Presenting 16 celebrations from over 14 countries, they 
explore 12 months’ worth of events that mark time’s passage. 

“From the earth’s movement, / from the moon’s phases, / these 
clocks and calendars / we create. / Together /... / we / celebrate.” 
Such remembrances can involve purification rituals, whether 

“washing the bad away” in April, by cleaning house and starting 
“the new year right / with a gigantic water fight” in Thailand, or 
setting “the bad ablaze” in Ecuador, at midnight on Dec. 31, by 
burning giant effigies representing the “año viejo.” Scots look 

Throughout the collection, which opens like a wall calendar,
each of Roth’s intricate collages animates Singer’s verse, 

bursting with texture in a riot of color.
every month is a new year
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ahead to the “First Footer” (or visitor); Spaniards try to eat 12 
grapes in 12 seconds for good luck—“so each new month will be 
sweet.” Throughout the collection, which opens like a wall cal-
endar, each of Roth’s intricate collages animates Singer’s verse, 
bursting with texture in a riot of color. “Happy New Year” in 15 
languages precedes extensive notes, a glossary and pronuncia-
tion guide, and an impressive list of sources.

A visually and sonically stunning introduction to the 
importance of appreciating time and the change of seasons 
throughout the world: a multicultural gem. (Picture book/
poetry. 4-12)

THE SEISMIC SEVEN
Slivensky, Katie
Harper/HarperCollins (352 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-0-06-246318-0  

Seven kids are in for an explosive 
summer adventure that might be their 
last.

Armed with her new video camera, 
Brianna, a 13-year-old white girl, sets off 
for a summer of research with a world-

famous geologist in Yellowstone National Park. Scientists 
selected Bri and three other contest winners because of their 
projects on seismic and volcanic activity, but Bri never could 
have imagined they were chosen to save the world from a super-
volcano eruption. Their situation goes from dangerous to dire 
when Bri and her new friends discover that the scientists they 
trusted have more sinister plans in mind. Plot twist after plot 
twist keeps the story moving at a fast pace until the end. In 
one, Raquel Soto and Eddie Fuentes, two Latinx kids they meet 
along the way, reveal they never entered any contest: The scien-
tists kidnapped them from their home in Inglewood, California, 
because “it wouldn’t draw attention” since they’re “not exactly 
a couple of rich white kids from Picket-Fence-Ville.” Whenever 
Raquel and Eddie speak in Spanish, the text is italicized. Fili-
pino-American Wyatt also experiences discrimination because 
of his prosthetic leg, which becomes a point of tension among 
the kids. Biracial (black/white) Nolan and white Kenzie and 
Todd round out the cast. Despite Slivensky’s treatment of iden-
tity as a source of conflict, environmental activism remains the 
dominant theme throughout the book.

Overall, an engaging adventure with a high-stakes plot 
and a timely message about preserving the environment. 
(author’s note, glossary) (Adventure. 8-12)

GUARDIANS OF THE TAIGA
StacyPlays
Illus. by the author
Harper/HarperCollins (224 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 16, 2018
978-0-06-279637-0 
Series: Wild Rescuers, 1 

A girl and her wolf pack perform ani-
mal rescues in this series opener from 
the YouTuber best known as StacyPlays.

Twelve-year-old Stacy has been living 
in the taiga (defined in an appended glossary) with a pack of arc-
tic wolves for the past four years, with only the barest hints of 
memories at her life before that. These wolves can understand 
her, communicate with her with body language, and even take 
care of her education (an intellectual wolf named Addison likes 
to swipe reading materials for Stacy). Together, Stacy and her 
wolves engage in daring rescues of other animals in dramatic 
settings. On one of these rescues, they save a little dog, Page, 
from a pack of wild wolves. (Page is named after the author’s 
real dog; she can communicate with bats.) This growing, hun-
gry pack causes trouble for Stacy’s wolves, as their hunting farm 
animals prompts nearby humans to push for a bounty on wolves 
to thin the population. Developers who wish to turn the entire 
area into a luxury resort pose an additional threat. The ani-
mals’ uneven levels of anthropomorphization and intelligence 
are never explained; questions of Stacy’s backstory too are left 
unanswered. Undemanding and episodic, the book concludes 
with a blurb about the author’s trip to the taiga, a profile of the 
real-life Page, and, in a welcome departure from self-promotion, 
a profile of a wolf researcher.

Doesn’t set itself apart from the rest of the animal-res-
cue pack. (Animal fantasy. 8-12)

THE NIGHT KNIGHTS
Sterer, Gideon
Illus. by Godbey, Cory
Abrams (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-4197-2846-4  

A sleepless kid tackles nighttime 
fears of lurking monsters with an imagi-

nary army of medieval knights and guardians.
In the shadowy gloom of late night, when sinister beings 

come out, a protective team takes its place inside and outside 
the protagonist’s home. Three watchmen dressed in armor 
stand ready at the front door “with broad shield and heavy 
sword.” Mounted bareback, “the Horsemen charge, / the 
Horsemen hunt. / ...for all will be outrun.” On the tops of roof-
tops and trees, a group of Archers aim their bows at the sky. A 
Midnight Flock of owls swoops in to “search from skies above” 
while “a fleet patrols the sea.” And in the protagonist’s bedroom 

“the Knights of Near... / ...stand where there is fear.” Deep asleep 
in “your castle, / ...your kingdom” the child can rest assured of 
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the promise made by “THE NIGHT KNIGHTS” that the 
“night will be still. / The night will be safe.” The staccato, sec-
ond-person narration is paired with opaque, evocative paintings 
done in fuchsia and midnight blue that embrace the eeriness 
of a middle-of-the-night atmosphere. Sharp-eyed kids will note 
that the powerful warrior images come to life from the protago-
nist’s toy-filled bedroom. The protagonist is white, with short, 
mussed hair and blue pajamas.

A worthy addition to the arsenal of bedtime fear-of-
the-dark books. (Picture book. 4-7)

FADEAWAY
Stokes, Maura Ellen
Yellow Jacket (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-4998-0674-8  

Fourteen-year-old Sam’s life disinte-
grates when her best friend unexpectedly 
dies.

Sam and Reagan have “been attached 
at the hip since” they “reached for the 
same bouncy ball in kindergarten.” 

They’re eager to start high school and try out for basketball 
together. When Reagan’s heart stops during a pickup game, a 
stunned Sam blames herself. A “zombie” during Reagan’s funeral, 
Sam withdraws, surrounded everywhere by reminders of Rea-
gan. Unable to manage without her friend, Sam’s lost at school, 
and her grades dip drastically. Unwilling to play basketball with-
out Reagan, Sam stops training and opts to not try out for the 
basketball team. Eschewing support from her parents, siblings, 
and schoolmates, Sam gradually realizes she may just have fol-
lowed Reagan rather than making her own way. Desperate to 
talk to her deceased friend, Sam’s amazed when an incorporeal 
Reagan vocally intervenes, urging Sam to resume training, begin 
studying, try out for basketball, and engage with new friends. 
Buoyed by this contact with Reagan, Sam begins rebuilding a 
life without her friend. Stokes’ evocation of Sam’s crushing grief 
is effective; even readers will find themselves feeling claustro-
phobic in Sam’s head. Sam’s vulnerable, genuine first-person 
voice lends gravitas to her journey from debilitating loss to 
eventual emergence as a stronger “Sam-I-am.” Sam and Reagan 
present white, as does their small New Hampshire town.

A realistic, convincing, and moving debut portrait of 
grief and friendship with a basketball subtext. (Fiction. 10-14)

THE MOON IS UP
Tamaki, Mariko & BOOM! Studios
Illus. by Allen, Brooklyn
Amulet/Abrams (208 pp.) 
$14.99  |  May 8, 2018
978-1-4197-2868-6 
Series: Lumberjanes Novels, 2

The scouts of Roanoke cabin return 
for new sleep-away-camp shenanigans.

At Miss Qiunzella Thiskwin Pen-
niquiqul Thistle Crumpet’s camp for Hardcore Lady-Types, 
girls are preparing for campwide Galaxy Wars, a space-themed 
competition. The inhabitants of Roanoke cabin—Mal, Molly, 
April, Jo, and Ripley—feel the pressure to be victorious, and not 
just in the contest. Science-loving Jo has received an offer from 
a prestigious astronomy program that would mean she would 
have to leave her friends and all the fun behind; musical Mal is 
having trouble passing the multi-instrument test to earn a Tha’s 
Accordion to You badge and begins to question her tuneful tal-
ents. Meanwhile, scrappy Ripley befriends a cheese-obsessed, 
talking mouse with a secret. As their own anxieties mount and 
the pressure to win Galaxy Wars intensifies, will the girls be able 
to handle it all? This second volume in the middle-grade series 
maintains all of the best elements of both its prose predecessor 
and its comics roots, from its zippy signature argot (bons mots 
such as “Where the Roxane Gay are you going?”) to a diverse 
cast of characters. Out of the five main protagonists, three are 
girls of color (although not explicitly stated in this volume), and 
two of them—Mal and Molly—are a harmonious and support-
ive couple; a secondary character at the camp is nonbinary. In 
today’s highly competitive world, the insistence that having fun 
trumps winning is a delightful departure.

More feisty feminist fun. (Fantasy. 7-14)

THE CHOSEN ONES
Thomas, Scarlett
Simon & Schuster (384 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 29, 2018
978-1-4814-9787-9 
Series: Worldquake, 2 

In this sequel to Dragon’s Green (2017), 
11-year-old “true hero” Effie Truelove 
finds her life and her world in peril.

Effie and friends Maximilian (a 
mage), Raven (a witch), Wolf (a warrior), 

and Lexy (a healer) attend magic classes in the post-worldquake 
Realworld, where they’re forbidden from doing magic, owning 
magical boons, and traveling to the magical Otherworld. When 
Effie’s expelled from classes for violating these rules and her 
father confiscates her magical boons, she wonders how she will 
return to the Otherworld she loves. Meanwhile, Raven hears a 
rumor Effie will die on the day of a huge meteor shower, which 
is also when Skylurian Midzhar, a powerful witch and literary 
agent, plans to burn all remaining copies of the popular, Harry 
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Potter–like The Chosen Ones in a public ceremony. Unaware she’s 
in grave danger, Effie sneaks back to the Otherworld, risking 
the loss of her magical lifeforce. A chatty third-person narra-
tor manipulates complex, crisscrossing storylines in which 
Effie and her friends wield their diverse magical skills, hoping 
to uncover a dark conspiracy and expose Skylurian. Fascinating 
characters, a dramatic denouement, and an intriguing books-
and-libraries subtext contribute to the success of this second 
book of the Worldquake series.

A rich, original, and imaginative sequel for fantasy fans. 
(Fantasy. 9-12)

FLOR AND MIRANDA STEAL 
THE SHOW
Torres, Jennifer
Little, Brown (192 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-0-316-30689-8  

The bright lights and screaming 
laughter of the carnival midway are not 
all they are cracked up to be for two 
young women hoping to help support 
their families on the fair circuit.

Flor Maldonado and Miranda “Randy” Reyes share much in 
common. Both are Latina, both feel the pressure to help their 
families financially, and both call the road home as members of 
the Barsetti & Son All American Extravaganza traveling car-
nival. With so much in common, fast friendship would seem 
likely, but their goals are at odds. Flor discovers that success for 
Miranda and her family’s band on the main stage might spell the 
end of the road for her family’s petting zoo, as Mr. Barsetti can-
not afford to keep both attractions on the tour. The first-person 
narrative shifts between Flor and Miranda chapter by chapter. 
Their voices and motivations are so similar, especially early on, 
that it may take readers a beat or two to recognize the change 
in perspective. Though the plot is a fairly straightforward one, 
the explorations of Flor’s and Miranda’s inner turmoil shine, 
providing windows into a unique lifestyle that feels authentic. 
Readers cannot help but root for both heroines, who feel like 
two regular girls with universal struggles despite their uncom-
mon circumstances.

Feelings of summer fun and smells of funnel cake will 
follow readers home from this engaging story of family and 
friendship. (Fiction. 8-12)

HEARTBEAT
Turk, Evan
Illus. by the author
Atheneum (56 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-1-4814-3520-8  

In this artistically rendered picture 
book, a whale lives through 200 years of human history, taking 
readers from the brutal whaling industry to activism for har-
mony with the ocean and its creatures.

Deep purple and red hues in soft pastel and charcoal set the 
tone for an emotional journey in this latest work by Turk (The 
Storyteller, 2016, etc.). Beginning with a red glowing spot and 
purple background and the words “heart... / beat,” one heart-
beat inside a whale becomes two heartbeats when the whale 
becomes pregnant. After she gives birth, the whale calf and its 
mother breathe “one song” into “one ocean.” Their harmony 
is cut off when straight, sharp white shapes and lines intrude 
upon the page. Colors give way to black and white as heart-
beats stagger, and the whale calf is left alone, “one heart, one 
song.” Whale-shaped lamps are lit, machines are oiled, which 
knowledgeable readers can connect to the use of whale oil. 
Time passes, often violently. Finally, the story comes full circle 
as a concerned girl with afro puffs looks out from a boat with 
concern and joins the whale’s song. Many voices join in, until 
the soft red and purple pastels return, along with the text “One 
world, one song, one heartbeat.” The illustrations are evoca-
tive and emotional, although caregivers will likely need to help 
younger readers with the abstract storytelling.

A memorable journey for sophisticated readers. 
(author’s note) (Picture book. 5-10)

SUPER SAURUS AND THE EGG
Underwood, Deborah
Illus. by Young, Ned
Disney-Hyperion (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 22, 2018
978-1-4231-7569-8  

Having saved kindergarten (2017), 
Super Saurus tackles his next issue: his 
parents’ unhatched egg.

This kid’s imagination knows no bounds, so when faced 
with the uncertainty of a brother or a sister, he does the only 
thing he can: declare “Super Saurus works alone” and imagine 
that it’s the “EGG OF DOOM.” He’ll be ready no matter what 
hatches. His “Super Sun” will shrivel a “vampire-saurus,” his 

“Robot Ruster” will stop a “planet-crushing robot,” and Maud 
the Marauder will vamoose at the first sound from his “Bag-
pipe Blaster.” Super Saurus has to keep the egg close in order 
to immediately overpower whatever hatches, and despite his 
words to the contrary, his parents think it’s sweet how taken he 
is with the idea of being a big brother. When the inevitable hap-
pens, Super Saurus truly does vanquish the tot that hatches, but 
his little sister does some vanquishing of her own...and becomes 

Though the plot is a fairly straightforward one, the explorations of 
Flor’s and Miranda’s inner turmoil shine, providing windows into a 

unique lifestyle that feels authentic.
flor and miranda steal the show
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a great sidekick: Super Goo. Young’s acrylic illustrations play 
up the dichotomy between Super Saurus’ fancies and, with the 
turn of a page, reality: Toys, a fish net, a flashlight, and bubbles 
are the common items that turn into his superhero tools (and 
that readers are likely to have as well). These dinos are sauro-
pods, the parents with long necks. Super Saurus has blue hair 
like his dad’s, and Goo, blonde, like her mother’s.

Super Saurus’ imagination once again conquers a chal-
lenging situation. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE ADVENTURES OF 
A GIRL CALLED BICYCLE 
Uss, Christina
Illus. by Bean, Jonathan
Margaret Ferguson/Holiday House
(320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-0-8234-4007-8  

Twelve-year-old Bicycle secretly takes 
off from Washington, D.C., on her stead-
fast bike, Clunk, and heads to San Fran-

cisco by herself to find her bike-racing hero, Zbig—and, hopefully, 
her first real friend.

Brought up at the Mostly Silent Monastery since she was 3 
and home-schooled there, Bicycle understands that loving (and 
indomitable) Sister Wanda has signed her up for the Friendship 
Factory Spring Break Special for her own good. But it sounds 
like a “guaranteed nightmare”; introverted and reflective, with a 
penchant for wordplay, she needs to seek friends in her own way. 
In this impressive debut, Uss deftly mixes in elements of fantasy, 
magic, and mystery—a chatty ghost that haunts Clunk’s handle-
bars, a second bike that can write and launch missiles, a creepy 
lady in black with “eyes that freeze your heart”—while always 
remaining true to the reality of Bicycle’s journey. The author, a 
cross-country bicyclist herself, perfectly captures the rhythms 
of day-to-day life on the road: the joy, the hardships (“But every-
thing is just so...big. Crazy-hilly and big!”), the growing sense of 
freedom and accomplishment, the stick-to-itiveness, the great 
hunger and the delicious food that relieves it, the kind people, 
and the bonding with one’s bike. Though it has a substantial 
cast of quirky supporting characters, the book’s default is white.

Readers will eagerly join Bicycle and “pedal headfirst” 
into this terrific adventure, which is chock-full of heart 
and humor. (map) (Fabulism. 8-12)

HOW TO BE A LION 
Vere, Ed
Illus. by the author
Doubleday (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Jun. 26, 2018
978-0-525-57805-5
978-0-525-57806-2 PLB  

A thoughtful lion decides whether 
he can be something other than fierce in 
this picture book.

Leonard is a lion, and while he is aware that the general 
expectation of lions is to be fierce, he opts not to live up to it. 
Instead he notices “the grass under his paws,” thinks up poems, 
and befriends Marianne, a duck. The other lions, stuck on the 
idea of fierceness, tell Leonard that they’ve heard he’s gentle 
and makes up poems, but befriending a duck instead of “chomp-
ing” her is going “too far!” Leonard and Marianne wander off to 
their “thinking hill” to mull this over, and they come up with... 
a poem to share with the “fierce” lions. The nub of the poem 
(which is simple, profound, and utterly lacking in schmaltz) is, 

“why don’t you, be you... / and I, will be I.” Beyond this univer-
sal sentiment, however, lies a timelier one. Readers will see an 
alternative male role model in Leonard: a strong-looking lion 
who thinks for himself, choosing creativity and friendship over 
superficial toughness. Author/illustrator Vere’s illustrations are 
sturdy in their rough black outlines and large swaths of muted 
color, but they’re evocative, too, in Leonard’s expressiveness 
and the predominantly orange/saffron palette that conjures the 
atmosphere of an African savanna.

Positive role models showing boys how to be a whole 
person are few and far between these days. This marvelous 
book triumphs in that essential job. (Picture book. 2-8)

WHY CAN’T I BE YOU
Walker, Melissa
Harper/HarperCollins (208 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 19, 2018
978-0-06-256720-8  

Everything feels different the sum-
mer Claire and her friends turn 12.

It’s weird enough that Brianna has 
moved to a fancy new house with a pool. 
But Brianna’s cousin Eden, who’s visit-
ing for the summer, seems to be nudging 

them toward a level of sophistication, and Claire doesn’t under-
stand the rules. Eden wears eyeliner! She friends boys on social 
media. And now, for the first time, Brianna’s birthday party is a 
boy-girl party. It’s not like Claire doesn’t know boys—she’s been 
tight with next-door neighbor Ronan in their trailer park for 
years! But he’s different, too. Suddenly he’s on social media try-
ing to make his life look different—better—than it is. Trouble 
is, Claire didn’t know it was so bad! Claire’s voice is infectiously 
honest and optimistic as she navigates a host of new feelings, 
including uncertainly and jealousy. She’s observant; she also has 

In this impressive debut, Uss deftly mixes in elements 
of fantasy, magic, and mystery while always remaining true 

to the reality of Bicycle’s journey.
the adventures of a girl called bicycle
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down-to-earth, caring, and involved, if imperfect, parents. They 
help Claire understand what’s the matter with Ronan’s father 
and make her more open to hearing the concerns Brianna and 
Eden have. Their breakthrough conversation is a great recipe 
for all preteens developing their emotional intelligence. Claire 
and most of the cast are default white, but Eden, who is mixed, 
must explain why she looks different from Brianna on one occa-
sion. Other cultures are indicated by surnames.

A fully wrapped-up, happy ending concludes both sum-
mer and book without compromising its emotional hon-
esty. (Fiction. 9-12)

PROFESSOR ASTRO CAT’S 
HUMAN BODY ODYSSEY
Walliman, Dominic & Newman, Ben
Illus. by Newman, Ben
Flying Eye Books (64 pp.) 
$24.00  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-911171-14-0 
Series: Professor Astro Cat 

Cartoon guide Professor Astrocat and his animal team take 
readers on an in-depth tour of the major functions and compo-
nents of the human body.

Walliman and Newman have the astro-animals explore the 
body by using a cartoon version of Walliman himself as the sub-
ject. The book starts at the very beginning—what it means to 
be alive—and progresses with just enough detail through com-
plicated structures and processes. The astro-animals use some 
fictionalized devices, such as a “ ‘particle reduction’ orb,” to 
shrink down and really get inside the body. It’s gimmicky but 
cute, much like the space-suited animals themselves. Overall, 
the book is very well-organized. Each page or double-page lay-
out is limited to one topic. Newman’s illustrations are consis-
tently bold and inviting, and the comic-book look both appeals 
to young readers and maintains the flow. Some pages do require 
time to decipher, as with a called-out detail with a cross-sec-
tion of a tooth that feels dissociated from the overall spread. 
Fun factoids are included organically. A respectfully scientific 
approach to reproduction and growing up satisfies curiosity 
while allowing for follow-up conversation. The final “future sci-
ence” pages will give eager readers plenty of fascinating topics 
for further research. Though subject “Walliman” is white, other 
humans depicted are diverse.

This eye-catching book makes the complicated human 
body much less so while still providing enough detail to 
allow readers to linger and explore. (combined glossary-
index.) (Nonfiction. 9-12)

KIT & KABOODLE
Wells, Rosemary
Illus. by the author
Godwin Books/Henry Holt (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-250-13075-4  

Kit and Kaboodle are the stars of 
Wells’ newest series, kitty twins who 

never make any trouble—but a little mouse named Spinka cre-
ates all kinds of mischief for them.

Wearing a jaunty red cap, wee Spinka is the villain of this 
“not me!” story. In three short vignettes, the little mouse creates 
just a teaspoon of trouble in each. Mama and Daddy immedi-
ately blame the twins for each misadventure, while the kitties 
profess their innocence. Neither adults nor children ever notice 
the sneaky squeaker, who gleefully relishes her devious behavior. 
With signature Wells’ colors and animal sweetness, the illustra-
tions will have young listeners searching out the impish mouse. 
The trouble is tiny indeed, as the extent of it is only a slightly 
stern parent blaming the children for using too much bubble 
bath or eating one of the chocolate blimpies. Discussions can 
focus on how Spinka feels left out when she doesn’t receive a 
gift or isn’t invited to play baseball. Will Spinka ever be caught? 
Or is Spinka just an imaginary pot-stirrer? Further ambiguity is 
introduced when Kit, who wears a dress and pink shoes while 
Kaboodle sports shorts, is referred to with the same masculine 
pronoun as their twin. Is it a typo or an exploration of gender 
ambiguity? Readers will need to wait till the next installment 
to find out.

A brief introduction to good twin kitties and a rascally 
mouse. (Picture book. 2-5)

DAVY’S SUMMER VACATION!
Weninger, Brigitte
Illus. by Tharlet, Eve
Trans. by Wilson, David Henry
NorthSouth (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-0-7358-4278-6 
Series: Davy 

The vacation that Davy and his fam-
ily take isn’t what they’d hoped for; it’s better.

Captivated by the vivid picture a friend paints of her fam-
ily’s vacation, bunny Davy persuades his parents to embark on 
an exciting trip, too. The family packs seemingly everything 
they possess. Bad idea, considering that the overload breaks 
their wagon; an alternative suggestion to mail their belongings 
to their destination is discarded: too expensive. Davy’s siblings 
are bereft that their summer plans appear kaput, but the sight 
of a leaf gives Davy inspiration. He leads his family on a long 
trek through a beautiful natural landscape, allowing them to see 

“many new things” along the way—exactly the vacation experi-
ence they’d all wanted. Happily, the hike ends at a lush “magic 
spring” where everyone can swim, play in the warm sand, and 
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enjoy a picnic—and which all acknowledge is a “real vacation 
paradise.” Davy explains the location was once Grandpa’s favor-
ite childhood oasis (though both Mother and Father seem to be 
oddly ignorant of this), and the family makes plans to return 
soon to this idyllic spot. There’s not much plot in this thin, 
unoriginal story, but readers who yearn for vacation adventures 
will relate. The lively illustrations feature a close-knit, happy, 
expressive rabbit family of different sizes and hues. Double-
page spreads preceding and following the narrative depict ram-
bunctious activity.

A somewhat bland addition to the summer-vacation 
canon. (Picture book. 4-7)

GOODBYE BRINGS HELLO
A Book of Firsts
White, Dianne
Illus. by Wiseman, Daniel
HMH Books (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 26, 2018
978-0-544-79875-5  

A book of firsts and transitions for young kids growing up 
and becoming more independent.

As the seasons change, White and Wiseman follow many 
diverse children as they experience new changes in their lives. 
It begins in autumn with a small white child who learns to 
swing independently by pumping. During winter, a black child 
says goodbye to an outgrown sweater and hello to a new coat. 
In the spring, a ponytailed white child says goodbye to an old 

“preschool trike” and hello to a “big-kid bike.” Summer brings 
great splashes in the pool. Finally, autumn comes back around, 
bringing new haircuts, shoes with laces, and first days of school. 
Written in rhyme, the text is short, making it engaging and 
accessible to young children. The illustrations are simple—
some so casual as to look almost like colored doodles. Wiseman 
leaves the matte backgrounds plain but adds color and details 
to the characters, bringing them into focus. There is humor: An 
Asian child with glasses and a huge tuft of snarly hair is initially 
grumpy about a haircut but smiles at the result. Even though 
the text is short and illustrations are simple, both are sweet, and 
this book will give courage to any child feeling a little nervous or 
scared to try something new.

A great read-aloud for any child going through early life 
changes. (Picture book. 4-6)

HOW DO DINOSAURS LEARN 
TO READ?
Yolen, Jane
Illus. by Teague, Mark 
Blue Sky/Scholastic (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 26, 2018
978-1-338-23301-8 
Series: How Do Dinosaurs…?  

In the latest addition to the long-
running, bestselling series, Yolen and 

Teague’s rascally dinosaurs learn to read and enjoy books despite 
their sometimes-inappropriate antics.

Yolen’s signature, inquiry-based rhyming text begins with 
the titular query, “How does a dinosaur / learn how to read?” In 
response, a series of rhetorical questions are posed, each indi-
cating an unsuitable behavior or reaction when a new reader 
might be struggling, frustrated, and discouraged. “Does he use 
his new book / as a shovel or bat? // Play fetch with the dog? / 
Throw books at the cat?” Silly (“jump on the book”), sometimes 
rage-filled (“have a big hissy / when reading skills fail”) conduct 
eventually leads to the inevitable series of contradictions. “No—
she’s kind to each book, / to the cover and pages. / She reads 
very carefully. / Never has rages.” Respectful care for books is 
emphasized so that reading a good story can be enjoyed again 
and again with calm, determined patience. Humorously exag-
gerated depictions of nine different angry, irritated, ill-tem-
pered (and enormous) dinosaurs quickly revert to happy, willing, 
and satisfied expressions (highlighted in the endpapers) as new 
readers succeed to end the day peacefully, each falling asleep 
with a book in bed. A practical addendum offers sensible strate-
gies for caregivers to coach their new readers following paren-
tal read-alouds, including learning letter sounds, sounding out 
words, using picture cues, repetition, and rhyming words.

An appealing approach, as ever filled with humor and 
common sense. (Picture book. 5-7)

THE PERFECT GIFT 
Yoo, Paula
Illus. by Ng-Benitez, Shirley
Lee & Low (32 pp.) 
$14.95  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-62014-567-8  
Series: Confetti Kids

Welcome to a new-baby book for 
new readers.

Yoo’s controlled text in this Confetti 
Kids entry is appropriately divided into 

short chapters that will support emergent readers’ success. It 
also celebrates cultural specificity by centering Mei’s character 
and her Chinese-American family’s party to celebrate that her 
baby brother, Ming, is 100 days old. A diverse group of friends, 
whom readers may recognize from earlier titles, attends the 
party: Henry, Lily, Pablo, and Padma, who, between naming 
conventions and Ng-Benitez’s appealing watercolor and digital 
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illustrations, are cued as white, black, Latinx, and South Asian, 
respectively. The tension in the story stems from Mei’s struggle 
to determine the titular “perfect gift” for the baby. Illustrations 
provide context for how her friends try to help, such as when 
Padma points to a little boy with a truck and says “Boys like 
trucks,” to suggest a gift for Ming. Henry, playing a drum on the 
front stoop, contradicts her: “I don’t like trucks...I like to play 
music,” and suggests that Mei should buy a drum. Grandma, 
whose character integrates information about traditions for the 
100-days party, advises Mei that “The perfect gift comes from 
the heart,” and this inspires Mei to make a special book for her 
little brother.

A perfect package of early-reader accessibility, cultur-
ally-conscious story, and inclusivity. (Early reader. 5-8)

SATURDAY IS SWIMMING DAY
Yum, Hyewon
Illus. by the author
Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-0-7636-9117-2  

In this story about new experiences, readers follow a tiny 
girl who faces her fear of swimming every Saturday.

Trying something new can be scary. Saturday mornings 
seem to start with stomachaches, as a grumpy little Asian girl 
fakes illness to avoid going to the swimming pool. She clings 
to her mom and hides in a locker. Her body language clearly 
shows her to be uncomfortable and tense as she stands against 
the wall while other children of all shapes and colors dive right 
in. Things do not look promising. Week by week, without any 
pressure from her white mom, she returns to the pool and takes 
tiny steps forward with the black swim instructor named Mary. 
Mary guides her away from the pool’s edge and gently builds on 
small successes each Saturday. Illustrations, done in watercolor 
and colored pencil, show the blue waters of the pool framed by 
the cold white floor tiles. Colorful swimsuits, bathing caps, and 
skin tones splash the pages. Slowly, the narrator finds her fearful 
feelings begin to change. As the little girl’s courage grows, the 
floor tiles slowly disappear, and the pictures become all water. 
The unnamed child narrates, gender indicated by the style of 
her swimsuit.

This tender and accessible story of bravery and patience 
when facing a new situation encompasses a wide range of 
emotions for timid children of all shapes and colors. (Picture 
book. 4-6)

PET DAD
Allen, Elanna
Illus. by the author
Dial (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 1, 2018
978-0-525-42826-8  

A little girl who desperately wants a 
pet and a dad who most definitely does not find some common 
ground.

Plum is a little girl who never takes no for an answer. So 
when her dad says no to a pet, she gets herself a pet dad. With 
dad’s tie as a leash, Plum struts out with her new pet, but when 
she tries to train “Schnitzel,” she runs into some snags. “Roll 
over” is met with a “No.” He doesn’t want to eat yard waste 
(which she thinks is pretty close to his kale and quinoa), and 
he does his business reading the paper, not on it. At the park, 
Plum’s efforts are further thwarted until some “free time” (a 
timeout) leads her to the answer: Her pet needs a reward. And 
what do pet dads like? “No + Hug = Yes!” “And from that day for-
ward, Plum and her pet enjoy many years of friendship and love.” 
Allen’s pen-and-ink illustrations with digital color use a palette 
of dusky blue, orange, and lime green to marvelous effect. Plum 
is a light-brown–skinned girl with black, scribbly hair barely 
contained in two braids. Her determination is writ large in her 
every posture and facial expression. Her dad has pale skin and a 
shock of white hair.

A clever lesson in manners wrapped in an imaginative, 
tongue-in-cheek tale of father/dog–daughter bonding. 
(Picture book. 3-8)

MADE FOR ME
Bush, Zack
Illus. by De Lauretis, Gregorio
Familius (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Feb. 1, 2018
978-1-945547-69-0  

A giant hulk of a man describes his 
emotions as his child captures his heart.

“On the day you were born, I beamed with pride. / My eyes 
filled with tears. I joyfully cried. / From the moment I saw you 
and called out your name, / the world as I knew it was never 
the same.” The rest of the book proceeds to demonstrate just 
how thoroughly this tot has their father wrapped around their 
finger and shows the dad lovingly caring for his growing child’s 
every need: bottles, diapers, soothing, tickling, feeding, bathing, 
playing, reading, and exploring the world. While the rhyme and 
rhythm aren’t always spot-on and one illustration depicts a crib 

This tender and accessible story of bravery and patience 
when facing a new situation encompasses a wide range 
of emotions for timid children of all shapes and colors.

saturday is swimming day
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instead of the cradle referred to in the text, there is no deny-
ing the appeal of this father-child pair, as their bond is more 
than apparent. The dichotomy between the tiny redheaded tot 
and the giant lumberjack–look-alike dad—red plaid shirt, blue 
jeans, full red beard and mustache, and tiny head perched atop a 
round body with tree-trunk forearms—both white, adds to the 
sweet sentimentality (sometimes slipping into saccharine) of 
this book. While young children may relish the opportunity to 
use this as a springboard for hearing about their own babyhoods 
with their dads, new fathers are just as likely an audience, the 
sweet refrain—“Of all the children that ever could be, / you are 
the one made just for me”—tugging at heartstrings.

New dads will eat this up. (Picture book. 3-7)

GREAT DOG
Cali, Davide
Illus. by Tanco, Miguel
Tundra (46 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 29, 2018
978-1-101-91917-0  

A playful story about familial pride 
and unconditional love.

An anthropomorphic dog in a tweed 
sports coat tells his child, who wears 

a sweater and a cap, about family members as they look at a 
family portrait gallery. Each spread with a portrait has the 
father recounting a great accomplishment on a turquoise-
backgrounded verso. Then the recto opens as a gatefold to 
reveal a picture of the relative that humorously undermines 
that account. For example, a uniformed bulldog was “the pride 
of the police,” but the underlying gatefold illustration reveals 
the police dog to be oblivious to three black-clad robber dogs 
absconding with their loot behind him. The child, presumably 
unaware of those contradictory backstories, interjects to ask, 

“What about me?” The father responds with the titular phrase: 
“You will be a GREAT dog!” In the final exchange, however, the 
father amends his statement in a concluding gatefold that finds 
the cap falling off to reveal cat ears. “You will be a great dog, a 
magnificent dog... / Or a great CAT. It’s up to you!” The message 
of unconditional love reveals the father as a great dad, but read-
ers may wonder why the child was concealing their feline self 
until this moment. The illustrations feature a strong sense of 
line and pattern, with hints of turquoise, gold, and brown pop-
ping against white backgrounds.

Playful design contributes to the success of this warm-
hearted book. (Picture book. 3-7)

DADDIES DO
Evans, Lezlie
Illus. by Ferro, Elisa
Sterling (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-4549-2171-4  

A rhyming ode to all the things 
daddies do with their children.

Bathing and fishing, making yummy 
snacks, building forts, snapping photos, giving a boost: Daddies 
do it all in this rollicking look at fatherhood. “Who takes you on 
outings / and simply won’t care / if you’ve picked your own outfit 
/ or have messy hair? / DADDIES DO. / THAT’S WHO!” The 
lion dad wrestles with his cub, proclaiming how much stronger 
his tot is. The peacock father lets his child help on a project. The 
octopus child is cheered up by dad when they’re sick. And more 
than one parent (of any gender) may smile knowingly at the kan-
garoo dad who falls asleep reading to his joey. Evans’ rhyme and 
rhythm are spot-on, and the refrain ensures readers’ participa-
tion during read-alouds. Ferro’s brightly colored cartoon illus-
trations were created using gouache, colored pencil, and ink. 
The dad-child relationships ooze sweetness, and an owl unob-
trusively placed within many spreads cues the “Who...” ques-
tions as well as the final “Guess who?” There is nary a mother in 
sight, and few pages show siblings. These dads prepare food and 
bathe and soothe their children, as nurturing as can be.

A solid and sweet look at the traditional and expanding 
roles of a father. (Picture book. 2-5)

THE DAY DAD JOINED MY 
SOCCER TEAM
Fergus, Maureen
Illus. by Lowery, Mike
Kids Can (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 3, 2018
978-1-77138-654-8  

Dad is schooled about more than soccer the day he “volun-
teers” to help out his child’s team.

In this role-reversal book, the unnamed first-person narrator, 
an avid soccer player, is mortified by the sudden change in Dad’s 
behavior after he dons a jersey and assumes a position on the 
field. In fact, Dad exhibits all the bad behaviors: whining to the 
coach, focusing on winning at all costs, picking flowers on the 
field, fooling around on the sideline, running off to play on the 
slides, hogging the ball, grumping when the team’s goalie misses 
a save, and throwing a fit about an accidental foul. The narrator 
consults Coach, a dark-skinned bald man, who has some words 
of wisdom, encouraging them to work with Dad’s energy and 
enthusiasm to focus on being a good sport (a clipboard lists 
the four points for readers). Remarkably, the father turns his 
act around in the second half but in the end decides that vol-
unteering for snacks may be more his speed. Lowery’s Photo-
shop illustrations are filled with bright, flat colors spotlighting 
the father’s hijinks and the characters’ emotions. Both dad and 

Evans’ rhyme and rhythm are spot-on, and the refrain 
ensures readers’ participation during read-alouds.

daddies do
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child have brown hair and light brown skin. The other players 
are diverse in terms of both race and gender presentation.

Turning the tables shines the light on poor sportsman-
ship. Will Fergus and Lowery next address bad behavior in 
the bleachers? (Picture book. 4-8)

MAMA’S BELLY
Hosford, Kate
Illus. by Halpin, Abigail
Abrams (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 17, 2018
978-1-4197-2841-9  

A young girl eagerly awaits the arrival 
of her baby sister and has lots of questions for her parents.

From the physical to the existential, this girl asks them all 
over the course of what seems to be a single day: “When are you 
coming out?” “Does my sister know me already?” “Will my sister 
have freckles?” “Do I have to share my blanket?” “Will your lap 
ever come back?” “Will you have enough love for both of us?” 
All are answered satisfactorily, the last with a gentle, “More than 
all the stars in the sky.” Mama and Papa both encourage the girl 
to participate in getting ready for the baby and look back with 
her to the days when she herself was a baby. The brilliant jewel 
tones on mostly white backgrounds keep the focus on the fam-
ily relationships and the girl’s shifting emotions. A not-always-
subtle leaf motif links the illustrations, sometimes overtly inked 
in the backgrounds, at other times found in the pattern on a 
chair or Mama’s dress. Papa is a pale, bearded redhead; Mama is 
darker skinned with kinky black curls escaping her updo. Their 
daughter has pale skin, freckles, and wild brown curls. Unlike 
other new-baby books, the baby has not arrived by the last page, 
though the colophon does show a cozy family portrait of four.

A good book to share with children eagerly awaiting 
their own siblings. (Picture book. 3-6)

IF I DIDN’T HAVE YOU
Katz, Alan
Illus. by Robertson, Chris
Simon & Schuster (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 10, 2018
978-1-4169-7879-4  

A playful exploration of familial ties.
An anthropomorphic alligator fam-

ily composed of a mother, a father, and a son named Mike live 
in a comically stereotypical suburban setting. Most of the text 
is made up of dialogue between Mike and his dad as they rib 
each other about what each could do without the other in his 
life. “I would never have to clean my room...if I didn’t have you,” 
Mike says, and “I suppose I could take sky-diving lessons...if I 
didn’t have you. But I’d rather have you,” his father muses. Each 
repeatedly concludes he’d rather have the other than any solo 
scenario, and there’s plenty of joking along the way to these 
happy affirmations. Humor prevents the text from veering into 

saccharine sentimentality, and it’s amplified by Robertson’s col-
orful digital illustrations. “I could put my bare, stinky feet on 
the dining room table during dinner...if I didn’t have you,” Mike 
says, and an accompanying illustration adopts Mike’s imagined 
point of view to show his feet resting on a platter filled with 
pizza, a burger, a doughnut, cake, and other goodies. The facing 
page shows a puzzled Dad asking, “Why would you want to do 
that?”—to which Mike replies, “Oh yeah, never mind.” At the 
book’s end, Mom joins the banter with a twist all her own.

Here’s a book many families will want to have. (Picture 
book. 3-6)

SPY DAD
Laajarinne, Jukka
Illus. by Mänttäri, Timo
Trans. by Mannion, Anja 
Crocodile/Interlink (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 1, 2018
978-1-62371-993-7  

A father who’s a spy tries to give it all 
up to spend time with his daughter.

This Finnish import is a mix of a spy 
thriller and a family drama, and if that sounds rather like the 
film Mr. and Mrs. Smith, it isn’t. At all. From the start, the man’s 
two roles as father and spy intermix: While dangling from a 
helicopter he takes a call from his daughter, who’s wheedling 
for a hamster. After he listens to his daughter’s wish to have 
more time with her parents and resigns, the adventure they 
have together is fueled more by some nefarious operatives who 
are chasing them than by any interests the duo share. Indeed, 
mothers everywhere may shiver at the danger this dad exposes 
his daughter to, although all of it may go over readers’ heads. 
Only careful observation of the retro-colored, digital-looking 
illustrations (and knowledge of spy tropes) reveals all that is 
going on, as the dad is careful to keep Olivia in the dark. Prob-
lematically, this may mean that readers won’t get the tale at all, 
the pair seemingly changing their minds at random, or worse, 
they will get only the violent bits: The car blows up after lunch. 
And a couple of references to not working, not having money 
to spend, and being poor are likely to fall flat. All the characters 
present white; the dad perpetually wears either a Lone Ranger 
mask or glasses that look exactly like one.

Skip this one. (Picture book. 5-9)

FRANNY’S FATHER 
IS A FEMINIST 
Leet, Rhonda
Illus. by Walker, Megan
POW! (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 6, 2018
978-1-57687-873-6  

Little readers learn what it means to 
be a feminist.
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As the title says, Franny’s father is a feminist. Feminists, 
small print explains, believe “that girls can do everything boys 
can do, and...[that girls deserve] all the same rights, freedoms, 
and opportunities that” boys have. The story goes on to explore 
what it means to raise a child with an equal-opportunity phi-
losophy, highlighting Franny’s father’s childhood as a budding 
feminist and showing several real-world examples of how femi-
nism influences Franny’s development. Franny and her father 
are white, but Franny’s friend Sasha is black, as is her father 
(who also happens to be a feminist). The illustrations boast car-
toon characters with pop eyes. The color palette mixes pinks, 
baby blues, and greens to excellent effect, mirroring the mud-
dying of traditional gender roles—Franny’s father is the primary 
caregiver, while Franny’s mom “has an important job” outside 
the home. The book’s tone is informative rather than preachy, 
presenting feminism not as the only way to be but rather a sen-
sible caregiving choice. Some caregivers may be able to use this 
title to sort out their own feelings on the subject.

An excellent primer on what feminism and allyship 
entail. (Picture book. 4-7)

DADDY, ME, AND 
THE MAGIC HOUR 
Melmed, Laura Krauss
Illus. by Rich, Sarita
Sky Pony Press (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-5107-0791-7  

A dad and his child share the time 
between sundown and dark exploring 

their world together.
Returning home from work and school, dad starts din-

ner while mom feeds the baby. But after dinner, it’s the titular 
Magic Hour, time for just father and the T-shirt–and-shorts–
clad narrator to enjoy a post-dinner walk. As they wander, the 
protagonist’s red plastic bucket fills with found treasures that 
mark the highlights of the evening. A woman watering roses 
donates one after a playful sprinkle; the child pets a friendly dog, 
and then child and dad use the dog’s stick to play tic-tac-toe 
and to fence. They tickle each other with some bird feathers 
and swing hand in hand on the playground. Calm descends as 
the light in the illustrations fades. Crickets chirp; the duo catch 
fireflies in their hands. Dad swings the child up on his shoul-
ders: “Together, we make a quiet giant / who can almost reach 
the moon.” The final page shows Mommy tucking the protago-
nist in. She has the rose and a daisy also gathered on the walk, 
and the bucket and treasures are prominently displayed. Rich’s 
characters are delightfully expressive, the narrator’s exuberance 
and wonder sometimes barely contained. And it’s clear that the 
father cherishes his bond with his child. All four family mem-
bers have light-brown skin and dark hair; the people in their 
neighborhood are diverse.

The magic hour reveals the magical bond between a 
father and son. (Picture book. 3-8)

WHAT MOMMIES LIKE
Nevin, Judy Carey
Illus. by Six, Stephanie
Little Bee (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 10, 2018
978-1-4998-0528-4  

This sequel to What Daddies Like 
(2017) gives mommies their due.

In this second outing for Nevin and Six, an anthropomor-
phic mother-child bear pair spends the day together. “Mommies 
like big hugs. / Mommies like kisses. // Mommies like ‘Good 
morning to you!’ // Mommies like field trips. / Mommies like 
bike rides. // Mommies like the library, too.” The child rides 
a two-wheeler behind Mommy (both wear helmets) to the 
library, where they join other parents and children (including 
one in a wheelchair) for some organized (but sometimes loud—

“hullabaloo” is rhymed with “kazoo,” which they play on the 
way home) activities. Drumming, cooking and eating together, 
reading, baths, cuddles, and “you” round out the things mom-
mies love. This book is one best shared in an intimate setting, 
as Six’s illustrations include delightful but tiny details: Mommy 
loses her enthusiasm for her spaghetti dinner as her cub chat-
ters on about worms. As in the title dedicated to dads, the 
stocky bears have big noses and the tiniest of ears (some readers 
may not identify them as bears at all), and the gender of the 
child is ambiguous.

This duo is sure to reflect some of what readers’ own 
mommies enjoy and to possibly give them ideas for addi-
tional ways to spend time together. (Picture book. 3-7)

I WANT MY DAD!
Ross, Tony 
Illus. by the author
Andersen Press USA (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-5415-1453-9  

The Little Princess is jealous of the 
other dads in the kingdom and the rela-

tionships they have with their children.
The other dads are taller than the King. The Cook bakes his 

son fancy cakes; the King’s cooking isn’t even palatable to the 
dog. The General’s son rides a pony, taught by his father, but the 
King sneezes around animals. While the King uses water wings 
in the tub, the Admiral’s daughter swims with the fish. And on 
it goes. When the Little Princess voices her complaints to a ser-
vant, the Maid says she can teach her all those things. But the 
riding lesson ends in a bumped head, baking is a fail, and she 
swallows too much water learning to swim. Running into her 
father, the Little Princess proclaims, “Dad, I’m useless.” As the 
two embrace, the King expresses his love and admiration for 
his daughter, telling her he was so proud to hear of her doing all 
those exciting things. And so the book ends, the message a little 
muddy. Two peas in a pod? I love you just the way you are? All 
of Ross’ characters are white with ruddy complexions, though 
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the feelings that the Little Princess expresses in her eponymous 
series will be recognizable by many.

An odd ending note may keep readers from saying “I 
want it again!” (Picture book. 4-7)

MAMA AND ME
Shaskan, Stephen
Illus. by the author
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 6, 2018
978-0-06-239349-4 
Series: Toad on the Road, 2 

Mama and Toad and their bright red tow truck save several 
friends from roadside mishaps.

“Mama and Toad out on the road. / Go, Mama, go! Go, little 
toad! / Why, who’s that friend / around the bend? / Alas! Alas! / 
It’s a... // Goat out of gas!” Mama and Toad know just what to 
do to get the driver of the truck labeled “Bob’s Bounce Houses” 
back on the road. They also encounter a “Fox with a flat” and a 

“Moose in the muck” whose balloons and pizza (both also from 
Bob’s) need to be delivered. Shaskan’s digital illustrations have 
a Saturday-morning–cartoon look, with their bright, flat colors 
and simple backgrounds. In a nice touch, small Toad, who uses 
a car seat, is shown getting their hands dirty with each rescue, 
pouring the gas, jacking up the car, even removing the lug nuts. 
In the end, the toads and their friends wind up in the same 
place: a party thanking the two for all their help. That’s a puz-
zler since not only do the toads encounter their friends when 
they are going in opposite directions on the road, but their 
friends were getting ready for the party before the toads had 
helped any of them. Plus, the rhythm of the repeated refrain 
rests on those reading aloud forcing the enunciation of all four 
syllables of “delivery.”

Those training to take over the family business, like 
Toad, may find this amusing, but others should steer clear. 
(Picture book. 2-5)

DAD BY MY SIDE 
Soosh
Illus. by the author
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 8, 2018
978-0-316-43808-7  

In her debut, Soosh celebrates the 
bond between a father and his daughter.

The cover illustration sets the tone: A beefy, bearded man, 
shirt riding up and showing back hair, lies on his belly on the 
floor reading the paper. Lounging on his lower back is his tiny 
daughter, who’s playing with her doll. The text opens, “With 
Dad by my side, / there’s nothing we can’t do.” Illustrations and 
text go hand in hand: “He’s not afraid to look silly” is paired 
with a picture of the two with hula hoops around their waists, 
his so tight it’s like a belt. They cook, sew, cuddle, tell stories, 

play games. In a superhero costume, he protects his sleeping 
daughter from the monsters under the bed. He measures her 
height on the wall, does her hair, and keeps in touch while trav-
eling, never missing a lullaby or failing to make time for her. In 
the watercolor illustrations, the faces are often hidden by the 
tilt of a head or the fullness of a beard, but body language speaks 
volumes as dad gets down to the girl’s level, white backgrounds 
keeping the focus on their sweet relationship. An author’s note 
nicely explains Soosh’s decision to make the duo’s sizes so dis-
parate. Dad has brown hair and beard, while daughter wears her 
darker hair in braids; both have pale skin.

Indeed, with a dad like this by a child’s side, there is 
little that cannot be accomplished. (Picture book. 3-8)

DRESS LIKE MOMMY
Stickley, Lisa
Illus. by the author
Boxer Books (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Mar. 6, 2018
978-1-9107-1658-8  

Mother-and-daughter outfits—a retro 
fashion idea that continues to be popular in some households.

Poppy informs readers: “One of my favorite things is when 
the colors of our clothes match.” With digital illustrations that 
look as if they originated as collages, this color concept book 
introduces all the usual suspects, as well as several shades of 
blue and green, and even “multicolored” socks, that are “like 
swirly rainbows.” The layout of the double-page spreads with 
lots of white space is consistent, with slight variations. The 
emphasis on the mom figure is usually on her clothes, from 
the torso down; viewers see her face on only one page, where 
she wears “a jacket the color of the blue sea,” her face hidden 
behind “sunglasses big as dinner plates.” The type is easy to 
read, and a crayon scribble of the appropriate color always back-
grounds the name of the color, printed in large, bold type. The 
clean look of the illustrations works well, especially in spreads 
such as the one devoted to “tangerine orange,” where Mommy’s 
shorts and Poppy’s “bicycle helmet matched!” The book breaks 
no new gender ground. In girly style, Poppy also imitates her 
mommy when she puts on “flamingo-feather blusher” and when 
she wears her mom’s extra beads. Both Mommy and Poppy 
present white.

An easy, breezy fashion-conscious way to learn colors, 
but it seems a little limited in its appeal, a throwback to an 
earlier time. (Picture book. 3-6)

In the watercolor illustrations, the faces are often 
hidden by the tilt of a head or the fullness of a beard,

but body language speaks volumes.
dad by my side
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THE BEST MOTHER
Surrisi, Cynthia
Illus. by Goode, Diane
Abrams (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 3, 2018
978-1-4197-2534-0  

Maxine searches for a new mother...
and discovers the best one has been with 
her all along.

Maxine hates the morning routine of washing face, brush-
ing teeth, and combing hair. “Maxine was sure a new mother 
would solve her problems.” So she informs her mother of her 
plan to look for a new mom in the park, at the toy store, and 
at the zoo. But since she can’t get to those places on her own, 
she asks her old mother to accompany her. Unperturbed, the 
old mother agrees, and readers with sharp eyes will see her as a 
constant presence keeping an eye on Maxine as she asks various 
women how they would respond in certain situations: cleanup 
time, drum-banging, wearing slippers in the snow, toy pur-
chases. After each potential mother’s response, she is summar-
ily rejected. At the zoo, Maxine observes the animals with their 
babies, thought bubbles showing her own mother doing similar 
things with Maxine. A couple of page turns reveal that her old 
mother has done all the things the prospective new mothers 
scoffed at, and Maxine knows just which mother is perfect for 
her. Goode’s pen-and-ink, watercolor, gouache, and pastel illus-
trations emphasize relationships and emotions. Maxine and her 
mother both have brown skin and hair: Mom’s is straight, while 
Maxine’s is unruly, curls sprouting energetically from her head 
and beneath her hat.

A delightful look at a what-if all children have consid-
ered, if not acted upon. (Picture book. 4-9)

I AM A BIRD
Walrath, Dana
Illus. by Kim, Jaime
Atheneum (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-4814-8002-4  

A father and child visit the ocean, 
and the child imagines many transformations.

The child holds the beach blanket flapping out, capelike, 
behind: “I am a bird. I fly.” The subsequent spread begins with 
the ending of the previous one: “I’m a fly. I land.” The child 
spreads the blanket out. Some of the metaphors require a little 
bit of concentration to parse. “I’m a line. I tug. / I’m a tug. I 
tow” shows father and child on the beach waving to a tugboat 
at work, hauling a large ship by a line. Some may resist pars-
ing. “I am kelp. I branch” simply portrays the child from the 
waist down amid some kelp and cartoon crabs. But Kim cer-
tainly manages to convey both the delight the pair finds in each 
other’s company and the child’s exuberance. The father joyfully 
joins the play, even consenting to being buried in the sand. The 
ending breaks the pattern but cements the relationship: “I am 

a bird. I glide / into arms open wide. // I’m the hands that hold 
/ and the eyes that shine... // when it’s you / and it’s me / and the 
sea.” Both are depicted with dark hair and East Asian features.

Imaginative children could take this idea far; so could 
teachers covering homonyms and metaphors. (Picture book. 
4-8)

WITH MY DADDY
A Book of Love and Family
Witek, Jo
Illus. by Roussey, Christine
abramsappleseed (34 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 24, 2018
978-1-4197-2822-8  

A young girl explores how she feels 
when she is with her father.

Roussey’s illustrations stand out, the ink-drawn girl tiny 
next to her father’s gigantic hands, emphasizing just how out-
sized his influence on her and her emotions is. When she gives 
her dad a hug, she feels “like / a little bird in a warm, comfy nest. 
/ When I am with my dad, I feel safe.” The picture may be dif-
ficult for literal thinkers to puzzle out: The girl rests in a house-
shaped space superimposed on a tree that resembles a green 
lollipop. Her dad’s giant left hand waters the tree; his right lays 
a blanket on the girl. Dad also makes her feel “brave,” “daring,” 

“confident” in her abilities (she rides a two-wheeler across the 
back of his hand), “adventurous” (at the pool), “playful,” “calm,” 

“excited,” “angry,” and “peaceful and happy again.” But “No mat-
ter what I am feeling / .... / I love my dad, / and my dad loves me.” 
Dad’s extremities are the only parts of him visible, and both he 
and his daughter are paper-white, she with bobbed dark hair 
tied with a red bow. As with other titles in the Growing Hearts 
series, this one has thick board pages, but oddly, unlike the oth-
ers, this one lacks the die cuts and flaps that make thick pages 
a necessity.

Familiar emotions writ large. (Picture book. 3-6)

Goode’s pen-and-ink, watercolor, gouache, and pastel 
illustrations emphasize relationships and emotions.

the best mother
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LISETTE’S PARIS NOTEBOOK
Bateson, Catherine
Allen & Unwin/Trafalgar (304 pp.) 
$13.99 paper  |  Jun. 1, 2018
978-1-76029-363-5  

A white Australian girl spends part of 
her gap year in Paris.

Lisette, who prefers to go by Lise, 
should be perfecting her French and visit-
ing museums as per her mother’s instruc-
tions, but she’s more excited about finding 

a boyfriend and buying vintage clothes. Her mother’s Parisian 
dreams were disrupted when her artist boyfriend—Lise’s father—
left her while she was pregnant. Intelligent, hip Lise never met 
her now-deceased father who had been living in Wales. Her 
mother’s internet clairvoyant, Madame Christophe, who rents 
her a room for the summer, also arranges for Lisette to take a 
French class with a group of slightly older artists, including blond, 
German Anders, and two friendly young women from Canada 
and the Philippines. After a fling with Anders, which becomes 
complicated, Lise meets Hugo, a likable young English antiques 
dealer—and faces difficult decisions about her future ambitions, 
desire to learn more about her father, and romantic relationships. 
Unfortunately, Lise barely speaks to any young French people 
and experiences a superficial view of Parisian life. For example, 
an emotional encounter with a Romani woman who curses her 
on the Metro reinforces stereotypes without offering useful cul-
tural context. Lise and her shopping adventures are engaging, but 
her endless self-examination is repetitive.

A light, romantic summer read for fashionistas made 
more interesting by its Australian protagonist. (author’s 
note) (Fiction. 14-18)

A QUICK & EASY GUIDE TO 
THEY/THEM PRONOUNS
Bongiovanni, Archie & Jimerson, Tristan
Illus. by Bongiovanni, Archie
Oni Press (64 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-1-62010-499-6  

This cartoon guide provides read-
ers with information and advice about 
nonbinary pronouns and identities using 

equal parts sarcasm and sincerity.
Archie, a white nonbinary person with a septum piercing, 

teamed up with their friend Tristan, a bearded white cis man, 
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SUMMER OF SALT by Katrina Leno ................................................ 137

A THOUSAND BEGINNINGS AND ENDINGS ed. by Ellen Oh & 
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ANGER IS A GIFT by Mark Oshiro .................................................. 138

I HAVE THE RIGHT TO by Chessy Prout with Jenn Abelson ........... 139

MY NAME IS VICTORIA by Lucy Worsley ........................................142

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

ANGER IS A GIFT
Oshiro, Mark
Tor Teen (464 pp.)
$17.99  |  May 22, 2018
978-1-250-16702-6
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to “educate and inform people on gender neutral pronouns...
so that you don’t have to do all the heavy lifting yourself.” In 
expressive but sparsely illustrated panels, this book explains 
what pronouns are (“a substitute for a noun that you don’t 
know the identity of or...shorthand when the person/place/
thing you’re talking about is understood”), Archie’s experi-
ences of being misgendered, different ways for allies to sup-
port nonbinary people, and tips and tricks for navigating the 
world with a gender identity that isn’t just “male” or “female.” 
At some points the snark is a little grating, and at other points 
the earnestness can be cloying. The absence of any discussion 
of how race, ability, or other marginalized identities intersect 
with gender may be intentional to keep a sharp focus, but this 
also results in a flattening of perspective that may frustrate 
nonbinary readers with identities that Archie and Tristan don’t 
acknowledge. However, the text is conversational and acces-
sible, providing helpful information to binary readers without 
privileging their needs over those of a nonbinary audience.

A helpful introduction to they/them pronouns for those 
in the know and those in the process of learning more. 
(Nonfiction graphic novel. 12-adult)

RIDE ON
Cole, Gwen
Sky Pony Press (240 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-5107-2993-3  

In a gray Texas landscape decimated by 
natural disasters, two teens come together 
to find a way—and a reason—to survive.

White teen Seph isn’t an outlaw, but 
he’s not sure if he’s a cowboy either. He’s 
been on the road since he witnessed his 

father’s murder at age 9. Now he makes his way toward the ocean 
with his beloved horse, Cade, as his only companion. Seph’s 
never seen the sun or a blue sky—but he still has a chance of find-
ing open water. Meanwhile, white teen Avery lives in a coal town 
with her twin brother, Finn, their parents both dead. But the 
mine is no longer producing enough coal, so when the Lawmen 
show up for their share, they end up taking five boys as payment 
instead. One of the boys is Finn. As Avery flees, lost and desper-
ate to save her brother, Seph is captured elsewhere; but it isn’t 
long before their fates become entwined. Told through Seph’s 
and Avery’s distinct, alternating perspectives, a brutal saga 
unfolds. In the beginning, the blood and despair are almost too 
much to take, but once Seph and Avery team up, the darkness 
recedes just enough for their story to play out. Amid the chaos, a 
tender romance begins to spark, shedding a much-needed beam 
of hope onto the ruthless landscape.

A starkly violent Western with surprising turns of ten-
derness. (Western. 14-18)

Given that romantic alliances are 
a staple of YA fiction across genres, 
the implicit (and explicit) messages 
about what makes a girl or woman 

“attractive” can have a profound im-
pact on teen readers’ senses of self 
and the social hierarchy. As a woman 
of color with naturally curly, often 
expansive, hair, I can’t help but no-
tice the pervasive use of “wild,” par-
ticularly to describe black women’s 

natural hair, and the equally common shorthand of signal-
ing the disheveled, socially awkward girl (in contrast to the 
sleek-haired, popular one) via her curly hair. But a refresh-
ing trend that I hope will catch on is the female love inter-
est who does not fit narrow mainstream beauty ideals.

The Belles by Dhonielle Clayton (Feb. 6) goes beyond 
most fantasy novels in actively engaging with lightness as 
a marker of beauty. This book simultaneously skewers su-
perficiality and presents readers with a beautiful brown-
skinned protagonist in a universe where dark skin and eyes 
rank equally with other choices on a menu of magical beau-
ty enhancements.

The Australian dystopian thriller Wilder Country by 
Mark Smith (April 17), sequel to The Road to Winter (2017), 
continues the story in which Kas, a brown-skinned Afghani 
asylum seeker with a prominent birthmark on her face, is 
the girl who gets the guy. She is also fierce, resilient, and in-
telligent. We need more characters like her.

Weight loss as the path to happiness, popularity, and 
moral improvement has too long been an unquestioned 
plot staple. Puddin’ by Julie Mur-
phy (May 8), which follows 2015’s 
Dumplin’, gives us a happily fat, 
happily in love (with a handsome 
Asian male, no less—another 
vanishingly rare character type) 
young heroine. Her social circle 
also includes a beautiful fat friend 
with a gorgeous boyfriend.

The absurdity of measuring 
the social worth of half the popu-
lation via arbitrary external char-
acteristics is one thing; perpetu-
ating these standards in works 
that are meant to edify and entertain is something that 
needs to be called out. —L.S.

Laura Simeon is the young adult editor. 

what does a female 
love interest 

look like?
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MOONRISE
Crossan, Sarah 
Bloomsbury (400 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 8, 2018
978-1-68119-366-3  

Moonrise encapsulates the decline of 
the Moon family after the eldest brother, 
Ed, is incarcerated for allegedly killing a 
police officer.

Joe, Ed’s 17-year-old brother, makes 
the trek from New Jersey to Wakeling, 

Texas, where he visits his brother on death row before his execu-
tion. As the brothers haven’t seen each other in 10 years, their 
exchanges are as intense as they are endearing. As Joe waits and 
hopes that his brother’s fate will be changed, he meets witty Nell, 
a waitress in a Texas diner, and she brings temporary relief to his 
lonely and grief-stricken state. But a surprise encounter with a 
member of Nell’s family could have devastating consequences for 
the budding romance. This is a brutally emotional novel in verse 
that explores the complexity of the American justice system, the 
death penalty, and the irreparable toll taken on the families of 
loved ones who are in the penal system. The characters in this 
story are all white, but issues of race and class are lightly touched 
upon—particularly the severity of punishment for individuals 
accused of killing white law enforcement officers.

Crossan’s (We Come Apart, 2017, etc.) eloquent usage of 
language in this deeply affecting novel puts readers right 
at the heart of a very sensitive and timely story. (Novel in 
verse. 14-18)

THE WHIRLPOOL
Stories
Croza, Laurel
Illus. by Garrity-Riley, Kelsey
Groundwood (96 pp.) 
$16.95  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-77306-032-3  

Picture-book author Croza (From 
There to Here, 2014, etc.) stretches out 
in a collection of short stories for older 
readers.

In the opening selection, young Charity is witness to the 
decline of her parents’ marriage as her mother struggles to 
assert her independence and free them both from her father’s 
tyranny. In another, Jasmine, a young teenage mom, has been 
abandoned by her own mother and endures the scrutiny of her 
peers as she adjusts to life at home with a new baby and her lov-
ing grandfather. In “A Beautiful Smile,” which echoes Croza’s 
picture-book stories, a transplant from the rural north begins 
her first day of school in Toronto. Her story is littered with bold-
face words, which readers may find more distracting than illu-
minating. After a host of rather depressing stories, the final tale, 

“Book of Dreams,” holds a bit of a spark, as aspiring artist Mike 
leaves his single mom and her beer-drinking boyfriend at home 

in front of the TV to go to his job at the local restaurant, where 
he’s found a sense of family and belonging. Though it appears 
the author is attempting to highlight teen stories that are not so 
glamorous, her long-form prose style is lackluster and at times 
distancing. She experiments with a talking-doll protagonist in 
one story and a cemetery-dwelling squirrel in another, two tales 
that feel distinctly disconnected from the rest of the collection.

With a feeling that’s more experimental than whole-
hearted, this collection is one most kids will pass on. (Short 
stories. 12-15)

TIFFANY SLY LIVES HERE NOW
Davis, Dana L.
Harlequin Teen (304 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 1, 2018
978-1-335-99413-4  

At 16-years-old, African-American 
Tiffany Sly suddenly lands on a different 
planet: Simi Valley, California.

Compared to her hometown of Chi-
cago, the fancy cars, mansions, beach 
houses, and expensive prep school are 

straight out of a movie. Before her mom passed away from can-
cer, Tiffany learned she had a father, a man called Anthony Stone, 
and would be going to live with him. Far from Grams and her best 
friend, Keelah, Tiffany is not sure she’ll be able to fit into Antho-
ny’s picture-perfect life. His four biracial daughters, London, twins 
Heaven and Nevaeh, and toddler Pumpkin, and polished white 
wife, Margaret, make it hard to blend in. Nor does it help to know 
that Anthony might not be her dad after all. Unbeknownst to her 
new family, before Tiffany flew across the country, another man 
from her mother’s past, Xavior Xavion, showed up at her door, ask-
ing for a DNA test. With only a week until the results come in, she 
has a small window of time in which to bond with her new family 
before the truth is revealed. Davis’ debut novel is an honest, funny, 
and captivating examination of race, socio-economics, mental 
health, and family. Tiffany learns to makes space for her new family 
and a new understanding of herself.

A dynamic and honest coming-of-age novel with uni-
versal appeal that will especially speak to black girls ques-
tioning their place in the world. (Fiction. 14-adult)

I HAVE LOST MY WAY 
Forman, Gayle
Viking (272 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Mar. 27, 2018
978-0-425-29077-4

A trio of struggling teens meets by 
chance in Central Park and becomes 
everything to one another.

Freya, a rising half-Ethiopian, half-
white and Jewish musical sensation, has 
lost her voice—the one thing that her 
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handlers demand, that her sister resents, and that her fans will 
abandon her without. Harun, the dutiful closeted son of a tra-
ditional Pakistani-American family, has lost James—a black 
boy who is the love of his life and the secret part of himself he 
cannot bear to reveal. Nathaniel, a white boy bowed under the 
weight of responsibility, has lost his father—his only anchor to 
the rest of the world. As each one is preoccupied with the belief 
that they have no way forward, the teens’ lives suddenly collide 
when Freya topples off a Central Park bridge, landing on and 
concussing Nathaniel. Harun helps them both to an emergency 
clinic, and their lives are forever changed. Loss is unquestion-
ably the theme here, but Forman deploys a complexity that is 
mirrored in the narrative structure and borders on the fractal as 
loss compounds loss. The intersections of love, family, and iden-
tity—and how loss impacts them all—lay the groundwork for 
the breathtaking empathy and friendship that take root among 
these three seemingly dissimilar teens within hours of meeting 
each other.

Stunning doesn’t even begin to say it. (Fiction. 14-18)

I’M NOT MISSING
Fountain, Carrie
Flatiron Books (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jul. 10, 2018
978-1-250-13251-2  

In the process of searching for 
important people who have disappeared 
from her life, Miranda finds herself.

Ever since her Latina mother left 
to join a religious cult, biracial Miranda 
has been raised by her caring white dad 

who works for NASA in New Mexico. Coincidentally, her best 
friend, Sydney, had an alcoholic mother who also abandoned the 
family. Even though Syd hasn’t had it as easy as Mir, she’s always 
been supportive of her, especially after the “Nick Allison Event,” 
when Mir’s date bailed on prom night. But then Syd vanishes 
too, leaving only a note: “I’m gone. I’m not missing.” As Mir 
starts to piece together clues about Syd in this debut novel, the 
light thriller turns to romance à la John Green, with impeccable 
realism and spot-on dialogue. Mir also learns the truth about her 
longtime crush, Nick, and what really happened on prom night. 
Mir’s an endearing teen who chants the Gettysburg Address in 
place of religious mantras in times of stress, feels safe asking her 
dad tough questions about first love, and takes control of her 
body (and pleasure) when it comes to sex. While Mir and Nick’s 
relationship builds, the author never lets the mystery falter as 
she keeps readers guessing about Syd’s secrets and whereabouts. 
The ending is really a beginning as Mir finds both support and 
inner resilience.

A beautiful new voice to watch. (Fiction. 14-18)

LEGENDARY
Garber, Stephanie
Flatiron Books (464 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 29, 2018
978-1-250-09531-2 
Series: Caraval, 2 

Garber returns to the world of best-
seller Caraval (2017), this time with the 
focus on younger, more daring sister 
Donatella.

Valenda, capital of the empire, is host 
to the second of Legend’s magical games in a single year, and 
while Scarlett doesn’t want to play again, blonde Tella is eager 
for a chance to prove herself. She is haunted by the memory of 
her death in the last game and by the cursed Deck of Destiny 
she used as a child which foretold her loveless future. Garber 
has changed many of the rules of her expanding world, which 
now appears to be infused with magic and evil Fates. Despite a 
weak plot and ultraviolet prose (“He tasted like exquisite night-
mares and stolen dreams, like the wings of fallen angels, and 
bottles of fresh moonlight.”), this is a tour de force of imagi-
nation. Themes of love, betrayal, and the price of magic (and 
desire) swirl like Caraval’s enchantments, and Dante’s sensuous 
kisses will thrill readers as much as they do Tella. The convo-
luted machinations of the Prince of Hearts (one of the Fates), 
Legend, and even the empress serve as the impetus for Tella’s 
story and set up future volumes which promise to go bigger. 
With descriptions focusing primarily on clothing, characters’ 
ethnicities are often indeterminate.

Dark, seductive, but over-the-top: Characters and 
book alike will enthrall those who choose to play. (glos-
sary) (Fantasy. 12-16)

THE HANDSOME GIRL & HER 
BEAUTIFUL BOY
Gottfred, B.T.
Henry Holt (432 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 8, 2018
978-1-62779-852-5  

Two teens—one girl, one boy—defy 
gender norms to discover their own 
brand of love.

When they meet, laid-back Zee and 
self-professed “biggest personality on 

the planet” Art are both sure they’re straight despite others’ 
assumptions that they’re gay because of how they present them-
selves. It’s infatuation at first sight for Art, who is certain that 
fellow “mythical creature” Zee will fall for him. Amid tumul-
tuous family circumstances—Zee meets her estranged father 
after her mother dies of cancer, while Art’s parents’ marriage 
falls apart—the duo explores their confusing attraction to each 
other and what it means for their senses of self. This explora-
tion includes sex (masturbation, blow jobs, nights in a motel 
room, and relationship drama involving other characters). The 

A beautiful new voice to watch.
i ’m not missing
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book’s strength lies in its first-person narration, which alter-
nates between Zee and Art in uber-short chapters full of all-caps, 
exclamation points, and explanatory pie charts. The ultimate 
affirmation that love needs no labels or boundaries comes far 
too late for a story about sexual fluidity; throughout most of the 
book, Zee and Art subscribe to strongly binary views of gen-
der, sexuality, and gender expression. Art and all other primary 
characters are presumably white. Zee, jarringly for the daughter 
of an Iranian father and a very light-skinned white mother, is 
described as having a very dark complexion.

Suitable for fans of nonmainstream romances with 
larger-than-life characters. (Fiction. 16-18)

THE SMOKE THIEVES
Green, Sally
Viking (544 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 1, 2018
978-0-425-29021-7 
Series: The Smoke Thieves, 1 

Five teenagers who have nothing in 
common—a hunter, a soldier, a servant, 
a princess, and a thief—soon find them-
selves at the center of a war thanks to 
new discoveries about demon smoke, an 

opiumlike drug.
King Aloysius is still bitter over the war he lost to Calidor 

and will stop at nothing to exact revenge: This is the catalyst for 
our five heroes’ journeys, whether they at first realize it or not. 
With each chapter told from a different character’s perspective, 
readers get a feel for the various worlds within the story but 
are still left sensing that something is lacking: Rather than an 
immersive fantasy world, it is a medieval world with a spattering 
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HER DEBUT NOVEL IS A REFRESHINGLY NUANCED NARRATIVE ABOUT 
GENDER IN THE MIDDLE EAST
By Alex Heimbach

Tanaz Bhathena had a very different childhood 
than most of her readers. Her Parsi family emigrated 
from India to Saudi Arabia right after she was born, 
so she grew up going back and forth between the two 
countries. In Saudi Arabia, she says, “you felt that you 
were at home, but at the same time you knew you 
were an outsider…because you know, at some point 
or another, as a foreigner, you’re going back.”

When Bhathena was 16, her family moved again, 
this time from Saudi Arabia to Canada. To say it was 
a big change would be an understatement. “Culture 
shock, pure culture shock,” she says. “It took me a 
long time to adjust because I think after having your 

freedom restricted for so long, it’s very, very strange 
to have it.” It was only after returning to the region, 
to stay with her aunt in Oman, that Bhathena real-
ized she no longer felt like a Gulfi (an Indian expat 
in the Persian Gulf).

Nonetheless, she’s drawn on those early experi-
ences for her first novel, A Girl Like That (Feb. 27). 

“I wanted to write a book about Saudi Arabia,” Bha-
thena says, “the world outside royal palaces and gat-
ed compounds, with a focus on the expatriate mid-
dle class, not all of whom are Saudi or Muslim, be-
cause that’s the area that I grew up in.” The resulting 
novel is the story of Zarin Wadia, a 16-year-old half-
Parsi, half-Hindu orphan living in Jeddah with her 
aunt and uncle, and how she ended up in the acci-
dent that ended her life.

The novel’s title comes from Zarin’s bad repu-
tation: She smokes, she kisses boys, she lies to her 
aunt, and, perhaps worst of all, she refuses to apolo-
gize for any of it. Though Zarin’s transgressions are 
relatively minor by Western standards, it’s her refus-
al to accept the role designated for her that dooms 
her. “As a society, we’re trying to define women in 
so many ways we’re not letting them define them-
selves,” Bhathena says. “And for Zarin, no matter 
which society she lived in, she always wanted to de-
fine herself.”

Zarin isn’t the only one who gets to tell her side 
of the story, though. We also hear from her oldest 
friend and fellow Parsi, Porus; her classmate and ri-
val Mishal; and the popular, attractive Farhan, who 
has a terrifying dark side. From each character we 
get a different perspective on Zarin and the repres-
sive rules that are suffocating her. Porus brings out 
a lighter side of Zarin and a glimpse of what kind of 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Tanaz Bhathena
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of underdeveloped fantasy thrown in. Aloysius and his son are 
comically, mustache-twirlingly evil. The two love stories (one 
between two boys, and one a classic love triangle between a girl 
and two boys) feel halfhearted due in part to the relationships 
not being fully fleshed out. With so many characters, none get 
the full attention they deserve. Ethnic diversity, including mul-
tiracial identities (one major character has blue eyes, blonde 
dreadlocks, and brown skin), both mirrors reality as well as fea-
turing fantasy races.

With expletives and violence that seem more for shock 
value than to advance the story, and plenty of action but an 
abrupt ending, readers will hope for more meat in the next 
volume. (Fantasy. 15-18)

MY PLAIN JANE
Hand, Cynthia & Ashton, Brodi & 
Meadows, Jodi
HarperTeen (464 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 26, 2018
978-0-06-265277-5  

Mysteries abound on the moors—
and not all of them are of this world.

When Charlotte Brontë’s best friend, 
Jane Eyre, is offered a job with the Soci-
ety for the Relocation of Wayward 

Spirits, Charlotte is dismayed that Jane takes a position as a 
governess at Thornfield Hall instead. So Charlotte decides that 
she’s the right person for the job, even if she can’t see ghosts 
like Jane can. Nevertheless, she persists, joining her brother 
and his mentor, Alexander Blackwood, in serving the Society 
by trying to recruit Jane. Jane, however, has fallen in love with 
her employer and has no interest in leaving. A domino line of 
events follows the two white women and friends as they find 
love, work, ghosts, and strengths they never suspected. Hand, 
Ashton, and Meadows (My Lady Jane, 2016) offer up a fantasti-
cal, tongue-in-cheek plot that manages to both poke fun at and 
hold in high esteem the novel that provided the inspiration. A 
healthy dose of feminism and logic offers a contemporary per-
spective, often through the character of a ghost named Helen 
who isn’t afraid to call out Rochester’s patriarchal absurdities—
even though most people can’t hear her. A passing familiarity 
with Jane Eyre is beneficial but not necessary for enjoying this 
book. Reader, it delighted.

A fun, supernatural mashup of different literary novels 
that shines on its own merit. (Fantasy. 13-adult)

woman she could’ve grown up to be. Mishal pro-
vides a look at what it’s like to be a girl who follows 
all the rules (even if she doesn’t agree with them) 
and how little that obedience protects her. 

Farhan’s story is the most disturbing, as we see 
him progress from an innocent kid to a rapist. “I 
was trying to figure out why in our society do these 
things still happen to women,” Bhathena says. “For 
me it was, how are we raising our sons?…Are we ed-
ucating our boys enough when it comes to women 
and how to treat women?” 

Still, Bhathena is optimistic that progress is pos-
sible, both in the West and in Saudi Arabia, where 
reforms are just beginning. She hopes readers will 
be inspired by Zarin and Mishal’s refusal to accept 
the status quo: “I’d like them to take away to not be 
afraid to challenge people with difficult questions 
and to not be afraid to say no when they don’t like 
the answer.”

A Girl Like That was reviewed in the Mar. 1, 2018, issue.
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GUARDIAN
Hartley, A.J. 
Tor Teen (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-0-7653-8815-5 
Series: Steeplejack, 3 

When her employer is accused of 
assassinating the prime minister of Bar-
Selehm, Anglet Sutonga is determined to 
clear his name. But more than just Will-
inghouse’s life hangs in the balance in 

this third installment of Hartley’s (Firebrand, 2017, etc.) Steeple-
jack series.

As readers have grown to expect, the author addresses the 
impact of systemic racism and oppression in Bar-Selehm head-
on and without euphemism. In the power vacuum, the far-right 
and centrist parties form a coalition under a white supremacist 
leader who immediately curtails the rights of the city’s black- 
and brown-skinned populations. Anglet and her associates 

are thrust into the center of the social upheaval that strives 
to pull the city back from the brink and toward justice. The 
complexity of the forces at work leaves Anglet stuck and frus-
trated more often than in the previous books. Heart-pounding 
Anglet-attacked-by-animals scenes keep the plot from slowing 
down, and the action sequences are among the most emotional 
moments. Vulnerability is difficult for Anglet, especially with 
personal and political tensions rising, and many in her circle 
also mask their emotions. Some readers may be disappointed at 
having to deconstruct entire relationships from the subtext of 
terse nods and averted glances.

Though the spotlight on the political stage overpowers 
Anglet’s personal dramas at points, fans of the series will 
be eager for more. (Mystery/fantasy. 14-adult)
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MONDAY’S NOT COMING
Jackson, Tiffany D.
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins
(448 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-0-06-242267-5  

Washington, D.C., eighth-graders 
Claudia Coleman and her best (and only) 
friend, Monday Charles, were insepara-
ble, often mistaken for twins—until the 
day Monday disappeared.

Brown-skinned with kinky hair, the girls had each other’s 
backs, and Claudia relied on Monday in ways no one else knew. 
But when Monday doesn’t show up for the first day of school 
with no warning or explanation, Claudia becomes worried. 
After a week goes by, Claudia begins a search for her Monday 
without much help from the adults around her. Claudia refuses 
to give up on Monday like she thinks everyone else has: How 
can a young girl just disappear and have no one look for her? The 
plot unfolds in nonchronological order, a technique that risks 
having the story feel clumsy at times. Despite a resolution that 
reads as somewhat anticlimactic and a narrator who is some-
times as naïve as she is skeptical, the draw of this novel, which 
was inspired by actual events, lies in its interwoven themes of 
the effects of gentrification, especially on black residents whose 
connections, culture, and community become afterthoughts in 
the face of capitalism; mental illness in the black community; 
and biases around the value of missing children, black girls in 
particular. Secrets and how silence often causes more harm 
than we can imagine are also addressed.

A tragic and heartbreaking tale of love, loss, grief, 
growth, and perseverance. (Fiction. 13-adult)

MARIAM SHARMA HITS 
THE ROAD
Karim, Sheba
HarperTeen (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-0-06-244573-5  

Three Pakistani-American teens go 
on a cathartic summer road trip through 
the Deep South.

Swarthmore sophomore Mariam wants 
to find the Hindu father who abandoned 

their family when she was 2. Umar, soon to be entering Cornell, 
dreads coming out to his high-achieving but homophobic fam-
ily. NYU student Ghaz is locked up by her conservative parents 
after posing in her underwear for a billboard ad. The friends break 
Ghaz out of captivity and drive from New Jersey to an Islamic 
convention in New Orleans, investigating Mariam’s missing 
father along the way. Told from the perspective of observant, 
introspective Mariam, this fluidly written novel tackles ques-
tions with no easy answers: Can you love Allah and be true to 
your sexuality? Is it more objectifying to show off your body 

or submit to strict dress codes? What do you do when a parent 
abandons you? How do you cope with pervasive Islamophobia 
as a young Muslim American? The weightier discussions are 
enlivened by wild adventures at parties and the lewd and occa-
sionally hilarious banter. While major characters are strikingly 
individual, too many others are painted in broad strokes, includ-
ing miserly, nosy, patriarchal, and racist desis; trashy or racist 
Southern whites; and homophobic religious Muslims.

In the end, it’s hard to root for characters who often 
lack empathy for those outside their own clique, but this 
is an entertaining story that examines tough issues. (Fiction. 
14-adult)

OBSIDIO 
Kaufman, Amie & Kristoff, Jay
Knopf (624 pp.) 
$19.99  |  $22.99 PLB  |  Mar. 13, 2018
978-0-553-49919-3
978-0-553-49920-9 PLB 
Series: Illuminae Files, 3 

Insurgents among the remaining 
Kerenza IV colonists must sabotage and 
delay BeiTech to stay alive long enough 
for survivors from Illuminae (2015) and 

Gemina (2016) to return and give them a fighting chance.
Rhys Lindstrom, a handsome blond techie space Marine-

type, and Asha Grant, a pharmacy intern and Kady Grant’s 
light brown-skinned cousin, are on opposite sides—spelling 
trouble for this star-crossed couple. Rhys works for occupying 
BeiTech, while Asha’s in the resistance. Rhys has been working 
on the Magellan’s (nearly complete) repairs but is reassigned 
to the surface to maintain the crumbling colony’s infrastruc-
ture as BeiTech finishes replenishing their hermium supply so 
they can leave the system. Some of the (fatal) technical dif-
ficulties are the result of sabotage by colonist resisters who 
know that when BeiTech no longer needs them that they’re 
likely to be liquidated just as the “nonessential” colonists were. 
With Rhys horrified by the planetary situation and seeking 
to reconnect with his ex Asha, the resistance turns to him for 
a Hail Mary plan. Meanwhile, the consolidated Hypatia and 
Heimdall crews face tight resources, tense leadership struggles 
(including pushback from adults not wanting to take orders 
from teens), and impossible choices as they race to the colony 
for a long-shot rescue mission. Design as tightly controlled as 
the plot clarifies complicated situations and provides visceral 
emotional gut punches.

An adrenaline-pumping action story with timely 
themes and lasting resonance thanks to the focus on the 
characters’ humanity. (Science fiction. 13-adult)

How do you cope with pervasive Islamophobia 
as a young Muslim American?

mariam sharma hits the road
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WRITING ABOUT THE LEADERS OF THE SUFFRAGIST MOVEMENT AS REAL 
PEOPLE, NOT JUST LEADERS ON PEDESTALS
By Rachel Sugar

As a kid, here is what Winifred Conkling learned in 
school about women’s suffrage: nothing.

The topic just…didn’t come up. “Susan B. Anthony 
floats around in your head as a somewhat familiar fig-
ure,” Conkling says, from her home in Northern Vir-
ginia. “People have a sense of her name, but they don’t 
really know who she is. Ask a random person on the 
street. They don’t have a clue.” Definitely, they’ve nev-
er heard of Alice Paul. 

With Votes for Women!: American Suffragists and the 
Battle for the Ballot (Feb. 13), Conkling wants to change 
all that. According to Kirkus’ critic, the book “may 
be the most comprehensive account for young read-

ers about the founders, leaders, organizers, and oppo-
nents of the American suffragist movement.” 

“I’ve always had a love for the subject matter,” she 
says—in a previous life, before she was the acclaimed 
author of several historical children’s books, Conkling 
was a graduate student of women’s history at Sarah 
Lawrence College. “My frustration with women’s his-
tory is often people misperceive these women, and 
they’re often seen in very two-dimensional ways,” she 
says. “Most of the history that gets written doesn’t 
allow them to be fully developed characters with 
real motives.” Instead, they’re cardboard cutouts of 

“pruney old ladies.” But they weren’t pruney old ladies—
for most of their lives, they weren’t even old—and they 
did have motives, both philosophical and personal. 

For Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who opens the book 
and remains one of the most fleshed-out—and com-
plicated—figures in it, the drive came from her impos-
sible desire to please her father, who wished she were 
a boy. “I taxed every power,” Stanton wrote, “hoping 
some day to hear my father say: ‘Well, a girl is as good 
as a boy, after all.’ But he never said it.” What he did do, 
though, is explain to her what it would take to change 
the laws that were so unfair to women. “When you are 
grown up, and able to prepare a speech,” he told her, 

“you must go down to Albany and talk to the legisla-
tors…if you can persuade them to pass new laws, the 
old ones will be a dead letter.” She would spend the rest 
of her life fighting for the cause.

“When you start to appreciate not just what [the 
suffragists] did but why they did it, they can become 
more fully fleshed-out characters,” Conkling says. 

But reality comes with complications. Conkling 
doesn’t shy away from the ugly parts of the suffrage 
movement, either—particularly the suffragists’ un-
easy relationship with abolitionists, who were fighting 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Winifred Conkling

Photo courtesy Jonathan Rak
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NOW YOU SEE HER
Leighton, Lisa & Stropki, Laura
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins 
(320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 26, 2018
978-0-06-242863-9  

A teenage tennis player wakes up 
after an attack and finds she’s in the body 
of her chief rival...or is she?

After losing a hard-fought match 
against golden girl Sophie Graham, 

whose life she follows on social media with great envy, Amelia 
Fischer remains second singles on her high school tennis team. 
When Amelia’s car breaks down on her way home, the stranger 
who at first seems to be offering help attacks her. Amelia passes 
out, waking up in the hospital where everyone is calling her 

“Sophie.” Looking in a mirror, she sees Sophie Graham’s face 
staring back at her. Amelia later sees her own body in a coma 
in another part of the hospital. Her confusion and distress con-
tinue when she returns to school, but Amelia learns to keep 
cool and bide her time as she struggles to unravel this mystery. 
Unnervingly, Amelia’s memories of her own life are fading: If 
she can just talk to her sister, Mae, who is also her closest friend, 
she knows she can figure out what happened. But Mae’s resent-
ment of Sophie is so extreme that Amelia can’t reason with 
her. The unraveling of this mystery involves exposing some of 
Sophie’s secrets and finding the man who attacked Amelia. All 
major characters are white.

Starting with a tantalizing premise, the plot idles for a 
long stretch before wowing the reader with an accelerated 
pace and ingenious solution. (Thriller. 14-18)

SUMMER OF SALT 
Leno, Katrina
HarperTeen (272 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-0-06-249362-0  

On a small island called By-the-Sea, 
two young women discover their magical 
powers and resilience.

Seventeen-year-old white girl Geor-
gina Fernweh and her twin sister, Mary, 
have one more summer at home helping 

their widowed mother, Penelope, at their family’s inn before 
they leave for college. Every year, bird enthusiasts flock to By-
the-Sea for the arrival of Annabella’s Woodpecker, dubbed the 
world’s rarest bird and discovered and named by a distant Fern-
weh foremother about 300 years ago. Panic ensues when Anna-
bella never appears, and the birders find her corpse in a barn, 
surrounded by her torn-up nest. The islanders superstitiously 
blame Mary, suspecting her of wielding magic, and Georgina 
promises Annabella that she will track down the murderer, 
even if it really is her sister. A tender, gentle romance between 
Georgina and Prue, visiting the island with her ornithologist 

similar battles for African-American rights. “There’s 
always an attempt to divide and weaken every move-
ment,” she says. And for the women’s movement 
in the 19th century, “that became the issue of race.” 
That’s the trouble with heroes: They’re never exactly 
who you wish they were. 

While Conkling has also written historical fiction, 
there was no doubt in her mind that Votes for Women! 
would be a nonfiction account. “Sometimes when you 
write a piece as historical fiction, young readers are 
not sure what part is real and what part isn’t,” she says. 
She didn’t want any fuzziness. “Some things you need 
to know: This is true, this is real, this actually hap-
pened.” This was one of those things. 

“My hope is [the suffragists] become real peo-
ple in history, so that young readers might identify 
with them as people,” Conkling says. “I’d like to think 
that readers are imagining how they would respond. 
Would I go to the convention? Would I have signed 
my name to the Declaration of Sentiments? Would 
I have marched in the parade? Would I protest?” she 
says. “We all want to be heroes in our own stories. It’s 
fun to think, ‘I wonder what I would do?’ ”

Votes for Women! received a starred review in the Nov. 
15, 2017, issue 



1 3 8   |   1  a p r i l  2 0 1 8   |   y o u n g  a d u l t   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

brother (both are assumed white), accompanies the suspenseful 
murder mystery and is captured in lyrical prose. There is a clear 
distinction throughout between healthy relationships built on 
consent and harmful, uninvited attention. Along with romantic 
love, fierce bonds between family and friends play an important 
role in the story; Georgina’s aromantic, asexual best friend, Vira, 
stands by her side to the end, and Georgina’s mother supports 
her children by giving them the freedom to find their own ways 
into their magical gifts.

Equal parts fantasy, romance, and mystery, this book 
shimmers with an irresistible energy. (Fiction. 14-18)

THIS CARELESS LIFE
McIntyre, Rachel
Egmont UK (272 pp.) 
$11.99 paper  |  Jun. 1, 2018
978-1-4052-7368-8  

In rural England, Liv and her friends 
have scored an audition for a new reality 
show—and cool as they are, it should be 
a snap.

Wealthy, arrogant Olivia “Liv” Daw-
son-Hill has just finished her A-levels. 

Wanting to grow her beauty vlog before university, she sees 
an ad for a casting call that seems made for her. Her friends 
Jeremiah “Jez” Livingston, former head boy and ostentatious 
do-gooder, and toned playboy Declan “Duff ” Duffy are up for 
it. Camera-shy friend Henrietta “Hetty” Barraclough, daugh-
ter of a xenophobic member of Parliament, surprisingly puts 
herself forward. When the assistant director, Cassandra Ver-
ity, shows up early—instead of the guy Liv has been in contact 
with—she and her friends roll with it until Cass begins reveal-
ing dark secrets about the teens she seemingly has no way of 
knowing, secrets about their impact on the life of one girl. 
Left with a moral dilemma, with friendships in tatters, what 
will they do? McIntyre’s (The Number One Rule for Girls, 2016, 
etc.) update of An Inspector Calls is not entirely successful: The 
characters are all unlikable and a bit unbelievable, and well-
educated teens (even shallow ones) would have seen through 
Cass’ “research” long before these do. The constant hopping 
back and forth in time quickly becomes tiresome, and the 
timeline frays. Still, the premise may interest reality show fans. 
All major characters are white.

Secondary purchase at best. (Fiction. 14-18)

A THOUSAND 
BEGINNINGS AND 
ENDINGS 
Oh, Ellen & Chapman, Elsie—Eds.
Greenwillow (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 26, 2018
978-0-06-267115-8  

A collection of Asian myths and leg-
ends in which beloved stories of spirits, 
magic, family, love, and heartbreak are 
combined with elements from modern 

teens’ lives.
In this anthology, Asian authors from a variety of back-

grounds retell some of their cultures’ favorite myths and leg-
ends. It begins with a more traditional Filipino myth, retold 
by Roshani Chokshi, of a beautiful guardian spirit associated 
with Mount Makiling who falls in love with a human and loses 
her heart. Lori M. Lee changes a well-known Hmong children’s 
folktale into a story of deception and androids. Pulling common 
elements from a Korean epic, E.C. Myers creates a tale filled 
with traditional magical beings and online role-playing games. 
After each short story, the author gives background informa-
tion about their inspiration as well as a description of the origi-
nal tale. Words and names from the different languages that 
are reflective of their cultures are integrated into each retelling. 
The tone of the stories varies from eerie to heartwarming to 
tragic, and with such a variety of emotion and experiences to 
explore, nearly any teen can find something to relate to. The 
editors and authors have pulled together to create an incred-
ible anthology that will keep readers on the edges of their seats, 
wanting more.

A marvelous anthology of retold Asian myths and leg-
ends tying the traditional and modern together and acces-
sible to all teens of all backgrounds. (Mythology and folklore. 
14-18)

ANGER IS A GIFT 
Oshiro, Mark
Tor Teen (464 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 22, 2018
978-1-250-16702-6  

Rooted in the working-class neigh-
borhoods of Oakland, California, this is 
a tale of youth of color, diverse in sexu-
ality and gender, organizing to challenge 
state-sanctioned violence.

Black teenager Moss Jeffries is still 
grieving from the loss six years earlier of his father by the trig-
ger finger of a police officer. Moss struggles with self-doubt and 
anxiety-induced panic attacks, finding comfort in his emerging 
relationship with Javier, a Latinx boy who’s just as tender as he 
is bold. As the school year begins, the school resource officer 
assaults Moss’ friend Shawna, claiming to suspect drugs—but 
the young people know that it’s really about her decision to 

A masterful debut: hella precious, hella dope.
anger is a gift
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fully embrace her black trans identity. When the administra-
tion installs metal detectors, resulting in a tragic injury for their 
friend in a wheelchair, Moss and his circle organize to dismantle 
the system of violence at their school, beginning with a wildcat 
student walkout. They demonstrate that there will continue to 
be resistance wherein aggrieved communities gather in solidar-
ity to build meaningful lives of collective joy, heartful struggle, 
and deep love. Moss’ mother, Wanda, offers, “Anger is a gift. 
Remember that....You gotta grasp on to it, hold it tight and use 
it as ammunition. You use that anger to get things done instead 
of just stewing in it.”

A masterful debut rich with intersectional nuance and 
grass-roots clarity, Anger is a Gift is hella precious, hella 
dope. (Fiction. 14-adult)

WHEN WE SPEAK 
OF NOTHING
Popoola, Olumide
Cassava Republic Press (256 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Apr. 3, 2018
978-1-911115-45-8  

Two black London-based teen boys 
navigate the complexities of racism, class 
differences, and identity in this intricate 
coming-of-age tale.

Abu and Karl are twinlike in appear-
ance, but their lives could not be more 

different. While Abu hails from a stable two-parent home, 
Karl’s family life is shrouded in mystery, so he spends most of 
his time as an adopted son within Abu’s family. Together, the 
boys survive bullies, being beaten up, discrimination, and 
discovering sexuality. Life for both teens changes irreparably 
when Karl finds a letter addressed to his mother from an uncle 
whom he never knew. After discovering that his father is alive 
and living in Port Harcourt, Nigeria, Karl leaves London with 
his uncle to visit Africa and discover his family and heritage. 
Popoola’s (Breach, 2016, etc.) novel has all the requisite threads 
for a completely engrossing book, but so much is crammed into 
its pages that the story feels like a mess of tangles rather than 
a neatly stitched product. The reader barely gets to know Karl 
before he is off to Africa—a decision so rushed that it is sapped 
of dramatic heft—and so reader investment in his problems 
suffers. The stream-of-consciousness narration jars the reader 
out of the narrative and prevents the characters from becoming 
fully formed people as opposed to character studies.

An ambitious novel that attempts to explore impor-
tant subjects about race and identity in the modern world. 
(Fiction 14-18)

COLLEGE ADMISSION 101
Simple Answers to Tough 
Questions about College 
Admissions and 
Financial Aid
The Princeton Review & Franek, Robert
Princeton Review (208 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  May 15, 2018
978-1-5247-5853-0 
Series: College Admissions Guides 

The intimidating process of applying 
to college is broken down into manageable chunks for students 
and parents in this relatively compact volume.

The editor-in-chief of The Princeton Review, which pro-
vides services to college applicants, tries to demystify topics 
from choosing your best fit college—in terms of academics and 
affordability—to navigating the bewildering worlds of standard-
ized testing (whether, when, and which) and financial aid. The 
guide covers frequently asked questions about the best classes 
to take in high school, the importance of extracurriculars, how 
to navigate online applications, and more. Institutions named 
in the examples are overwhelmingly elite private schools and 
prestigious state universities, an unfortunately narrow focus. 
No mention is made of the increasingly popular option among 
upper-middle-class families of looking overseas for affordable 
alternatives. Despite glancing references to saving money by 
attending a local community college before transferring to a 
four-year institution, the overall assumption is that families will 
be able to afford to invest a lot of time and money in this process. 
Fortunately, guides like Loren Pope and Hilary Masell Oswald’s 
Colleges That Change Lives (Penguin, 2012), which focuses on 
liberal arts colleges, and Strive for Colleges’ I’m First! Guide to 
College (Strive for College Collaborative, 2018), for first-genera-
tion college students, help fill in some of these gaps.

A thorough yet concise guide to college admissions that 
covers a lot of familiar territory. (Nonfiction. 14-adult)

I HAVE THE RIGHT TO 
A High School 
Survivor’s Story of 
Sexual Assault, Justice, 
and Hope
Prout, Chessy & Abelson, Jenn
McElderry (416 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Mar. 6, 2018
978-1-5344-1443-3  

As a 15-year-old, Prout was sexually 
assaulted at an elite New England board-

ing school, a crime that would make the national news before 
she made the decision to go public with her identity and reclaim 
her story.

Prout takes readers behind the headlines in this candid and 
inspiring memoir of her assault and subsequent journey to jus-
tice and healing. After a childhood in Tokyo with her biracial 
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(Japanese and white) father, white mother, and two sisters, Prout 
joined her older sister at St. Paul’s, where a social system based 
on privilege and status allowed misogyny to flourish unchecked. 
As a freshman, Prout was raped by a popular senior boy who 
took her on a “Senior Salute,” a ritualized school tradition 
wherein seniors tried to “score” younger students before gradu-
ation. Prout recounts her traumatic experience and its pro-
longed aftermath—the bullying and ostracization she endured 
upon her return to St. Paul’s and the well-publicized trial—in 
honest and gut-wrenching detail. Prout acknowledges her privi-
lege as a “white, straight, blond-haired girl from an upper-class 
family” that supported her unconditionally and explains that 
she wants to use her voice to help create a culture in which all 
survivors of sexual assault can feel empowered to speak out.

Powerful, essential reading for all high school and 
college students, parents, and educators. (author’s note, 
resources, letter from the Prouts, note from co-writer, 
acknowledgements) (Memoir. 14-adult)

ALWAYS FOREVER MAYBE
Rissi, Anica Mrose
HarperTeen (256 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-0-06-268528-5  

In western New York state, high 
school senior Betts meets a handsome 
boy at the Sugar Shack where she works 
and immediately falls for him.

On first meeting Aiden, Betts is 
already thinking, “…but this guy—I felt 

like whatever he wanted me to be, I’d be it.” It’s a reaction based 
solely on physical attraction: Aiden is “perfect and so pretty 
and ahhhhhhh.” Leather jacket–clad Aiden rides a motorcycle 
which Betts is all too willing to hop on, all doubts swept away 
by the force of her crush. Betts’ first-person narration captures 
her yearning for a romantic relationship, but fortunately her 
half Thai, half white and Jewish best friend, Jo, and Jo’s twin 
brother, Eric, ground her when she is swooning off the deep 
end. They also ultimately save her when Aiden turns out to be 
clingy, controlling, and both physically and emotionally abusive. 
Betts’ romantic vision of being swept off her feet by a motorcy-
cle-riding Prince Charming becomes a nightmare more than a 
fairy tale, and it takes family, good friends, and an almost deadly 
accident to awaken her from his spell. Though clearly intended 
to teach about domestic violence, Rissi’s tale is elegantly writ-
ten with a keen insight into teen relationships. Aiden and Betts 
are white, and there is ethnic diversity in the school community.

An absorbing tale of a fatal attraction and its conse-
quences. (domestic violence resources) (Fiction. 13-18)

JACKED UP
Sage, Erica
Sky Pony Press (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-5107-3005-2  

Nick’s lesbian sister, Diana, is dead 
and his parents are sending him to a 
weeklong “Jesus camp” at the suggestion 
of his homophobic, evangelical sister, 
Charlotte.

The 15-year-old narrates his tale with 
humor, cynicism, and self-deprecation. A self-proclaimed gram-
mar aficionado—who even publicly corrects a pastor—his lan-
guage abounds with colloquialisms. However, from the moment 
he is forced to exchange his grammar-nerd T-shirt for one pro-
claiming, “Happiness Happens Here!” readers empathize with 
his plight. The portrayal of camp is farcical and hilarious, with 
counselors dressing as people from the Bible, including a pros-
titute, an apostle, disciples, and an adulteress, and campers 
literally dragging around crosses for rule infractions. Typical 
summer camp activities and teenage angst are skillfully woven 
into Nick’s journey, which begins with grief and a guilty secret. 
The stakes grow higher when a box containing campers’ and 
counselors’ private confessions—including Nick’s—goes miss-
ing and Nick is suspected. As he attempts to find the box and 
its thief, Nick enjoys witty repartee and serious conversations 
with fellow camper Natalie, “the prettycute Bandana Girl.” The 
novel’s title refers to another noteworthy quirk in this original 
story: Nick sees, hears, and converses with 1950s Beat Genera-
tion author Jack Kerouac, beloved by his late sister, who first 
appeared to him following her funeral. Major characters follow 
a white default.

An impressive debut novel that entertains while encour-
aging the questioning of all assumptions.  (Fiction. 14-18)

INVISIBLE GHOSTS
Schneider, Robyn
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins
(320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-0-06-256808-3  

Ghost stories tend to feature only 
two kinds of ghosts: kindly ones who 
want to help and terrifying ones who 
put people in danger; this novel presents 
an alternative: a ghost who’s just mildly 

annoying.
Logan is a teenager who spends all day watching old epi-

sodes of Buffy and Doctor Who and sulking when his sister, Rose, 
spends time with anyone but him. Four years have passed since 
Logan died, and the younger sister he used to protect is now 
taking the PSAT and thinking about dating. Logan is a fantastic 
metaphor. He represents both Rose’s fear of adulthood and the 
pain and grief she still feels, years after losing her brother. But a 



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   y o u n g  a d u l t   |   1  a p r i l  2 0 1 8   |   1 4 1

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

ghost who does nothing but whine and binge on Netflix quickly 
becomes repetitive. Logan starts to feel like a distraction from 
the main characters. Jamie, Rose’s potential boyfriend, is much 
more complex—laid back and insecure, flirtatious and intel-
lectual—and so are Rose’s other high school friends. (They’re 
also fairly diverse: Rose and Logan are Jewish, Jamie has a white 
father and a Filipino mother, and their school includes interra-
cial and same-sex couples.) The story requires that Rose let go 
of her brother, but it would be a lot more heart-rending if it felt 
like more of a struggle.

Much too often, Logan isn’t just an “invisible ghost.” 
He’s hardly there at all. (Fiction. 13-16)

SOULSTRUCK
Sinel, Natasha
Sky Pony Press (256 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jun. 12, 2018
978-1-5107-3118-9  

This coming-of-age tale set in Cape 
Cod includes a touch of mystery for an 
original take on loneliness, broken fami-
lies, and teenage romance.

Seventeen-year-old narrator Rachel 
Ferguson is trying to get struck by light-

ning. Her ethereal mother, Naomi, has led a lightning strike 
survivors’ group for as long as she can remember, and Rachel 
has been perpetually confined to the sidelines. Bruised by a 
whirlwind romance with duplicitous new arrival Reed, Rachel 
seeks comfort in her best friends—Serena, one of the few Afri-
can-Americans in their small town and the only major character 
of color, and trainee EMT Jay, who has Asperger’s. A one-off 
encounter with high school jock Sawyer alienates Serena, who 
is on the cheerleading team with Sawyer’s ex, even as Rachel’s 
relationship with Jay takes a surprising turn. Meanwhile, ghosts 
from Naomi’s past begin to circle, and Rachel’s suspicions are 
aroused when she reads a box of love letters Naomi exchanged 
with her father, who died before she was born. The affecting 
sadness of the narrative voice is offset by frequent resorts to 
cliché, but themes of social isolation and identity are addressed 
with delicacy and poise, the dialogue sparkling with lightly 
dusted humor. The final great reveal feels anticlimactic, the 
early darkness and mystery slipping away too easily.

While not following through on the promise of the 
opening chapters, this is an intriguing story and a creative 
take on the genre. (Fiction. 14-18)

THE GIRL AND THE GROVE
Smith, Eric
Flux (372 pp.) 
$11.99 paper  |  May 8, 2018
978-1-63583-018-7  

An adopted teen hears voices on the 
wind that beckon her to an abandoned 
grove in a nearby park where she learns 
unimaginable secrets about her origins.

Leila, a brown-skinned high schooler 
with thick, curly hair and seasonal affec-

tive disorder, has an unusual connection to nature. She doesn’t 
know who her birth parents are or where they were from, but 
after years in a group home and foster homes around Philadel-
phia, she has found a permanent family with Jon, whose race is 
not mentioned, and Lisabeth, who is cued as black. Leila strug-
gles to open herself up to her new parents. Sarika, a South Asian–
American girl she befriended in the group home, is the only one 
who knows that Leila hears voices, which she fights to suppress. 
Through her passion for the environment, Leila meets a cute 
park ranger who helps her find the grove of trees that becomes 
the most important environmental cause she’s ever had to fight 
for. Readers will feel for Leila; her emotions around her fam-
ily history are raw and real. The secondary characters are less 
convincing, and the fantastical aspect of Leila’s connection to 
nature may leave some readers confused about seasonal affec-
tive disorder.

An unusual work of magical realism. (Fiction. 12-16)

WILD BLUE WONDER
Sorosiak, Carlie
HarperTeen (368 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 26, 2018
978-0-06-256399-6  

A girl in rural Maine, dealing with the 
emotional aftermath of an accident for 
which she feels responsible, learns to let 
go of the guilt that haunts her.

Seventeen-year-old Quinn Sawyer’s 
life has become unrecognizable. The 

middle child in a once inseparable, tightknit family, including 
her gay older brother, Reed, younger sister, Fern, and family 
friend, Dylan—beloved by all three siblings—Quinn now feels 
ostracized and wracked with guilt. The aftermath of a tragic 
accident at their family-run summer camp, The Hundreds, has 
poisoned their relationships. With the help of stalwart support-
ers including her best friend, Korean-American Hana Chang, 
quirky grandmother Nana Eden, and the new boy in town, Alex-
ander Kostopoulos, a Greek-British student wrestling with fam-
ily issues of his own, Quinn slowly begins to heal. While some 
of the characters, such as Quinn’s hippie mother, can at times 
feel like predictable caricatures, Quinn’s self-blame and her sib-
lings’ confusion and anger ring true. The plot, which unfolds in 
chapters alternating between the events of the summer and the 

The plot is compelling, drawing the reader 
in as the mystery is revealed.

wild blue wonder
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present day, is compelling, drawing the reader in as the mystery 
of what actually happened is revealed. One is left to cheer for 
Quinn and her grieving, wounded family in the satisfying climax. 
The Sawyer family and Dylan are white.

A somewhat unconventional story about grief and guilt 
featuring a sympathetic protagonist. (Fiction. 13-18)

THE SUMMER OF US
Vinesse, Cecilia
Poppy/Little, Brown (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-0-316-39113-9  

A trip around Europe becomes 
fraught for a group of five recent high 
school graduates.

Aubrey, an American girl, meticu-
lously plans a trip from Paris to Barce-
lona with four close friends: her Jewish 

boyfriend, Jonah; her bestie, Rae, who is a lesbian; Spanish-
born but American-raised Gabe; and Clara, who is question-
ing her sexuality. They will soon be going their separate ways 
to attend university in different countries after years of being 
a tightknit group. Beginning in London, where they attended 
the London American School together, the tale unspools in the 
third person, shifting between Aubrey’s and Rae’s perspectives. 
The classmates travel to various destinations via railway, and 
gradually their awe and excitement give way to fatigue and frus-
tration with one another. As young adults on the cusp of adult-
hood, they begin to fretfully ponder their futures and question 
their changing relationships and impending separation. The 
atmospheric descriptions of the places they visit (and drink in), 
such as Amsterdam, Prague, and Florence, and the nuanced 
characterizations lend expansiveness to a plot that might oth-
erwise have become a simple coming-of-age romance. The book 
assumes a white default.

Despite the bland title, this novel nimbly uses the 
almost obligatory middle-class post-graduation back-
packing trip as a transformative odyssey of self-discovery. 
(Fiction. 13-18)

ALMOST IMPOSSIBLE
Williams, Nicole
Crown (272 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Jun. 19, 2018
978-0-553-49881-3  

A challenge unlike any she has expe-
rienced before awaits Jade this sum-
mer—staying in one place long enough 
to possibly fall in love.

Jade is the quintessential contem-
porary white hipster—vegan, indepen-

dent, and just the right amount of nerdy. Her 17 years have been 
spent on the road while her mom’s successful rock band tours 

the globe. Rather than going to the same school with the same 
people, Jade has been home-schooled, exploring new cities and 
constantly making new friends. All that changes when Jade 
decides to stay in California with her aunt for a summer. To her 
mother she frames the decision as an opportunity to experience 
normal teen life, but her ulterior motive is to track down the 
father she’s never met. She is responsible, quietly confident, and 
accustomed to freedom; meeting gorgeous and slightly mysteri-
ous Quentin, who is also white, leaves the typically unflappable 
Jade flustered. As the two enjoy a protracted and playful summer 
flirtation, Jade can’t shake the feeling that there is something 
that Quentin isn’t telling her. Ancillary to the love drama are 
several subplots about family relationships, particularly fathers 
and daughters. Jade and Quentin are empathetic and enjoyable 
characters. Though their burgeoning relationship is the central 
story, Jade’s close connection with her unwaveringly supportive 
mother is perhaps the more interesting.

Potentially weighty explorations of relationships and 
responsibility are managed with a light touch in this pleas-
ant romance. (Fiction. 14-17)

MY NAME IS VICTORIA 
Worsley, Lucy
Candlewick (384 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 8, 2018
978-0-7636-8807-3  

Historian Worsley’s (Jane Austen at 
Home, 2017, etc.) second novel for young 
adults puts a unique spin on Queen Vic-
toria’s childhood and path to the throne.

Miss Victoria Conroy, daughter of 
Sir John Conroy, the royal comptroller, is 

going to London to be a companion for Her Royal Highness 
the Princess Victoria. The 11-year-old “Miss V” finds the pros-
pect of meeting the princess and living at Kensington Palace 
both thrilling and terrifying. However, the quiet, obedient, and 
shy Miss V is surprised to find that the possible future queen 
of England is dirty, boisterous, and prone to tantrums. Claim-
ing he has Victoria’s best interests at heart, Miss V’s father has 
devised the oppressive Kensington System ostensibly to protect 
the princess from would-be assassins. As the years pass, the girls 
grow closer, and Miss V discovers her father is using the Sys-
tem to feed his own hunger for power. Miss V’s duty is to the 
princess, and it’s up to her to beat the System and help ensure 
that Victoria takes her rightful place on the throne at 18. Con-
temporary customs and royal politics round out the narrative 
to provide an intriguing glimpse into the girlhood of one of the 
most powerful women in European history as imagined by one 
of Britain’s most popular historians.

A brilliant blend of historical fact and artistic license. 
(author’s note) (Historical fiction. 12-adult)

An intriguing glimpse into the girlhood of one of the 
most powerful women in European history as imagined 

by one of Britain’s most popular historians.
my name is victoria
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THE FRAGILE ORDINARY
Young, Samantha
Harlequin Teen (304 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jun. 26, 2018
978-1-335-01674-4  

Intensely shy, 16-year-old Comet 
Caldwell hates her name: She is nothing 
like a comet.

The white Edinburgh, Scotland, teen 
hides in her room, writing poetry and 
reading. Her self-absorbed parents gen-

erally ignore her, and at school, she is either bullied or made to 
feel invisible. When not in school uniform, she expresses her 
creativity through an eclectic mix of vintage clothes. Comet 
attends poetry readings but never dares to read her own work. 
Her friends Vicki, who is of white and black Caribbean descent, 
and Steph, who is pale and blonde, are fully developed charac-
ters who are staunchly loyal and sympathetic. Comet narrates 
her story in the first person, riddled with self-doubt and fear of 
real or imagined pitfalls and dangers. Enter the new American 
boy, Tobias, and everything begins to change in tiny, tentative 
increments, as with many backward steps, she questions her 
worthiness of their growing love. Further complications ensue 
when Tobias’ cousin, Stevie, facing devastating problems of his 
own, becomes involved with a dangerous gang, leading to heart-
breaking tragedy. Young (The Impossible Vastness of Us, 2017, etc.) 
understands the young lovers and describes their physical rela-
tionship gently and tenderly. Events twist and turn, revealing 
much about the multilayered realities of modern teens. Read-
ers will sometimes be frustrated with Comet, but they will also 
laugh and cry with her and cheer her on.

A powerful roller-coaster ride of emotions and self-
awareness. (Fiction. 14-18)

THE LION’S BINDING OATH 
AND OTHER STORIES
Yusuf, Ahmed Ismail
Catalyst Press (220 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Jun. 5, 2018
978-1-946395-07-8  

Yusuf (Somalis in Minnesota, 2013), 
who grew up as a nomad in Somalia and 
arrived in the U.S. without a high school 
diploma, uses Somalia’s geographical 
landscape and culture to create an intri-

cate braid of short stories about family, identity, escape, destruc-
tion, and return.

In “The Mayxaano Chronicles,” a young woman struggles 
to find her place in a society that sees no value in her existence 
despite the skills, intelligence, and activism she demonstrates. 

“The Vulture Has Landed” offers a harrowing narrative of a 
young married woman who, while raising her younger sister, 
also prepares her for the inevitable visit of soldiers bent on 
revenge. The dream of a new start for himself and his family is 

what keeps Aar, in “A Delicate Hope,” from despairing over the 
disarray of life in Mogadishu. “The Lion’s Binding Oath” pres-
ents a fantastical relationship between a boy and a lion. Hassan, 
a high school student separated from his family whilst they flee 
their home during the civil war, finds himself accompanied by 
a lion. Despite some interesting situations, excessive dialogue 
often bogs down the storylines. At times, the lead protagonists 
are scuppered by other characters and fail to fully inhabit their 
space.

Although Yusuf’s short stories offer various insights 
into Somalia, the reader is left wanting for greater nuance 
in order to come away with a more focused view of the 
country and its people. (Short stories. 16-adult)



In 1975, five young feminists finishing up their degrees at the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison collectively launched A 
Room of One’s Own Bookstore. “We had taken some feminist 
studies courses together and were really interested in start-
ing a feminist bookstore,” says co-founder and owner Sandi 
Torkildson. They learned by doing everything themselves, 
from building bookcases to ordering books to accounting. 
The 6,000-square-foot, renowned general bookstore serves 
as a meeting place, event forum, and safe space. We talk with 
owner Torkildson about running a feminist bookstore in gal-
vanizing times. 

How would you describe A Room of One’s Own to 
the uninitiated? 
We’re a large general bookstore with a collection of both new 
and used books with a strong emphasis on fiction, children’s 
and young adult, and women’s studies. We began as a scrappy 
little feminist bookstore in 1975 and have grown to become 
Madison’s largest independent bookstore. We have premier 
author events both in our store and offsite, often in partner-
ship with the Wisconsin Book Festival. 

Which was your favorite event and/or most 
memorable disaster? 
Over the years we’ve had fun events—we hosted the first 
women’s delegation from China after Nixon opened up rela-
tions with China again. We’ve hosted Dorothy Allison, Isa-
bel Allende, Barbara Smith, Ursula K. Le Guin, Audre Lorde, 
Leslie Feinberg, May Sarton, Alison Bechdel (who drew us a 
wonderful original of Mo sitting in our cafe as a thank you for 
letting her use our fax machine). We organized and hosted a 
Women in Print conference. We’ve gotten through many di-
sasters, including the men’s urinal’s pouring water unstoppa-

bly during a recent full-house reading with three of our staff 
bailing out. We’ve gotten through fires in the boxes outside 
our store, which led to the windows breaking. Every surface 
of the store was covered in a fine fire-retardant dust that took 
10 days and a professional company to wipe off of every coun-
ter and book in the store. 

How does the bookstore reflect the interests of 
your community, especially in the era of Trump 
and the #MeToo Movement? 
Well, we’re still progres-
sive feminists, and we are 
definitely a hub for Madi-
son’s progressive commu-
nity. The day after the elec-
tion we got a lot of people 
coming into our store seek-
ing comfort and communi-
ty, and we regularly feature 
political authors and books. 
We had cookies, open bath-
rooms, and a warm-up sta-
tion during the Women’s March. I still see the bookstore as a 
space that helps facilitate progressive change. 

What trends are you noticing among 
young readers? 
They read! Lots of young readers get the classics, from Jane 
Austen to Ernest Hemingway and Fyodor Dostoyevsky. They 
also read a lot of graphic novels! They read very diversely, 
both in content, identity, and format, and they know what 
they want—a lot of young readers follow blogs or Instagram 
authors or other social media. They’re also very expressively 
appreciative—we get lots of compliments, especially from 
younger customers, about the store. 

What are your top handsells? 
We cultivate a dedicated staff who are really passionate about 
their favorite books. I’m very invested in handselling local 
Milwaukee author Larry Watson, who is a beautiful writer. I 
also try to get people to read Bonnie Jo Campbell, who writes 
really great books that can be hard to get people to read be-
cause they deal with such tough subjects. I handsell Margaret 
Atwood a lot, especially the MaddAddam trilogy.

Karen Schechner is the vice president of Kirkus Indie.

Shelf Space
By Karen Schechner
Q&A with Sandi Torkildson, Owner of A Room of One’s Own Bookstore
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EMERSON PAGE AND WHERE 
THE LIGHT ENTERS
Avampato, Christa 
Thumbkin Prints (260 pp.) 
$11.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Nov. 1, 2017
978-1-947486-00-3  

In this debut YA novel, the extraor-
dinary truth behind the death of her 
mother kindles a teenager’s determina-
tion to claim her place in a world-threat-

ening conflict between light and dark.
Odd things are happening around 13-year-old New Yorker 

Emerson Page, a girl who has suffered from severe anxiety 
since the death of her mother five years ago. The official cause 
of death is still unknown. The teen’s therapy dog, Friday, is her 
anchor; so is Columbia student Skylar, who stays with her when 
Emerson’s forensic linguist father is away. A trip to her favorite 
bookstore is the catalyst for puzzling events that begin with the 
gift of an old tome; the disturbing appearance of a part-metal, 
part-flesh woman named Cassandra; a howling storm; and a riot 
on the street under a sky “painted the color of chaos.” Indeed, 
mysteries and portentous happenings so abound that readers 
could well feel at sea if not for Avampato’s taut unveiling of a 
fantastical hidden world, where descendants of the nine Muses 
in Greek mythology must find a way to prevent the destruction 
of all human creative thoughts and endeavors by one of their 
own. Can Emerson be the key? The author takes her relatable 
heroine on a journey toward self-determination, strength of 
purpose, and the discovery of her own gifts of light and imagi-
nation. During Emerson’s odyssey, paintings come to life; books 
in a vast “Library of Imagination” represent nothing less than 
the lives of every creative mind on Earth, past and present; and 
the heroine faces the nightmare that is Cassandra’s dark world 
of “In-Between.” The multilayered plot and vivid prose amply 
illustrate the tale’s key themes: the importance of human imag-
ination, the arts, and invention as well as the value in finding 
and sharing one’s light. But Avampato may want to reconsider 
her statement, in her otherwise inspirational note about why 
she wrote her work, that there are “almost no” YA books “in 
which a female protagonist takes control of her own life and 
destiny.” Among the wealth of such novels: Robin McKinley’s 
The Hero and the Crown, Philip Pullman’s The Golden Compass, 
Tamora Pierce’s Beka Cooper series, Catherine Linka’s A Girl 
Called Fearless, and Suzanne Collins’ The Hunger Games.

A suspenseful fantasy that delivers a richly layered, 
thought-provoking plot infused with messages about self-
realization and the significance of imagination and creativity.

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   i n d i e   |   1  a p r i l  2 0 1 8   |   1 4 5

THE ISLAND by Jean Ayer ............................................................... 146

RIKO by Denise B. Dailey ..................................................................148

ONE HUNDRED THOUSAND SOME-THINGS by Ryan Forbes ...... 153

MAN OF THE WORLD by Graham Hughes ...................................... 155

RUDY’S RULES FOR TRAVEL by Mary K. Jensen ........................... 158

GOTHIC TALES OF HAUNTED LOVE ed. by Hope Nicholson & 
S.M. Beiko ..........................................................................................162

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

ONE HUNDRED THOUSAND SOME-THINGS
Forbes, Ryan
Illus. by the author
FriesenPress (36 pp.)
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978-1-5255-1894-2
978-1-5255-1895-9 paper
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THE ISLAND 
And Other Stories
Ayer, Jean
Manuscript (236 pp.)

Ayer’s (Dead Drunk, 2014, etc.) short 
story collection centers on Margaret 
Wollaston and her prolonged struggle 
with her alcoholic husband, George.

Each story unfolds like a chapter in 
Margaret’s life, starting with her pre-mar-

riage relationship to George in “Finding the Body.” She meets a 
widow whose loss leads Margaret to consider leaving George, a 
recurring theme due to the man’s rampant alcoholism. She is sup-
portive when cops have trouble believing George’s claim of a bur-
glar’s assault (“Navigator’s Wife”) but later recognizes a problem 
when he drives home drunk (“Walking in a Ditch”). Margaret is 
a sincere, empathetic character; a palpable love for George makes 
her hesitancy to separate or divorce plausible even after tumultu-
ous decades as a couple. She likewise affords him opportunity to 
change time and time again; in “Broken Axle,” she utters her oft-
repeated sentiment: “If you stop drinking I’ll come back.” “Buster,” 
set at a club both Margaret and George frequent, is the book’s 
sole deviation. It’s an amusing tale in which the titular character 
finds his new manager gig less than ideal. But even the collection’s 
longest story, the title novella, with George as protagonist, keeps 
the spotlight on Margaret. In it, George escapes his loveless mar-
riage by isolating himself on an island. From his exile, however, he 
can still see his house and remains shackled by insecurities, like 
suspecting that Margaret is having an affair with his friend Mac-
Dougall. In other engrossing stories, Margaret endures a volatility 
between her father and brother-in-law and another husband, Ike, 
who may be no better than George. Ayer’s prose coats her tales 
in emotion and atmosphere. In “Button Cottage,” for example, 
Margaret’s aunt’s maid, Kate, recalls an early romantic experience: 

“Blackberry canes arched across the low doorway, sunlight slanted 
through the dusty window, and the old shed smelled of fertilizer.” 
The book is furthermore a companion piece to the author’s pre-
ceding novel, a murder mystery featuring Margaret and George.

Moody, polished, and indelible.

TOMMY O’TOM IN A 
TUB O’TROUBLE
Belle, J.T.K.
Illus. by Motz, Mike
Picklefish Press (34 pp.) 
$12.13  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Feb. 28, 2018
978-0-692-05463-5  

During a routine bathtime, a young 
boy is joined by a wild bunch of messy and amusing animals in 
this picture book.

“Tommy O’Tom / was taking a bath / when in walked a 
hippo—and then a giraffe.” So begins this comical story; soon, 
these creatures climb into the tub, and a flamingo, zebra, and 
elephant shortly join them. They whimsically splash around, 

Kirkus’ first Woman Issue coin-
cides with National Poetry Month, 
which gives Indie editors the perfect 
forum to tout the following must-read 
collections for April. In these works, 
the poets celebrate multiple facets of 
identity, including orientation, religion, 
relationships, language, and voice. 

In Mosaic of the Dark, Lisa Dordal 
uses her degrees in divinity and the 
fine arts to interweave Christian ref-

erences into considerations of sexuality and the self, says 
our reviewer. For example, “On the 
Way to Emmaus” alludes to “Jesus’ 
post-Resurrection appearance [and] 
presents the narrator’s own dramatic 
metamorphosis: Still closeted while 
teaching a New Testament course, 
she came out on the last day of class.” 
These lines are full of the unexpected 
and “aren’t about showy structures or 
sonic techniques but about well-cho-
sen words carefully arranged.”  

Annie Kim earned a star for her 
debut, Into the Cyclorama. Kim, an 
assistant dean at the University of Virginia School of Law, 
meditates on individual and collective identity. Says our re-
viewer: “Her poems are elegant and intricate, with forms 

ranging from prose paragraphs to 
the three spare lines of the sijo, a tra-
ditional Korean lyric with a set num-
ber of syllables and pauses.” 

Translated from Greek to English, 
Homerica by Phoebe Giannisi (trans-
lated by Brian Sneeden) explores 
themes of love and language via 
Homer’s Odyssey. In “Patroklos II,” 
Giannisi wonders about the nuances 
of linguistics: “Is it that language fol-
lows longing / or is it longing / that’s 
inspired by language?” Our reviewer 

says: “The collection also reflects on some darker topics, in-
cluding death, gluttony, and growing old (‘time is a terrifying 
medicine’), but its purpose may in fact be to show that these 
aren’t mysterious subjects at all—they’re just a part of the 
process of life.” —K.S. 

Karen Schechner is the vice president of Kirkus Indie. 

translating 
the self
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take note of interesting bathroom features, write on the mirror, 
and track mud and feathers. When Hippo complains that the 
water’s too cold, they turn on the shower, spraying it onto the 
wall. When Tommy’s mom arrives, she’s shocked by the mess. 
When he attempts to explain, he sees that “the animals had all 
disappeared!” Belle (Freeda the Cheetah, 2017, etc.) has perfectly 
captured the imagination of children in this lively book. The 
opening lines set a bouncy limerick pattern that makes it very 
entertaining to read aloud, although in some places the ana-
pestic meter isn’t as clear. Thankfully, the author successfully 
avoids awkward, forced rhymes. Motz’s (The Ocean’s Power, 2018, 
etc.) precise illustrations are vivid, offering humorous details, 
particularly characters’ facial expressions. Colored text, corre-
sponding with each character’s dialogue, adds interest and will 
help children follow the story.

A delightful read-aloud book with sharp illustrations 
and energetic text.

HITLER’S ASSASSIN
Bergengren, David
Stillwater River Publications (430 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  $8.99 e-book
Sep. 28, 2016
978-0-692-60190-7  

A court proceeding in 1952 in South 
America deals with the long shadow of 
World War II.

In his debut historical novel, Bergen-
gren gives readers two heroes, Michael 

Cohen and Johann Richter, and it takes over 400 pages before 
they can start to trust each other. The tale begins with Richter 
on trial (actually an extradition hearing) in La Negra, a fictional 
city high in the Andes. The hearing concerns the actions of the 
former German army officer during World War II, and even now, 
the British, the French, and the Israelis all want him. But what is 
he guilty of, if anything? Cohen, an American journalist, attends 
the hearing. He was caught in Germany before the war and lost 
his entire family in Dachau. Later, he would lose his great love, 
Rachel Stern, in the Israeli War of Independence. Richter saves 
his love, Elena Stein. (After Germany surrenders, they flee to 
South America and start a family.) Richter loathed Hitler and 
the Reich and was bent on assassinating him (after the infamous 
1944 attempt failed) and curtailing the war. Years later, agents in 
MI6 are passing secrets to the Russians (remember Kim Philby 
and friends?), best represented here by the vile Anders Hardy, 
Richter’s long-time enemy. Things finally come to a boil in La 
Negra with MI6, the CIA, and Hardy’s rogues. The appropriate 
mayhem, set off by a kidnapping, ensues. All this may seem like 
a hopeless mishmash—many other characters appear in these 
pages—but Bergengren deftly pulls it off. The densely packed 
story, mixing the fictional with the historical, features effective 
pacing—the author takes his time—and solid prose. The flash-
backs of Richter in the ’30s and ’40s (supposedly written later by 
the fictional Cohen), which neatly mesh with the main narrative, 
are often more gripping than the confrontations in 1952. And 

ironies abound. Richter is in fact a good German—his father was 
part of the 1944 plot—and he rescued a Jewish woman from a 
concentration camp. Cohen feels a “sense of connection” to the 
ex-officer (“As improbable as it seemed, his own life in some ways 
mirrored Richter’s”). The denouement ties things up nicely.

A satisfying tale about a German defendant and an 
American journalist; an impressive first novel.

YOU CAN’T SEE MY SCARS
A Story of Thriving During 
the Impossible and Living 
Life to the Fullest
Cosentino, Darren & Cosentino, Sara 
FriesenPress (144 pp.) 
$26.99  |  $14.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Sep. 11, 2017
978-1-5255-0886-8
978-1-5255-0887-5 paper  

A debut memoir focuses on a man 
determined to live life to the fullest while in the grips of a ravag-
ing disease.

Darren Cosentino was a man of action. He was winning 
praise at his construction job by age 11; the next year, he ran his 
first half-marathon. Later married to a wife he adored, beloved 
by his community, and enthusiastic about entrepreneurship, Dar-
ren had every reason to appreciate life and to crave more of it. 
He was—in his own telling and the recollections of his wife, Sara 
Cosentino—an active man: “I go to hot yoga five times a week 
and I swim in the lake every day during the summer. I paddle-
board, fish, hunt, and travel.” By 37, he firmly believed the won-
derful life he enjoyed would run along smoothly for decades more. 
Until, following a bad trip to Club Med in Cancún, Mexico, full 
of stomach pain and a routine surgery to remove what doctors 
assumed was a benign obstruction, Darren was diagnosed with 
stage four colon cancer. He was told he’d have to receive chemo-
therapy for the rest of his days. At best, doctors could get him 
two more years. Shocked, Darren quickly decided to make the 
most of whatever moments he had left. Between rigorous chemo-
therapy sessions, he found time for scuba diving, traveling abroad, 
and meeting good friends. Just when readers will begin to worry 
that Darren’s coming across as implausibly superhuman, he drops 
his voice to confide the sort of thing other patients may well 
need to hear: “I was ashamed to tell people that I had cancer and 
ashamed for feeling ashamed.” This poignant memoir—which 
includes family photographs—shows that Darren was serious 
about the treatment he underwent. He describes the ordeal 
lucidly and with enough useful details to make this work some-
thing of a handbook for other sufferers. Even in extremis, as Sara 
recounts, “instead of getting angry or remorseful, he welcomed 
visitors and fought each new symptom.” Readers will likely see 
Darren as the inspiration he obviously was in life, and his absorb-
ing story should help them take heart.

A gutsy, nuts-and-bolts account of one man’s valiant 
struggle against the odds.
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IT IS ABOUT YOU
How American Government 
Works and How to Help Fix It
Cupples, Deborah
Delfinium (186 pp.) 
$12.95 paper  |  $7.95 e-book  |  Dec. 7, 2017
978-0-9996777-0-4  

Cupples (co-author: Grammar, Punc-
tuation, and Style, 2013) provides a straight-
forward, user-friendly guide to the 
American political system with an empha-

sis on how the average citizen can get involved.
Cupples’ guide comprises three sections. First, the author 

focuses on the source of citizens’ rights and duties, namely the 
Constitution and the laws that are enacted by federal, state, and 
local governments. Second, she explores the three branches of 
federal government (executive, legislative, and judicial), how 
they interact, and how they affect American citizens. Third, 
she explores outside influences on government, such as lob-
bying and the media, and covers ways citizens can participate 
in the lawmaking process. Cupples eschews stodgy descrip-
tions of the governing process. In discussing the overall matu-
rity of the Senate compared with the House, she notes, “That 
doesn’t mean the Senate is always like the Dalai Lama or Yoda.” 
She goes on to refer to the speaker of the House as its “head 
honcho.” She also finds ways to make certain her text does not 
become boring, inserting theoretical situations that may sur-
prise the casual reader (in discussing the Sixth Amendment and 
problems with state-appointed counsel, she asks, “What about 
a lawyer who slams vodka shots before trial?”) Cupples’ work is 
also very much geared toward the modern world of connectivity. 
Throughout, she suggests websites (such as for each executive 
branch department) and internet search terms for seeking out 
answers to policy questions or the validity of news stories (e.g., 

“To find your county election office, search online for ‘election 
office’ + your county + your state”). She is admirably nonpartisan 
throughout her work, focusing instead on the facts of American 
government with little regard for party.

Easy-to-read, balanced introduction to American civics.

RIKO 
Seductions of an Artist
Dailey, Denise B.
Self (313 pp.) 
$9.99 e-book  |  Dec. 19, 2017
978-0-99-940690-8  

This biography tells the story of 
Czech artist Jan Emmerich “Riko” 
Mikeska and his wife, Greta Schmied.

When Dailey (Listening to Pakistan, 
2013) first met Riko, at a friend’s rec-

ommendation, the artist was already 80 years old and nearing 
the end of his life. “The works of Mikeska give you joy,” summa-
rized an art critic writing in 1936, yet today he’s barely known. 

Fascinated by Riko’s powerful personality and Greta’s need to 
tell their story, Dailey began recording their chats and, over 20 
years, gathering accounts from the couple’s friends. The saga is 
amplified with photographs, some in color; curious readers can 
visit an associated website (https://flic.kr/s/aHsm7mkkSL) for 
more. Born in the industrial town of Vitkovice, Moravia, in 1903, 
Riko painted and studied in cities like Vienna, Berlin, and Paris, 
living mainly in Prague. He married Greta, an artist, illustrator, 
and teacher, in 1929. With Greta later in danger because of her 
Jewish ancestry, the couple escaped Prague and the Nazis for 
Britain. After 10 years in that country, Riko and Greta moved to 
New York City, where they lived until their deaths (in 1983 and 
1998, respectively). Despite Riko’s promising early career, his 
work gained little notice after he emigrated. Dailey draws out 
the many captivating strands in Riko’s personality: his skill as 
a teacher, his ability to win friends, his highly developed sense 
of injustice, his hatred of self-promotion, and his perfection-
ism. These last two traits could be self-destructive; he’d over-
work paintings, sell them for too little, or refuse to offer them 
at all, though money was always an issue. Dailey describes all 
this with verve and insight, as when discussing Riko’s palette. 

“Riko’s love for André Derain and Maurice de Vlaminck, both 
leaders of the Fauves movement, was as intense as their colors—
pigments unseen (but yearned for) in the chiaroscuro of Riko’s 
coal-scrimmed youth,” she writes in a nice passage. Greta’s 
story, too, is well-represented, making this nearly a dual biogra-
phy: her birth in 1900; her moneyed upbringing, being tutored 
by the likes of Kafka and Max Brod; her first marriage; and her 
struggles to earn a living and guard her husband’s legacy. 

A skillfully written, well-researched account of two 
difficult, mesmerizing characters.

TWO MILLION STEPS
Band-Aids, Cocktails, and 
Finding Peace Along Spain’s 
Camino de Santiago
DeVaney, Patrick
CreateSpace (197 pp.) 
$13.95 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Nov. 18, 2017
978-1-974670-81-9  

A debut memoir recounts a 500-mile 
journey of self-discovery in the footsteps 

of St. James the Greater.
One man’s struggle with—and solution to—the depression 

that dogged him is the subject of DeVaney’s book, the chroni-
cle of a six-week pilgrimage to visit relics of the patron saint of 
Spaniards. A Roman Catholic from the cradle with a fondness 
for European adventures, the author decided on a walk along 
Spain’s Camino de Santiago after being moved by Emilio Este-
vez’s depiction of such a trek in his film The Way. DeVaney’s 
odyssey began in the foothills of the Pyrenees in the town of 
Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port. Not all of his fellow travelers looked 
friendly at first glance, but the author soon came to understand 
the “pilgrim glare,” made up of “pain from the day’s walk and 

Dailey draws out the many captivating 
strands in Riko’s personality.

riko
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uncertainty regarding where you are and where you would be 
staying that evening.” A good sport throughout it all, DeVaney 
notes but does not linger on the hard beds, mediocre food, and 
long days of muddy hiking in the rain. He found great pleasure 
in the companionship of the scores of fellow explorers he dined 
with, walked alongside, and slept among, but, even more, he 
treasured his time alone. The author met actors, journalists, 
retired stockbrokers, and a cellist with a documentary film 
crew in tow. As he wandered on foot, he reflected on some of 
the more amusing (and, occasionally, heartbreaking) stories of 
his years as an altar boy, police officer, and realtor. DeVaney is a 
solid researcher and well-informed traveler, providing brief and 
engaging histories of the places he visited (Hemingway’s esca-
pades in Pamplona; El Cid’s exploits in Burgos). Indeed, there is 
little casual readers might want to learn about such a pilgrimage 
that the author fails to skillfully relate. He clearly took meticu-
lous notes along the way, and he incorporates them here with 
care. DeVaney vividly recounts that the trip lived up to its spiri-
tual promise, offering time for him to contemplate the meaning 
of his life and the multitude of small blessings he read as “winks” 
from God (“I would often look up at the sky and wink back as 
a big thank-you”).

A pleasant and chatty odyssey through northern Spain 
and the memories of a thoughtful wayfarer.

TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN
And Other Stories
Di Blasi, Vincent 
iUniverse (136 pp.) 
$26.91  |  $13.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Nov. 16, 2017
978-1-5320-3234-9
978-1-5320-3232-5 paper  

Di Blasi (Creating Cassandra, 2017) 
says the nine stories in his collection 

“straddle...the material world and the spiritual one, what we 
hope for and what we fear most.”

These stories also pose existential questions about who we 
are and where—in that liminal space between the material and 
spiritual world—we truly live. In the opening story, the narra-
tor wakes many months after an accident. All appears fine: His 
beautiful wife and daughter are nearby, preparing for a dinner 
party. But reality begins to crack. His wife is younger; a dinner 
guest “looks well” and is also dead; his daughter is both home 
and traveling in Europe. The narrator realizes he too is both 
dead and alive, in heaven and hell. Subsequent stories explore 
similar themes of displacement through a range of characters 
and settings. A writer sells his soul for a good story in a San 
Antonio hotel. A man meets a young panhandler who arrived 
in the world through a mirror; he follows her and discovers the 
dark side of himself. A businessman travels with a mysterious 
colleague who releases his soul and teaches him “the fastest 
way...to get from here to there.” Most of Di Blasi’s protagonists, 
though diverse in age and circumstance, are male and often 
stranded between worlds or versions of themselves. The female 

antagonists are secondary but hold the power. They comfort-
ably reside in either world and frequently lure protagonists 
over the threshold. This relationship creates an intriguing ten-
sion, and Di Blasi is particularly deft at dialogue that moves the 
story forward: “How long has it been since you published any-
thing?” a female devil goads the desperate writer. “Seven years,” 
he replies. She retorts: “More like eight. Why do people love 
little lies and make so much fuss over the big ones?” Di Blasi’s 
main concern, however, is the struggle within. And while some 
of his plot devices are well-worn (card games with the devil), he 
broaches these complex themes with creativity and vigor.

Vivid stories—both believable and unworldly.

THE CUTTING EDGE
God Can Make the Rough 
Edges of Life Smooth
Duncan, Linda Glass 
Westbow Press (108 pp.) 
$28.95  |  $11.95 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Oct. 25, 2017
978-1-973602-56-9
978-1-973602-57-6 paper  

Prayer and poetry mingle and fuse in 
this debut collection of Christian verse.

Duncan announces the intentions 
for her volume before readers see even a scrap of her verse. On 
an early page in her book, she reproduces in its entirety the 
Lord’s Prayer, whose opening lines are familiar to many: “Our 
Father which art in heaven, / Hallowed be thy name.” Unsurpris-
ingly, then, much of what follows is Christian devotional poetry 
that sings God’s praises and asks for Jesus’ comfort. Accordingly, 
here are a few stanzas from “The Living Bread”: “For I am Yours 
Lord, / And I need your help, / Life has taken from me, / More 
than I can tell, / But you are my friend, Lord, / Your salvation 
is what, / I’ve found, / No matter how bad, / It hurts.” In its 
content, such work is a fitting follow-up to the Lord’s Prayer; it 
speaks to the author’s trust in God and her faith that his son is 
both succor and savior. But what is perhaps less obvious are the 
ways in which Duncan’s poetry deftly follows the Lord’s Prayer 
in its form and style. The prayer is a model of compactness 
and approachability. Its diction is plain and accessible, and its 
structure is balanced. The same things can be said of Duncan’s 
writing. Take as an example the closing movement of her poem 

“Victory”: “The devil comes to kill, / And destroy, / But he will 
not prevail, / He will not, because he cannot, / For Christ lives, 
/ And his resurrection is real, / In Jesus there is a victory, / Let it 
never be forgot, / That for this world, / He came, / And He will 
always be, / Our Mighty Rock.” Here, as in the Lord’s Prayer, 
the poet’s diction is unpretentious, and her syntax is simple and 
direct; further, the commas are fulcrums on which carefully 
composed lines stably rest.

An elegant and heartfelt tribute to the words of God.
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[ S p o n s o r e d ]

DON’T MEDICATE—EDUCATE!
by  Ilana Slaff
“A psychiatrist details the nightmarish but ultimately rewarding 
experiences with her autistic family.”
A highly informed and convincing personal defense of aversive 
therapy.

NOT EXACTLY LOVE
by Betty Hafner
“In this memoir, a battered wife endures years of beatings in 
silence.”
Prose that vividly and courageously articulates a cautionary tale 
of abuse, with more than a nod to pathological codependence.

THESE FAIR DAYS
by James Meyer
“Meyer’s debut collection of poetry depicts youthful days in rural 
Western Oklahoma.”
Oklahoma finds a new champion in this original, smart compila-
tion of verse.

OLD SCHOOL LEADERSHIP WISDOMS
by Gary Hassenstab
“A technology executive offers a creative take on business 
leadership.”
A concise, tightly constructed work that effectively highlights 
past leadership principles while updating them to meet contem-
porary standards.
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THE MANY
by Nathan Field
“Two Portland, Oregon, teens investigate their loved ones’ inex-
plicably strange behavior and soon find themselves in danger in 
Field’s (Nocturnal, 2015, etc.) thriller.”
An impressive, creepy tale that may make some online daters cautious.

ASSASSINS
by Mike Bond
“In Bond’s (Killing Maine, 2015, etc.) latest thriller, an intelligence 
operative spends decades immersed in America’s struggle with 
Islamic terrorists.”
An exhilarating spy novel that offers equal amounts of ingenuity 
and intrigue.

DEAD WEIGHT
by Matt Casamassina
“In this debut YA thriller, the leftovers of an unexplained apoca-
lypse struggle to survive and find meaning in the wreckage.”
Solid apocalyptic fiction that focuses more on its character rela-
tionships than its sci-fi elements.
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ASTERIA
Into the Fray
Enfinger, Adrienne 
Adelaide Publishing (261 pp.)
$10.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Jan. 29, 2018
978-0-9997193-0-5

Debut author Enfinger sets this good-
versus-evil urban fantasy in New Orleans.

Ever since the deaths of her parents 
when she was 14, Asteria has carried a 

great deal of grief with her, even living on the streets of New 
Orleans for a time. Enter an archangel. Micah, who has an Eng-
lish accent and “fair, luminous skin,” stops Asteria from end-
ing her life and provides some mind-blowing information. He 
explains the true cause of her parents’ deaths: Asteria descends 
from Nephilim—people with angel fathers and human mothers. 
Because she has Nephilim blood, Asteria is a target of a fallen 
angel named Azazel. Her fate is further complicated by an old 
prophecy in which she may play a lead role. With the help of her 
off-the-grid uncle Jethro, Asteria becomes a fierce fighter, while 
her best friend Kendra uncovers her own abilities as a sorceress. 
The plot moves briskly even if some descriptions lack original-
ity (for example, Asteria is “blinded by rage”). A growing attrac-
tion between Asteria and Micah (an “insanely hot archangel”) 
adds romance. (Even when one is engaged in a supernatural war, 
love still finds a way.) Despite all the violence and demons, there 
are many touches of innocence: Asteria becomes a formidable 
foe, but she still enjoys a hot shower and her “many trusty zip up 
hoodies.” Although our hero’s ultimate transformation pushes 
credulity, she remains an engaging protagonist fighting against 
great odds.

Asteria’s adventure races along unimpeded by the 
sometimes-clichéd writing.

LAST RESPECTS
Essick , John 
Black Opal Books (380 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Nov. 22, 2017
978-1-62694-809-9  

A down-at-the-heels journalist returns 
to his hometown to investigate the mur-
der of an old friend in this debut novel.

Wes Byrne, former reporter, is at 
the end of his rope. His most important 

story—the investigation into illegal dumping of toxic waste into 
a river—resulted in a family’s blaming him for a man’s death; his 
beloved wife, Jan, succumbed to ovarian cancer; and his grief so 
informed his recent work at the Providence Sentinel that he’s been 
sacked from his columnist job for being too depressing. When 
his friend Stevie Darby is stabbed to death in a bar, Byrne is 
forced to travel to his hometown for the funeral, where his luck 
stubbornly refuses to get better. He has no sooner arrived back 

in East Hastings when his Camry is stolen; he’s reacquainted 
with a former bully–turned-cop; and a potential liaison with an 
ex-crush is spoiled by her sudden, violent death. Pretty soon, 
Byrne is up to his ears in a conspiracy involving a car theft ring 
and the export of stolen goods, punctuated by a rash of murders 
that all echo the death of Stevie. And when his former editor 
Hopkins Brewster “Hoppy” Weatherly demands that he use his 
talents for the local paper, Byrne begins to wonder whether any 
story is worth the damaging fallout. If this all sounds too grim 
to be entertaining, fear not. The prose is fluid and eminently 
readable, and what could have been a hard-boiled ordeal is given 
a light, almost irreverent touch. Essick boasts an affectionate 
eye for the dynamics of male friendship and the vagaries of 
small-town life. (At one point, Byrne muses about a local diner: 

“The mention of the Town Crier brought back warm memories 
of teen-age nights spent languishing in the comfortably uphol-
stered booths and sharing tall tales of sexual exploits.”) This 
helps mitigate Byrne’s inherent passivity and inertia as a pro-
tagonist and those occasional moments when the light touch 
veers into farce and verges on glib. These minor flaws prevent 
the novel from being as compelling a read as it could have been. 
But Essick’s skillful handling of both characterization and the 
central mystery means that, while the pages may not turn as 
quickly as they could, it’s still an enjoyable read.

A satisfying mystery and sympathetic characterization 
make this author a writer to watch.

HONEY FARM DREAMING
A Memoir About 
Sustainability, Small 
Farming and the Not-So 
Simple Life
Featherstone, Anna 
CapeAble Publishing (272 pp.) 
$9.99 e-book  |  Mar. 1, 2018
978-0-9807475-4-6  

A memoir delivers essays about leav-
ing the rat race behind to start a small 

farm in Australia.
In 2006, Featherstone (Small Farm Success Australia, 2018, 

etc.) and her husband left their city jobs to commit to a farm-
ing operation on 89 acres outside Nabiac in New South Wales. 
With their three young children in tow, they approached the 
venture with curiosity and energy and worked at acquiring 
new skills. “I’m going to teach myself to be useful,” the author 
vowed. For instance, she kept bees even though she was aller-
gic to their stings, and many of the straightforward recipes 
for vegetarian food and all-natural toiletries in the appendix 
incorporate honey and/or beeswax. They raised chickens, sheep, 
goats, and cattle to keep the grass under control and sold their 
products at four farmers markets per month. Eventually, they 
applied for government funding to make their farm a tourist 
attraction—a bee farm with insect-friendly plants—but in the 
meantime they made money by running the place as a “farmstay.” 
It was a busy life that suited this “hybrid hippy workaholic,” as 



Featherstone self-deprecatingly describes herself. Her tone 
throughout is one of good-natured exasperation, starting with 
their first farmstay guests’ kids’ shooting cap guns at her rab-
bits. Another highlight is the entertaining story of the German 

“Wwoofers” (agricultural workers who volunteer in return for 
room and board), nicknamed “Sour” and “Dour,” who nearly ate 
them out of house and home and did almost zero work. Many 
memorable anecdotes feature animals, from an encounter with 
an Eastern brown snake to the rescue of Daffy the cow from a 
water hole. Featherstone has an ear for striking and funny turns 
of phrase, like “Most lambs have a bucolic baa, a sweet, milky 
tinkle, but this one is Fran Drescher on a megaphone.” The 
author makes it clear that small-time farming is grueling work 
for little reward—“The problem with the simple life is it’s false 
advertising”—and toward the book’s end, a decade on, she’s 
exhausted. Yet hope remains that sustainability is worth pursu-
ing and things will look up.

A charming but realistic look at the modern farming life.

ONE HUNDRED 
THOUSAND 
SOME-THINGS 
Forbes, Ryan 
Illus. by the author
FriesenPress (36 pp.) 
$17.49  |  $8.49 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Dec. 20, 2017
978-1-5255-1894-2
978-1-5255-1895-9 paper  

When tiny creatures commandeer Sebastian’s room, every-
thing goes haywire in this incredibly clever, beautifully designed 
picture book from debut author/illustrator Forbes.

“Some-Things are tiny, but you can see them if you look 
closely,” the story begins, filling the entire page with this single 
sentence in bubble letters of varying sizes. Several Some-Things 
live inside Sebastian’s house (only just visible in their bright col-
ors, hiding inside the vent), and they invite every Some-Thing 
they know to come to a party. The multihued, multitextured 
creatures soon fill Sebastian’s room, much to Sebastian’s dismay. 
After two clever, almost-rhyming two-page spreads of the dif-
ferent types and shapes of Some-Things Sebastian encounters, 
the boy demands they leave his room. But—they protest—not 
without cake! Although there seems to be a Some-Thing for 
everything, not a one of them knows how to bake a cake, so they 
turn to their resident magician, who turns the entire house into 
a cake. After the Some-Things and all the human neighbors help 
to eat the house, the Some-Things helpfully build a new, grows-
with-water home for Sebastian’s family, leading to one last visual 
joke in the endpapers. Forbes has designed the book so that the 
words themselves become part of the pictures, and the collage-
textured illustrations, reminiscent of the Pinkalicious series, 
will have readers giggling. Sebastian’s misadventures are sure to 
tickle funny bones, and young readers will be looking at their 
bedroom vents for their own Some-Things.

A clever, silly, and giggle-out-loud funny adventure.

WILDFLOWERS AND 
TRAIN WHISTLES
Stories of a Coal 
Mining Family
Frazer, Lillian “Sissy Crone” 
AuthorHouse (128 pp.) 
$13.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Jan. 30, 2018
978-1-5462-2656-7  

A West Virginia woman remembers 
growing up in a tough coal mining com-

munity in this memoir.
“Current day Minden is a small and economically depressed 

community of homes,” remarks Frazer. Yet during her child-
hood, this small mining town, some 50 miles southeast of 
Charleston, West Virginia, was a hive of activity. The author 
captures Minden in the 1940s and ’50s, the end of the boom-
town era, a time when she was still in school. Frazer, youngest 
of seven brothers and sisters—after Squeaky, Charles, Robert, 
John, Sue, and Ann—is known as “Sissy Crone.” She writes of 
growing up in Minden: “The vibrant wildflowers gave us beauty, 
the church gave us faith, and the miners represented work eth-
ics.” This ability to find beauty and positivity in a place that oth-
ers referred to as a “hole” permeates the book. This is a record 
of a bygone way of life, a time when the boys beat the girls at 
marbles but the girls outplayed them at jacks. Frazer effort-
lessly captures the naiveté of childhood. Instances such as when 
she innocently asks her mother why their neighbor Maggie 
has a red light in the window should make readers’ hearts melt. 
Reverence of the hardworking, blue-collar father figure is pal-
pable: “He always has a tidy appearance. He is not a big frame 
man, but his body is tough as a rock from the years of mining 
coal.” Yet this is a broader celebration of the love and tenacity 
of the American working-class family and the tightly knit com-
munity in which it is housed. Frazer’s (A Walk Through Minden, 
2016) writing style is uncomplicated, matter-of-fact, and laden 
with aphorisms: “Daddy says that you can’t live in fear because 
it can eat away at you. He and Mama say we should be grate-
ful for what we have.” This is by no means a criticism, as the 
author’s plain language mirrors her subject faithfully. This is an 
important book, as it forms a record of everyday life that would 
otherwise be lost with the passage of generations. Illustrated 
with photographs throughout, the account offers stories that 
have a cumulative emotional power, vividly evoking mid-20th-
century life in a remote mining town.

Heartfelt, endearing, and, most significantly, a vital 
historical record of a Southern town.
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Sebastian’s misadventures are sure to tickle 
funny bones, and young readers will be looking at their 

bedroom vents for their own Some-Things.
one hundred thousand some -things
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TRICKSTER IN NEW YORK
Poems
Frosch, Thomas
CreateSpace (97 pp.) 
$8.00 paper  |  Jan. 31, 2018
978-1-981424-73-3  

An eclectic collection of poetry 
explores Los Angeles architecture, a 
Native American trickster, and a tal-
ented pig.

In smart, accessible free-verse poems, 
Frosch (Plum Gut, 1979, etc.) creates a dizzying and gleeful tour 
de force for readers. The clever and playful book begins with 
a poem inspired by a New York Times article about a skydiving 
pig, told from the animal’s point of view: “I was what happens 
for a while / Between a syringe of sperm and a porkchop.” The 
author continues this adapted perspective in poems told in the 
voices of a flounder, a bluefish, and a sea robin. A series of eight 
poems places a Native American mythological character, Trick-
ster, in the Big Apple, where he delays a condo meeting, cheats 
on a standardized test, lobbies for and against a scoop-the-poop 
law, steals a car, and joins the police force, among other exploits. 
In “Los Angeles Architecture,” the narrator recounts all of his 
unlucky (and fantastical) real estate endeavors, one as extreme 
as a home cantilevered over a cliff: “For a front lawn / I had 
the Abyss. My guests had to do / a highwire act to get to the 
front door.” In “Three Notes From New York,” the poet recalls 
9/11 and its brutal aftermath: “Out the window a whole slab of 
horizon is just gone.” The author concludes with “22 Views of 
Chestnut Drive,” in which the narrator captures a neighbor-
hood through the eyes of 22 artists, including Monet, Degas, 
Picasso, and van Gogh. Frosch excels at original descriptions, 
such as that of Hubert the Plowman, who has “the loudest 
laugh in the pub, ham fists / Banging on the table.” The author’s 
sense of humor is sly and subtle, and his unexpected plot twists 
surprise and delight, such as an encounter with a “surging, pul-
sating, / screaming blob” of children at the Louvre that results in 
the narrator’s rediscovering the joys of gallivanting with youth 
through an art museum. Frosch makes poetry downright fun.

A carnival of poetic storytelling that will grab readers’ 
attention from the first page and never let go.

EXCLUSIVELY YOURS
Gonzalez, Nadine 
Harlequin Kimani Romance  (224 pp.) 
$5.85 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Mar. 1, 2018
978-1-335-21660-1  

A rekindled connection becomes 
tested when lovers turn into business 
rivals in this debut novel.

For Leila Amis, a position at Kane & 
Madison Realty in Miami is the oppor-
tunity of a lifetime. Driven and ambi-

tious, she dreamed from the time she was a child of leaving her 

hometown of Naples, Florida, for a major city like Miami. She 
never expects her new job to be anything more than a stepping-
stone until she meets her boss. Nicolas Adrian is a top associate 
at Kane & Madison with a reputation as a shark in both his pro-
fessional and personal lives. Nicolas is impressed with Leila’s 
savvy and real estate acumen, and a mutual attraction flares 
between them, but they vow to keep their relationship strictly 
professional. Everything changes when Nicolas accepts a job 
transfer to New York and plans to leave Miami in eight weeks. 
Unable to deny her feelings, Leila proposes an eight-week, no-
strings-attached fling. When Nicolas tries to turn their affair 
into something more substantial, Leila disappears from his 
life, leaving him devastated. A year later, he returns to Miami, 
determined to see Leila. They establish a business connection, 
but personal pressures and professional rivalries may keep them 
from what they desire. Gonzalez’s tale is a sleek and entertain-
ing contemporary romance that offers vibrant settings, appeal-
ing characters, and a sexy and nuanced love story. The engaging 
narrative opens with Leila and Nicolas’ reunion and then traces 
the development of their relationship from colleagues to lov-
ers. In less deft hands, this structure could be awkward; but the 
transitions from past to present are smooth, and the opening 
scenes effectively establish Leila and Nicolas’ romantic spark. 
Leila is a likable heroine who overcame childhood tragedy to 
build a career in real estate. She is complemented by Nicolas, a 
top realtor who never thought he would fall in love until he met 
Leila. Setting plays a key role in the story, and Gonzalez suc-
cessfully captures the milieu of the high-end Miami real estate 
market, from glamorous open houses to exacting clients.

A spirited, sexy tale from a promising new author of 
contemporary romance.

A HUG FOR HARRIET
Guiles, Glenn S.
Illus. by Whalen, Raymond J.
FriesenPress (28 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $10.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Oct. 24, 2017
978-1-5255-0880-6
978-1-5255-0881-3 paper  

A miniature donkey needs love in 
this children’s picture book.

Harriet has always lived on a farm with about a dozen min-
iature donkeys like herself. Every day is much the same: eat-
ing, exploring, and playing. She has friends, Sally and Nacho, 
but tiny Harriet yearns for more attention from the farmer at 
feeding time; she can’t seem to make her way forward for hugs 
and affection. One day, something unexpected happens: Har-
riet, with Sally and Nacho, is driven to a large pasture owned by 
Mr. Michael, a friendly farmer. There’s plenty of oats, hay, and 
water, and, with only three donkeys, Mr. Michael can pay atten-
tion to each of them. Harriet decides the best thing about the 
new farm is definitely Mr. Michael’s hugs. Guiles (Harriet’s Big 
Adventure, 2015) tells a very simple story well. Harriet’s plight is 
sympathetic but not overdone, and readers will enjoy seeing her 
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desire for love and affection being met at last. It’s unknown how 
the donkeys come to be living on a farm or why some are moved, 
but for Harriet, as for small children, the world can be arbitrary 
like that. Whalen’s lovely, softly colored images are realistic yet 
still very expressive—a good choice that elevates the book.

Sweet, simple, and nicely illustrated.

BONNIE AND CLYDE
Dam Nation 
Hays, Clark & McFall, Kathleen
Pumpjack Press (336 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Mar. 24, 2018
978-0-9974113-6-2  

In this crime-fiction sequel, legend-
ary criminals Bonnie and Clyde go under-
cover to prevent a landmark dam from 
being blown up before it’s completed.

In their previous novel in this series, Hays and McFall 
(Bonnie and Clyde: Resurrection Road, 2017, etc.) presented an 
alternative-history scenario: What if the U.S government faked 
the outlaws’ 1934 deaths and recruited the duo as uniquely 
talented operatives? Now their handler, Sal, has a new assign-
ment for them. Two murders, and further evidence, suggest that 
someone is trying to sabotage what will become the Hoover 
Dam (still called the “Boulder Dam” in 1935). Likely suspects 
include union members, anarchists, or mobsters, for different 
reasons, but whoever’s responsible, Sal says, “the dam has to 
hold.” Assuming the aliases of Brenda and Clarence Prentiss, 
Bonnie and Clyde go undercover and get jobs—she as a sec-
retary in the dam’s hiring office and he as a water-truck driver. 
Nothing about this task is harder for them than working for a 
living; in a running joke, Clyde destroys his alarm clock every 
morning by throwing it across the room. Hot on the trail of the 
culprits (and hot for each other), the two dodge lawmen, opera-
tives from Murder Inc., and other dangers. Just as importantly, 
their consciences grow a few sizes, too. As in Resurrection Road, 
Hays and McFall evoke time and place well, as in their descrip-
tions of the dam’s brand-new yet scruffy company town: “nearly 
identical cottages lined up like a battalion of weary desert sol-
diers, each standing at shabby attention over a tiny front yard 
of gravel and a few cactus plants.” Though set in the past, the 
story’s politics are fresh and timely; Jimmy Hall, a union orga-
nizer, notes that “We got some things to work through still, like 
making sure we’re inclusive of all folks and not just white folks, 
and not just men.” The word “inclusive” feels a bit too modern, 
but the sentiments are evergreen. Readers will find Bonnie and 
Clyde to be great company, and the novel’s framing story (the 
widowed Bonnie’s 1984 recollections) gives their relationship 
an extra layer of poignancy.

A crisply written, well-researched, and thoroughly 
entertaining romance/thriller/mystery.

MAN OF THE WORLD 
The Odyssey 
Expedition: Book One
Hughes, Graham 
ATBOSH Media (332 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Oct. 15, 2017
978-1-62613-081-4  

A witty, resilient Liverpudlian sets 
out to visit every sovereign nation in the 
world in this travelogue.

British adventurer Hughes plans to 
visit every country and territory in the world. In order to satisfy 
Guinness World Records, he agrees to follow a few basic rules: 
He can’t travel by plane, nor hitchhike, nor use anything other 
than public transportation; he must set foot on dry land in each 
place; and “A visit to a far-flung territory does not count as a 
visit to ‘the motherland.’ ” This first installment of a planned 
trilogy begins on Jan. 1, 2009, on the border between Argentina 
and Uruguay and ends, 133 countries and 6 territories later, on 
Dec. 31, 2009, at the Egyptian pyramids. It covers the author’s 
journey through the Americas, Europe, and Africa, and it’s 
bursting with fascinating, hilarious, and occasionally terrify-
ing anecdotes. While traveling across the Gulf of Mexico, he 
nonchalantly recounts that a yacht captain used “a fishing hook 
to put stitches in [his] head with no anaesthetic other than a 
bottle of scotch.” In the Congo, he’s inexplicably thrown into 
a prison cell that “was like somewhere you might wake up if 
you were a victim of the Jigsaw Killer” in the movie Saw. Yet 
the mood is almost always upbeat, and readers will succumb 
to Hughes’ deliciously blunt humor: “the fact that I still hadn’t 
suffered the squits the entire journey...only goes to prove that 
my DNA should be extracted and cloned in order to create 
the race of ginger super-soldiers that will one day RULE THE 
WORLD.” The book is made even more amusing by editor’s 
notes that occasionally translate the author’s Liverpool slang: 

“Helga rustled up some scouse (Liverpool stew) for me to eat and 
it was proper boss la....Editor’s Note: Apparently in Liverpool 
this means really good.” The straightforward, chronological 
approach leaves little time for evocative description, but it adds 
to the urgency as the author visits country after country. It’s also 
carefully illustrated with maps and information cards through-
out. Readers will be eager to read the next book in this series.

A riveting journey recounted by an irrepressible, highly 
likable narrator.
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The mood is almost always upbeat, and readers will 
succumb to Hughes’ deliciously blunt humor.

man of the world



INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Mohanalakshmi Rajakumar
CONNECTING READERS TO STORIES FROM THE OTHER SIDE OF THE 
WORLD VIA SELF-PUBLISHING
By Rhett Morgan

After a move to Doha in 2005, South Asian–Ameri-
can Mohanalakshmi Rajakumar found herself with an 
abundance of time to contemplate women in the mod-
ern Middle East and the expat experience. As a schol-
ar of gender and literature teaching at American uni-
versities in Qatar, Rajakumar started a blog to further 
explore these issues. She soon used self-publishing to 
find a global audience for her fiction—like 2009’s ro-
mance Love Comes Later or 2015’s murder mystery The 
Migrant Report—which spans various genres but still 
centers on fundamental questions about racial and im-
migrant identities. Rajakumar has also released guides 
for aspiring writers and written academic articles like 

“She Needs a Website of Her Own,” exploring the new 
opportunities for women and minorities offered by the 
expanding world of self-publishing.   

How did your move to Doha impact your writing? 
When I first moved here, so many interesting things 
were happening to me: new country, new job, new mi-
nority (rather than being the only nonwhite person 
somewhere, I was now the only non-Muslim), and writ-
ing was the best way to channel or process all those nov-
el experiences. It was after my fifth time hearing that 
Kindle books was the place to be if you were an author 
that I decided to take three years of rejected manu-
scripts and release them as e-books.

What do you hope to show readers about life 
in Qatar?
That people in the Middle East are not all militants or 
abused women but adults with hopes, dreams, aspira-
tions just like them. I am writing for people who love 
to travel and might not have the budget to keep discov-
ering new places. Book club members who might have 
been Peace Corps members and want to stay current 
about the world outside their own. Also for expat Mus-
lims who are tired of the stereotypes in mainstream 
media and popular literature. 

Is it challenging to reach an audience from halfway 
around the world?
In fact, self-publishing makes it much easier to reach 
people worldwide because of the large platform it gives 
you. Social media means that often it feels as if there is 
no distance at all between me and readers despite our be-
ing in different locations. Having a blog means that peo-
ple know they will hear from me on a weekly basis and 
can participate in conversations via Goodreads or my 
Facebook author page.
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Why do you like exploring new genres?
All my books start with a central question, and I can’t 
stop asking questions about this fascinating world we 
live in. When I started my Crimes in Arabia series, it was 
with the idea that the Arabian Gulf and Scandinavian 
or Nordic noir have many similarities: small countries, 
oil rich, entitled citizenry, with many noncitizens living 
among them, extreme weather conditions. What kinds 
of crime happen in a place where stealing can get your 
hand cut off in reprisal? 

Do you think that self-publishing is opening doors for 
more diversity and women in publishing?
What self-publishing has done is taken away the gate-
keeping nature of publishers-editors-agents between the 
reader and the text. It used to be that big houses would 
see it as their service to the industry to also publish books 
that were “important” or “promising” even if they weren’t 
big sellers. Now, with the profit margins really squeezed 
by online reading and the digital revolution, publishing 
a book is harder than ever. So self-publishing is a way to 
reach readers for writers of those smaller “idea” books 
that are getting rejected even more often than in the past.

Rhett Morgan is a writer and translator living in Paris. 
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THE SOCKEYE MOTHER
Huson, Brett David
Illus. by Donovan, Natasha 
HighWater Press (32 pp.) 
Mar. 15, 2018
978-1-55379-739-5  

A member of the Gitxsan Nation in 
British Columbia uses his singular per-
spective to craft this debut picture book 
about the life cycle and environmental 
impact of the sockeye salmon.

The narrative follows a sockeye salmon from birth to death, 
describing each phase of its life and culminating in the fish’s 
swimming upstream to spawn and die. While there is much 
literature about the remarkable migration of salmon, this tale 
succeeds in linking this natural phenomenon to the cultural 
practices of the Gitxsan and their interpretation of the seasons. 
The story also emphasizes the migration’s ecological impor-
tance. Readers are told that the small sockeye’s “life cycle not 
only nourishes the people and other beings along the water-
sheds, it is the whole reason the forests and landscapes exist.” 
The book is clearly written, and Huson is not shy about using 
a sophisticated vocabulary, supplementing many passages with 
definitions or explanations to help readers digest the informa-
tion. In addition to the scientific terms, readers are introduced 
to Gitxsan words, phrases, and ideas (“New snow, which the 
Gitxsan call dalugwa”). The pictures by debut illustrator Don-
ovan are beautifully rendered, reminiscent of ink-and-brush 
work, and make use of imagery from Pacific Northwest cul-
tures. The book closes with a brief description of the location 
and practices of the Gitxsan, along with a map.

An excellent addition to curriculums that tie scientific 
principles to cultural practices; the work should be embraced 
by libraries to help educate readers about the Gitxsan.

MELTDOWN
James, G.P. 
Wyatt-MacKenzie Publishing  (393 pp.) 
$13.95 paper  |  May 15, 2018
978-1-948018-07-4

James tells the story of a nuclear 
power plant employee racing to save New 
York City from destruction in this thriller.

Trace Crane, a control-room supervi-
sor at the Bear Mountain Nuclear Energy 
Center in the Hudson Valley, is about to 
meet his wife and daughter for a much-

needed long weekend at a friend’s beach house in Greenwich, 
Connecticut, when the entire center begins to move: “the shak-
ing hit like a mortar detonation, like Godzilla had grabbed the 
building and was trying to rattle all its contents out.” It’s an 
earthquake that causes a stationwide blackout; coolant isn’t get-
ting to the reactors, which means that a full nuclear meltdown 
is imminent. Trace’s thoughts go immediately to his wife, Avi, 
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and young daughter, Brooklyn, who get separated in the chaos 
when the 6.4 earthquake hits their town of Peekskill, New York. 
It falls to Trace to stabilize the reactors and find his family—if 
he can calm his nerves and focus. As the situation deteriorates, 
however, doing the right things becomes increasingly difficult: 
He may be able to save New York from annihilation—but if he 
does so, he may never see his family again. James writes in a taut, 
propulsive prose style that wrings a surprising amount of ten-
sion and dynamism out of the situation, particularly considering 
the book’s nearly 400-page length. Trace is a delightfully flawed 
hero—both inside and out, according to the author’s unflatter-
ing descriptions: “Stress, anger, and annoyance hung heavy in 
his jowls, ebullience springing free in unexpected smatterings 
of rising cheeks. Trace scratched at a patch of chronic psoriasis 
on his nose—a crust of pinkish-white flaky skin falling onto his 
paperwork.” James also isn’t afraid to get into the minutiae of just 
how a nuclear reactor works—and how one would fail—creating 
a foundation of verisimilitude on which the disaster-movie–style 
plot turns rest. James doesn’t reinvent the genre, but he does suc-
ceed in creating a claustrophobic and anxiety-producing thriller 
that will keep readers counting down to the final second.

A suspenseful and entertaining disaster novel.

THE CLUBHOUSE THIEF
Janko, James
New Issues Poetry & Prose (308 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  Jan. 31, 2018
978-1-936970-51-3  

Janko (Buffalo Boy and Geronimo, 
2006) delivers a meditative and lyrical 
baseball novel.

Billy Donachio is the bench coach 
for the National League pennant-winning 
2018 Chicago Cubs, a fictional version of 
the team with glancing parallels to real 

life. Similar parallels reign in the novel’s political world, in which 
semiauthoritarian Republican President Michael J. Trent runs for 
re-election against surprise Democratic candidate Khadijah Jamil, 
a Muslim woman from Chicago’s South Side. Donachio is a peren-
nial loser—a lifelong coach who never quite made it as a player; 
for every team he’s played with, he seems to have been bad luck. 
However, as the Cubs head into a World Series matchup with the 
Boston Red Sox, he’s heartened by his team’s unique trio of stars: 
Johnny Stompiano, an irrepressible base-stealer and political activ-
ist; Hector Jesús Mijango Cruz, an openly gay slugger; and Arshan 

“Azzy” Azzam, the team’s ace pitcher. All three are devoted to 
bringing a sense of poetry back to the game—quite literally, in the 
form of verse on video billboards outside Wrigley Field—and are 
devoted to Jamil’s controversial candidacy. As the series progresses, 
Donachio becomes increasingly attached to two orphan boys, Sam 
and Jackie, who he believes are the team’s good-luck charms, and 
he also begins to steal notes and letters from his players’ lockers. 
These notes, full of poetry and philosophy, inspire Donachio and 
the Cubs to new, yet precarious, heights. Janko’s prose is by turns 
thoughtful and poetic, and over the course of the story, he weaves 

together a multitude of voices, including Donachio’s inner mono-
logue, rat-a-tat-tat dugout chatter, shock-jock radio play-by-play, 
and the unceasing roar of the fans. Each character has his or her 
own finely wrought cadence, and their actions throughout the plot 
are all believable and well-earned. The version of America that 
Janko imagines here can strain credulity at times; no ballplayer has 
ever spoken like these do (Azzy says of Satchel Paige: “Old as he 
was, he whipped hot strikes burning down the heavens”), and the 
political race swings wildly. However, the authorial brio is enough 
to keep readers engaged and entranced.

A spirited vision of America and its national game.

RUDY’S RULES 
FOR TRAVEL 
Life Lessons from 
Around the Globe 
Jensen, Mary K.
She Writes Press (256 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book
Apr. 10, 2018
978-1-63152-322-9  

A set of rules for life, by way of a 
delightful travel narrative.

Jensen (How to Recruit, Select, Induct and Retain the Very Best 
Teachers, 1987, etc.) and her late husband, World War II veteran 
Rudy, had diametrically opposite personalities, but their combi-
nation makes for excellent stories. Her memoir highlights her hus-
band’s list of travel rules, and over the course of their adventures, 
he taught her how to apply them to all things in life. The tales 
can be hilarious or heartbreaking, but all highlight “Rule #11”: 

“Relax. Some kind stranger will appear.” Throughout, the author 
highlights Rudy’s adventuresome spirit and absolute optimism 
as they journeyed to Scotland, Mexico, Egypt, Indonesia, and 
elsewhere. The stories don’t necessarily teach readers very much 
about the places they visited but rather tell how to live life to the 
fullest. “We don’t travel to have comfort...we can have comfort at 
home,” Jensen writes; traveling, according to Rudy, is for learning 
about new cultures, and to do that, you must “ride with locals, 
not tourists.” In Oaxaca, for example, the Jensens were swept up 
in a crowd headed to celebrate Holy Thursday. They would have 
missed the opportunity to participate in the ceremony if they’d 
gone to the recommended tourist destinations—and indeed, Jen-
sen looked up “to see tourists in the two restaurants above us...
straining to see, to understand what has happened on the streets 
below. I see what they had missed.” Other stories are laugh-out-
loud funny, as when the couple decides between two dangerous 
modes of transportation in Puerto Escondido. When in Egypt, 
the Jensens faced a heartbreaking experience, yet it was one 
that also showed the generosity of the people in the community. 
Not a lot of time is spent at any given location in each section; 
instead, the author takes readers to many places, briefly but viv-
idly describing each. In this way, the author shows how Rudy’s 
Rules applied to a wide variety of scenarios.

A book that will make readers want to pack their bags 
and catch the first flight to somewhere far away.
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BALLET FOR LIFE
A Pictorial Memoir
Jhung, Finis
Ballet Dynamics (500 pp.) 
$27.50 paper  |  Jan. 5, 2018
978-0-9913898-0-3  

Ballet master Jhung (The Finis Jhung 
Ballet Technique, 2014) leaps into the spot-
light with a memoir about his life and 
enduring career. 

The Honolulu-born author says he 
knew that he was going to be a dancer in 1946, when he was only 
9 years old. His father was Korean-American, and his mother had 
Scottish, English, and Korean roots; after World War II, they 
divorced, and Jhung’s mother struggled financially to raise him 
and his two brothers. Even so, the author was later able to attend 
the University of Utah, where he learned ballet from William F. 
Christensen, a founder of the San Francisco Ballet. A college friend 
connected Jhung with composer Richard Rodgers and lyricist/
librettist Oscar Hammerstein II, and in 1960, he danced in their 
Broadway musical Flower Drum Song. His career took him to the 
San Francisco Ballet and both the Robert Joffrey Ballet and the 
Harkness Ballet in New York City. However, he gave it all up in 
1969 to devote his life to Buddhism. By 1972, though, he’d returned 
to his passion and become a dance teacher. Jhung now teaches all 
ages and skill levels. This is an expansive memoir with many strik-
ing black-and-white photos. Jhung’s prose feels familial, as if one is 
sitting with him as he points to photos and remembers stories. For 
example, next to an image of himself dancing as a child, he writes, 

“If you look through the doorway behind me, you can see a wrapped 
gift on the bed. Could we be celebrating my mom’s wedding?” It’s 
a down-to-earth voice—at one point, he describes ballet as “a 
‘bitchy’ art”—and some of his stories have compellingly eccentric 
characters, such as a Danish dancer named Lone Isaksen. Other 
memories, such as the death of his first child, are sharply poignant. 
The final chapters include a daily log of Jhung’s recovery from hip 
surgery and gushing student recommendations that read like ads 
for his classes. However, other student anecdotes are more memo-
rable; one 67-year-old woman, told by her physical therapist that 
she needed to use a walker, took dance lessons instead.

Browsable inspiration for dancers of any age or physi-
cal ability.

DEEP ZERO
Kemanis, V.S.
Opus Nine Books (350 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Jan. 25, 2018
978-0-9997850-0-3 

Kemanis (Love & Crimes, 2017, etc.) 
sets an intrepid prosecutor up against 
some high school drama with deadly con-
sequences in this latest Dana Hargrove 
legal thriller.

Westchester County, New York, 2009: The new district 
attorney, Hargrove, takes office just as the adverse effects of the 
Great Recession—unemployment, domestic abuse, increased 
levels of substance abuse—start to take hold in her jurisdic-
tion. Then the frozen body of a teen suicide is discovered in the 
Hudson River; it’s Naomi Steuben, a shy, overweight girl who’d 
recently been the victim of vicious online bullying by two class-
mates. Her grieving parents pressure the DA’s office to deliver 
justice, and Hargrove and her team must figure out how to pros-
ecute the case without any cyberbullying laws on the books. As 
the attorneys—Hargrove; her husband, Evan Goodhue; and 
their rival Vesma Krumins—struggle to work within the law, 
the Hargroves’ kids, Travis and Natalie Goodhue, and Vesma’s 
daughter, Ginger, endure the petty and sometimes-harmful 
world of high school. Natalie is forced to testify against her 
peers, which has consequences for her entire family. Hargrove 
may not be able to keep her kids safe from the world’s tragedies, 
but she’ll do whatever she can to make sure justice is served. 
Kemanis writes in a style that adeptly dramatizes legal argu-
ments while also finding moments of stark lyricism, as when she 
describes the moment just before Naomi’s wintry death: “With 
all physical sensation gone, the rest of it is now almost a mem-
ory, not even that. The remaining bits float away into the vast, 
sucking expanse of black sky over the river.” Although court 
cases figure heavily into the novel’s plot, the author manages 
to transcend the genre somewhat by delving so deeply into the 
lives of the teenage characters and their social circle. The result 
is a novel about how communities contend with their children’s 
coming-of-age, particularly in an era when technology is shift-
ing the ground beneath everyone’s feet.

A thoughtful, well-drawn legal thriller with teen tribu-
lation at its center.

SHOPPING FOR A 
BILLIONAIRE
Kent, Julia 
EverAfter Romance (498 pp.) 
$11.39 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Jan. 9, 2015
978-1-68230-731-1 

Kent (Shopping for a Billionaire’s Hon-
eymoon, 2017, etc.) offers a compilation 
of Shopping stories full of pop culture, 
witty dialogue, and great sex.

Shannon Jacoby is a mystery shop-
per who goes undercover to conduct 

quality-of-service investigations for her clients. She’s scop-
ing out a men’s restroom when Declan McCormick, one of 
the most eligible bachelors in Boston, literally knocks her off 
her feet. Their attraction is immediate. Declan likes Shan-
non’s “realness” (she’ll order a steak rather than the expected 
salad). Shannon is incredulous that she seems to have landed 
the handsome billionaire, though she loves the self-assured 
woman she is becoming with Declan. They drift along in 
romantic bliss until a frightening medical emergency, a 
scheming ex-boyfriend, and a social media maven upend their 
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Jhung’s prose feels familial, as if one is sitting with him as 
he points to photos and remembers stories.

ballet for life
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romance. The collection includes the first five of Kent’s Shop-
ping for a Billionaire series—nearly 500 pages of the often 
hilarious ups and downs of Shannon and Declan’s relationship. 
Kent has a gift for witty dialogue and memorable characters. 
Rather than physical descriptions, she uses evocative analo-
gies to animate her characters. Declan “smells like a weekend 
in Stowe at a private cabin with skis propped against the back 
wall, a roaring fire in a stone fireplace that crawls from floor to 
ceiling, and a bearskin rug that feels amazing against all your 
naked parts.” Shannon is a likable hero who has a knack for 
landing in situations that are equal parts cringeworthy and 
entertaining. While the sexual innuendos are sometimes a bit 
too much—at an ice cream parlor, Shannon compares marsh-
mallow and caramel sauce to the viscosity of another “sala-
cious fluid”—the novel is at its best when it focuses on Declan 
and Shannon’s evolving relationship. Beneath the humor, sex, 
and absurd situations, this is a sweet love story about a man 
who adores a woman and a woman who finally realizes her own 
self-worth.

A frothy, fabulous romantic comedy.

DISPLACED
A Memoir
Larkin, Stephanie 
Ahadi Publications (284 pp.) 
$12.00 paper  |  Sep. 1, 2016
978-0-9976983-0-5  

In this memoir, a caregiver relates 
the stories of the myriad people in her 
life she has helped, including her hus-
band, mother, and an African family.

Years after their relationship began 
in secret, Larkin’s (Resettled, 2016) colleague Ron proposed 
to her. Soon after, they would find themselves moving to 
Boise, Idaho, “to make a fresh start”—in a city that seemingly 
wouldn’t hold many surprises but where the author quickly 
found herself caught up in the plight of the Bantu people. A 
persecuted ethnic minority from Somalia seeking asylum 
in the United States, the Bantu were brought to Boise in an 
effort to disperse refugee populations outside the major cit-
ies. Coincidentally, Larkin had studied the Bantu in school. 
She soon found herself helping and befriending young mother 
Fatuma; her ill husband, Yusuf; and their three children. The 
author helped Fatuma’s family to navigate mental illness, can-
cer, and a rebellious older son—finding the familial connec-
tion she sometimes lacked from her standoffish stepchildren. 

“Fatuma and I were so different,” Larkin writes, “but certain 
tragedies continued to bind us together.” With the discovery 
that Ron had glioblastoma multiforme, the author suddenly 
encountered a maze of fear and bureaucracy that would even-
tually lead her to lose the love of her life. She then started over 
yet again by leaving for Seattle to care for her elderly mother. 
The author skillfully shows how these events led her to experi-
ence many of Fatuma’s feelings of alienation and strain with-
out ever leaving her own country. In its opening chapters, 

Larkin’s book explores the familiar tropes of a Westerner try-
ing to reconcile immigrant experiences and foreign cultures 
with a suburban lifestyle that suddenly seems lavish. At one 
point, the author returned home and realized her garage was 
bigger than Fatuma’s apartment. But soon Larkin settles into 
a much more intriguing and substantial meditation on caregiv-
ers. Without ever boasting or lamenting, the author manages 
to perfectly capture both the joys and the immense psycho-
logical toll of constantly helping others, becoming an inspiring 
survivor herself in the process.

A weighty, captivating look at a caregiver who deals with 
death, mental illness, and the struggles of refugees in America.

MANNETHORN’S KEY
Book One of the Key 
of Life Trilogy
Lindley, Simon 
CreateSpace (374 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  Jan. 5, 2018
978-1-979396-91-2  

In this fantasy debut, a man with 
everything going wrong in his everyday 
life finds himself transported to a magi-
cal realm on the brink of cataclysm.

Math whiz and former derivatives broker Bartholomew 
Waxman of Vancouver, British Columbia, is jobless. He’s hit 
bottom after living the high life and cheating on his now-ex-
wife, Barb. Desperate to pay the rent on his firetrap apart-
ment, Bart decides to interview for a job at fast-food restaurant 
Burger Buddha. Manager Tony Threebears hires him, but after 
the interview, Bart suffers a strange out-of-body experience. 
Meanwhile, in the realm of Drageverden, two magical schools 
prepare for war. The benign Zhin and the malevolent Han have 
displaced a race of dragons called the Uktena. Algarth Willow-
brow, the last living ZhinFantha (wizard-warrior) of the Sitting 
Six, dwells in the spell-fortified fortress of Phandomer’s Rock. 
One day, he’s attacked by evil wizard Grailborn, who’s broken 
a crystal branch from the enchanted Forest of Chakshsist for 
the purpose. Algarth, however, is a worthy foe who can balance 
positive and negative magics into a singular force. As their fight 
begins, Bart journeys into a place called the Between, where 
he must choose between the void—ending his life—or a des-
tiny revolving around the Key of Life, which can bring peace 
to Drageverden. In this smashingly good debut, Lindley treads 
as closely as possible to a parody of the fantasy genre while also 
retaining an epic feel. Humor abounds, as when Bart “delivered 
himself like a death-row inmate to the front counter” of Burger 
Buddha. Later, he has an exceptionally hard time making it 
to the battlefield; in the Between, he matches wits with the 
Guardian of the Gate, whose rules result in Bart’s experiencing 
numerous violent “deaths”—delaying his arrival in Drageverden. 
Lindley intriguingly draws on Native American culture with 
antlered serpents called the Uktena; also, Tony knows from res-
ervation life that sometimes people just need a second chance. 
The annihilation of the village of Driish, meanwhile, will prove 

Lindley treads as closely as possible to a parody of the 
fantasy genre while also retaining an epic feel.

mannethorn’s key
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to readers that anything can happen in this chaotic, inventive 
opening to a series.

A hilarious tale that has fun with fantasy tropes while 
also living up to their grandeur.

THEY TOOK MY PROSTATE
Cancer Loss Hope
Mac, J.P.
Cornerstone Media (80 pp.) 
$2.99 e-book  |  Dec. 15, 2017  

An intimate account of a diagnosis 
of prostate cancer and its subsequent 
treatment.

Mac (Hallow Mass, 2016), a novelist 
and multi-Emmy–winning writer and 
producer for such animated programs 
as Animaniacs and Freakazoid, re-creates 

the harrowing experience of his brush with prostate cancer in 
2014 at age 61. It all started with a follow-up visit to the doc-
tor after an alarmingly irregular blood test. When a biopsy came 
back positive for malignancy, Mac spent “a few days awash in 
maudlin self-pity” before he and his wife, Joy, assessed the situa-
tion by doing some recommended reading (of Dr. Patrick Walsh’s 
Guide to Surviving Prostate Cancer) and reviewing remission sta-
tistics. In this slim memoir, Mac imparts information from his 
research on the prostate gland, cancer treatment options, and 
how things such as prostate-specific antigen levels and Glea-
son test scores can determine severity, progression, and prog-
nosis. He goes on to describe his entire treatment journey in 
exacting detail and with wit and candor that eschew the grim-
ness of many other cancer memoirs. Having endured three 
previous major operations for other maladies, the author was 
no stranger to the world of physician referrals and treatment 
regimens. He also discusses his pricey COBRA insurance cover-
age after his job prospects dried up. After he agrees to a robotic 
radical prostatectomy procedure, the narrative flows through 
a mélange of preoperative and postoperative sensory observa-
tions that include all the gory details, including unexpected and 
troublesome complications. Mac’s ordeal is refreshingly leav-
ened, though, by his unique brand of dark, sarcastic humor, as 
when he laments an unromantic byproduct of surgical recovery 
(“Wearing a big wet man diaper chilled my passion”). This often 
charming remembrance will leave readers with a new apprecia-
tion for good health and a more optimistic outlook when things 
go awry.

A smart, perceptive, and wryly humorous memoir 
about making the best out of a precarious situation.

AMAZING DETECTIVE
A Detective Jericho Novel
Marks, Walter
Top Tier Lit (171 pp.) 
$2.99 e-book  |  Nov. 15, 2017  

The discovery of a body on a Long 
Island beach leads a detective into a com-
plex murder investigation with possible 
ties to drug trafficking in this novel.

A routine shift for East Hampton 
Deputy Chief Dispatcher Evangeline 

“Vangie” Clark takes an ominous turn when she receives an 
anonymous call about a body on the beach at Hither Hills State 
Park in Montauk. Detective Neil Jericho is dispatched to inves-
tigate and discovers a man’s body partially buried in a sand dune. 
The scene yields few clues. The man was shot in the head execu-
tion style and carried no identification. Jericho’s only clue to 
the victim’s identity is a wedding ring inscribed with the names 
Todd and Ardis. The man turns out to be Todd Winfield, a com-
modities broker who frequently travels to Manila for business. 
Jericho is initially suspicious of Todd’s wife, Ardis, especially 
when he learns the broker had a mistress. But the detective’s 
probe takes an unexpected turn when he uncovers evidence 
that Todd was involved in narcotics trafficking. When a second 
body is found at a lighthouse, Jericho wonders if both deaths are 
connected or if the solution to Todd’s murder is closer to home. 
This fifth installment of a series by Marks (Death Hampton, 2014, 
etc.) is a fast-paced mystery that derives its strength from the 
inclusion of current events. Jericho is a likable protagonist who 
balances dedication to his job with maintaining relationships 
with his daughter, Katie, and girlfriend, Rainbow. The novel 
opens with the murder of Todd, and Marks maintains tension 
throughout by introducing aspects of the broker’s life that may 
offer clues to his killer. A subplot involving international nar-
cotics trafficking and Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte’s 
drug war is timely and similarly well-developed. Despite the 
book’s assets, the editing is a bit inconsistent, and the identi-
fication of Todd’s body hinges on a lucky break. The Winfields’ 
housekeeper is called “Marisol” and “Mirasol,” and it is conve-
nient that the only other Ardis Winfield in the Suffolk County 
White Pages is too young to be Todd’s wife.

An entertaining mystery with an engaging hero and 
deftly handled plot twists.

ONE GRAY MOUSE
Nedelcu, Ovi
Illus. by the author
On Press (38 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Apr. 24, 2018
978-0-9998181-0-7  

A mouse goes on a quest for a better life in this original fairy 
tale from author/illustrator Nedelcu (Just Like Daddy, 2015).

Four mice of various colors live together in a cave. Green 
Mouse wishes for better food than rotten fruit, Red Mouse is 
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angry they live in the dark, Blue Mouse is afraid of everything, 
and Gray Mouse is full of doubt, wondering if this is all there 
is. When a Yellow Mouse appears with the promise of a quest 
for a better future, the mice join in even though Gray Mouse 
doubts that Yellow Mouse’s promises will come true. Their jour-
ney reveals that they’re actually on the back of a dragon; Yel-
low Mouse promises that if the mice can control their hunger, 
anger, and fear and hold onto hope for something better, they’ll 
triumph. It’s predictable that the mice fall prey to their failings, 
and Yellow Mouse continues without them; when they set off 
again, it’s Gray Mouse who perseveres. There’s a gloriously col-
orful happy ending, even for the three mice left behind, involv-
ing a rainbow of rodents living in harmony. Nedelcu’s characters’ 
illustrations are strong, with signifying features beyond their 
bright-colored fur, and they keep the dark, twisty setting from 
becoming overwhelming.

A fine message of hope with a charming cast of rodents.

GOTHIC TALES OF 
HAUNTED LOVE 
Nicholson, Hope & 
Beiko, S.M.—Eds.
Bedside Press (200 pp.) 
$25.00 paper  |  Jan. 11, 2018
978-1-988715-07-0  

This anthology pays tribute to the 
gothic-romance style seen in comic 
books from their 1960s and ’70s heyday, 
updating them in fresh ways.

Like the novels they’re based on, gothic-romance comic 
books “embodied the best of the gothic romance tradition—
isolated and eerie locations, inherited crumbling manors, fam-
ily secrets, ghosts, secret identities, and passions heightened by 
mysterious circumstances,” plus the iconic image of a woman 
in a white nightgown running away from a dark mansion. The 
20 pieces collected here by Nicholson (The Spectacular Sisterhood 
of Superwomen, 2017, etc.) and Beiko (Scion of the Fox, 2017, etc.) 
vary in style, tone, and subject but always play with the genre 
and reader expectations in creative ways. For example, the 
opening story, “Crush” (writing by Janet Hetherington; art by 
Ronn Sutton; color art by Becka Kizie; lettering by Zakk Saam), 
employs a traditional comic-book style and seems at first to be 
a typical, suspenseful gothic setup: A governess goes to a lonely 
mansion owned by a ship’s captain whose “eyes are as wild as 
the sea.” (With his seven children, the story has amusing reso-
nance with The Sound of Music as well.) Not so typical is that 
the heroine, Constance Mayhew, is black, and the children 
are undaunted by their harsh father. Other stories, too, turn 
the tables on tradition. Besides people of color, they also offer 
powerful heroines; gay and lesbian characters; a mix of several 
fresh artistic styles; modern-day settings; outcomes that don’t 
depend on winning love; stories in Vietnamese and Korean; 
and even a quiz (“How grave is your misfortune?”). By turns 
romantic, dreamy, death-haunted, or tongue-in-cheek, this is 
a splendid offering, entertaining on its own and provokingly 
genre-bending. Editors Nicholson and Beiko have done readers 
a real service by assembling such a diverse, attractive collection 
by talented writers and artists. Their love for the genre comes 
through, and this volume is likely to gain more fans.

A must-have for comic historians and those interested 
in gothic romances, romance comics, and LGBTQ inter-
pretations of traditional forms—highly entertaining.
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SAVING FAITH
A Memoir of Courage,
Conviction and a Calling
Osta, Elizabeth 
Cosmographia Books (384 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  $8.00 e-book
Jun. 21, 2017
978-0-692-95379-2  

A memoir recounts a woman’s tor-
tured decision to become a nun and her 
later crisis of faith.

Osta (Jeremiah’s Hunger, 2011) was raised in Syracuse, New 
York, in the 1950s and ’60s in a staunchly conservative Catholic 
household. She attended Nazareth College in Rochester, which 
was founded by the Sisters of Saint Joseph, and studied speech 
correction, inspired by her work with children with special 
needs. The author was troubled by the tumult of the times and 
deeply saddened by the news of President John F. Kennedy’s 
assassination. But she was also roused by how the civil rights 
movement encouraged women to fight for their own brand of 
emancipation. She was drawn to a life of religious devotion but 
also disenchanted in many ways with the Catholic Church—
particularly its failure to live up to the promise of its Vatican 
II reforms. She confided her misgivings to Sister Tee, who gen-
tly encouraged her to consider becoming a nun. To her fam-
ily’s surprise, Osta became a postulant with the Sisters of Saint 
Joseph. She was assigned her first mission teaching eighth grade 
at the Saint Francis Xavier School in Rochester—and eventu-
ally became the principal of another school, Saint Michael’s, 
at age 28. Still, she remained uncertain about her calling and 
frustrated by the plight of parochial schools, which she says 
were underfunded and under constant threat of closure. Over-
all, Osta’s remembrance is most notable for its philosophical, 
meditative tone. For example, she ruminates intelligently on 
the difficulties of maintaining a vow of celibacy at the height 
of the sexual revolution (and how she turned down a wedding 
proposal to join the Sisters), the failings of the modern Catholic 
Church, and the nature of spirituality. As a result, her account is 
impressively erudite—as a college student, she sought guidance 
from the works of philosophers such as Jean-Paul Sartre and 
Søren Kierkegaard—and her prose is at once lucid and unpre-
tentiously refined. Osta does linger too long at times on minute 
details of the Catholic school system and its institutional foi-
bles, but the memoir as a whole remains thoughtfully engross-
ing throughout.

A provocative, profound, and moving account of a mod-
ern spiritual life.

DEATH OF A MOVIE STAR
Patrick, Timothy
Country Scribbler Publishing (242 pp.) 
$26.99  |  $10.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Jan. 5, 2018
978-0-9893544-5-5
978-0-9893544-3-1 paper  

A tawdry Hollywood game show 
is ground zero for celebrities to seek 
revenge against one another in Patrick’s 
(Tea Cups & Tiger Claws, 2014) darkly 
humorous novel.

The name says it all: StarBash thrives on ridiculing its thes-
pian contestants. Audiences love it, and ratings couldn’t be bet-
ter. But while participants are typically unemployed actors and 
has-beens fighting for the prize of a $10 million movie deal, no 
one knows why popular actor Cassandra Moreaux would sign 
on for its fourth season. Cass, however, has a personal reason: 
It’s the only way she can score a meeting with 87-year-old actor 
Lenora Danmore. Lenora initially launched StarBash to fund 
her interactive movie museum, convincing her reluctant man-
ager, Micah Bailey, to act as the game show’s host. But Cass 
is more interested in an event 70 years in the past. She’s cer-
tain Lenora got her actor mother blacklisted as a communist. 
Though proof of this could blemish Lenora’s celluloid legacy, 
she doesn’t want Cass going anywhere. She’s planning to stoke 
ratings even further with contestant Brandi Bonacore, an actor 
who blames Cass for her own stalled career. Their inevitable 
feud becomes the latest season’s driving force as participants 
fall by the wayside. Around the same time, Cass learns that 
Micah is more than the Hollywood-loathing host he appears to 
be. She holds tight to her vendetta against Lenora while also 
becoming Brandi’s target for revenge. Regardless of how things 
unfold, Lenora may have a scheme of her own to counter any 
potential evidence Cass possesses.

Patrick’s story is not an outright condemnation of Hollywood. 
For one, very little is known about additional contestants, includ-
ing what presumed missteps have led them to StarBash. Likewise, 
much of the derision comes from Micah (as host), who even 
mocks penny-pinching guest Elmer and his tips on how to save 
money. The narrative’s true focus is the presumed artificiality of 
Hollywood’s denizens. Behind all that glamour, in other words, 
are genuine and struggling people. This is comically epitomized 
by glitzy New York Plaza Hotel as the fourth season’s setting. The 
cast actually lives in cramped trailers, films on California sound-
stages, and travels in vans with the crew to locations. Characters 
like Micah aren’t as insubstantial as they initially seem; he has 
such distaste for his hosting duties that he resists pressure from 
Lenora to hang on for seasons five and six. Furthermore, he and 
Cass unexpectedly bond by sharing their love of films. Cass loves 
the classics, while Micah prefers documentaries. The TV show’s 
concept is formulaic, but the cast continually evolves. Brandi’s 
contempt for Cass, for example, isn’t completely unfounded. The 
novel sometimes waxes profound, even when steeped in cyni-
cism: “Almost anyone can be selfless, if they have enough time 
to think about it and to arrange the circumstances so that the 
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The novel sometimes waxes profound, 
even when steeped in cynicism.

death of a movie star
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unpleasant act will cause as little discomfort as possible.” Perhaps 
unsurprisingly, this particular notion correlates with one charac-
ter’s truly selfless deed.

Well-considered, engaging behind-the-scenes look at 
both the movie and TV industries.

THE SOUTHERN SKY
Cochinchine
Singley, William 
Self (302 pp.) 
$9.75 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Dec. 1, 2017
978-1-973135-21-0  

A Frenchwoman travels to Southeast 
Asia to serve as a doctor in a primitive 
clinic during the 1920s.

This historical novel opens as Dr. 
Andrea Monin and Lt. Roland Gar-

nier disembark from a ship docked in Djibouti in East Africa. 
Andrea wants to visit the cemetery where her father is buried, 
and the young lieutenant insists on accompanying her in order 
to protect her. It is not long before they find the grave marker 
for Dr. Andre Frederic Monin, who died seven years earlier. The 
story then flashes back to show Andrea leaving France. She has 
abandoned her cheating husband and a disappointing medical 
career. As a woman practicing medicine in Lyon during the ’20s, 
she had been called on to treat sick pets rather than humans 
with ailments. She thus decided to follow in her father’s foot-
steps, traveling to Asia in hopes of practicing “real medicine” 
and contributing to a community in need. When she arrives at 
her final destination of Saigon, she is met by Dr. Poulaine, a col-
onel in the French army and the man with whom her father had 
worked before he died. Andrea hopes to take her father’s place 
at Poulaine’s government hospital, but to her consternation, her 

status as a “lady doctor” continues to stand in her way. She must 
not only earn the respect of the local patients, but also deal with 
the political and social unrest that permeate her new home. As 
the fast-paced story unfolds, it becomes increasingly question-
able whether Andrea will ever find her place in Saigon. In brisk, 
accessible prose, Singley (Hook Up, 2014, etc.) describes a coun-
try ravaged by political unrest, French occupation, and politi-
cal corruption. The intricate tale requires a certain amount of 
background knowledge about the region or it could become 
confusing. But the interpersonal conundrums of the charac-
ters are sufficiently engrossing to keep readers engaged. As the 
chaos in the story mounts and Andrea struggles to find her foot-
ing, Singley provides rich details about Vietnam, the French 
government, and the tensions between these two countries in 
the early 20th century.

A high-energy, action-packed tale about feminism, 
injustice, and the struggle for sovereignty.

SHIRLEY TEMPLE IS MISSING
Smith, Kathryn & Durham, Kelly
CreateSpace (390 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Mar. 4, 2018
978-1-983873-90-4 

In an imaginative caper set in 1935, a 
dimwitted assistant consul for cultural 
affairs in Italy devises a plan to kidnap 
child superstar Shirley Temple.

Durham (Unforeseen Complications, 
2017, etc.) and Smith (The Gatekeeper, 2016, etc.) join forces 
to meld their respective areas of interest—old-Hollywood–
based mystery writing and the life of Marguerite Alice “Missy” 
LeHand, the private secretary to President Franklin D. Roo-
sevelt. In this novel, Missy and her assistant, Grace Tully, are 
vacationing in California while the president is away on a fish-
ing trip. They’ve arranged to tour the Twentieth Century Fox 
studios, where they meet the irrepressible Shirley. Missy, Grace, 
and Gertrude Temple, Shirley’s mother, decide that it would be 
fun to go on a trip together to San Francisco aboard the new 
Coast Daylight train. When Shirley learns that the forces of Ital-
ian dictator Benito Mussolini have invaded Ethiopia, she says, 

“Why doesn’t somebody tell Mussolini to stop?” Her comment 
winds up in Louella Parsons’ gossip column, inciting Il Duce’s 
fury, and he orders San Francisco–based Italian consul Cosimo 
Palladino to respond to the insult. Fausto Trevisano, a wannabe 
movie star, is working at the consulate, and he assures Palladino 
that he has a solution. Fausto contacts Shirley’s acquaintance, 
struggling stuntman Andy Archie, and they arrange to kidnap 
the child from the train. Joan Roswell, who’s trying to make 
it as a Hollywood reporter, unwittingly becomes an accessory 
to the kidnapping. This smoothly flowing story is set against 
a serious backdrop—the lead-up to World War II and Roos-
evelt’s attempt to keep Mussolini from aligning with German 
chancellor Adolf Hitler—but the mystery plot is mostly a lark. 
It’s ably carried by a substantial ensemble cast, which includes 
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an important performance by film director Darryl F. Zanuck 
and a few cameo appearances by FBI director J. Edgar Hoover. 
It’s also loaded with insider-y moviemaking details, and it even 
offers a few peeks into the personal side of the White House. 
The scenes aboard the Coast Daylight will make readers yearn 
for the days of pre-jet travel, and quirky bad guys add a surprise 
twist to the well-paced mayhem.

Fluid prose enhances this light, enjoyable visit to the 1930s.

AN AUTHENTIC EXPERIENCE
Wittmann, Kelly
Sara Camilli Publishing (242 pp.) 
$12.95 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Feb. 13, 2018
978-0-692-05859-6

A YA novel tells the story of a home-
schooled teenager’s attempts to fit into 
the mainstream.

Fifteen-year-old Silver Abelli has 
been brought up to have “an authentic 
experience”: she is home-schooled by 

her ex–punk musician mother, Nicola, and works at the family 
bakery alongside her tradition-minded grandfather. But when 
her mother undergoes surgery for a brain tumor, Silver must live 
with Renz, her acerbic, podcast-hosting dad. She has reserva-
tions about the upheaval but hopes that it might mean she can 
finally attend high school like a regular American teen: dress 
in the latest fashions, ogle the clean-cut football players, and 
try out for the cheerleading team (“As thrilling as this fantasy 
was, it made her feel bad. Her parents would feel betrayed, she 
knew”). With her boy-crazy cousin Natalie, Silver pines after 
local hunk Jake Sullivan. After a chance encounter at a party, 
Jake and Silver start talking and eventually dating. Things are 
finally on the right track for Silver, if only her parents would 
cooperate. But her mother and father’s still-rocky relation-
ship—along with some unsavory characters from the past that 
her dad refuses to let go of—will conspire to destabilize the life 
that Silver is desperately trying to build. Wittmann (Remember 
Big, 2013, etc.) writes in a sharp, funny prose that perfectly cap-
tures the angst and humiliation that define Silver’s usual state. 
The author skewers the myopia of Gen Xers still so busy railing 
against the man that they haven’t noticed that they’ve reached 
middle age and have parental responsibilities. Silver’s concerns 
as a contemporary teen are documented with equally observant 
details. At one point, standing before the burned shell of an old 
punk club, her father bemoans: “It was the place where we all 
came together, talking, laughing, playing our music, creating. 
What is going to be your touchstone? A fucking screen? I pity 
you. I really do.” With pragmatic humor, Wittmann notes that 

“Silver just kept texting back and forth with Natalie. She didn’t 
need his pity.” Like every generation before her, Silver navigates 
the treacherous waters of adolescence with the peculiar tools 
of her time.

A clever, well-crafted tale about parents and children.

HUG CHICKENPENNY 
The Panegyric of an 
Anomalous Child 
Zahler, S. Craig
Cinestate (256 pp.) 
$15.00 paper  |  $9.69 e-book
Jan. 23, 2018
978-1-946487-00-1  

A novel examines the fascination, 
pity, and prejudice in an unusual child’s 
life as well as the challenges of dreaming 
outside the mold.

Hug Chickenpenny is a boy beset by misfortune and uncer-
tainty. Born with a strange appearance—white hair, a stump of 
a left arm, a red eye, and a lumpy head—and orphaned from 
birth, he would seem to be in for a hard life. Although many at 
the orphanage look at him with sorrow or scorn, Hug nonethe-
less approaches the world with curiosity and optimism, looking 
past the petty slings and arrows of the harsher people around 
him and dreaming of exploration and adventure through rock-
ets. But while some figures are sympathetic to Hug, like George 
Dodgett, a young employee at the orphanage, and a woman 
named Abigail Westinghouse, there are plenty of challenges to 
Hug’s positivity. These road blocks include people like Jennifer 
Kimberly, a cruel receptionist—and later, administrator—of the 
orphanage, and Dr. Hannersby, a scientist who studies “anoma-
lies” like Hug and wishes to adopt him more as a pet and object 
of curiosity than a son. What follows is a complex, Dickensian 
tale of ambiguity and abnormality but, above all, hope. Zahler’s 
(A Congregation of Jackals, 2017, etc.) prose is solid, and the dia-
logue in particular shines, feeling natural without betraying the 
gothic style of the story. The characters are sometimes broad 
and archetypal, but that works in this sort of tale. They all have 
a certain edge, as even those with earnest affection for Hug 
can’t help but find some of his singular characteristics off-put-
ting: “Something clicked and clacked behind the brunette, who 
then spun around to see what was happening. Hug was looking 
over his own back. His head was turned all the way around. Abi-
gail shuddered.” Nevertheless, the narrative has a nonchalant 
tone that keeps the events from feeling excessively tragic even 
while they’re not overly sanitized. On the same note, the novel 
thankfully avoids depicting Hug as magical, presenting him as 
precocious without ascribing mysticism to disability. These are 
difficult balances to strike, and the book should be lauded for 
accomplishing that alone, even before getting to the charm and 
optimism that infuse the dark story.

An orphan’s tale delivers a delightful combination of tones 
and is bound to leave readers both smiling and thoughtful.
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The dialogue in particular shines, feeling natural 
without betraying the gothic style of the story.

hug chickenpenny
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By Megan Labrise

“I’m sad and angry that this situation 
has delayed a book about a critical 
topic and an important figure. But 
I absolutely stand by any woman 
who has been hurt, and by Charles-
bridge’s commitment to a fresh start 
for the book.”

—Elizabeth Rusch, author of Mario and 
the Hole in the Sky: How a Chemist Saved 
Our Planet, withdrawn ahead of its slated 
publication date, April 3, due to sexual 
harassment allegations against illustrator 
David Díaz, in School Library Journal. The 
book will be reillustrated and released by 
fall 2019. 

Fi e l d  No t e s

Submissions for Field Notes? 
Email fieldnotes@kirkus.com.

“I tried to tone it down in the beginning. My natural impulse was to not make 
people uncomfortable...[and] these are exactly the things that we do not talk 
about....[I]t’s probably going to be very uncomfortable for me once this book is 
out. I’m hoping people will say, ‘That’s exactly how I feel,’ or, ‘This is something 
I’ve never told anybody, but now I’ve read it and I feel better.’ I could live with 
the discomfort.”
—Abby Norman, on vividly portraying her painful personal experience with endometriosis 
in Ask Me About My Uterus: A Quest to Make Doctors Believe in Women’s Pain, at Rewire.News

“When you’re in Uganda, Britain is the London Eye, Buckingham Palace, The Savoy, 
The Ritz—because this is how Britain markets itself. You never see the working 
class. That is what takes you by surprise. It’s just shocking. You come here and see 
the working class and you’re like, I should have paid attention to Dickens!”
—Jennifer Nansubuga Makumbi, the Manchester-based, Ugandan-born author of Kintu, 
whose financial struggles were recently ameliorated by Yale University’s $165,000 Wind-
ham Campbell Prize, at BBC News

“I said no and backed away, and he kept moving forward and was like, laughing and 
smiling and sweaty and whatever, and he said, ‘It’s just, we’re playing basketball, you 
remind me of the girlfriends I had in high school.’ And I just said, ‘Well, we’re not in high 
school, Sherman.’ ”
—Poet and teacher Jeanine Walker, one of several woman to speak with NPR about being 
sexually harassed by Sherman Alexie, who generally confirmed the allegations. He declined 
the Carnegie Medal from the American Library Association, and his publisher Little, 
Brown postponed the paperback release of his recent memoir, You Don’t Have to Say You 
Love Me.



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   a p p r e c i a t i o n s   |   1  a p r i l  2 0 1 8   |   1 6 7

The sun-blasted desert city in which I live has always been a harbor for writ-
ers. Erskine Caldwell hung out here, enjoying the proceeds of Tobacco Road. Ed 
Abbey lamented its urbanization from his suburban home in the foothills. Jack 
Kerouac blasted into town in On the Road. Joy Harjo and Joy Williams, Leslie 
Silko and Charles Bowden, Luis Alberto Urrea and Jim Harrison, all have logged 
time here, deriving inspiration from a place in which, not coincidentally, it’s eas-
ier to live on a writer’s dollar than in other, more civilized, more expensive places.

Among the writers in whom Tucsonans take most pride is Barbara Kingsolver, 
though she has long since moved to the green woods of another southwest, the 
corner where Virginia, Kentucky, and Tennessee come together. We went to 
school together, and everyone in our circle who was aspiring to write all those 
years ago learned a lesson from her: Where the rest of us hung out by the pool 
drinking beer, there was always, day and night, the sound of a typewriter clack-

ing away behind her door, evidence from the very beginning of how hard she worked at her craft and her art.
Thirty years on, readers everywhere are looking forward with pleasure to her next novel, Unsheltered, which 

will appear this October. That makes a neat chronological bracket, for 30 years and a publishing season have 
gone by since the publication of her first novel, The Bean Trees. Apart from the arrival of a promising young 
writer, that book announced several themes that Barbara would elaborate in later books, turning on questions 
of cultures in collision, social justice, and inequality. 

The Bean Trees centers on a young woman, Taylor Greer, who leaves rural Ken-
tucky and goes west in a battered 1955 Volkswagen, all very much in keeping with 
the author’s own experiences. Taylor doesn’t have two nickels to rub together. On 
the Kerouac-ian road west, she asks at a diner what there is to eat for less than a 
dollar, and when a customer roughly guffaws that the answer is ketchup, she lays 
into him: “Do you think being busted is a joke?” The stop is fateful, for there Taylor 
falls into the custody of an infant American Indian girl named Turtle, who has been 
traumatized into silence but whom Taylor draws out through persistent goodwill.

The two eventually arrive in Tucson, “resting in its cradle of mountains,” where 
they find a home among Central American refugees, surrounded by bean trees, and 
become involved in the sanctuary movement, another quest for justice. As Turtle 
learns to speak and to name the things in her world, so Taylor learns to see the desert for what it is: “Hillbilly 
that I was, I had come to Arizona expecting an endless sea of sand dunes. I’d learned of deserts from old West-
erns and Quickdraw McGraw cartoons. But…there were bushes and trees and weeds here, exactly the same as 
anywhere else, except that the colors were different, and everything alive had thorns.”

So it does, and Barbara Kingsolver has been its champion, and the thorny world’s, ever since.

Gregory McNamee is a contributing editor.

Appreciations: Barbara Kingsolver’s Debut 
Novel, 30 Years On
B Y  G R E G O R Y  M C N A M E E
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