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Our Best Books of 2021 coverage continues in this issue, with young
readers’ literature—100 picture books, 100 middle-grade books, and
100 young adult books—that wowed our editors and reviewers this
year. Young readers’ editors Laura Simeon and Summer Edward introduce the lists and highlight some of the trends they noticed over the
course of the year.
Also in the issue, we spoke with some of the authors of the year’s
best books, including Tracy Subisak, author/illustrator of Jenny Mei Is
Sad (Page 20), Brian Selznick, author/illustrator of Kaleidoscope (Page
54), and Tahereh Mafi, author of An Emotion of Great Delight (Page 90).
They reflected on the inspirations for their books, the experience of publishing in a pandemic, and their own favorite books of the year.
I, too, have been looking back on my reading this year to identify those titles that dazzled me when I read them—and really stayed with me. Here are some favorites:
Detransition, Baby by Torrey Peters (One World/Random House, Jan. 12): This debut
novel of trans life by an extravagantly gifted trans writer is a complete original. Its three
central characters—a trans woman, her trans ex-girlfriend who has “detransitioned” and
presents as male again, and the cis woman who is bearing his child—are psychologically
complex and wholly believable.
The Final Revival of Opal & Nev by Dawnie Walton (37 Ink/Simon & Schuster, March 30):
Another debut I could not put down, this novel is framed as the fictional oral history of the
titular ’70s rock duo, an African American woman and a White British man whose creative
partnership takes off and then founders after their Black drummer is killed by a racist mob
at a show gone terribly wrong.
Monkey Boy by Francisco Goldman (Grove, May 4): The latest autobiographical novel
from Goldman (The Long Night of White Chickens, Say Her Name) introduces readers to
Frankie Goldberg, whose trip to Massachusetts to visit his Guatemalan-born mother in
a nursing home occasions a flood of memories of his youth, especially the violence he
endured at the hands of his immigrant Jewish father and the racism directed at him by his
peers in suburban Boston. Goldman’s voice and storytelling powers have never been more
insinuating or affecting.
Let the Record Show: A Political History of ACT UP New York, 1987-1993 by Sarah Schulman (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, May 18): This account of the groundbreaking AIDs activist group—drawn from two decades of interviews with participants—will be studied by
historians and organizers alike. For me it was somewhat more personal; I was an ACT UP
member from 1991 to 1994, and I found the book captured the heartbreak and activist
inspiration of those dark years before successful HIV treatments arrived.
Harlem Shuffle by Colson Whitehead (Doubleday, Sept. 14): Call it heresy, but I may like
this novel even better than the author’s Pulitzer Prize winners, The Underground Railroad
and The Nickel Boys. An homage to midcentury crime fiction by writers like Chester Himes,
it is structured around three episodes in which a Harlem furniture dealer is drawn into the
criminal underworld. The novel is a showcase for Whitehead’s powers of characterization,
scene-setting, and storytelling.
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the 2021 kirkus prizes
By Michael Schaub
Jonno Rattman

Joy Williams, Brian Broome, and Christina
Soontornvat are the winners of this year’s
Kirkus Prizes, given annually to authors of fiction, nonfiction, and young readers’ literature.
The winners of the awards were announced
at an online ceremony livestreamed on YouTube from the Austin Central Library in
Texas and hosted by Kirkus Media CEO Meg
LaBorde Kuehn on Oct. 28.

Meg LaBorde Kuehn

Williams won the fiction prize for Harrow,
her first novel in more than 20 years, about a
teenage girl living with a group of people after
a mysterious ecological disaster. The judges
praised “Williams’ unapologetic rebuke to the
aspirations of the boomer generation, all the
more lacerating for its mordant wit and avoidance of dewy-eyed uplift.”
The judges for this year’s fiction award
were bestselling author Rumaan Alam; critic
Elsbeth Lindner; bookseller Ikwo Ntekim;
and Laurie Muchnick, fiction editor at Kirkus
Reviews.
Deborah Garrison, Williams’ editor at
Knopf, accepted the award on Williams’ behalf
and read a statement from the author: “The
readers and judges of Kirkus, by commending
and honoring its heart and howl, have given
4
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Joy Williams

Harrow further presence.” Williams has previously been a finalist for the National Book
Award, the Pulitzer Prize, and the National
Book Critics Circle Award.
Broome was named the winner in the nonfiction category for Punch Me Up to the Gods,
his memoir about growing up Black and gay
in Ohio. The judges called Broome’s book a
“powerfully vulnerable and bleakly funny memoir” and said they were “dazzled by the book’s
unique structure, framed by Gwendolyn
Brooks’ poem ‘We Real Cool’ and by its selflacerating but ultimately hopeful insights.”
“Ohhhh crap! Are you kidding me? Wow!”
exclaimed Broome, visibly stunned by the
news. “It is so gratifying for somebody like me
|
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Thirteen was named a Newbery Honor book by
the American Library Association.
“Writing this book was the biggest honor
of my life,” Soontornvat said. “I learned that
human beings are capable of doing things that
seem impossible.”
This year’s young readers’ literature judges
were Young People’s Poet Laureate Naomi Shihab Nye; critic Amy Robinson; youth services
librarian Chrystal Carr Jeter; and Laura Simeon,
young readers’ editor at Kirkus Reviews.
Nearly all the finalists attended the event
via Zoom from around the United States and
the world, with authors joining from Argentina, Finland, and Australia.
The ceremony also featured a series of prerecorded “cocktail” conversations with the
authors, illustrators, and translators of this
year’s nominated books, led by Megan Labrise,
host of Kirkus’ weekly podcast, Fully Booked.
The conversations were a nod to the cocktailparty atmosphere of the ceremony when it is
held in person at the Austin Central Library.
The Kirkus Prize, established in 2014,
comes with a cash prize of $50,000, making it
one of the most lucrative literary awards in the
world. This year’s winners were chosen from
more than 1,500 titles that received starred
reviews from Kirkus during the yearlong eligibility period.

Brian Broome

to be in this position. It’s amazing. I think I
probably need to make a few phone calls now.”
Judging this year’s nonfiction prize were
National Book Award–winning author Masha
Gessen; critic Margaret Quamme; bookseller
Karen Maeda Allman; and Eric Liebetrau, nonfiction and managing editor at Kirkus Reviews.
Soontornvat took home the young readers’
literature award for All Thirteen: The Incred
ible Cave Rescue of the Thai Boys’ Soccer Team,
about the cave rescue operation that gripped
the world in 2018. The judges wrote that they
“were impressed by the author’s meticulous
research, supported by informative sidebars
and eye-catching color photos.” All Thirteen is
the first nonfiction title to win a Kirkus Prize
for young readers’ literature. In January, All

Michael Schaub is a Texas-based journalist and
regular contributor to NPR.

Christina Soontornvat
|
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special issue: best books of 2021

picture books
MOON POPS

Baek, Heena
Trans. by Jieun Kiaer
Owlkids Books (36 pp.)
$18.95 | Aug. 15, 2021
978-1-77147-429-0
A charming bedtime story sure to
prompt sweet dreams.
One “very, very hot night in the middle of summer,” the
moon begins to melt. Trying in vain to get to sleep, the residents
of a cramped apartment building turn on their air conditioners and fans, and leave their fridges open, causing a power outage! Granny, in Apt. 503, is the only resident to have noticed
the moon dripping away to nothing, and she races outside to
catch the drops to mix up a frozen treat: the titular moon pops,
which are icy and sweet, melt away the heat. All is finally quiet,
until two rabbits come knocking at the door—they have come
from the moon, which has melted away. But no worries, Granny
has just the solution. 2020 Astrid Lindgren Award winner Baek
draws gently on Korean folklore while keeping her feet firmly
planted in the modern day, with some delicious visual texture.
Dreamy illustrations are crafted from dioramas and cut-paper
charcoal drawings, with a softly glowing candle-flame–colored
moon and friends and neighbors who are a variety of creatures
but all wearing summery human pajamas. Whimsically varied
perspectives and the unusual depth of field offered by Baek’s
technique make for an entrancing display. Granny is a bespectacled wolf.
A sweet, icy treat that will warm your heart. (Picture book.
4-6)

THE ELECTRIC SLIDE
AND KAI

Baptist, Kelly J.
Illus. by Darnell Johnson
Lee & Low Books (40 pp.)
$19.95 | March 2, 2021
978-1-64379-052-7

Kai lacks rhythm and, therefore, a dance nickname.
When Auntie Nina announces that she’s getting married,
Kai gets to work practicing his dance moves in hopes of earning that nickname. In their African American family, Granddad
gives everyone a nickname based on their electric slide dance
moves. Baby sister Ava is dubbed “Baby Bounce,” big sister Myla
is “Miss Boogie,” and older brother D.J. is “D.J. Groove,” but
Kai has yet to receive his. He is haunted by the memory of the
6
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time he couldn’t figure out the dance moves and knocked over
his little cousin. Determined to earn his nickname, Kai turns to
his family for help, which they kindly provide. Despite this help,
his desperation, and weeks of practice, when the big moment
finally arrives, Kai slips away from the reception. What Kai
doesn’t know is that his new uncle Troy is also looking forward
to his dance nickname, and he convinces Kai to return to the
reception, where they will earn those new nicknames together.
Kai’s efforts to learn the electric slide are hilarious, making this
story as much fun as the dance. The illustrations capture Kai
in various states of confusion and dizziness and are sure to get
giggles from readers. The underlying messages of familial closeness and perseverance serve as a foundation for the humor of
the story and recall Kelly Starling Lyons and Daniel Minter’s
Going Down Home With Daddy (2019).
An all-around wonderful book that will inspire laughter
and perhaps even a little dancing. (Picture book. 4-8)

ALIEN NATION

Bassi, Sandro
Levine Querido (56 pp.)
$18.99 | April 13, 2021
978-1-64614-038-1
An artist from Venezuela debuts a
wordless picture book in which creatures
are obsessed with their mobile phones.
At first glance, the characters appear
to be, as the title suggests, extraterrestrials. Bipedal figures have oversized heads,
each unique—sporting spikes, cubes, bulbous growths, geometric shapes, an elephantine trunk, an upside-down cone, or
tentacles. Closer inspection reveals light-skinned human bodies dressed in contemporary winter clothing. The juxtaposition
of some bare human arms with the heads raises questions about
these travelers, who pass through a railway station, then board
an underground train. The station is named “La Nacionalien.”
The setting and compositions, rendered in black and white
with detailed crosshatchings, recall Brian Selznick’s graphite
work in The Invention of Hugo Cabret (2007). Bassi is a skilled
draftsman. His foreshortened close-up of a child in a stroller
reaching toward a seat on which sits a clunky, early-model handheld phone focuses attention on the object that will change
everything. After the pudgy finger pushes a button, everyone’s
phones signal interference/dysfunction and heads explode—
literally. Sequential panels portray individual eruptions; dramatic double-page spreads display co-mingling springs, cubes,
sprockets, and tentacles. Then the child’s mother extends her

kirkus.com
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Biedrzycki, David
Charlesbridge (40 pp.)
$16.99 | Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-62354-272-6

MY TWO
BORDER TOWNS

Bowles, David
Illus. by Erika Meza
Kokila (40 pp.)
$17.99 | Sept. 14, 2021
978-0-593-11104-8

A father and son run errands across the U.S.–Mexico border.
Early on Saturday, the boy (who’s never named) prepares
his “special bag” to bring to Mexico for his friends. Crossing
from Texas to Tamaulipas, the duo drives across town and over
the bridge into a twin town where Spanish is just as frequently
|

WITHOUT SEPARATION
Prejudice, Segregation,
and the Case of Roberto
Alvarez

special issue: best books of 2021

just plain fun.
Bubble07’s log entries, addressed “Dear Fearless Leader,”
comprise the narration. “You were right. We look exactly like
the toy animals here.” Should the unicorn army invade Earth?
To find out, Bubble07 wriggles into an arcade’s glass box full of
plushy prizes and gets hooked by a dad for his daughter. (Dad and
daughter present Black; mom, seen later, is a woman of color.)
About Earthling Daughter, Bubble07 reports: “She loves her toys.
She loves them to pieces! Some are missing their eyeballs. Is this
going to happen to me?” Biedrzycki’s expert illustrations form
a hilarious counterpoint to the alien’s clueless reportage. They
begin in grayscale, accented by Bubble07’s otherworldly streams
of neon-hued sparkles, as the spy experiences family camping
and “show and share” at school. The jealous family sheepdog
tries to bury Bubble07 in the backyard, but revenge is sweet:
At night, discovering “amazing” peanut butter cookies, the spy
leaves the empty bag next to the sleeping dog. “Fearless Leader…
I must get this cookie recipe for our planet.” By Day 50, a snow
day, full-color spreads depict the unicorn integrating into family
life, experiencing Earthling Daughter’s birthday, cuddly bedtime
stories, and a sick day as stand-in comfort animal. On the home
planet, Bubble07’s final report recommends: “forget the invasion
and send more of us to Earth for… / …a Unicorn Vacation!”
Simply delightful (with a wry final twist). (Picture book. 4-8)

young a dult

When an alien unicorn descends to
Earth, its mission morphs from embedded surveillance of an Earth family to

heard, but English is spoken less. Before tackling their errands,
father and son stop to fuel up with café de olla and chocolate
caliente, respectively. They visit the jewelry shop, gather groceries and supplies at the abarrotes, play soccer with cousins,
and pick up medicine at the pharmacy. On their way back home
to the United States, the protagonist encounters his friends at
the bridge: displaced people from the Caribbean and Central
America living in limbo on the border between two towns and
two countries. Taking advantage of the slow pace of the traffic on the bridge, the boy exits his father’s truck, bringing the
gathered supplies and toys to those in wait. In what initially
comes across as a story of a sweet visit to a Mexican town to
run some errands, Bowles seamlessly weaves in some of the
complexities of living on the border. He fearlessly introduces
the complex issues surrounding the presence of refugees waiting to be admitted into the United States and candidly portrays
the everyday lives of families who span the border, creating a
unique cosmos in this space. Meza’s background illustrations
around town imbue the pages with Mexico’s vibrance. Bowles
translates his own text into Spanish in a simultaneously publishing edition. (This book was reviewed digitally.)
Beautiful, honest, complex. (Picture book. 4-8) (Mis dos pueb
los fronterizos: 978-0-593-32507-0)

middle-gr a de

INVASION OF
THE UNICORNS

pictur e books

hand, and order (and service) are restored. Viewers who studied
an earlier map will ponder the purpose of that vintage phone.
Those who ruminate on the title and the still-distracted phone
gazers will have a eureka moment.
A clever, enigmatic glimpse at first-world alienation. (Pic
ture book. 4-8)

Brimner, Larry Dane
Illus. by Maya Gonzales
Calkins Creek/Boyds Mills (40 pp.)
$18.99 | Sept. 14, 2021
978-1-68437-195-2

Separate but equal—even primary grade students understand this prejudicial oxymoron.
Separation is never equal. When the Lemon Grove School
District’s board of trustees decided to expel every one of the
75 students who were of Mexican American descent in order to
establish an all-White student body, the Lemon Grove Neighbor’s
Committee—Comité de Vecinos de Lemon Grove—decided to
take action. The Mexican consul in San Diego provided lawyers
who filed on behalf of 12-year-old Roberto Alvarez in San Diego’s
California Superior Court. Exploding the board of trustees’
assertion that the minority students were “backward and deficient,” Roberto himself, in fluent English, defended his position.
This was the “first successfully fought school desegregation case
in the United States.” On April 16, 1931, the decision was made
public: “to immediately admit and receive…Roberto Alvarez, and
all other pupils of Mexican parentage…without separation or segregation.” Brimner’s straightforward narrative follows Roberto
Alvarez from his return to school after Christmas vacation only
to be told he was no longer welcome to the day he was able to
receive the same education as the White students. The substantial author’s note places this case in context with other desegregation cases in the U.S.—particularly in California. Gonzalez’s
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PICTURE BOOKS | Summer Edward

The Favorites That Got Us Through the Year
I’ve never been fond of literary hit parades. They rarely reflect young readers’ preferences, and books possess endless intrinsic goods that no ‘Best of ’ list
can account for. Compiled by my predecessor Vicky Smith, our list of 100 picture books that got us through another
fraught year isn’t a benchmark of good
taste in reading. Rather, it’s a guidepost
to the unprecedented future of children’s publishing, a mirror of the industry’s slowly growing
inclusivity, and a gateway to the limitless, dynamic landscape
of books for young readers. These are some of the gems that
captured our imaginations and consoled our hearts in 2021.
This year marked a watershed for Black awareness and
brought hopeful if precarious signs of racial progress—
Juneteenth became a federal holiday, a historic guilty verdict was handed down in Derek Chauvin’s trial, and Blackauthored books flooded bestseller lists thanks to the
#BlackoutBestsellerList social media campaign. Picture books bearing witness to the struggle and
triumph of the African American
experience made a strong showing. We Shall Overcome (Orchard/
Scholastic, Dec. 28), Bryan Collier’s celebration of an iconic civil rights anthem, emboldened by
stirring paint-and-collage illustrations, thoughtfully traces the wide
arc of African American history.
In Kirkus Prize finalist Unspeakable: The Tulsa Race Massacre
(Carolrhoda, Feb. 1), Carole Boston Weatherford unflinchingly chronicles the racially-motivated destruction of the
Greenwood community, once known as “Black Wall Street”;
the book’s capstone, however, is the cinematic, sepia-toned
art of Floyd Cooper, who sadly died in July. Maxine Beneba
Clarke’s When We Say Black Lives Matter (Candlewick, Sept.
7) is a soulful envisioning of Black lives steeped in dignity
and regard; the facelessness of the characters may be unsatisfying, but the chalk-and-oil renderings of a maturing Black
family feel almost sacramental in
their simplicity.
Other picture books provide
space and pause for discussing
complex and difficult emotions, a
theme especially relevant during
the stressful and heightened experience of life under lockdown.
In Toni Yuli’s Ollie Feels Fine (Little Bigfoot/Sasquatch, Feb. 2), an
8
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octopus weathers roller-coaster
emotions on a day when “So many
things are happening!” (the year
2021 anyone?); readers learn that
even seemingly unmanageable
feelings are normal and mentionable, and the illustrations play with
color symbolism to drive home the
message. Jenny Mei Is Sad (Little,
Brown, June 15) explores the kaleidoscope of emotions that accompany grief; Tracy Subisak’s
touching portrait of the bond between a sad, small Asian girl
and her supportive Black best friend reminds readers that
friendship goes a long way in helping us buffer difficult times.
(Read a Q&A with Subisak on Page 20.) The Longest Storm
(minedition, Aug. 31) is a timely meditation on the complex
psychology of human behavior in times of crisis; Dan Yaccarino’s layered account of a White family riding out a literal and
emotional storm announces itself like a thunderclap.
Many readers needed a bit of fantasy escapism to buoy their
spirits in the midst of so much uncertainty. Enter Moon Pops
(Owlkids, Aug. 15), featuring quirky anthropomorphic animals
and theatrical 3-D diorama illustrations; in Astrid Lindgren
Memorial Award winner Heena Baek’s reimagining of a traditional Korean folktale, (translated from the Korean by Jieun Kiaer), stranger and stranger events
unfold when the moon begins to
melt on a sweltry summer night.
In The Midnight Fair (Candlewick,
Feb. 2), Gideon Sterer and Mariachiara Di Giorgio’s visually sumptuous and fully realized caper, animals emerge from the woods
at night to enjoy an exhilarating romp in a deserted fairground.
Éléonore Douspis concocts an imaginative parable with The
Day the Rain Moved In (Groundwood, April 6) translated from
the French by Shelley Tanaka; rain mysteriously starts falling
inside a small White family’s home (despite the sunny weather
outside), slowly transforming it into a jungle, much to their horror and embarrassment, until curious neighbors help them see
the beauty and value in being different.
Other books filling out the list highlight the wonders and
fragility of nature; important childhood milestones; and the
power of creativity and self-expression; or encourage children to discover their potential. Whether sharing stories
with a group or settling in for some bedtime reading, make
the best of every moment with these books that beg to be
savored and reread.
Summer Edward is a young readers’ editor.
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“A necessary and healing exploration of our current moment
that will remain relevant for decades to come.”
when we say black lives matter

CAUTION! ROAD SIGNS
AHEAD

Buzzeo, Toni
Illus. by Chi Birmingham
Rise x Penguin Workshop (84 pp.)
$17.99 | March 2, 2021
978-0-593-22432-8

Clarke, Maxine Beneba
Candlewick (32 pp.)
$14.99 | Sept. 14, 2021
978-1-5362-2238-8

The author of The Patchwork Bike
(illustrated by Van Thanh Rudd, 2016)
writes to children about the meaning of
the phrase Black Lives Matter.
Pastel illustrations, also by Clarke, on dark, textured paper
are paired with oversized, contrasting text addressed to “Little
one.” In the visuals, a family that begins as a couple expecting a
baby grows into a family with a child and then becomes part of
a community in protest, marching for Black lives, before a final
|

WE SHALL OVERCOME

Collier, Bryan.
Orchard/Scholastic (40 pp.)
$18.99 | Dec. 28, 2021
978-1-338-54037-6

Award-winning illustrator Collier sets
images of the present and the past against
the text of a beloved song.
Lyrics of “We Shall Overcome,” a
song associated with the 1960s-era civil rights movement, are
printed in orange capital letters against a strip of brown background along the bottom of each spread. The pictures tell stories, juxtaposing present-day scenes and children in full color
against significant events and sites of past struggle in black
and white. Endmatter explains the significance of said sites
and scenes for those who may not know: the Sixteenth Street
Baptist Church, Rosa Parks sitting down on a bus, children
integrating schools. The opening spreads feature a school-age
Black child rising and getting ready for the day with a smile; the
middle spreads show the child arriving at school and learning
with a multiracial group of peers, a Black teacher at the head of
the class. Final spreads show the child walking by a street being
painted with Black Lives Matter in yellow, then small crowds
standing together and painting a mural together. Collier uses
collage with a multitude of faces and layers to place the times
and movements in relationship, creating a powerful opportunity for comparison, reflection, and discussion about the past
and present. The opening and closing spreads with the smiling
child offer the hopeful message Collier reinforces in his note.
This thoughtful work of art comes together with beauty
and meaning. (historical note, illustrator’s note) (Picture book.
3-10)
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WHEN WE SAY
BLACK LIVES MATTER

young a dult

Thirty-five road signs explained to
toddlers in an extra-thick board book.
Those ubiquitous universal symbols that decorate our
streets and highways can be a mystery to kids buckled into their
car seats. Explanations written in simple, direct language aim
to demystify them. On the inside front cover and its recto page,
a four-sentence introduction explains that signs “are a code to
let drivers know how to stay safe.” Bright orange text with key
words printed in white stands out against the black background.
The signs are organized into five increasingly specialized categories: “Everyday,” “Neighborhood,” “Highway,” “Caution,”
and “Nature.” All but eight signs are wordless symbols. A full
spread is devoted to each one, with the sign on the right and a
brief description in a clean black type on a gray page to the left.
To adult ears these definitions seem obvious and even redundant, but explanations like “Yield / Let other cars go first!” are
admirably successful at translating abstract concepts into concrete terms. Pages cut in the shapes of the signs both add playful
variety and ensure small fingers can turn the thick pages. Clean
graphics keep the focus on the signs. The final spread offers
thumbnail drawings of all the signs by category.
Around the neighborhood or on a road trip, pre-reading
passengers will be ready to understand the signs along the
way. (Board book. 1-5)

page shows a jubilant Black boy in a cap and gown. The adult
narrator explains that “when we say Black Lives Matter, / we’re
saying Black people are wonderful-strong.” Other meanings
of the rallying cry, when it is called out, screamed, sung, laughed,
and known, include a demand for respect, a defiant joy, a channeling of ancestors, an acknowledgment of trouble, and knowing one’s worth. Clarke’s text is poignant and mesmerizing, with
design elements that raise the text to an artistic level, shaping it
around the art and highlighting active and emotional words in
color: enough, dancing, radiant, precious. The art is truly outstanding, gripping the heart from the very first spread and not letting
go. With colored shapes and stained-glass motifs, these Black
figures feel real and weighty. Within this deep dive are tragedy,
fear, anger, and mourning alongside hope, comfort, strength,
and triumph. This slim book contains a necessary and healing
exploration of our current moment that will remain relevant for
decades to come.
An astonishing work of art and a crucial addition to every
bookshelf. (Picture book. 4-10)

middle-gr a de

colorful and detailed mural-esque illustrations make the historical flavor of the times accessible.
A critical contribution to discussions of equal access and
of systemic racism.(photos, sources, source notes) (Informa
tional picture book. 8-11)
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“Visually and textually poetic.”
the day the rain moved in

MILO IMAGINES
THE WORLD

de la Peña, Matt
Illus. by Christian Robinson
Putnam (40 pp.)
$18.99 | Feb. 2, 2021
978-0-399-54908-3
A subway ride marked by anxious people-watching builds up
to Milo’s most important moment of the month.
As the subway train pulls away from the station, Milo, holding his drawing pad and pencil, sits beside his big sister, who
holds her cellphone. Both kids present Black. Milo is “a shookup soda” of excitement, confusion, and worry. “To keep himself
from bursting,” Milo observes the people around him on the
train and imagines the lives they go home to, drawing scenes
of their lives in his notebook. He imagines one pale-skinned
man with a five o’clock shadow going home to a rat-infested
apartment building, eating alone. He imagines a young White
boy in a suit going home to a castle in a horse-drawn carriage.
But when Milo gets off the train, he is surprised to find that
White boy heading to the same destination as him. His surprise
leads him to rethink his assessment of the people on the train,
expanding his ideas of who people might be. With the same
combination of wide-eyed observation and suspenseful buildup
to a socially conscious revelation that readers cherished in this
duo’s award-winning Last Stop on Market Street (2015), this picture book offers a child’s view of the impacts of incarceration
on families. De la Peña’s descriptive language and Robinson’s
innocent, endearing art make for another winning package.
(This book was reviewed digitally.)
A memorable, thought-provoking story poised to make a
difference for many. (Picture book. 4-10)

THE NIGHT WALK

Dorléans, Marie
Floris (32 pp.)
$17.95 | April 20, 2021
978-1-78250-639-3

Roused from sleep, two siblings head
out into the night, walking in darkness
with their parents to an undisclosed
destination.
“Let’s go, so we get there on time,”
their mother urges. The family walks
enshrouded in blue night, through the “sleeping village,” past a
big hotel lit up “like a chandelier,” into cow-dotted countryside,
finally reaching thick woods. Watercolor-and–graphite pencil
illustrations depict an enveloping nocturnal world through
saturations of indigo. Young readers’ hearts will quicken, feeling embraced by night made real with breathtaking, full-bleed
washes of blue that stretch across double-page spreads. This
wondrous darkness gleams with reassuring lights (from lamps,
windows, flashlights, glinting stars, a woozy moon) while meticulous pencil work provides specificity. A sweater’s cables claim
10
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readers’ attention, as do blades of grass, pine needles, fronds of
fern, and a lacework of leaves in a magical night sky perforated
by stars. Equally evocative sentences (in taut translations from
French) appear in clear, white lettering, engaging the senses:
“We threaded through the whispering forest. The earth was
damp, the bark smelled comforting.” Keeping pace with this
family, readers wonder where they’re headed and why they must
start to hurry near the book’s conclusion. Urgency, exhilaration,
and anticipation make the walk’s conclusion, a luminous, lemony daybreak, all the more powerful. All family members have
pale skin and dark hair.
A gift—here night isn’t scary; the unknown is exhilarating and the ending sunny and clear. (Picture book. 4-10)

THE DAY THE RAIN
MOVED IN

Douspis, Éléonore
Trans. by Shelley Tanaka
Groundwood (32 pp.)
$18.95 | April 6, 2021
978-1-77306-481-9

What do you do when it starts raining inside your house?
Uninvited, the rain moves inside the
house. Huddled and wet, Pauline and Louis watch the rain fall.
Their family tries to stop the rain, but nothing works. Outside
in the sunshine, the children go to school, hiding their secret
from their joyful classmates. Back at home, a seedling sprouts
through the kitchen floor. Soon the house is bursting with
plants and animals. The siblings watch as their father opens the
door to their curious classmates, who marvel at the “unlikely
new playground” inside their house. Eventually, the life inside
outgrows the house itself, with sky-reaching branches shooting
through the walls and roof. Finally, the rain stops, and sunlight
fills the transformed house. Translated from French, the sparse,
poetic text is at once specific and open to interpretation. This
quietly resilient story, a subtle metaphor for experiencing and
processing grief, depression, or trauma, invites reading and
rereading as small visual and textual elements are discovered
and examined. The relationship between inside and outside
hinted at in the text is compellingly explored in the illustrations.
Colorful accents create balance and focus against the sparse
neutral brown and gray backgrounds of the house’s interior and
the desertlike outside world. Pauline and Louis, along with the
rest of their family, have straight black hair and rosy-tan skin.
The schoolchildren are diverse in appearance. (This book was
reviewed digitally.)
Visually and textually poetic, this contemplative story
continues to grow through repeated visits. (Picture book. 4-9)

kirkus.com

|

A girl with 10 brothers claims her
place in both the family narrative and

the world at large.
Amid a pastoral Taiwanese setting, this picture book opens
with a male-centered viewpoint touting the super specialness
of a family blessed with 10 sons, whom their parents call “little dumplings,” because dumplings are “auspicious, / Bringing
prosperity and success.” (Dumplings’ oval shape intentionally resembles yuanbao—gold or silver ingots that were real
currency in imperial China for over two millennia, a fact not,
alas, shared in the author’s note. The brothers’ similar sizes
also conjure the “Ten Brothers” legend in Chinese popular culture, which is.) Seemingly larger than life, these 10 brothers
lack individuality when portrayed as a unit, doing “everything
together” and becoming “ten fine men”—a desirable outcome
|

Faruqi, Reem
Illus. by Fahmida Azim
Holiday House (40 pp.)
$17.99 | April 13, 2021
978-0-8234-4019-1

Amira and her brother scan the sky,
looking for the sliver-thin crescent moon that will tell them
that Eid is the next day.
With her hands decorated, goody bags ready for kids at
the masjid (Faruqi uses the Arabic term for mosque throughout), new Eid clothes, and the knowledge that she will be
missing school to celebrate Eid, Amira is excited! But then
she notices the flyer on the fridge and remembers tomorrow
is Picture Day. She doesn’t want to miss her class picture! But
the next day, “seeing the masjid, Amira’s sadness floated away.
Her mouth popped open. She could hardly recognize it.” She’s
happy during Eid prayers and when greeting friends and family—until she remembers Picture Day. But maybe there’s a way
she can do both? Faruqi effectively builds up the excitement
to celebrate Eid and balances it with Amira’s distress at missing Picture Day—readers will see that both are important. The
characters and interactions at the masjid are real, reinforcing
a community celebrating Eid, and so are Amira’s interactions
with her classmates. Azim’s illustrations pair well with Faruqi’s
words, focusing on facial expression as well as body language
to highlight the mixed emotions: excitement, sadness, surprise.
There is much diversity among the people at the masjid, including hijab styles, other attire, and racial presentation. Amira’s
blue, mirror-bedecked shalwar kameez stands out. Her family
is of South Asian heritage.
Sweet and sympathetic. (author’s note, more about Eid,
glossary) (Picture book. 4-8)
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Fan, Larissa
Illus. by Cindy Wume
Tundra Books (48 pp.)
$17.99 | Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-7352-6619-3

AMIRA’S PICTURE DAY
young a dult

TEN LITTLE DUMPLINGS

that nonetheless hints at an in-group mentality that can marginalize those who do not conform. Readers need to look closely to
find the girl Wume cleverly hides in each double-page spread:
She dons the iconic school-uniform hat and is part of the action
even when obscured. Then the perspective shifts: First writing
herself into the story by forming 女 (female) with a calligraphy
brush, she eventually, deftly reframes the narrative to assert: “I
was there too.… // I listened. // I studied. // I learned.” Eventually, she becomes a mother and celebrates her personal fortune
for having a “wonderful girl”—her very own “little dumpling.”
(This book was reviewed digitally.)
Stepping out of the shadows: a gentle, persuasive #ownvoices take on a hitherto-untold perspective. (Picture book. 5-7)

middle-gr a de

A tale of two cousins who find ways
to be together despite the distance
between them.
Olu lives in Lagos, Nigeria, and Greta lives in Milan, Italy.
The narrator emphasizes that since they reside on different
continents, they can’t get to each other by walking or skating,
by parade or dancing, or several other means. While they could
travel by car, boat, or plane, for now, they visit each other virtually
and imagine what they might do together when they can meet in
person. Ejaita created the illustrations on black paper with colored pencils and digital techniques, and because the characters’
faces and features are drawn on the unillustrated space on each
page, Olu and Greta are literally black, with fine white lines that
define their features. Perhaps this signals that just as the presence
of the color black is ubiquitous in these visuals, Black people can
and do live everywhere, countering the notion that people of
African descent are monolithic. On nearly every spread, Greta
and Olu engage in the same or similar activities, emphasizing
that they have a close relationship despite living far apart. Some
of Ejaita’s illustrations show the pencil lines, making them highly
textured and almost tactile. Along with the dominant black backgrounds, Ejaita, herself of Nigerian and Italian heritage, uses a
limited color palette for each spread, giving the book a retro look.
(This book was reviewed digitally.)
A compelling bicontinental story of kinfolk, uniquely
illustrated by an artist who’s lived the experience. (Picture
book. 4-7)

pictur e books

OLU & GRETA

Ejaita, Diana
Rise x Penguin Workshop (32 pp.)
$17.99 | Jan. 18, 2022
978-0-593-38490-9

11

AUTHOR SPOTLIGHT

Corey R. Tabor
Mandy Olson

kinds of wonderful emails, and even some physical letters,
from readers young and old. The connections have all been
of the pen-pal variety this year.
Who is the ideal reader for your book, and where would
they be reading it?
In my (completely unbiased) opinion, you are never too old
or young for a good picture book. I think a tree fort would
be a fun place to read Mel Fell. Or snuggled up on a comfy
couch. Or at the best place in the world: the public library.

Corey R. Tabor is the author and illustrator of numerous
picture books for children, including Fox the Tiger, winner of the American Library Association’s Theodor Seuss
Geisel Award. His latest work is Mel Fell (Balzer + Bray/
HarperCollins, Feb. 2), about a fledgling who isn’t quite
ready to fly; in a starred review Kirkus said it “encourages
children to feel brave, to try, and to believe they can soar.”
Tabor answered some questions via email.
What inspired you to create this book?
I had the idea a few years ago when I was sitting on a bench
by a lake. I was looking up at a tall tree, wondering about
all the animals who live there and what they might be up to.
That got me thinking about how it would be fun to make a
book that opens vertically and takes you up and down the
tree as you turn the pages. On each spread you’d see a different animal who lives in the tree. I realized I needed a
character who would take the reader up and down the tree,
and that’s how Mel arrived, boldly leaping from her nest.

It’s story hour at the library. If you could have anyone in
the world present your book to the kids, who would it be?
I think I’d have to leave the job to the experts. Nobody
does a picture book justice like a teacher or a children’s
librarian. (I’m pretty sure the kids wouldn’t be impressed
with whatever celebrity I came up with anyway.)
What children’s book most dazzled you this year?
I loved Lynne Rae Perkins’ The Museum of Everything the
first (and second, and third, and 13th) time I read it. The
writing feels like it speaks directly to me, and the art is intriguing. (I can’t imagine how much time went into the illustrations.) My 3-year-old loves it, too. We brought the
book along on an 18-hour road trip, and you wouldn’t believe how many of those hours he spent poring over this
book. I also loved On the Day the Horse Got Out by Audrey
Helen Weber (a great title and a great book), The Little
Wooden Robot and the Log Princess by Tom Gauld (so good),
and A Home Under the Stars by Andy Chou Musser (literally
dazzling, with all those stars).
Interview by Tom Beer.

What was it like having a book come out in 2021? How
did you connect with children in this socially distanced
year?
It was certainly different. When publication day came, I
knew that, theoretically, my book was out there in the
world. But bookstores and libraries were still closed, and
it was quite a while before I finally got to see Mel Fell on a
shelf. (Not too long ago, when our local library reopened,
I was shocked to realize I hadn’t set foot in one in over a
year! That was a gut punch for sure.) But I’ve received all
12
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“A bustling celebration of body positivity.”
bodies are cool

BODIES ARE COOL

Flett, Julie
Greystone Kids (40 pp.)
$17.95 | May 25, 2021
978-1-77164-607-9
Everyone loves to play! Award-winning author/illustrator Flett shares the
joyful antics of young animals as they romp in much the same
way as human children.
The rhythmic text offers both rich vocabulary and a pageturning chant. Woodland animals “hide and hop / and sniff and
sneak” while Indigenous children, depicted in differing shades
of brown, run, skip, jump, and hunt for butterflies. “We play
too! kimêtawânaw mîna,” they proclaim in the refrain. Aquatic
animals “swim and squirt / and bubble and bend” while children
swim under the water and float on its surface, in inner tubes.
On the prairie, snakes “slip and slide” through the grass while
buffalo “rumble and roll.” And bears “wiggle and wobble” as
both they and children play (in separate double-page spreads)
|

THE BIG BAD WOLF
IN MY HOUSE

Fontaine, Valérie
Illus. by Nathalie Dion
Trans. by Shelley Tanaka
Groundwood (32 pp.)
$18.95 | March 2, 2021
978-1-77306-501-4

A fablelike telling of domestic
violence.
The story starts abruptly. “He didn’t need to huff, or puff
or blow the house down”; a tall, brown, bipedal wolf strides
into the home of a White, blond woman and her dark-haired
White child. While “he batted his eyelashes and purred like a
pussycat in front of my mother,” in the next spread he’s glancing
back at the narrator “with cold eyes and sharp teeth.” The abuse
escalates from shouting at the mother when she’s late through
throwing a plate to leaving “finger marks on my arm.” Artfully
harking back to an old tale, the child frets that “the blankets
jumbled up around my head did not protect me any more than a
pile of straw,” and the bedroom door, “a barrier made of wood,”
was no protection; the only recourse is to build “a fort made of
bricks” and “put it up around my heart.” This story is intense
but it is never gratuitous, and before long the mother gets them
to a safe house. Some might worry about frightening children
with an honest depiction of abuse, but, as the narrator acknowledges, this is only slightly darker than many fairy tales. More
importantly, it provides some readers with a much-needed
recognition of their experiences while for others it is an ageappropriate introduction to a crucial subject.
Masterfully done. (Picture book. 5-8)
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WE ALL PLAY
kimêtawânaw

young a dult

A bustling celebration of body positivity that lovingly features bodies, skin,
and hair of all kinds.
“Big bodies, small bodies / dancing, playing, happy bodies!
/ Look at all these different bodies! / Bodies are cool!” begins
this engaging picture book, extolling the variety and splendor
of human bodies in gentle, singsong text. With shared public
spaces as the backdrop of her full-bleed spreads—and a refreshing lack of fanfare—author/illustrator Feder depicts people of
many races, genders, disabilities, and physical attributes enjoying one another’s company, emphasizing connection rather
than explanation. Whether riding a crowded bus, painting a
community mural, or playing in a public park, no individual’s
body is on particular display. Instead, young readers are able to
people-watch through the pages, observing difference within
the context of community. Most notably, Feder chooses clear
and unapologetic language to describe body characteristics,
challenging the negative connotations that are often attached
to those bodies. Though the illustrations are a bit jam-packed,
their richness and detail easily make up for the busy feel. Perfect for read-alouds, this offering shows young readers that
vitiligo, assistive equipment, scars (including those denoting
gender transition), fatness, dark skin, and textured hair (among
many other features) all belong. Expanding visually beyond her
celebration of the body, Feder also takes care to include queer
families and characters wearing headscarves and turbans as well.
Depicting societally marginalized human bodies in all
their joyful, normal glory, this book is cool. (Picture book. 3-10)

in the snow. At last, “side by side, animals fall asleep,” and after a
day full of fun, “we do too. nîstanân mîna.” The animals are not
named within the primary text, leaving it to readers to identify
the hopping bunnies, the spouting beluga whale calves, and the
yawning wolf pups. Flett’s characteristically minimalist compositions are deceptively simple. Readers who slow down to look
will be charmed by the cricket that hops in tandem with a rabbit
and the fox that stares in bemusement at a turtle. This celebration of nature is sprinkled with words from the Cree language,
and a closing glossary provides both Cree and English names of
the animals depicted; a note provides guidance on Cree pronunciation for readers not familiar with the language.
Simple text and bold, graphic illustrations celebrate our
interconnection with the creatures who share our world.
(author’s note) (Picture book. 3-7)

middle-gr a de

Feder, Tyler
Dial Books (32 pp.)
$17.99 | June 1, 2021
978-0-593-11262-5
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“Earthy and elemental, containing the spirit
of the New Mexican landscape.”
shaped by her hands

SHARKBLOCK

Franceschelli, Christopher
Illus. by Peskimo
Abrams Appleseed (84 pp.)
$14.99 | May 4, 2021
978-1-4197-4119-7
Series: Block Books
Catering to young scientists, naturalists, and Shark Week fans–to-be, this
visually arresting volume presents a good deal of information in
easily digested bites.
Like others in the Block Books series, this book feels both
compact and massive. When closed, it is 5.5 inches across, 6.5
inches tall, and nearly 2 inches thick, weighty and solid, with
stiff cardboard pages that boast creative die cuts and numerous
fold-out three- and four-panel tableaux. While it’s possible it’s
not the only book with a dorsal fin, it certainly must be among
the best. The multiracial cast of aquarium visitors includes a
Sikh man with his kids and a man of color who uses a wheelchair; there they discover the dramatic degree of variations
among sharks. The book begins with a trip to a shark exhibit,
complete with a megalodon jaw. The text points out that there
are over 400 known types of sharks alive today, then introduces
18 examples, including huge whale sharks, tiny pocket sharks,
and stealthy, well-camouflaged wobbegongs. Reef sharks prowl
the warm waters of the surface, while sand tiger sharks explore
shipwrecks on the ocean floor. Bioluminescent catsharks reside
at the bottom of an inky black flap that folds down, signifying the deepest ocean depths, where no sunlight penetrates.
Great whites get star treatment with four consecutive twopage spreads; their teeth and appetite impress but don’t horrify.
The book does a wonderful job of highlighting the interconnectedness of species and the importance of environmental
stewardship.
Captivating—and not a bit terrifying. (Board book. 3-5)

SHAPED BY HER HANDS
Potter Maria Martinez

Freeman, Anna Harber & Barbara Gonzales
Illus. by Aphelandra
Whitman (32 pp.)
$16.99 | April 1, 2021
978-0-8075-7599-4
Series: She Made History
Born around 1887, Maria Martinez
became one of the greatest Native artists of all time.
This story of a young girl from San Ildefonso Pueblo, near
Santa Fe, New Mexico, celebrates the strong sense of culture
and identity the Tewa people have maintained through the
centuries. Intrigued by her people’s traditions, young Maria
would rather fashion clay pots than play with straw dolls, but
every time she makes one, it breaks apart while drying in the
sun. Seeing her niece’s dedication, her aunt teaches Maria how
to mix the clay with volcanic ash and water before coiling it
14
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between her hands to bake in an open fire. What evolves from
these lessons is a young child’s sense of pride in her cultural history as well as the rediscovery of a technique long forgotten by
her people. From New York to San Francisco, Maria becomes
famous for her signature pottery style, making her name synonymous with excellence and value in the pottery world. Aphelandra, who has Oneida heritage, paints with the hues of the Rio
Grande’s turquoise waters, orange pottery fires, pink sandstone
sunsets, and the obsidian black clay of Maria’s pots; the result is
earthy and elemental, containing the spirit of the New Mexican
landscape. The characters are depicted in their traditional Tewa
clothing and hairstyles, encompassing multiple generations of
the artists’ family in a way that strikes upon the legacy she both
received and left behind.
A deserved celebration of a famous Tewa potter who elevated her craft to fine art. (biographical note, historical note,
authors’ note, sources) (Picture book/biography. 4-8)

I AM ODD, I AM NEW

Giroux, Benjamin
Illus. by Roz MacLean
Schiffer (32 pp.)
$16.99 | Sept. 28, 2021
978-0-7643-6241-5

An elementary-age kid tries to find a
place in a world that makes him feel devastatingly different.
Who belongs where? Who can
belong? The narrator compares himself to those around him
and feels isolated. Should he even try to fit in? He hears “noises
in the air.” No one else seems to—why him? If he shrinks and
hides away, will people stop laughing? Why can’t he be like the
kids he sees walking past the window? Did he come from outer
space? Buffeted by this feeling of oddness, he seems to find no
answers until he realizes that he isn’t the only one—everyone is
“odd and new,” and that is not such a bad thing. Written when
the autistic author was 10, Giroux’s poetic exploration of being/
feeling different from the perspective of living on the spectrum
brings to light that being neurodivergent is not the same as
being broken or “less.” Being different is not an insurmountable obstacle to experiencing life but rather a gift to experience
more. In metaphorical scenes that vary from spread to spread as
they interpret the lines, MacLean’s soft-hued illustrations show
the narrator, depicted as a bespectacled White kid, as apart yet
a part of the world around him. The predominance of blues and
purples emphasizes the sense of separateness. The foreword by
the National Autism Association states: “No one has ever made
a difference in the world by being the same.” (This book was
reviewed digitally.)
Giroux expresses core truths through his insightful and
heartfelt poem. (Picture book. 5-10)

kirkus.com
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Ho, Joanna
Illus. by Dung Ho
Harper/HarperCollins (40 pp.)
$17.99 | Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-06-291562-7
A young Chinese American girl sees
more than the shape of her eyes.
In this circular tale, the unnamed narrator observes that
some peers have “eyes like sapphire lagoons / with lashes like
lace trim on ballgowns,” but her eyes are different. She “has
eyes that kiss in the corners and glow like warm tea.” Author
Ho’s lyrical narrative goes on to reveal how the girl’s eyes are
like those of other women and girls in her family, expounding
on how each pair of eyes looks and what they convey. Mama’s
“eyes sparkl[e] like starlight,” telling the narrator, “I’m a miracle.
/ In those moments when she’s all mine.” Mama’s eyes, the girl
|

Ho, Richard
Illus. by Jessica Lanan
Roaring Brook Press (40 pp.)
$18.99 | March 2, 2021
978-1-250-23135-2
A lost package finally arrives where it
was intended to go.
An elementary-age New Yorker sends a gift to a friend
in the Bay Area. Ho and Lanan skillfully describe and depict,
respectively, the procedures of the U.S. Postal Service as the box
begins to make its way to its destination. Alas, a pothole in the
road to the airport causes the box to fall out of the truck. It
lands in a puddle and is ignored until another kid finally spies
it. Curious, the child picks it up, noting not only the recipient’s
address, but also a drawing of the Golden Gate Bridge that the
sender inked on it. Luckily, the box’s finder is moving to that
place along with mom and dog! Guess what they’ll personally
deliver when they get there? So the USPS doesn’t deliver the
box, but this family does—and makes new friends. This sweetly
simple, understated story is emotionally rich, a warm paean to
the power of connections. Ho’s text places the box as its protagonist, giving Lanan ample space to develop the story around
it. Her delicate watercolor illustrations provide clues to both
cities, though interpretation requires sharp eyes and some prior
knowledge (or a helpful caregiver). Engaging perspectives and
effective uses of type add drama. The box’s sender and recipient
both present Asian; the intervening kid and mom present Black.
An afterword describes the author’s family’s moving connection
to the U.S. Post Office. (This book was reviewed digitally.)
Quietly, beautifully told and deeply satisfying. (Picture book.
4-7)
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EYES THAT KISS IN
THE CORNERS

THE LOST PACKAGE

young a dult

An up-close look at the sentinels who
protect and honor America’s fallen.
“I am an Unknown. I am one of many.” Instantly personal,
instantly heart-rending. The unnamed, unknown soldier in the
tomb at Arlington National Cemetery tells this story. World
War I took not only the lives of many, but, tragically, their
identities as well. “Nameless and faceless” heroes were impossible to reunite with loved ones. Families were unable to properly mourn. In 1921, one soldier was chosen to represent the
Unknowns. Gottesfeld’s text, spare and shining, gently gives the
backstory. But it is the unexpected footsteps—21 to be exact—
of the soldier who stands guard and 21 seconds of silence that
resound loudly and purely. “With each step, my war was over.”
Forearms are kept at 90-degree angles. Hat brims are two finger widths above the eye. The precision of dress and deliberate,
smooth actions of the Tomb Guards emanate honor and respect,
but the first-person narration shows a personal perspective. A
24-hour guard gives comfort and companionship. “From that
moment, I have never been alone again.” Tavares’ magisterial
art soars, awash in opposing forces: shadowed but luminous,
soaked in both melancholy and reverence. All sentinels (“men
and women of every race, religion, and creed”) take this honor
seriously, expressed in the “Sentinel’s Creed” reproduced in the
frontmatter. The fallen who have died nameless deserve the
very best. This is it.
Impeccably honors its subject. (afterword) (Informational
picture book. 5-10)

observes, take after Amah’s. While she notes that her grandmother’s eyes “don’t work like they used to,” they are able to see
“all the way into my heart” and tell her stories. Here, illustrator
Ho’s spreads bloom with references to Chinese stories and landscapes. Amah’s eyes are like those of the narrator’s little sister.
Mei-Mei’s eyes are filled with hope and with admiration for her
sister. Illustrator Ho’s textured cartoons and clever use of light
and shadow exude warmth and whimsy that match the evocative text. When the narrator comes to describe her own eyes
and acknowledges the power they hold, she is posed against
swirling patterns, figures, and swaths of breathtaking landscapes from Chinese culture. (This book was reviewed digitally.)
This tale of self-acceptance and respect for one’s roots is
breathtaking. (Picture book. 5-9)

middle-gr a de

Gottesfeld, Jeff
Illus. by Matt Tavares
Candlewick (32 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 12, 2021
978-1-5362-0148-2
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TWENTY-ONE STEPS
Guarding the Tomb of
the Unknown Soldier
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AUTHOR SPOTLIGHT

Julie Flett
Julie Flett

I’ve also done some virtual visits and letter writing. The
B.C. and Yukon Book Mail project created a program for
readers to write letters to [poet] Joy Kogawa and me. It
was such a beautiful way to connect with kids. Their questions and observations are always so thoughtful—and often
philosophical (and inevitably, whether in person or by letter,
someone always asks how old I/we are). Some of the letters
were pictures, and they made my day.
Who is the ideal reader for your book, and where would
they be reading it?
I would say the ideal reader would be kids and kid-hearted
people. And the fun thing about this book, I think, is that it
can be read anywhere, from bedtime to parktime. As long as
there’s room to move around a little, or a lot.

Julie Flett (Cree-Metis) is the author and/or illustrator
of 18 children’s books, including Birdsong and The Girl and
the Wolf (written by Katharena Vermette), both named best
picture books of 2019 by Kirkus. Her latest work is We All
Play/Kimêtawânaw (Greystone Kids, May 25); Kirkus said
its “simple text and bold, graphic illustrations celebrate our
interconnection with the creatures who share our world.”
Flett answered our questions by email.
What inspired you to create this book?
I’ve always loved drawing animals, and they seem to show up
in my work whether they’re specifically a part of the story
or not. I think when you’re working on books over the years,
recurrent themes come up, and one of them for me is stories within stories, or nested stories—often animals, birds,
or insects doing something in the scene or kids interacting
with animals or insects in the background (a bear waiting to
sneak the bannock [flat bread] away, a pheasant squawking
at a coyote). The theme of play felt like a good place to start.
And the name of the book came from the Cree translation
of play.

What qualities, in your opinion, make for a standout picture book?
I think the most standout pictures books are heartfelt stories and stories that help us understand ourselves and each
other, to see ourselves. I also love picture books in which
the words and stories work together to build on each other.
It’s story hour at the library. If you could have anyone in
the world present your book to the kids, who would it be?
My dad. If I could, he would be the one.
What children’s book most dazzled you this year?
This is hard to pare down; here’s a few of the dazzlers: Nina:
A Story of Nina Simone by Traci Todd, illustrated by Christian
Robinson; I Sang You Down From the Stars by Tasha SpillettSumner, illustrated by Michaela Goade; All That I Am by
M.H. Clark, illustrated by Laura Carlin.
Interview by Tom Beer.

What was it like having a book come out in 2021? How
did you connect with children in this socially distanced
year?
We were lucky to have launched We All Play through the Eric
Carle Museum of Picture Book Art. David Feinstein, the
Literacy Director of the ECM, did a live reading on Facebook, and it was pretty extraordinary. Lots of parents listening in with their kids, and the comments were a lot of fun
to read.
16
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“Captures a child’s understanding of loss with gentle subtlety.”
the sour cherry tree

RISSY NO KISSIES

Hrab, Naseem
Illus. by Nahid Kazemi
Owlkids Books (32 pp.)
$18.95 | Oct. 15, 2021
978-1-77147-414-6
With ample emotional subtext, a
young girl recalls everyday details about
her beloved grandfather the day after his

death.
The child bites her mother’s toe to wake her up, wishing that
she could have done the same for her baba bozorg, her beloved
grandfather, who had forgotten to wake up the day before. She
kisses a pancake that reminds her of her grandfather’s face.
Her mother, who had been admonishing her for playing with
her food, laughs and kisses the pancake’s forehead. Returning
to Baba Bozorg’s home, the child sees minute remnants of her
grandfather: a crumpled-up tissue, smudgy eyeglasses, and mint
wrappers in his coat pockets. From these artifacts the narrator
|

Irten, Gökçe
Kids Can (46 pp.)
$18.99 | Sept. 7, 2021
978-1-5253-0837-6

A journey into the world of big and little and a nudge to
think outside the box.
This whimsical, quirky, and engaging picture book, a Spanish import by a Turkish creator, takes readers on an Alice’s Adven
tures in Wonderland–type exploration of perceptive relativity.
What is little to one may be big to another; if readers were as
strong as ants, they could lift rhinos; if they could jump as high
as fleas, they could reach the top of the Eiffel Tower—these are
just some of the thought-provoking ideas presented. The narrative (appealingly hand-lettered) is accompanied by collaged
illustrations that are just as whimsical and that cleverly build as
the story unfolds. “If your foot could grow as fast as a caterpillar
can during its life cycle… / …your foot would be 3 times larger
after just a few days. / It would keep growing until…it would not
fit in a school bus. Like this elephant.” Huh? Readers may ask.
But the introduction of the pachyderm leads to the idea of an
elephant’s big footprint—which, if it filled with water, could be
habitat for 60 different species. While the story unfolds in what
appears to be a rather dizzying array of free-form thoughts, it
holds itself together—just—although readers will want to go
through it more than once to grasp all the clever connections.
(This book was reviewed digitally.)
A thought-provoking way of looking at the world, and
imaginative kids will love it. (Informational picture book. 6-9)
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THE SOUR
CHERRY TREE

CAN YOU SEE ME?
A Book About Feeling
Small

young a dult

A young bird, warm and lively, can’t
bear kissing.
Rissy is a solid, roundish, colorful lovebird with three siblings, one mother, and one father who are all also lovebirds.
They’re an affectionate bunch, as are their friends and relatives.
Rissy’s on board for holding wings, “sky-high hugs,” tumbling,
and roughhousing, but she can’t bear kisses (giving or receiving).
She heads them off admirably—“ ‘No kissies!’ Rissy chirrup[s]
with a most emphatic squeak”—but it’s stressful for her. Miss
Bluebird accuses her of confusion, Grandma Lovebird of rudeness; schoolmates “think Rissy’s being mean.” Why? “We know
lovebirds all love kisses,” they parrot. “ ‘Am I mean, Mom?’
Rissy wondered, / ‘or confused or rude or sick? / Are you certain I’m a lovebird? / Are you sure that I’m your chick? // Kissies
make my tummy icky. / I feel worried, weird, and wrong. // If
I can’t show love with kissies, / then I’ll never quite belong.’ ”
Mom’s bolstering of Rissy’s boundaries and reassurance that
she’s a lovebird family member are cheerworthy; now Rissy can
explain her preferences more fully, with greater assurance than
before, secure in her family and identity. Howes’ rhyming verse
is both rollicking and steady, which offsets Rissy’s vulnerability
without undermining it. Engle’s wonderfully stocky lovebirds
are multicolored, with watercolor hue gradations and expressive beak shapes. This is an artistic gem for consent discussions,
sensory-processing contexts, and anyone who champions children’s agency and bodily autonomy.
Radiant. (note to kids; note to caregivers) (Picture book. 2-8)

transitions to less tangible, but no less vivid, memories of playing together and looks of love that transcend language barriers.
Deeply evocative, Hrab’s narrative captures a child’s understanding of loss with gentle subtlety, and gives space for processing those feelings. Kazemi’s chalk pastel art pairs perfectly
with the text and title: Pink cherry hues, smoky grays, and hints
of green plants appear throughout the book, concluding in an
explosion of vivid green that brings a sense of renewal, joy, and
remembrance to the heartfelt ending. Though the story is universally relevant, cultural cues and nods to Iranian culture will
resonate strongly with readers of Iranian/Persian heritage. (This
book was reviewed digitally.)
A beautifully poignant celebration of memories of a loved
one that live on in those that remain. (Picture book. 4-8)

middle-gr a de

Howes, Katey
Illus. by Jess Engle
Carolrhoda (32 pp.)
$17.99 | March 2, 2021
978-1-5415-9798-3
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“A warm, quiet ode to imagination.”
i see you see

I SEE YOU SEE

Jackson, Richard
Illus. by Patrice Barton
Caitlyn Dlouhy/Atheneum (32 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 16, 2021
978-1-4814-9200-3
Siblings dream up extraordinary sights while walking their
dog.
When Mom asks Maisie to walk their dog, Tinker, sibling
Jonah—who uses a manual wheelchair and wears leg braces—
asks to come along. So, the text rhythmically relates, “dog pulling, / Maisie pushing, / they set off.” But it’s not long before the
rambunctious pup runs off after a cat. As Maisie wrangles Tinker, Jonah points out some unexpected sights. A tree becomes
a “tree of cats” as feline faces take shape in the leaves; puffy
orange flowers become a “popsicle garden.” The typeface jangles
with a “bong, bong, bong” as Jonah pulls the dangling leaves of
a “bell machine” tree, and it fades as they enter an “echo-y-y-yy-y” tunnel of hanging laundry. The frazzled Maisie slowly joins
in Jonah’s play, pointing out dinosaur-shaped clouds walking
on “stilts” made of pointy trees. As they return to their starting point, Jonah wonders what Tinker sees. As Jonah blows on
a just-picked bouquet, Maisie replies, “Oh, the goldfish… / …
the goldfish snowing,” and they laugh beneath an orange flurry
of fish and flower petals. Reality and imagination subtly intertwine in Barton’s bright, soft-edged illustrations. The children’s
smiling faces are inviting, and Tinker’s mischievous antics add a
humorous note. Though simple, the plot feels comfortably lived
in; Maisie and Jonah’s interactions are delightfully ordinary, and
refreshingly, Jonah’s disability requires no explanation. Maisie
and Jonah present White. (This book was reviewed digitally.)
A warm, quiet ode to imagination. (Picture book. 4-6)

SOMETHING’S WRONG!
A Bear, a Hare, and
Some Underwear

John, Jory
Illus. by Erin Kraan
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (40 pp.)
$18.99 | March 23, 2021
978-0-374-31388-3

A chatty bear causes a stir in the forest
by leaving the house in an embarrassing
pair of white underwear.
When Jeff the bear runs down a checklist of things to do
before leaving the cottage in the morning, one big item is forgotten: taking off the tighty whities that Grandma sent. As Jeff
encounters pal after pal (none of whom wear underwear, nor
indeed any human clothing), the bear has a sense that something is very wrong. But what could it be? Finally, after many
animals break the fourth wall to ask readers, “Why is that bear
wearing underwear?” Jeff goes to a rabbit friend named Anders
who explains. And while there’s a huge moment of awkwardness
when all the animals show up, Anders and Jeff are able to seize
18
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the moment. The underpinnings of this charming picture book
are already strong (underwear is inherently funny), and the babbling small talk Jeff engages in while trying to figure out what’s
wrong adds a lot to the increasingly silly situation (“Am I right or
am I right? I think I’m right”). John’s text perfectly pitches the
jokes to a strong conclusion at just the right pace while Kraan’s
energetic illustrations, with hardly a straight line in the entire
book, add to the sense of ultimately harmless cringe. The book
is also a clever primer on handling embarrassment and how it
can sometimes be dealt with by simply changing the perspective
of what’s happening. (This book was reviewed digitally.)
This underwear affair is wise, witty, and just brief enough.
(Picture book. 3-6)

THIS IS STILL NOT
A BOOK!

Jullien, Jean
Phaidon (38 pp.)
$16.95 | April 7, 2021
978-1-83866-274-5

Playful illustrations challenge young readers to think outside
the box.
Following on his 2016 not-book This Is Not a Book, Jullien
presents a new set of illustrations that play with the book format
to represent other objects that are definitely not a book. Pages
open up to become a wide-open mouth with a tongue sticking
out or a flip phone—young readers may not recognize this one,
but adults will remember. Turn the page, and a foot will come
out of its footprint to uncover bugs adhered to both sides. A
toilet lid opens to reveal a goldfish in the bowl. Fold-out flaps
become a dinosaur-decorated shirt. Children will puzzle over
another fold-out page and laugh in delight when they finally see
the two elephants sharing a trunk. Will they dare turn the page if
it means closing a trap over a mouse? And just who—or what—is
under that sheet? The playful illustrations in bold saturated colors are heavily outlined in black, and the people depicted have
a range of skin colors. The wordless format encourages children
to come up with their own explanations and interpretations. It
is also an invitation for children to look around them and see
familiar objects in a new light. How many objects will they see
that open like a book yet are not a book?
Delightful, witty, and imaginative. (Novelty board book. 3-5)
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Kitamura, Satoshi
Peachtree (32 pp.)
$17.99 | April 1, 2021
978-1-68263-255-0

Amid a bustling city, a young boy
seeks something to call his own.
A young boy with pale skin and dark
brown hair feels special. For the first time, he has his own money.
But what will he buy? Told in the first person, the boy’s narrative
features evocative language that conveys his experiences as he
takes in the sights, smells, and temptations of the shops. The
boy is portrayed in bold primary colors, drawing readers’ eyes
with each page turn; around him, a racially diverse crowd rushes
about, painted in a fainter palette. Contemplating toys, tasty
treats, and more, the boy is bumped by a kid on a skateboard
and loses most of his coins down a storm drain. Dejected, the
boy goes into a shop with a sign that says “Smile” and asks the
brown-skinned shopkeeper if he can afford a very small smile.
The boy has previously been mostly on his own, but the shopkeeper interacts with him directly and gives him just what he
needs—for free. In doing so, he opens up the boy’s perspective
to appreciate the world around him. Simple illustrations brimming with eye-catching details are stylistically reminiscent of
Uri Shulevitz with a dash of Tomie dePaola. The classic, subdued palette perfectly complements the boy’s journey, fading
to gray at the story’s darkest moment and brightening with the
resolution.
A satisfyingly—and deceptively—simple tale about sincere pleasures in hectic times. (Picture book. 4-7)

special issue: best books of 2021

A mass-transit vehicle conveys the
life of a metropolis from dawn to dusk.
In this picture book, a subway train shares intimate stories
while ferrying passengers around Seoul. Its mechanical, rhythmic, motion—“ba-dum, ba-dum”—echoes the city’s heartbeat,
pulsating through a collective memory and quotidian history.
Together, readers encounter myriad travelers and glimpse individual lives: Mr. Wanju rushing to and from work, yearning to
be with his daughter; Granny returning from the sea with the
morning’s catch to “cook a feast for [her] girls”; Lee Do-young,
29, jobless, “not sure what’s next.” Watercolor washes establish
figures and shapes at once suggestive and formalistic; artful
lines and gradations detail features, facial expressions, and hairstyles, defining unique human beings amid a sea of anonymity.
Jung Yu-seon—former “cry-baby, sleepy-head, scaredy-cat”—
whirls between household chores and child care, maintaining
a frenetic pace from which she takes respite in the subway’s

THE SMILE SHOP

young a dult

I AM THE SUBWAY

Kim Hyo-eun
Trans. by Deborah Smith
Scribble (52 pp.)
$18.99 | Aug. 3, 2021
978-1-950354-65-8

“embrace.” As a witness, this anthropomorphized vehicle poetically parallels the cobbler Mr. Jae-sung, because they both can
“tell so much about a person just from looking at their shoes”
and “guess the paths they might have walked.” Reflective observations, along with the circuitous route, create dynamic tension against the train’s linear trajectory and the passage of time,
prompting readers to pause—and perhaps ponder the fleeting
encounters with “strangers you might never meet again.”
A contemplative, poignant rendering of everyday journeys. (Picture book. 5-9)

middle-gr a de

There’s a lot to love about Zanzibar,
and so much of it is squeezed into this short trip but big (and
crowded!) adventure.
As the daladala—a type of minibus common in Tanzania—
heads to the beach, sibling passengers Musa and Dada are initially overwhelmed by all the strays the driver picks up along
the way. A bicyclist, a goatherd, vendors, farmers, and all their
accompanying wares all need a helping hand, and though Musa
protests, Dada, who’s older, continually insists that there’s
always space to provide that help. This lovely sentiment literally doesn’t sit well with Musa, as he’s pushed to the daladala
floor and must negotiate space with animals, produce, ornate
kitenge umbrellas, and eventually even a gaggle of deep-sea divers. There’s a lot of fun to be had as lyrical rhymes and mixedmedia illustrations—including acrylics, inks, graphite, and
digital pieces—make the growing menagerie of passengers feel
both vibrantly stylized and realistically depicted. East Africa is
presented richly and distinctly in López’s dynamic artwork, but
the overall experience of riding and building community on the
daladala is not only accessible, but easily familiar to much of the
world in this charming story. (This book was reviewed digitally.)
Khan and López take readers on a uniquely East African
journey toward a global sense of compassion and inclusion.
(glossary, note) (Picture book. 3-8)

pictur e books

ROOM FOR EVERYONE

Khan, Naaz
Illus. by Mercè López
Caitlyn Dlouhy/Atheneum (40 pp.)
$17.99 | Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-5344-3139-3

HOW TO APOLOGIZE

LaRochelle, David
Illus. by Mike Wohnoutka
Candlewick (32 pp.)
$16.99 | May 11, 2021
978-1-5362-0944-0

A primer on contrition.
“Everyone makes mistakes,” opens this guide to accountability. Every page shows a different situation in which someone
owes another an apology: when a penguin parachutes into an
alligator’s bathroom during bathtime, when student politicians
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AUTHOR SPOTLIGHT

Tracy Subisak
Ryka Aoki

Sad has impacted children and how adults can open up conversation through social media and personal messages.
Who is the ideal reader for your book, and where would
they be reading it?
The most ideal reader for this book is…you! Anytime and
anywhere! Everyone has been affected by sadness in some
way. To be sad and read this book, you might feel connected
to ways you could get support and know that sometimes it’s
hard to express. To be a friend of someone who’s sad and read
the book, you might understand what it’s like not knowing
what to say—and that just being there can be enough.
What qualities, in your opinion, make for a standout picture book?
Any book that I can feel connected to, can learn from, that
takes me to a new world—this includes when the illustrations and words tell a complete story together. I also am a
sucker for funny books!

Tracy Subisak has illustrated such picture books as Griz
zly Boy (by Barbara Davis-Pyles) and Shawn Loves Sharks (by
Curtis Manley). Her debut as an author/illustrator, Jenny Mei
Is Sad (Little, Brown, June 15), “intelligently and sympathetically demonstrates that children have complex emotional
lives too,” according to our reviewer. Subisak answered some
questions over email.
What inspired you to create this book?
I began writing this book a month after my mom passed
away, and it was completely inspired by all the ways my
friends supported me during the time of grief. Before that
time of my life, I didn’t know how to be a friend to someone who’s sad—my friends showed me that validating feelings; listening; and offering gems of happiness, distraction,
or love were great ways to help.

It’s story hour at the library. If you could have anyone in
the world present your book to the kids, who would it be?
TikTok’s Your Korean Dad, aka Nick Cho, would be amazing.
What children’s book most dazzled you this year?
I absolutely love I Do Not Like Yolanda by Zoey Abbott, My
Love For You Is Always by Gillian Sze and Michelle Lee, and
The Longest Letsgoboy by Derick Wilder and Catia Chien.
Interview by Tom Beer.

What was it like having a book come out in 2021? How
did you connect with children in this socially distanced
year?
Nearly every event was digital, but I was also lucky to say
“hello” and read my book to people all over the country and
world. It’s been so special to hear and see how Jenny Mei Is
20
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“The narrative is conveyed in brief yet lyrical lines,
every word resonating with purpose and meaning.”
like a dandelion
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In this wordless tale, a chosen family
forms.
As a child washes breakfast dishes,
their harried grandparent exits the
kitchen directly into a general store, revealing that they live
in rooms behind their shop. Upstairs, a rental apartment sits
empty, rejected by prospective tenants, until a new couple looks
past its grubby, run-down state. With elbow grease and enthusiasm, they fix peeling wallpaper, cracking plaster, and cabinets
hanging off hinges. They also give the shop’s exterior a new
coat of paint and share in running it, easing the grandparent’s
workload and spirits. A new family of four is born. Leng uses
unbordered panels, sometimes full-page, sometimes small and
square, sometimes horizontal. Her ink-and-watercolor paintings are gentle and dreamy, with a real beating heart. Child and
grandparent are White; the new family members are an interracial couple, one brown-skinned (long hair, billowy skirt), one
Asian-presenting (short hair, jeans). A few carefully placed pride
rainbows make queerness explicit: a barely noticeable rainbow belt; a rainbow hat, tiny in a distance shot; and, finally, an
unmistakable (and unprecedented for this shop) rainbow flag
hanging outside the business at the very end. Careful readers
may deduce that the Asian tenant is a transgender man, signaled
through an extremely subtle plot point. Poverty and the child’s
early loneliness are subtle too, but warmth never is.
A wordless, singing infusion of love and energy into a
home. (Picture book. 4-8)

Answering the question: Is any day
really ordinary?
A child gets out of bed, brushes their teeth, gets dressed,
and eats the usual cereal for breakfast. “Most days are ordinary
days.” Or are they? In a feast of simple sensory experiences over
the course of a day, the experiences of racially diverse, multigenerational communities suggest otherwise. A mix of interior
and exterior, urban and rural scenes proves that “good things
happen in the ordinary minutes of an ordinary day.” A potted
plant has one leaf more than it did yesterday. A kid in a wheelchair cruises along the sidewalk, noticing “that spiderweb
wasn’t there yesterday, and the puddle I splashed in is gone.”
Two children sit on the steps of an apartment building and converse in sign language. “The bakery on the corner fills the air
with the aroma of fresh bread.” Even “when the day is busy and
the minutes go by too fast,” readers are encouraged to listen to
bird song, smell the “grass in the wind,” and notice “the wagging
of [their] dog’s tail.” Delicately lined illustrations with colors
in soft tones support the feelings of positivity and well-being
and the message that “another day will come tomorrow, full of
extraordinary things filling ordinary minutes.” (This book was
reviewed digitally.)
Guaranteed to help readers of all ages find wonder each
day. (Picture book. 3-8)

young a dult

OVER THE SHOP

Lawson, JonArno
Illus. by Qin Leng
Candlewick (49 pp.)
$16.99 | Jan. 5, 2021
978-1-5362-0147-5

MOST DAYS

Leannah, Michael
Illus. by Megan Elizabeth Baratta
Tilbury House (32 pp.)
$17.95 | Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-88448-727-2

middle-gr a de

trade jabs, when a giraffe has borrowed a worm’s socks without
asking, or when a chicken breaks a goat’s violin. All the characters are soft-edged anthropomorphic animals: a taunting hyena,
a snail speeding past a sloth, two ancient tortoises. In Wohnoutka’s light gouache illustrations, the many full-bleed spreads and
careful use of white space keep the tone friendly and focused.
Without ever feeling preachy or prescriptive, the calm, even,
nonjudgmental tone reminds readers that “apologizing can be
hard,” but it’s important to be sincere and simple without making excuses. The perfect balance of humor and gravity delivers
the message in an appealing way, and even the most outlandish scenarios are accessible. Most of the scenes are entire little
stories in and of themselves while a couple have slightly longer
resolutions. Children and adults alike can see themselves in
both the aggrieved party and the wrongdoer, all presented with
understanding and compassion. Equally useful as a lesson on
social-emotional dynamics and as a story, this book has a place
on every shelf.
A necessary and entertaining approach to conflict resolution. (Picture book. 4-8)

LIKE A DANDELION

Lee, Huy Voun
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (32 pp.)
$17.99 | May 18, 2021
978-0-06-299373-1
An ode to the courage and resilience exhibited by refugee immigrants,
inspired by the author’s own experiences.
The journey of a child and their caregiver making a new
home in an unfamiliar country is explored in poetic form
using a powerful simile. Readers meet the small family as
they arrive in winter and fortify themselves with comforting
reminders and traditions from their home. Come spring, a
new beginning unfolds, ripe with possibilities for connection
that become fully realized in summer. In autumn, the journey
comes full circle as the child welcomes new faces with kindness. The narrative is conveyed in brief yet lyrical lines, every
word resonating with purpose and meaning. The comparison
of a blooming dandelion with the immigrant experience beautifully illustrates the strength, versatility, and ability to thrive
in harsh conditions each exemplifies. The bright, bold use
of color vividly evokes the seasons and accompanying emotions felt by the young child. The summer double-page spread
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“A must-have celebration of cultural
understanding and community.”
the big bath house

bursts with joyous yellows, greens, and blues that shine with
contentment and community. Throughout, the images, textures, and patterns create richly vibrant scenes that complement the simplicity of the text. The child and caregiver are
cued as Cambodian, with light beige skin and black hair. Secondary characters are depicted in a diverse mix of skin tones
and hair colors. (This book was reviewed digitally.)
An uplifting and heartfelt reflection that embodies the
unwavering spirit of refugee immigrants. (author’s note, photo)
(Picture book. 5-8)

THE FEARLESS FLIGHTS
OF HAZEL YING LEE

Leung, Julie
Illus. by Julie Kwon
Little, Brown (48 pp.)
$18.99 | Feb. 2, 2021
978-1-368-05227-6

Hazel Ying Lee, the first Chinese
American woman to fly for the U.S. Air
Force, was always destined to take to the sky.
Born in 1912 in Portland, Oregon, during a time when
Chinese Americans were required to carry identification at
all times, Hazel was known in her family of eight siblings
as the fearless one. At the age of 19, when she first rode in
an airplane, she knew then what she wanted to do. Lee was
determined to become a pilot even though her mother told
her it was “not ladylike” and despite the racism and sexism
of the time. So when World War II reached American soil
in 1941 and the U.S. Air Force created the Women Airforce
Service Pilots, Lee signed up to become a WASP. She was a
pilot at last. Through clear and concise text aimed at younger
fluent readers, author Leung conveys Lee’s verve and passion
for both flying and life while also conveying the full import
of Lee’s accomplishments to both America and Americans
of color. That Lee’s family fought for her to be buried in
a Whites-only cemetery—and won—is a sad yet hopeful
reflection on the trajectory of American social justice. The
crisp lines and bright colors of Kwon’s illustrations simply
and gracefully depict a bygone era, and an author’s note sufficiently fills in any details missing from the text.
Another welcome biography of an Asian American contributor to U.S. history. (bibliography) (Picture book/biography.
4-8)

HIDE-AND-SEEK

Lv, Shasha
Chronicle Books (32 pp.)
$10.99 | March 16, 2021
978-1-4521-8359-6
Series: Little Snail
Mischievous Little Snail returns, this
time to play an unexpectedly sneaky game of hide-and-seek.
22
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In an engaging return for the friends introduced in Time To
Go Home (2020), Bear searches the classroom, this time depicted
in a cozy color palette of mustard yellow, stone blue, and navy.
Bear locates hidden friends from Little Mouse, crouching among
a selection of sippy cups, to Little Turtle, whose shell admirably
imitates a large leaf. Toddler readers will adore searching alongside
Bear, scanning the spare, lino-printed pages to find the subtle and
sometimes not-so-subtle clues. What child—or piglet—hasn’t
tried the hiding-behind-the-curtains trick? Little Cat’s hiding
spot is devilish, but once it’s revealed, little ones will enjoy going
back to see what they missed. Eventually, all the friends but Little Snail are found. Brief but evocative dialogue moves the plot
right along, and tension builds as the lively animal children giggle.
They know what’s up, and suddenly, viewers do too: Little Snail is
slyly camouflaged in the decorative spirals of Bear’s chunky blue
sweater! It’s an absolute hoot to watch Snail “whoosh” back into
the shell just in time, leaving a confused Bear to address readers:
“Have YOU seen Little Snail?” Quirky, rounded prints add to the
jovial feel and are artistic simplicity at its finest.
Board books this much fun can be hard to find. Make sure
to seek it out. (Board book. 2-4)

THE BIG BATH HOUSE

Maclear, Kyo
Illus. by Gracey Zhang
Random House Studio (40 pp.)
$17.99 | Nov. 16, 2021
978-0-593-18195-9
Family, community, body positivity,
and a nice hot bath—ahhhhh!
A young international traveler with beige skin and straight
dark hair eagerly greets her grandmother at Baachan’s home in
Japan. Accompanied by gregarious aunties with “big stories and
bigger purses,” she and Baachan visit the big bath house nearby
and engage in a cultural, communal event: the Japanese bath. A
soapy shower comes first so the women enter the bath clean.
Then the girl joins all kinds of women—old and young, thin and
fat—who are naked and thoroughly enjoying the hot water and
female companionship. Together, the young girls dance while
the women talk in this protected and private (yet public) space.
Entering the pool, they all take “a chorus of one long breath.
Ahhhhh.” Beautifully loose-lined and delicately colored illustrations depict vibrant, earth-toned scenes so soaked with conversation and interaction that, if readers lean close, they might be
able to listen in. Various skin tones and body shapes and sizes
celebrate a broad spectrum of body diversity. Rhythmic, occasionally rhyming second-person narration invites young readers
into the rollicking fun of the bath-house experience. The girl
and Baachan understand each other without saying a word—a
powerful metaphor for how this book can serve as a cultural
bridge between Western and Eastern sensibilities of privacy
and body positivity. (This book was reviewed digitally.)
A must-have celebration of cultural understanding and
community—and the joy of family. (glossary, author’s note)
(Picture book. 3-7)

kirkus.com
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Melling, David
Nosy Crow/Candlewick (32 pp.)
$16.99 | Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-5362-2021-6
A stubborn little dog refuses to wear
his new red coat.
Ruffles loves canine activities like howling, scratching,
fetching, sniffing, chewing, digging, and running. He especially
loves playing in puddles. Ruffles does not, however, love his
new red coat. He won’t wear it, even when it’s rainy, cold, and
wet. But his pal Ruby wears her new blue coat when they play
together in a puddle. They “splish” and “splosh” happily in the
puddle until some big dogs splash all the water away—and onto
|

WHAT WILL YOU BE?

Méndez, Yamile Saied
Illus. by Kate Alizadeh
Harper/HarperCollins (40 pp.)
$17.99 | May 4, 2021
978-0-06-283995-4
Guided by Abuela, a young child discovers their potential.
“No, what will you really be?” a group of friends ask the young
narrator in response to their imagining a future as an astronaut,
a unicorn, or a clown. Without an answer, the child seeks the
help of Abuela, who has been everything “under the Sun and
the Moon.” Encouraged by Abuela to listen to their heart, the
child quiets down and pays attention until the answers come.
The pair then embarks on an exercise of the imagination as
the child envisions becoming a builder of homes, a writer and
painter of dreams, an explorer of their roots, a farmer of wonder
and change, a healer of broken hearts, a student, and a teacher.
Abuela accompanies her grandchild on this journey, standing
or sitting nearby, at times even lifting up the child. Alizadeh’s
scratchy illustrations show the loving relationship between
grandmother and grandchild, both depicted as people of color.
The beginning endpapers illustrate the studio walls as a blank
canvas with limitless opportunities, the back endpapers show
those opportunities fulfilled with splashes of color depicting all
the things the young narrator can be. Méndez and Alizadeh create a balance between the abstract and concrete by letting the
child imagine the future but with Abuela’s guidance and support. (This book was reviewed digitally.)
A sweet read to share with loved ones. (Picture book. 4-8)
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RUFFLES AND THE RED,
RED COAT

young a dult

This primer on gender lays the groundwork for affirming
conversations and creates opportunities for self-identification.
In straightforward, encouraging prose, Madison and Ralli
guide readers through a gentle and interactive introduction
to gender, sex, self-expression, and feminism. Beginning with
a concrete foundation of commonality (everyone has a body),
the lesson continues naturally into specific body parts (elbows,
noses, vaginas, penises—the latter two not depicted), all the
while normalizing that “every person’s body parts look different.” With that understanding, the narrator transitions into the
way grown-ups describe babies as boys or girls when they are
born, based on genitalia; here there’s a refreshing (but brief)
acknowledgement that sometimes grown-ups aren’t sure but
make a guess anyway. Emphasizing joy, wonder, the fluidity of
identity, and self-expertise, the text carefully distinguishes gender from expression, which leads seamlessly into a developmentally conscious explanation of harmful stereotypes, unfair rules
that give boys unearned power, and ultimately a call to action.
Prompting questions invite the audience to deepen the facilitated conversation through moments of self-love, reflection,
and sharing personal truths. Accompanying illustrations feature
a racially diverse cohort of children learning about themselves,
playing with one another, and engaging with their community,
which includes recurring representations of disabled people as
active participants. The final pages, targeted at caregivers, provide additional means of engaging with the conversation and
pointedly challenge adults not to underestimate young people.
An invaluable resource that supports ease and confidence.
(resources) (Board book. 2-5)

Ruffles and Ruby. Protected by her coat, Ruby wants to continue
playing, but wet, cold, mad Ruffles says, “No.” Ruby sadly walks
away. Then Ruby returns with Ruffles’ red coat. Will Ruffles still
refuse to wear it or relent? The spare text relies on repetition of
verbs addressing Ruffles’ activities as well as his repeated no’s,
making his eventual reversal about the dreaded red coat surprising. With a limited palette of vibrant blue, red, yellow, and
green, the simple, lively illustrations rely on neat pencil outlines
to portray Ruffles as a perky white terrier and Ruby as an affable
gray sidekick who stand out against plain white and color backgrounds as they engage in active puddle-play. Small sequential
drawings of Ruffles struggling to wriggle out of and back into
the notorious red coat prove priceless, his comic facial expressions and body language telling the whole story.
A playful, endearing tale of canine friendship. (Picture book.
3-5)

middle-gr a de

Madison, Megan & Jessica Ralli
Illus. by Anne/Andy Passchier
Rise x Penguin Workshop (36 pp.)
$8.99 | Aug. 17, 2021
978-0-593-38264-6
Series: First Conversations

pictur e books

BEING YOU
A First Conversation
About Gender
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WHAT DOES LITTLE
CROCODILE SAY?

Montanari, Eva
Tundra Books (40 pp.)
$17.99 | June 15, 2021
978-0-7352-6813-5

Montanari presents Little Crocodile’s preschool day
as a series of sounds, from the alarm’s “ring ring” to many
“MUAH”s—kisses celebrating Big Crocodile’s return.
Visual cues disclose Little Crocodile’s increasing anxiety
as they “hup hup” up the stairs to the classroom door, where
a bespectacled caregiving elephant greets them. The multispecies playmates oink, meow, tweet, and ribbit; the “wolf says
aroooo!” Except for the fact that these children are all animals,
it’s an instantly familiar scene. “And what does Little Crocodile
say? // WWWWAAH / WWWWAAH”—a meltdown sure
to resonate with grown-ups galore. Many sounds (all conveyed
in the author/illustrator’s hand lettering) are familiarly represented: the “splash” of water in the sink, the “vroom vroom” of
the car. Refreshing additions include the zipper’s “zzzt,” the
“bleep” of the car’s keyless lock, and the group lunch’s “nom nom
nom.” Montanari’s simple crayon drawings tenderly telegraph
the elephant’s expertise in easing Little Crocodile’s transition
to the preschool setting. Cuddled on teacher’s lap for storytime,
followed by some “rat-a-tat”-ting on a big drum, the croc is
soon leading the line of trumpet-playing children. As the “nap
goes ZZZ ZZZ,” the little ones, zonked, sprawl in an amusing
array of positions. Big Crocodile’s arrival and a farewell “see you
tomorrow!” wrap up an emotionally—and aurally—rich day.
This endearing take on a common preschool scenario will
make an appealing read-aloud at home or school. (Picture book.
3-6)

MORE THAN JUST
A GAME
The Black Origins of
Basketball

Moore, Madison
Illus. by Lonnie Ollivierre
Whitman (32 pp.)
$16.99 | Sept. 15, 2021
978-0-8075-5271-1

The lamentably untold story of how basketball made its way
from peach baskets in all-White YMCAs to dance halls in Black
American neighborhoods, then to everywhere else in the world.
Today, the ubiquity of Black and brown faces on basketball
courts can be easily taken for granted, but the origins of the sport
looked noticeably different when James Naismith purportedly
first invented the game in 1891. Moore’s succinct and musical
prose pairs well with Ollivierre’s dynamic, movement-focused
illustrations to outline a rich history of the sport’s growth in
popularity due to the unique circumstances of the early 20th
century. Big-city dance halls and ballrooms provided a perfect
venue for Black participation in a sport that had previously
24
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been exclusive to Whites-only colleges and gymnasiums; a Chicago team was even named after the Savoy Ballroom, where it
played. Before it wraps up with the NBA’s transition into an
integrated league with the year of its formation in 1949, this
book does an excellent job of celebrating the legacies of a few
of the Black players, teams, and contributors to the early days
of basketball. Readers will appreciate the connections drawn to
the sport today, and if they look closely, they may even see some
familiar faces in the art.
A brief but nonetheless impressive sports history that is
too often overlooked. (player profiles, additional resources)
(Informational picture book. 4-9)

ARELI IS A DREAMER
A True Story by Areli
Morales, a DACA Recipient
Morales, Areli
Illus. by Luisa Uribe
Random House Studio (40 pp.)
$17.99 | $20.99 PLB | June 8, 2021
978-1-984893-99-4
978-1-984894-00-7 PLB

In her debut children’s book, a Dreamer recalls her journey
from Mexico to New York and the subsequent reality of living
as an undocumented immigrant.
Areli’s tale begins at Abuela’s house, where days brim “with
family and sunshine,” delicious “mounds of tortillas and pollo
con frijoles for supper,” and calls from Mamá and Papá from
America. It’s an idyllic life, but it’s undercut when Areli’s big
brother, Alex, born in America, returns to Nueva York, leaving
Areli behind. Though Mamá and Papá work hard for “a better life,” the days pass—Areli’s birthday, Día de los Muertos,
Navidad—with Areli separated from her family. Then one day
Areli must leave Mexico and head to New York with a family
friend. It’s a time of difficult goodbyes for Areli, and in the span
of a few wordless pages, Areli’s in the midst of the “bigger and
faster and noisier” bustle of New York, reunited with her family. In scene after scene of Areli’s life, Uribe’s colorful yet muted
artwork depicts the young Dreamer’s voyage from Abuela’s
house to America with a lovely sense of restrained appreciation.
Morales, a DACA recipient, spins an admirable third-person
memoir that deeply resonates thanks to keen details that conjure moods with a few choice words. Although Areli’s tale packs
years of experiences in a tight 40-page picture book, the author
maintains command of her readers’ attention by translating a
life-disrupting migration into a confident, heartfelt story. Key
highlights include Areli’s adjustment to life in America and an
eye-opening trip to Ellis Island in the latter half of the book.
Powerful in its cleareyed optimism. (author’s note, glossary) (Picture book/memoir. 4-8)
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“A summoning, a reckoning with the wonders—
visible and not visible—of life.”
bright star

BRIGHT STAR

Little Bird responds to cues from
Sun, Dusk, Moon, and others as natural
elements guide a day of activities.
Aboriginal author Morgan, a member of the Palyku people
in Western Australia, presents a beautifully cadenced call-andresponse narrative voiced by Little Bird and the natural forces
that propel its behavior. “Here comes Rain, / falling and splashing. / Time to bathe, Little Bird, / time to sparkle with freshness. // I
flutter with Rain to wash my fuzzy feathers.” Little Bird, rising
with Sun, sings “to wake the lazy sleepers.” It soars with Wind
to reach and feed on a tree’s “crimson blossoms.” Dusk, “gliding
and sighing,” induces Little Bird “to join a nightfall roost.” And
full Moon, “glowing and whispering,” signals that it’s “Time to
rest, Little Bird, / time to settle with your family.” Illustrator Malibirr, a YolnJu artist from the Aboriginal Ganalbingu clan, uses
|

Newman, Lesléa
Illus. by Taia Morley
Magination/American Psychological
Association (32 pp.)
$16.99 | Sept. 14, 2021
978-1-4338-3681-7
A bedtime story bursting with strong,
quiet love.
Hinting at a stunning sunset, illustrations in deeply vibrant,
softly dappled oranges, reds, and purples begin this gentle
nighttime story of animal parents and offspring settling in for
a night’s rest. The text on each page follows a soothing pattern
but also plays with both internal and end rhymes for an added
treat. “As the crows fly / and the rivers flow, // As the eagles cry
/ and the winds blow,” the book opens. Later: “As the rabbits
hop / and the owls call, // As the leaves drop / and the rains fall,”
it continues pages later, still the same sentence. Young listeners are introduced to several birds, farm animals, and woodland
mammals as well as frogs, turtles, and snakes. (There’s also
a lion family, quite out of place but useful for the rhyme.) By
the end of the story, it is now a starry moonlit night illustrated
in dark reds, purples, and blues, and readers have moved from
wildlife to city life, with the sentence finally concluding: “As the
stars gleam / high above, // the babies dream / safe in our love.”
The final image frames five different families in urban windows
glowing with that love. The illustration suggests both family
and racial diversity and includes what appear to be single-parent, two-parent, same-gender, and multigenerational families of
White, Asian, and Black origin. In one family, the father wears a
kippah. (This book was reviewed digitally.)
Lush illustrations and lulling, playful verse create a warm
and wonderful bedtime hug. (Picture book. 2-5)
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LITTLE BIRD’S DAY

Morgan, Sally
Illus. by Johnny Warrkatja Malibirr
Blue Dot Kids Press (32 pp.)
$18.95 | Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-73622-646-9

AS BABIES DREAM

young a dult

Amid the borderlands, a whitetail
fawn thrives and survives in Morales’ latest seed of hope.
“Child, you are awake!” A fawn gazes back at readers, curled
up in the desert dirt alongside the cacti and blossoms. “You are
alive!” It’s a summoning, a reckoning with the wonders—visible and not visible—of life. The opulent artwork thrums with
blooms of orange, brown, and green, featuring vibrant images
made of digitally altered drawings, photographs, yarn, wool,
among other things. The fawn observes and prances, exploring
underneath the warm desert sun. It’s a celebration. But: “Oh,
no! What is that?” Faded gray spikes pierce the frame from
behind. “Lie low. We want you safe.” The fawn’s left alone,
crouched close to the earth as gray smoke suffocates the desert
air. Soon, the fawn stands before a concrete wall crowned with
barbed wire, bellowing among upturned cacti and other creatures unable to move ahead. “Let the world know what you feel!”
In English text that holds Spanish within it, Morales meditates
on community, imagination, immigration, and the natural world,
often pulling from current events and recent societal traumas.
Thanks to some awe-inspiring moments and rather startling
images, the fawn’s journey moves at a dreamy pace, inviting further rereads. A powerful author’s note weaves in a visceral sense
of urgency. Lucero, an all-Spanish version translated by Eida Del
Risco, publishes simultaneously.
Utterly beautiful. (further resources) (Picture book. 4-8)
(Lucero: 978-0-8234-4784-8)

traditional earth tones, crosshatching, and elements from clan
songlines and stories to distinguish his engrossing illustrations,
worked in acrylic paint on toned paper. He depicts animals
from his native Arnhem Land region, from water buffalo and
dingo to echidna and freshwater prawn; an illustrated key challenges readers to find all 10. As Little Bird roosts with its family,
it dreams of “flying among the stars.” The dark sky, spattered
with thousands of starlit specks, reveals Little Bird’s shadowy
silhouette in its dreamed flight.
Pairing a lilting text and culturally resonant illustrations,
this striking work soars. (editorial note) (Picture book. 3-7)

middle-gr a de

Morales, Yuyi
Neal Porter/Holiday House
(40 pp.)
$18.99 | Sept. 7, 2021
978-0-8234-4328-4
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“A festive Creole story.”
to carnival!

ONE MILLION OYSTERS
ON TOP OF
THE MOUNTAIN

Nogués, Alex
Illus. by Miren Asiain Lora
Trans. by Lawrence Schimel
Eerdmans (48 pp.)
$17.99 | Sept. 28, 2021
978-0-8028-5569-5

Something amazing might be found on a mountain walk.
The first pages traverse a landscape of meadows, farms, forests, hills, and a rocky mountain, then focus on a pair of hikers,
one taller, with pale skin and straight, black hair, and the other
shorter, with brown skin and a knit cap, at the top. Nogués’
gently humorous storytelling voice encourages observers to
think about fossils in seemingly ordinary gravel, soil, and strata.
The large trim size gives space for Lora’s edge-to-edge painting
of rocks, flora, and fauna in greens, grays, and browns. Interspersed pages catalog geologic eras, marine creatures whose
fossils can be found in mountain strata, and a look at the slow
collision of land masses to form mountains. The conversational
narrative, translated from the Spanish, has a simplicity and gentle pacing that build to demonstrate how ideas and discoveries
in geology—including the presence of oyster fossils on high
ground, the layering of the fossil record, and plate tectonics—
fit together to explain the results of eons of geologic time. The
sense that the history of the world can be seen in the present
is nicely conveyed by the illustrations: A dinosaur appears in a
mountain lake, tall ferns sprout from the meadow, the hikers
dive under the sea. A glossary interprets seven terms used in
geology.
A marvelous combination of scientific inquiry and wonder. (author’s note, illustrator’s note) (Informational picture book.
5-10)

THE DOG WALK

Nordqvist, Sven
Floris (32 pp.)
$19.95 | Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-78250-743-7
The Astrid Lindgren Award winner
takes readers—and picture perusers—on a whimsical dog walk
in this lush wordless picture book.
The book opens with a child being towed outside by an
elderly woman’s fluffy white dog. Boarding a carnival-style
miniature train, the pair embarks on a journey through treehouses, castles, parks cultivated and wild, European-style cities, antiques and toy shops, and tropical islands, before arriving
safely back home. Masterfully rendered in watercolor, ink, and
acrylic and squeezed into intricate double-page spreads, the
illustrations are rich in tiny details sure to provide hours of
entertainment. There’s a giraffe on what might be a romantic
boat ride, goats pulling women modeling rococo and Victorian fashion, another woman fox-trotting with a fox, seals on a
26
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beach holiday, and a knight in armor morosely fishing, among
many more. Most humans depicted present White, including
the woman and child (who wears a red ball cap, helping readers
spot them on each page), and most of the artistic and architectural traditions referenced are European in style, though not
exclusively. Amusement abounds in the mixture of modern and
historical aesthetic elements, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
variety in proportions of the fantastical beasts and people, and
tiny, expressive faces.
The perfect choice for a rainy day for readers and nonreaders alike. (Picture book. 4-12)

TO CARNIVAL!
A Celebration in
Saint Lucia

Paul, Baptiste
Illus. by Jana Glatt
Barefoot Books (32 pp.)
$16.99 | $8.99 paper | April 1, 2021
978-1-64686-161-3
978-1-64686-162-0 paper

A festive Creole story that will encourage readers to dance,
sing, and celebrate Carnival.
Melba’s excitement for Carnival makes it hard for her to
sleep the night before. On her way to the festival, she encounters Misyé Francois, who plays steel pan drums and sings a song
about a “crazy mannikou.” Melba stops to listen a little too
long and misses her bus, and both a mannikou (readers unfamiliar with St. Lucian Creole will recognize this as an opossum from the illustrations) and the drummer follow her to
Carnival, as does everyone else she encounters along the way,
both human and animal. When Melba nears town, she sees a
crowd of brown-skinned St. Lucians dressed in costumes and
bright, patterned clothes. Glatt’s stylized illustrations portray
most characters with reddish-brown skin, long noses, and rosy
cheeks; she paints the tropics in deep greens and bright yellows
and the cityscape in an array of bright colors. Melba and friends
miss the parade but make their own, delighting bystanders. The
backmatter bridges cultural gaps by explaining what Creole is,
defining the culturally specific language, and explaining where
St. Lucia is and what Carnival celebrates, both historically and
now. The author’s note reveals St. Lucian writer Paul’s motivation for creating the book, and Glatt’s illustrator’s note explains
her Brazilian experience of Carnival. Glatt’s paint, pencil,
and crayon illustrations truly capture the festive spirit of this
celebration.
A must-have picture book that educates while it thoroughly entertains. (glossary, maps) (Picture book. 4-8)

kirkus.com
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A biography of the first Puerto Rican to be hired by the
New York Public Library and, possibly, the first Afro-Latinx
librarian in the United States.
Belpré grew up in Puerto Rico listening to stories, mainly
from her abuela. She needed stories “like a mango tree needs
sunshine.” After moving to New York City, where she lived in
Harlem, Belpré was hired to work at the 135th Street branch
library (now the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture). There, she was put in charge of storytime, but she could
|

FULL MOON

Pintonato, Camilla
Princeton Architectural Press (48 pp.)
$18.95 | April 27, 2021
978-1-61689-999-8
Who doesn’t like to imagine the
secret nocturnal celebrations of forest
creatures?
This translation of a French Canadian title opens with the
coolness of stylized woodland greenery giving way to the heat
of a brilliant orange fireball setting in the sky. Five gray rabbits emerge from their home, each with a backpack that cannot quite contain what looks like a puff of blue cotton candy.
The majority of the compositions fill the double-page spreads
except for a white border at the bottom where the minimal text
often encourages engagement: “Where are they going?” Later:
“What are they making?” The blue fluff surrounds small balls
of light that are dropped into an underground factory, where
a conveyor belt transports them for finishing touches. Bunnies
in hard hats using tools or consulting sky charts create a productive atmosphere. In another section they operate a printing
press, churning out papers that read “Full Moon.” These quietly
joyful animals are ones you want to know. Invitations are delivered to the birds, mice, foxes—all are welcome. When everyone
is assembled and the moon rises, the small, blue-and-white lanterns float upward from holes in the earth; birds break into song.
Friendly faces, luscious forest backdrops, and dazzling points of
light dancing around a glowing moon cast a magical aura over
the moment. As a new day dawns, readers are summoned to the
next party.
An enchanting romp sure to inspire reenactments with
lucky stuffed or real animals. (Picture book. 3-6)
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Pimentel, Annette Bay
Illus. by Magaly Morales
Abrams (40 pp.)
$18.99 | Sept. 7, 2021
978-1-4197-4941-4

young a dult

PURA’S CUENTOS
How Pura Belpré
Reshaped Libraries With Her
Stories

tell only stories printed in books. “But Pura knows that not all
the stories worth telling are in books.” Abuela’s stories, stories
from Puerto Rico, were not in books, and those were the ones
she wanted to tell. She soon convinced her bosses to allow her
to tell those stories; eventually she went on to tell her stories—
and plenty of others—in libraries and auditoriums, in English
and in Spanish, always reaching out to as many children as possible. In due course, those stories did become books—“because
Pura Belpré always knew that many stories worth telling aren’t
in books,” and she could change that. The accompanying illustrations are vibrant, with rich, saturated colors. Dynamic double-page illustrations often consist of vignettes that blend into
one another, adding depth to the narration. Belpré is depicted
with brown skin and dark hair. The children, though mostly
having similar faces, represent a range of skin tones. (This book
was reviewed digitally.)
A vibrant portrayal of an important figure. (author’s note,
source notes, bibliography) (Picture book/biography. 5-8)

middle-gr a de

A child braves floodwaters and embarks on an adventure.
The Mekong Delta is home to the young Vietnamese narrator anticipating a big day: “I wake up with the sun creeping
into the sky and wait for tide and time to bring to me my little
open boat.” Venturing on a familiar trip—yet alone for the first
time—the child stands and paddles into the waves, steadied by
a backpack, cautious confidence, and words of parental encouragement. Panoramic illustrations with the feel of animation create a magical cinematic effect that renders scenery and motion
through multiple perspectives, capturing atmospheric weather
patterns and magnificent tropical flora and fauna—some highly
dangerous and threatening. The self-aware text draws astute
metaphoric parallels between the landscape and the classroom
the child journeys to. Anxiety over “a thousand” prying eyes and
“scary” places dissipates as courage and knowledge prompt the
child to “turn the unfamiliar into family...write my name across
the blackboard of the river.” Sumptuously textured landscapes
detailing lotuses and inky swells create vivid contrasts while
reminding viewers of the ecosystem’s fragile balance. This solo
voyage concludes as the child approaches the school on dry
land, greeted by friendly water buffalo “galumphing near the
shore” and other children, many with gap-toothed smiles that
match the narrator’s. The book closes with further information
about the Mekong River and its delta. (This book was reviewed
digitally.)
Enthralling, uplifting: a celebration of everyday heroes’
journeys in the quest for education and learning. (Picture book.
5-7)
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MY FIRST DAY

Phùng Nguyên Quang & Huynh
Kim Liên
Make Me a World (40 pp.)
$17.99 | $20.99 PLB | Feb. 16, 2021
978-0-593-30626-0
978-0-593-30627-7 PLB
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THE STRANGEST THING
IN THE SEA
And Other Curious
Creatures of the Deep
Poliquin, Rachel
Illus. by Byron Eggenschwiler
Kids Can (32 pp.)
$17.99 | Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-77138-918-1

Of all the curious creatures in the sea,
what is the strangest of them all?
Poliquin presents profiles of a dozen surprising ocean dwellers that are not quite what they seem. The book is formatted
as a guessing game. A spread pictures and describes a fantastic
being; foldouts reveal the actual answers along with a paragraph
of information and some fast facts. There’s a “tiptoeing rock,”
a “land of candy balls,” a floating angel, and a pugnacious rainbow. Often the imagined beings are rather spooky; the writer
conjures up witches and goblins, a pile of skulls, and even extraterrestrials. In first-person text, the imagined being introduces
itself in four or five lines set in a relatively large font; inside
the foldouts the exposition and facts are more complex, for
those who want more information. The curious creatures are
revealed to be ocean sunfish, goblin shark, hairy frogfish, yeti
crabs, feather star, giant siphonophore, vampire squid, pygmy
seahorse, largetooth sawfish, giant larvacean, peacock mantis
shrimp, and barreleye fish—interesting, unusual choices. And
yes, there’s a final creature who needs artificial aids to explore
the watery world. A last foldout, turned sideways, reveals which
creatures live at which levels of the sea. Eggenschwiler’s ingenious illustrations morph from fanciful to surprisingly realistic,
adding exactly the humor needed to carry this off.
This engaging presentation invites readers to dive in.
(glossary) (Informational picture book. 7-12)

THE SNAIL WITH THE
RIGHT HEART
A True Story

Popova, Maria
Illus. by Ping Zhu
Enchanted Lion Books (56 pp.)
$18.95 | Feb. 2, 2021
978-1-59270-349-4

A poetic introduction to evolution, mutation, and the necessary reproduction to achieve both along the way.
Author Popova takes readers on a journey through time,
beginning with the emergence of single-celled organisms and
ending on another one-in-a-million chance: a potential future
snail with a particular, rare recessive gene. Gentle, lyrical text
briefly outlines the evolution of modern life on Earth before
introducing Jeremy, a common garden snail with a rare leftspiraling shell, found by chance by a human scientist who had
recently listened to a snail researcher on the radio. So begins
Jeremy the snail’s path to the spotlight—with a few detours to
28
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touch on human politics, the concept of gender, and a floral
metaphor or two about genetics. Tread lightly: The vivid and
memorable (but never prurient) description of the mechanics
of snail reproduction and the use of the scientific term hermaph
rodite without discussion of the more polite ways humans might
describe other humans (as opposed to snails) may produce some
interesting family conversations. However, Zhu’s soft, opaque
illustrations of life on Earth, prehistoric and modern, micro and
macro, are sure to enchant readers of all ages. The oversized
trim allows her to play up the snail’s tininess in long perspectives, and close-ups are luscious; both enhance the narration’s
sense of playful awe.
A story as charmingly mesmerizing as a silvery snail’s
trail on a summer morning. (Informational picture book. 6-10)

THE WIND MAY BLOW

Quinton, Sasha
Illus. by Thomas Hegbrook
Tiger Tales (36 pp.)
$17.99 | Aug. 3, 2021
978-1-680-10268-0

As potential challenges are depicted,
an offstage parent offers a child loving messages of mindfulness
and empowerment.
Is this another sentimental book with singsong couplets
published mainly for presentation at baby showers and graduation? No! Imaginatively shaped pages and clever die cuts
that highlight important images (the sun; the child’s constant
canine companion) or words (breathe, will rise again) ensure child
appeal. The rhymes please and surprise, as they occur irregularly: sometimes internally, at others, at the end of phrases. The
brown-skinned child protagonist is at first swaddled in red baby
blankets, then in a similarly colored hoodie—thus, gender is
indeterminate, allowing for universal identification while drawing comparisons to two of children’s literature’s iconic characters. The palette shifts from warm and sunny to the dramatic
blues and purples of a nocturnal tempest illuminated by lightning as a storm tosses and splinters the child’s raft. The tense
has changed from a reflective past to an imagined present or
future, with calming assurances: “know that… / you are strong
enough. / …you are smart enough. / … you have all you need / to
make it through.” As timber is transformed into a shelter for the
dog and protagonist, the narrative suggests that both structure
and child are “as something new.” From the shimmering foil of
the jacket to the contrasting endpapers, this picture book packs
substance and style into its compact format.
Exciting, heartwarming, and wise—this truly will resonate with a range of ages. (Picture book. 4-7)
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“Celebrates motherhood at its most inspirational.”
your mama

A SKY-BLUE BENCH

Ramos, NoNieqa
Illus. by Jacqueline Alcántara
Versify/HMH (32 pp.)
$17.99 | April 6, 2021
978-1-328-63188-6
A lyrical, spirited picture book that
takes the old “yo’ mama” joke and cracks, snaps, and pops it into
an ode to motherhood.
Using a vibrant tattoo motif, colorful, joy-infused artwork,
and playful, melodic words, Ramos and Alcántara’s winning
picture book celebrates motherhood at its most inspirational. A
child and a mother—both with brown skin, long, wavy black hair,
and long, bold limbs—spend their days baking and playing, picnicking and protesting, going to the library and taking road trips.
It starts with a honeyed bang: “Your Mama So Sweet, She Could
Be a Bakery,” spelled out on a ribbon that could adorn a sailor’s
arm as narration in regular type expands on this. Each subsequent double-page spread echoes these words (“Your Mama…”),
highlighting how this mom’s “so strong,” “so forgiving,” and “so
|

Raymundo, Peter
Dial Books (32 pp.)
$17.99 | July 20, 2021
978-0-593-32514-8

What’s 1 inch long, smells with its
ears, and breathes through its butt?
Sea bunnies! Well, they don’t actually
breathe through their butts, but their gills are on their rear ends…
.A gaggle of children is on the hunt for the elusive sea bunny.
Their instructor is attempting to curb their loud enthusiasm (but
failing at it) while demystifying the mysterious but incredibly
cute sea slug known as the sea bunny. It moves along on a trail of
self-producing gross slime, has terrible eyesight, and has a nifty
secret weapon—poisonous sea sponges! No, it doesn’t fling
sopping wet sponges at its enemies, it eats the sponges, which
makes it taste disgusting. Ingenious! Raymundo effectively
uses large speech bubbles for the kids’ energetic questions and
observations, with a smaller, unobtrusive type for the matterof-fact commentary of their instructor. The interactions among
children and adult are humorous, informative, and organic. By
using the Q&A format, Raymundo allows the readers to be
drawn in and participate in this charming undersea adventure.
Raymundo’s experience as a Disney animator can be appreciated in these colorful, engaging illustrations. Who knew a tiny
slug could convey so many emotions? The personalities of the
characters come through loud and strong—from the endearing
and unassuming protagonist to the ravenous villain.
Not just another fish story—will be a favorite with fledgling marine biologists and landlubbers everywhere. (Informa
tional picture book. 4-7)
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YOUR MAMA

THE MYSTERIOUS
SEA BUNNY

young a dult

An Afghan girl resourcefully finds a
way to accommodate her new prosthesis.
After losing her leg in an accident, Aria is finally ready to
return to school with her new “helper-leg.” But all the school
benches have been used for firewood, requiring students to sit
on the floor—which hurts Aria’s leg terribly. In a montage of
awkward positions, Aria attempts to alleviate her discomfort
to no avail. Despite the other girls’ skepticism, Aria resolves
to build her own bench, insisting she “can do anything a boy
can.” When she consults kind carpenter Kaka Najar for help,
he gives her tools and a can of sky-blue paint—the color of
“courage, peace and…wisdom.” With help from her mother, her
little brother, and a friend, Aria proudly builds a bench and
assures inspired classmates, “We can build everything we need,
together!” Gently but poignantly, Collins’ richly hued, cartoonstyle illustrations convey Aria’s discomfort, determination, and
joy; family members’ and friends’ warm eyes and sympathetic
faces are reassuring. Background characters bustle in a rainbow
of jewel-toned clothing, their faces bearing a variety of expressions. Though Aria’s accident is unspecified in the simple primary text, an author’s note reveals that Aria’s story, partially
based on Rahman’s childhood during Afghanistan’s civil war,
honors Afghan children whose lives were changed forever by
unexploded ordnance. Most characters’ complexions, including
Aria’s, are varying shades of brown.
A timely, eye-opening portrait of resilience, community,
and hope. (glossary) (Picture book. 4-8)

woke.” Notably, readers see a mom that stands alone, strong
and defiant, as she walks into her child’s Parent Night at school
and strolls through a neighborhood full of friends and passersby.
Ramos conjures jubilant scene after scene with deft language
and sprinkles of Spanish, and this tale’s more sublime moments
(“Your Mama a Brainiac—mo’ betta than any app”) simply shine.
Similarly, Alcántara’s art represents motherhood as a model of
ideals and mind spun for modern times, both indebted to and
limited by the specific type of mother of color depicted here.
Overall, it’s a celebration that’s invaluable and needed. (This
book was reviewed digitally.)
Perfectly dazzling. (Picture book. 4-10)

middle-gr a de

Rahman, Bahram
Illus. by Peggy Collins
Pajama Press (32 pp.)
$18.95 | Nov. 30, 2021
978-1-77278-222-6
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“A sweet windfall of history and inspiration.”
the gravity tree

THE GRAVITY TREE
The True Story of a Tree
That Inspired the World
Redding, Anna Crowley
Illus. by Yas Imamura
Harper/HarperCollins (40 pp.)
$17.99 | May 25, 2021
978-0-06-296736-7

All about the apple that (contrary to
legend) did not hit Isaac Newton’s head in the mid-17th century—and what became of the tree from which it fell.
The apple may have missed, but the insight into why it fell
down instead of, say, up struck the young genius hard enough
to revolutionize our understanding of how the physical universe works…and to turn the tree into a destination for generations of pilgrims. As Redding relates with alliterative vim, the
tree survived a lightning strike around 1820, though pieces of
it were carved into a chair—“a perfect perch for pondering”—
and, much later, carried onto the International Space Station. It
still produces fruit to this day, sending offspring to grow around
the world. In the wake of illustrating Nancy I. Sanders’ The Very
Oldest Pear Tree (2020), Imamura portrays the tree from first tiny
seed to gnarled snag, inspiring visitors from Albert Einstein
in 1930 to Stephen Hawking in his wheelchair in 1987. As the
centuries pass, racially diverse background characters begin to
diversify the mostly White cast…and on the final page, a brownskinned child stands in for readers with, the author writes, a
similar “potential to change the world.” (This book was reviewed
digitally.)
A sweet windfall of history and inspiration. (biographical notes, bibliography, timeline) (Informational picture book. 7-9)

STROLLERCOASTER

Ringler, Matt
Illus. by Raúl the Third & Elaine Bay
Little, Brown (32 pp.)
$17.99 | June 1, 2021
978-0-316-49322-2
It’s that time—the hour of doom
wedged between when a toddler first
becomes overtired and finally blissfully

naps.
Frustration crackles through la casa like a downed power
line. Tyrannical tantrums terrorize. Parental paroxysms of
panic provoke pandemonium. Quick—to the STROLLERCOASTER! Down the streets of their barrio, Papi and daughter
Sam whoosh, clack, and dive. Past the sugar-blasting pastelería,
up the hill of no return, down the viaduct of trepidation, along
the psychedelic wall of paleta rapture, and through the scratchboard black of Morpheus’ tunnel. The cranky, exhausted toddler
is finally overcome by the whirlwind outing and is soon cuddled
on the comfy couch with her slumbering Papacito. Ringler’s
energetic narrative perfectly mimics the staccato thrills of
a roller coaster. From the snap of the buckle to the paternal
30
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admonition “Keep your hands and feet inside at all times,” the
stroller transforms into a ride Batman would envy. Raúl the
Third and Bay’s tongue-in-cheek bilingual commentary planted
in illustration details follows the frantic pair everywhere. From
the encouraging “Corre” painted on the building they’re whizzing past at the beginning of their adventure to graffiti messages
of “Estoy cansada” and “Tired?” as the toddler finally starts
winding down, the whole barrio urges the fun-loving father and
his thrill-seeking daughter to greater feats of glory.
Kids everywhere will be honing their tantrum skills in
hopes of riding their very own strollercoasters. (Picture book.
4-8)

ON THE OTHER SIDE
OF THE FOREST

Robert, Nadine
Illus. by Gérard DuBois
Trans. by Paula Ayer
Greystone Kids (72 pp.)
$18.95 | March 30, 2021
978-1-77164-796-0

This French Canadian import features a single father and son who undertake an ambitious project.
The two brown rabbits live with their dog on a farm in a village surrounded by evergreen forest: A wordless spread captures
its density with distinct trunks visible at the silhouetted composition’s base, spires stretching to the tops of the pages, and the
merest hints of light in the center. With young Arthur narrating,
a minimalist text builds suspense: “People say that wolves live
in the forest, and ogres, and giant badgers. No one ever goes in
there!” His father, however, wants to know what’s on the other
side, and a “magnificent” idea forms. Baking mounds of bread,
he arouses curiosity in the villagers (and readers). Neighbors
follow their noses and soon find themselves exchanging large
stones for loaves; the construction of a tall tower will provide
a vista. Selected details—clothing, wheat, the wagon—are rendered in red, yellow, and turquoise, contrasting with the setting’s earth tones and cream-colored pages. This orderly world
turns into a scene out of a Brueghel painting when the villagers
celebrate with games after a storm delays—but does not derail—
the dream. The premise is not new, but the family structure, the
cooperative community, and the quality of the precisely inked
and colored art combine for a riveting read.
Fear of the unknown, neighborliness, and an attentive
dog are just the start of conversational possibilities. (Picture
book. 4-7)

kirkus.com
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A vibrant, artistic town is changed
forever.
Danko (a light bulb), Fabian (a pink
balloon dog), and Zirka (an origami bird)
love their idyllic town of Rondo, famous for its singing flowers. The friends are happy until the terrifying and faceless War
arrives and plants seeds of fear that grow into black flowers and
prickly weeds, blocking out the light and silencing the wonderful singing flowers. The trio fails to reason with War and fights
back with violence. At last, they galvanize the townspeople to
work together to build a “huge light machine” that defeats the
darkness of War. Rondo is rebuilt, but every person has been
changed, scarred, injured, and red poppies spring up in places
|

TWO GROOMS ON
A CAKE
The Story of America’s First
Gay Wedding
Sanders, Rob
Illus. by Robbie Cathro
Little Bee Books (40 pp.)
$17.99 | May 4, 2021
978-1-4998-0956-5

The first legal gay marriage in the U.S. was held in…1971.
The two groom figurines on the top of the cake at the first
legal same-sex wedding celebration narrate the story of Jack and
Michael, who met in 1966. The cake-topping grooms compare
the creation of the cake they will stand on to the growing relationship of the couple and then to their struggle to get a marriage license, which includes law school, a name change (from
Jack to the gender-neutral Pat), and a solo visit to City Hall
for the license (for Michael). The cake is finished; the license
is granted. Michael and Jack celebrate their wedding…but the
battle for equality is far from over. Fifty years on, the couple
is even more in love, and finally LGBTQ+ couples can marry
in all 50 states. Sanders tells the tale in easy-to-understand language, sweet as the frosting on the cake, and leaves the bulk of
the details for the comprehensive backmatter: author’s note,
marriage equality timeline, photographs of Jack and Michael as
young and older men, and a well-rounded bibliography. Cathro’s
whimsical, retro-feeling illustrations on cream-colored paper
show the cake toppers assisting in the creation of the cake as
their human counterparts work for the right to marry. Both
cake toppers and human grooms present White. (This book was
reviewed digitally.)
As beautiful as it is informative about this little-known
battle in the fight for equality. (Picture book. 6-10)
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Romanyshyn, Romana & Andriy Lesiv
Trans. by Oksana Lushchevska
Enchanted Lion Books (40 pp.)
$17.95 | Dec. 14, 2021
978-1-59270-367-8

young a dult

HOW WAR
CHANGED RONDO

touched by War. Translated from the original Ukrainian, this
allegorical picture book was originally published following the
2013-14 conflicts in Ukraine. Avoiding references to cultural or
geographical markers, the universal story deftly highlights the
importance of each person doing their part to battle darkness.
The descriptive, lyrical text realistically depicts the impacts of
war, and the visual juxtaposition of an imaginative, bright, colorful world and its war-ravaged aftermath is stark. Collage elements convey fragility and resilience in surprising yet visceral
ways. Most characters are bipedal, and the three protagonists
use gendered pronouns. Externally, characters are depicted in
a variety of nonhuman colors (patterned, blue, green, bright
white, pink). (This book was reviewed digitally.)
An expertly crafted story recognizing the power of
humanity amid the life-altering tragedy of war. (Picture book.
5-12)

middle-gr a de

A Swampy Cree grandfather shows
his grandson what it means to be connected to family and the land.
Moshom takes his grandson, the narrator, on a long journey
to visit his boyhood home. He wants his grandson to see his
family’s trapline, “where people hunt animals and live off the
land.” To get there, they fly on a plane and go to a small house
beside a big lake. “This is where we lived after we left the trapline.” They walk through a forest and see an old school building.
“Most of the kids only spoke Cree, but at the school all of us had
to talk and learn in English.” They travel in a small motorboat
to an island, where “Moshom’s eyes light up.” He says, “That’s
my trapline.” There are beaver dams and eagles and rock paintings. Moshom tells how everyone “slept in one big tent, so they
could keep warm at night,” how even the youngest children had
chores, and everyone shared the work. He tells how they caught
muskrats, ate the meat, and sold the pelts “to buy…things you
couldn’t get on the trapline.” Before leaving the island, the boy
holds Moshom’s hand. His grandpa is quiet. “Kiskisiw means
‘he remembers.’ ” Swampy Cree words and their definitions
conclude each page, summing up its themes. Robertson’s text
is as spare as Flett’s artwork, leaving plenty of space for readers
to feel the emotions evoked by both. (This book was reviewed
digitally.)
The illustrations’ muted colors and the poetic rhythm of
the words slow the world down for remembering. (author’s
note, illustrator’s note, glossary) (Picture book. 5-10)

pictur e books

ON THE TRAPLINE

Robertson, David A.
Illus. by Julie Flett
Tundra Books (48 pp.)
$18.99 | May 4, 2021
978-0-7352-6668-1
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DANCING WITH DADDY

Schulte, Anitra Rowe
Illus. by Ziyue Chen
Two Lions (40 pp.)
$17.99 | Dec. 1, 2021
978-1-5420-0719-1

A nonverbal girl who uses a wheelchair anticipates a father-daughter dance
in Schulte’s debut.
As Elsie and her mother shop for the
perfect dress, Elsie ponders: Pink or red? Red matches Daddy’s
soccer jersey—a red dress it is! Her supportive sisters are thrilled
for her, too. But it’s snowing harder and harder. What if the
dance is canceled? Refreshingly, Elsie’s disability is seamlessly
presented as simply another aspect of family life; for instance,
as Elsie’s sisters slurp up noodles with chopsticks, Daddy matter-of-factly gives Elsie a “push” of liquid food through a feeding
tube. Pops of rhyme or alliteration add pep to the straightforward text: “Inside, daughters dashed. Ponytails bounced.
Dresses flounced.” Inspired by the author’s daughter, who has
Wolf-Hirschhorn syndrome, Elsie is delightfully expressive.
Elsie’s italicized thoughts convey her worry and excitement;
she “can’t wait to see [her] dress spin.” Her face, bearing characteristic features of the disorder, radiates emotion. She frowns
forlornly at fat snowflakes and beams with infectious joy as her
sisters help her “[find] her groove.” Whether she’s pointing to
pictures in her communication book or anxiously indicating her
missing hair bow, her family is warmly attentive. As she swings
and sways in her father’s arms, her forehead against his, their
love is palpable; Chen’s illustrations fairly glow with affection.
Elsie and her family are cued as East Asian.
A heartwarming portrayal of a family embracing disability. (Picture book. 4-8)

BEST DAY EVER!

Singer, Marilyn
Illus. by Leah Nixon
Clarion Books (32 pp.)
$17.99 | June 29, 2021
978-1-328-98783-9
An energetic puppy narrates a day
with her boy.
In the morning, she licks the face of her “best friend,” a boy
with light brown skin who uses a manual wheelchair, “glad that
[they’re] a pair.” In quick, rhythmic rhymes, she bounds along—
chasing a cat, stealing a Frisbee, snatching a hot dog from disgruntled pigeons, and scaring a snake—to the titular refrain:
“Best day ever!” But the tune changes when she rolls on a “nice
dead fish.” “Down, girl! You get off me! / Phewy, what’s that
smell?” yells her boy as she gazes up with heart-meltingly mournful eyes. “Not the best day ever,” she laments as she endures a
sudsy bath. And when she accidentally knocks over a lamp, her
boy’s exasperation is finally too much: “Worst day ever.” Soon,
however, the boy comforts the dejected pup, apologizing for
32
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shouting: “I know it wasn’t cool. / I think we need more lessons.
/ We’ll go to training school.” The friendship restored, a huge,
jubilant “Best day ever!” arcs across a sunset-tinged double-page
spread, the exclamation point finished off with a tennis ball the
narrator has leapt to catch. Illustrator Nixon, herself a wheelchair user, captures the bond between boy and dog with bold
lines, bright, sun-laced colors, and endearing expressions, tenderly demonstrating that love is unconditional—a message that
will reassure readers as well as their furry friends. (This book was
reviewed digitally.)
An exuberant dog’s-eye view of friendship and forgiveness. (Picture book. 4-6)

NICKY & VERA
A Quiet Hero of the
Holocaust and the Children
He Rescued
Sís, Peter
Norton Young Readers (64 pp.)
$15.99 | Jan. 26, 2021
978-1-324-01574-1

One man made a difference as the
full horror of the Holocaust began.
In late 1938, a young Englishman of German Jewish descent
named Nicholas Winton, known as Nicky, visited Prague, where
he saw the many Jewish refugees from Germany’s Sudetenland
annexation and Kristallnacht. Using means both legal and illegal, he organized paperwork and arranged for eight trains to
transport 669 children to safety in Great Britain. Veruška “Vera”
Diamantova was a 10-year-old Jewish girl whose parents made
the wrenching decision to send her away on one of those trains.
After the war, Nicky never spoke of it and put the papers in
his attic. Fifty years would pass before his wife found them. A
TV show with a reunion of Nicky and the surviving children
followed. Sís, Czech-born, tells the story in straightforward
declarative sentences that drive the narrative. His brilliantly
conceived paintings are an emotional anchor. With varying
palettes—blue for Nicky, gold for Vera, and gray for the war
scenes—the art flows easily from full-page vistas to miniature
scenes that swirl and circle around the pages and even within
the outlines of figures and buildings. Readers can pore over the
details as Vera stands alone in a London train station awaiting her new family and then count the trains that were able to
depart.
An extraordinary life memorably and evocatively presented. (author’s note) (Picture book. 7-12)
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“This creative, impassioned, in-your-face biography
is as on fire as Jimi Hendrix’s guitar.”
song for jimi

SONG FOR JIMI
The Story of Guitar
Legend Jimi Hendrix

Soderguit, Alfredo
Greystone Kids (48 pp.)
$18.95 | April 13, 2021
978-1-77164-782-3
Hens meet capybaras in this translated gem, first published in Venezuela,
from author/illustrator Soderguit.
A “safe, agreeable” chicken coop with
a red roof sits in a field. Inside, the hens know their roles, and
plenty of food keeps them satisfied, even if occasionally a hen
is taken away. Life’s good. Then…the capybaras arrive. “NO!
There was no room for them.” But the capybaras cannot go
home because of hunting season, so the hens permit the “hairy,”
“wet,” “too big,” and too numerous capybaras to stay if they
accept the rules, a set of strict guidelines aiming to limit interactions between both groups. Naturally, a young capybara and a
|

Sorell, Traci
Illus. by Natasha Donovan
Millbrook/Lerner (32 pp.)
$19.99 | March 2, 2021
978-1-5415-7914-9

Highlights the life and secret work of Cherokee aerospace
engineer Mary Golda Ross.
As a teen in the 1920s, Mary Golda Ross loves “puzzling out
math equations” despite expectations of the times. At 16, she
finds being the only girl in a college math class means working
extra hard to prove herself to the boys who “refused to sit next
to” her. Guided by her Cherokee belief that “gaining life skills
in all areas” is important, Ross not only strives for better grades,
she aims for loftier goals. Each step of the way—whether teaching high school, working for the Bureau of Indian Affairs, or
helping solve aircraft design flaws during World War II— Ross
is fueled by other Cherokee principles as well. Ultimately, her
passion for math and her commitment to those deeply rooted
values result in her selection to a “supersecret work team” that
promises to take her career, and the world, further than ever
before. Meticulously researched and subtly framed according
to the Cherokee beliefs that piloted Ross, page-turning prose
elevates this Indigenous hidden figure to her rightful place in
history. In addition, bold, classic-comics–like illustrations and
colors reminiscent of 1950s advertisements give an appropriately retro vibe. A stellar addition to the genre that will launch
careers and inspire for generations, it deserves space alongside
stories of other world leaders and innovators.
Liftoff. A biography that lands beyond the stars! (timeline, author’s note, four Cherokee values, source notes, bibliography) (Picture book/biography. 7-11)
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THE CAPYBARAS

CLASSIFIED
The Secret Career of
Mary Golda Ross, Cherokee
Aerospace Engineer

young a dult

Smith gives light, air, and sound to the life story of an unparalleled musician who moved to his own rhythms.
Arranged in five multipage “verses” of poetry with an “outro”
and “interlude” to reflect Hendrix’s blues, this fascinating
biography offers a feast for the ear as Smith tells of Hendrix’s
childhood rife with parental conflict, his mother’s traumatic
departure, his father’s denigration of his music, and Hendrix’s
need to escape a life of exclusion and ostracism. After flying
with the Army’s Screaming Eagles, Hendrix often found himself
at odds with his bands because of his individualism and drive to
play solo. Smith describes him as “a git-tar magician, / a sonic
tactician, / a Picasso with a pick / painting in the blues tradition.”
Rodriguez’s artwork uses heavily saturated reds, yellows, and
(appropriately) blues to create scenes that reveal how musicpossessed Hendrix was. Whether illustrating a young Hendrix’s
playing a broom as if it were a guitar or plucking “the fireworks
exploding in his head,” Rodriguez’s gritty, oil-based woodblock
paintings effectively capture Hendrix’s passion, drive, and
genius. Smith describes wanting to conclude with a “moment of
triumph…to celebrate the unique individual who inspired me.”
And he does: With his “show-stopping tricks / …behind-theback, between-the-legs, / teeth-plucking licks,” Hendrix set his
guitar on fire and “showed the world / how to kiss the sky.” (This
book was reviewed digitally.)
This creative, impassioned, in-your-face biography is as
on fire as Jimi Hendrix’s guitar. (author’s note, biographical
timeline, personal playlist, discography, references) (Picture
book/biography. 8-14)

middle-gr a de

Smith Jr., Charles R.
Illus. by Edel Rodriguez
Neal Porter/Holiday House (56 pp.)
$22.99 | Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-8234-4333-8

wee chick don’t abide by these rules, enjoying a bit of play that
stirs condemnation from the hens. “The rules were for everyone.” But a surprising turn of events leads to an opportunity
to tear down the barrier between hen and capybara—and perhaps beyond. On its surface, Soderguit’s beguiling picture book
offers a direct-enough message: find community in embracing
others—even those that seem unfamiliar at first. Yet moments
pop up where text and pictures seem at intentional odds, inviting readers to consider a deeper plunge. Aided by an ingenious
use of the book’s gutter, the sparse text and wordless segments
make this tale an unusually meditative piece of work. Similarly,
the artwork shuns color for the most part, evoking a muted
spirit of optimism.
Purely exquisite. (Picture book. 4-8)
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“Gorgeous, shimmering, heartfelt.”
i sang you down from the stars

WE ARE STILL HERE!
Native American Truths
Everyone Should Know

Sorell, Traci
Illus. by Frané Lessac
Charlesbridge (40 pp.)
$17.99 | April 20, 2021
978-1-62354-192-7

In this meticulously researched nonfiction picture book,
Sibert honorees Sorell and Lessac team up once again to answer
this question: What has happened to Native Nations and their
citizens after the treaties with the U.S. government ended in
1871?
Lessac’s trademark colorful, folk-art–style illustrations
show a Native American community school with a classroom of
diverse students preparing for presentations at the Indigenous
People’s Day assembly. Spread by spread, each child speaks, featured words and terms highlighting the journey Native Nations
have taken to reclaim their land and rights. They show why
Indigenous people say, “We are still here!” In the “Assimilation” presentation, Native children are dressed in militarylike
uniforms, showing how U.S. leaders used schooling to destroy
Native traditions. Dividing plots of tribal land for “Allottment”
left much treaty land open for public sale. With “Termination” and “Relocation,” Native people were encouraged to
leave their tribal lands and “act more like white people.” But
Indigenous people say, “We are still here!” and the narrative
arc turns to emphasize resilience. When activists speak up and
organize, it strengthens tribal sovereignty. The tribes “protect
and provide for future generations” by holding on to their traditional ceremonies, opening businesses to support their tribal
members, and reviving their tribal languages. The illustrations,
too, change their tenor, modulating from historical wrongs to
emphasize contemporary strength, community, and joy.
An emphatic, triumphant declaration: “WE ARE STILL
HERE!” (further information, timeline, glossary, sources,
author’s note) (Informational picture book. 7-10)

I SANG YOU DOWN
FROM THE STARS

Spillett-Sumner, Tasha
Illus. by Michaela Goade
Little, Brown (32 pp.)
$18.99 | April 6, 2021
978-0-316-49316-1

Anticipation, pregnancy, and the
birth of a baby are celebrated in this story from Spillett-Sumner
(Inniniwak) and Caldecott medalist Goade (Tlingit).
When a baby chooses its mother, special gatherings of family
and community are held to prepare for the child’s arrival. Sacred
items are collected and placed in a medicine bundle to be given
to the baby at birth. These items will keep the growing child’s
connection to their identity strong. Spillett-Sumner’s lyrical
text begins as an Indigenous mother plans the journey with her
34
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unborn child. “Before I held you in my arms, I sang you down
from the stars.” When she finds a white eagle plume, it becomes
“the first gift in a bundle that will be yours.” The young mother
finds more items for her child’s bundle: cedar, sage, a “star blanket,” and a special river stone “so that you always remember
that you belong to this place.” The baby arrives in the spring,
“with the waters that come when the ice breaks and the rivers
flow again.” Goade uses a white “swoosh” of stars throughout
the illustrations to intertwine traditional origin stories with a
family’s experience of “love and joy” upon the arrival of the new
baby, in scenes that pulse with both emotions. Author and illustrator each contribute a note describing how they drew upon
their respective cultural traditions to inform their work, which
will open the book up to a wide range of readers.
Gorgeous, shimmering, heartfelt. (Picture book. 3-7)

THE MIDNIGHT FAIR

Sterer, Gideon
Illus. by Mariachiara Di Giorgio
Candlewick (32 pp.)
$16.99 | Feb. 2, 2021
978-1-5362-1115-3
What happens after the midway closes and rides shut down
for the night?
Forest animals—deer, bears, squirrels, a stoat, a badger or
two, a wolf, a fox, rabbits, mice—peer from the shadows of
trees by the field where trucks arrive to set up the county fair.
They watch from the edge of the woods as the fairground fills
with humans who stay late into the evening. The families leave,
the caretaker pulls a large switch, and the fairground is, for a
moment, dark and empty. Only the silhouettes of the creatures
can be seen against the dark forest, along with many pairs of
glowing eyes, moving toward the now-quiet fairground. A lively
after-hours adventure follows. Two raccoons flip the switch on
as furry fairgoers bring mushrooms, wildflowers, pine cones,
and acorns for payment. Di Giorgio interprets Sterer’s wordless tale in a rich, soft palette, with dramatic full openings and
multiple detailed frames conveying the excitement, the lights,
the smells of popcorn and fairground foods, the sounds of rides
and riders. Even the harmless flames of the Dante’s Inferno ride
seem fun. Animals whirl in teacups, ride the roller coaster under
the moon, and leave at dawn, tired, happy, and a bit sticky. The
wolf, at the edge of a lake, releases a goldfish won at the ringtoss booth. (This book was reviewed digitally.)
Gorgeously whimsical and utterly convincing. (Picture
book. 3-8)
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Two neighboring pine trees converse
about the effects of natural forces in the
first title that Canadian artist Stewart
has also authored.
A sapling on the verso greets a mature specimen on the
recto; they appear to be Scotch pines, the taller tree displaying discrete, undulating shapes poised at the tip of each branch.
Even though they present a repeated perspective, the breathtaking silk-screened scenes are full of drama and movement,
offering a range of moods as the colors and textures of the backgrounds and trees change. A wondrous spread features a purple,
starlit sky with wind-swept, turquoise trees, one sheltering a
raccoon. Green, snow-dusted branches hold an eagle’s nest
against a peaceful gray sky. Stewart’s text develops a convincing
relationship that suggests a wise, nurturing elder and an eager,
loyal youth, all the while incorporating recent findings about
tree communication and established science. The dangers
caused by wind are described—stretched roots, dryness, breakage—as are the benefits: “my roots grow deeper and my bark
|

Subisak, Tracy
Little, Brown (32 pp.)
$17.99 | June 15, 2021
978-0-316-53771-1

Jenny Mei may smile and joke around,
but her best friend knows that inside,

she is sad.
A small, unnamed Black child with two Afro puffs describes
best friend Jenny Mei (who presents Asian): a girl who can smile,
share, and make people laugh even though she’s sad. But when
Jenny Mei has a bad day and acts out in school, the narrator is
there for her in all the ways a friend can be: waiting after school
while Jenny talks with the teacher, being a good listener, or just
being together—with popsicles. After a quiet walk, a game of
kick the rock, and a quick exhibition of blue and purple tongues,
Jenny Mei begins to cry. But our narrator is there with her, “for
fun and not-fun and everything in between.” The multiplicity
of emotions and depth of friendship are conveyed by Subisak’s
deceptively simple text (averaging one sentence per spread) and
whimsical, attentive illustrations. The characters are drawn
with black outlines, colorful outfits, and dots for eyes that
seem to say it all. And while the reason Jenny Mei is sad is never
explicitly stated, subtle clues will give perceptive readers an idea
of what’s happening in her life. Focus, however, stays on what is
most important: the quiet support of a friend who understands.
Intelligently and sympathetically demonstrates that children have complex emotional lives too. (Picture book. 4-7)

special issue: best books of 2021

Stewart, Todd
Owlkids Books (48 pp.)
$17.95 | March 15, 2021
978-1-77147-433-7

JENNY MEI IS SAD

young a dult

THE WIND AND
THE TREES

becomes stronger. / The wind carries my messages…to other
trees in the forest.” Sharp eyes will notice the subtle growth and
deterioration, respectively, on either side of the gutter. A golden,
wordless absence—and a new page that recalls the departed
tree’s positive thoughts—provides a satisfying conclusion, as
does the emergence of a new seedling.
Arresting art and an intelligent dialogue speak movingly
to the realities of universal life cycles. (Picture book. 3-7)

middle-gr a de

A child describes the smells, tastes,
and feelings of their summer.
“How do I know summer is here?” For the child sharing their
story, summer is the smell of stone fruit ripening and days with
nothing to do. Summer really begins when their lola comes to
visit and makes her special mango jam. Together, grandmother
and grandchild play at the pool, go to the beach, and watch fireworks. Lola fills their days with the delicious smells and tastes
of traditional Filipino food, like cassava cake and sisig. Summer
blooms with happy memories of gathering fruit, fishing, cooking, and eating together. When Lola returns home, summer
turns to chilly breezes and falling leaves, but Lola has one more
surprise. This is a beautiful, tender expression of family and
love that spans generations and great distances. Each moment
is described as a smell or taste, which engages all of readers’
senses. The illustrations add so much life and context to the
words, especially for the Filipino dishes. The bright colors and
visible brush strokes add warmth and capture the feelings of
summer. The family is Filipino, and all have brown skin, black
hair, and black eyes. Lola speaks Tagalog and Ilocano.
An extraordinary expression of Filipino culture and
intergenerational familial bonds. (Picture book. 4-8)

pictur e books

WHEN LOLA VISITS

Sterling, Michelle
Illus. by Aaron Asis
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins (40 pp.)
$17.99 | May 18, 2021
978-0-06-297285-9

MEL FELL

Tabor, Corey R.
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (40 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 2, 2021
978-0-06-287801-4
Mel knows it’s her day to fly.
A stout kingfisher fledgling marches to the end of her
branch, jumps, flips, spreads her wings—and falls. Down she
goes, beak-first, eyes shut, smiling broadly. This lovely book’s
vertical format prompts readers to look longitudinally at each
spread, up and down the trunk of a tall tree, following Mel’s
descent. The unusual orientation, coupled with the gripping
idea of first flight (or fall!), inspires both excitement and anxiety. Muted pastel illustrations set against ample, bleached-out
white space convey craggy bark, Mel’s soft blue and russet
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feathers, and clusters of oval celadon leaves. Mel plummets, and
animals (squirrels, bees, ants—even a spider and a realllllly slowmoving snail) scramble to help, adding humor. She crashes (into
water!), and readers hold their breath, turning the book to follow her new trajectory. When Mel turns and shoots out of the
water holding a fish in her beak, past her animal friends on the
tree trunk, they will cheer. A note on kingfishers appears in the
backmatter above a delightful picture of Mel nudging one of
her siblings toward the end of the branch. Young people, who
find themselves on the precipice of new activities, routines,
schools, and challenges so frequently, will savor this little kingfisher’s success and perhaps feel they can right themselves the
next time they fall into a downward spiral.
Encourages children to feel brave, to try, and to believe
they can soar. (Picture book. 4-10)

NINA
A Story of Nina Simone
Todd, Traci N.
Illus. by Christian Robinson
Putnam (56 pp.)
$18.99 | Sept. 28, 2021
978-1-5247-3728-3

This biography of African American
icon Nina Simone follows the development of her early musical talent to her popularity as a musician
during the civil rights movement.
Born in North Carolina in 1933, Eunice Kathleen Waymon
“sang before she could talk and found rhythm before she could
walk.” Her mama, a minister, sang only church songs, and her
daddy played the upright piano, teaching Eunice to play jazz
when Mama was out. From the age of 3, Eunice played music at
church while Mama preached. Eunice’s gift was undeniable, and
the White woman Mama cleaned for during the week helped
arrange music lessons, where Eunice learned classical piano,
falling in love with Bach’s music. After high school, Eunice went
to New York City to attend the Juilliard School of Music. But
when she auditioned for a transfer to the Curtis Institute of
Music in Philadelphia, she was not accepted, and she felt her
dream of being a musician slipping away. When she took jobs in
nightclubs, she performed as Nina Simone to keep her mother
from discovering her secret. The narrative includes details of
the love and support of family and community that gave Nina
her early start, the disappointments and humiliations she suffered because of racism, and the determination and sheer love
of music and of her people that carried her to success despite
the setbacks. Todd’s musical prose allows readers into Nina’s
perspective, and Robinson’s scenes and portraits absolutely sing
with energy, keeping pace perfectly with the text as it expands
beyond typical picture-book length. (This book was reviewed
digitally.)
Do not miss this complex story of an American legend.
(note) (Picture book/biography. 4-10)
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THE BIG HOUSE AND
THE LITTLE HOUSE

Ueno, Yoshi
Illus. by Emiko Fujishima
Levine Querido (48 pp.)
$17.99 | March 9, 2021
978-1-64614-049-7

From far away down a long road, two animals make friends.
The horizontal orientation of this title offers long left-toright spreads, and across them wanders a pale yellow road, sloping gradually upward. “At one end was a little house, standing
all alone,” so tiny that readers must peer closely to glimpse the
red-roofed miniature. Far away, up the low-grade hill, stands
a “big house”— big only when compared to the small one, still
small in the countryside landscape. Little Mouse and Big Bear
each live contentedly, but both are lonely. Details twinkle: Little Mouse works in a busy bakery (with a chef ’s toque and rolling pin) while Big Bear works “alone in the forest”; each heads
away from the other’s house to reach work; and Little Mouse
explores the forest only on the single day Big Bear explores the
town. The prose in this translation from the Japanese is plainspoken and elegant. Fujishima uses fine black pen for outlines,
shadings, and textures while light hues—tans, pinks, blues,
and greens, all pale—round out the gentle scenes. After the
two bond but before they quite solidify a friendship, the river
overflows, endangering Little Mouse’s house. Big Bear ventures
bravely out into an almost-unrecognizable panorama of rolling
blue water, blue trees, and blue wind—but readers will recognize the shape of the road between the houses, and there is,
natch, a happy ending that’s the opposite of treacly.
Tender and companionable. (Picture book. 2-7)

GRASSHOPPER

Ukhova, Tatiana
Greystone Kids (56 pp.)
$18.95 | May 4, 2021
978-1-77164-692-5
Nature’s miniature whimsies bloom
in Ukhova’s wordless picture-book debut,
imported from Russia.
A far-off white airplane slips across
the rich blue sky as a pale White child
rests on a blanket in the middle of a lush green garden. An apple
core sits just near their head, overtaken by a squadron of ants.
The ants soon crawl over to the child’s face. Intrigued, the child
walks over to the anthill. A caterpillar stirs in a pea pod when
the child disturbs it, dropping it right beside the anthill. It
happens in a series of seconds: The ants overtake the caterpillar and drag their spoils into their home. The child sees it all,
with a look of dismay creeping onto their face. The caterpillar’s
demise plays out over just a few pages, and it ends almost as
soon as it starts, but Ukhova mitigates the small-scale viciousness of the scene thanks to her use of a color palette full of gorgeous greens and blues and a restrained approach to the subject
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“Spare, modern, and elegant.”
black and white

WISHES

Văn, Mượ n Thị
Illus. by Victo Ngai
Orchard/Scholastic (40 pp.)
$18.99 | May 4, 2021
978-1-338-30589-0

Black and White are different, but
wonderful things happen when they are
together.
When White wakes up, extends
through the sky, and enters the window, Black goes under the
bed to hide. How could this be the basis for a friendship? But
after Black sprays some black on White and the result is “So
|

BEFORE WE SLEEP

Volpe, Giorgio
Illus. by Paolo Proietti
Trans. by Angus Yuen-Killick
Red Comet Press (28 pp.)
$17.99 | Sept. 7, 2021
978-1-63655-004-6

special issue: best books of 2021

BLACK AND WHITE

Vogrig, Debora
Illus. by Pia Valentinis
Eerdmans (48 pp.)
$17.99 | Aug. 31, 2021
978-0-8028-5575-6

young a dult

The story of a young refugee’s flight from home is told
through a series of wishes made by inanimate objects.
“The night wished it was quieter,” reads the first of 12 wishes
that tell the story of a family’s journey across the sea to a better life. A somber palette and perfectly chosen scenes illustrate
each object’s wish, giving shape to the story that unfolds. The
bag that family members pack with rice packets “wished it was
deeper.” The clock, at departure time, “wished it was slower,” as
an older man embraces two children with tears in his eyes. The
winding, ominous path on which the oldest child and mother
walk (she carries both an infant in a sling and her middle child
on her back) “wished it was shorter.” And the boat that they
board, packed to the edges with passengers, “wished it was bigger.” Each simple statement, accompanied by its heart-rending
visual element, takes readers along on this harrowing journey.
When the final wish arrives (the only to employ the first person),
the one sentence spans four double-page spreads of visual storytelling that evoke the joy and release of so many heightened
emotions. Details in every illustration convey an Asian setting,
though readers in the know will recognize distinctly Vietnamese particulars. Backmatter explains how the author’s own family escaped from Vietnam in the 1980s.
A superb, beautifully moving collaboration of text and
illustration. (author’s note, artist’s note) (Picture book. 4-7)

cool!” they’re off on an adventure. Valentinis’ elegant illustrations using only black and white—as befits the story—depict
a forest, both North and South poles, a savanna, a jungle, and
back home again before it is time for White to say good night
and for Black to take over. The sights in each locale are the
results of Black and White coming together (a Dalmatian, a
polar bear’s black nose and eyes, black heads, backs, and wings
of penguins, etc.), depicted with no outlines, thus allowing the
images to dissolve into negative space and thereby stressing
their oneness in spite of their difference. The story unfolds in
short spare sentences that match the illustrations, both text
and artwork presenting just enough for readers to fill in the
details with their imaginations. Taken together the book makes
for a delightful experience on several levels. The aesthetic of
the artwork is spare, modern, and elegant. Never preachy, the
story invites readers to consider how much more we could be if,
instead of focusing on what makes us different, we focused on
the results when we come together.
A book for adults and little ones to share, appreciate, and
consider together. (Picture book. 3-5)

middle-gr a de

matter made insightful by the absence of text. When the child
captures a grasshopper, tearing off one of its legs in the process,
the grasshopper’s scooped into a jar to spare it from the same
end that befell the caterpillar. Inside the clear jar, the grasshopper’s world reveals itself in all its reliefs and dangers. Through all
that happens, the child learns about the effects of their actions
on the natural world, and it’s a lesson worth imparting here.
Marvelously astute. (Picture book. 4-8)

This Italian import asks readers to
consider: What if one friend needs to
hibernate and the other doesn’t?
The forest is turning “rich amber,
burned orange, and chestnut brown.” Little Red, a burnt-orange
fox with a sharp snout, revels in the camouflage, excited to go
unseen by Hazel the dormouse. Before readers can grasp the
wisp of a predator-prey implication, the page turn curves lightly
in the opposite direction: Hazel and Little Red are best friends,
blissfully frolicking together in the autumn leaves. The hiding
is for hide-and-seek. This joy is fleeting, though, because “the
smell of winter mean[s] one thing: loneliness.” The fox is the
vulnerable one; Hazel’s about to hibernate. Hazel’s burrow—a
two-storied teapot featuring a duvet-covered bed, an oven, and
tea towel—will hold Hazel all winter long, leaving Little Red
alone and forlorn. Proietti’s gently textured fox fur, grasses,
plants, and skies are softly melancholy. Close-ups (Hazel dozing off while holding Little Red’s ear) alternate with landscapes:
half-bare trees whose trunks are starkly discrete, symbolizing
winter’s isolation; the sun hanging low in a pale, yellow-gray sky
as the two friends sit motionless. Eventually, Hazel and Little
Red fall asleep together outside the teapot. Whether this solves
the problem or merely postpones it, their affection is a solid
comfort.
Visual beauty plus the beauty of closeness in sad times.
Cuddle close for this one. (Picture book. 3-8)
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“Understated, deep, and heart-rending—bring tissues.”
watercress

LITTLE WITCH HAZEL
A Year in the Forest

Wahl, Phoebe
Tundra Books (96 pp.)
$19.99 | Sept. 21, 2021
978-0-7352-6489-2

A miniature witch tends to a forest
over the course of a year.
Little Witch Hazel lives in Mosswood Forest in a home at the base of a tree trunk. Her distinctive personality is fleshed out vividly throughout this thoroughly
satisfying set of four stories, one for each season. Stoic, diligent,
and giving, Hazel nurtures an orphaned owl egg in spring; is
convinced by friends to take a day off in summer; helps a lonely
troll in autumn; and is saved from a storm in winter by Otis, the
owl she once mothered. The detailed, evocative worldbuilding
will have readers lingering. They’ll meet a friendly and funny
(especially the chipmunk with the toothache) community
of anthropomorphic creatures, such as Wendell the sailing
frog and Mousepappa (who wears the apron and takes care of
the babies). Many creatures are fantastical (dryads, goblins).
Refreshingly, nothing is sanitized: Little Witch Hazel is not
gaunt and whimsical; she’s curvaceous, sturdy, and strong. She
even has hairy legs; she has more important things to do than
shave, such as serve as midwife to Mrs. Rabbit. The writing is
lush and lyrical (“milky clouds…hung low”), and the textured,
earth-toned illustrations expertly capture Hazel’s world, both
cozy (her tiny home) and gloriously wild (the forest she tends
to). Hazel is White; the “beasts of all shapes and sizes” readers
meet include fantastical creatures of color and one who uses a
wheelchair. (This book was reviewed digitally.)
More Mosswood, please. (Picture book. 4-10)

DREAM STREET

Walker, Tricia Elam
Illus. by Ekua Holmes
Anne Schwartz/Random (32 pp.)
$17.99 | $20.99 PLB | Nov. 16, 2021
978-0-525-58110-9
978-0-525-58111-6 PLB
In an already-special neighborhood,
a very special street ensures that a community is able to thrive.
Dream Street is an appropriately named space for Black
kids to play and grow with the nourishment and support of their
elders. From the chalk drawings and hopscotch boards to the
garden behind Dessa Rae’s house or Ede’s treasure trove at the
top of the hill, the neighborhood very much teems with life and
the aspirations of these young people. Holmes’ brilliantly hued
collage work and Walker’s detailed genealogy of the street show
how Ms. Sarah the Hat Lady, the dapper retiree Mr. Sidney, Ms.
Barbara the friendly librarian, and several other adults have all
paved the way for Dream Street to be an avenue of communal
enrichment and thoughtful preparation for everything that
38
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awaits these kids. The book is more a collection of character
studies than a story, and each double-page spread is devoted to
one person or, sometimes, a group. Walker’s text sits opposite
Holmes’ portraits, which occupy as much space as they need.
The five Phillips boys, all named for jazz musicians, stand close
together for a single-page vertical composition in their Sunday
suits; Dessa Rae’s portrait extends across the gutter, allowing
her to stretch out in a chaise longue with grandbaby Little Song
pillowed on her chest. (This book was reviewed digitally.)
Dreams for Black children manifest in striking art as the
very idea of street is reimagined. (author & illustrator’s note)
(Picture book. 4-10)

WATERCRESS

Wang, Andrea
Illus. by Jason Chin
Neal Porter/Holiday House (32 pp.)
$18.99 | March 30, 2021
978-0-8234-4624-7
A Chinese American family pulls their car over to gather
wild watercress growing by the roadside.
As the family sheds their shoes and rolls up their pants to
wade into the gully, the narrator of Wang’s poignant free-verse
text is anything but happy. Mud squelching between toes, holding a soggy brown bag full of what looks like weeds, the preteen
ducks down as a car passes lest their family is recognized. But
for Mom and Dad, the moment is emotional. In one exceptional double-page spread Chin paints the faded red 1960s-era
car parked on the left, with cornstalks bordering the road transforming into bamboo stalks and a soft-focus sepia-toned image
of rural China on the right. “From the depths of the trunk / they
unearth / a brown paper bag, / rusty scissors, // and a longing
for China,” reads the text. In another, Mom and Dad praise the
watercress for being both fresh and free, but to the next generation, “free is / hand-me-down clothes and / roadside trashheap furniture and / now, / dinner from a ditch.” It isn’t until
Mom finally shares the story of her family in China that her
child understands the importance of this simple dish of greens,
this “delicate and slightly bitter” watercress. Wang’s moving
poetry paired with—and precisely laid out on—Chin’s masterfully detailed illustrations capture both an authentic Midwestern American landscape and a very Chinese American family,
together infusing a single event with multiple layers laden with
emotion, memory, and significance.
Understated, deep, and heart-rending—bring tissues.
(author’s note, illustrator’s note) (Picture book. 5-10)
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Wilder, Derick
Illus. by Cátia Chien
Chronicle Books (48 pp.)
$16.99 | Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-4521-7716-8
A dog savors one last outing with his little girl, remembering puppyhood and simple pleasures before passing, while their
love lives on, enriching and inspiring new adventures as they
unfold.
Floppy-eared and graying, an old dog rises to still find
wonder in the world—from the fireball sun and puffer clouds
to the swirly wind and a good old stretch—but it’s his forever
friend, Little, who makes him “wigglewag” with joy. As the
|

JUMP AT THE SUN
The True Life Tale of
Unstoppable Storycatcher
Zora Neale Hurston
Williams, Alicia D.
Illus. by Jacqueline Alcántara
Caitlyn Dlouhy/Atheneum (48 pp.)
$17.99 | Jan. 12, 2021
978-1-5344-1913-1

special issue: best books of 2021

THE LONGEST
LETSGOBOY

young a dult

A once-thriving Black community
was destroyed, and the story of how it happened went untold
for decades.
In the beginning of the 20th century, Tulsa, Oklahoma, was
emerging as a thriving oil town, and African Americans worked
to establish communities in the face of discrimination. The
separate neighborhoods that grew out of segregation meant
that Black businesses sprang up to serve those who could not
frequent White establishments. The African American neighborhood of Greenwood had so many it became known as “Black
Wall Street,” with an impressive range of services and opportunities. The tenuous nature of Black prosperity was reinforced,
however, when a White woman accused a Black man of assault.
White mobs, unable to reach the suspect, descended on Greenwood, looting the businesses and burning the community to
the ground. With no protection or assistance from law enforcement, all that the residents had achieved was lost. Further, it
took 75 years before an official investigation was launched.
Author Weatherford and illustrator Cooper join forces to present this important story with sensitivity and care for younger
readers. Weatherford’s measured prose depicts the events in
a cleareyed, age-appropriate narrative. Oklahoma native Cooper’s muted palette and oil-erasure style effectively portray first
the achievement and then the devastation that followed. The
author’s and illustrator’s notes provide valuable insight and context, as does the rear endpapers’ photograph of the massacre’s
aftermath.
A somber, well-executed addition to the history as the
incident approaches its 100th anniversary. (Informational
picture book. 8-12)

brown-skinned child with her black mop of hair calls out “Letsgoboy!” memories of leaping and chasing squirrels surface. The
dog gazes upon this remarkable world and “wuffwuffs” his farewells, and Little gives him her tightest “lovesqueeze.” Under a
luminous sky, he closes his eyes, and twilight blue bursts into a
dazzling kaleidoscope, and he can “runjump” again. He sees the
family mourn and the seasons change, until one spring Little
is on a “letsgoboy” with a new puppy. Happy to feel her joy, he
joins her in spirit, knowing they are each other’s friends forever.
Mixed-media illustrations masterfully play with scale, composition, and perspective; and Chien’s use of simple, exploratory
shapes and patterns creates enchanting characters and landscapes full of energy, peace, and transformation. Told from the
dog’s perspective, the playful and poignant text offers an arc
beautifully visualized by Chien, whose palette choices flex with
the narrative. (This book was reviewed digitally.)
Stunning, tender, and brilliant. Readers will laugh and
cry—but most of all love. (Picture book. 3-adult)

middle-gr a de

Weatherford, Carole Boston
Illus. by Floyd Cooper
Carolrhoda (32 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 2, 2021
978-1-5415-8120-3

pictur e books

UNSPEAKABLE
The Tulsa Race
Massacre

From her girlhood days to her legacy as a writer for the ages,
Zora Neale Hurston is introduced to young readers.
“In a town called Eatonville—where the magnolias smelled
even prettier than they looked…lived a girl who was attracted to
tales like mosquitoes to skin.” Zora, clad in overalls and running
through fields, loves being sent to Joe Clarke’s store, where she
turns every quick errand into a chance to listen to the stories
being told on the store’s porch. When she tells her own tales,
her father and her grandmother punish her for “tellin’ lies,” but
her mother values her stories and encourages her to “jump at
[the] sun.” She wants more for her children than working the
land. Sadly, her mother dies, but Zora remembers her encouragement throughout her life, which she spends in and out of different schools in different cities before finding her place in New
York City as a writer and folklorist, a career that takes her back
to her all-Black hometown to record those front-porch stories.
Zora is depicted as the fun-loving, strong-willed person she
most certainly was, and the text uses dialect as playfully as Zora
did to transport readers into her world. Whimsical illustrations
show Zora’s many worlds—country and city, school and social
life—with energy and joy. (This book was reviewed digitally.)
This introduction to an American icon feels just right.
(author’s note, additional reading, sources) (Picture book/biog
raphy. 4-9)
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YOUR LEGACY
A Bold Reclaiming of
Our Enslaved History

Williams, Schele
Illus. by Tonya Engel
Abrams (48 pp.)
$19.99 | Sept. 28, 2021
978-1-4197-4875-2

This reclamation of legacy begins
with African origins before the trans-Atlantic slave trade and
emphasizes the strength and resilience of enslaved people.
The first two spreads introduce Africa as the beginning of
“your story”: a continent of diverse peoples and cultures and
colors where people thrived for thousands of years. Then Europeans arrived on African shores, and “your ancestors” were forcibly taken away, afraid but determined to survive. They were
separated and regrouped and forced into hard labor, but they
chose to love one another, to use their intellects, to share music,
to courageously defy the system. Examples of their determination, brilliance, strength, and ingenuity are given in the names
of specific historical figures listed on spreads that show their
acts or creations in a scene—people who seized their freedom,
invented things, and contributed to the American way of life.
Additional spreads show more recent leaders grouped around
words such as intellect, dignity, and grace. Final spreads encourage readers to receive these qualities as their ancestors’ legacy
and to continue that legacy by gifting equality to the next generation. Engel’s paintings fairly glow with love and pride. Caregivers of Black children have struggled to introduce America’s
shameful history in a way that doesn’t put the shame on Black
people; with this thoughtful, sensitive, and beautiful volume,
families can begin a difficult conversation in a nurturing way.
This is a must for every Black child growing up in the Americas
and will help other races and ages too. (This book was reviewed
digitally.)
A truly powerful perspective shift. (author’s note, illustrator’s note) (Picture book. 3-adult)

MY ART, MY WORLD

Winkler, Rita & Mark Winkler
Illus. by Helen Winkler & Leon Balaban
Second Story Press (32 pp.)
$19.95 | Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-77260-214-2
A woman illustrates her daily life
with painting and collage.
Winkler introduces herself to readers by her first name,
Rita, and a double visual: A painted self-portrait and a photograph of herself holding it. “Do you think it looks like me?” she
asks. This painting happens to be abstract, but as the narrative
progresses, Winkler’s artistic styles display a sophisticated level
of variety. A sun and moon form opposite halves of the same
sphere; a lake features realistic composition with textured
brush strokes; a glimmering winter landscape shows hillsides
40
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with stark trees, soft snowflakes, and a yellow-pink sky. Cut
paper forms the blocks of a big city with sharp angles and lines.
Winkler has Down syndrome, unmentioned by the text and art
but noted on the back cover. Her handwritten words “I’m Rita”
show up twice; her handwriting also appears in a spirited note
she leaves by the phone to discourage “pesky telemarketers”:
“we are not home Leve us olaone Thank You.” Winkler’s humor
shines through in a speculation that perhaps some fish she sees
while at her cashier’s job in a coffee house—fish carried by a
customer in a baggie—might come from the same lake Winkler
visits and might recognize her from there. For its art enthusiasm and stimulating variation of visual style, pair this with
Angela Johnson and E.B. Lewis’ Lily Brown’s Paintings (2007).
For all art bookshelves. (bio, websites) (Picture book/memoir.
3-9)

THE LONGEST STORM

Yaccarino, Dan
Minedition (40 pp.)
$18.95 | Aug. 31, 2021
978-1-6626-5047-5

A parent, three children, and a dog
weather a crisis together.
“A storm came to our town.” Autumn
leaves swirl and a child swings from a
tire on a tree, yet overhead looms a huge dark cloud. “We were
going to have to stay inside, maybe for a long while.” It’s not easy.
“There was nothing to do and too much time to do it.” There
are moments of chaos: bathtub puddles and dog-chewed shoes.
Each person looks unhappy, bored, frustrated, angry. Shockingly,
the adult totally loses it. Yet when there’s an enormous flash of
lightning (“the whole house shook”) everyone cuddles together,
and afterward “things started to get better, a little every day.”
The family appears White. Yaccarino’s bold lines and fluid figures against swaths of solid color and his use of shading and
shadow are splendid. Outside the windows rain comes down
at an angle. Inside there is the yellow glow of a lamp or blue
of darkness and the harmony—or momentary clash—of family activity. Sun and blue sky finally make their appearance, and
the family is seen in the yard picking up scattered leaves and
sticks together, a reminder that the storm didn’t leave things
unchanged or unscathed. The story feels emotionally true to
the process of going through any profound crisis: a pandemic,
death, divorce, or the prolonged absence of a parent who is
deployed, a first responder, or battling an illness.
Resonant and reassuring. (Picture book. 3-7)
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“Peaceful vignettes weave a picture of love and devotion, of
parenthood and childhood enjoyed to its fullest.”
dad bakes

DAD BAKES

Yang, Kao Kalia
Illus. by Rachel Wada
Carolrhoda (32 pp.)
$17.99 | Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-5415-8130-2

The author recounts a formative
childhood experience that continues to

inspire her today.
Born to Hmong refugees, Kalia has only ever known the
confines of the Ban Vinai refugee camp in Thailand. Even while
playing with her cousins, reminders of the hardships of their
life are always present. She overhears the aunties sharing their
uncertainty and fear of the future. They are a people with no
home country and are still trying to find peace. Kalia asks her
father why they live behind a gate and wonders what lies beyond
the fences that surround the camp. The next day they climb a
tall tree, and he shows her the vast expanse around them, from
familiar camp landmarks to distant mountains “where the sky
meets earth.” This story of resilience and generational hope is
|

day.

Ollie the octopus has an emotional

Ollie and Stella the starfish are hanging out and feeling fine. But moods can be changeable, and
Ollie’s emotions are concretely labelled as the octopod deals
with a series of familiar scenarios that will resonate with toddler
listeners. After a run-in with a big wave, “Ollie feels grumpy,”
then “afraid” after sighting a (fairly innocuous) shark. Simplicity and clarity are paramount, with concise dialogue pairing
with collaged representations of Ollie’s emotions. Expressive
eyes provide excellent visual cues as they widen in fear, narrow
pointedly with anger, or close into curved, joyful lines. Octopus tentacles are equally evocative, whether jaggedly outlined
to denote “surprise,” spread lackadaisically when Ollie is comforted, or dangling limply in fear. Color does heavy lifting too,
with a “mad” Ollie turning blood-red or tearful Ollie becoming
blue, although Ollie’s distinctively colored rainbow stocking
cap keeps the octopus recognizable throughout. One particularly helpful spread shows a tie-dyed Ollie grappling with overlapping and contradictory emotions, reminding Ollie (and small
readers!) that it’s possible to feel “a lot of feelings” all at once.
After Ollie experiences all these big emotions, it’s Stella to the
rescue, offering the overwrought Ollie a hug to “feel better
now.” Their comforting embrace under a cheery rainbow is a
perfect summary and model of empathy for toddlers.
Toddler readers will feel just fine after this funky intro to
emotions. (Board book. 1-4)
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FROM THE TOPS OF
THE TREES

OLLIE FEELS FINE

Yuly, Toni
Little Bigfoot/Sasquatch (22 pp.)
$9.99 | Feb. 2, 2021
978-1-63217-301-0

young a dult

A loving father bakes at work and
at home to make a life for his child and
himself.
Under a full moon, Dad wakes and walks to work. Streetlights glow as an elevated train passes, and the Rise Up Bakery
beckons with its warm light. Inside, Dad works side by side
through the night with racially diverse bakers of different ages,
returning home in the morning. While he rests, his capable
child keeps busy till it’s time to wake Dad. Together they make
bread and share in small moments while waiting for the dough
to rise—reading, gardening, playing dress-up and soccer. At last
they enjoy the teddy-bear–shaped bread on their rooftop before
Dad tucks his little one into bed. These peaceful vignettes
weave a picture of love and devotion, of parenthood and childhood enjoyed to its fullest. Heartfelt painterly illustrations offer
a much-needed depiction of the diversity of fathers. Here, Dad
is of Asian descent with a shaved bald head, brown skin, and
an abundance of tattoos. Yamasaki’s simple text is accessible to
even young readers. Her author’s note also brings a new dimension to the story, as she dedicates it to families affected by incarceration and the organizations helping them to rebuild their
lives. Subtle hints that incarceration is a part of the main characters’ past are in the opening, wordless spreads, showing the
child reading a box of letters from Dad. (This book was reviewed
digitally.)
Full of quiet moments of joy and affirmation. (Picture book.
3-7)

told in an expressive, straightforward narrative style. The simplicity of the text adds a level of poignancy that moves readers to reflection. The layered and heavily textured illustrations
complement the text while highlighting the humanity of the
refugees and providing a quiet dignity to camp life. The militarylike color palette of olive greens, golden yellows, and rich
browns reinforces the guarded atmosphere but also represents
the transitional period from winter to spring, a time ripe with
anticipation and promise.
A visually striking, compelling recollection. (author’s note,
glossary, map.) (Picture book/memoir. 5-9)
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Yamasaki, Katie
Norton Young Readers (48 pp.)
$17.95 | Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-324-01541-3
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“Breathes life into Black history and
reverently celebrates Black lives.”
the people remember

THE PEOPLE
REMEMBER

Zoboi, Ibi
Illus. by Loveis Wise
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (64 pp.)
$19.99 | Sept. 28, 2021
978-0-06-291564-1
A lyrical history of African American
life that also explicates the seven principles of Kwanzaa.
Opening with Africans from many ethnic groups being
ripped from their homelands in the midst of births, deaths,
storytelling, and other daily occurrences, this immaculately
illustrated picture book walks through a vast swath of history.
This includes the Atlantic slave trade, the plight and escape
of enslaved people, emancipation, northern migration, faith
journeys, and more, ending with the Movement for Black Lives.
Zoboi’s lyrical free verse, with occasional subtle rhymes, always
speaks boldly about the lives, trials, and successes of African
American people. The refrain the people remember emphasizes
how memories are passed down from one generation to the next,
be they positive or otherwise. Figures like Mami Wata center
Africa and the African diaspora—necessary for explaining the
Kwanzaa principles within the narrative. Wise’s humans, somewhat reminiscent of Jacob Lawrence’s, feel big and expansive
in proportion to their surroundings, representing the outsized
impact African Americans have had on United States history
and culture, whether acknowledged or not. Rich, deeply saturated illustrations cover every page and show how integral African Americans have been to the creation and growth of the arts.
Extensive backmatter will ground readers in the facts and spark
interest for further research. (This book was reviewed digitally.)
Zoboi’s poetic retrospective breathes life into Black
history narratives and reverently celebrates Black lives.
(author’s note, timeline, further reading) (Picture book. 7-adult)

trauma of abruptly losing a friend, never diminishing the pain
of such a betrayal. Yet the story does not allow the protagonist
to wallow in self-pity and instead ends on a moderately hopeful
note: The narrator, though still sad, considers a future in which
“I won’t care” about having lost this friendship. Chaud’s illustrations feature a verdant, richly colored world as the children run
and play in the woods. Playful animal face masks the pair enjoys
are used to great effect: When loyalties are abandoned, the narrator disconsolately watches the two new friends wear them,
and an enigmatic rabbit mask conceals the identity of the narrator’s imagined new friend. All children are depicted as White.
This all-too-common childhood experience is dramatized with an emotional honesty that, refreshingly, skirts
sentimentality. (Picture book. 4-10)

THE NEW FRIEND

Zolotow, Charlotte
Illus. by Benjamin Chaud
Milky Way (44 pp.)
$17.99 | Sept. 28, 2021
978-1-990252-01-3

The devoted friendship of two children ends without warning.
The narrator uses the past tense to
describe an easygoing, intimate friendship: “I had a friend / a dear friend / with long brown hair.” The
two delighted in playing outdoors: picking wildflowers, wading
in the brook, and talking and reading together underneath a tree.
But one day the narrator calls for her, and “she [isn’t] there.” A
trip through the woods reveals that she is with a different friend,
and this new duo does many of the same things she once did
with the narrator. The narrator grieves—but dreams of a new
friendship. Zolotow’s text, originally published in 1968 (with
illustrations by Emily Arnold McCully), sensitively captures the
42
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BARB THE LAST
BERZERKER

Abdo, Dan & Jason Patterson
Simon & Schuster (256 pp.)
$13.99 | Sept. 28, 2021
978-1-5344-8571-6
Series: Barb the Last Berzerker, 1

Ahmed, Samira
Little, Brown (368 pp.)
$16.99 | Sept. 21, 2021
978-0-316-54046-9
Series: Amira & Hamza, 1

side of love.

What will it take for two plucky kids
from Chicago to save the universe from
certain disaster? Courage with a heaping

|
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AMIRA & HAMZA
The War To Save the
Worlds

Twelve-year-old Amira is a scientist, rational and focused.
Hamza, her younger brother, is a risk taker, thriving in his active
imagination. The night of a rare astronomical event brings
out more than the moon and the stars when they accidentally
activate an ancient device recovered from the Caspian Sea, alBiruni’s Box of the Moon, cracking off a piece of the moon, putting everyone else on Earth to sleep, and bringing an army of
genderfluid jinn to meet them, the chosen ones. Led by Abdul
Rahman, the vizier to the emperor of Qaf, and accompanied by
Maqbool, Abdul Rahman’s aide-de-camp, the jinn escort Amira
(who does not feel eager or ready to assume these duties) and
Hamza (who can barely contain his delight) on their quest to
protect Qaf by defeating wicked dev Ifrit and saving the universe. In her middle-grade debut, Ahmed rationalizes the irrational with a creative blend of science and magic, building a
bridge from a familiar world to a new one. A blend of Indian
culture, Islamic folklore, history, and pointed social commentary are all wrapped up in a fantasy world that is as compelling
as it is informative.
Even readers who don’t believe in magic will find themselves wishing on a star. (map, author’s note, glossary) (Fantasy.
9-13)

young a dult

She-Ra meets How To Train Your
Dragon in this vivacious series starter.
In the world of Bailiwick, bands of
Berzerkers protect the people and land
from roaming monsters. Barb is a small, light-skinned Berzerker
with a mess of curly black hair, a fierce, can-do attitude, and
an aesthetic that lightly nods to Wonder Woman. When her
band of Zerks is tricked and captured by an evil demon named
Witch Head, only Barb is able to escape, stealing the Shadow
Blade, Witch Head’s magical sword, in the process. Teaming
up with Porkchop, a friendly blue yeti, it’s up to Barb to harness the power of the Shadow Blade and journey to recruit the
Northern Zerks to help defeat Witch Head. The art is bright,
energetic, and stylistically akin to that of Jeffrey Brown. Thick
lines, varied paneling, and a consistently large font further the
book’s wide appeal. Human background characters have a
diverse range of skin colors. Readers will delight in the occasional gross-out jokes, strange creatures (vampire goat fiends,
mergoblins, the Grub of Death), heartwarming camaraderie,
and the over-the-top villain. Amidst the silly chaos are quieter
moments that touch on Barb’s familial trauma, the cost of the
war between Berzerkers and monsters, and what it means to be
a good friend. Earnest, unstoppable Barb is easy to root for, and
the next volume will be eagerly anticipated.
Nothing will stop readers from devouring this book.
(map) (Graphic adventure. 8-12)

middle-gr a de

middle-grade

THE HOUSE THAT
WASN’T THERE

Arnold, Elana K.
Walden Pond Press/HarperCollins
(288 pp.)
$16.99 | March 30, 2021
978-0-06-293706-3
The arrival of new neighbors kicks
off strange events and life-changing
experiences for two families.
With an inward focus reminiscent of
the novels of Kevin Henkes, Arnold sets shy, 11-year-old Alder
Madigan, living with his mom at 15 Rollingwood Dr., against
outgoing Oak Carson, who has moved next door to No. 11 with
her mom while her dad stays behind in San Francisco to tie up
loose ends. Relations get off to a rocky start after Oak’s mother
arbitrarily has the huge old tree between the houses cut down.
Distress at the tree’s loss is compounded by Alder’s erstwhile
best friend’s hanging out with a popular kid, leading to hostile
initial encounters with Oak. Still, Alder and his new neighbor
are drawn together by a series of mystifying experiences—
including finding out that it’s not always true that there’s no No.
13 on their block and discovering that they’ve independently
adopted sibling kittens. Saving one last, wonderful coincidence
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MIDDLE-GRADE | Laura Simeon

Middle-Grade Gems of 2021
The following titles—representing
different genres, subjects, and formats
and aimed at readers across the entire
middle-grade developmental spectrum—are ideal jumping-off points for
celebrating a year of exceptional publishing for young readers.
These first two books reflect children’s natural affinity for the outdoors.
In Crossing the Stream by ElizabethIrene Baitie (Norton Young Readers, June 8), Ato, a Ghanaian boy, and his best friends grow vegetables with nontoxic pesticides, trying
to win a contest that grants the rare opportunity to visit the bird sanctuary established by Ato’s late father. Thoughtful, sensitive Ato’s passion for the wild
grounds him when relationships with
people are confusing. The graphic novel Saving Sorya: Chang and the Sun Bear
written and translated by Trang Nguyen and illustrated by Jeet Zdung (Dial
Books, Sept. 14) was inspired by the author’s childhood in
Vietnam and her fierce determination to become a wildlife conservationist. It follows the reintroduction into the
wild of an orphaned sun bear, incorporating environmental
facts into a dramatic storyline.
The best historical works tread a
fine line, making the past accessible
to contemporary readers while providing fascinating insights into cultural differences. While dealing with
utterly dissimilar subject matter, the
following three books have in common vivid writing and memorable
characterization. Shackleton’s Endur
ance: An Antarctic Survival Story by
Joanna Grochowicz, illustrated by
Sarah Lippett (A & U Children/Trafalgar, Oct. 1), is an immersive nonfiction account of the
famously grueling expedition. The atomic bomb’s intergenerational legacy of human suffering is the subject of
the tragically beautiful novel Soul Lanterns by Shaw Kuzki, translated by Emily Balistrieri (Delacorte, March 16),
set in 1970 Hiroshima. English and German families alike
confront the dislocation of World War II with love, hope,
courage, and great humanity in The Swallows’ Flight by
Hilary McKay (McElderry, Oct. 19), companion to her
2018 novel, Love to Everyone.
44
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The enduring appeal of escaping
into fantasy worlds needs no explanation—especially not this year. The
graphic novel ¡¡Manu!! written and illustrated by Kelly Fernández (Graphix/
Scholastic, Nov. 2) is a vibrant story set
in a convent school in fictional Santa Dominga where a girl struggles as
her good intentions go awry, her lively spirit doesn’t always want to obey,
and magic proves hard to control. Series opener Strangeworlds Travel Agency
by L.D. Lapinski (Aladdin, May 25) brings all the charm
of bygone classics into a thoroughly modern, witty adventure. Flick finds starting over in the
new town her family moves to much
more interesting after she stumbles
into a travel agency that transports
its clients through multiverses. The
Troubled Girls of Dragomir Academy by
Anne Ursu (Walden Pond Press/HarperCollins, Oct. 12) is a grand, sweeping
fantasy set in a world where boys are
privileged and girls who challenge the
status quo are subject to repressive reeducation; nevertheless, young Marya asks difficult questions and seeks real answers.
Packing huge emotional impact into an economical
word count, poetry is a natural fit for young readers. We
Belong by Cookie Hiponia Everman (Dial Books, March
30) combines Pilipino cosmology with a mother’s immigration story as she spins magical,
stirring tales for her daughters. “We
are mothers and sisters and daughters. / We are friends and family. /
We are singers of stories. // We belong.” The exquisite, gut-wrenching Niños: Poems for the Lost Children
of Chile by María José Ferrada, illustrated by María Elena Valdez and
translated by Lawrence Schimel
(Eerdmans, March 23), imagines
the voices of the youngest victims
of brutal Chilean dictator Augusto Pinochet. In “Hugo”
Ferrada writes, “He will be a poet. / And he’ll create a
poem that rhymes / with the clap-clap of the soles of his
sneakers / in the puddles.”
Laura Simeon is a young readers’ editor.
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“This richly textured story highlights timely issues around
the environment and exploitation of the poor.”
crossing the stream

THE YEAR I FLEW AWAY

Arnold, Marie
Versify/HMH (256 pp.)
$16.99 | Feb. 2, 2021
978-0-358-27275-5

Established storyteller Atinuke, of
Anna Hibiscus fame, introduces every country on the African
continent.
Africa is enormous. Africa is diverse. The people, the geography, the languages, the religions, the living conditions, the
animals, the political systems—discovering all the differences
and interesting facts becomes an adventure in this fascinating
collection. The book’s introduction offers samples of the amazing historical and contemporary distinctions unique to the continent. Each region is introduced in a double-page spread with
an illustrated map featuring animals and buildings, flora and
minerals, text with welcome written in a plethora of regional languages, a list of the countries in the region, and a survey of some
special features of the region. Within the sections, each country is represented on one page, with a paragraph of descriptive
text, a colorful half-page illustration, and one to three interesting facts. The text is lively and engaging, concisely conveying
the astounding richness of history and culture that make the
continent of Africa so exciting to explore. Small wonder that
Atinuke can make a nonfiction book every bit as fun to follow as
a storybook. Readers will leave this volume full of new, amazing
views and eager to discover more about the familiar and unfamiliar territories covered here. (This book was reviewed digitally.)
This loving tribute is absolutely dazzling. (index,
resources) (Nonfiction. 4-10)
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Atinuke
Illus. by Mouni Feddag
Candlewick (80 pp.)
$19.99 | Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-5362-0537-4

young a dult

At home in Haiti, 10-year-old Gabrielle Marie Jean loves the rain, scary stories, beating the boys in mango-eating
contests, and her family, most of all.
When her parents’ paperwork issues
mean she must immigrate to the United
States alone, every heavenly thing she believes about America
can’t outweigh the sense of dread she feels in leaving everything she knows behind. A preternaturally sensitive child,
Gabrielle feels responsible for not only her own success, but
her whole family’s, so the stakes of moving in with her uncle,
aunt, and cousins in Brooklyn are high—even before Lady
Lydia, a witch, tries to steal her essence. Lydia makes her an
offer she can’t refuse: achieving assimilation. Arnold skillfully
fuses distinct immigrant experiences with the supernatural
to express a universally felt desire for belonging. Gabrielle
desperately wants to fit in despite the xenophobia she experiences every day and despite making new, accepting friends in
Mexican American Carmen and Rocky the talking rat-rabbit.
But in trying to change herself, Gabrielle risks giving Lydia
the power to conquer Brooklyn. Gabrielle is a charming narrator, and of course, good guy (girl) magic wins out in the end,
but the threat to immigrant lives and identities is presented
poignantly nonetheless in this richly imaginative origin story
of one Haitian American girl that offers a fantastical take on
immigrant narratives.
Pratchett-like worldbuilding centers immigrant kids in a
story filled with culture, humor, and heart. (Fiction. 9-12)

AFRICA, AMAZING
AFRICA
Country by Country

middle-gr a de

for the climactic arrival of Oak’s father, the author enriches
her sparely told story with other hints of magic, song lyrics,
good choices that key sudden sea changes in several relationships, and the small background details that make settings and
backstories seem real. Readers will find Alder’s conclusion that
everything is connected, and also complicated, well taken. The
cast presents as White.
A low-key marvel rich in surprises, small fuzzy creatures,
and friendships old and new. (Fiction. 10-13)

CROSSING THE STREAM

Baitie, Elizabeth-Irene
Norton Young Readers (224 pp.)
$17.95 | June 8, 2021
978-1-324-01709-7
Twelve-year-old Ato has longed to
visit the island of Nnoma, a highly protected bird sanctuary that his late father
helped build, in this latest title by awardwinning Ghanaian author Baitie.
If he and his friends Dzifa and Leslie put together a successful environmental project, they could
earn one of the rare opportunities to see Nnoma, and they
embark on growing vegetables using organic pesticides. Ato has
other things on his mind too: His mother recently announced
that he would be spending weekends with Nana, his paternal
grandmother. This was unexpected since tensions developed
between the two women after his father’s death and he hasn’t
gone to her house in years. Ato is also aware of financial problems at home. The one thing that seems to lift his mother’s
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“A powerful, critical document only made more
heartbreaking in picture-book form.”
hear my voice / escucha mi voz

spirits are conversations with the Prophet, a spiritual figure
with growing influence in their community. Despite feeling
close to Nana, who visits on special occasions, Ato is uneasy
because of gossip and warnings about her. However, his grandmother’s stories gradually answer questions Ato has about his
father and make him determined to uncover secrets in his community. This richly textured contemporary story set in Ghana
highlights timely issues around the environment and exploitation of the poor. The well-developed sense of place and natural
dialogue create an immersive reading experience, and Ato and
his friends, especially fearless Dzifa, are engaging as they discover the courage to push for truth.
A powerful coming-of-age story of self-discovery and
overcoming fear. (Fiction. 9-12)

AFRICAN ICONS
Ten People Who Shaped
History

Baptiste, Tracey
Illus. by Hillary D. Wilson
Algonquin (176 pp.)
$19.95 | Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-61620-900-1

Ten historical African figures’ biographies are interspersed with notes on
the history of the continent.
What Baptiste accomplishes in only 139 pages of narrative
is near miraculous. She lifts the veil intentionally cast over African history, granting readers a veritable feast of information and
inspiration. Readers meet, among others, Menes, who unified
Upper and Lower Egypt in the 31st century B.C.E.; Amanirenas,
first-century B.C.E. queen of Kush, who expelled the Romans;
and Idia, the 16th-century queen of Benin who wielded kingmaker powers and ensured diplomatic ties with Portugal. Wilson’s portraits of each figure exude such beauty, strength, power,
and, above all, dignity as to be nearly breathtaking. Each one
gazes out at readers with a regal confidence that’s sure to inspire
them to gaze back. Wilson also provides lush landscapes and
spot illustrations throughout. Pictures of historical artifacts
are also included. Black leaders of any age will see themselves
reflected in the amazing lives chronicled, many of whom may
be new to readers. Non-Black readers will get a window into the
marvelous history of a continent oft overlooked and relegated
to a single narrative. Refreshingly free of generalizations, this
impressively researched work was clearly a massive undertaking (as evidenced by the source notes), presenting figures from
multiple parts of the continent in the truth of their cultural and
historical richness. The result is empowering, necessary, and
required reading for all.
Game changing. (author’s note, source notes, bibliography, further exploration, designer’s note) (Nonfiction. 10-adult)
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WILLA OF DARK
HOLLOW

Beatty, Robert
Disney-Hyperion (384 pp.)
$17.99 | May 4, 2021
978-1-368-00760-3
Series: Willa of the Wood, 2
A young Faeran girl puts everything
on the line to save her home and the family she loves.
Emerging from the charred ruins of
the Faeran forest lair, 13-year-old green-skinned, brown-haired
Willa has formed a new family with humans who care about the
Great Smoky Mountain as much as she does. Unfortunately,
the Sutton Lumber Company has plans to clear the forest for
railroad tracks. Her White adoptive father, Nathaniel, has
become a leading voice against the destruction, making him a
target. After he is arrested on suspicion of murdering loggers,
Willa asks for help from her Faeran clan, but they blame her for
the death of their leader and subsequent loss of their old home.
Even the forest itself has grown hostile as strange, deathly cold
creatures attack. Adelaide, a new blond, blue-eyed friend, and
Hialeah, Nathaniel’s White and Cherokee daughter, join Willa
in protecting the forest, clearing Nathaniel’s name, saving the
Faeran, and unraveling the mystery of the malicious beasts. This
duology closer is a captivating, stirring tale of family, friendship,
the environment, and our place in the world. At every turn,
Willa is faced with higher stakes and decisions that are even
harder to make; the consequences of each choice weigh on her
heart. The gorgeous prose and imagery of the mountains will
inspire in readers a deep admiration for nature and support for
Willa’s fight.
A fantastic, heartbreaking crescendo that echoes beyond
the final page. (Fantasy. 10-14)

HEAR MY VOICE /
ESCUCHA MI VOZ
The Testimonies of Children
Detained at the Southern
Border of the United States

Ed. by Binford, Warren
Workman (96 pp.)
$19.95 | April 13, 2021
978-1-5235-1348-2

In Spanish and in English, a devastating first-person
account of children’s experiences in detention at the southern
U.S. border.
The nightmare children have faced while separated from
their families at the U.S.–Mexico border in recent years is
detailed unsparingly via interview snippets from 61 migrant
children ages 5 to 17. The words are interpreted by 17 different
Latinx illustrators. While some of the artists build fantasy imagery, depicting the children as caged birds or representing escape
from a dangerous country as flight from a terrifying monster, the
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When a Penacook girl and her grandparents must shelter in place at the
beginning of the Covid-19 outbreak, a
large dog mysteriously appears to protect them.
Malian’s winter stay with her grandparents is extended when everything is locked down. A big dog
with two white spots over his eyes shows up at their house on
the reservation. “Four-eyed dog,” her grandmother calls him.
They name him Malsum, meaning “wolf,” and he makes himself
at home. “When a dog like / that just appears / and chooses you,
/ it’s not your decision.” Although Malian misses her parents in
Boston and online classes are difficult due to the poor internet
connection, her grandparents entertain her with stories. She
finds that even when she’s hearing one again, there’s “always /
something in that story / that was more.” Her grandfather tells
her “that all the old stories / are so alive / that even when you
hear / one of them again, / that story may decide / to show you
/ something new.” Bruchac (Abenaki) tenderly braids traditional Wabanaki stories and, via Malian’s family history, stories
of atrocities visited on Native nations into Malian’s lockdown
experience. As early spring turns to summer and Malsum makes
himself part of the family, she turns these stories into a school
presentation, a process that helps her realize that, like her
grandparents and the big dog, she’s “a rez dog too.”
Hidden throughout this moving novel in verse, old stories are discovered like buried treasures. (Verse fiction. 8-12)

young a dult

The river near her home in Maine is
central to everything real and magic in
Donna’s life.
Donna is mourning the drowning
death of her beloved aunt Annabelle,
who was her mentor, guide, and inspiration. Now things are falling apart; there are huge bills to pay, and
her mom is considering sending Donna to a hated relative for
the summer. Donna’s sister is nasty and hateful, and her best
friend is drifting away. Dealing with all this is difficult enough,
but an awful lot of strange things are happening. There is a voice
in Donna’s head that seems to be Annabelle’s. Kids at school
speak of pixies and ley lines. Vilma, an older woman who is a
new neighbor, turns out to be an extremely powerful thunder
mage; Margily, a river dragon, carries her on thunder forays. The
magic builds slowly at first, but the pace quickens with twists
and turns galore. Enemies become friends, and new friends are
recognized, especially previously despised classmate Hillyard.
There is greed, danger, breathtaking adventure, and even humor
and joy. Donna narrates her tale, voicing her feelings, reactions,
and confusion. Readers will recognize her as a kindred spirit
and root for her all the way to a satisfying conclusion. The book
situates Whiteness as the default.
A carefully constructed interweaving of reality and magic
that will transport and delight. (Fantasy. 10-14)

REZ DOGS

Bruchac, Joseph
Dial Books (192 pp.)
$16.99 | June 8, 2021
978-0-593-32621-3

middle-gr a de

RIVER MAGIC

Booraem, Ellen
Dial Books (256 pp.)
$16.99 | April 27, 2021
978-0-525-42804-6

pictur e books

most affecting double-page spreads simply detail the horrifying
living conditions and allow expressions on faces to do the rest.
Hunger, overcrowding, verbal abuse, and unsanitary conditions
are only part of the horrors. “I have been here without bathing for twenty-one days,” one child says from behind chain-link
fencing. “I wish I could get clean.” The Spanish-language version is bound dos-à-dos to the English one, and the children’s
words are even more painful in their native language. Additional
context on how the stories were captured and the legal issues
around child detention is provided in a foreword and backmatter; it reinforces the impossible and cruel situation the migrant
children have faced and their misplaced hope in a system that
has failed them. It’s the kind of terrifying book that no adult
should hand to a child before preparing to explain, with context,
that the stories are true and that they must be remembered.
A powerful, critical document only made more heartbreaking in picture-book form. (Picture book. 8-18)

COLD-BLOODED
MYRTLE

Bunce, Elizabeth C.
Algonquin (368 pp.)
$17.95 | Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-61620-920-9
Series: Myrtle Hardcastle Mystery, 3
Morbid Myrtle to the rescue once
more, solving murders in her Victorian
English village.
It’s convenient that the Swinburne
Village’s murderers are every bit as over-the-top and elaborate as Myrtle is dedicated to Investigating. This time around,
the murderer signs the elaborate executions by rearranging
The Display: each death scene meticulously created in the
scale model of the village set up each year for Christmas. Of
course, Myrtle would be determined to solve the crimes under
any circumstances, but these serial killings seem to have some
connection to her dead Mum. Myrtle, a White 12-year-old, has
excellent detecting assistants: her French Guianese governess,
Miss Judson, who is almost more dedicated to Investigating
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than Myrtle; White Mr. Blakeney, who still calls Myrtle by the
nickname “Stephen”; and Indian British Caroline, whose father
was Myrtle’s Mum’s college friend and who is also connected to
the killings. Can they unravel the killer’s motives while Swinburne’s worthies are all implicated? What if Caroline’s and Myrtle’s parents are guilty? And why won’t Miss Judson and Myrtle’s
father just kiss, already? Classical allusions and a secret society
accentuate the Victorian feel, but Myrtle explains the history
as much as she explains 19th-century engineering, so readers
should only be puzzled by the mystery itself. Comical footnotes
pepper the text, adding wit to prose which is already dryly funny.
Clues abound, giving astute readers the chance to solve the mystery along with Myrtle.
Another excellent whodunit with a charming, snarky
sleuth. (historical note) (Historical mystery. 9-12)

NOT ALL HEROES

Cameron, Josephine
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (336 pp.)
$16.99 | May 18, 2021
978-0-374-31443-9
Young people engage with social
change in coastal Maine.
Still healing from the death of 7-yearold Wally, the Helinski family is slowly
settling into life in Port City, Maine, after
leaving Wisconsin in search of a fresh
start. Sixth grader Zinnia struggles to find her place in her new
school, wanting to befriend cool, nice girls like Jade and Anji
but dogged at every step by Trevor, who shows his affection by
relentlessly teasing her. But when the Anand family moves in
upstairs, Zinnia discovers that they are part of a community of
Real-Life Superheroes, “shining a light” on social problems and
bringing “help to the helpless and hope to the hopeless.” Zinnia’s 19-year-old Aunt Willow, also struggling to find herself,
comes to visit and joins them on their missions to provide food,
shelter, and care, all while dressed in attention-grabbing superhero costumes. With its clear, accessible writing, this suspenseful story masterfully juggles many topics: grief; self-assurance;
the need for individual, collective, and systemic approaches to
ableism, poverty, and other social ills; and the fine line between
“extreme altruism” and self-aggrandizement. Never preachy,
the story includes a suspenseful and satisfying climax involving a ring of coffee shop thieves, with every thread satisfyingly
resolved. Zinnia and her family are White; the multiracial supporting cast is well developed.
A perfect balance of morally complex and extremely fun.
(Fiction. 8-13)
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KNIGHT OF THE CAPE

Catasús Jennings, Terry
Illus. by Fátima Anaya
Aladdin (144 pp.)
$17.99 | $5.99 paper | March 2, 2021
978-1-5344-6503-9
978-1-5344-6502-2 paper
Series: Definitely Dominguita, 1
In this chapter-book series opener
Dominguita Melendez is on a quest to
teach the class bully that girls can most
definitely be knights, no matter what he has to say about it.
Really, it’s not so much that Dom wants to be an actual
knight. She simply wants to read about them in peace. Reading
makes her feel close to her abuela, who just left for Florida to
live with her sister because she can’t remember things like she
used to. Reading Abuela’s favorite book, Don Quijote, lets the
young Cubana feel like they are still together. With the weekend in front of her, Dom sets out as a knight-errant to rescue
those in need. With any luck, she will have a daring rescue that
her brother, Rafi, can write about, both to prove Ernie Bublassi
wrong and to send to Abuela. With some help, Dom finds armor
and a lance, and she even picks up a few friends along the way,
learning that some adventures are better with a squire and
trusty dog—er, steed—by your side. While the plot is carried
by Dom’s search for knightly deeds, the focus is on the relationships in her vibrant Cuban American community. It’s heartwarming to see adults take a young girl’s knightly play seriously.
Even better are the friendships she builds with her squire, Pancho Sanchez, and her master of the cookies, Steph, who walks
with a brace. Dom has olive skin, and Pancho has brown skin;
Ernie and Steph seem to be White. Book 2, Captain Dom’s Trea
sure, publishes simultaneously.
A charming adventure that will encourage kids to become
knights in their own communities as well. (Fiction. 7-9) (Cap
tain Dom’s Treasure: 978-1-5344-6506-0, 978-1-5344-6505-3 paper)

BEING CLEM

Cline-Ransome, Lesa
Holiday House (256 pp.)
$17.99 | Aug. 3, 2021
978-0-8234-4604-9
Series: Finding Langston Trilogy, 3
The highly anticipated conclusion
to Cline-Ransome’s Finding Langston
trilogy.
Small but smart, Clemson Thurber
Jr. has acquired resilience from dealing
with his two teenage sisters, who barely tolerate him. Now
9, Clem has lost his father in San Francisco’s 1944 Port Chicago Disaster that killed 320 sailors, most of them Black, who
were loading ammunition onto ships. Because of Chicago’s
employment discrimination, Clem’s widowed mother works
as a domestic to a White family despite her college education.
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“Lyrical prose, richly layered with Anishinaabe
language, culture, and philosophy.”
treaty words

Relationships between people and
land, grandfather and granddaughter,
frame a story on the significance of

treaties.
Whether spending time “on and with the river” researching
and restocking sturgeon, leading mapping projects dedicated
to highlighting original place names in Anishinaabemowin, or
heading “into the bush” alone every spring, Mishomis has lived
a full life “out on the land.” In order to impart lessons from
his life and teach his granddaughter about the importance of
maintaining a connection to place, he sits with her along a
river bank. There, they “let the silence speak” until the sounds
of nature provide an opportunity for him to remind her of her
“responsibilities to this land and water, and to their stories.” But
perhaps the most important teaching he hopes she carries forward—one rooted in the first treaty made “between the earth
and the sky”—is the power of working together and acting with
“respect, reciprocity and renewal.” Appropriately, this unique
story’s plot doesn’t follow the typical narrative structure that
revolves around conflict. Attorney Craft’s (Anishinaabe Métis)
lyrical prose, richly layered with Anishinaabe language, culture,
and philosophy, centers the story on an Indigenous understanding of treaties in their truest sense, as “agreements to make
relationships.” Swinson’s (Anishinaabe) beautifully colored
illustrations rendered in an arresting graphic style give a decidedly modern feel to a story that links generations. Its unusually
|

Crewes, Eleanor
Little, Brown (304 pp.)
$24.99 | July 6, 2021
978-0-316-53884-8

Finding out she’s a witch isn’t the
only revelation Lilla has about her identity while she’s away from home.
Thirteen-year-old Lilla and her older
sister, Dani, fly to Italy to spend time
with their aunt. For Dani, this means reuniting with the Italian boy she likes, but Lilla feels uncomfortable thinking about
boys and love: She has always felt different, but she’s shocked
when a mysterious book magically appears and reveals she’s
a witch. The book helps her learn to use her new powers and
teaches her about supernatural beings. What she doesn’t know
is that something dangerous is lurking, and the only way to be
safe will be to accept truths about herself and everything that
encompasses who she is. This gentle yet somewhat spooky
story deftly balances realistic plotlines of sisterhood, growing
up, and sexual orientation with fantasy elements of magic and
unusual creatures. The Italian setting, with bits of the language
peppered in, is richly portrayed. Muted colors fill crisp, unlined
panels on white pages that match the soft tone of the story, and
minimalistic facial features highlight the characters’ emotions.
The magical moments are particularly visually compelling with
their glowy light. A hopeful, joyous ending makes this story one
to savor. Main characters read as White; the sisters’ aunt’s boyfriend is Black.
Growing up and coming out are slightly scary but wonderfully magical in this appealing and optimistic tale. (Graphic
fantasy. 8-12)

special issue: best books of 2021

Craft, Aimée
Illus. by Luke Swinson
Annick Press (60 pp.)
$14.95 | March 9, 2021
978-1-77321-496-2

LILLA THE ACCIDENTAL
WITCH

young a dult

TREATY WORDS
For as Long as the
Rivers Flow

small trim (4.5-by-6.5 inches) means it can travel in pockets as
readers themselves engage with the land.
Meditative, devotional, and vital. (author’s note) (Picture
book. 9-12)

middle-gr a de

Although Clem believes his mother wants him to follow his
Daddy into the Navy, he must face his utter terror of swimming; the water makes him think of his father’s death. Clem
befriends a music-loving school bully—the eponymous protagonist of Leaving Lymon (2020)—and appreciates the protection that grants, but when “Country Boy” Langston of Finding
Langston (2018) becomes Lymon’s target, Clem starts doubting
the ethics of tormenting nice kids. A fight over a book and
the discovery of their mutual love of the library seal Clem
and Langston’s friendship. A sensitive, bookish budding geographer and cartographer, Clem ultimately honors the moral
compass his parents have instilled in him. Like the other two
entries, this novel with its parallel narrative addresses tough
situations with care, including parental grief and depression,
the threat of eviction, domestic abuse, the emotional and
physical abuse of children, the impact of racism, and negotiating problematic friendships.
A compelling work whose intriguing characters readers
will miss when they turn the last page. (author’s note) (Historical
fiction. 8-12)

CUBA IN MY POCKET

Cuevas, Adrianna
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (288 pp.)
$16.99 | Sept. 21, 2021
978-0-374-31467-5
To escape the harsh realities of Castro’s Cuba, a 12-year-old boy must leave
his family behind and flee to the United
States alone.
Following the failed Bay of Pigs
invasion, Fidel’s grip on Cuba tightens.
Neighbors whisper and conspire against each other, and those
not loyal to Castro’s regime face punishment, even execution.
When young Cumba is marked for military recruitment, his
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“Authentically conveys the thoughts of a teenage
boy trying to cope with anxiety and loss.”
boy, everywhere

family decides to send him off to the United States. Escaping to
Miami and the home of a distant relative, Cumba struggles to
adjust to his new life without his family. The labyrinthlike city’s
size and the cacophony of English-speaking voices overwhelm
the young boy at first. School also brings its share of pains and
embarrassments. Thankfully, Cumba gains allies in the unlikeliest ways, including an American schoolmate obsessed with
horse races and other Cuban refugee young people. Letters
from his little brother back home also bring him some comfort.
Then, one day, a letter brings horrible news: Fidel’s soldiers have
arrested Cumba’s parents. Inspired by stories from her father’s
childhood, Cuevas’ latest is a triumph of the heart. Devoting half
of the story to Cumba’s life in Cuba and the other half to his
adjustment to the United States, the author continually reminds
readers about the strength provided by community and family
and the forces that can threaten to snatch these sources of happiness away.
A compassionate, emotionally astute portrait of a young
Cuban in exile. (author’s note, glossary) (Historical fiction. 8-12)

ISLAND BOOK
The Infinite Land
Dahm, Evan
First Second (288 pp.)
$24.99 | May 18, 2021
978-1-250-23629-6
Series: Island Book, 2

Sola’s ocean world grows larger even
as she encounters an existential threat to her islands’ way of life.
In this sequel to Island Book (2019), the young sea captain
returns to her friend Chief Hunder’s Fortress Island with a cargo
of lenses. There, Capt. Alef has just arrived with his own find—a
set of long-lost objects that form a nautical map to a continent,
an infinite land. Alef persuades Hunder to join the voyage of
discovery aboard his ship, the Wake. Sola, at odds with Capt.
Alef ’s obsession, sets out to follow and must be rescued from a
storm by a ghost ship. The “ghosts”—sailors who make decisions
democratically—remember a past of aggressive conquering and
believe that the continent must be kept safe. They vote to stop
Alef, but Sola’s fate is left in doubt by the cliffhanger ending.
Sola’s green-skinned people stand out among a multihued cast of
humanoids with rounded, marine-life features. She encounters
some old companions during the voyage and shares a poignant
moment of deep connection and a chaste kiss in a brief reunion
with her friend Esha. Bright, well-defined panels feature action
set against backdrops of sea and sky that are stunning in their
visual impact. The concise dialogue telegraphs deeper meanings
while leaving much about the characters’ relationships and motivations to imagination and individual interpretation.
A dazzling mix of excitement and philosophical adventure.
(Graphic fantasy. 9-12)
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BOY, EVERYWHERE

Dassu, A.M.
Tu Books (400 pp.)
$19.95 | April 20, 2021
978-1-64379-196-8

A Syrian refugee story that disrupts
stereotypes while tugging at readers’
heartstrings.
Sami is your average 13-year-old boy
growing up in Damascus. He loves playing soccer and video games and hanging
out with his friends. Even though the Syrian civil war has been
going on for many years, Sami’s life has hardly changed…until the
fateful day when his mother and sister are injured during a bombing at a shopping mall. Realizing they are no longer safe, Sami’s
parents—a surgeon and a school principal—arrange to flee, seeking asylum in England. The journey is not an easy one, as Sami
and his family face danger, intimidation, and discrimination as
they try to reach England and rebuild their lives. Dassu carefully
creates a story that embodies, through relatable and realistic
characters, the spirit of Syrian refugees hoping to find safety and
self-sufficiency. Descriptions of modern-day Damascus accurately blend tradition and modernity, religion and culture. The
most compelling element is Sami’s voice as he struggles with not
only becoming a refugee, but guilt over having asked his mother
to go to the mall to pick up his soccer cleats on the day of the
bombing. He authentically conveys the thoughts of a teenage
boy trying to cope with anxiety and loss; likewise, the pride and
hope of Syrian refugees are brought to life through Sami’s eyes.
Compelling, informative, hopeful. (map, author’s note,
glossary) (Fiction. 11-14)

THE SEA IN WINTER

Day, Christine
Heartdrum (256 pp.)
$16.99 | Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-06-287204-3

A Native American (Makah/Piscataway) girl learns about her inner strength.
Maisie Cannon’s knee injury has disrupted her happy life in Seattle and kept
her from doing what she loves most: ballet. Now, instead of practicing arabesques
with friends, Maisie’s after-school activities have been taken over
by physical therapy and awkward conversations with her parents about struggles at school. Ever since her injury, Maisie has
been unmotivated and restless in class. During a family trip to
the Olympic Peninsula, Maisie’s stepfather, Jack (Lower Elwha
Klallam), shares a bit of history about contact between the
Duwamish people and early colonizers. When Maisie tells him
she doesn’t know what he’s talking about, he asks, “What the
heck kind of history are they teaching you in school, then?” She
replies, “The Treaty of Paris.” It’s the same in her other classes;
none of what she’s learning seems relevant to her. Her grades

kirkus.com

|

|

special issue: best books of 2021

DiCamillo returns to fairy-tale mode
with the story of a girl destined to unseat
a king.
One by one the players take the stage:
Answelica, a fearsome goat whose teeth mirror her soul—“large,
sharp, and uncompromising”; hapless Brother Edik, who sees
beauty everywhere; Beatryce, a bedraggled child who arrives at
the monastery knowing only her first name and who shocks the
monks by being able to write; Jack Dory, an orphan with a gift
for mimicry; and finally Cannoc, an old man who has given up
everything except laughter. (There are bad people also, of course,
because this story takes place during a time of war, but none of
them are given proper names.) Cast out from the monastery and
endangered by villains, they take refuge in the dark woods where
Beatryce begins to remember more than her name and attempts
to answer the question, “what world is this I now inhabit, and
how shall I live in it?” The story is told in language as clear and
beautiful as an illuminated manuscript, with characters who
spring instantly to life. The fairy-tale conventions give it a sense
of timelessness and omnipresence without once becoming twee
or unwieldy. Blackall’s luminous black-and-white illustrations and
medieval-style spot art add to this feeling and are wonderful at
conveying emotion through posture, pose, and delicate linework.
Characters are described and drawn as White.
A book with an angelic soul: large, sharp, and uncompromising. (Fairy tale. 8-14)

A Pilipino mother recounts a bedtime story about gods and her own family mythology.
Speaking in free verse, Elsie, mother
to young mixed-race girls Stella and Luna
(their dad is White), weaves a moving
and ethereal story about family, loss, pain, and hope. Beautifully
steeped in Pilipino culture and cosmology, the story she tells is
that of Mayari, the moon goddess, and how she came to make it
her life’s work to reflect light. Her heartfelt narration brings the
gods to life. Mayari and her siblings, Apolaki and Tala, believe
they have humble beginnings but later learn their father is
Bathala Maykapal, or God Creator. Forced to choose between
Earth and Heaven, the siblings take only what they can carry
and follow their father to Heaven despite their fears. Their fight
to belong with the other gods mirrors Elsie’s other tale, that of
her family’s tumultuous immigration to the United States from
the Philippines during Ferdinand Marcos’ reign amid violent
protests and rolling blackouts. Like Mayari, Elsie could bring
only so much with her and was forced to leave behind more than
her toys—like the yayas, or nannies, who cared for her and the
neighborhood she grew up in. Woven together in captivating
parallels, Elsie’s and Mayari’s stories (the former in black type
and the latter in light blue) reflect the struggle and hardship
many immigrants face in search of a new life. Sometimes raw
and traumatic, other times hopeful and inspiring, Elsie’s bedtime story rings true, encapsulating the heart of Pilipino culture.
A beautiful and poignant tale of immigration fused with
Tagalog myth. (glossary, songs, afterword) (Verse fiction. 10-14)
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DiCamillo, Kate
Illus. by Sophie Blackall
Candlewick (256 pp.)
$19.99 | Sept. 28, 2021
978-1-5362-1361-4

WE BELONG

Everman, Cookie Hiponia
Dial Books (208 pp.)
$16.99 | March 30, 2021
978-0-593-11220-5

middle-gr a de

THE BEATRYCE
PROPHECY
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have dipped, her relationships with her friends feel strained,
and she’s gotten snippy with her parents. She feels bad about
her behavior, but all she can think of is resuming dance classes.
This meditative story about a middle school girl’s courageous
journey toward healing follows a family as they navigate the
complexities of supporting a tween’s life-changing injury. In her
second novel, Day offers a heartening glimpse into the immense
patience and love required to endure limitations, build strength,
and repair damage.
An insightful, stirring read about healing and resilience.
(author’s note, publisher’s note) (Fiction. 9-13)

MAYA AND THE ROBOT

Ewing, Eve L.
Illus. by Christine Almeda
Kokila (224 pp.)
$16.99 | July 13, 2021
978-1-984814-63-0

Maya hopes that a new robot friend
can help her salvage her fifth grade year.
Since kindergarten, Maya’s been in
the same class as her best friends, MJ and
Jada—but not this year. And the thought
of making new friends offers little comfort. One day, while
helping out at Mr. Mac’s neighborhood store, Maya discovers
an unfinished robot named Ralph that was designed by Christopher, Mr. Mac’s son. Maya is smart and dreams about universities like Stanford (which Christopher attended) that have big
robotics labs. When Mr. Mac allows Maya to take the robot
home, she hopes that finishing Ralph for her school science fair
project will bring her one step closer to showing everyone her
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science prowess and maybe even solving her friendship problem. Of course, life with a robot is anything but simple, and
along the way Maya learns important things about robotics as
well as friendship, grief, and loss. In Maya, Ewing has created an
instantly sympathetic character who shares a special bond with
a really cool robot. Maya’s parents aren’t together, and while she
lives primarily with her mother, her relationship with her father
is loving and close. The dialogue in the novel is especially authentic, funny, and moving. Almeda’s illustrations are exuberant and
expressive, adding to the emotional texture of the story. Maya
and most major characters are Black, and they live in a close-knit,
multicultural neighborhood.
A warm, unforgettable story about following your passions and being yourself. (Fiction. 7-10)

VOYAGE OF THE
SPARROWHAWK

Farrant, Natasha
Norton Young Readers (352 pp.)
$17.95 | Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-324-01972-5
English orphans attempt a perilous
Channel crossing in 1919.
Thirteen-year-old Ben’s father was
killed while visiting Ben’s injured soldier
brother in a French field hospital. Now
Ben has received a telegram: Sam is missing, possibly dead.
The family friend he’s stayed with is leaving for Wales, but he
doesn’t want to go with her. To avoid being sent back to the bleak
orphanage he and Sam were adopted from, Ben lies, saying he
got word that Sam will soon return. He moves back with his dog
to the Sparrowhawk, the family’s narrowboat home, and there
finds Lotti hiding with a stolen Chihuahua. Twelve-year-old
Lotti, expelled from the wretched boarding school her despicable aunt and uncle exiled her to, is trying to protect the dog she’s
stolen from its abusive owner. The lonely, unlikely pair bond.
Since Albert, the local constable, will shortly uncover Ben’s lie
and Lotti will be sent away to another school, they set off for
France on the Sparrowhawk, hoping to find Sam and Lotti’s
French grandmother. The determined pair navigate canal locks
and the Thames before attempting to reach Calais, all the while
pursued by Albert. In addition to the dogs’ pivotal roles, Ben and
Lotti are aided by a fascinating series of supportive adults as they
attempt the impossible. Descriptive prose captures the bucolic
canal boat life, tempestuous Channel crossing, and numbing devastation of postwar France. Main characters are cued as White.
Inspiring, memorable, and adventurous: classic storytelling. (Historical fiction. 9-12)
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UNSETTLED

Faruqi, Reem
Illus. by Soumbal Qureshi
Harper/HarperCollins (352 pp.)
$16.99 | May 11, 2021
978-0-06-304470-8
A Pakistani girl’s life is uprooted when
her family immigrates to the United
States, where she struggles to fit in and
remain true to herself.
Nurah is a 13-year-old girl living happily in Pakistan: She loves hanging out with her family and her
best friend, but her favorite thing to do is swim. Everything
changes when Nurah learns her father has accepted a job in
America. While missing Karachi, they try to adjust to their
new surroundings in Georgia, but learning to speak, dress, and
act differently takes its toll on the family. Nurah and her older
brother, Owais, find some happiness at the community pool.
Although Nurah makes a friend in fellow swimmer Stahr, she
becomes jealous of Owais, who has been more easily able to fit
in and win swim meets. When a tragic incident befalls him—in
part due to her jealousy—Nurah learns it’s better to stand up and
stand out as who you are than try to conform. Faruqi’s use of free
verse will captivate readers with its metaphors that emphasize
feelings and details of daily life. Middle schoolers who struggle
with fitting in will resonate with the story while also receiving a
glimpse into the lives of a Pakistani immigrant family. Qureshi’s
floral and paisley spot art and illustrations of hands with henna
designs add delicate beauty.
Lyrical. Hopeful. Poignant. (family tree, author’s note,
glossary, recipe) (Verse novel. 10-13)

¡¡MANU!!

Fernández, Kelly
Graphix/Scholastic (192 pp.)
$24.99 | Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-338-26419-7
A young witchling struggles when she
loses her magical powers.
Manu (don’t call her Manuela) has
grown up at La Academia de Santa Dominga with the religious sisters who found
her as a baby. She might have the strongest
magical talent, which stems from her unknown past, but that
doesn’t make her the best student at the academy—she’s always
getting in trouble. When tragedy strikes and Manu’s magic starts
regressing, Manu worries she has been cursed and blames Josefina, her best friend, as Josefina had wished the magic be taken
away when one of Manu’s jokes got out of hand. Now Manu must
decide between following the advice and remedies doled out by
Mother Dolores, who believes that the magic bestowed by the
saints should be used only to “serve the poor and the powerless,” or looking for answers elsewhere—even though it might
endanger her and her friends. Drawing from her own Dominican
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“Delicately balances the heavy subject
matter with humor and heart.”
living with viola

NIÑOS
Poems for the Lost
Children of Chile

An homage to the children killed
during the dictatorship of Gen. Augusto

|
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Pinochet.
On Sept. 11, 1973, the democratically elected government of
Chile was overthrown by a violent military coup, supported by
the CIA. A right-wing authoritarian military dictatorship ruled
Chile for the next 17 years. Only when democracy returned to
Chile did the world find out how many had died at the hands
of the regime. Among that number were 34 children under the
age of 14. Ferrada has written a tender poem for each one of
these children—most with an uplifting nature theme—as a
way of naming them and remembering them. The effect is to
reclaim their childhoods: Luz is “a collector of sounds”; Gabriel
“likes to imagine that the stars are holes in the sky.” Chillingly,
their full names and ages are listed at the end along with the
notation killed or, in one case, disappeared. Some were but a few
months old; many were just preschoolers. Originally published
in Spanish in 2013 for adults, the book is now being reissued for
children accompanied by soft-edged artwork done in watercolors, graphite, pastels, charcoal, and colored pencils that lends
an ethereal quality. The author points out the importance of
telling this story, “knowing that at this moment, many children
feel afraid, suffer tragedies, and even lose their lives because of
political violence.”
A book to be read and remembered: a tribute to children
whose lives were lost to forces not of their own creation.
(Poetry. 8-adult)

Do you have a voice in your head telling you to doubt your self-worth?
Enter Chinese Canadian Olivia Siu
Leen Tong. She loves art, books, and
making dumplings with her mom, but she struggles with being
carefree and happy like her peers. Even harder, her parents
enroll her in a new, better middle school, where she struggles to
make friends. As immigrants from Hong Kong, her parents have
sacrificed so much to give her opportunities, but with this come
high expectations to be the perfect daughter. All the pressure
causes her self-doubt to manifest as Viola, a shadowy version of
herself. Viola spews insidious, undermining messages, causing
Livy to fall into depression and have panic attacks. Although she
finally makes some good friends and even starts enjoying school,
Viola lurks in the back of Livy’s mind and sabotages her at every
turn. As her life starts unraveling, she must decide whether to
reveal her secrets and ask for help. In a debut inspired by her
own life, Fung uses bold illustrations in warm shades of red and
orange; whenever Viola appears, the palette darkens to purples
and grays as swirling, negative thought bubbles overwhelm Livy
like waves. Fung delicately balances the heavy subject matter of
mental health issues, microaggressions, identity, cultural differences, and belonging with humor and heart.
Elevates the graphic novel genre with its heartfelt focus
on mental health and immigrant experiences. (author’s note,
Cantonese glossary, character sketches) (Graphic fiction. 9-13)
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Ferrada, María José
Trans. by Lawrence Schimel
Illus. by María Elena Valdez
Eerdmans (76 pp.)
$18.99 | March 23, 2021
978-0-8028-5567-1

LIVING WITH VIOLA

Fung, Rosena
Annick Press (272 pp.)
$22.95 | $17.95 paper | Nov. 30, 2021
978-1-77321-548-8
978-1-77321-549-5 paper
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experience, Fernández weaves together religion, lore, and brujería and creates a world in which magical powers bestowed by
saints and evil eye necklaces work hand in hand. The setting,
coded as Latin American since Spanish is spoken, provides an
environment in which the narrative and illustrations explore
complex relationships between accessible characters that often
require forgiveness, understanding, and acceptance to survive.
Characters are racially diverse; Manu has brown skin and black,
puffy hair.
Fun, refreshing, antics-filled magical adventures. (maps,
character list, author’s note, sketchbook) (Graphic fantasy. 8-12)

THE SEA-RINGED
WORLD
Sacred Stories of the
Americas
García Esperón, María
Trans. by David Bowles
Illus. by Amanda Mijangos
Levine Querido (240 pp.)
$21.99 | Feb. 23, 2021
978-1-64614-015-2

Tales from 18 Indigenous cultures portray how the first peoples of the Americas have seen their world and their place in it,
beginning thousands of years before Europeans arrived.
The Indigenous cultures highlighted here range from the
Arctic to the southern tip of South America. Creation stories
describe the births of Sun and Moon and life-sustaining lakes
and rivers. Stars fill the Hopi sky when Spider Grandmother
casts her web to the heavens. Great floods cover the Earth. Some
narratives suggest ancient migratory journeys. Human survival
is often a struggle as people cross deserts or endure drought,
heat, and ice. Cautionary tales, like the Alutiiq warning against
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AUTHOR SPOTLIGHT

Brian Selznick
Slimane Lalami

Brian Selznick won the Caldecott Medal for his
2007 book, The Invention of Hugo Cabret, which was
adapted into the Oscar-winning film Hugo, directed
by Martin Scorsese. His most recent illustrated book
for young readers is Kaleidoscope (Scholastic, Sept. 21),
which Kirkus called “his most complex work to date.”
Selznick answered some questions by email.
What was the inspiration to create Kaleidoscope?
Kaleidoscope was my way of grappling with all the
things that were happening to the world at the beginning of the pandemic. I found myself thinking about
time and grief and friendship and hope, and those
feelings channeled themselves into these strange stories that I eventually formed into the book. The stories center around the importance of asking questions,
not getting answers, and accepting the unknown.
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Who is the ideal reader for your book, and where
would they be reading it?
Whenever I make a book, I am conscious of the collaboration that happens between the story and the
reader. In my other books, like The Invention of Hugo
Cabret, Wonderstruck, and The Marvels, I always hope
the reader enjoys figuring out elements of the plot
and making their own connections while I provide a
narrative that, in the end, answers all the questions
raised for the main character in surprising and satisfying ways. With Kaleidoscope I feel like I am collaborating much more closely with the reader than I
ever have before. The reader’s imagination is where
the stories conclude, where the themes reveal themselves, and where the book is meant to live. My ideal
reader is anyone interested in embarking on a journey
with me from whatever place they feel safe opening a
book.
What do you hope readers take away from Kaleidoscope?
Kaleidoscope actually began its life about six years ago
as a completely different book, one with a much more
conventional narrative structure. But after the shutdown began, I reread what I’d been writing and realized it did not feel honest to me to create a story that
relied on the reader getting answers. So much was unknown in the world, and everything felt like it had
been turned upside down. None of us knew what was
going to happen (we still don’t!), so it felt like the only
honest thing I could write was a book that celebrated
the important questions and explored the terrors and
mysteries of the unknown. I hope readers will find
some comfort in that.
What children’s book most dazzled you this year?
I realized recently that all books being published now
were, for the most part, created during the pandemic
by people who probably were not able to see each other in real life. These books are the products of what
it means to work together while being forced physically to stay apart. At the moment, every book that
arrives on a store shelf feels to me a little like a mir-
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needless hunting, offer guidance. Tales of war and conquest,
famine and exile, reflect the rise of empires. In a Mopan (Maya)
tradition, a prince and a god fall in love, and in an Inuit story,
sea and weather goddesses are partnered. A Nahua two-spirit
story unites genders in one being, manifesting completion and
wholeness. These retellings, most three to four pages in length,
are generous in spirit. García Esperón, a lauded Mexican poet,
evokes a harshly beautiful world, and Bowles’ finely rendered
translation begs to be read aloud. Mijangos’ exceptional blue,
black, and white digital illustrations, incorporating a variety
of design elements into a unified whole, reflects and enhances
themes and connections among the stories. Informative backmatter includes a pronunciation guide, cultural notes, a map, a
glossary, and a bibliography.
Spellbinding. (Traditional stories. 8-18)
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Interview by Tom Beer.
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acle. Given the fact that most in-person tours have
been cancelled or greatly scaled back, I’m especially
excited by titles from newer authors and illustrators
that have made it out into the world and the independent bookstores that support them. Titles like Make
Meatballs Sing by Matthew Burgess and Kara Kramer
and Out on a Limb by Jordan Harris and Charlie Mylie
[coming in February 2022] are two examples of beautiful new books, and my friend Angus Killick started
an entire publishing company during the pandemic
called Red Comet Press. That’s pretty dazzling to me.
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TAKE BACK THE BLOCK

Giles, Chrystal D.
Random House (240 pp.)
$16.99 | $19.99 PLB | Jan. 26, 2021
978-0-593-17517-0
978-0-593-17518-7 PLB
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Wes Henderson wants to focus on
championing his swag in middle school
but instead confronts a larger challenge
as his neighborhood is threatened by the
forces of gentrification.
Giles debuts with a novel that provides a probing look into
the complex topic of gentrification and its ever present reality
for low-income urban Black neighborhoods. Wes, a Black boy
and the only child of two community activist parents, would
rather spend his time getting fresh to defend his fifth grade
Best Dressed title than be out every weekend protesting in the
hot sun. However, he’s beginning to notice the accumulating
effects of neighborhood shifts; his longtime friend Kari’s family
was just pushed out of their home, and there’s the arrival of new
stores that ask you to “build-your-own burger” and “grind-yourown coffee.” The tensions are even beginning to affect his longtime crew as the friends navigate their own different positions.
What shines throughout the book is the power of intergenerational community organizing, as the text does an admirable job
of highlighting the practices and networks for defending one’s
home, chosen family, and history. Younger readers may require
support in decoding and connecting some of the complex concepts in this book; it could sit at the center of a transformative
collective reading experience. The story echoes contemporary
realities that, as its culmination indicates, take an entire community to confront, and it will undoubtedly push readers into
action.
An ambitious invitation for young readers that delivers
promise for all. (author’s note) (Fiction. 9-13)
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ROBERT SMALLS

Gill, Joel Christian
Chicago Review Press (158 pp.)
$23.95 paper | May 3, 2021
978-1-68275-066-7
Series: Tales of the Talented Tenth, 3
An enslaved sailor successfully commandeers a Confederate ship and sails it
to freedom.
Robert Smalls was a 23-year-old
enslaved deckhand on the Confederate ship the CSS Planter
when he devised a plan to emancipate himself and 15 others,
including his wife and children. Smalls’ work on the ship allowed
him to learn the navigation and codes needed to move through
the blockaded waters surrounding Charleston, South Carolina.
It was also how he discovered that the Union would accept those
fleeing from slavery as contraband. Against military orders, the
captain of the ship allowed White crew members to spend the
night away from the ship, entrusting it to the Black sailors. Seizing the opportunity, Smalls led a dangerous escape through Confederate checkpoints by acting as the White captain. His daring
resulted in the freedom of those aboard and the capture of a ship
and arms for the Union. The epilogue gives more examples of
Smalls’ efforts to improve the lives of his people after the Civil
War, including as a member of the U.S. House of Representatives.
This graphic depiction of Smalls’ story successfully captures the
determination of enslaved people to secure their own freedom.
The colorful panels fully express the taut drama of the venture.
This is the latest in the Tales of the Talented Tenth series by
graphic storyteller Gill, presenting little-known tales from African American history.
An inspiring saga of a real-life hero. (bibliography) (Graphic
biography. 10-16)

LEGACY
Women Poets of the
Harlem Renaissance

Grimes, Nikki
Bloomsbury (144 pp.)
$18.99 | Jan. 5, 2021
978-1-68119-944-3

Grimes’ new collection of poems
weaves a contemporary Black feminist
impulse while recovering the underappreciated contributions of Harlem Renaissance women poets.
Winner of both the Children’s Literature Legacy Award and
the ALAN Award, Grimes continues to deliver distinctively situated, heart-filled offerings that tie together generations of Black
artistic excellence aimed at incubating positive social change.
Here her focus turns toward less-well-known women poets of
the early 20th century, women like Georgia Douglas Johnson,
Jessie Redmon Fauset, Gwendolyn Bennett, Mae V. Cowdery,
Anne Spencer, Effie Lee Newsome, Esther Popel, and Alice
Dunbar-Nelson. To their poems included here, Grimes adds her
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own. These are done in the form of the Golden Shovel, invented
by poet Terrance Hayes in homage to Gwendolyn Brooks, and
they brilliantly resample the words of the women’s works. All,
both collected and Grimes’, decidedly emerge from the experiences and worldviews of Black women and girls. They emphasize
an ethos of care for oneself, one’s communities, and the Earth
together for the possibility of a brighter tomorrow. Accompanying them are contributions from an all-star cast of Black women
illustrators, empowering artworks that could be at home in a
museum. This book is exquisitely rendered. After more than 77
books, Grimes remains as inspired as ever, drawing on the historic strength of Black women’s brilliance to give a timely, healing mirror to a new generation of readers. The ancestors are
proud.
Black girls everywhere, this collection is salve and sanctuary. (author biographies, illustrator biographies) (Poetry.
9-adult)

SHACKLETON’S
ENDURANCE
An Antarctic Survival Story

Grochowicz, Joanna
Illus. by Sarah Lippett
A & U Children/Trafalgar (288 pp.)
$13.99 paper | Oct. 1, 2021
978-1-76052-609-2

A novelistic account of the Imperial
Trans-Antarctic Expedition of 1914-1916,
based in part on unpublished archival

materials.
Taking place against the backdrop of World War I and following in the wake of Norwegian explorer Roald Amundsen’s
record-setting achievements and the death of fellow countryman Robert F. Scott, Ernest Shackleton and his crew set off on
the Endurance in hopes of being the first to successfully cross
Antarctica. Though for the sake of drama the disastrous expedition’s events need no embellishment, Grochowicz does add
considerable immediacy to her account by casting events in the
present tense and inventing some colorful dialogue with occasional speculative thoughts or actions to accompany it. Showing a fine sense of discrimination, she leaves the shooting of the
sledge dogs (and the expedition’s cat, Mrs Chippy) offstage but
presents in exacting detail rousing scenes such as the time one of
the all-White expedition’s members fell into the rotting carcass
of a whale as well as need-to-know bits like how to gut and skin
a penguin and use its blubber as makeshift soap. The spate of
short, rapid-fire chapters is prefaced by two maps and a portrait
gallery of rugged-looking expeditioners (including Mrs Chippy)
by Lippett and closes with a substantial, scholarly source list.
Additional spot art enhances the opening of each new chapter.
The engaging and dynamic writing will hook even readers who
typically do not gravitate toward nonfiction.
An unusually vivid retelling of the epic survival tale. (key
individuals, timeline) (Nonfiction. 11-14)
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“A charming story of everyday life with a hint of magic.”
the mailbox in the forest

THE MAILBOX IN
THE FOREST

From the day baby Daniel arrives,
crying so loudly that it hurts Charise’s
ears and absorbing her mother’s attention, Charise starts growing into her role
of bad sister.
The popular children’s author highlights rough-and-tumble
episodes from their childhoods that scar her and her brother,
literally and figuratively. Charise plays wildly, tricks her little
brother, and enjoys her power. Often Daniel gets hurt, and her
parents insist she should know better. The selected stories and
details shared here reveal volumes about the family’s dynamics.
The siblings’ escalating antics are captured in clean, colorful
panels that often end with moving illustrations in moody blues
|

BATPIG
When Pigs Fly

Harrell, Rob
Dial Books (240 pp.)
$14.99 | Nov. 9, 2021
978-0-593-35415-5
A pig becomes a superhero.
Porcine Gary has a great life reading
comics about the Crimson Swine, playing video games, and hanging with his
friends, Brooklyn, a bat, and Carl, a fish.
When a prank goes awry and he receives a radioactive bite from
Brooklyn, Gary discovers he now has superhero powers and
develops his new alter ego, Batpig. He tells Brooklyn about this
development but not Carl, who can be indiscreet—and immediately picks up that his friends are hiding something from him.
Carl’s hurt feelings understandably morph into anger; Gary’s
decision to exclude his friend accidentally ends up creating a
supervillain who may be Batpig’s undoing unless the trio can
work together. A second episode sees the friends face off against
a nefarious human foe, the Butcher, a White woman who wants
to use the power of the world’s meat and has a robot that makes
pigs in blankets. The first in a series, Harrell’s full-color graphicnovel charmer is over-the-top fun, filled with fast pacing, abundant silliness (pig puns abound!), and a well-developed plot and
characters, that nevertheless does not rely on humor as its sole
support. Gary and his friends are both relatable and accessible:
The social tribulations of being part of a trio of friends will resonate with middle-grade audiences. This is an absolute must-read
for fans of Dav Pilkey’s Dog Man series.
Readers will go hog wild for this lovable hero. (Graphic fic
tion. 7-12)
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BAD SISTER

Harper, Charise Mericle
Illus. by Rory Lucey
First Second (240 pp.)
$19.99 | Sept. 14, 2021
978-1-250-21906-0

young a dult

A young girl exchanges letters with a
forest friend.
Even from her apartment window in the city, first grader
Mayu can see the forest that is near her grandparents’ house.
Every time she looks at the forest, she smiles and imagines what
it must be like to be in it. Luckily for Mayu, she stays with her
grandparents for the winter holidays and is excited to explore.
One day she stumbles across a box in a tree, labeled “mailbocks”
and inviting passersby to drop in their letters. Realizing whoever made the box spelled mailbox wrong, she writes a letter
with the correct spelling. The next morning she finds a letter
for her in the forest mailbox, which begins a correspondence
with her mystery forest friend, whose name she learns is Konta.
She soon discovers the joys of writing letters and that her new
friend is a young fox. Hara pens a sweet story of magically everyday life and an unexpected friendship. Appropriate to the focus
on letter writing and format, each letter is placed on its own
page, Mayu’s missives tidy and Konta’s full of misspellings and
cross-outs. The illustrations switch between full color and black
and white, adding playfulness and whimsy. This Japanese import
is infused with distinct cultural elements, from foods to the
teru teru bozu doll Mayu makes with her grandfather to ward
off the rain.
A charming story of everyday life with a hint of magic.
(Fantasy. 5-8)
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Hara, Kyoko
Trans. by Alexandrea Mallia
Illus. by Kazue Takahashi
Museyon (74 pp.)
$14.99 | Sept. 1, 2021
978-1-940842-53-0
Series: Forest Friends

conveying Charise’s isolation, frustration, and guilt. Readers
will relate to the rivalry, ambivalent feelings, and raw honesty—
and they, unlike Charise’s parents, will see the full picture: It
takes two to tango; sometimes four, counting their parents’
roles in exacerbating everything. As Daniel grows and Charise
matures, the dynamic changes as well. Charise admires Daniel’s
social skills which she feels she cannot match, partly due to her
undiagnosed prosopagnosia, or face blindness. Over time she
begins to treat Daniel better, especially after reaching a turning point when she clearly sees the lasting consequences of her
behavior. By the end, they become partners, with the power to
forgive. This is a powerful story of growth, self-awareness, and
genuine insight into family relationships. Most characters read
as White.
Cathartic proof that childhood provides lessons for a lifetime and that change is possible. (Graphic memoir. 8-12)
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AUTHOR SPOTLIGHT

Adrianna Cuevas
Soren Henderson

A first-generation Cuban American from
Austin, Texas, Adrianna Cuevas’ middle-grade debut was a Pura Belpré honor book last year. Her
follow-up, Cuba in My Pocket (Farrar, Straus and
Giroux, Sept. 21), follows a 12-year-old boy who
flees Castro’s Cuba for Miami; our critic called it
a “compassionate, emotionally astute portrait of a
young Cuban in exile.” Cuevas answered our questions by email.
What was the inspiration to write Cuba in My
Pocket?
Cuba in My Pocket began from a small scene in The
Total Eclipse of Nestor Lopez where Nestor complains about a bad day at school and tells his abuela
she doesn’t understand what it’s like to continually start over as a military kid. She tells him her im58
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migration story in response—moving by herself
from Cuba to the U.S. as a child without knowing
any English. My father’s immigration experience
was the inspiration behind her story, but I didn’t
want to leave my father’s legacy to one chapter in
a fantasy book. I knew I wanted to tell it completely, and thus began my research and writing
for Cuba in My Pocket. I didn’t know at the time
that chronicling my father’s history would take on
even greater importance after he passed away in
November 2020 before the book’s publication.
Who is the ideal reader for your book, and where
would they be reading it?
The ideal reader for Cuba in My Pocket is anyone
interested in exciting stories filled with moments
of humor, emotion, and adventure; young readers who are curious about time periods not often
addressed in history class; Cuban American kids
who wonder about the experiences of their ancestors. And finally, it’s for readers who have strong
opinions about the best way to cook picadillo.
As for where Cuba in My Pocket’s ideal reader
would be reading the story? Perhaps they’re reading their copy hidden behind their science notebook so their teacher doesn’t catch them. And
maybe the pages are just a little sticky from having eaten too many pastelitos de guayaba. If so,
they would be just like the author at a young age.
What do you hope readers take away from Cuba
in My Pocket?
While this story recounts an experience from
a specific time in history, I hope it provides a
springboard for conversations regarding current
issues surrounding immigration and the need for
empathy and understanding. It is also my wish
that through Cumba’s journey, young readers will
understand it’s completely acceptable to have
messy emotions, to ask for help, and to rely on
other people, just like the book’s main character.
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Higuera, Donna Barba
Levine Querido (336 pp.)
$17.99 | Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-64614-089-3

With Halley’s comet barreling toward
Earth, humanity’s last hope—including a
young Latinx storyteller—retreats into
the stars.
Only a select few have the opportunity to vacate Earth in the year 2061,
travel for 380 years in stasis, and start a new life on the planet
of Sagan. Tearing herself away from her grandma and her cuentos, or stories, Petra Peña follows her family aboard one of
three fleeing spaceships. One ship—reserved for leaders and
politicians—is lost. Petra awakens years later to find that the
ominous Collective has taken over her ship. Along the way to
Sagan, the Collective has ensured the eradication of any Earthassociated memories, reprogramming everyone onboard—and
purging some—for the so-called greater good. Petra, however,
eludes reprogramming. To survive the Collective’s fanaticism,
Petra must play her part and participate in scouting missions
on Sagan to help the Collective prepare for colonization. As she
shares cuentos with other child passengers to stir their Earth
memories, Petra concocts a plan to escape, seeking a rumored
Collective-free colony of First Arrivers on Sagan. With poetic
use of startling imagery and unabashed nostalgia, Higuera spins
a tale that crosses the depths of space, interweaving Mexican
folklore with a mystical strand of science fiction. It all works
thanks to the author’s keen appreciation of storytelling’s role in
shaping cultures, dreams, and lives. An overall slow burner, this
tale packs a wallop.
An exquisite tonic for storytellers far and wide, young
and old. (Science fiction. 10-14)
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Interview by Tom Beer.

THE LAST CUENTISTA
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What children’s book most dazzled you this year?
It would be impossible to pick a single book, particularly considering what little restraint I have in
reading stories! Yusuf Azeem Is Not a Hero by Saadia Faruqi belongs in every single classroom in the
United States. Lotería by Karla Arenas Valenti is
an exciting story with one of the most daring endings I’ve ever read in middle grade. And How To
Win a Slime War by Mae Respicio is the perfect example of a fun, engaging middle grade that also
tackles topics of identity and family masterfully.
My bookshelf is exactly two books away from collapsing under the weight of all the great stories
out there.
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Most of all, I hope readers finish this book understanding that the stories of our elders are worth
preserving, if we are willing to listen.

special issue: best books of 2021

HOW TO FIND WHAT
YOU’RE NOT
LOOKING FOR
Hiranandani, Veera
Kokila (384 pp.)
$17.99 | Sept. 14, 2021
978-0-525-55503-2

It’s 1967, and Ariel Goldberg’s adored
older sister, Leah, has fallen for Raj, an
immigrant college student from Bombay.
Their parents disapprove: To them,
it’s bad enough that Leah wants to marry someone of a different race, even worse that he isn’t Jewish. After Leah elopes without even a letter to her sister, 11-year-old Ari is forced to reckon
with a new understanding of her place within her family as the
daughter who is now expected to take on the good-girl role. But
that’s not her only problem. Her parents dreamed of a better
life, yet they can’t afford to keep their beloved bakery running.
Her mother sees Ari’s struggle with dysgraphia as laziness, and
|
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as the only Jewish kid in sixth grade, she faces antisemitism that
goes unrecognized by her teachers. Her strained relationship
with her parents and their beliefs rings heartbreakingly true
alongside her struggle to find her own voice through poetry. As
she and her best friend set out in secret to find Leah and repair
her broken family, Ari must decide what she believes is right in
an increasingly tumultuous world. Hiranandani captures with
great nuance the details of Ari’s life. Sacrifices in the service of
assimilation, the lies we tell the people we love most, and how
we go about forgiving them are given specificity in Ari’s matterof-fact and observant second-person present point of view.
A powerful blend of important themes and everyday triumphs and sorrows. (author’s note) (Fiction. 8-12)

THE WAY OF THE HIVE

Hosler, Jay
HarperAlley (160 pp.)
$21.99 | $12.99 paper | April 20, 2021
978-0-06-300736-9
978-0-06-300735-2 paper
This graphic novel swarms with facts,
all conveyed with smooth storytelling.
In the natural cycle of the beehive,
worker bee Nyuki (Swahili for bee) learns
about the history of the universe and the
way of her hive from her older sister Dvorah (Hebrew for bee).
Through Dvorah’s tutelage (and many of her own mistakes),
Nyuki learns what it means to truly be a honeybee, her ignorance an effective means of eliciting information that readers
will lap up thanks to ample humor in the wry dialogue. As she
ages, Nyuki is able to pass along these lessons to a young worker
named Melissa (Greek for bee), who will overwinter with the
hive and help prepare it for spring’s return. Although it takes
place over only a few seasons, the sweet story is rich with both
information about honeybees and character development.
Hives may have thousands of workers, but the art and the plot
create three unique personalities that will have readers invested
in learning more about this all-too-important insect—a feat
made even more impressive by realistic illustrations that never
anthropomorphize the characters and factual details that are
far from honey-coated. Graphic novel fans, lovers of nonfiction,
budding ecologists, and readers looking for their next great
obsession will be buzzing around this title for years to come.
Caregivers and educators will too, especially once they’ve seen
the packed, excellent backmatter.
Sublime. (Graphic fiction/nonfiction. 9-12)
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RECOGNIZE!
An Anthology Honoring
and Amplifying Black
Life
Ed. by Hudson, Wade &
Cheryl Willis Hudson
Crown (208 pp.)
$16.99 | Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-593-38159-5

A multifaceted, sometimes disheartening, yet consistently enriching primer
on the unyielding necessity of those three words: Black Lives
Matter.
Husband-wife duo Wade and Cheryl Willis Hudson curate
and contribute to this collection of varied perspectives on
the mattering of Black lives and how the fact of the infamous
three-word call to action has been most put into question by
America’s long White supremacist history, traumatic present,
and potential future. Award-winning poets such as Carole Boston Weatherford and Nikki Grimes, children’s-book authors
including Kelly Starling Lyons and Ibi Zoboi, visual artists like
Keith Knight and Don Tate, and historic Black American figures like Frederick Douglass and Daisy Bates provide potent
responses to incidents of anti-Black violence, mis- or underrepresentation of Black identities, and personal challenges in
parenting or just existing while Black. They also reflect on the
movement for Black lives that activists have codified recently
with #BLM but nonetheless has an extensive, hard-fought
history. When, for example, kid journalist Adedayo Perkovich
recounts her learning about Seneca Village, the community of
mostly Black Americans that were displaced to make way for
New York’s Central Park, the threads that link the 19th-century
village, a coastal Ghanaian site of centuries of enslavement and
commerce of Black bodies, and the contemporary reminders
that Black Lives Matter are poignantly presented for readers of
all ages.
Both brilliant and bristling in its purpose. (artists’ notes,
contributor biographies, editors’ note) (Anthology. 10-18)

BLACK ARTISTS
SHAPING THE WORLD

Jackson, Sharna
Thames & Hudson (144 pp.)
$19.95 | Nov. 23, 2021
978-0-500-65259-6

Author and curator Jackson invites
young readers to learn about the global
legacies of 26 Black artists leaving their
signature innovative marks on the world.
Set against bright colors and in accessible language, this collection catalogs artists at different stages
of their careers who are creating exciting and important work.
Jackson curates the roster with the support of Dr. Zoé Whitley,
co-curator of the landmark “Soul of a Nation: Art in the Age
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“A story about showing great courage and
perseverance when life gets shuffled.”
playing the cards you ’re dealt

Jarrow, Gail
Calkins Creek/Boyds Mills (240 pp.)
$18.99 | Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-68437-814-2
Series: Medical Fiascoes

|

Spades is as much a game of partnership and trust as it is about cunning
and trash talk, but when the deck seems
stacked against Anthony, he’s forced to
consider what it means to be a good card
player as well as a good (young) man.
Ten-year-old South Carolina native Anthony Arnold Joplin
prefers Ant; to his chagrin, however, the nickname “little man”
has stuck. He’s short. He gets it. But when his spades partner
and best friend Jamal’s constant ribbing leads even to Shirley, the
cute new girl from Texas, teasing Ant about his height, he starts
questioning his skills, his relationships, and how his so-called
best friend makes him feel. Eventually, Ant and Shirley hit it off
despite Ant’s being too shy to admit it, but issues in the Joplin
household and Jamal’s own volatility put a lot of stress on this
budding relationship. Ant’s father is an alcoholic and gambler
with a lot of reductive opinions on masculinity that confuse the
naturally compassionate and thoughtful Ant. Spades becomes a
way for Ant to prove himself to his father and hopefully mend
some familial wounds, as well as a compelling allegory for the
ways he must navigate some uniquely thorny setbacks. A charismatic omniscient narrator explains the intricacies of the game
and its venerable position in Black American culture. Realistic
character and community portrayals give a difficult story a great
amount of heart. Main characters are Black.
A story about showing great courage and perseverance
when life gets shuffled. (Fiction. 10-14)

special issue: best books of 2021

The latest installment of Jarrow’s
Medical Fiascoes series dissects the assassination of President
James Garfield.
A dark horse presidential candidate selected on the 36th
ballot of the Republican convention as a compromise between
warring factions of the party, Garfield nonetheless came from
a solid background: The last president born in a log cabin, into
a hardscrabble Ohio farming family, he rose to graduate from
Williams College, served as an officer in the Civil War, and spent
17 years in the House of Representatives. In his first months as
president, he deplored the political patronage system that left
him responsible for filling thousands of jobs. One of those who
was convinced Garfield owed him an appointment was Charles
Guiteau, an itinerant swindler with grandiose delusions. On
July 2, 1880, Guiteau shot Garfield in a D.C. train station—but
it took 80 days of medical mismanagement for Garfield to die.
With characteristic thoroughness, Jarrow tells the entire story,
including details from Garfield’s children’s diaries and numerous other firsthand sources as well as many illustrations. The
volume’s attractive design and clear, accessible text make it eminently readable. Garfield’s illness united the country, and his
death led to civil service reform and the advancement of germ
theory—but readers are left mourning his loss.
Invites appreciation of and affection for a president
nearly everyone has forgotten. (glossary, timeline, websites,
author’s note, source notes, bibliography, index, picture
credits) (Nonfiction. 10-14)

Johnson, Varian
Scholastic (320 pp.)
$16.99 | Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-338-34853-8
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AMBUSHED!
The Assassination Plot
Against President Garfield

PLAYING THE CARDS
YOU’RE DEALT

middle-gr a de

of Black Power” exhibition that highlighted Black American art
created between 1963 and 1983. What makes this volume unique
is that it’s all about revealing the power of the arts through
the lenses of creators from across the global African diaspora.
Recognizing that “Black artists have often been denied the
recognition they deserve,” Jackson offers a concise biography
of each artist, explores the methods they utilize, and presents
a full-color reproduction of one (or more) of their signature
works. These artists, of different generations as well as different national origins, together represent the breadth of artistic
practices, including photography, painting, performance, textiles, and more. In its fullest life, this book should travel much
further than a niche museum gift shop offering into classrooms
and community spaces filled with Black youth as a platform for,
and a celebration of, Black artistic innovation.
Delivers a magnificent assemblage of Black artists we all
need to know and cherish. (glossary, list of illustrations, bibliography, index) (Collective biography. 8-adult)

LIVING GHOSTS &
MISCHIEVOUS
MONSTERS
Chilling American Indian
Stories

Ed. by Jones, Dan SaSuWeh
Illus. by Weshoyot Alvitre
Scholastic Nonfiction (176 pp.)
$9.99 paper | Sept. 7, 2021
978-1-338-68160-4

A mix of 32 timeless chillers and personal encounters with
the supernatural gathered from Native American storytellers
and traditions.
Carefully acknowledging his oral, online, and print sources
(and appending lists of additional ones), Jones (Ponca) intersperses his own anecdotes and retellings with accounts by others
collected in his travels. The generally brief entries are gathered
into types, from brushes with ghosts or spirits (the latter distinguished by having “more complex agendas” than the former)
to witches and monsters. In them, the tone ranges from mild
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AUTHOR SPOTLIGHT

De Nichols
De Nichols

De Nichols is a designer, artist, and activist who is currently a Loeb Fellow in residence at Harvard University’s
Graduate School of Design. Her new book for young readers, Art of Protest: Creating, Discovering, and Activating Art
for Your Revolution (Big Picture/Candlewick, Nov. 30), is
a history of visual media for social change from such diverse creators as Ai Weiwei, Nina Simone, Diego Rivera,
and Keith Haring. In its review, Kirkus said that “Nichols
is sure to inspire an entire generation of new ‘artivists.’ ”
She answered our questions by email.
What was the inspiration for Art of Protest?
Art of Protest is the culmination of a series of moments
in my life that have inspired me to see the power of the
arts to shift minds, defend freedoms, and mobilize community. As a co-organizer of the Artivists STL collective during the 2014 uprising in Ferguson, Missouri, the
works that my comrades and I created were a testament
62
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to this truth. When one of those works, the Mirror Casket, was ultimately collected by the National Museum of
African American History and Culture, activist Angela
Davis wrote an article titled “Art of Protest” about it for
Smithsonian magazine. During that time, Artivists STL led
the production of 80+ collaborative works in cities across
the nation under the leadership of Chicano activist and
poet Elizabeth Vega. Those works, those cities, and our
collective efforts over the years inspired me to reflect, research, and learn more about so many other artists and artworks across the world. Thus, when I connected with my
editor to write Art of Protest, I was serendipitously ready
and prepared to take readers through this journey of learning with me.
Who is the ideal reader for your book, and what do you
hope they take away from it?
Art of Protest is for anyone who is discovering their capacity
for change. It’s for those who realize that there are causes,
struggles, and injustices that they want to improve but
perhaps they don’t know how just yet. Art of Protest offers
them the inspiration and provocations to understand how
they can unlock their visual voice for change through art. I
hope that the children, preteens, and teens who read this
book will embrace it with a beginner’s mind and explore
all the possibilities of how they can use art as protest. And
I hope that the adults who engage in it will support the
young people in their lives by helping them harness the
power of art for changemaking.
Was there an artist—perhaps one not so well known—
you were especially glad to introduce to readers?
I felt proud to celebrate works by artists and organizers
whom I’ve worked with over the years. One in particular is
Damon Davis, who is a brilliant visual interpreter of both
the struggles and joys of resistance. As a friend, collaborator, and fan of his work, I have witnessed Damon tell the
stories of activists with his documentary, Whose Streets? and
envision more liberated worlds and possibilities through
more mythical works like Darker Gods at the Lake of Dreams.
In Art of Protest, Damon welcomed me to feature works
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Interview by Tom Beer.

eeriness—hearing an elder relative on the porch just moments
after she died and seeing small footprints appear in wet concrete near the burial ground of an abandoned Oklahoma boarding school—to terrifying glimpses of were-owls, were-otters, a
malign walking doll, and a giant water serpent with a “sinister
smile.” They all join the more familiar (in children’s books, anyway) likes of Bigfoot and La Llorona. Linked to a broad diversity of traditions spanning the North American continent, the
stories, both old—there’s one ascribed to the ancient Mississippian culture—and those given recent, even modern settings, are
related in matter-of-fact language that underscores a common
sense of how close the natural and supernatural worlds are. In
sometimes-intricate ink drawings, Alvitre (Tongva) amps the
creepiness by alternating depictions of everyday items with
grinning skulls, heaps of bones, and the odd floating head.
Valuable both for its broad range and shivery appeal.
(introductory notes) (Traditional literature. 8-11)
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What book for young readers most dazzled you this
year?
I’ve read quite a few books this year, so it’s hard to share
just one favorite. Most recently, I’ve enjoyed reading a fellow nonfiction book: Revolution in Our Time: The Black Panther Party’s Promise to the People by Kekla Magoon. Her book
dives into so much detail and depth about the origins, values, and impact of the Black Panthers.

pictur e books

from his series “All Hands on Deck,” which highlights
the humanity of protestors through photographic scans
of their raised hands. From video and photography to AR
[augmented reality], music, and sculpture, I think Damon
is one of several artists featured in the book who exemplifies the diversity of media that protest art can embody.

young a dult

TEMPLE ALLEY SUMMER

Kashiwaba, Sachiko
Trans. by Avery Fischer Udagawa
Illus. by Miho Satake
Restless Books (240 pp.)
$18.00 | July 6, 2021
978-1-63206-303-8

special issue: best books of 2021

One curious boy, the ghost of a longdead girl, a mysterious old temple, an
unfinished story, and several weeks of
summer vacation add up to an unforget-

table adventure.
Kazu and his family live in a sprawling old house in Japan.
One night, Kazu is shocked to see what seems to be a ghost in a
white kimono leaving the altar room. He’s even more shocked
when his friends insist this girl, Akari, has always been around.
Meanwhile, Kazu decides to do his summer homework project
on local history, an idea sparked by an old map that labeled his
street Kimyō Temple Alley, a name whose meaning implies the
dead can come back to life. Kazu is led deeper into the puzzle through conversations with older community members—
some of whom actively discourage his investigations—and
befriending Akari and learning where she really came from. A
story within a story to which Kazu and Akari seek the ending,
a fantasy tale about a girl held hostage by a witch, reinforces
the book’s overarching theme of living life so that you have no
regrets. This imaginative tale, enchantingly written and charmingly illustrated by veteran Japanese creators for young people,
has a timeless feel. Its captivating blend of humor and mystery
is undergirded with real substance that will provoke deeper
contemplation. Udagawa’s translation naturally and seamlessly
renders the text completely accessible to non-Japanese readers.
An instant classic filled with supernatural intrigue and
real-world friendship. (Fiction. 8-12)
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THE LEGEND OF
AUNTIE PO

Khor, Shing Yin
Kokila (304 pp.)
$22.99 | June 15, 2021
978-0-525-55488-2
In a late-19th-century Sierra Nevada
logging camp, a Chinese American girl
spins tall tales and dreams of a better
future.
Mei helps her father in the kitchen,
feeding the dozens of hungry men who work at their logging
camp. At night, she entertains listeners with her made-up stories about Auntie Po, an elderly Chinese woman taller than the
pine trees who has a blue water buffalo. In these stories clearly
inspired by Paul Bunyan, Auntie Po is a guardian figure, protecting the logging crew from threats including giant mosquitos and
unscrupulous companies. But in the real world, anti-Chinese
sentiments have turned into acts of violence. When the logging
company caves under a boycott, the White camp boss dismisses
all the Chinese workers, leaving frustrated Mei angry at her
own helplessness. Nuanced portrayals of characters’ relationships keep the themes of discrimination and allyship in focus;
the tenuous friendship between Mei’s father and the camp boss
in particular highlights the difference between offering verbal
support and taking meaningful action. The clean, expressive
linework and muted watercolors portray both the dangerous
realities of logging and quiet, emotional moments with equal
effectiveness. In a sweet, naturally inserted subplot, Mei, who
wears trousers rather than dresses, says she is not interested in
boys and is clearly enamored of her closest White female friend.
A timely and ultimately hopeful tale. (author’s note, bibliography) (Graphic historical fiction. 10-14)

BORDERS

King, Thomas
Illus. by Natasha Donovan
Little, Brown (192 pp.)
$24.99 | Sept. 7, 2021
978-0-316-59306-9
A family tries to overcome all borders.
Laetitia has moved from her reserve
in Alberta to Salt Lake City in Utah.
When her mother and younger brother
try to visit, they run into a problem at
the border. The agents at the U.S. booth ask them their citizenship, and the mother answers only “Blackfoot.” The agents will
accept only either “Canadian” or “American.” Turned away, they
proceed back past the duty-free store to the Canadian booth,
where the same thing happens—again and again. Mother and
son are marooned between the borders for days. Readers see
this from the unnamed brother’s perspective, which flashes
back and forth between the past when Laetitia decides to move
away and the attempted visit. King, of Cherokee and Greek
64
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descent, adapts his text from a previously published short story,
laconic text expanded by artwork that captures the vastness of
the Albertan prairie sky, with multiple panels showcasing the
sky above buildings and natural backdrops. The story highlights
both the universal feelings of a family moving apart and a very
specific Indigenous experience: The Blackfoot have existed
since before the border, and now they are artificially split into
two sides, an absurdity captured here with trenchant, cutting
wryness. Métis illustrator Donovan’s depictions of Blackfoot
people are slightly varied, showing those who live on a reserve
as well as urban Indigenous who live in cities.
Brilliant. (Graphic fiction. 8-adult)

SOUL LANTERNS

Kuzki, Shaw
Trans. by Emily Balistrieri
Delacorte (176 pp.)
$16.99 | $19.99 PLB | March 16, 2021
978-0-593-17434-0
978-0-593-17435-7 PLB
Nozomi and her friends find a way to
share heartbreaking survivor stories of
the Hiroshima bombing.
Every Aug. 6, in Hiroshima, Japan,
colored lanterns are set afloat down the river, shining in the
night. Twenty-five years after the bombing, 12-year-old Nozomi
and her family release lanterns honoring the souls lost to it: two
for her aunts who never grew up, one for her father’s first wife,
and a fourth one. For the first time, Nozomi questions whom
her mother releases the unnamed lantern for. A few days later,
when she sees her art teacher at the cemetery, she learns his
fiancee died in the bombing. Nozomi’s curiosity grows, and
she begins to hear the heartbreaking stories of those lost to
the bomb as well as those left to grieve them. Nozomi and her
friends decide to share the survivors’ experiences through their
art. Bringing these little stories to light creates a significant
impact, helping others learn and remember what happened
and find peace and compassion. Kuzki pens an honest look at
the tragic effects and aftermath of the atomic bomb, whether
it be one day or 25 years after. Even though they are fictional,
the stories of loss, regret, loneliness, and grief are powerful and
emotional. Scattered throughout are haunting tanka, Japanese
poems, that were published in newspapers following the bombing. Originally written in Japanese, it is beautifully translated,
with Japanese words woven in throughout.
An evocative story that will move your soul. (author’s
notes) (Historical fiction. 10-14)
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“Vital and liberating.”
this is our rainbow

STRANGEWORLDS
TRAVEL AGENCY

LaRochelle, David
Illus. by Mike Wohnoutka
Candlewick (64 pp.)
$8.99 | Sept. 14, 2021
978-1-5362-1629-5

A cat takes a sick dog’s place as the
protagonist of three silly stories.
In the same vein as predecessor See
the Cat (2020), LaRochelle and Wohnoutka’s latest collaboration plays out as a running argument between narrator and animal character. When the verso text reads “See the dog,” a blue
cat appears on the recto. The cat declares via speech bubble
that they’ve been asked to take the dog’s place because he is sick.
At first, the cat revels in the make-believe—with a few slip-ups.
But the narrator’s asks are met with resistance when the cat’s
comfort zone is crossed. In Story Number One, the cat listens
|

Ed. by Locke, Katherine & Nicole Melleby
Knopf (336 pp.)
$16.99 | $19.99 PLB | Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-593-30394-8
978-0-593-30395-5 PLB

These 16 short stories by celebrated
authors of literature for young people
center the experiences of LGBTQ+
youth in pivotal moments of childhood and adolescence.
As the title suggests, this collection delivers a spectrum of
diversity in representation of both personal identities and genre.
Whether the stories contain overt fantasy (like dragons, spells,
the undead, and time loops), subtle glimmers of the supernatural (like ghosts and magical letters), or realistic grounding in the
everyday (like a new kitten, sports, and school), they capture
with honesty and vulnerability the feelings that accompany
events like the grief of losing a friend or facing rejection from a
crush, the nervous thrill of new feelings for someone special, and
the freeing, but sometimes still scary, power of self-discovery.
Although the majority of the selections are prose, the anthology
includes two comics and one story in verse. Many of the protagonists feel a budding desire for close connection—a witch with
a squish on her ordinary neighbor, an aspiring marine biologist
with a changing friend group, a pirate who misses their sister—
and they overcome self-doubt to reach for it. Not every crush
works out, and sometimes feelings get hurt, but these outcomes
lean toward recovery and personal growth while validating the
sadness of loneliness. An essential read, this collection breaks
free from the dichotomy of representing LGBTQ+ lives as total
tragedy or one-true-love, happily-ever-after coming-out stories.
Vital and liberating. (Anthology. 8-13)
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SEE THE DOG
Three Stories About a
Cat

THIS IS OUR RAINBOW
16 Stories of Her, Him,
Them, and Us

young a dult

Have (magic) suitcase, will travel.
Twelve-year-old English girl Flick,
the imaginative daughter of a post office
employee and a garbage collector, isn’t
thrilled about moving from their urban tower block to the outskirts of a posh village—until the day she wanders into a magical
travel agency. There, she meets lonely 18-year-old shopkeeper
Jonathan, who inducts Flick into The Strangeworlds Society, whose members use suitcases to explore different worlds.
Jonathan has been abandoned following his father’s mysterious, multiverse-related disappearance, and the two set out to
find him. This is classic children’s literature following in a very
specific tradition, with portals and adventures that pique the
imagination more than the adrenaline. The writing is at times
reminiscent of Diana Wynne Jones, who similarly envisioned
multiverses and populated her very British fantasies with real
children frustrated by real concerns: Flick, conscious of her
family’s socio-economic status, worries about her new school
and carries heavy responsibilities for housework and minding
her baby brother, as her parents work long hours and opposite
shifts. This series opener takes a picaresque route—including a
world of children who never grow up, a giant tree full of magic
crystals, and more—and by the end, something larger is clearly
in motion. Readers will be eager to visit more worlds with irrepressible Flick and prickly Jonathan. Characters read as White
by default.
Utterly delightful. (Fantasy. 11-14)
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Lapinski, L.D.
Aladdin (288 pp.)
$17.99 | May 25, 2021
978-1-5344-8351-4
Series: Strangeworlds Travel Agency, 1

to the “bossy book” and digs—albeit using an excavator. The
narrator abruptly interrupts the cat’s fun with a “See the dog
STOP digging holes!” In Story Number Two, the cat begrudgingly jumps into the lake (which is really more of a pond) and
immediately yells for help. Story Number Three puts the cat in
charge of protecting a sheep from a wolf. The playful rebellion
against the repetitive Dick-and-Jane pattern makes for nonstop,
rip-roaring fun. Using around 130 words and their variants, the
careful yet deliciously over-the-top writing keeps the text accessible yet engaging. Wohnoutka’s full-color cartoon illustrations
hilariously accentuate the cat’s histrionics. While most illustrations appear solely on the recto, a few well-placed double-page
spreads add some delightful surprises.
See this book fly off the shelves. (Early reader. 4-8)
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“Stirring and unforgettable.”
the swallows’ flight

TOO BRIGHT TO SEE

Lukoff, Kyle
Dial Books (192 pp.)
$16.99 | April 20, 2021
978-0-593-11115-4

In the wake of his uncle’s death, a
transgender boy on the cusp of middle
school grapples with grief, friendship,
and identity.
Bug lives in a haunted house, but the
ghosts of long ago never bothered him
before this summer. Then Uncle Roderick, who was gay, passed
away, and now the house feels different with just Bug and his
mom left. Usually he would spend a month away at camp, the
only place he feels connected to a group, but money is tight this
year. When a ghost begins following Bug and his dreams turn to
nightmares, he searches for answers about who is haunting him
and why. As the ghostly mystery unfolds over the course of the
summer, Bug struggles with new tension with his best friend,
Moira, a girl whose interest in the duo’s reinventing themselves
in middle school feels overwhelming and full of expectations he
doesn’t know how to meet. This coming-of-age and coming-out
story takes a needed departure from other stories about transgender youth by illuminating the perspective of a young person
who does not initially know how to identify his discomfort. The
narrative pushes against gendered stereotypes about interests
like sports and makeup, challenging restricting ideas about
gender and self-expression. A chilling, suspenseful ghost story
balances the intimate, introspective narrative style. Most of the
characters are White, including Bug, his family, and Moira.
Haunting and healing. (author’s note) (Fiction. 8-12) (Note:
Lukoff is a freelance contributor to Kirkus.)

BLACK BOY JOY
17 Stories Celebrating
Black Boyhood

Ed. by Mbalia, Kwame
Delacorte (320 pp.)
$16.99 | $19.99 PLB | Aug. 3, 2021
978-0-593-37993-6
978-0-593-37994-3 PLB
An anthology spotlights the many
ways Black boys find joy as they learn and
grow in the world.
Seventeen writers, some very well known—Jason Reynolds, Jerry Craft, Varian Johnson—others representing newer
voices, present short pieces that depict Black boys exploring
their communities, families, sexuality, and even space and time
as they come of age and grow in confidence and understanding.
Editor Mbalia contributes a story in three parts that provides a
metanarrative that further emphasizes the magic of taking joy
in life and in storytelling. While the thematic thread provides a
scaffold, each of the stories is independently successful. Readers experience Black boys seeking excellence in, among other
66
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things, a debate about superheroes, a baking contest, learning to pilot a plane, skateboarding, and determining the true
meanings of fly and cool. There is acceptance and celebration of
differences in the expression of Black masculinity, along with
respect for girls and women. Reflections of Black culture give
the stories richness and texture. There are many examples of
strong family connections and community support. Most of the
contributions are prose, but the compilation includes a graphic
story as well as one in verse. There is variety in tone and style:
Some are humorous, some are poignant, but all are compelling
reading. The length of the stories makes them ideal for discussion and student responses.
A unique, timely, and necessary read. (about the authors)
(Fiction. 9-12)

THE SWALLOWS’
FLIGHT

McKay, Hilary
McElderry (288 pp.)
$17.99 | Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-66590-091-1

This follow-up to 2018’s Love to
Everyone reunites readers with cherished
characters, and the circle of beloved
friends and family grows.
Spanning 1927 to 1947, this novel follows a well-drawn ensemble cast through the interwar years and
the turbulence of World War II before leaving them battered
but resolute. The Great War casts a shadow over young people’s
lives—a father or uncle lost or seriously wounded; a mother or
aunt haunted by memories of nursing the soldiers. Best friends
Erik and Hans live in Berlin, dreaming of working at the zoo
tending to animals (Erik) and running a pastry stall (Hans). They
are disturbed by Hitler but, facing forces beyond their control,
eventually become Luftwaffe pilots. In Plymouth, Violet’s
daughter, Ruby, is self-conscious about prominent birthmarks
on her face that draw unwelcome attention. Kate, daughter
of Peter and Vanessa, is the youngest of the Penrose brood in
Oxford. Her health is delicate, and she fades into the background, honing her observational skills. Clarry is godmother to
Ruby and Kate, and Rupert comes and goes, dispensing treats—
the benevolent English counterpart to Hans’ glamorous Uncle
Karl. These four young people and their families—plus one
abandoned scrapyard dog—find their orbits intersecting due to
the vagaries of war on the way to a poignant and utterly satisfying conclusion. Third-person chapters filled (but never to the
point of distraction) with historical texture rotate among the
charming characters’ distinct voices and perspectives. Characters read as White.
Stirring and unforgettable. (family trees) (Historical fiction.
9-14)
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Messner, Kate
Illus. by Heather Ross
Candlewick (56 pp.)
$14.99 | Dec. 14, 2021
978-1-5362-1300-3
Series: Fergus and Zeke

The adorable mouse best friends are
back, brainstorming, problem-solving,
and celebrating 100 days of school.
Miss Maxwell’s class pets get in on all the action, writing
stories, reporting the weather, and celebrating special days
alongside the racially diverse human students. So when the
teacher announces a 100th-day party and an assignment to
collect and bring in 100 objects, Fergus and Zeke are on it. But
do they have 100 of any one thing? Patterning their work on
that of their human classmates, they attempt a tower of wood
chips…that falls at 47. Zeke’s attempt to run 100 miles on their
rodent wheel fails: “One hundred is a very big number when
you’re counting miles.” They find the opposite is true when
|

Milano, Birdie
Pan Macmillan (288 pp.)
$9.99 paper | Jan. 1, 2021
978-1-5098-4867-6
Series: Boy Meets, 2

This sequel to Boy Meets Hamster
(2020) does not suffer from sophomore
slump.
After escaping a summer caravan park with his dignity
(and a new boyfriend), English teen Dylan and his family are
back in a second adventure complete with the same dry wit
and frantic humor of their first outing. This time, footballsavant Dylan is signed up for Feet of the Future, a weeklong
soccer training camp in Manchester during his school’s halfterm break. Best friend Kayla is tagging along once more, as
she’s signed up for the accompanying cheerleader training.
Of course, this is a ruse: Kayla is really there for metal group
Deathsplash Nightmares’ Ghoulish Games gig on Halloween.
Sure, the concert is sold out, but Kayla has plans to create a
viral video in order to win tickets from a local radio station.
With Leo off dancing in a show and their contact limited to
text and the occasional video chat, Dylan is distracted by fellow footie teammate and original school crush Freddie. Readers of the first story will be clamoring to pick up this second
adventure, and its British slang combines with quick-paced
humor to deliver a hilarious punch. Most main characters are
White; the first volume cues Kayla as biracial (Filipino/White)
and Leo as Black.
Will have readers rolling on the floor with laughter. (Fic
tion. 10-14)

kirkus.com

|

middle-grade

|

1 december 2021

|

special issue: best books of 2021

FERGUS AND ZEKE
AND THE 100TH DAY
OF SCHOOL

BOY MEETS GHOUL
Half Term and Other
Horrors

young a dult

Merci returns for another year of
challenges and triumphs at home and at
Seaward Pines Academy.
Life is a little different for Merci
Suárez in seventh grade. Her older
brother, Roli, is off at college; her grandfather Lolo’s Alzheimer’s is more pronounced; and she has to regularly babysit her
Tía Inés’ spirited young twins. Merci is also assigned to manage the school store with math whiz Wilson Bellevue, a quiet
classmate who she realizes is not obnoxious like other boys.
When Merci and Wilson are expected to sell tickets to the Valentine’s Day Heart Ball, she must interact with a slightly-lessmean Edna Santos, who’s running the dance and unexpectedly
getting closer to Hannah, one of Merci’s best friends. Medina
continues to tenderly explore issues such as multigenerational
immigrant family dynamics, managing the responsibilities
of home and school, and learning how to navigate changing
friendships and first crushes. Merci’s maturity and growth are
as engaging and compelling as they were in the author’s Newbery Medal winner, Merci Suárez Changes Gears (2018). The cast
is broadly diverse; Merci and her family are Cuban American,
Edna is Dominican, and Creole and Cajun Wilson has a physical disability.
An uplifting sequel told with heart and humor. (Fiction.
9-13)

they take a nap of 100 seconds. For their joint 100-word story,
author Zeke reaches 100 words just as his character, Fergus,
is grabbed by a hungry monster. At the eleventh hour, a misstep by Fergus and some quick thinking by Zeke mean that
the two will have a project after all. Messner and Ross again
perfectly straddle the line between easy readers and chapter
books, with delightful illustrations showing both wide-angle
views and the perspective of the tiny mice breaking up the
text. (This book was reviewed digitally.)
Readers may have to count to 100 to cool their heels waiting for this clever pair’s next adventure. (Early reader. 6-9)
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Medina, Meg
Candlewick (384 pp.)
$17.99 | April 6, 2021
978-0-7636-9050-2
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“An arresting collection of deep, accessible stories.”
escape

ESCAPE

Ming & Wah
Illus. by Carmen Vela
Lantana (40 pp.)
$17.99 | May 4, 2021
978-1-911373-81-0
This book gracefully brings to life stories of escape from
many places across the globe.
Chan Hak-chi and Li Kit-hing, a couple, tie themselves
to each other with a rope and swim for six hours across a
shark-ridden bay to reach Hong Kong and escape famine and
systemic state persecution in mainland China. Joachim Neumann and his friends dig a tunnel under the Berlin Wall in the
1960s and facilitate the escape of 57 people to West Germany,
including Joachim’s girlfriend. Harriet Tubman, once enslaved
herself, risks torture and death to help an estimated 70 others escape slavery. Other stories recount escapes related to climate change in Kiribati, violence and poverty in Mexico, war
in Syria, and more. Each spread features one case with real-life,
named heroes either from the recent past or who are craftily
connected to our present time. For example, the son of Russom Keflezighi, who walked the equivalent of 10 marathons
away from danger in his Eritrean homeland, won both the
New York and Boston marathons in the U.S. Many featured
refugees and immigrants settle in the U.S. as their final destination, making the book particularly accessible to American
audiences. Adorned with mostly abstract illustrations of people walking, swimming, biking, and even flying while fleeing
danger, the book poignantly ends with two short articles from
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights on rights and
freedoms related to movement.
An arresting collection of deep, accessible stories of people on the move. (Informational picture book. 9-14)

DA VINCI’S CAT

Murdock, Catherine Gilbert
Illus. by Paul O. Zelinsky
Greenwillow Books (288 pp.)
$17.99 | May 25, 2021
978-0-06-301525-8
The course of time travel never does
run smooth.
Federico, 11, lives luxuriously in
Rome, an adored hostage of the pope.
He models for the painter Raphael and watches Raphael’s
rival, the great (but smelly!) Michelangelo, work on the
Sistine Chapel. Lonely and bored, Federico discovers first
a kitten, who becomes a cat after walking into a cupboard
(designed by DaVinci), and then a man, who has come via
the cupboard from 1920s New Jersey seeking artwork he can
sell in his own time. Meanwhile, in the present day, 11-yearold Italian American Bee, whose mothers are art historians,
is bored in New Jersey until she meets her neighbor Miss
Bother (and that same cat), travels back in time, and meets
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Federico. Bee and Federico manage to colossally mess with
history, leading to adventures as they try to get things back
on track. Federico is the star of the show, his story filled with
adventure and self-discovery, but Bee’s story offers an easy
anchor for modern readers. Detailed writing brings the past
to life in this delightful time-slip story populated by an array
of outsized figures from history. This is an appealing read
that will likely leave many readers eager to learn more about
the art and artists of the Renaissance.
Thoroughly charming. (author’s note) (Historical fantasy.
8-13)

SAVING SORYA
Chang and the Sun
Bear

Nguyen, Trang
Trans. by Trang Nguyen
Illus. by Jeet Zdung
Dial Books (128 pp.)
$23.99 | $13.99 paper | Sept. 14, 2021
978-0-593-35363-9
978-0-593-35362-2 paper
An uplifting story about wildlife protection in Vietnam
(and originally published there) inspired by real events from the
wildlife-conservationist author’s life.
After witnessing a brutal bear-bile extraction as a young
girl, Chang becomes determined to become a wildlife conservationist. These dreams are met with mockery and derision due
to Chang’s age and gender as well as cultural perceptions about
conservation as a career. Despite these challenges, Chang persists with studying and is accepted as a volunteer at Cat Tien
National Park, narrating it all in a conversational tone that is
equally genial in recounting events and presenting fascinating
animal facts. At the park, Chang learns how to care for rescued
animals and starts volunteering with Free The Bears, another
organization. During this time, a young sun bear cub named
Sorya is brought to the center from a bear-bile farm. Chang
works with Sorya to prepare her for eventual release back into
the wild. Zdung’s use of watercolors in his frankly gorgeous
illustrations enhances the rainforest setting, and the portrayals
of its animal inhabitants are the epitome of wild and free. While
the natural images tend to be realistic, the human characters are
drawn in a manga-influenced style with elements like oversized
eyes, large sweat drops, and speed lines. This blending of styles
and varied panel layouts creates dynamic spreads and stunning
page turns. (This book was reviewed digitally.)
Breathtaking visuals and a compelling story seamlessly
integrate conservation facts. (illustrator’s note, about the
creators) (Graphic fiction. 8-12)

kirkus.com
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Park, Linda Sue
Illus. by Robert Sae-Heng
Clarion Books (72 pp.)
$16.99 | March 16, 2021
978-1-328-51513-1

A poetic exploration of middlegrade values.
Newbery Medalist Park presents a provocative collection
of narrative poems inspired by sijo, a 14th-century Korean syllabic verse form. Teacher Ms. Chang poses to her class a variation of the timeless desert-island question: “Imagine that your
home is on fire,” and, while family and pets are spared, “you’re
allowed to save one thing.” Chang’s students react well to this
“good homework,” sharing with their classmates a multitude
of objects they’d protect from the hypothetical flames. Some
|

SUMMER OF BRAVE

Parks, Amy Noelle
Whitman (240 pp.)
$16.99 | March 1, 2021
978-0-8075-7660-1

Burdened by contradictory expectations from her high-achieving, divorced
parents, a quiet tween is challenged to
assert herself.
Lilla’s parents, like many in their
small college town, are academics. Her
dad heads the art museum; her mom is an entomologist. Stellar seventh-grade test scores set Lilla on course for the prestigious magnet high school where students focus on either arts
or STEM subjects. Weary of the constant pressure to excel, to
pick a career path before she’s 13, Lilla fantasizes about attending public high school and pursuing interests beyond the careerfocused specialization her parents have convinced themselves
she wants, but she remains outwardly compliant. Her passivity
is no secret to her friends Vivi and Knox. When Vivi chooses
bravery for their summer goal, Lilla agrees to express her feelings honestly, without resorting to white lies or silence. She
struggles to manage conflicting expectations for girls—to be
simultaneously ambitious and competitive, feminine and emotionally yielding. While that’s exhausting enough, contending
with sexism and street harassment along with her first crush
proves downright paralyzing. Choosing never to hurt others’
feelings, Lilla realizes, means always prioritizing them over
expressing her own (ruthless self-criticism is another trap).
Vivi’s dad is Japanese and her mother is French Canadian; other
major characters are White. With compassion, wry humor, and
pinpoint accuracy, Parks weaves the multiple challenges facing
adolescent girls into a compelling, seamless narrative.
Timely, insightful, and highly recommended. (Fiction.
10-14)
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THE ONE THING
YOU’D SAVE

young a dult

“This book will encourage and equip
[readers] to use art as a language and
instrument that can help…champion [their] chosen cause.”
Beginning on a personal note, Nichols breaks down her
involvement in the Black Lives Matter movement in Missouri,
starting in 2014, and uses this jumping-off point to widen the
scope to thoughtfully balance personal accounts of protest with
a wider global perspective. In straightforward, accessible language she takes readers through the history of visual media for
social change through the past and into the modern day, ending
with speculation on where current trends will take protest art in
the future. Appropriately packing the text with graphics from
several artists displaying unique visual styles, author and artist
Nichols prepares the next generation of young art activists with
a comprehensive guide to the inextricable relationship between
protest and art. Inspiring, pop-color illustrations highlight five
youth climate activists around the world. Featuring examples
of work and quotes from the likes of Ai Weiwei, Nina Simone,
Diego Rivera, and Keith Haring, Nichols arms young readers
with basic introductions in reading visual information—including color associations, common symbology, typography, and
popular formats such as zine making, screen printing, and—
escaping the two-dimensional—various protest demonstrations. Abundant contextual information pairs beautifully with
encouragement to engage—safely—with protest in a variety of
ways suited to civic-minded young artists.
Nichols is sure to inspire an entire generation of new
“artivists.” (Nonfiction. 10-18)

choose eminently practical items like a cellphone (“somebody’s gotta call 9-1-1, right?”) and “MY DAD’S WALLET.
DUH” (because “if a fire burns everything up, you’re gonna
need money. A lot”). Other treasures reflect differing levels of
maturity and self- involvement: a mother’s insulin kit, a rug to
smother flames, sneakers like “Jeremy Lin wore when he scored
thirty-eight points / against the Lakers” and for which the student had saved pennies for months, a “muddy blue” sweater
May’s father’s mother had knit for her father that her other
grandmother then unraveled and reknit for her. Coupled with
debut illustrator Sae-Heng’s accessible grayscale sketches of the
objects, often in situ, Park’s subjects’ mementos offer middlegrade readers much food for thought regarding what one values
and how others can touch one’s life. Names and other details
indicate a diverse class. A note on sijo concludes the volume.
Park’s extended rumination has the power to bring us
home. (Verse fiction. 8-12)
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Nichols, De
Big Picture/Candlewick (80 pp.)
$19.99 | Nov. 30, 2021
978-1-5362-2325-5

pictur e books

ART OF PROTEST
Creating, Discovering,
and Activating Art for
Your Revolution
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TIME VILLAINS

Piñeiro, Victor
Sourcebooks Young Readers
(336 pp.)
$16.99 | July 6, 2021
978-1-72823-049-8
Series: Time Villains, 1
Historical guests come to dinner and
chaos ensues in this uproarious debut.
Twelve-year-old Javier Santiago’s not
doing so well at Finistere, his slightly
cool, slightly weird semi-castle of a school in suburban Maryland. He’s at risk of failing sixth grade and falling behind his
brainiac, history-obsessed best friend, Wiki. Then comes the
annual all-school project: invite three guests, living or dead, to
dinner, then write an essay. For a budding chef like Javi, that’s
a piece of cake. Trouble arises when Javi uses his family’s magical antique dining room table to accidentally pull his guests
into the present day, including the infamous Blackbeard, who
escapes before he can be sent back in time. Blackbeard wants to
use the table to summon his fearsome crew and enact his plans
to take over the modern world. Worse yet, the dreadful pirate is
hilariously popping up all over Finistere, working as the school
groundskeeper to ensure the success of his sinister plans. With
the help of Brady, Javi’s tough-as-nails younger sister, the boys
work to take down Blackbeard while uncovering the school’s
mysterious secrets. Featuring a diverse cast led by the Puerto
Rican siblings and Haitian American Wiki, grand doses of
humor, and an irreverent take on some of history’s well-known
figures, Piñeiro’s book scores with this tale of friendship, magic,
and adventure. A breakneck pace and Javi’s colorful narration
hold things together as the thrilling zaniness piles up.
Magnificent. (list of characters) (Fantasy. 8-12)

JO JO MAKOONS
The Used-to-Be Best
Friend

Quigley, Dawn
Illus. by Tara Audibert
Heartdrum (80 pp.)
$15.99 | $4.99 paper | May 11, 2021
978-0-06-301537-1
978-0-06-301538-8 paper
Series: Jo Jo Makoons, 1

This silly chapter book features a
funny Ojibwe girl protagonist.
Set on a fictional reservation known as the Pembina Ojibwe,
this story introduces Jo Jo, an intelligent and charismatic first
grader who is fretting over two big problems in this series opener.
Her first worry concerns her home best friend, Mimi the cat,
who she fears may deflate when she gets vaccinated. Her second
concern is that her school best friend, Fern, has begun to ignore
her at lunchtime. From Jo Jo’s difficulties with language arts
to her attempts to save Mimi, hijinks emerge. Through it all,
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cultural information about Jo Jo’s Ojibwe way of life is shared
in a way that suggests her pride for her people, traditions, and
family. Young readers will revel in the humor this chapter book
offers: the wordplay, the nicknames, and Jo Jo’s irrepressible
narrative voice. But it is the friendships at her school, where
her teacher is White and her classmates are multicultural, that
will linger with readers. Even though it is in a border town,
the school Jo Jo attends respects her cultural traditions, and
the effect is heartwarming. Quigley (Turtle Mountain Band of
Ojibwe) provides a glossary of Ojibwe and Michif words that
enhances the experience. Audibert (of Wolastoqey and French
heritage) supplies plentiful grayscale illustrations that depict Jo
Jo and her friends with big, pretty eyes and expressive faces.
A joyful book about growing up Native in a loving community—not to be missed. (Fiction. 6-10)

STAMPED (FOR KIDS)
Racism, Antiracism,
and You

Reynolds, Jason & Ibram X. Kendi
Illus. by Rachelle Baker
Adapt. by Cherry-Paul, Sonja
Little, Brown (176 pp.)
$13.99 | May 11, 2021
978-0-316-16758-1
A remixed remix of a foundational
text.
Kendi’s Stamped From the Beginning (2016) is a crucial
accounting of American history, rewritten and condensed for
teens by Jason Reynolds as Stamped (2020). Educator CherryPaul takes the breadth of the first and the jaunty appeal of the
second to spin a middle-grade version that manages to be both
true to its forebears and yet all her own. She covers the same historical ground, starting with the origins of anti-Blackness and
colonialism in medieval Europe, then taking readers through
the founding of the U.S.A. and up to the present, with focuses
on pivotal figures and pieces of pop culture. Cherry-Paul does
an unparalleled job of presenting this complex information to
younger readers, borrowing language from Reynolds’ remix
(like the definitions of segregationists, assimilationists, and antiracists) and infusing it with her own interpretations, like the brilliant, powerful, haunting metaphor of rope woven throughout.
“Rope can be a lifeline,” she says, and “rope can be a weapon….
Rope can be used to tie, pull, hold, and lift.” Readers are encouraged to “Think about the way rope connects things. Now think
about what racist ideas have been connected to so far: Skin
color. Money. Religion. Land.” Baker’s stark portraiture paces
the text and illustrates key players.
Exhilarating, excellent, necessary. (timeline, glossary,
further reading.) (Nonfiction. 10-14)
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“Lively, endearing, and full of character.”
cece rios and the desert of souls

STUNTBOY, IN
THE MEANTIME

Rhuday-Perkovich, Olugbemisola
Six Foot Press (308 pp.)
$17.95 | April 13, 2021
978-1-64442-002-7
When everyone’s a star, it’s hard to
stand out.
African American E—who’s not named
after Emmett Till, thank you very much—
is used to being the cheerful sidekick to
big brother Luke, but Luke has different ideas. He’s gotten a
scholarship to a boarding school in Maine, and this summer he’ll
be a junior counselor at DuBois, a historically Black summer
camp that is a little bougie. Thirteen-year-old E has been trying
to dissuade Luke by reminding him how many horror movies are
set at boarding schools and summer camps, but Luke is clearly
ready to step out on his own and dive into his visual art. E takes
matters into his own hands by secretly applying for and getting
|

Rivera, Kaela
Harper/HarperCollins (352 pp.)
$16.99 | April 13, 2021
978-0-06-294755-0
A tween dabbles in dark magic, hoping to do one good deed.
In Tierra del Sol, criaturas are feared
and reviled. Some are dark spirits while
others, relatively harmless, shape-shift
into animals. At 7, Cece wanders too far into the desert and
encounters the Criatura of Stars and Devouring, Tzizimitl, who
turns out to be more kindly old woman than scary beast. She
walks Cece home only to be met with angry, murderous townsfolk. Before Tzizimitl flees, freed by Cece, she observes that
Cece has a soul like water—perhaps not what you want as Sun
god descendants. Now 12, Cece encounters the Bride Stealer
El Sombrerón, another criatura, whose magic guitar bewitches
young women. Before Cece can stop him from playing, her sister, Juana, is entranced by his song and kidnapped. Her family
mourns, but Cece is determined to get Juana back—but she’ll
have to enter the Bruja Fights for aspiring dark witches to get
into Devil’s Alley, where El Sombrerón lives. There’s the small
problem of her not wanting to actually be a dark witch, but she’ll
just fake it and no one will be the wiser, right? Set in a fantasy
world filled with figures from Aztec mythology, this culturally
rich adventure weaves Spanish and Nahuatl throughout the
text. With strong ties to Mesoamerican lore and culture, the
story hits the sweet spot between dark and light.
Lively, endearing, and full of character. (glossary) (Fantasy.
8-14)

kirkus.com

|

middle-grade

|

1 december 2021

|

special issue: best books of 2021

IT DOESN’T TAKE
A GENIUS

CECE RIOS AND
THE DESERT OF SOULS

young a dult

Not-so-secret superhero by day and
kid from apartment 4D by day as well,
Portico “Stuntboy” Reeves will need all
his tricks to withstand the great threat
facing his family and the anxiety that comes with it.
Portico loves living in Skylight Gardens, an apartment complex as large as a castle, but he cherishes the people and community the most—with the exception of Herbert Singletary the
Worst. Herbert is a bully and often a source of Portico’s “frets,”
or debilitating anxiety, but neighbor and bestie Zola provides
great support to both Portico and his super alter ego. The latter’s purpose is to keep all the other uniquely heroic folk in
Skylight Gardens safe through an arsenal of self-sacrificing distractions and awkward hijinks. Raul the Third’s illustrations are
both dynamic and cleverly slapstick as Portico skillfully tumbles
down stairs to prevent an older resident from falling or flops
in front of his parents to momentarily stop them from fighting. Reynolds’ narrative gradually reveals the impact Portico’s
parents’ impending separation is having on their deeply sensitive son even as he can’t fully grasp what’s going on around him.
Superlative, action-packed art and cheeky narration combine
to tell a story of emotional intelligence on a superheroic scale
while remaining consistently funny and undeniably thoughtful.
Most characters read as Black.
A boy finds a creative coping mechanism in this original
tale that speaks to the heart. (additional sketches) (Adventure.
7-12)
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Reynolds, Jason
Illus. by Raúl the Third
Caitlyn Dlouhy/Atheneum (256 pp.)
$13.99 | Nov. 30, 2021
978-1-534-41816-5

into DuBois. He soon learns that while he may be a debate team
star and talented break dancer at home, everyone at DuBois is
exceptional—and they all seem to be better versed in Black
excellence than he is. He quickly learns to keep his mouth shut
and Google later when it comes to names he doesn’t recognize,
like Toni Morrison and Marcus Garvey. E feels hopelessly shy
and uncool, shining only when it comes to dance. His relationship with Luke becomes strained, with Luke wanting to break
free of his little brother while E is desperate to maintain their
connection. The cast of characters is fully realized, distinct, and
absolutely lovable, and E’s journey will resonate.
An exceptional novel with broad appeal. (Fiction. 10-14)
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“Sparkles with color: The sun-dappled palette is one of
warm, eye-catching, and elegant pastel shades.”
fish and sun

THE GREAT BEAR

Robertson, David A.
Puffin/Penguin Random House
Canada (288 pp.)
$17.99 | Sept. 28, 2021
978-0-7352-6613-1
Series: Misewa Saga, 2
Morgan and Eli return to Askí in this
sequel to The Barren Grounds (2020).
Actually, the Cree foster siblings have
been returning nightly, taking advantage
of the different passage of time between Earth and Askí to stay
in the village of Misewa for weeks while their foster parents
sleep. Their joy in staying with the animal beings of Misewa is
tempered by the loss of the old fisher Ochek. On Earth, Eli is
bullied at school so relentlessly he cuts off his braid, and their
foster parents (who are White) have thrown Morgan for a loop
by giving her the telephone number of her birth mother—whom
the eighth grader hasn’t seen since she was taken away as a toddler. So when Eli proposes changing their portal to go to a time
when Ochek is young, Morgan agrees. Their ensuing adventure
is something of an idyll, giving the kids a glimpse of a peaceful, prosperous Misewa. Readers of Volume 1 will enjoy this new
aspect on favorite characters just as much as Morgan and Eli do,
especially the squirrel Arik and teenage Ochek. The struggle
against the rampaging Great Bear—shockingly, a younger version of wise village elder Muskwa—drives the action. Robertson’s (Norway House Cree Nation) nods at the complexity of
time-travel plots serve as wry metafictive commentary and also
tie into his consideration of profound existential questions.
A cliffhanger ending compels a return to this absorbing
Indigenous fantasy. (glossary) (Fantasy. 10-14)

ROOT MAGIC

Royce, Eden
Walden Pond Press/HarperCollins
(352 pp.)
$16.99 | Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-06-289957-6
An African American tween learns
about her family’s connection to conjure
magic—and human evil—in 1960s South
Carolina.
Jezebel and her twin brother, Jay,
know their family will never be the same following their Gran’s
death. Their father’s unexplained disappearance a few years
back is another loss that has yet to heal. Gran was a talented
Gullah rootworker whose abilities were sought by some and
reviled by others. The local White deputy harasses families who
use rootwork even as they are needed for the healing denied
by segregated hospitals. Now, Jezebel and Jay are about to learn
these skills from their uncle to keep the legacy alive. For the
first time, the twins will not be in the same class since Jezebel will skip fifth grade. She becomes the target of bullies but
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manages to make one friend, a girl new to the school. As the
rootwork lessons proceed, the twins become more aware of
change all around them, from whispered voices in the marsh to
the strange actions of Jezebel’s doll. It becomes clear that they
have inherited connections to the spiritual world and that they
face a very human threat. This richly detailed narrative offers
elements of magical realism against a backdrop of social change,
presenting a convincing family story and exploring community
differences. Although Jezebel is a spirited narrator, Jay and
other characters are fully realized.
A strong coming-of-age story grounded in a vibrant cultural heritage. (author’s note) (Historical fiction. 8-12)

FISH AND SUN

Ruzzier, Sergio
HarperAlley (48 pp.)
$16.99 | $4.99 paper | June 22, 2021
978-0-06-307664-8
978-0-06-307663-1 paper
Series: I Can Read! Comics
Fish and Sun become fast friends
in this Level 1 entry in the I Can Read!
Comics series.
Fish, small and lavender-hued, is
bored. It’s too dark and cold in Fish’s watery abode, so Fish tells
Mom: “I’m going out.” Unfortunately, it’s “dark and cold and
boring” at the surface too—that is, until Fish sees a yellow orb
with long, spindly rays rise in the sky. “I’m Sun,” the friendly
presence says, and a friendship is born. When Sun turns red
and sets, Fish mourns the loss but happily reunites with Sun
the next day after the clouds part. Young readers will identify
with Fish’s extreme mood swings: ennui followed by elation followed by heartache (“I am afraid I will never see my friend Sun
again”)—and joy once again when the pair reunites. Compositions are tightly focused and uncluttered; lines are simple and
clean; and details delight, such as when Fish sleeps on a pillow
at the bottom of the ocean and—after Sun asks, “Do you know
any tricks?”—gleefully spits water. The book nearly sparkles
with color: The sun-dappled palette is one of warm, eye-catching, and elegant pastel shades. The book’s dialogue is set in bold
black text in clean, white speech balloons. Level 1 comics in this
series promise “simple stories for shared reading,” and those
adults sharing this one can expect requests for rereads. A tutorial on reading comics precedes the story.
A captivating new duo. (Graphic early reader. 4-8)
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Sandler, Martin W.
Candlewick (176 pp.)
$24.99 | Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-5362-1525-0

In 1935, as part of its effort to support farmers, the Resettlement Administration (later renamed the Farm Security Administration) began a photography program.
With remarkable foresight, project administrator Roy
Stryker recognized that the photographers should move
beyond the stated goal of photographing government agents
providing aid: He instructed his talented team to create images
that “introduced America to Americans.” The best American
photographers, many unemployed, participated, crafting achingly honest images of desperation and hope, many of which
|

ORCA RESCUE!
The True Story of an
Orphaned Orca Named
Springer
Sandstrom, Donna
Illus. by Sarah Burwash
Kids Can (144 pp.)
$17.99 | Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-5253-0117-9

special issue: best books of 2021

PICTURING A NATION
The Great Depression’s
Finest Photographers
Introduce America to Itself

young a dult

Hector wants to be a deep-sea diver,
just like his father and grandfather.
He has internalized all his grandfather’s tales, especially the
story of the “rarest, whitest, and purist pearl in the world,” said
to live on the seabed offshore near the Marina, their family business. But the greedy Amedeo Limonta has set up a competitive
business that’s forced the Marina to close. When Hector turns
8, everything changes. On his very first dive, he discovers the
magical Pearl and brings it home…and complications ensue.
Hector heeds his memories and dreams of his grandfather and
courageously makes it all right. Hector narrates his adventures
in meticulously organized chapters, carefully introducing each
character, providing detailed information about relationships
and events, and sharing credit for his successes. At the conclusion Hector presents readers with vivid descriptions of his
beloved village and its inhabitants. Sabatinelli provides Hector
with a voice that soars with lilting, expressive language, losing
nothing in Turner’s translation from Italian. Bruno’s intensely
bright, sharply hued illustrations are a tour de force. A chart of
semaphore flags and diagrams that detail the parts of a diving
suit fill the opening pages, and those flags head each chapter.
The sea is evoked with glorious dreamlike color and movement,
and characters’ features and expressions immediately announce
their nature, emotions, and quirks. All present White. Hector is
wise, kind, and readers will take him to their hearts.
Beautiful, remarkable, amazing, and wonderful in every
way. (Adventure. 6-12)

later became iconic. Later Stryker would prevent the destruction of the huge archive of photographs at a time when few
recognized its value as both a historical record and as brilliant
art. Sandler has gathered together both familiar images and
ones less often reproduced, most in black and white but some
in color. A general overview of the project is followed by sets
of photographs arranged by region. Each group is accompanied by an introduction that provides context by describing
issues significant to the area. Informative captions can be
challenging to read, displayed in small white font on a dark
background. Although the text is both accurate and engaging,
the greatest value of this effort may be in reaching those who
just browse the beautifully reproduced images that are outstanding in depicting both challenges and the heroic human
response in a difficult time. Profiles of the photographers
(almost all White, save for Gordon Parks, an African American) enhance an already excellent presentation.
Stunning. (source notes, bibliography, photo credits,
index) (Nonfiction. 11-adult)
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Sabatinelli, Elisa
Trans. by Christopher Turner
Illus. by Iacopo Bruno
Red Comet Press (92 pp.)
$21.99 | Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-63655-006-0

pictur e books

THE SECRET OF
THE MAGIC PEARL

Orca activist Sandstrom details the
2002 rescue of an orphaned juvenile separated from her northern resident pod in British Columbia.
After she’s sighted in Washington’s Puget Sound, regional
experts work at identification. Orcas live in tightly bonded
pods; individuals’ unique dorsal fin shapes, saddle patches,
and calls are well documented by researchers. A hydrophone
records this orca’s call, keying it to the A4 pod. Photos corroborate her identity as Springer, born in 2000. She and her
mother had failed to return to Johnstone Strait with their pod
in 2001. Springer’s reappearance sets off an extraordinary rescue and pod reunion involving citizen and professional scientists, nonprofits, U.S. and Canadian governmental agencies,
and First Nations and Native American tribal members. Sandstrom is key in organizing financial and in-kind support for
the complex rescue, helping to build the Orphan Orca Fund,
a coalition of seven nonprofits. Combining eyewitness experiences with solid research, her narrative delivers a clear, monthby-month account of Springer’s rescue, imparting an exciting
immediacy. Burwash’s appealing illustrations provide valuable
detail. Between first sighting and ultimate reunion, Springer
is assessed, monitored, weighed, dewormed, and twice transported to holding net pens. Fascinatingly quickly, experts detect
A4 pod’s calls—and Springer’s response. Within 24 hours of
Springer’s Canadian homecoming, A4 pod arrives, and Springer
is released. Sandstrom recounts subsequent reunions—human
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and cetacean—and the marvelous news of Springer’s two calves.
Cogent topical interludes provide historical and scientific
background.
Impressive. (maps, matriline, human-made threats, photos, how to help, glossary, bibliography, websites, team participants, author’s note) (Nonfiction. 6-12)

AMBER & CLAY

Schlitz, Laura Amy
Illus. by Julia Iredale
Candlewick (544 pp.)
$22.99 | March 9, 2021
978-1-5362-0122-2
An artistic enslaved boy, “common as
clay,” and a free-spirited girl, “precious as
amber,” become “linked together by the
gods” in this drama of ancient Greece.
After his mother, Thratta, is sold,
neglected, red-haired Rhaskos, 5, works in the stables of a
wealthy household in Thessaly. Eventually sold to a potter in
Athens, Rhaskos learns the trade, expands his drawing skills,
and becomes friends with the philosopher Sokrates, who urges
him to be his “own master.” Raised in a privileged Athens home,
wild, brown-skinned Melisto is actively spurned by her mother
and prefers her nurse, Thratta. After being sent away to serve
the goddess Artemis, 10-year-old Melisto is killed by lightning
and Thratta places a binding spell on her ghost, compelling
her to find Rhaskos and set him free, thus pulling their stories together. Borrowing elements from classical Greek drama,
the tale unfolds primarily in verse through alternating voices,
including those of manipulative gods and goddesses as well as
real and fictional secondary characters whose varied perspectives add vitality and momentum. Lyrically descriptive, surprisingly contemporary in feel, and laced with allusions to Greek
mythology, history, and epic stories, the narrative offers a realistically diverse, colorful portrait of an ancient Greece in which
slavery and warfare were prevalent. Black-and-white illustrations of archaeological artifacts add insight and depth to this
meticulously researched story.
A rich, complex, deftly crafted tale of friendship, creativity, and being true to oneself. (cast of characters, author’s
notes, bibliography) (Historical fiction. 10-14)

KALEIDOSCOPE

Selznick, Brian
Scholastic (208 pp.)
$19.99 | Sept. 21, 2021
978-1-338-77724-6
In his most complex work to date,
Selznick examines the unique realities
surrounding love and death.
Seeking knowledge of the world on
his 13th birthday, the unnamed narrator
74
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sets sail with his friend James (both are assumed White). A
storm carries them to the Moon, where James brilliantly
defends the night and sleep in a battle with the Sun, because
“without dreams, everything dies.” He is crowned king, and
the protagonist wonders how he will live without him back on
Earth. Twenty-three more chapters reveal dreamlike (nonlinear,
often phantasmagorical) fragments of the boys’ relationship,
before and after separation/death. Each is introduced by an
exquisite, graphite illustration that is preceded by a symmetrical, kaleidoscopic version of the scene: These provide foreshadowing, focus, and an aura of spiritual mystery. Settings involving
shattered glass or mysterious forest lights like “the entire world
had turned into jewels” further the titular provocation. While
the deftly constructed chapters could stand alone, the author
plants images—biblical, mythological, scientific, Sendak-ian,
and even David Bowie–esque—that shift and reappear: The last
view of the apple, served by a dragon, leads the protagonist to
ponder a (post-Edenic) life with answers but without wonder.
Labyrinths, angels, clocks, butterflies, and clasped hands resurface, prompting contemplation of fear, solace, the fluidity of
time, the thrill of connection. How do you find/feel love after
death? How do you live with grief?
While Selznick trusts readers to draw their own conclusions about what is true, he offers rich companionship on the
voyage. (author’s note) (Fiction. 11-adult)

HELLO, EARTH!
Poems to Our Planet

Sidman, Joyce
Illus. by Miren Asiain Lora
Eerdmans (68 pp.)
$18.99 | Feb. 9, 2021
978-0-8028-5528-2

Conversational, inquisitive, and admiring poems question, explore, and honor
our Earth.
An ardent, earnest collective narrative voice (identifying as the Earth’s human children) directly
addresses the planet throughout this dazzling collection,
explaining in the first poem that “we have been studying you,
Earth, / but we long to learn more.” Each poem succinctly
explores just one topic, allowing young readers to really ponder that individual, awe-inspiring subject. Readers find wonder
in its volcanoes, deserts, plates, tides, jungles, oceans, weather,
and mysteries, and they will enjoy frequent questions posed to
Earth herself. “Earth, / do you love your dry places / as much as
your watery ones? / Your tropics / as much as your ice?” Precise,
naïve illustrations place the horizon line low and employ double-page spreads to capture the Earth’s great dome of sky, broad
terrain, and wide waters. It’s fun to locate the little people (of
all skin tones), fish, dinosaurs, monkeys, snakes, cats, and more
within these large illustrations—and especially fun to squint
and interpret their teeny experiences on Earth. Backmatter
groups poems under larger scientific headers, with explanatory paragraphs that flesh out the concepts introduced in verse.

kirkus.com

|

pictur e books

“A refreshing adventure that breathes new life into a classic text.”
sisters of the neversea

ANCESTOR APPROVED
Intertribal Stories for
Kids

Ed. by Smith, Cynthia Leitich
Heartdrum (320 pp.)
$16.99 | Feb. 9, 2021
978-0-06-286994-4

Smith, Cynthia Leitich
Heartdrum (320 pp.)
$16.99 | June 1, 2021
978-0-06-286997-5
This girl-centered reclamation of
Peter Pan introduces readers to a beloved—
and transformed—Neverland.
In this retelling, the Roberts-Darlings
are a blended family living in present-day
|

THE GOLDEN HOUR

Smith, Niki
Little, Brown (256 pp.)
$12.99 paper | Nov. 23, 2021
978-0-316-54033-9

special issue: best books of 2021

SISTERS OF
THE NEVERSEA

young a dult

A groundbreaking Indigenous anthology for young people.
Readers can join the fun in this collection of 18 contemporary stories and
poems about loving families from various parts of the U.S. and
Canada who travel to meet, dance, sing, socialize, and honor
Native traditions at an intertribal powwow. The entries tell of
the personal struggles, family joy, belief systems, and stunning
regalia of various nations, including the Cree, Ojibwe, Choctaw,
Cherokee, Navajo, Abenaki, and Haudenosaunee, through the
eyes of the young protagonists. Enrollment issues, Indian wannabes, and veterans’ histories are just a few of the serious themes
addressed in these entertaining stories written by familiar and
lesser-known writers alike. Senses of goodwill and humor pervade the book as well as the spirit of community, intersection,
resilience, and a desire to remember the past. Whether engaging with the quiet spiritual strength displayed in “Fancy Dancer”
by Monique Gray Smith or the profound point of view of Brian
Young’s “Senecavajo,” the stories are full of surprises. Rebecca
Roanhorse writes from a dog’s vantage point, and Dawn Quigley asks about the nature of intelligence. Many other original
tales complete this anthology of modern Natives celebrating
their diversity together. An especially winning feature is the
glossary in which various Indigenous vocabulary words in the
stories are defined.
A joyful invitation to celebrate the circle of ancestors
together. (about the authors) (Anthology. 10-14)

Tulsa, Oklahoma. Twelve-year-old stepsisters Lily and Wendy
share a half brother, 4-year-old Michael; recent high school graduate John is Lily’s brother and Wendy’s stepbrother; the Roberts side of the family is Muscogee Creek; and the Darlings are
White immigrants from England. Shortly before Wendy and Mr.
Darling are to relocate—amid growing marital tension—to New
York for his new job, the three youngest children are visited by
Peter Pan and Belle the fairy. Wendy and Michael are deceived
into flying away with them to Neverland; skeptical Lily follows
in hopes of saving her siblings. Wendy and Michael are taken in
by the Lost, who are White boys kidnapped by Peter. Lily, meanwhile, is rescued by a group of Native youth—derided by Peter
as Injuns—who are diverse in tribal citizenship, race, and other
identities (one, for example, is two-spirit). Neverland, populated
with Merfolk, fairies, and pirates, is richly described. Short chapters, plenty of action, and the wry voice of the omniscient narrator help make this title, with its themes of gender equity, Native
pride, and environmentalism, accessible. The poignant dislocation of the Lost and the fierce familial love of the stepsisters illustrate the importance of remembering where you come from and
to whom you belong.
A refreshing adventure that breathes new life into a classic text. (author’s note) (Fantasy. 8-12)
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Additional resources appear as well, with URLs of child-friendly
climate change and conservation websites as well as a bibliography for those interested in further reading.
Lithe, accessible poetry celebrates our world’s mind-boggling grandeur—and humanity’s role as her steward. (Picture
book/poetry. 6-12)

After witnessing a brutal attack
against his art teacher, young Manuel
Soto struggles to cope with the trauma
and anxiety that shadow him.
Bouts of panic attacks and moments
of disassociation afflict Manuel, especially
when reminders of the attack crop up unexpectedly. To manage
these flashes of great unease, he uses his love of and skills in photography to anchor and ground himself. One day, he’s paired with
Sebastian and Caysha, a couple of classmates, for a school project. As Manuel becomes fast friends with them, he learns more
about his newfound friends’ plans to participate in the summer
county fair. Spending time on Sebastian’s family’s cattle farm
outside of town, as well as with Sebastian’s newborn calf, Manuel
finds the space and quiet he needs to experience relief and engage
in reflection. Slowly, he begins to open up to his friends about
his trauma, joining in with their joyful preparations for the fair
(Caysha’s fancy chickens are a hoot) and forging a deeper, more
affectionate relationship with Sebastian in particular. Employing
artwork that expresses sobering realism with hints of softly colorful catharsis, Smith provides a compassionate, gentle look at a
young boy in the grip of PTSD and his hard-won path to recovery.
Lightness lingers among the tightly paced, evenly formed panels, broken only by the dynamic, sometimes slanted, lines used
to characterize Manuel’s panic attacks. Strong, good-natured
characters and an endearing representation of young queer love
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“Rapid-fire dialogue and nonstop action will
propel readers through this rousing rumble.”
the outlaws scarlett and browne

round out a mighty sweet tale. Manuel is cued as Latinx; Sebastian
reads as White and Caysha as Black.
Exceptionally graceful and delightful. (author’s note,
resources, concept art) (Graphic fiction. 8-12)

CAN YOU WHISTLE,
JOHANNA?
Stark, Ulf
Trans. by Julia Marshall
Illus. by Anna Höglund
Gecko Press (80 pp.)
$18.99 | Feb. 2, 2021
978-1-776573-25-7

When his friend Ulf describes the fun
he has with his grandfather, Berra wishes
for his own grandfather.
To find him one, Ulf brings Berra to an old folks home, where
they meet Ned, and Berra introduces himself as his grandson.
Ned is lonely, so he willingly accepts the relationship. They have
tea with the other residents, to whom Ned proudly introduces
his newly acquired grandson. At first, recalling Ulf ’s tales, Berra
asks Ned for money, which he gladly gives. After several more
visits, Ned takes them to the park, where Ned builds a kite made
from sticks and his wife’s silk scarf while speaking lovingly about
his wife, Johanna, and whistling the pretty tune that is also the
title of this book. Berra’s relationship with Ned grows deeper.
He tries to whistle just like Ned and plans a birthday surprise
for him that pleases and delights the old man. Ned tires easily
and gets confused and lost, but the 7-year-olds don’t really see
the ramifications. Berra waits until he can whistle before his
next visit but discovers that Ned has died. In a tribute to his
adopted grandfather, he whistles his favorite song for him at his
funeral. In this Swedish import, the author’s namesake Ulf, who
is observer, participant, and good friend, narrates the tale in a
direct, matter-of-fact tone. Höglund’s deceptively simple, colorful cartoons beautifully capture the characters’ emotions and
actions. Characters present white.
A sweet, tender, never maudlin evocation of an intergenerational friendship. (Fiction. 7-10)

THE OUTLAWS
SCARLETT AND BROWNE

Stroud, Jonathan
Knopf (432 pp.)
$15.99 | Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-593-43036-1

Kicking off a new series with a bang
(several bangs, in fact), Stroud sends two
young fugitives with murky pasts fleeing
murderous pursuers across a fractured
future Britain.
It’s a land of wilderness and often radioactive ruins, with
remnants of humanity in scattered walled towns huddling for
76
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protection against crazed, cannibalistic Tainted roaming the woods
and ruthlessly culling anyone with even minor mutations under the
direction of magisterial Faith Houses. Scarlett McCain, professional thief, initially thinks the uncommonly persistent, bowlerhatted gunmen are after her for her last bank robbery—but soon
realizes their quarry is actually Albert Browne, a strangely secretive and ingenuous lad she impulsively pulled from a blown-up bus.
What makes him so valuable? The answer, coming through hails of
gunfire, massive explosions, narrow escapes galore, and encounters
with terrifying monsters (not all of them nonhuman) on the way to
a desperate climactic struggle in the immense concrete archipelago
of London revolves around a secret prison where children with
special mental abilities are kept, tortured, and trained for purposes
unknown. If Scarlett turns out to be formidable in the crunch and
Albert not so much, by the end the two have not only bonded, but
proven to have complementary abilities that bid fair to serve them
well in future exploits. The vivid setting, rapid-fire dialogue, and
nonstop action will propel readers through this raucous, rousing
rumble. The cast presents White.
A blast for action fans, with potential for a long run. (Sci
ence fiction. 10-13)

TREASURE OF
THE WORLD

Sullivan, Tara
Putnam (384 pp.)
$16.99 | Feb. 23, 2021
978-0-525-51696-5
Hoping to escape the harsh labor that
binds her Bolivian mining village to the
mountain called Cerro Rico, 12-year-old
Ana risks life and soul to unchain herself
and her family.
For Ana and her sickly younger brother, Daniel, cherished
school days come to a premature close when Papi, a man filled
with meanness, forces Daniel to join him in the mines. Daniel, however, doesn’t last long, returning sick on his second day.
Brave Ana volunteers to take her brother’s place until he can
recover, much to the disapproval of Mami, Abuelita, and, particularly, the other miners, who deem her appearance in the mines a
bad omen. The dreaded misfortune comes in the form of a cavein: Papi dies and Daniel goes missing. Though everyone believes
that Daniel is dead, Ana doesn’t give up hope and secretly enters
the mountain one quiet night to find him, ending up lost, disoriented, and on the verge of death. But when she returns to
the land of the living, she finds her world forever altered. The
bittersweet splendors in Sullivan’s latest offer an intense meditation on community, child labor, and ancestral roots, among
other themes. Rich with memorable characters and streaks of
brilliant writing, as in the author’s previous works, Ana’s story
takes readers on an arduous and ultimately rewarding journey
that illuminates a fraction of the human toll behind the profitdriven pursuits of a materialistic world.
Heartbreakingly splendid. (author’s note, note on language use, glossary) (Fiction. 10-14)
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Can Lily and her friends save the
community garden?
In a plot point that recalls the Joni
Mitchell line “They paved paradise / and put up a parking lot,”
Lily (who presents as a child of color with brown skin and curly
brown hair in Ng-Benitez’s outstanding illustrations) is sad
to learn that their community garden will be demolished to
make way for a parking lot. After talking with her mom (who
|

I’M ON IT!

Tsurumi, Andrea
Hyperion (64 pp.)
$9.99 | May 11, 2021
978-1-368-06696-9
Series: Elephant & Piggie Like Reading!
A frog tries to do everything a goat
does, too.
Goat asks Frog to look at them
before declaring “I’m ON it!” while balancing atop a tree stump near a pond.
After an “Oooh!” and a “You know what?” Frog leaps off their
lily pad to balance on a rock: “I’m on it, too!” Goat grabs a prop
so that they can be both “on it AND beside it.” (It may take
young readers a little bit to realize there are two its.) So does
Frog. The competition continues as Frog struggles to mimic
overconfident Goat’s antics. In addition to on and beside, the
pair adds inside, between, under, and more. Eventually, it all gets
to be too much for Frog to handle, so Frog falls into the water,
resumes position on the lily pad, and declares “I am OVER it”
while eating a fly. In an act of solidarity, Goat jumps in, too. In
Tsurumi’s first foray into early readers she pares down her energetic, colorful cartoon style to the bare essentials without losing any of the madcap fun. Using fewer than 80 repeated words
(over 12 of which are prepositions), the clever text instructs,
delights, and revels in its own playfulness. Color-coded speech
bubbles (orange for Goat, green for Frog) help match the dialogue with each speaker. Like others in the Elephant & Piggie
Like Reading series, Elephant and Piggie metafictively bookend
the main narrative with hilariously on-the-nose commentary.
Whether in hand or on shelf, this one’s sure to make a
splash anywhere and everywhere. (Early reader. 4-8)
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THE PROTEST

Thornhill, Samantha
Illus. by Shirley Ng-Benitez
Lee & Low Books (32 pp.)
$15.95 | $7.95 paper | Jan. 12, 2021
978-1-64379-208-8
978-1-64379-208-8 paper
Series: Confetti Kids

young a dult

Divided into well-organized, colorcoded parts, this entry in the Outdoor School series promotes a
get-out-there-and-do-it approach.
The book opens with “Rocks & Minerals,” covering the differences between the two, basic geology, and how rocks form.
Armed with this knowledge, readers are encouraged to find
rock samples and are walked through questions to classify their
discoveries. Accessible and encouraging language as well as
space to write down findings and check off tasks accomplished
make this science fun and personal. The second section, “Fossils,” builds on readers’ acquired knowledge that sedimentary
rocks are the best place to find fossils and gives them the tools
needed to go out searching on their own. Information on setting up a dig, stabilizing delicate fossils, numbering discoveries, and more, is presented. A basic geologic time scale assists
in identifying fossil age. The final part, “Shells,” has the same
informative and user-friendly organization. Information on
how shells are formed and their basic classification categories
is paired with the hands-on activities of finding, cleaning, labelling, and identifying. Each section concludes with an illustrated
informational guide showing common examples of the specimens under consideration and covering a broad geographical
distribution. The superb content is presented in a sturdily
bound volume with metal-edged corners that will hold up well
in field conditions.
A stellar guide that engages readers with rocks, minerals,
fossils, and shells. (index) (Nonfiction. 10-16)

shares her coloring), Lily organizes a protest with the multiracial group of friends introduced on the title page and featured
throughout this series. They create posters, talk with neighbors,
invite reporters, and make up a chant: “No, cars no! Let our
garden grow!” In an almost happily-ever-after—and respectfully
realistic—resolution, a neighbor gets a call during the rally and
reports that “the builders would wait until next year to build
the parking lot.” Lily resolves to fight on, but for now the community is happy they’ve saved the garden. Ng-Benitez also illustrates a simultaneously publishing companion title, Pablo’s Pet,
which lends the series a sense of artistic cohesion. Author Sheri
Tan’s text in Pablo’s Pet sensitively recounts the Latinx protagonist dealing with grief over the death of his pet fish, with help
from friends and family.
Another solid addition to an excellent, diverse earlyreader series. (activity page) (Early reader. 4-7) (Pablo’s Pet: 978-164379-206-4, 978-1-64379-207-1 paper)
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Swanson, Jennifer
Illus. by John D. Dawson
Odd Dot (448 pp.)
$14.99 paper | April 27, 2021
978-1-250-23065-2
Series: Outdoor School
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ROCK, FOSSIL, AND
SHELL HUNTING
The Definitive
Interactive Nature Guide

77

THE TROUBLED
GIRLS OF DRAGOMIR
ACADEMY

Ursu, Anne
Walden Pond Press/HarperCollins
(432 pp.)
$17.99 | Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-06-227512-7
In the kingdom of Illyria, the lives of
young girls are of little consequence.
Twelve-year-old Marya Lupu has
always been told there is no place for her in the world, whereas
her older brother, Luka, has been primed all his life to become
one of the rare, respected sorcerers who protect the realm
against the mysterious Dread and the wicked witches of Kel.
A mistake lands Marya at the Dragomir Academy, an isolated
boarding school for troubled girls, where she and her classmates
are expected to reform themselves and leave the past behind.
But the more time passes, the more the girls spot the holes in
the fabric of the stories they are told. Through Ursu’s hallmark
thoughtful and inspiring writing, readers delve into a story
that seamlessly combines intriguing worldbuilding that is full
of magic with a feminist perspective that interrogates the systemic oppression at society’s core. Marya’s developing relationships with her classmates as well as with her brother form the
beating heart of the book. But it’s Marya’s inner conflict as she
asks the question, “Who does the story serve?” and considers
what she has always been told about herself that elevates this
tale into unmissable territory, with its remarkably raw and honest look at the emotional and psychological consequences of living under patriarchal ideology. Marya is pale skinned in a world
with characters of varying skin tones.
A wonderful and inspiring feminist fantasy. (map) (Fantasy.
8-12)

DAWN RAID

Vaeluaga Smith, Pauline
Illus. by Mat Hunkin
Levine Querido (224 pp.)
$17.99 | March 2, 2021
978-1-64614-041-1
Sofia Christina Savea shares what life
is like during times of political unrest in
1970s Wellington, New Zealand.
Through diary entries, readers are
introduced to vibrant Sofia, who is growing up biracial—pālagi (White) and Samoan—as she turns 13
and starts to consider the shifting world around her. Protests
against dawn raids, as police hunt for Pacific Islanders who
have overstayed their visas, and activism to encourage Māori
land and language reclamation start to frame her perspectives around equality. Sofia’s developing awareness bridges her
transition to becoming a teenager as she takes on a job to be
able to buy her own things but also contributes to her family’s
78

|

1 december 2021

|

middle-grade

|

financial well-being. She is invited into conversations around
civil rights in her community, particularly through her family’s
involvement with the Polynesian Panthers, modeled after the
Black Panthers. Vaeluaga Smith skillfully balances the joy Sofia
experiences when she tastes McDonald’s for the first time or is
learning Māori songs and games with thoughtful considerations
of state violence against Pacific Islanders and how it intimately
affects her family and friends. The accessible language allows
space for Sofia, and readers, to tip in and out of complex ideas
and politics that hold present-day relevance. Hunkin’s charming illustrations provide visual insight into the world presented
so vividly in the text. A comprehensive historical note presents
real-life heroes whose humanity is well-emphasized through
the diary format.
Well crafted and wonderfully fresh. (historical note, glossary, bibliography) (Historical fiction. 8-12)

MONSTER FRIENDS

Vandorn, Kaeti
Random House Graphic (272 pp.)
$12.99 | $15.99 PLB | June 22, 2021
978-1-984896-82-7
978-0-593-12539-7 PLB
Reggie’s summer job as housesitter
for a family away on travels turns out to
be unexpectedly happy.
At a time that would normally be
filled with exciting pursuits, Reggie is instead spending a quiet,
solitary summer near the ocean. Reggie’s slightly unhappy and
fearful vibe hints that all has not been going well in the monster’s life. There’s a pile of unanswered correspondence to deal
with and an unsettling dream on the first night in the big house.
Reggie is befriended by purple-spotted Emily, one of five sisters
in a family of multihued, rabbitlike creatures. Emily is affable
and talkative, ready to help Reggie overcome loneliness. Emily
has her own misery at being dismissed by one sister who is
scornful of her more whimsical sensibilities. Reggie and Emily
find support in each other during a slightly scary adventure in
a sea serpent’s lair. Reggie, who looks like an unprepossessing
one-eyed, small blob with pointed ears, can, as demonstrated
in the opening pages, stretch like rubber to reach a high shelf—
and has other, even more impressive, abilities that make appearances later. Vandorn’s sunny, not-quite-pastel palette transforms
the shadows that accompany Reggie’s arrival into a landscape of
green fields, colorful gardens, and warm blue sea. Her rounded
monster/animal characters are creatively varied and intriguing,
and her storytelling simple but nuanced.
A sweetly encouraging look at the way friendship can
mend heart and soul. (Graphic fiction. 7-10)
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“A sweet and surprising search for self, friendship, and acceptance.”
shell quest

BORN BEHIND BARS

von der Gathen, Katharina
Trans. by Shelley Tanaka
Illus. by Anke Kuhl
Gecko Press (144 pp.)
$18.99 | May 4, 2021
978-1-776572-91-5
Courtship, mating, birth, and child
rearing are common across the animal
world, but the details can be surprising.
The German creators of Tell Me: What Children Really Want
To Know About Bodies, Sex, and Emotions (2020) return with this
collection of intriguing facts about animal reproduction, which
might be termed a book of carnal knowledge for middle-grade
and middle school readers. Sex-educator von der Gathen organizes her material into three major subjects: courting, mating,
and babies. Subdivisions within each section group examples
of the wide array of techniques adopted by different species.
For example, seduction includes showy appearances, dances,
|

SHELL QUEST

Waldo, Steph
HarperAlley (32 pp.)
$16.99 | $4.99 paper | June 22, 2021
978-0-06-306783-7
978-0-06-306782-0 paper
Series: Tiny Tales
A shell quest gives new meaning to
the term diverse ecosystem in this graphicnovel early reader.
Backyards can seem really big, especially if you are a slug, and life can be lonely when you are all
by yourself. That’s why, when this story’s main character, an
unnamed slug, hears rustling in the garden and spots snails
nearby, its eyes light up. But there is a problem. The slug doesn’t
have a shell like every snail should. When the snails offer to let
the slug play with them provided it gets a shell, the slug scoots
off searching for a shell—evidently the key to finding friends
and leaving loneliness behind. Unfortunately, the shell substitutes it finds (an acorn cap, a thimble, and an outgrown snail
shell) all fail in some fashion. With tears that blend into the
raindrops, the slug worries that it will never fit in anywhere
and that it will be alone forever. At least the slug has made one
friend, a kind snail that, “shell or no shell,” has the slug’s back.
This is a good thing since a flash flood quickly “whoosh[es]”
them both away—to a welcoming and diverse hollow-log community. Simple, earth-toned backgrounds in most panels spotlight critters with expressive ping-pong–ball eyestalks that lend
them great personality. Most pages are laid out in simple twoby-three–panel grids, facilitating clarity for beginning comics
readers. (This book was reviewed digitally.)
A sweet and surprising search for self, friendship, and
acceptance. (comics-reading tutorial, additional facts)
(Graphic early reader. 5-8)
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DO ANIMALS FALL
IN LOVE?

young a dult

A young boy is forced to leave the
Chennai jail that is the only home he’s
ever known.
When Kabir is deemed too old to stay
and is sent out into the world all alone,
separated from his wrongfully imprisoned mother, he decides to search for the family of the father
he has never met to try to save his mother from her unjustly
long sentence. Armed with faith, instinctive wits, and the ability to run fast, Kabir escapes danger and meets Rani, a teenage girl from the marginalized Kurava, or Roma, people who is
traveling with her parrot. She teaches Kabir, who has a Hindu
mother and a Muslim father, about caste dynamics and survival
on the streets. She accompanies him to Bengaluru, where Kabir
eventually meets his paternal grandparents. Along the way, their
experiences reveal the invisibility of low-caste people in Indian
society, tensions between neighboring states over water supplies, and the unexpected kindness of helpful strangers. Kabir’s
longing for freedom and justice underscores bittersweet twists
and turns that resolve in an upbeat conclusion, celebrating his
namesake, a saint who sought to unify Muslims and Hindus.
Kabir engages readers by voicing his thoughts, vulnerability,
and optimism: While his early physical environment was confined within prison walls, his imagination was nourished by stories and songs. This compelling novel develops at a brisk pace,
advanced by evocative details and short chapters full of action.
A gritty story filled with hope and idealism. (author’s
note) (Fiction. 8-12)

attractive smells, songs, and battles with rivals. Each example
describes the activities of a single species in a paragraph or two
of exposition, delivered in a cheerful, informal tone, smoothly
translated, and illustrated with an amusing cartoon of the animals described. Each section also includes pages of illustrated
comparisons, with helpful labels. One set shows a variety of
mating positions; another spotlights “ingenious genitalia”;
there are animal babies. Examples include both vertebrates and
invertebrates. Readers can make human connections, but the
writer doesn’t. What she does do is to demonstrate the wonder
of species reproduction as well as her respect for her audience
with frankness and good humor. They will find it irresistible in
tone and content.
Full of fascinating answers to the question “How do animals do it?” (index) (Nonfiction. 8-15)
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Venkatraman, Padma
Nancy Paulsen Books (272 pp.)
$17.99 | Sept. 7, 2021
978-0-593-11247-2
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“Exquisite worldbuilding keeps a strong sense of discovery.”
ottilie colter and the narroway hunt

WAYS TO GROW LOVE

Watson, Renée
Illus. by Nina Mata
Bloomsbury (192 pp.)
$16.99 | April 27, 2021
978-1-5476-0058-8
Series: Ryan Hart, 2

A new baby coming means Ryan has
lots of opportunities to grow love.
Ryan has so much to look forward
to this summer—she is going to be a big
sister, and she finally gets to go to church camp! But new adventures bring challenges, too. Ryan feels like the baby is taking
forever to arrive, and with Mom on bed rest, she isn’t able to
participate in the family’s typical summer activities. Ryan’s Dad
is still working the late shift, which means he gets home and
goes to bed when she and her older brother, Ray, are waking
up, so their quality daddy-daughter time is limited to one day
a week. When the time for camp finally arrives, Ryan is so worried about bugs, ghosts, and sharing a cabin that she wonders if
she should go at all. Watson’s heroine is smart and courageous,
bringing her optimistic attitude to any challenge she faces.
Hard topics like family finances and complex relationships with
friends are discussed in an age-appropriate way. Watson continues to excel at crafting a sense of place; she transports readers
to Portland, Oregon, with an attention to detail that can only
come from someone who has loved that city. Ryan, her family,
and friends are Black, and occasional illustrations by Mata spotlight their joy and make this book shine.
The second installment in this spirited series is a hit. (Fic
tion. 8-10)

DUST & GRIM

Wendig, Chuck
Little, Brown (384 pp.)
$16.99 | Oct. 19, 2021
978-0-316-70623-0
Chills and thrills ensue when longseparated siblings find themselves custodians of a very special funeral home and
cemetery.
Returning to the old mansion deep
in the Pennsylvania woods from which
her fun-loving if ne’er-do-well dad had spirited her years before,
newly orphaned 13-year-old Molly Grim is bummed by the
cold reception she gets from her likewise parentless, tightly
wound 18-year-old brother, Dustin Ashe, but stoked to discover that she’s inherited a half interest in Mothstead, a final
resting place for monsters—or “nonstandard citizens,” to use
the less pejorative term. Sparks fly at first, but in battling their
uncle Gordo, who turns out to be even more demonic than his
everyday persona as a slovenly accident attorney would suggest,
the two ultimately discover that they’re good for one another.
Playing to strengths demonstrated in his many comics and tales
80
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for older audiences, not only is Wendig a dab hand at concocting extremely creepy critters, but here he also pulls together
a secondary cast of quarrelsome but supportive allies for the
beleaguered teens, featuring a (generally) low-key vampire, a
mercurial fox spirit (“Cat software loaded onto dog hardware,”
as one observer puts it), and other slyly tweaked supernatural
grown-ups. Most of the cast presents White; one supporting
character is Black, and one is cued as Latinx.
Nothing like shared brushes with horrible, agonizing
death to draw seemingly incompatible characters together,
right? (Fantasy. 9-13)

OTTILIE COLTER AND
THE NARROWAY HUNT

Williams, Rhiannon
Little Hare/Trafalgar (352 pp.)
$10.99 paper | March 1, 2021
978-1-76050-084-9
Series: Narroway Trilogy, 1

In this Australian trilogy opener, a
girl infiltrates an all-male monster hunting organization to save her abducted
brother.
Cautious Ottilie has always followed her brother, Gully,
who—though almost two years her junior—is the more confident and daring of the two. They live with their neglectful
mother in abject poverty on the fringes of civilization in the
Swamp Hollows. When Gully fails to come home one night,
Ottilie learns of boys going missing and sets off to save her
brother. To follow him, she must disguise herself as a boy and
sneak into the midst of another group of abductees. After
Ottilie, masquerading as Ott, arrives at the Narroway—a place
none of them have ever heard of—she’s reunited with Gully and
told that the boys have been specially selected to serve in the
Narroway Hunt to protect their kingdom’s border from dangerous, monstrous dredretches. Only Gully and a female sculkie
friend (while boys are huntsmen, girls can only be servants)
know of Ottilie’s secret as she plots an escape while also falling deeper into Narroway culture, seeing horrors and coming
to embrace the mission’s importance. Exquisite worldbuilding keeps a strong sense of discovery and balances the appeal
of the huntsman’s life with the deeply unfair society and hints
of conspiracies afoot. Amid thrilling action, plot threads set up
the next installment. Ottilie is pale; Gully has bronze skin; most
other characters default to White.
A must-read for fans of the genre. (Fantasy. 10-14)
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An album of images and stories of a
wide array of dinosaurs who flourished in

the Mesozoic era.
Spread by spread, with astonishing pictures and engaging
words, this presentation introduces dozens of different dinosaurs, first saurischians and then ornithischians. Artist Zhao
collaborated with paleontologists around the world to base
his striking paintings on recent research. Some are threedimensional portraits; others, which appear more like museum
dioramas, place his subjects in an environmental context. Set on
|

Yelchin, Eugene
Candlewick (208 pp.)
$16.99 | Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-5362-1552-6

Yelchin delivers a darkly humorous
slice-of-life account of growing up in the
Soviet Union.
Living with his mother, father, brother, and grandmother in
a tiny room inside a communal apartment in Leningrad, young
Yevgeny does not have much privacy. He sleeps underneath the
family table, where he spends his nights drawing in secret on
the underside of the table. He draws to try to make sense of
the confusing world around him, where neighbors spy on one
another, everyone seems to be keeping secrets, and only the
most remarkable, talented citizens are allowed luxuries like
private apartments, cars, and the opportunity to travel outside
the country. Yevgeny’s older brother is a talented figure skater,
and his parents are desperate to uncover a latent talent in him
so that he can make a good life for himself, yet he unwittingly
foils their well-meaning attempts in several comical incidents.
Furthermore, the family’s Jewish identity puts them at a disadvantage in a country where antisemitism regularly rears its ugly
head. Yelchin’s line drawings, re-created from his childhood
sketches under the table, punctuate his story with visual humor
and pathos. The vivid dialogue exchanged among his elders provides comic relief to many of the stark situations depicted as
Yevgeny tries to hang onto hope amid the chaos and uses what
considerable artistic talent he certainly possesses to try to envision a better future for himself and his family.
Humorous, heartbreaking, and ultimately hopeful. (Mem
oir. 10-adult)
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Yang, Yang
Trans. by Mo Chen
Illus. by Chung Zhao
Brown Books Kids (240 pp.)
$24.95 | April 27, 2021
978-1-61254-515-8

THE GENIUS UNDER
THE TABLE
Growing Up Behind the Iron
Curtain

young a dult

THE SECRETS
OF DINOSAURS

these full-bleed images are the dinosaur’s name and a tagline; a
paragraph or two of text; a fact box with size, diet, period of
existence, and where their fossils have been found; their size
in relation to a bus; and, often, a time scale to show when the
pictured dinosaur probably lived. Yang’s descriptions relate
interesting facts about each dinosaur’s appearance, lifestyle, or
discovery by scientists and often imagine it as engaged in action.
Some descriptions even ascribe emotions or feelings to the
dinosaurs. This is intentional; in her preface, the author indicates that she hopes to help her readers go beyond mere facts in
order to nurture their senses of wonder about the natural world.
Will be devoured by dinosaur lovers everywhere. (index,
endnotes, list of scientific art projects) (Nonfiction. 8-12)

middle-gr a de

A holiday in China reignites Mia’s
love of writing, while troubles with the
Calivista Motel develop her journalism
skills.
Tackling complex issues of gentrification, corporate power, racism, and even an unwanted kiss,
Chinese American seventh grader Mia Tang matures, exhibiting endearing resilience and advocating for herself and small
businesses. The first third of the book explores the emotions
and confusion of reuniting with family back in Beijing. Many
immigrant children will recognize the awkwardness Mia feels
both in America and also in her country of birth: “At school I
wasn’t white enough. Here I wasn’t Chinese enough.” Mia finds
a solution—using her talent with words to write a column in
a Chinese children’s newspaper. The concept of saving face
is introduced, as Mia’s parents are mortified by the personal
information she shares in her weekly column. When the Tangs
return home, there is trouble for the Calivista Motel. What
Mia saw happening in Beijing—small mom-and-pop shops
being forced out of business—is also happening in California.
Can an independent business win a fight with a big corporation?
The livelihood of the whole Calivista community hangs in the
balance. The complex and realistic relationships Mia has with
Lupe and Jason show these friends developing into an interesting and talented trio. The author’s note, including writing and
photos from Yang’s youth, shares the remarkable autobiographical details.
Fans of this series that keeps going strong will devour
this latest entry. (Historical fiction. 8-12)
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ROOM TO DREAM

Yang, Kelly
Scholastic (320 pp.)
$17.99 | Sept. 21, 2021
978-1-338-62112-9
Series: Front Desk, 3
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MISFIT IN LOVE

Ali, S.K.
Salaam Reads/Simon & Schuster
(320 pp.)
$19.99 | May 25, 2021
978-1-5344-4275-7
While helping with her brother
Muhammad’s wedding, Egyptian and
Indian American Janna Yusuf prepares
her heart to confess to her crush in this
sequel to Saints and Misfits (2017).
Though originally planned as a small, intimate nikah ceremony, Janna’s Indian father has turned Muhammad and Syrian American Sarah’s katb el-kitab into an elaborate affair. Also
attending is Janna’s friend Nuah, with whom she recently realized she is in love. But while trying to find a moment to confess, she discovers that her father doesn’t approve of Nuah
because he is Black. Disturbed and angered by her father’s racist views, Janna becomes increasingly aware of other instances
of anti-Black discrimination and racism among Muslims in her
family and community. This complicates her feelings about her
relationships as her realization grows of how these views have
affected other Muslims as well as her own budding romance.
Ali’s narrative of a Muslim teen navigating life, heartbreak, and
romance also explores larger issues with depth and texture.
Janna works through cognitive dissonance as she examines principles of justice, equity, and committing to everyday anti-racist
action while also considering the degree to which boys have
been at the center of her attention. The cast of the first book
returns, and Zayneb and Adam from Love From A to Z (2019)
make a cameo appearance, but new readers will find the story
accessible.
A timely and necessary read for all communities to reflect
upon. (Fiction. 12-18)

WHAT BEAUTY
THERE IS

Anderson, Cory
Roaring Brook Press (368 pp.)
$17.99 | April 6, 2021
978-1-250-26809-9
“If you had one chance to save everything
that mattered to you, would you grab hold of it?”
When Jack, 17, comes home from
school to find his mother hanging from
a ceiling fan, his first concern, once he
82
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realizes he cannot save her, is to protect his brother, second
grader Matty. Jack’s been holding the family’s increasingly
untenable situation together for 7 years, since his meth-dealing
daddy went to prison and his mama spiraled into addiction.
Now Mama’s dead, Child Protective Services is calling, and their
house is about to be auctioned. The only way out Jack can see
is to find the briefcase of drug money his father supposedly hid
before his arrest. Meanwhile, a second narrative voice, opening
each chapter, is revealed to be that of Ava, daughter of Jack’s
father’s partner in crime. Ava knows her father is a murderer
and a psychopath whom she’ll never escape; Jack remembers,
but can no longer connect with, a father who loved him. Ava
understands their connection though Jack does not—she aligns
herself with Jack and his search in an effort to break free of her
fate despite believing his efforts are doomed. Intense, brutal,
and searingly honest, Anderson’s debut features intricate plotting and action that hold up against the best thriller novels, yet
it is all the more remarkable for its tender, multidimensional
characterization and sharp, crystalline prose. Main characters
read as White.
Riveting and unforgettable. (Fiction. 14-adult)

WHEN NIGHT BREAKS

Angeles, Janella
Wednesday Books (480 pp.)
$15.99 | Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-250-20432-5
Series: Kingdom of Cards, 2

Following the magical competition
of Where Dreams Descend (2020), Kallia
experiences a mirror world where it’s difficult to separate illusions from reality.
After falling through a mirror with
her mentor, Jack, Kallia enters a dangerous underworld filled
with illusions. Magician Daron Demarco desperately searches
for her, hoping the trail will also lead to his lost sister who disappeared into a mirror years ago. His path is no easy one, and
while looking for the Zarose Gate, Daron unravels countless
secrets and mysteries at every turn—despite being blocked by
the influential, supposedly peacekeeping Patrons who are led
by his aunt. Meanwhile, Kallia and Jack end up in a bustling
alternate version of the city of Glorian, created by the Dealer, a
powerful magician who reveals that Jack is not what he seems.
Though fierce Kallia has lost her magic, she joins a troupe of
dazzling performers, all the while seeking a way to escape back
to the true world. The stunning fantasy worldbuilding started
in the first book continues to delight, but this time the rich,
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Candlewick (440 pp.)
$24.99 | Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-7636-5137-4
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Sixteen-year-old Piper McBride
searches for her place as a Deaf person in
a mildly dystopian hearing world.
In a near-future Australia, the prime
minister is a puppet of the Monsantolike lab-engineered food corporation Organicore. Most people
eat Organicore’s nutritionally balanced food products, believing the propaganda that “wild food” is dangerous. With food
and fuel prices skyrocketing and supplies tanking, Piper decides
to learn how to grow her own food. She meets Marley, a CODA,
or child of a deaf adult, who introduces her to Australian Sign
Language and to his Deaf mother. Piper, a Deaf person raised
oral (with lip reading), and Marley, a signing CODA, must each
figure out their relationships to the hearing and Deaf worlds
and their relationship with one other. This gentle yet honest
story is true to one Deaf experience and is a pleasure to read,
with artistic designs on every page and full illustrations and personal touches scattered throughout. The text and illustrations
also introduce readers to basic permaculture concepts, including how to start a compost pile and how to set up a mandala
garden. Asphyxia skillfully interweaves subjects, including the
diversity of Deaf language usage and access, Deaf interactions
with the police, and having a friend in an abusive relationship.
Piper and all other main characters are White.
A distressingly insightful vision of the future that also
offers warmth and hope. (author’s note, art journal ideas,
note on ASL and Auslan) (Dystopian. 13-18)
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From the Munsee and Lenape peoples to the Covid-19 pandemic, this book
presents the history of Manhattan and the essence of New York
City.
Centering the narrative around Manhattan, specifically the
four iconic thoroughfares of 125th Street, Forty-Second Street,
Wall Street, and West Fourth Street, historian Aronson transports readers through the vast and complex history of New
York City in a vivid accounting of its cycle of birth, growth,
death, and rebirth. Written in a conversational tone and broken up into manageable units and chapters with handy snapshot
timelines and ample illustrations, this work has appeal for readers interested in the forces that have shaped this unparalleled
global city. As relayed here, New York’s past is filled with stories
of bravery, hard work, determination, and perseverance—as
well as being rife with racism, classism, sexism, antisemitism,
ableism, and more. Leaders, activists, politicians, and icons are
not framed simplistically as heroes; instead, Aronson presents
them as the real people they were—sometimes motivated by
greed, hatred, fear, and desire. The narrative includes Indigenous people, colonizers, enslaved people, immigrants, queer
people, and people of all genders, and it incorporates a broad
range of subjects including the arts, sports, and education. This
beautifully written book eloquently gives voice to the myriad
people who built New York into the singular city it is today.
A profound declaration of love for the city of New York.
(terminology, author’s note, source notes, bibliography,
image credits, index) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

Asphyxia
Annick Press (388 pp.)
$24.95 | Nov. 30, 2021
978-1-77321-528-0
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FOUR STREETS AND
A SQUARE
A History of Manhattan and
the New York Idea

pictur e books

THE WORDS IN
MY HANDS

sensational world of the other Glorian offers even more to
explore. Entertaining new characters, clever dueling magic, and
a touch of romance cap off an unforgettable tale. Kallia and several other main characters are brown-skinned.
This gloriously spectacular finale steals the show. (Fantasy.
14-adult)

HIMAWARI HOUSE

Becker, Harmony
First Second (384 pp.)
$24.99 | Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-250-23556-5

A shared house in Tokyo brings five
young people together.
After moving to the U.S. as a child
with her Japanese mother and White
American father, Nao has returned to
Japan for a gap year before college to
explore the language and cultural heritage that she deliberately
shed—at great emotional cost—in an effort to assimilate. She
moves into Himawari House, which she shares with Korean
Hyejung and Chinese Singaporean Tina, girls who are attending the same Japanese language institute as Nao. Also resident
are two Japanese brothers, outgoing, friendly Shinichi and taciturn, broodingly handsome Masaki. Blending English, Japanese,
Korean, and Singlish, the group bonds over meals, excursions,
K-dramas, and never-ending conversations about life, love,
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YOUNG ADULT | Laura Simeon

The Best YA Books of 2021
The pandemic may have brought tumult to every phase of the publishing
process, but nothing could stop many
exceptional books from being released
this year, ones that are memorable,
thought-provoking, and worthy of special recognition.
Coming-of-age stories are naturally
a YA staple. The following titles, exemplary of this genre, are rooted in specific communities, and the resulting authenticity speaks for
itself. They will leave readers reeling
with their devastating emotional impacts. In When We Were Infinite by Kelly
Loy Gilbert (Simon & Schuster, March
9), Beth looks back at the intense high
school years when she and her friends,
all Asian American, were wrestling
with questions of family, identity and
belonging, sexuality, mental health,
personal ambitions, and paralyzing
fears. In the Wild Light by Jeff Zentner
(Crown, Aug. 10) follows two young people from rural Tennessee who have grown up with poverty and familial instability. Attending a New England boarding school brings unimaginable changes as they discover how we find, honor,
and are buoyed by our people. (Read our interview with
Zentner in the Aug. 1 issue.)
Two historical novels about young
people fleeing totalitarian regimes focus on escapes made by water rather
than land. Each is a riveting, insightful
page-turner; taken together, these are
complementary reads that shed light
on events that have echoes in our present and offer thoughtful perspectives
for understanding contemporary refugees and migrants. Originally published
in Australia in 2016, Freedom Swimmer by Kirkus Prize finalist Wai Chim (Scholastic, Nov. 2)
is based on the experience of the author’s father as a young
person who fled communist China for Hong Kong during
the Cultural Revolution. In Beyond the Blue Border by Dorit
Linke, translated by Elisabeth Lauffer (Charlesbridge Teen,
Sept. 7), two young East Germans in late-1980s Rostock, the
author’s hometown, attempt a hazardous swim through the
Baltic Sea to reach the West.
The ever timely subject of feminism provided rich material for several new works that offer nuanced interpreta84
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tions of issues that are woven throughout society and affect everyone. In One
Great Lie (Atheneum, June 1), a teenage
girl gets the opportunity of a lifetime
when she spends the summer in Venice at a young writers’ workshop with
a celebrity author; author Deb Caletti
explores sexual harassment and abuses of power by influential men. Femi
nist AF: A Guide to Crushing Girlhood by
Brittney Cooper, Susana Morris, and
Chanel Craft Tanner (Norton Young
Readers, Oct. 5) is an empowering and comprehensive
nonfiction survey that is enriched by the authors’ personal
experiences of growing up as women
of color. In Britta Lundin’s Like Oth
er Girls (Freeform/Disney, Aug. 3), a
young woman challenges bias in sports
by joining the school football team—
leading her on an unexpected journey
to question her own internalized sexism and desire to be perceived as not
being like the other girls.
Three enchanting books tantalizingly explore the spaces between our
world and others. A Snake Falls to Earth by Darcie Little
Badger (Levine Querido, Nov. 23) weaves traditional Lipan Apache storytelling into a textured tale of two people
whose paths cross, one a human girl from Texas and one
a cottonmouth snake person from the Reflecting World.
Ciela, who works in her family’s pastelería, is La Bruja de
los Pasteles in The Mirror Season by
Anna-Marie McLemore (Feiwel &
Friends, March 16). But following
a sexual assault, she loses her magical abilities; healing lies in a connection she has with a new boy at
school. With All Our Hidden Gifts
(Candlewick, June 8), Irish author
Caroline O’Donoghue presents a
story of societal change and zealotry, the pain of friends abandoned,
the necessity of honestly facing the
consequences of one’s actions, and
the allure of tarot.
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“A heroic tale that feels both classic and fresh.”
vial of tears

Bishara, Cristin
Holiday House (320 pp.)
$18.99 | Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-8234-4641-4
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A magical coin strands sisters in a
Phoenician underworld.
Sam and Rima receive a family heirloom from their great-grandfather who
lives in their mother’s hometown in Lebanon—a clay jug with ancient coins in it.
The sisters, who live in poverty with their mother (their White
father is dead), wonder if this could be the solution to their financial woes. But one coin is frighteningly cold, and when Rima
holds it, she summons a mysterious man and a windstorm that
sweeps the girls from Michigan to a magical underworld where
monsters and gods roam freely. The man—Eshmun, half god
and half mortal—furiously wants his precious coin back. Sam
gets her bearings in this world that is part historical Lebanon
and part mythological, as she learns Eshmun’s role in a prophecy that may affect her and her sister as well. Throughout, Sam
keeps her focus firmly on rescuing her sister, whose life hangs in
the balance after being attacked by a beast, and returning home.
Themes of destiny and death build up to an ending that’s just
bittersweet enough. In the author’s note, Bishara, who shares
her protagonists’ heritage, details her historical research and
the family stories and photographs that inspired her. She generously shares recipes passed down through her family—an addition most appreciated, as the mouthwatering food descriptions
are a crown jewel among the vividly painted settings, clothing,
and people.
A heroic tale that feels both classic and fresh. (Fantasy.
14-adult)

Budding writer Charlotte Hodges
has a dream: “to say something that says
something.”
She gets the chance when she spends
the summer under the guidance of her
idol on his private island in the Venetian
Lagoon. Luca Bruni is a kindred spirit: His semiautobiographical writing speaks directly to 18-year-old Charlotte’s personal
pain. At first, Bruni is charming and brilliant—as Charlotte
always expected. Reality creeps in as his true nature slowly
emerges: He’s a middle-aged, arrogant snob hiding serial lechery behind a mask of empty, performative feminism while preying on the young women who attend his sought-after summer
program. Charlotte’s dreams crumble when this powerful man
who can make or break a writing career sets his sights on her.
Third-person–present narration foreshadows the dreadful
events to come, giving the story a fairy-tale tone and inspiring
readers to absorb every luminous detail as the narrative slows
down to describe Venice in gorgeous, flowing prose. Each chapter is prefaced with information about a female poet from the
Italian Renaissance who, despite her accomplishments, has
been forgotten or is only remembered for her connection to a
man. In a subplot, Charlotte investigates one such woman, an
ancestor who may have penned a famous poem claimed by her
lover as his own. Readers won’t miss the parallels between this
woman’s life and what is happening to Charlotte in the present.
Most characters are assumed White.
A potent story of how one young woman finds the power
to write her own story. (Fiction. 14-18)
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VIAL OF TEARS

ONE GREAT LIE

Caletti, Deb
Atheneum (384 pp.)
$19.99 | June 1, 2021
978-1-5344-6317-2

middle-gr a de

and family. Becker perfectly captures the heady roller coaster
of feelings that accompanies cross-cultural immersion, with
ordinary activities serving as barometers of successful adaptation in a new country. The personal stakes of each encounter
with Japanese life are even higher for Nao, throwing into relief
her internal struggles over her identity. Nao is the focal point,
but Hyejung and Tina are well developed, with complex, heartstring-tugging backstories. Most of the text is bilingual, but the
occasional use of Japanese or Korean alone effectively mirrors
the dislocation of language learners. The predominantly photorealistic art is enhanced with a range of stylized techniques
that masterfully communicate emotion. Altogether, this work
exemplifies what the graphic novel format can achieve.
An unforgettable story of personal growth in an exquisitely rendered setting. (note on accents) (Graphic fiction.
13-adult)

FREEDOM SWIMMER

Chim, Wai
Scholastic (256 pp.)
$18.99 | Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-338-65613-8

A young man lives out his father’s
dream and learns the meaning of
freedom.
Opening in coastal southeastern
China during the 1960s and continuing until the 1970s, this gripping story
introduces 11-year-old orphan Ming Hong, who is mourning
his mother, who recently starved to death, like countless others during the Great Leap Forward. Ming’s fateful encounter
with Lam Feiyen, a girl who was running away from her abusive
home, gives him hope and evolves into a sustaining plot strand
as the tale dives into the Cultural Revolution era. Sweeping
social experiments, such as sending city youths to the countryside to learn through engaging in labor, bring Li to Ming’s
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“Readers are guided to see the complex,
interconnected nature of history.”
black birds in the sky

village, where the teen boys’ paths cross. Using spare prose and
straightforward language, dual narrators Ming and Li relate
their perspectives as acquaintances struggling for a sense of
purpose while enduring cruelty and suffering imposed by politics that pitted peasants against city dwellers, friends against
one another, and children against their own parents. As Ming
processes his long-deceased father’s failed bid for freedom and
ponders his own ambition to swim to the British colony of
Hong Kong, Li persuades Ming they should attempt this escape
together. Their breathtaking journey and subsequent events
feel plausible and poignant, not only because they are based on
the lived experience of the author’s father, but also thanks to
Chim’s gift for storytelling.
A compelling historical story that highlights timeless
themes. (note about phonetics, map) (Historical fiction. 12-18)

BLACK BIRDS IN
THE SKY
The Story and Legacy of the
1921 Tulsa Race Massacre
Colbert, Brandy
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (224 pp.)
$19.99 | Oct. 5, 2021
978-0-06-305666-4

The Tulsa Race Massacre of 1921 was
not only a devastating attack on one
community, but part of a history of violence against African Americans.
The attack on the Greenwood District of Tulsa, Oklahoma,
that began on May 31, 1921, was triggered in part by a mob of
Whites seeking to punish an African American teenager for
allegedly assaulting a White woman. However, this exploration
shows that the violence that destroyed the thriving community
known as Black Wall Street was part of a long history of brutality and displacement. In addition to describing the event itself
and the subsequent active suppression of information about it,
Colbert provides important context for the founding of Tulsa,
as Muscogee (Creek) people who were forcibly removed from
their land by the U.S. government settled there in 1833. The end
of Reconstruction saw paroxysms of violence and the rise in discriminatory laws against African Americans, and many sought
sanctuary in Indian Territory. By weaving together many elements, this sophisticated volume makes clear that the destruction of Black property and lives in the Tulsa Race Massacre was
not an isolated incident. Beginning with the author’s personal
foreword and continuing throughout the detailed narrative,
readers are guided to see the complex, interconnected nature
of history. The clear, readable prose supports a greater understanding both of how and why incidents like the one in Tulsa
happened and their exclusion from curriculum and conversations about U.S. history.
A compelling recounting that invites and encourages
readers to grapple with difficult history. (afterword, bibliography, sources, index) (Nonfiction. 14-18)
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FEMINIST AF
A Guide to Crushing
Girlhood

Cooper, Brittney, Chanel Craft Tanner &
Susana Morris
Norton Young Readers (240 pp.)
$16.95 paper | Oct. 5, 2021
978-1-324-00505-6

Three members of the Crunk Feminist Collective, a group of feminists of
color, join forces to deliver a bold and thorough guidebook.
This title delivers wisdom and insight garnered from lived
experiences and decades of research and practice in language
that is mature but still accessible to young people. Divided
into four major sections, the book touches on significant topics, including race, sexuality, disability, body image, friendship
and family dynamics, and more. Intersectional feminism is a
throughline, with inclusive stories and comprehensive counsel
that provide knowledge, solidarity, comfort, and hope for its
audience. Along with analyses of politics that address existence
and survival across marginalized identities, the work discusses
systems and structures that affect individual and societal outcomes. The authors offer specific, relevant anecdotes from
their own lives as well as the media and popular culture that
reflect the complex issues that girls and nonbinary youth face,
accompanied by thoughtful, compassionate, honest, and realistic advice. Text boxes provide valuable background and context
as well as recommendations of movies, TV shows, and books to
check out. All these elements come together to create a work
that reads like far more than just a handbook for a young feminist’s journey but rather presents as a guide to life as a whole.
A necessary life companion for readers of all backgrounds.
(glossary, index) (Nonfiction. 14-18)

MAZIE

Crowder, Melanie
Philomel (352 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 23, 2021
978-0-525-51674-3
In 1959, the star soloist of her small
Nebraska farm town leaves everything
behind for a chance at musical-theater
stardom in New York City.
Triple-threat high school senior
Mazie Butterfield dreams of getting out
of Fairbury and breaking into Broadway even if it means bidding farewell to her loving family and serious boyfriend, Jesse.
When an unexpected graduation gift offers enough money for
a train ticket and six weeks in the city, Mazie hurriedly takes
off for a bed in a “boardinghouse for theatrical young ladies”
run by Mrs. Cooper, a Black former Broadway dancer. Mazie
quickly falls into a repetitive cycle of auditions and rejections,
and although she’s disheartened to be deemed too sturdy,
Midwestern, and plain for most parts, she eventually scores
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an understudy gig for an “industrial” (a corporate-sponsored,
limited-run musical) touring the Corn Belt to promote a new
tractor model. Throughout the story, White, sheltered Mazie
uncovers some truths about life in the arts, such as that several
male counterparts are gay, that married women with children
have trouble returning to the business, and that certain producers and directors sexually harass and intimidate the women in
their shows. Filled with Broadway trivia, the book is a dream
for musical theater fans, and the love story between Mazie and
Jesse is heartfelt. The characters, including secondary ones, are
well developed and fully realized, and the book features noteworthy queer representation.
Deserves a standing ovation. (author’s note) (Historical
fiction. 12-18)

CHESSBOXER

Davies, Stephen
Andersen/Trafalgar (320 pp.)
$9.99 paper | March 1, 2021
978-1-78344-840-1
A grieving chess prodigy ups her
game.
“Intelligence and irritability are a
bad combination,” writes 17-year-old
Leah—and she should know. Massive
quantities of both drive her to not only
quit tournament chess just as she’s about to score a grandmaster
rating, but also, in the two years since her father’s death, to mercilessly savage anyone who tries to get close to her. The game
won’t let her go, though, and after some lucrative but painful
experiences as a chess hustler in Washington Square Park, she
finds a perfect outlet for her passion and rage in chessboxing—
an actual sport alternating timed rounds of boxing and chess.
Readers who regard chess as a genteel, cerebral pursuit are in
for a shock as the game action (described with technical precision) is presented in language as compellingly tense and brutal
as that of the rings. Readers will also admire the new friends
and adult supporters (including a grief therapist) who are willing to look past Leah’s caustic shell. Eventually she’s taking on
Zelda “The Reaper” Haas, a scary opponent tattooed up to and
including the eyeballs, for the women’s world championship.
Told through blog posts, Leah’s narrative seethes with raw feelings and combines taut suspense with dizzying lows and highs,
even occasional hilarity, as it tracks her progress toward learning to live with herself and with devastating loss. The main cast
presents White.
A rising, rousing bout fueled by brains, brawn, and belligerency. (afterword) (Fiction. 13-18)
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THE SISTERS
OF RECKONING

Davis, Charlotte Nicole
Tor Teen (352 pp.)
$17.99 | Aug. 10, 2021
978-1-250-29974-1
Series: Good Luck Girls, 2
The Good Luck Girls spread a little
bad luck.
When we last saw Aster, she and her
sister, alongside two more former Luckers (girls forced into sex work at welcome houses, or brothels),
had finally escaped the Scab and made it to the border of Ferron, a country ready to receive them as refugees from Arketta.
A year later, Aster is helping the Lady Ghosts, an underground
network that supports escapees, working right under the noses
of the wealthy landowners, capitalists, and government officials
who live in the border city of Northrock. There, Aster comes
across Violet Fleur, the girl she thought was killed during their
escape. Violet now seems to be in league with the McClennon
family, whose patriarch led the hunt for the runaways. Charged
with opening the first welcome house in Northrock, Violet may
actually be on the side of the Lady Ghosts, and Aster may have
a shot at taking down Arketta’s elite. While The Good Luck Girls
(2019) focused on the subjugation of women in Arkettan society and the dangers associated with resistance, this sequel does
that and more, exploring and exposing the workings of a nation
created by exiled convicts who exerted force over Indigenous
peoples and created a system of de facto slavery through colorism, sharecropping, and unfair debt systems. The worldbuilding—slang, settings, gory dangers, and all—is rich and complex
in this novel featuring a racially diverse cast.
A smart, thrilling duology closer. (Speculative adventure.
15-adult)

PAUL ROBESON
No One Can Silence
Me: The Life of the Legendary
Artist and Activist (Adapted
for Young Adults)
Duberman, Martin
The New Press (288 pp.)
$19.99 | March 9, 2021
978-1-62097-649-4

The definitive biography of 20th-century Renaissance man Robeson, whose
signature legacy of merging arts and activism serves as a timely
message for a new generation of change-makers, is here adapted
for younger audiences.
In the foreword of this work that is deserving of deep
engagement, Jason Reynolds invites readers into the story of
this world-famous Black entertainer whom he sees as “perhaps the greatest reminder of the possibilities of a single person.” The son of an escaped slave, Robeson became a superstar
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“The narrative gallops along, with hefty doses
of humor, tenderness, and violence.”
the broken raven

Elhillo, Safia
Make Me a World (224 pp.)
$17.99 | March 2, 2021
978-0-593-17705-1

|

The sequel to The Good Hawk (2020)
sends characters both familiar and new
into the wider world surrounding its fantasy version of medieval Skye.
Agatha and Jaime have returned
triumphantly after rescuing their clan from slavery. But their
enclave is still held by enemies, and those in their current refuge want them gone. After Agatha accidentally unleashes the
deadly sgàilean, Jaime is sent back to Scotia to seek magical
assistance while Agatha defiantly warns a rival clan. Meanwhile,
young Sigrid is sold to the cruel Norvegian monarch who is busy
scheming with the eldritch Inglish king. All three suspenseful
plotlines are deftly interwoven, giving each alternating narrator a distinctive voice: fierce, proud, impatient Agatha, with her
disabilities that cause some to treat her cruelly and her uncanny
rapport with animals; careful, depressed Jaime, prone to both
panic attacks and reluctant flashes of bravery; and earthy, brash
Sigrid, gifted with an eidetic memory and unexpected compassion. Major and minor characters alike are fully rounded; Jaime
in particular struggles with his newfound fascination for dark
magic and a same-sex attraction that is not accepted in his culture. The worldbuilding is rich, integrating various magical systems into the landscapes and cultures of diverse countries and
clans. The narrative gallops along, with hefty doses of humor,
tenderness, and violence, until the storylines meet on a final
page that will leave readers desperate for more.
A superlative middle volume, adding depth and scope
without sacrificing clarity or theme. (Fantasy. 12-18)

special issue: best books of 2021

What happens when both the place
you come from and the place you are feel
distant and unaccepting?
These are the questions Nima sets
out to answer. A 14-year-old, workingclass, Muslim, immigrant kid raised by a single mother in suburban America—that’s Nima. They left their unnamed homeland
(contextual clues point to Sudan) in pursuit of a better life, one
that didn’t seem to find them. But Nima’s mind often wanders
back to her roots, to the Arabic songs she listens to on cassette
and old photographs of her parents—things she longs to be a
part of. At school, Nima is bullied for her accented English, her
obvious poverty, and her mother’s hijab. Haitham, the neighbor
boy who’s more like a sibling, goes to the same school and is
Nima’s only friend. But one day Haitham is beaten up in a hate
crime, winding up in the hospital hooked up to machines. The
abyss between Nima and her mother begins to grow as Nima
learns more about her father’s absence. Elhillo’s novel, which
contains light fantastical elements, tells the story of a Muslim
girl traversing post–9/11 America with the baggage of a past she
does not yet fully understand. The vivid imagery creates a profound sensory experience, evoking intense emotions in a story
that will resonate with readers from many backgrounds.
Movingly unravels themes of belonging, Islamophobia,
and the interlocking oppressions thrust upon immigrant
women. (Verse novel. 12-18)

Elliott, Joseph
Walker US/Candlewick (336 pp.)
$17.99 | Jan. 12, 2021
978-1-5362-0748-4
Series: Shadow Skye, 2
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HOME IS NOT
A COUNTRY

THE BROKEN RAVEN
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college athlete, valedictorian, lawyer, actor, singer, globe-trotter,
polyglot, and committed humanitarian. Yet, as his involvement
in freedom struggles for Black Americans and working people’s
struggles around the world clashed with Cold War–era conservatism, his unparalleled legacy has been erased from public
memory. Readers will connect with Robeson’s miraculous and
hard-fought rise, from his unprecedented success in Hollywood
to his yearslong struggle with the U.S. government to reinstate
his passport, confiscated due to McCarthyist opposition to his
political activities. The work balances his achievements despite
overwhelming odds with his human vulnerabilities and missteps. Archival images and text boxes offer historical context,
presenting details of Robeson’s bold stands that will resonate
with new generations familiar with Black public figures like
Colin Kaepernick and Maya Moore.
A history of a global luminary figure that serves as a
reminder of the courageous freedom-fighting work in front
of us. (further information, Robeson’s music and movies,
sources, image credits, index) (Biography. 12-18)

WALLS

Elliott, L.M.
Illus. by Megan Behm
Algonquin (352 pp.)
$19.95 | July 27, 2021
978-1-64375-024-8
Young people, separated by politics
and ideology, search for common ground.
Berlin, 1960. His dad’s latest tour
of duty brings 15-year-old Drew and his
family to a city divided—a fact brought
home by meeting his cousin Matthias who lives in the city’s
Communist-controlled section. As the teens warily circle each
other, conflicting in temperaments as well as doctrinaire views
of each other’s cultures but gradually building bonds, Elliott
both fills in the historical background—aided by Behm’s mixing
of period photos, contemporary news, and pop-culture notes—
and crafts a tale of rising tensions that culminates in a suspenseful climax that catches Drew on the wrong side of the east-west
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AUTHOR SPOTLIGHT

Tahereh Mafi
Tana Gandhi

90

it’s usually a work of realistic fiction. When I say
this to people they’re often surprised to hear that
I started my career in such a different genre, but
for a very long time I had internalized the idea that
there was no room for books about people who
looked or lived like me. I always wanted to tell stories that reflected my life, but I had some serious
PTSD, and I was afraid. I kept waiting for someone
else to do it—for someone else to write the story I
needed to read, the one I’d wished I’d had when I
was a teenager—and that was a mistake. Shortly after my daughter was born, a dam inside me broke.
I can’t explain exactly what happened, only that it
suddenly seemed essential that I write, and write
honestly.
An Emotion of Great Delight is such an evocative
title. Can you say something about how it came to
be?
The main character of the book is named Shadi,
which, in Farsi, means joy. An Emotion of Great
Delight is the dictionary definition of the word
joy. Shadi’s journey in the book is all about coming
back to herself; it’s about her fight to reclaim her
right to joy even when drowning in sorrow.

Tahereh Mafi is the author of numerous books
for young adult and middle-grade readers, including her debut novel, Shatter Me, and the series that
followed. Her latest YA novel, An Emotion of Great
Delight (Harper/HarperCollins, June 1), follows an
Iranian American hijabi teen facing anti-Muslim
prejudice in the aftermath of 9/11; our starred review called it a “simply real story, devoid of clichés,
that will leave an indelible mark.” Mafi answered
some questions over email.

What was it like having a book come out in 2021?
How did you connect with readers in this socially
distanced year?
It was definitely strange! I did a lot of virtual school
visits and events, but, ultimately, it was pretty
straightforward—and due to the virtual nature of
everything, I was able to do more school visits than
my schedule would have ordinarily allowed. Some
silver linings there.

You established yourself (and were very successful) writing fantasy fiction. What appealed to you
about writing realistic fiction?
I love fantasy, but I actually love realistic fiction
more. In fact, when I’m reaching for a book to read,

Who is the ideal reader for your book, and where
would they be reading it?
The ideal reader for my book is a reader of any kind.
Diverse stories should be shared with a broad audience—in the pursuit of opening doors and win-
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Interview by Tom Beer.

barrier that literally springs up overnight and forces Matthias
into an agonizing choice between family and freedom. Along
with tucking in provocative incidents, like the ugly scene when
a pair of drunken GIs spot a Black serviceman and his White
German fiancee, the author gives readers food for thought by
asking them to envision living under a regime in which neighbors might be informers and then having just such secret accusations leveled both against Matthias and, on the U.S. side,
Drew’s parents too. An afterword points to similarities between
the Khrushchev-led Communists’ disruptive sowing of fear and
suspicion in 1960 and Putin’s in the 2016 U.S. presidential elections. The cast mostly presents as White.
A sensitive exploration of cogent themes in a richly
detailed historical setting. (sources, photo credits) (Historical
fiction. 12-16)

middle-gr a de

What book most dazzled you this year?
I was lucky enough to read an early copy of Sabaa
Tahir’s new book—and first foray into realistic fiction—All My Rage, which I found both beautiful
and heart-wrenching. I can’t wait for everyone to
read it.

pictur e books

dows into overlooked and marginalized experiences. I welcome any reader to read my book, and I
hope wherever they’re reading it, they’re comfortable.

young a dult

YOUR HEART, MY SKY
Love in a Time of
Hunger

Engle, Margarita
Atheneum (224 pp.)
$18.99 | March 23, 2021
978-1-5344-6496-4
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A young Cuban couple finds love
while surviving desperate times of lack
and longing.
It’s the summer of 1991, and people
are experiencing hunger and malnutrition in Cuba. Fourteenyear-old Liana and 15-year-old Amado live in a town well away
from the bustle of Havana, where the Pan American Games
are taking place, and away from observation by foreign visitors. When the story opens, neither knows of the other despite
enduring the same risky fate of opting out of the supposedly
voluntary (although opting out brings consequences) teen farm
labor program. Instead, they are roaming the streets searching
for any form of sustenance to make up for insufficient government rations. Liana happens upon a stray dog and takes him
home. Her canine companion eventually becomes a matchmaker, connecting the young couple. Their relationship feeds
their drive to survive and gives them reason to dream of different, better days. Engle uses free verse poignantly to express
the devastation of constant hunger and the ever present fear of
punishment while trying to survive life under a harsh regime.
The theme of hunger is central to this story—literal hunger due
to starvation as well as hunger for connection and hope. Engle’s
words masterfully convey an evergreen human truth: that, in the
end, we want to be able to live and love to our hearts’ content.
A deeply touching read that will stay with readers long
after they turn the last page. (author’s note) (Verse novel. 12-18)
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“Rich in dialogue and detail.”
the life i’m in

THE PASSING
PLAYBOOK

Fitzsimons, Isaac
Dial Books (304 pp.)
$17.99 | June 1, 2021
978-1-984815-40-8
A teenage soccer star starting over at
a new school finds love and courage as he
takes the field to fight for his team and
what he believes in.
Spencer, a biracial (Black and presumably White) transgender boy, begins sophomore year with a firm
game plan—blend in and keep his identity private. However,
when he’s confronted with an opportunity to join the boys soccer team, Spencer can’t resist the challenge, especially after the
cute vice captain says he doesn’t think Spencer has what it takes.
Soccer means everything to Spencer, and he refuses to give up
his shot to play, even if he has to keep it a secret from his overprotective parents. This contemporary sports romance subverts
typical patterns of coming-out stories about transgender youth
by centering the feelings of the transgender main character, giving him full agency over his identity disclosure, and providing
him with an affirming support system that includes other queer
and transgender characters. Initial rivalry heightens the tension
between Spencer and his crush, a White boy whose Christian
extremist family doesn’t know he’s gay. Their romantic arc adds
another layer of nuance to the coming-out narrative. Spencer’s
connection to his younger brother, Theo, who is autistic, is also
woven into the story. Balancing hope and honesty, this debut
deftly handles multiple social themes, including racism, privilege, identity, and accessibility.
A game-changing score to the back of the net. (Romance.
14-18)

THE LIFE I’M IN

Flake, Sharon G.
Scholastic (336 pp.)
$17.99 | Jan. 5, 2021
978-1-338-57317-6

A troubled African American teen
gets caught up in the world of trafficking
as she tries to cope with negative feelings
about herself.
Despite her sister’s best efforts,
16-year-old Charlese Jones is still making
trouble and getting kicked out of school. Her sister and guardian,
JuJu, has had enough and prepares to send her to their grandparents in Alabama. On the bus ride, Char continues to be angry,
irreverent, and difficult. She argues with the driver and drinks
alcohol she has smuggled in her bag. Still, she interacts with others on the bus, learning their stories and thinking about her own
life. When new passenger April and her baby, Cricket, board,
they become Char’s focus—and then April disappears, leaving
Cricket behind. When the man who left with April returns, he
92
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takes Char into the dark world of sexual trafficking, a place she
begins to think she deserves. Flake follows her groundbreaking
novel The Skin I’m In (1998) with a sequel for these times. Char,
the antagonist from the first book, is presented here in all her
vulnerability, eliciting empathy even as she makes mistakes.
The ease with which some prey on vulnerable youth is starkly
portrayed, balanced by the efforts of other caring adults to save
them. The unflinching narrative is rich in dialogue and detail.
A vivid and important depiction of the struggles of too
many teens. (author’s note, research and resources) (Fiction.
14-18)

RISE UP!
How You Can Join
the Fight Against White
Supremacy

Fleming, Crystal M.
Henry Holt (256 pp.)
$19.99 | Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-250-22638-9

A clear and damning appraisal of the
United States’ long-standing relationship
with White supremacy—with actionable
advice for readers to do better.
Educator, researcher, and sociologist Fleming draws from
pop culture, data science, global history, and cultural studies,
among an impressively wide range of disciplines and sources.
This broad foundation represents well how ambitious this
project truly is, accessibly delivering, as it does, a mountain
of information to an audience of teen readers while utilizing a
vocabulary and understanding of racial injustice that is inclusive
of the distinct yet overlapping experiences of Black, Indigenous,
Asian, Latinx, and other people. From the racialization of Jews
in Europe to the displacement and genocide of Indigenous peoples in the Americas, the text details the genealogy of racism and
White supremacy while resisting a tradition of Whitewashing
and omission. In this way, connections are easily drawn between
past and present by way of close examination of the criminal
justice system, media representation, contemporary sports, and
racial biases in developing technologies. The author is a bisexual,
cisgender, African American woman, and she explicitly calls
upon her experiences to inform intersectional, lived interpretations of racism and how to best oppose it. Through anecdotes
and thorough research, Fleming leaves readers not just with a
detailed account of the problems, but concludes with five things
they can do to work toward justice.
A smart guide to understanding and living anti-racism.
(note on language, notes, index) (Nonfiction. 12-18)
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Fuston, Margie
McElderry (352 pp.)
$18.99 | Aug. 24, 2021
978-1-5344-7457-4

In a desperate gambit to save her terminally ill father, a girl goes looking for
a vampire.
Victoria’s parents, believing she needs
a break from the strain of coping with her
father’s imminent death, send her on a graduation trip to New
Orleans. She’d always planned on going with her father, as they
share a vampire obsession, both believing that a man who briefly
publicly claimed this identity a decade prior was the real deal.
Rather than a vacation, though, Victoria treats the trip as a quest
for vampiric immortality to save her father. Accompanying
|

OFF THE RECORD

Garrett, Camryn
Knopf (320 pp.)
$17.99 | $20.99 PLB | May 18, 2021
978-1-984829-99-3
978-1-984830-00-5 PLB
With an all-access pass to cover a
movie press tour, a teen journalist uncovers a celebrity scandal.
High school senior Josie Wright wins
a competition to write a profile of upand-coming actor Marius Canet for Deep Focus magazine. Marius is promoting his new film, and for Josie, leaving her home in
Georgia for the two-week, multicity tour is the chance of a lifetime. Despite her anxiety, Josie holds her own during interviews
and becomes smitten with Marius. But after a young actress
shares a shocking secret—and subsequently other women
come forward about their encounters with the same powerful
man—Josie realizes she’s got a second, more explosive story on
her hands. She’s determined to pursue justice, but at what cost?
Garrett takes readers along for a wild ride as smart, socially conscious Josie learns that life is full of gray areas. The narrative
deftly deals with several weighty topics at once, including mental wellness, sibling drama, body-image issues, and sexual and
racial identity (Josie, her family, and Marius are Black; most of
the other central characters are White.) This fresh, engrossing
read will appeal to fans of Garrett’s debut novel, Full Disclosure
(2019), as well as those new to her fast-paced prose, wit, pitchperfect dialogue, and memorable characters.
An irresistible, unapologetically feminist story. (Fiction.
13-18)
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VAMPIRES, HEARTS &
OTHER DEAD THINGS

young a dult

A bloody tournament will determine
whose family controls the only high
magick in the world.
Until someone spilled the city of
Ilvernath’s dark secret in the anonymously authored book A
Tradition of Tragedy, the world thought that the high magick
was gone. Instead, seven families are locked into a curse tournament, providing a child every 20 years to fight for exclusive
control over it. Rotating third-person narration follows monstrous favorite Alistair (of the sinister and most winningest
Lowe family), paparazzi darling and talented spellmaker Isobel
(of the Macaslan family, who are viewed as distasteful vultures),
brains-and-brawn underdog Gavin (of the Grieve family, a lost
cause that’s never produced a winner), and born-for-heroism
Briony (of the respected Thorburn family). Prior to the tournament’s starting, exquisite worldbuilding shines as the characters navigate family stories and outsiders trying to influence
the tournament and deal with the spellmakers and cursemakers
who equip the champions. One cursemaker in particular puts
ideas in the aspiring champions’ heads about whether the tournament’s curse can be changed—or broken. The competitors
teeter wildly between heroism and villainy, especially once the
tournament starts and their preconceived ideas of themselves
and each other are challenged in lethal combat. Of the seven
champions, Finley has dark skin and curly black hair, while the
rest are pale; among background characters there’s ethnic diversity and casual queer inclusion.
So bespelling that the cliffhanger ending will feel like a
painful curse. (Fantasy. 13-adult)

Victoria is Henry, her childhood best friend–turned–subject of
a messy love triangle that left them estranged for some time. He
doesn’t believe in vampires but believes emotion-suppressing
Victoria will need him. Following the few clues she has, Victoria’s led to charming, enigmatic Nicholas, who promises her
what she wants if she can keep up with his challenges and prove
that she really desires eternal life. The game takes them to many
tourist hot spots, though Victoria’s moments of fun are complicated by grief spirals. Her emotional arc is all the more powerful
for how much she fights against her feelings. Her other emotional complications come from her long history with Henry
and an exciting love triangle with Nicholas. In the end, though,
she must tackle hard truths head-on. Victoria’s White; Henry’s
biracial (Japanese/White) and brown-skinned Nicholas has
curly black hair.
Charmingly eclectic; becomes cohesive through its emotional resonance. (Fabulism. 12-18)
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Foody, Amanda &
Christine Lynn Herman
Tor Teen (400 pp.)
$18.99 | Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-250-78925-9
Series: All of Us Villains, 1
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AUTHOR SPOTLIGHT

Zack Smedley
Brodie Spade

tant to me that my books be as humorous (and, at times, fun)
as they are dark and heavy. But beyond that, I think the balance we’re talking about is simply how a lot of teenagers’ lives
are. Awful things can and do happen, but high school is also
filled with some of the most joyful milestones of your life. I
want to write books that feature both.
What is it like having a book come out in 2021? How do
you connect with your readers in this socially distanced
year?
It’s sure not as fun as back in 2019. The answer is lots of virtual
events and fewer in-person ones.
Who is the ideal reader for Tonight We Rule the World, and
where would they be reading it?
If I did my job properly, teenagers in English classes. I used
to loathe authors whose books included symbols, motifs,
and parallel arcs that are ripe for deconstruction. Now I—to
quote Obi-Wan Kenobi—have become the very thing I swore
to destroy.

Zack Smedley’s YA debut, Deposing Nathan, was a Kirkus
Best Book of 2019 and a Lambda Literary Award finalist. Now
his new novel, Tonight We Rule the World (Page Street, Oct. 12),
makes our 2021 list, with its powerful story of a teen boy who
experiences sexual assault; our reviewer praised it as “stellar
and haunting.” Smedley answered some questions by email.
What was the inspiration for Tonight We Rule the World?
Laurie Halse Anderson’s Speak. It was a deeply influential and
important book when I read it in my high school English class,
but in the decade since, I haven’t seen a mainstream YA book
that tells the same story with a male protagonist. So—after
exhaustive research—I decided to write one.

What book most dazzled you this year?
Brendan Kiely’s The Gospel of Winter, one of the few YA books
I found that discusses sexual assault from a male victim’s perspective, albeit through a slightly different lens. I highly recommend it to anyone who enjoyed Tonight We Rule the World.
Interview by Tom Beer.

The novel has some dark themes, such as sexual assault,
along with more mundane life events, such as obtaining
your driver’s license. How do you strike the right balance for
a young adult readership?
Well, Step No. 1 is to fill the book with at least enough joy
and levity to make it accessible—I don’t want to write a story
that’s going to relentlessly ruin anyone’s weekend. It’s impor94
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Gilbert, Kelly Loy
Simon & Schuster (368 pp.)
$18.99 | March 9, 2021
978-1-5344-6821-4
High school senior Beth Claire
knows what it’s like to lose someone you
love.
Ever since her White father left, after
her parents’ divorce, Beth has blamed
her Chinese American mother for the end of their marriage.
Striving not to repeat her mother’s mistakes, Beth does her best
to be someone who is wanted and needed by those around her,
especially her four closest friends, Brandon, Grace, Jason, and
Sunny. She cherishes the closeness of their group and wants
nothing more than for them all to stay tightly bonded through
the year and even beyond graduation. Then Beth and Brandon
accidentally witness Jason’s father assaulting him. Jason brushes
off the violence, but Beth is devastated by the realization that
she was unaware of her friend’s family situation. She becomes
anxious when she and her friends are unable to devise a way to
|

Glasgow, Kathleen
Delacorte (400 pp.)
$18.99 | $21.99 PLB | Sept. 28, 2021
978-0-525-70804-9
978-0-525-70805-6 PLB

A gut-wrenching look at how addiction affects a family and a town.
Emory Ward, 16, has long been invisible. Everyone in the town of Mill Haven
knows her as the rich girl; her workaholic
parents see her as their good child. Then Emory and her 17-yearold brother, Joey, are in a car accident in which a girl dies. Joey
wasn’t driving, but he had nearly overdosed on heroin. When
Joey returns from rehab, his parents make Emory his keeper
and try to corral his addictions with a punitive list of rules.
Emory rebels in secret, stealing small items and hooking up
with hot neighbor Gage, but her drama class and the friends she
gradually begins to be honest with help her reach her own truth.
Glasgow, who has personal experience with substance abuse,
bases this story on the classic play Our Town but with a twist:
The characters learn to see and reach out to each other. The
cast members, especially Emory and Joey, are exceptionally well
drawn in both their struggles and their joys. Joey’s addiction is
horrifying and dark, but it doesn’t define who he is. The portrayal of small-town life and its interconnectedness also rings
true. Emory’s family is White; there is racial diversity in the
supporting cast, and an important adult mentor is gay. Glasgow
mentions in her author’s note that over 20 million Americans
struggle with substance abuse; she includes resources for teens
seeking help.
Necessary, important, honest, loving, and true. (Fiction.
14-18)
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WHEN WE
WERE INFINITE

YOU’D BE HOME NOW

young a dult

Julián “Jules” Luna is a closeted junior
who is about to have his life turned
upside down.
Set on leaving Texas to go to UCLA,
Mexican American Jules is betting that
moving 1,500 miles away will allow him the space to finally come
out. Despite being surrounded by fiercely loving friends, he has
accepted the duality of his closeted life, which he keeps under
wraps to avoid his homophobic father’s verbal and physical
abuse. When a drunken night leads to his accidentally coming
out on Twitter, he is catapulted into an out life, which—amazingly—includes a blossoming relationship with Mat, a Vietnamese American boy and online crush who happens to live in Los
Angeles. Garza Villa’s debut is buoyed by tenderness and humor
amid moments of deep pain. The gay romance certainly delivers
in Jules and Mat’s adorable chemistry, but the real standout is
the love story between Jules and his (mostly Latinx) friends as
they live life to its fullest together, standing on the precipice of
new beginnings before leaving for college. Jules’ friendship with
Jordan, his straight, Black soccer teammate, is exceptionally
moving in the boys’ mutual care and vulnerability. The delightfully sassy Spanglish with myriad pop-culture references seamlessly woven into the conversational prose is an added bonus.
An open-hearted expression of love in its many forms.
(Fiction. 14-18)

help Jason. The story is told retrospectively by an older Beth,
whose tenderness toward her younger self contrasts with high
school Beth’s critical and self-effacing demeanor. Her desire to
be enough—competent enough, Chinese enough, accommodating enough—is described with the clarity of hindsight and
vivid emotion, particularly when it comes to Jason, who was
able to see past Beth’s carefully cultivated mildness to understand her in a way that the others do not. Brandon, Grace, Jason,
and Sunny are all Asian American; Sunny is pansexual.
Beautifully, achingly cathartic. (resources) (Fiction. 13-18)
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Garza Villa, Jonny
Skyscape (354 pp.)
$16.99 | June 8, 2021
978-1-5420-2705-2
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“A story about finding the courage to be honest and the
freedom that follows from embracing authenticity.”
excuse me while i ugly cry

EXCUSE ME WHILE
I UGLY CRY

Goffney, Joya
HarperTeen (368 pp.)
$17.99 | May 4, 2021
978-0-06-302479-3

After her journal goes missing, a high
school senior is blackmailed into completing her most sensitive to-do list.
By all appearances Quinn has everything—her family is rich, she is well liked
at her private school, and next fall she’s headed to Columbia,
her parents’ alma mater. But it’s an act: Quinn uses her journal
as a place to alleviate some of the pressure around her secrets
and fears so she doesn’t have to directly confront them. The
biggest among them are that she was in fact rejected by Columbia and has been lying about it and that being one of only five
Black students at a mostly White school is really hard. When
Carter, a Black classmate she crushes on, mistakenly takes her
journal and then loses it, the person who finds it starts anonymously threatening her. If Quinn doesn’t complete her “To Do
Before I Graduate” list, the mystery person promises to reveal
her secrets on social media. Because Carter lost the journal, he
volunteers to help her discover the culprit. The character development is excellent; even Quinn’s parents get rich storylines.
Goffney’s explorations of race and class are also well executed.
At its heart, this is a story about finding the courage to be honest and take risks and the freedom that follows from embracing
authenticity.
A perfect mix of humor and romance—and a source of
inspiration for being brave. (Fiction. 14-18)

THE DEAD AND
THE DARK

Gould, Courtney
Wednesday Books (384 pp.)
$18.99 | Aug. 3, 2021
978-1-250-76201-6
Logan Ortiz-Woodley’s dads return
with her to their rural Oregon hometown, reawakening old tensions alongside a mysterious evil.
Snakebite is an insular ranching community where everything and everyone is reliably, stiflingly
familiar and normal...on the surface. It was paradise to wealthy
Ashley Barton before her boyfriend went missing; now trusted
adults are keeping secrets and blaming paranormal investigation show star Brandon, who’s in town scouting locations for
the next season. The arrival of Brandon’s co-star and husband,
Alejo, and their adopted daughter, Logan, prompts further
scrutiny and outright aggression—escalated by the revelation
that Brandon and Alejo grew up in Snakebite—and leads Ashley
to question her beliefs about her town and herself. Meanwhile,
Logan quickly realizes that her family’s ties to Snakebite run
96
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far deeper than she thought—and that they’re not just there
for ParaSpectors. She’s never been close with Brandon, and Alejo
refuses to spill, so Logan reluctantly turns to Ashley for help
getting answers. But as the girls get closer to the truth, the pool
of suspects increases, and their friendship is tested (as well as
the growing attraction between lesbian Logan and questioning
Ashley). The paranormal elements—sounds, ghosts, and possession—support and enhance Gould’s broader project of interrogating the racist, homophobic ideology that has festered in
Snakebite for years. Most characters are White; brown-skinned,
Spanish-speaking, bisexual Alejo is presumably Latinx.
A complex and sophisticated thriller with haunting realworld connections. (Paranormal thriller. 13-18)

BEASTS OF PREY

Gray, Ayana
Putnam (496 pp.)
$18.99 | Sept. 28, 2021
978-0-593-40568-0
Opposites come together hoping to
capture a menacing creature, only to find
a greater purpose.
Ekon Okojo, studious and cautious,
aspires to continue his family’s legacy as
a Son of the Six, one of the city of Lkossa’s class of anointed warriors. Passionate and impulsive Koffi,
who dreams of being free, is an indentured beastkeeper of the
Night Zoo—a collection of exotic species owned by the greedy
Baaz Mtombé. In the span of a single night, their paths cross
and their destinies are forever altered: Ekon is cast out of the
warrior class, and Koffi faces a lifetime of servitude. The pair
form a tenuous partnership and venture into the Greater Jungle
to hunt the Shetani, a powerful, vicious monster, hoping this
will solve both their problems. As they are both headstrong and
mistrustful, they get off to a rough start, but they become closer
with each brush with death. Their quest for vengeance on the
Shetani, which is wreaking havoc on Lkossa, turns into something more when they make an unanticipated discovery. Saving
their village—and humanity—comes down to Ekon’s warrior
instinct and Koffi’s ability to control the magic her people call
the splendor. This pan-African story, rife with betrayal and narrated through poetic language that evokes vivid imagery, will
ensnare readers, keeping them engaged with its energetic pace.
The beautiful blend of mythology, romance, and action ends
with a hint at more to come. All characters are Black.
A dazzling debut. (maps, author’s note) (Fantasy. 12-18)
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Heard, Wendy
Henry Holt (336 pp.)
$17.99 | March 30, 2021
978-1-250-24675-2

A romantic, fast-paced thriller
inspired by a classic.
Things start off sweet in San Diego,
where swimmer Micaela and aspiring
photographer Veronica meet by chance
at a party and romance instantly sparks between them. After
Veronica snaps a perfect photo of camera-shy Mick, their relationship complicates and escalates as hesitant Mick suddenly
|

SLINGSHOT

Helnwein, Mercedes
Wednesday Books (352 pp.)
$18.99 | April 27, 2021
978-1-250-25300-2
Gracie defends the new boy with her
slingshot, marking the beginning of a
transformative semester.
Before winter break, sophomore
Gracie Welles’ heart is broken. Her biology teacher, Mr. Sorrentino, announces
his engagement, destroying the illusion of a connection she’s
imagined. She leaves boarding school to visit her fantasy-prone
mother. Her financially supportive but physically absent father
has another family; they don’t know about the existence of Gracie and her 34-year-old mom, and Gracie worries that someday
she’ll end up trapped in love purgatory like her mother. She
brings her slingshot back to school with her, a comfort object
from a difficult childhood. Soon she puts it to use: Witnessing
some seniors ganging up on a new boy, she lets loose some very
carefully aimed gravel. Gracie escapes with the victim, Wade
Scholfield, and after some persistence on his part, they become
friends. As they grow closer, Gracie pushes him away; she’s terrified of being in love. But some things are inevitable, and Gracie finds herself on a rocky path toward realizing her feelings
and growing into an entirely different person than the one once
obsessed with her teacher. Gracie’s a powerhouse: incredibly
acerbic, prone to lashing out, and painfully relatable. She and
Wade are magnetic together, but it’s Gracie’s carefully drawn
growth that buoys her story into one that is truly memorable.
All major characters are White.
Wildly real and bursting with all the romance and pain of
coming into oneself. (Romance. 14-18)
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SHE’S TOO PRETTY
TO BURN

young a dult

This biography of a groundbreaking
cryptanalyst is entwined with crucial episodes in U.S. history.
Thorough research and accessible, enthusiastic writing
create a page-turning read as thrilling as a spy novel. The text
begins with Elizebeth Smith’s childhood: born in Indiana in
1892 to a Civil War veteran father and a former teacher mother,
both devout Christians, she was determined to attend college
despite her father’s opposition. She succeeded, finding her way
to Chicago, where a library visit led to a research job working
for eccentric millionaire Col. Fabyan at his estate, Riverbank.
There she met a Russian-born fellow employee, her future husband, William Friedman. They eventually comprised Fabyan’s
Department of Ciphers and married despite both families’
religious objections (William was Jewish). Almost unbelievable
adventures ensued as the couple practiced their craft and plotted their escape from Riverbank’s maniacal owner. Elizebeth’s
skills enabled the prosecution of alcohol-smuggling criminals
during Prohibition. The couple’s work also saved lives and
helped capture spies during both world wars. Between the wars,
they threw elaborate code-breaking parties. Sadly, they also
contended with antisemitism, misogyny, and William’s mental
health issues; nonetheless, the tone overall is compelling and
upbeat. Nearly every chapter about this intrepid, intelligent,
energetic woman ends with a cliffhanger whose promise is
fulfilled in the following one. Elizebeth’s life unfolded against
a backdrop of some of the 20th century’s most pivotal events,
and this riveting title is a fine tribute to her accomplishments.
Inspiring, informative, and entertaining. (bibliography,
notes) (Biography. 12-18)

becomes the subject of Veronica’s budding photography career.
Meanwhile, the two girls engage with the local activist scene
along with Veronica’s longtime artist friend Nico, but the
stakes rise with every rebellious art installation—even leading
to death for some of those involved. Mick and Veronica pursue
their increasingly unstable relationship while parental neglect,
illegal activity, and the threat of violence set them on an escalating, dangerous path. The story unravels in colorful, electric
prose through Mick’s and Veronica’s first-person points of view,
alternating between past and present. The tension builds well,
leading to an exhilarating and twisty final third. Believable and
clever banter bounces back and forth between sympathetic
characters, and allusions to The Picture of Dorian Gray provide a
scaffold without requiring readers’ prior knowledge of the original to appreciate the story. This dark, winding novel expertly
interweaves suspense and romance. Mick is cued as White and
Veronica is Latinx; both are queer.
A wild and satisfying romp. (Thriller. 14-adult)
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Greenfield, Amy Butler
Random House Studio (336 pp.)
$18.99 | $21.99 PLB | Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-593-12719-3
978-0-593-12720-9 PLB
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AUTHOR SPOTLIGHT

Crystal M. Fleming
Tana Gandhi

Crystal M. Fleming is a professor of sociology and Africana studies at SUNY Stony Brook
and the author of two books for adults, Resurrect
ing Slavery: Racial Legacies and White Supremacy in
France and How To Be Less Stupid About Race: On
Racism, White Supremacy, and the Racial Divide. In
her first book for young adults, she offers teenagers what our critic called a “smart guide to understanding and living anti-racism.” Fleming answered
some questions about Rise Up!: How You Can Join
the Fight Against White Supremacy (Henry Holt, Oct.
19) by email.
What was the inspiration to write Rise Up!?
I really wanted to write the kind of book and resource that I wish I’d had as a young person—a
98
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book that could demystify the history and ongoing
realities of racism written from the knowledge and
perspective of a Black queer woman and educator.
I was inspired by the work of early, groundbreaking Black sociologists like W.E.B. Du Bois and Ida
B. Wells who used the power of public writing and
social analysis to raise awareness and empower historically marginalized people.
There was a tremendous feeling of hopefulness
after the movements that emerged last year in
responses to the murders of George Floyd, Breanna Taylor, and others. Where are we a little more
than a year later?
Well, we’re in the middle of a coordinated, wellfunded backlash against anti-racist education and
activism, supported by a wide range of conservative and right-wing movements that are designed
to undermine support for racial justice as well as
feminism and LGBTQ+ rights globally. Every new
day brings headlines about books by iconic Black
writers like Toni Morrison or civil rights legends
like Ruby Bridges being banned or targeted for removal from educational curricula. Throughout our
history, each moment of awakening or movement
toward constructive change has been met with resistance and even the retrenchment of White supremacy. Black studies scholar Rinaldo Walcott
teaches us that we are still in the period of emancipation—so it’s important to not lose sight of
the fact that for all of our advances and reasons
for hope, we are still very much in the belly of the
beast of anti-Blackness, settler colonialism, and
economic precarity for the most vulnerable among
us. This is why it’s urgently important to boldly embrace educational resources that can equip
young people with the knowledge they need to
make sense of what, at times, feels senseless—and
to see themselves as change agents capable of creating a better, more just and compassionate society.
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Howard, Abby
Iron Circus Comics (320 pp.)
$18.00 paper | Feb. 23, 2021
978-1-945820-68-7
Routine life intersects with the
unnatural in five horror tales told
through black-and-white comics.
In the opening story, Frankie talks to
someone on the other side of the fence;
only an eyeball can be seen through a small hole. Frankie is
sick of interfering, judgmental parents and seeks connection
with someone who understands. This yearning for companionship and comfort is echoed throughout the collection, each
time ultimately leading to interactions with unknown beings.
A stressed-out student seeks comfort from a mattress found
abandoned on the street, which turns out to host a grotesque,
flesh-stealing creature. Walking corpses become an old woman’s new companions. A young girl wants to be reunited with
her friend the lake monster, who is not so friendly anymore.
While each story features some sort of creature or monster, the
way they play into the horror differs. Thrilling action, disturbing body horror, unnerving suspense, and deep melancholy can
all be found within these tales. The art, consisting of realisticlooking crosshatching lines on white panels, is stunning, with
various shapes and shading used intentionally to amp up the
drama. The intensity of the stories warrants quick page turns,
but all the little details of the art beg to be thoughtfully pored
over. Most characters appear White; main characters in one of
the stories are cued as Black.
Unsettling in the best way. (concept art) (Graphic horror.
13-adult)

young a dult

Interview by Tom Beer.

THE CROSSROADS
AT MIDNIGHT
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What book most dazzled you this year?
It’s hard to choose, but I’ll go with Haruki Murakami’s First Person Singular—the writing was transporting and enthralling, as usual.

pictur e books

What do you hope young readers take away from
the book?
I hope youth come away from Rise Up! with a firm
grounding and understanding of how and why racism came to be established in the United States
and an appreciation for the work that has been
done for generations to defy racist beliefs, oppose racist practices, and change racist policies. I
hope young readers see themselves in the stories
of Asian and Latinx immigrants as well as African
Americans, Indigenous people, and White Americans who courageously challenged injustice and
dared to imagine that change was and is possible.

special issue: best books of 2021

BEFORE WE DISAPPEAR

Hutchinson, Shaun David
HarperTeen (512 pp.)
$17.99 | Sept. 28, 2021
978-0-06-302522-6

When magic and illusion collide,
anything is possible.
Sixteen-year-old Jack, magician’s assistant and pickpocket, is ready to steal the
show—and anything else he can get his
hands on—when the Enchantress, aka
Evangeline Dubois, magician, con artist, and his guardian, sets
her eyes on the 1909 Seattle World’s Fair. At the same time,
16-year-old Wilhelm, a boy with the ability to magically transport himself and others, is forced to perform there by Teddy, his
abusive captor. Teddy has plans to use Wil’s gifts to pull off the
ultimate heist, and his desire for notoriety results in a plan in
which the two masquerade as a magician and his assistant, causing Jack’s and Wil’s worlds to collide. With the help of streetsmart dancer Ruth and clever Jessamy, the boys examine the
|
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abuses they suffer and work to build a stable life together. Like
all good magic acts, the novel will keep readers on the edges
of their seats as they follow the twists and double-crosses that
fill the lives of con artists and magicians. The book flawlessly
combines magic and suspense in a well-crafted heist story that’s
sweetly sprinkled with queer romances. A final unanswered
question hints at a sequel and will have readers shouting for an
encore. Ruth is Black; all other main characters are White. Jack,
Wil, Ruth, and Jessamy are openly queer.
A delight. (author’s note) (Historical fantasy. 12-18)

REDEMPTOR

Ifueko, Jordan
Amulet/Abrams (336 pp.)
$18.99 | Aug. 17, 2021
978-1-4197-3984-2
Series: Raybearer, 2
Tarisai of Swana learns to navigate
life in power while under constant pressure from friends and foes.
Now 17, Tarisai adapts to being the
new Empress and High Lady Judge of
Aritsar. She hopes to live up to her honorific, Idajo, or the Just,
and address economic inequalities that oppress anyone without
noble blood. But she must also prepare to journey through the
Underworld after offering herself as the last Redemptor child
sacrifice to the abiku—demons—who dwell there. The abiku
promise to forfeit future sacrifices if Tarisai makes it out alive,
but she didn’t factor in the weight and trauma of being haunted
by undead children holding her accountable for their justice.
The book, infused with West African influences, blossoms at
a perfect pace as readers travel around the continental empire
both physically with Tarisai and through the memories of others, learning more about the lush world Ifueko has crafted. New
magical beings are awakened and their connections to nature
and the survival of the people around Aritsar are explored with
an emphasis on contemporary social issues of eco-justice seamlessly threaded through. This book is more reflective than the
first volume, supporting insightful glimpses into the maturation of not just Tarisai, but other characters too; still, the action
never lags, with the story remaining bright and exciting.
A strong and worthy successor that showcases the skill of
a master worldbuilder. (map) (Fantasy. 14-18)
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WHITE SMOKE

Jackson, Tiffany D.
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins
(384 pp.)
$18.99 | Sept. 14, 2021
978-0-06-302909-5
A family already at odds tries to survive the whims of a haunted house.
Jackson, who penned thrillers Alleg
edly (2017) and Monday’s Not Coming
(2018), proves that her skills in suspense
carry over to the horror genre. Anxiety-ridden Mari, recovering from substance abuse, tries to start anew when her family
leaves California and moves into a newly renovated home in the
Midwestern town of Cedarville. She’s relocating with brother
Sammy, stepsister Piper, stepfather Alec, and her mother,
whose acceptance into a 3-year artist residency lets them stay
rent-free in a new house that looks perfect on the outside.
However, certain things ring alarm bells: a basement they’re
instructed never to enter, construction workers who refuse to
stay in the house past the afternoon, and the stories circulating
around the neighborhood about what happened there. As Mari
unravels the mysteries around her, she must try to avoid relapsing into bad habits; contain her dizzying, trauma-born phobia
of bedbugs; and avoid the wrath of entities who wish her harm.
Jackson conjures horrors both supernatural and otherwise in
a masterful juxtaposition of searing social commentary and
genuinely creepy haunts, as well as providing an authentic portrayal of tensions within a blended family. Mari, Sammy, and her
mother are Black; Alec and Piper are White.
Begs to be finished in one sitting, though maybe with the
lights kept on. (Horror. 14-adult)

HANI AND ISHU’S
GUIDE TO FAKE DATING

Jaigirdar, Adiba
Page Street (352 pp.)
$17.99 | May 25, 2021
978-1-64567-257-9

Pretending to like one another turns
into something more in this charming
take on love, family, and personal integrity set in Dublin.
The only two brown girls in their
year, Hani and Ishu, while both Bengali, are hardly friendly—
and worlds apart. Hani is Bangladeshi Irish and in with the
popular crowd, her Muslim faith brings comfort, and she is
out to her family as bisexual. Ishu is Indian Irish and a studious, prickly misanthrope; an atheist from a Hindu family, she’s
queer and closeted. Being friendless and living in the shadow of
her perfect older sister, Nik, are difficult for Ishu. Hani’s two
White best friends, Aisling and Dee, make her feel like she must
hide her true self or be rejected. When Nik announces, to their
parents’ horror, that she’s leaving medical school and getting
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“Johnson’s hallmark charming humor and lovable characters
provide a robust foundation for another cracking mystery.”
the box in the woods

Johnson, Maureen
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins
(400 pp.)
$18.99 | June 15, 2021
978-0-06-303260-6
Series: Truly Devious, 4
Amateur boarding school detective
Stevie Bell is back with a new cold case
to crack in a companion novel to the

|

In an oppressive science fiction
world, a young woman discovers the
meaning of family and autonomy.
The Stavenger Empire has the galaxy
in a stronghold, forcing its citizens into
tyrannical relationships that prioritize
specific lineages and skill sets while dampening rebellion. Pendt
Harland lives on a merchant ship tied to her family line: Only
Harlands can control the ship, and further, only those with specific abilities. Pendt, having gene-sense (the power to magically
sense and alter aspects of organic matter), is considered useless
in her family’s strict hierarchy and so faces abuse and neglect
until she comes of age and can be sent away to earn her keep
outside the Family. When an opportunity to escape presents
itself, Pendt leaves everything behind to start anew on a bustling space station. There, she meets twins Fisher and Ned, earnest boys also trapped in the churning machinery of the empire.
Together, they might just find a way to loosen the holds that
the society has on them all. With an emphasis on valuing chosen family, securing bodily autonomy, and challenging authoritarianism, this intimate, character-driven yarn brings stunning
revelations in every chapter. With each mystery that reveals
itself, the worldbuilding grows stronger, enveloping readers in a
grounded universe that feels nearly tangible. A major character
is trans; main characters are coded as White.
A close-knit, endlessly cathartic gem. (Science fiction. 14-18)

special issue: best books of 2021

Truly Devious trilogy.
After solving one of the greatest murder mysteries of the
20th century, Stevie is at a bit of a loss while back home working
at a deli counter during summer break. When the new owner of
Camp Wonder Falls—the site of the gruesome (and unsolved)
Box in the Woods murders back in the ’70s—invites her over to
work on the case for his upcoming documentary and podcast,
Stevie immediately says yes. It’s especially appealing since she
gets to invite her closest friends, Nate and Janelle, as well as her
boyfriend, David, to tag along. When a new murder takes place
just as Stevie starts asking questions around town, the gang find
themselves in danger once more. Johnson’s hallmark charming
humor and lovable characters provide a robust foundation for
another cracking mystery, this time ingeniously working with
summer-camp and locked-room–mystery tropes. A few snippets relating back to the events in 1978 and Stevie’s empathy
for the grieving friends and relatives of the dead, who still yearn
for answers, provide a strong emotional grounding for the case.
Apart from Janelle, who is Black (and queer), most characters
are White. Stevie’s relationship with her lifelong anxiety is particularly well portrayed.
A fantastic stand-alone mystery companion revisits a
much-loved sleuth. (author’s note) (Mystery. 14-18)

Johnston, E.K.
Dutton (256 pp.)
$17.99 | May 25, 2021
978-0-7352-3185-6
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THE BOX IN
THE WOODS

AETHERBOUND
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married, Ishu seizes the chance to score points by running for
Head Girl. Meanwhile, Hani comes out to her friends, who
disdainfully dismiss her bisexuality as theoretical. Distressed,
Hani blurts out that she is dating Ishu—who agrees to go along
with the ruse if Hani helps her become popular enough to win
the Head Girl vote. Deception, reflection, revelation, and hardwon growth ensue. Jaigirdar’s layered exploration of the many
identities and relationships that make up our messy, complex,
lovable selves is handled with a deft touch against the background of a delightfully romantic storyline enhanced by perfect
pacing and well-rounded characterization.
An intelligent, insightful, and utterly swoon-y coming-ofage story. (Romance. 12-18)

A QUEEN OF
GILDED HORNS

Joy, Amanda
Putnam (368 pp.)
$18.99 | March 16, 2021
978-0-525-51861-7
Series: River of Royal Blood, 2
Princess Eva returns in this follow-up
to the duology that started with A River
of Royal Blood (2019).
Picking up where the last book left
off, Eva’s on the run from her ruthless queen mother, with
her friends, guards, and kidnapped sister and rival heir, Isa, in
tow. As Eva continues to struggle with the knowledge that to
become queen she must kill Isa—or be killed herself—she also
contemplates what it means that both of her parents have lied
to her (in very different ways). New revelations, realizations,
and relationships have tempered Eva’s privileged upbringing,
shaking her foundations, and her growth is apparent. Though
she grapples with multiple problems—and further surprises
about herself—Eva chooses to focus on the grave injustices her
human ancestors have visited on her khimaer people, and she
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“Standing in solidarity with others is a compelling
theme of this riveting and indispensable work.”
when can we go back to america?

creates a plan of action. Chapters alternate between Eva’s firstperson perspective and those of Isa and a few other secondary
characters (told in the third person). Themes of parental disappointment and abuse, sibling bonds, and speciesism are strongly
developed and well explored. Joy’s writing is exemplary; a strong
plot, even pacing, and character growth (not only Eva’s) all lead
up to an ending that should satisfy even the pickiest readers.
Eva and many secondary characters are brown-skinned while
Isa is light brown and some others are lighter skinned.
A strong and satisfying conclusion. (map) (Fantasy. 14-18)

WHEN CAN WE GO
BACK TO AMERICA?
Voices of Japanese American
Incarceration During World
War II

Kamei, Susan H.
Simon & Schuster (736 pp.)
$22.99 | Sept. 7, 2021
978-1-4814-0144-9

Kamei, a lawyer instrumental in
achieving redress for those incarcerated
following Executive Order 9066, seamlessly combines dozens
of personal narratives with detailed historical research.
These stories, drawn mostly from works in the public
domain, are presented in this volume that covers the bombing of Pearl Harbor through to the redress movement, the
1983 congressional commission findings, and former President
Donald Trump’s 2017 executive orders restricting travel from
many predominantly Muslim countries. The author provides
a framework for understanding the lead-up to the decision to
intern so-called enemy aliens, along with about 72,000 American citizens of Japanese descent. From there, she shares their
harrowing journey to barren desert camps, the harsh realities of
life behind barbed-wire fences, and their eventual release during a time when anti-Japanese sentiments still ran high. The use
of direct quotes from internees—many of them children and
young adults—adds remarkable emotional weight. Many lives
were ruined as people’s dreams and life goals were crushed, and
readers will viscerally connect with their endurance and marvel
at how many still maintained faith in the democratic system.
The message of awareness of this past injustice and its connection to standing in solidarity with others who face injustice is a
compelling theme of this riveting and indispensable work.
This landmark historical account shines a light on a part
of American history that must be remembered. (author’s
note, centers and camps, timeline, glossary, abbreviations,
contributor notes, sources, excerpt permissions, resources,
index) (Nonfiction. 13-adult)
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CHASING THE TRUTH
A Young Journalist’s
Guide to Investigative
Reporting: She Said Young
Readers Edition
Kantor, Jodi & Megan Twohey
Philomel (256 pp.)
$17.99 | Oct. 16, 2021
978-0-593-32699-2

In this adaptation of their bestselling She Said (2019), two journalists for
the New York Times describe the reporting process that led to
their breaking the story of Harvey Weinstein’s serial sexual
harassment.
In 2017, journalist Kantor, who had spent some years
unearthing and reporting on corporate gender bias, convinced
actress Rose McGowan to talk to her about mistreatment of
women in the entertainment industry and, specifically, about an
incident with the noted producer. This was the beginning of a
monthslong investigation by Kantor and fellow reporter Twohey
that culminated in a series of stories that fanned the flames of
the #MeToo movement and led to the loss of Weinstein’s job,
reputation, and freedom following a court conviction. Adapter
Shamir has tightened the narrative in the adult original and
focused it more sharply on the reporting of that particular story.
This version introduces more background information about
the reporters and the reasons behind their methods; removes
stories about Donald Trump, Christine Blasey Ford, and Brett
Kavanaugh; and includes a final section containing solid advice
for aspiring teen journalists. Throughout this fast-paced and
gripping account, they show how the process of carrying out
this type of groundbreaking investigative work is accomplished.
Their eye-opening revelations will inspire and leave an indelible
mark on readers.
A timely, critical read about the ways power and privilege
work in our society. (note to readers, endnotes) (Nonfiction.
12-18)

SOMEWHERE BETWEEN
BITTER AND SWEET

Kemp, Laekan Zea
Little, Brown (384 pp.)
$17.99 | April 6, 2021
978-0-316-46027-9

Two Latinx young adults in Austin,
Texas, find love at the crossroads of family, food, and self-discovery.
Eighteen-year-old Penelope Prado
loves working at Nacho’s Tacos, her
father’s Mexican restaurant, and dreams of eventually having
her own bakery, but her parents—especially her stern father—
want more for her. Xander Amaro is a new hire at the restaurant
who gets past Pen’s tough exterior with his vulnerability and
care. He is from Puebla, Mexico, and undocumented; his father
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White people don’t need to have
“The Talk” about how to survive racism—
they need to have a different talk about
taking responsibility for and trying to

change it.
Jason Reynolds introduces this informal memoir about
young adult author Kiely’s experiences of Whiteness, which
also serves as a call to action for White people to make similar
reckonings. With humility and feeling, Kiely narrates his growing understanding of White privilege: that “what we’ve earned
often comes at the expense of other people not being able to
earn it as easily.” He mixes pithy anecdotes from his own life
with trenchant statistics and historical context that make clear
the huge extent to which people in power have “legalized, institu
tionalized, and systematized racism in America.” One section lays
out all the opportunities Kiely’s White grandfather had to build
wealth for his family, starting with the GI Bill, alongside all the
ways these opportunities were denied to veterans of the Global
Majority (a phrase he credits learning from Tiffany Jewell’s This
Book Is Anti-Racist). His personal stories are equally demonstrative: When teenage Kiely was pulled over for reckless speeding,
the police officer let him off with caring, paternal instructions
to “go home, be safe, and keep your friends safe.” Kiely doesn’t
mince words when it comes to accountability, but his conversational tone invites readers to grow with him.
Well-executed and long overdue. (author’s note, endnotes, bibliography) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

special issue: best books of 2021

|

Kiely, Brendan
Caitlyn Dlouhy/Atheneum (224 pp.)
$18.99 | Sept. 21, 2021
978-1-5344-9404-6

young a dult

Pakistani Muslim Zara, an openly
queer senior in Corpus Christi, Texas,
handles not only being Muslim in
post–9/11 America, but also being an
immigrant.
Contrary to assumptions, Zara’s
family is wholly accepting of her bisexuality. Instead, it’s her
girlfriend Chloe’s Christian family that’s having a hard time
coming to terms with their daughter’s sexuality. Zara knows
how to navigate the racism of her Catholic school classmates,
but when bully Tyler starts harassing Maria, a new student from
Colombia, she can’t stay silent—and Tyler wants revenge. After
the family awakens one night to find a racist message defacing
their garage, Abbu, Zara’s father, immediately heads to Tyler’s
house, certain he is the perpetrator. In a twisted set of events,
Abbu is shot by Tyler’s father, winding up in a coma while facing
criminal charges for trespassing. The incident does more than
just rattle the family: It directly threatens Abbu’s employment,
their immigration status, and the notion that the U.S. could
ever be a safe home. Khan unapologetically tackles prejudice
in its various manifestations—anti-immigration, homophobia,
Islamophobia—while simultaneously engaging openly with the
complexities of accountability. The myriad forms of oppression
the most vulnerable face in our society intersect in the character of Zara, challenging readers to ask what it means for some
to feel at home in a country whose systems feel built to exclude
them.
A vivid account exploring issues many immigrant teens
face. (Fiction. 13-18)

THE OTHER TALK
Reckoning With Our
White Privilege

middle-gr a de

ZARA HOSSAIN IS HERE

Khan, Sabina
Scholastic (256 pp.)
$18.99 | April 6, 2021
978-1-338-58087-7
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left for the U.S. when he was a boy, and his mother sent him to
the States to live with his abuelo. As he holds out hope of locating his father, he is welcomed by the vibrant crew at Nacho’s
that works, parties, and pranks together. When a lie sends
Pen away from her family home and the restaurant, she must
face forced independence while managing her mental health.
Kemp’s evocative writing weaves a tender love story set in a
tightknit working-class neighborhood that vibrates with life
despite local businesses’ ongoing struggles with El Martillo, a
dangerous loan shark. Fans of Elizabeth Acevedo’s With the Fire
on High (2019) will cherish Xander and Pen’s love story and Pen’s
passion for food. This stellar debut offers a cathartic take on a
relationship between a father and daughter.
Authentic flavor inside and out. (Fiction. 14-adult)

THE WIDE STARLIGHT

Lesperance, Nicole
Razorbill/Penguin (320 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 16, 2021
978-0-593-11622-7

A teen goes north to reclaim a lost
loved one in this modern fairy tale.
Eline Davis lost her mother, Silje
Lund, a decade ago, not to illness or
abandonment, but to the Northern
Lights, which stole Silje but left 6-yearold Eline behind on the ice. After Silje’s disappearance, Eline
and her father left Svalbard, Norway, for the States, and Eline’s
seemingly enchanted childhood succumbed to mundane reality.
But life in Cape Cod is upended when she learns that her best
friend, Iris, has secretly been applying to out-of-town schools
and that the Northern Lights will be seen in Massachusetts, farther south than ever before. Eline’s modern-day quest in search
of her mother alternates with her beloved stories and those of
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her mother and grandmother, all framed as fairy tales, until
the boundaries blur. On her journey, Eline must contend with
problems both practical—frostbite, polar bears, angst—and
fantastic—storybook characters springing to life, a sentient
wind—while also reconciling fond memories with the reality of
Silje’s erratic behavior, flaws, and failures. Indebted to Norwegian folktales, Eline’s adventure follows a classic arc while also
benefitting from modern technology. Raised and addressed to
some degree is the magic-vs.–mental illness trope. Half-American/half-Norwegian Eline reads as White. With her vividly rendered settings, emotionally complex characters, and sweet and
sinister magical realism, Lesperance may be a promising successor to Alice Hoffman.
Sharp and snow-dusted yet strangely cozy; a comforting
winter’s read. (author’s note) (Fantasy. 12-18)

RUN
Book One

Lewis, John & Andrew Aydin
Illus. by L. Fury & Nate Powell
Abrams ComicArts (160 pp.)
$24.99 | Aug. 3, 2021
978-1-4197-3069-6
A companion to the award-winning,
groundbreaking March graphic memoir
series, this is the final work completed
by Congressman Lewis before his death

in July 2020.
What happened after the 1965 marches in Selma? Although
segregation was no longer legal, America had not yet embraced
true equality. Shortly after the passage of the Voting Rights Act
of 1965, a six-day uprising took place in the neighborhood of
Watts in Los Angeles, with similar protests in Chicago. (Readers will likely note parallels between these events and the 2020
protests.) With welcome frankness, Lewis recounts his tenure
as chairman of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, being at odds with organizations like the NAACP and
the Urban League, the repercussions of SNCC’s public stances
against the Vietnam War and apartheid in South Africa, and the
generational divide within SNCC. Lewis questioned his own
effectiveness as a leader (and was eventually ousted), but his
focus throughout the book is on the hundreds of unsung individuals who undertook the sometimes-deadly work that Black
voter registration and other grassroots social justice efforts
demanded. Compelling art perfectly captures the tension and
terror of these troubled times, as told from Lewis’ memory with
the backing of scholarly works and research.
An intimate, powerfully revealing look at a crucial, complex time, through the eyes of a true American hero. (biographies, notes, sources, from the artist, about the authors,
co-author’s note) (Graphic memoir. 12-adult)
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BEYOND THE
BLUE BORDER

Linke, Dorit
Trans. by Elisabeth Lauffer
Charlesbridge Teen (336 pp.)
$18.99 | Sept. 7, 2021
978-1-62354-177-4
Two East German teens embark on
a grueling swim across the Baltic Sea in
search of freedom.
In the late 1980s, Hanna Klein and
Andreas Kuschwitz are growing up in the coastal city of Rostock.
Hanna is smart and a strong swimmer with a chance to pursue
higher education; Andreas is constantly in trouble, never able
to conform and behave in school. After they both face disciplinary action for supposed ideological transgressions, they’re sent
to work in a diesel engine plant where they are harassed by the
workers because of their higher social status. Andreas decides
to attempt an escape, and Hanna joins him in a 30-kilometer
swim in hopes of reaching the West German island of Fehmarn.
With the goal of eventually reaching their friend in Hamburg
whose family received official permission to leave the German
Democratic Republic, they brave the frigid water, hoping not to
get caught or killed. Written by a Rostock native and translated
from German, this is a moving story depicting the dreams of
escapees fighting for their lives. Hanna’s first-person narration
vividly shows the young people’s fears, exhaustion, struggles,
pain, and the obstacles they must overcome. However, this storyline is broken up with lighter comedic flashbacks providing
background information about their lives prior to their escape;
these stories highlight their experiences at school, friendships,
relationships with authority figures, conflicting views of socialism, and current events.
A compelling look at Germany’s recent past. (map, glossary) (Historical fiction. 12-18)

A SNAKE FALLS
TO EARTH

Little Badger, Darcie
Levine Querido (352 pp.)
$18.99 | Nov. 23, 2021
978-1-64614-092-3
A 16-year-old Lipan Apache girl from
Texas and a cottonmouth person from
the spirit world connect when both need
help.
When Nina was 9, her Great-GreatGrandmother Rosita told her a story in Spanish and Lipan
Apache. Using dictionaries to painstakingly make sense of the
garbled transcription app results, Nina uncovers a mysterious
story about Rosita’s sighting of a fish girl in her well, long after
the joined era when animal people still lived on Earth. Nina
uploads her musings about her family’s stories to the St0ryte11er video platform. In the Reflecting World, innocent Oli, a
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“Beautifully written historical fiction about giddy, queer first love.”
last night at the telegraph club

Lo, Malinda
Dutton (416 pp.)
$17.99 | Jan. 19, 2021
978-0-525-55525-4

|

A 15-year-old journalist gets a schooling in the power—and responsibility—of
the press.
Setting up and then deftly tweaking expectations the way
he did in his debut, Atty at Law (2020), Lockette pitches selfstyled “brainy rebel” Lisa Rives into a whirl of hard choices
and gut checks after she takes over editorship of her school’s
paper as, mostly, a favor to her bestie (and the paper’s only other
employee), Preethy Narend. Her first (but far from last) lesson
in journalism’s hazards and rewards comes after she asks the
two candidates for class president to identify with a political
party. Her question recasts the election as a contest between a
dedicated do-gooder focused on sexual equality in school sports
and a Donald Trump mini-me—who, this being red-state Alabama—wins in a landslide. But Lisa has much bigger fish to fry
after discovering that state law seemingly gives her the right to
attend a convicted killer’s upcoming execution. Could she go?
Should she? The blowback both in and beyond school when
news of her formal request gets out includes national attention,
a quick suspension, and, toughest of all, conflict with Preethy.
But Lisa finds some unexpected allies, notably her mom, who
turns out to be far more than the shallow stereotype her Southern belle persona suggests. The cast defaults to White, excepting Preethy’s Indian family and a minor Black character.
Wry, engrossing, even occasionally funny—right up to a
gut-wrenching capper. (Fiction. 12-15)

special issue: best books of 2021

Finally, the intersectional, lesbian,
historical teen novel so many readers
have been waiting for.
Lily Hu has spent all her life in San
Francisco’s Chinatown, keeping mostly
to her Chinese American community both in and out of school.
As she makes her way through her teen years in the 1950s, she
starts growing apart from her childhood friends as her passion for rockets and space exploration grows—along with her
curiosity about a few blocks in the city that her parents have
warned her to avoid. A budding relationship develops with her
first White friend, Kathleen, and together they sneak out to the
Telegraph Club lesbian bar, where they begin to explore their
sexuality as well as their relationship to each other. Lo’s lovely,
realistic, and queer-positive tale is a slow burn, following Lily’s
own gradual realization of her sexuality while she learns how
to code-switch between being ostensibly heterosexual Chinatown Lily and lesbian Telegraph Bar Lily. In this meticulously
researched title, Lo skillfully layers rich details, such as how Lily
has to deal with microaggressions from gay and straight women
alike and how all of Chinatown has to be careful of the insidious
threat of McCarthyism. Actual events, such as Madame Chiang
Kai-shek’s 1943 visit to San Francisco, form a backdrop to this
story of a journey toward finding one’s authentic self.
Beautifully written historical fiction about giddy, queer
first love. (author’s note) (Historical romance. 14-18)

Lockette, Tim
Triangle Square Books for Young
Readers (208 pp.)
$18.95 | Sept. 28, 2021
978-1-64421-082-6
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LAST NIGHT AT THE
TELEGRAPH CLUB

TELL IT TRUE

middle-gr a de

cottonmouth snake person, reluctantly leaves home, settling
down and befriending ancient toad Ami, two coyote sisters, and
a hawk. Animal people can shift between their true and false
(humanoid) forms and are able to visit Earth; Nina’s and Oli’s
lives intertwine when he and his friends travel to Texas seeking
help after learning that Ami is dying because the earthly population of his toad species faces extinction due to human environmental destruction. They in turn help Nina with the suspicious
man lurking near her Grandma’s home, an impending tornado,
and her Grandma’s unexplained illness whenever she leaves
her land. Little Badger (Lipan Apache) alternates between two
distinct, well-realized voices—Nina’s third-person and Oli’s
first-person perspectives—highlighting critical issues of language revitalization and climate change. The story leads readers
through two richly constructed worlds using a style that evokes
the timeless feeling of listening to traditional oral storytelling.
A coming-of-age story that beautifully combines tradition and technology for modern audiences. (Fantasy. 12-18)

LIKE OTHER GIRLS

Lundin, Britta
Freeform/Disney (384 pp.)
$17.99 | Aug. 3, 2021
978-1-368-03992-5
Closeted Mara Deeble, who’s always
been one of the guys, confronts her own
internalized misogyny after she joins
her high school’s football team and four
other girls follow suit.
In rural Elkhorn, Oregon, life revolves
around ranching, church, and sports—but Mara’s aggression got
her kicked off the basketball team last winter, and Coach Joyce
won’t let her rejoin without proof that she can play a team sport
without fighting. She’s certainly not trying to make a feminist
statement when she joins her quarterback brother on the football team, but after her intense, out-and-proud lesbian archnemesis, Carly Nakata; her gorgeous, tomboyish crush, Valentina
Cortez; and two more girls join too, claiming Mara inspired
them, everyone’s talking about gender—and holding Mara to
standards she’s uninterested in meeting. Mara is refreshingly,
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“Charlie’s struggles are authentic and raw.”
fat chance, charlie vega

authentically imperfect: judgmental, impulsive, and terrified
of being vulnerable yet desperate to be understood. While the
Elkhorn Five face open resentment and harassment from the
male players, it’s Mara’s mother’s perplexed disappointment
that’s especially piercing. Thankfully, Mara finds a kindred
spirit in Jupiter, an unapologetically butch farmer who is new to
town and whose presence feels like “a nice long exhale.” Jupiter
offers Mara—and readers—new perspectives on gender presentation and sexuality. Most characters appear White; several
are cued as Latinx, and Carly is biracial (Asian/White). Readers
need not like (or understand) football to wholeheartedly cheer
for the Elkhorn Five.
Fiercely charming and achingly relatable—a glorious,
empowering touchdown. (Fiction. 12-18)

AN EMOTION OF
GREAT DELIGHT

Mafi, Tahereh
Harper/HarperCollins (256 pp.)
$19.99 | June 1, 2021
978-0-06-297241-5
Shadi’s life is slowly falling apart:
Her best friend, Zahra, doesn’t talk to
her anymore, and her parents are dealing
with grief and depression in the aftermath of her brother Mehdi’s sudden

death.
It’s 2003, and all of this is compounded by the hatred Shadi
receives every day at school for being Iranian American and a
hijabi. The lack of support leaves Shadi struggling to keep afloat.
She’s behind in her classes and exhausted because she often
stays up at night listening to her mother’s agonizing despair over
losing Mehdi. Her father, once a healthy, fit man, recently had
a second heart attack, and Shadi’s sister, Shayda, has taken over
running the house. Everyone is so mired in their own trauma
and pain that Shadi, the youngest, often finds herself forgotten, both literally and figuratively. The expectation of keeping
one’s home life private and of separating the political from the
personal are themes throughout the book. Woven through this
story of trauma and resilience is a soft romance between Shadi
and Zahra’s brother, Ali. Mafi confronts issues of mental health,
suicidality, racism, and self-love in ways that will leave readers
reacting viscerally and powerfully. Reading this novel is like
being dropped straight into the everyday lives of a Muslim family in post–9/11 America.
A simply real story, devoid of clichés, that will leave an
indelible mark. (Fiction. 13-18)

REVOLUTION IN
OUR TIME
The Black Panther
Party’s Promise to the People
Magoon, Kekla
Candlewick (400 pp.)
$24.99 | Nov. 23, 2021
978-1-5362-1418-5

An account of the origins and lasting
impact of the militant organization that
grew out of the oppression of Blacks in the United States.
The Black Panther Party existed in mostly poor and lowincome communities across the country from 1966 until 1982,
advocating self-reliance and self-defense, particularly against
aggressive policing. Magoon provides critical historical context, documenting the harsh, sometimes deadly efforts to
control first the enslaved, then those who were freed when
legal bondage ended. Despite legal changes brought by the
civil rights movement, many communities suffered economic
deprivation, societal challenges, and hostility from police and
politicians, leading activists to see Black political power as an
alternative. The Panthers took a holistic approach to improving
Black communities by providing food, health, and education
programs. Their rising influence elicited harassment from law
enforcement, including often illegal FBI attempts to destroy
them. Many of their leaders were imprisoned or killed in the
process, weakening the party’s effectiveness. This comprehensive, meticulously researched volume helps readers understand
the Panthers within the spectrum of Black resistance. The narrative is cinematic in its descriptions of the personalities and
incidents that make up the party’s history while presenting a
throughline to the anti-racist activism of today. The book’s
attractive graphic design, with ample use of robin’s egg blue in
contrast to dramatic black-and-white photographs, and with
memorable quotes scattered throughout, makes it visually
pleasing.
The highly readable and not-to-be-missed story of
America’s history and current reality. (key people, timeline,
glossary, further reading, source notes, bibliography, image
credits, index) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

FAT CHANCE,
CHARLIE VEGA

Maldonado, Crystal
Holiday House (288 pp.)
$18.99 | Feb. 2, 2021
978-0-8234-4717-6
Debut author Maldonado brings
charming Charlie Vega to life as an
endearing rom-com protagonist.
At 16, Charlie, who has a White mom
and Puerto Rican dad, has never been
kissed. This is just one of the many reasons she views herself
as second fiddle to Amelia, her charming, confident, pansexual
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The brazen younger daughter in a
family scorched by tragedy examines the
ashes of the aftermath.
Em Morales is closely bonded to her
older sister, Nor. When Nor is violently raped at a frat party, Em
goes hard for #JusticeforNor—most significantly by convincing
Nor to take her case to trial rather than accept a plea deal. A
jury finds the defendant guilty on multiple counts, but a judge
releases him based on time served, leaving the entire Morales
family devasted. After Em makes friends with witty theater
and medieval history nerd Jess (who uses they/them pronouns),
she begins writing a fictionalized verse account of the life of
Marguerite de Bressieux, a 15th-century noblewoman-turnedknight who avenged the horrific deaths and rapes of her family,
adorned by Jess’ illustrations inspired by illuminated manuscripts. McCullough has created an absorbing firecracker of a
young woman who bleeds rage and grief as she wrestles with
transcending not only her sister’s trauma, but society’s general
malevolence toward women. The effect is engrossing, especially
as Marguerite’s and Em’s stories become intertwined. With a
focus on those who surround victims, McCullough underscores
the importance of collective healing. Kobabe’s illustrations
elicit the medieval era, but the delicate, rounded lines do not
match the grit of Em’s words. Em and Nor are biracial, with a
presumably White mom and Guatemalan immigrant dad.
Intense, unrelenting, and inspiring. (author’s note) (Fic
tion. 14-18)

special issue: best books of 2021

This history built around the rise and
decline of the Communist Party of the
United States of America is a case study in what happens when
ideologies clash.
Developing the thesis that ideologies, no matter their
actual tenets, tend to promote intolerance, injustice, and
lockstep thinking, Marrin charts in his usual thoroughly documented way the upheavals in this country’s political and social
climates between the Bolshevik Revolution and the meteoric
rise and fall of Joseph McCarthy. He focuses particularly on the
role of the CPUSA, characterizing it as an organization of idealists who, he asserts, did promote pacifism, women’s rights, and
racial equality—if only to cause disruption and ease the spread
of Communism—while turning stubbornly away from the brutal realities of Soviet society under Stalin (“…truly a monster,”
the author writes with characteristic verve, “among the worst
two or three humans who ever lived”). But, amid accounts of
watershed events from Red Scares in 1919 and in the 1940s-’50s
to the trials of the Scottsboro Boys, of rampant midcentury
Soviet espionage, and the homophobic Lavender Scare purges
of the McCarthy era, he also presents an only slightly less critical view of how anti-communism spurred government, business, the press, and organizations from the KKK to the ACLU
to react (often badly) to the perceived threat. Readers will be
gripped by the drama of past events that offer present-day lessons. Illustrations include photographs and printed propaganda.
Absorbing, comprehensive, and timely. (notes, selected
sources) (Nonfiction. 14-18)

McCullough, Joy
Illus. by Maia Kobabe
Dutton (400 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 9, 2021
978-0-525-55605-3

young a dult

Marrin, Albert
Knopf (320 pp.)
$24.99 | March 30, 2021
978-0-525-64429-3

WE ARE THE ASHES,
WE ARE THE FIRE

middle-gr a de

A TIME OF FEAR
America in the Era of
Red Scares and Cold War

pictur e books

best friend who is “the walking embodiment of Black excellence.” Another big reason is that Amelia is beautiful—and
Charlie is fat. Though Charlie is working to inculcate the bodypositive messages of the #fatfashion influencers she follows,
she cannot deny that classmates, especially boys, and even her
own mother seem to prefer Amelia to her. She cannot blame
them. To her, Amelia is perfect too, as well as being an amazing
best friend. When Brian, her Korean American co-worker and
classmate, begins to pursue Charlie, it is a dream come true. But
a dark seed of mistrust lies buried within her. Before Charlie
can truly love herself, let alone others, she has to address insidious self-doubt about her own worth caused in no small part
by the constant comparisons she makes. Though readers will
expect a happy ending, it is not a foregone conclusion. Charlie’s
struggles are authentic and raw while Maldonado’s bright prose
makes for a page-turner. Charlie inhabits an inviting, diverse
world in an unnamed Connecticut town.
An overdue and welcome ingénue. (Fiction. 14-18)

RAINBOW IN THE DARK

McGinty, Sean
Clarion Books (336 pp.)
$17.99 | Aug. 10, 2021
978-0-358-38037-5

The Wonderful Wizard of Oz gets
the Black Mirror treatment in this dark
fantasy.
Rainbow comes to in a new reality
with no directions, no plan, and only
fuzzy memories of what came before.
Small clues and directions surface in the form of scraps of paper
delivered through blue refrigeratorlike devices as Rainbow proceeds down a ladder to a refugee camp in the sky. As Rainbow continues the journey, the teen encounters three others—grumpy
Chad01, and twins Lark, a mystic, and Owlsy, a scholar—and
the group bands together to face deadly quests, impossible challenges and a supposedly benevolent wizard named Dave who
may have nefarious plans for his polo-shirt–clad devotees. The
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challenges become more dangerous while Rainbow gradually
remembers home—a move to the coast, ongoing depression
and thoughts of suicide, and a complex relationship with oncebeloved brother CJ—and wonders what awaits on the other
side, if there is one. McGinty deftly updates L. Frank Baum’s
classic tale with modern-day existential angst, creating a unique
world that’s terrifying in both its foreignness and its familiarity.
In this novel written in the second-person present, Rainbow is
a gender-ambiguous character, never given pronouns or identifiers; physical descriptions are likewise scant, leaving readers to
fill in the gaps.
A page-turner that handles mental health with grace.
(Fantasy. 14-adult)

NUBIA
Real One

McKinney, L.L.
Illus. by Robyn Smith
DC (208 pp.)
$16.99 paper | Feb. 23, 2021
978-1-4012-9640-7
Wonder Woman’s teen sister comes
to life.
Instantly relatable 17-year-old Nubia
is, in many ways, like any other teen girl—
she stresses about what to say to her crush, sneaks out to parties,
and wonders what type of woman she’ll grow up to be. But at
the same time, Nubia has giant shoes to fill. Possessing powers
she doesn’t quite understand and being a Black girl in a racist
world compound to put an immense amount of pressure on her.
Though she can stop a robbery without breaking a sweat, Nubia
must also deal with racism and misogyny, evils that are no less
insidious than your average supervillain. In the past, many have
seen her race and special powers and assumed she’s a threat, so
she attempts to keep her abilities secret even while injustices
of all kinds flourish in her community; but Nubia’s caring heart
propels her to do good in the world. Believable teen dialogue
and sincerely funny scenes balance out the more serious themes,
resulting in an origin story that is equal parts poignant and witty.
Nubia’s support system of parents and friends is especially
heartening, a balm against the bleak reality of oppression that
she must contend with daily. The minimalist illustration style
draws the eye, and warm pinks, purples, and yellows bathe every
page in tender hues.
An essential superhero story for this moment. (resources)
(Graphic fiction. 13-18)
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THE MIRROR SEASON

McLemore, Anna-Marie
Feiwel & Friends (320 pp.)
$18.99 | March 16, 2021
978-1-250-62412-3

In the aftermath of an assault at a
party, the lives of two teens intertwine as
they struggle to find healing, lost magic,
and ways to move forward.
Like her bisabuela before her, Ciela
Cristales speaks “the language of flour
and sugar.” In her family’s pastelería, she is La Bruja de los Pasteles, who can sense exactly which pastry someone wants before
they know themselves, which flavors will give them courage or
help open their heart to love. Although her abuela warned her
that such gifts could be lost, she did not know this was true
until a shard of glass buries itself deep in her heart along with
the sharp, mirrored truth of what happened to her and a boy
she’d just met at a party she wishes she could forget. McLemore
reimagines Hans Christian Andersen’s “The Snow Queen,” or
“La Reina de las Nieves,” in the weaving of an aching, vivid narrative about two young adults, a White boy and a queer, Mexican American girl, who are grappling with trauma from sexual
assault. The poetic and vulnerable prose illuminates the need
for more open conversation about sexuality, consent, and abuse
without the limits of the gender binary. Balancing raw honesty
and hope, McLemore does not shy away from depicting discomfort and injustice, but they also surround Ciela with a loving and affirming community of characters crafted with tender
detail in this contemporary novel brushed with fairy tale.
Piercing magic. (author’s note) (Magical realism. 14-18)

WHERE I BELONG

Mickelson, Marcia Argueta
Carolrhoda Lab (264 pp.)
$18.99 | Sept. 7, 2021
978-1-5415-9797-6
Cast into the political firestorm of an
aspiring U.S. senator’s campaign, a Guatemalan immigrant teen grapples with
her newfound notoriety.
It’s the end of Milagros Vargas’ senior
year of high school in Corpus Christi,
Texas. So far, aspiring marine biologist Millie’s accepted a spot
at Stanford, although her mom doesn’t yet know this. As Millie became the second caretaker of her family after her father’s
death, her mom expanded her housekeeping job for the Wheelers, an affluent White family. For Millie, Mr. Wheeler’s campaign for the U.S. Senate means her mom will be away from her
family more, caring for the Wheelers’ young daughter. Then, the
senatorial candidate highlights Millie and her family as examples of exemplary immigrants during a campaign speech, resulting in public support as well as hostility from internet trolls and
anonymous haters. When someone sets the Vargas home on fire,
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“This portrait of Black boys as sensitive, vulnerable, and complex is
refreshing, unfolding within a powerful and provocative narrative.”
the cost of knowing

Moen, Erika & Matthew Nolan
Random House Graphic (240 pp.)
$23.99 | March 9, 2021
978-0-593-12531-1

|
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An illustrated sexuality and relationship education resource for teens.
A multiethnic set of realistic teen
cartoon characters representing a wide diversity of body types
(sizes, abilities, genders) have illuminating and honest conversations in this informative guide. The first chapter focuses on what
sex is, how varied sexual expression can be, and what consent
means. The second chapter nonjudgmentally explores various
kinds of relationships, including monogamous, polyamorous,
open, and companionate. Subsequent chapters discuss gender
and sexuality (with joyful and varied illustrations), body image
(featuring loving representations of many body types), anatomy
(including outstanding drawings that are inclusive of trans and
intersex people), masturbation (with how-to ideas presented),
and thorough coverage of birth control and STI prevention.
The book is rounded out with chapters on what to think about
before having sex; orgasms; ground rules for sexting; kinks, fantasies, and porn; jealousy and rejection (including guidance on
recognizing abusive patterns); potential impacts on friendship;
and more. The tone throughout this colorful, visually appealing,
and easy-to-read volume is honest, normalizing, and sex positive
as it offers readers excellent and reassuring information. The
married co-authors are known for their sex-education–related
comic collaborations. While the dialogue can occasionally feel
stilted as it conveys comprehensive content, the work is still
crisp, breezy, effective, and noteworthy in a crowded field for
its holistic emphasis on human, emotional aspects of sexuality.
Puts the graphic in the graphic-novel format, in the best
and most educational way. (further reading, authors’ note,
index) (Nonfiction. 13-18)

For 16-year-old Alex, having a secret
superpower is more of a curse than a
blessing.
Ever since his parents’ deaths, Alex
can see into the future—seconds, days,
and years beyond the present of anything
he touches. Rather than giving Alex an advantage, this supernatural gift gives him endless anxiety. Alex and his 12-year-old
brother, Isaiah, live with their Aunt Mackie in an affluent suburban Chicago neighborhood. They are all Black. Alex keeps
his secret powers from everyone, including his devoted Spanish-speaking girlfriend, Talia, whose family struggles to make
ends meet. Alex’s constant visions interfere with his job at an
ice cream shop and his intimate relationship with Talia. But
when Alex has a vision foretelling Isaiah’s impending death, his
anxiety goes through the roof: The clock is ticking, and he must
journey into his ancestral past and grapple with what it means
to be a man. This portrait of Black boys as sensitive, vulnerable,
and complex is refreshing, unfolding within a powerful and provocative narrative about brotherly love and the insidiousness of
racism. Morris seamlessly and beautifully weaves together multiple plotlines (including frank talk about sex) with crisp and
sometimes humorous dialogue that always rings true.
A timely, poignant page-turner about grief, love, and facing your fears. (Fiction. 13-18)

young a dult

LET’S TALK ABOUT IT
The Teen’s Guide to Sex,
Relationships, and Being a
Human

THE COST OF KNOWING

Morris, Brittney
Simon & Schuster (336 pp.)
$18.99 | April 6, 2021
978-1-5344-4545-1

middle-gr a de

they have no choice but to accept the offer to temporarily move
in with the Wheelers, even as Millie finds herself inexplicably
drawn toward their son, Charlie. Setting her story against the
backdrop of a nameless, anti-immigrant White House administration, Mickelson does a remarkable job of plunging into
complex issues with tremendous nuance. Millie’s acquired U.S.
citizenship, after arriving as an undocumented asylum seeker,
further complicates the discourse, raising stark questions
around common debates about which immigrants “deserve” to
be welcomed. Full of thought-provoking conversations, messy
answers, and lots of heart, this novel’s a quiet knockout.
Utterly compelling. (Fiction. 12-18)

ONE OF THE
GOOD ONES

Moulite, Maika & Maritza Moulite
Inkyard Press (384 pp.)
$18.99 | Jan. 5, 2021
978-1-335-14580-2
Loved ones face the fallout after a
young Black activist dies in police custody in Los Angeles.
“She was my sister before she became
your martyr,” says Happi, the younger sister of Kezi, an activist and influential YouTuber who dies after
taking part in a social justice rally on her 18th birthday. In the
wake of police brutality, victims’ life choices are often brought
into question in an attempt to justify their deaths. But Kezi is
“one of the good ones,” a model student with a promising future.
Temperamental Happi, by contrast, skips school, gets drunk at
parties, and is now haunted by her last words to Kezi—Kezi, who
loved history and was in love with her best friend, Ximena, a
secret she kept from her parents, who are pastors. Through brilliant storytelling, sharp dialogue, and flashbacks, the narrative
becomes a story within a story as Kezi delves into her family history beginning in the late 1930s. Her research sets the stage for
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“Readers will be left begging for the final installment.”
the block

a present-day trek inspired by The Negro Motorist Green Book, a
guide that helped Black American travelers stay safe during the
Jim Crow era. This novel, the second collaboration by the sisters
behind Dear Haiti, Love Alaine (2019), is an explosive look behind
the hashtags at race and history, taking readers on a road trip
mapped by love and grief.
Close to perfection. (maps, family trees) (Fiction. 13-18)

ALL OUR HIDDEN GIFTS

O’Donoghue, Caroline
Walker US/Candlewick (384 pp.)
$19.99 | June 8, 2021
978-1-5362-1394-2
An Irish teen grapples with past misdeeds and newfound ties to magic.
When 16-year-old Maeve discovers a
deck of tarot cards stashed with a mixtape of moody indie music from 1990,
she starts giving readings for her classmates at her all-girls private school. Though her shame over
dumping her strange friend Lily during an attempt to climb the
social ladder at St. Bernadette’s is still palpable, it doesn’t stop
her from trying to use the tarot in her favor to further this goal.
However, after speaking harsh words to Lily during a reading,
Maeve is horrified when her former friend later disappears. As
she struggles to understand the forces at play within her, classmate Fiona proves to be just the friend Maeve needs. Detailed,
interesting characters carry this contemporary story of competing energy and curses. Woven delicately throughout are chillingly eerie depictions of the Housekeeper, a figure who shows
up on an extra card in the deck, echoing the White Lady legend
from Irish folklore. Even more disturbing is an organization
of young people led by a homophobic but charismatic figurehead intent on provoking backlash against Ireland’s recent civil
rights victories. Most characters are White; Fiona is biracial,
with a Filipina mother and White Irish father. Roe, Maeve’s
love interest and Lily’s sibling, is a bisexual, genderqueer person
who is a target for intolerance in their small city of Kilbeg.
An immersive tale of brave, vulnerable teens facing
threats both real and fantastic. (Paranormal. 14-18)

THE BLOCK

Oliver, Ben
Chicken House/Scholastic (368 pp.)
$11.99 | May 4, 2021
978-1-338-58933-7
Series: Loop Trilogy, 2
This second novel in the Loop Trilogy continues the saga of teens battling
a controlling, corrupt world government
in a dystopian future.
In the opening scenes of this second
installment, Luka is again the first-person narrator, reminding
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readers of key events from the series starter. It’s not long, however,
before readers are questioning reality along with him. Oliver carries on with what he did best in The Loop (2020)—writing about
daring escapes, taut twists and turns, characters making tough
decisions, and, of course, creepy tunnels with just as much intensity as before. First up is an escape from the Block, an energyharvesting prison even worse than the Loop that leaves batteries
like Luka in periods of paralysis. Regrouping with some of his
ethnically diverse rebel friends, the brown-skinned teen continues his mission to take down Happy, the government’s operating
system. Rescuing lost friends, avoiding Mosquito drones (reminiscent of the Hunger Games’ tracker jackers), and confronting
the archnemesis who’s still bent on killing him, Luka’s course is,
once again, nonstop adventure. This time Oliver interjects light
humor with an old children’s toy–turned–scrambler drone and
offers another side of AI technology. While some second novels
dip or stall, this volume aptly does its job, building background
knowledge for the series, creating more tension, and setting up a
riveting cliffhanger for the series conclusion.
Readers will be left begging for the final installment. (Dys
topian. 14-18)

LITTLE THIEVES

Owen, Margaret
Henry Holt (512 pp.)
$18.99 | Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-250-19190-8
Part heist, part heart-wrenching
coming-of-age novel, this is a new take
on “The Goose Girl.”
An incorrigible thief, 17-year-old Vanja
Schmidt’s biggest theft was her mistress’s
life. Displacing Kör-prinzessin Gisele,
soon-to-be Markgräfinvon Reigenbach, after arriving in Bóern,
Vanja has been masquerading as both Gisele and Greta, the maid,
using her newfound access to steal from the elite as the Pfennigeist (Penny Phantom). Sick of being a servant and repeatedly
abandoned—first by her mother, then by her adoptive goddess
godmothers, Death and Fortune—Vanja’s saving up for her escape
from the Blessed Empire of Almandy, hoping to outrun Gisele,
her thefts, the law, and the gods. Revenge against abusive aristocrats is a bonus. But the stakes rise, the countdown starts, and
tension builds as a goddess curses Vanja, the zealous young investigator Junior Prefect Emeric Conrad arrives, and the predatory
margrave Adalbrecht returns from battle to rush Gisele into marriage. Irreverent toward immortals and fiercely independent, Vanja
must make alliances, apologies, and amends if she wants to survive.
Romantic entanglements and malevolent magic complicate matters further. In this vaguely early modern Germanic setting, Vanja
and many characters read as White. Pivoting from her innovative
Merciful Crow series to retell an often revisited fairy tale, Owen
delivers a cynical, sarcastic, devious, damaged, and self-aware antihero, a climactic crime caper, and a twisty legal-political thriller.
A lush and lively adventure replete with romance, revenge,
and robbery. (Fantasy. 14-18)
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Paulsen, Gary
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (368 pp.)
$17.99 | Jan. 12, 2021
978-0-374-31415-6
Life was hard for the boy, who wasn’t
an orphan but was close enough to being
one while still having parents.
In this emotional memoir, Paulsen
writes about himself in the third person as “the boy,” choosing
several pointed childhood experiences that were instrumental
to his maturation into a writer. As a child, the boy is rescued
by his grandmother, who is appalled to learn that, at 5, he is
performing for an array of his mother’s suitors in Chicago bars
while his father is serving in World War II. Upon her insistence
that he relocate to his aunt and uncle’s farm, the boy makes the
journey by train to Minnesota alone. There, he experiences
|

Pohl, Laura
Sourcebooks Fire (384 pp.)
$10.99 paper | Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-72822-887-7
Series: Grimrose Girls, 1

Four reimagined fairy-tale heroines
must confront their inner demons to
break a curse.
Ella, Yuki, and Rory attend the prestigious Grimrose Académie for Elite Students in the Swiss Alps. They are currently grieving the death of
one of their best friends, and while Ari’s death by drowning has
been deemed either an accident or suicide, her closest friends
have their doubts. When they find an old book of fairy tales
hidden in Ari’s things, full of strange annotations in her handwriting, the girls start working—along with new student Nani—
to investigate Ari’s suspicious death. As they put together the
pieces and discover other deaths that happened at Grimrose,
they start to wonder if there was magic involved in Ari’s death—
magic that may also be at the core of their very lives, cursing
them to unhappy endings. Grief, identity, and friendship intersect in this enthralling mystery with dark magical undertones
that ingeniously plays with fairy-tale tropes to tell a feminist
story about empowerment and grappling with how to break
away from the confines of societal expectations of girls. Reminiscent of the works of Anna-Marie McLemore and Elana K.
Arnold, this book ends with the promise of more to come. The
main cast is queer and features diversity in disability and mental
health. Rory and Ella default to White; Yuki’s name cues her as
Japanese, and Nani is Black and Native Hawaiian.
Fans of empowering feminist fairy-tale retellings will
love this. (Fantasy. 14-18)
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GONE TO THE WOODS
Surviving a Lost
Childhood

THE GRIMROSE GIRLS
young a dult

The fall of 1969 brings more mystery,
suspense, and self-knowledge to twin
brothers Alastair and Peter Montague—
this time involving a rock ’n’ roll tune that may drive listeners
to suicide.
Fans will be thrilled to learn that this sequel is as engaging
as The Witch’s Hand (2020) while providing just enough background to draw in new readers. The twins’ friend Rachel Bradford—whose cruel father was killed in a car crash—now hangs
with their circle, learning from their magic teacher, Rowan.
The power of music is a recurrent thread: Former rock singer
Gideon Drake watches a performance by the twins’ group, Bony
Fingers, and his appearance stirs Al’s hero worship and Pete’s
blossoming feelings of same-sex attraction. But why is Gideon
really in Port Howl? Will the teenagers be allowed to become
“the newest members of a highly secret magical faction”? Is new
arrival Uncle Eli truly evil? Intertwining plots are set against the
backdrop of an atmospheric setting that includes a decrepit
stately home in which a group of menacing, robed figures called
the Faculty ask questions; the walls resound loudly if an answer
is less than truthful. The first-rate illustrations have a retro feel,
the pacing is excellent, period details are used effectively, and
the good-natured bantering provides entertainment, balancing
serious subjects like mental illness and substance abuse. Rowan
reads as Black; other main characters are White.
Another winning installment. (Graphic mystery. 12-18)

unconditional love for the first time. However, all good things
come to an end, and when the mother retrieves the boy to join
his father in the Philippines, the narrative shifts, and the boy
experiences ongoing trauma that many readers will connect to.
Paulsen keenly observes his youth from a distance, only identifying himself once by name. In this way, he effectively executes
the roles of both an actor in the story and director of the text.
This sense of close-detachedness results in a rich, compelling
read that is emotive and expressive without forcing empathy
from the reader. Both brightly funny and darkly tragic, it is
fresh in its honest portrayal of difficult themes.
Readers will fall into this narrative of succeeding against
overwhelming odds amid deep trauma. (Memoir. 12-18)
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Page, Nathan
Illus. by Drew Shannon
Knopf (320 pp.)
$25.99 | $17.99 paper | Jan. 25, 2022
978-0-525-64680-8
978-0-525-64681-5 paper
Series: The Montague Twins, 2
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NOT HERE TO BE LIKED

Quach, Michelle
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins
(384 pp.)
$15.99 | Sept. 14, 2021
978-0-06-303836-3
An upset in the struggle for succession at a high school newspaper sends
shock waves far beyond the newsroom.
Eliza Quan has spent her high school
career in Southern California preparing
to assume leadership of the Willoughby Bugle; she’s the most
qualified, and she’s sure she’s the best for the job. Her plans are
stymied, however, by Len DiMartile, a biracial (White/Japanese) ex–baseball player who apparently joined the Bugle’s staff
on a whim following an injury and who easily wins the election
for editor-in-chief. Eliza is angry—why should likability come
before dedication and well-informed goals? Determined to
contest the election results, Eliza starts a feminist movement
in her high school, forming unlikely partnerships in a quest
for justice. In the process Eliza learns that there are no simple
answers when fighting for what’s right—and that even Len may
not be as bad as she believed. Maybe even boyfriend material.
The narrative tackles the complications of standing up for
yourself without harming others while also exploring other
dynamics, including life in a refugee family—Eliza’s parents are
Chinese Vietnamese—and varying attitudes toward feminism
as her mother’s pragmatism is contrasted with Eliza’s push for
systemic change. Eliza’s best friend is Black, and, in a school setting that is predominately Asian, activism at the intersection of
race and gender is also addressed. Quach skillfully balances all
these elements, breathing life into this enemies-to-lovers story.
A fresh take on high school and activism. (Fiction. 13-18)

WE LIGHT UP THE SKY

Rivera, Lilliam
Bloomsbury (272 pp.)
$17.99 | Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-5476-0376-3

Three teenagers in Los Angeles
find themselves on the brink of an alien
invasion.
At Fairfax High, Pedro, Luna, and
Rafa are not friends. Pedro is a loud,
flashy dresser and a social media influencer whose sharp tongue conceals the pain he experiences
from his harshly critical uncle. Luna rides high on the social
ladder, but beneath her popularity she is saddled with penetrating grief from the death of her beloved cousin, Tasha, to Covid19 two years prior. Rafa is a quiet outsider, fiercely focused on
protecting his family—especially his little sister, Mónica—and
currently living in a tent under the highway. This unlikely trio
comes together to solve the puzzling appearance of a strange
teenage girl who looks exactly like Tasha. Rivera offers an eerie,
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immersive page-turner that immediately grips readers in large
part because of her skilled characterization that adds emotional
richness to an engaging extraterrestrial mystery. The bond that
develops between Pedro, Luna, and Rafa reflects the ways that
humanity can come to the fore even when faced with the most
terrifying of dangers. The inclusion of the coronavirus pandemic, Black Lives Matter protests, and the distrust of communities of color toward the police paints just the right social
context for the lives of these near-contemporary Southern California teens. Characters are cued as Latinx.
An engrossing and exceptionally relevant pre-apocalyptic tale that begs for a sequel. (Science fiction. 13-18)

ARISTOTLE AND
DANTE DIVE INTO THE
WATERS OF THE WORLD

Sáenz, Benjamin Alire
Simon & Schuster (544 pp.)
$19.99 | Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-5344-9619-4
Series: Aristotle and Dante

As the final year of high school
approaches, Ari and Dante explore their
love for each other—and their love for
others—in Sáenz’s long-awaited sequel to 2012’s Aristotle and
Dante Discover the Secrets of the Universe.
For Ari, his world’s beginning to open up. After years of
silence, his father begins to share more about his experiences
in Vietnam and the ensuing trauma, rebuilding their relationship. Once a nuisance in Ari’s life, Gina and Susie now seem like
the allies he needs to flourish, leading to even more potential
friendships in surprising ways. And then there’s Dante, the boy
who “found me in a swimming pool one day and changed my
life.” Embarking on a relationship, Ari and Dante navigate the
joys (a camping trip that takes their journey to a new level) and
pains (uncertainties about life after high school) of young love.
Throughout, the harsh truths of life circle the two young men:
the specter of Ari’s imprisoned brother, who makes a memorable appearance; questions of what constitutes one’s sexual and
cultural identities (“We’ll never be Mexican enough. We’ll never
be American enough”); and the AIDS pandemic, whose tremors fill the airwaves and affect their community. Sáenz packs a
whole lot into these pages, but it’s a testament to the characters
that he’s created that it never feels like too much. There’s an
unhurried quality to the author’s wistful, tender prose that feels
utterly intimate.
Messily human and sincerely insightful. (Fiction. 14-18)
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“A breath of fresh air for the genre.”
blood like magic

BLOOD LIKE MAGIC

Shabazz, Ilyasah with Tiffany D. Jackson
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (288 pp.)
$17.99 | Jan. 5, 2021
978-0-374-31329-6
Explores historical threads of race,
faith, and family as they weave together
in the transformation of youthful,
imprisoned Malcolm Little into empowered, purpose-driven Malcolm X.
Shabazz, daughter of Malcolm X and Betty Shabazz, partners with rising literary star Jackson to explore 20-something
Malcolm’s growth through reading, debate, and dialogue. This
dedication and rediscovery of purpose, made manifest through
newfound faith, would catapult him to the global stage as the
chief spokesman for the Nation of Islam under the tutelage
of the Honorable Elijah Muhammad. Refusing to establish
his transformation as the marker of an unjust prison system’s
rehabilitation strategy, this fictionalized retelling spotlights the
relationships, perspectives, lessons, and questions delivered by
Black men imprisoned around him and the critical embrace
|

Sharpe, Tess
Putnam (368 pp.)
$18.99 | Jan. 26, 2021
978-0-593-35380-6

When three friends find themselves
in a hostage situation, they must share
their biggest secrets in order to survive.
Beginning at age 7, Nora (not her real
name) molded herself into the perfect
daughter personas her mother created
for each of her high-stakes sweetheart cons. Each false identity
taught her something new: creativity, deceit, fear, sacrifice, cunning. It’s been 5 years (and many therapy sessions) since her half
sister, Lee (not her real name, either), helped her escape their
mom’s toxic clutches, but at 17, Nora still can’t quite settle into
normal civilian life. So when she’s taken hostage in an attempted
bank robbery alongside her girlfriend, Iris, and her ex-boyfriend,
Wes, who is also friends with Iris, she instinctively conjures
up the girls she’s been to get them all out alive. Bracketed by
present-day phone transcripts, Nora’s whip-smart, matter-offact narration unfolds in intricate, nonlinear layers to reveal just
enough of her past for readers to understand exactly what she’s
capable of and what she’s planning now. Though Nora’s past
drives the plot, her relationship with Iris dramatically shapes
the present. Nora is openly and confidently bisexual, and while
Lee’s sexuality is ambiguous, she’s also had a significant samesex relationship. All major characters are presumed White.
A captivating, explosive, and satisfyingly queer thriller.
(Thriller. 13-18)
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THE AWAKENING OF
MALCOLM X

THE GIRLS I’VE BEEN

young a dult

A Black teenager faces a difficult
choice to bring about her magical
awakening.
Voya Thomas is a 16-year-old Black
Canadian girl with Trinidadian roots—
and a fledgling witch. Her ascension to
becoming a proper witch is dependent on her performance at
her Calling. Every witch-to-be is assigned a test by one of their
ancestors, and if they are successful, they receive their magic
and the specially chosen gift of an ability. Refusing to accept the
task means no future members of Voya’s bloodline will be Called
by the ancestors and therefore can never become witches;
accepting but failing the challenge set for her will cause every
witch in her family to lose the magic upon which their livelihood depends. During the ritual, Voya finds out that the stakes
for her Calling are even steeper than she could have imagined:
Before the Caribana carnival in a month’s time, she must kill her
first love. But Voya has never been in love, so she must now find
someone, fall in love, and then sacrifice him. Sambury’s prose is
fluid and eloquent and will enthrall readers. The protagonist’s
voice feels refreshingly authentic, and the supporting characters are diverse and multidimensional, with well-developed relationships. Sensitive topics and themes, like slavery and racism,
emerge in the novel’s original and compelling storylines.
A breath of fresh air for the genre; readers will be spellbound. (Fantasy. 14-18)

of a family that never abandoned him. “Wake up, Malcolm” is
a cue that resounds throughout, linking the familial legacy of
Malcolm’s parents, who held ties to ministry and served roles
in the racial uplift mission of Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro
Improvement Association. Readers will make connections to
persistent injustices faced by Black communities—and the
beautiful ways which, despite that terror, Black families have
found to craft visions of freedom and lives of dignity and love.
This novel showcases the ways that becoming is a social process
requiring care, commitment, and community but is ultimately
world-changing work.
A must-read reminder that transformation is made possible through community. (more information, timeline, Malcolm X’s reading list, authors’ note) (Biographical novel. 12-18)

middle-gr a de

Sambury, Liselle
McElderry (496 pp.)
$19.99 | June 15, 2021
978-1-5344-6528-2
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“The narratives paint a beautiful picture of
resistance in the face of harrowing despair.”
determined to stay

TRAITORS AMONG US

Skrypuch, Marsha Forchuk
Scholastic (288 pp.)
$7.99 paper | Sept. 7, 2021
978-1-338-75429-2

Two sisters try to make their way
back to an Allied zone after World War
II.
Told in alternating chapters narrated
in the first person by Ukrainian sisters
Krystia, 16, and Maria, 14, this gripping
novel tells a lesser-known story of the war’s horror. It is June
1945, and Germany has surrendered: The war on the Western
Front has ended. Krystia and Maria travel on foot to an American refugee camp in occupied Germany, hoping to eventually
reach their aunt and uncle in Toronto. But just after they arrive
to what they think is safety following, in Maria’s case, forced
labor on a German farm, and, in Krystia’s case, hiding Jews and
watching their mother get hanged for being part of the resistance, they are abducted by Soviet soldiers and accused of being
Nazi collaborators. Taken to an interrogation house in the
Soviet-controlled zone of occupied Germany, they are tortured
but refuse to sign a false confession. The depictions of starvation, torture, and executions are drawn from actual accounts
of prisoners who lived to talk about what happened in Soviet
interrogation houses. Although some scenes can be difficult
to read, this is ultimately a story of the strength of the human
spirit. Krystia and Maria are survivors, and they never give up,
drawing strength from remembering their parents’ belief in
them as they struggle to stay alive.
Gripping, harsh, and superbly written. (author’s note,
map) (Historical fiction. 13-18)

TONIGHT WE RULE
THE WORLD

Smedley, Zack
Page Street (368 pp.)
$17.99 | Oct. 12, 2021
978-1-64567-332-3

Ignoring things won’t make them go
away.
Told in nonlinear chapters, the story
follows Owen, a bisexual high schooler
from small-town Pennsylvania who is on
the autism spectrum. Owen is raped by someone he knows intimately while on the school’s annual trip for seniors. Covering
for the perpetrator causes stress across many areas of Owen’s
life, from his relationship with his ex-military father—a man
who is not proactively addressing his PTSD—to his friends and
his girlfriend, Lily. Once the rapist’s identity is discovered, the
novel follows Owen in the immediate aftermath of the assault.
The story is superbly told, and readers will be simultaneously
on the edges of their seats as the narrative slowly draws closer
to revealing the rapist’s identity and saddened by the waves of
114
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emotional and physical abuse Owen endures as he attempts to
make the sexual assault investigation disappear. Other themes,
such as Owen’s slow emergence from the closet and the milestone of his driver’s license, add additional complexity and
humanity in support of the main storyline. Book clubs and discussion groups will have a lot to ponder. Backmatter directing
readers to sexual assault resources would have elevated the title
even further. The main characters are White; there is diversity
in the supporting cast.
Stellar and haunting. (author’s note) (Fiction. 14-18)

DETERMINED TO STAY
Palestinian Youth Fight
for Their Village

Sokolower, Jody
Olive Branch/Interlink (208 pp.)
$20.00 paper | May 7, 2021
978-1-62371-888-6
Through the personal stories of Palestinians, Sokolower lays bare daily realities of segregation and displacement.
Sokolower, a Jewish social studies
teacher from California, never intended to make multiple visits
over the course of 7 years to Silwan, near Jerusalem, documenting the injustices Palestinian youth face under Israel’s military
occupation. But after learning about U.S. military funding to
Israel and the many parallels between the lives of Palestinians
and the experiences of Black Americans facing police brutality,
she couldn’t remain silent. An introduction by professor Nick
Estes (Lower Brule Sioux) draws a powerful parallel between
settler colonialism and the plights of Palestinians and Native
Americans. Each chapter in this clear, evocative, moving work
shows how Palestinians are routinely harassed, dehumanized,
and detained. The author presents stories such as that of Sahar
Abbasi, who works with youth suffering from PTSD after being
interrogated and threatened by Israelis soldiers and settlers.
Bayan Abbasi (no relation to Sahar) lives less than 20 miles from
her university, but with checkpoints and the apartheid wall, the
journey takes hours each way. Whenever Sokolower returned,
she saw the devastating impact of Israeli expansion into Silwan.
The narratives and background information vividly show readers how Israel’s occupation affects mental health, education,
employment, and everyday familial life, but they also paint a
beautiful picture of resistance in the face of harrowing despair.
Maps and photographs enhance and clarify the text.
An urgent book about the impact of Israel’s occupation
on Palestinian youth. (glossary) (Nonfiction. 12-adult)

kirkus.com
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Steffens, Bradley
ReferencePoint Press (64 pp.)
$31.95 | Aug. 1, 2021
978-1-6782-0078-7
Although young Americans are growing
up steeped in social media, there are many
disturbing aspects to its omnipresence.
This brief yet richly informative
effort covers in four chapters the most
serious issues with social media. First, it addresses the repetition of inaccurate or patently untrue information, which
creates a large class of badly informed citizens, threatening
democratic processes. Alarmingly, those ages 18 to 29 use it
as their primary source of news even though information on
social media generally lacks any traditional fact-checking. The
second chapter covers social media as a virulent forum for hate
that appears to inflame prejudice; violent racist shootings by
those active on online forums where hate speech is promoted,
the use of divisive bots on Twitter, and the rise of anti-Asian
harassment during the Covid pandemic are covered. Next, the
|

Whether dreamed or crafted, art
engenders life.
Creation and destruction, art and
mimicry, power and disenfranchisement:
The world requires balance, but the Lynch
brothers, standing at the center of it all, have always tended to
extremes. Although Ronan continues to be the pivot, the dreams
take precedence: Jordan finds herself as a maker rather than
a forger while Matthew grapples with who he is now that he
understands he was dreamed. Power dynamics have shifted
following the showdown between the dreamers and the Moderators. Three groups—the dreamers, the dreams, plus a rogue
Moderator/Visionary team, each selfish, amoral, and deeply
sympathetic in turn—circle one another, trying to change or
save the world, or dreams, or themselves, or all of the above.
The dreamers want open ley lines and the freedom to dream.
The dreamed want to live free of their dreamers. Farooq-Lane
wants to stop killing but still stop the dreamers. More meditative than the first volume, this complexly plotted wonder offers
little to reorient readers but much to engage them. Stiefvater’s
pitch-perfect prose, detached and full of precise details, creates
a tension that never lets up until the zinger of an ending that
will leave fans gasping. The Lynch brothers are White; Jordan
is Black, and Farooq-Lane’s name cues some Middle Eastern
heritage.
Explosive. (Fantasy. 13-adult)
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THE DARK SIDE
OF SOCIAL MEDIA

MISTER IMPOSSIBLE

Stiefvater, Maggie
Scholastic (352 pp.)
$16.99 | May 18, 2021
978-1-338-18836-3
Series: Dreamer Trilogy, 2

young a dult

In an attempt at self-improvement,
Amparo makes a deal with a talking cat.
After being suspended for pulling
the fire alarm at school, Amparo Uribe struck out with their
crush, Iolanthe. When a mysterious talking cat appears in their
bedroom window promising magical assistance, they make a
deal. In exchange for a drop of Amparo’s blood and their name,
the cat promises to make them a better person. But instead
of assisting Amparo the way they expected, the cat becomes
Amparo, and Amparo is sucked into the Bright World. Amparo
tries to avoid being eaten by a number of creatures (including
their new master), hold tight to their memories (which are of
high value in the Bright World), and figure out how to get home.
The worldbuilding is magnificent; the Bright World is appropriately rich in color and full of macabre and creative details.
The characters are fully developed and intriguing, some complex and full of secrets, others that appear to be the creatures
of nightmares. Readers also get glimpses of Queens, where the
cat has almost everyone fooled that they are the improved version of Amparo. The pacing is well done, with the mysteries of
Bright World slowly revealing themselves, and the cliffhanger
ending will leave readers clamoring for the sequel. Amparo is
nonbinary, queer, and is cued as Latinx; Iolanthe reads as Black.
A noir fantasy—part adventure, part love story, all the
way spectacularly creepy. (Graphic fiction. 14-adult)

author moves to cyberbullying on social media, something that
is difficult to control since many young users use social media
without adult supervision. Stories from and about real people
adversely affected by online bullying put a human face on the
problem. Finally, the book addresses the fact that social media
is addictive by design and looks at the toll this takes on people’s
lives. Both rich in accurate information and engaging to read,
this effort’s only flaw is intrusive text boxes that merely repeat
statements from the narrative. The text is enlivened with photographs and charts.
Addresses critical issues concisely and thoroughly.
(source notes, resources, further research, index, picture
credits) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

middle-gr a de

Stanley, Stan
Oni Press (272 pp.)
$19.99 paper | March 30, 2021
978-1-62010-857-4
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THE HAZARDS OF LOVE
Bright World
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ON THE HOOK

Stork, Francisco X.
Scholastic (256 pp.)
$17.99 | May 18, 2021
978-1-338-69215-0
Sixteen-year-old Hector confronts
notions of masculinity, violence, and
revenge.
Mexican American Hector lives a
quiet yet fulfilling life in El Paso, Texas.
He’s the star of his high school’s chess
team; enjoys spending free time with his best friend, Azi; and
just won an essay contest about the pursuit of happiness. But
his circumstances begin to shift when Joey, the younger brother
of a local gang member and drug dealer, singles Hector out
with threats and an act of disturbing violence. Joey’s dangerous
fixation on Hector—in addition to a volatile situation involving an ex-girlfriend of Joey’s brother—eventually culminates
in a violent collision that costs Hector tremendously. The latter two-thirds of the novel focus on Hector’s and Joey’s time
at a reformatory school in San Antonio that they’re both mandated to attend. There, Hector grapples with his chaotic mental state as he fantasizes about enacting revenge on those who
wronged him and struggles to adapt to new challenges. Hector
is an expertly crafted protagonist, roiling with guilt, grief, and a
thirst for violence that threatens to consume him if he doesn’t
shift his perspective. What starts as a quiet drama quickly escalates to a potent, fiery story while remaining a deep meditation
about cycles of violence.
A staggering and fearless book. (author’s note) (Fiction.
14-18)

THE PROJECT

Summers, Courtney
Wednesday Books (352 pp.)
$18.99 | Feb. 2, 2021
978-1-250-10573-8
“Let go of all you know you are.”
Lo Denham is a budding journalist
whose sister, Bea, joined the Unity Project after the car accident that killed their
parents and left Lo with physical and
emotional scars. Lo is adamant that the
Project—ostensibly a community outreach and social movement—is a cult since she has not been able to see Bea since she
joined. An opportunity to interview its charismatic leader, Lev
Warren, leads Lo to question everything she thinks she knows
about Bea, the Project, and herself. Bea, however, was lured in
by Warren’s powerful, welcoming teachings after witnessing
something that could only be called a miracle. The novel is told
in different timelines, presenting the two sisters’ perspectives
in Summers’ hallmark pull-no-punches writing style that centers vulnerable girls and their experiences of the world. The
disconnect between what readers suspect is happening, given
116
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the subtle clues peppered throughout, and what its main characters believe reality to be creates an almost unbearable level of
suspense, maintained until the very final moments of the story
when the truth is finally unveiled. The beauty of the story lies in
its focus on the downtrodden, the vulnerable, and the earnest,
expressed with an enormous amount of empathy. The sisters are
White; there is diversity in the supporting cast.
A powerful, suspenseful, and heartbreaking thriller about
identity, sisterhood, and belonging. (Thriller. 14-adult)

THE REBELLIOUS
LIFE OF MRS. ROSA
PARKS (YOUNG
READERS EDITION)

Theoharis, Jeanne
Adapt. by Brandy Colbert
Beacon Press (304 pp.)
$18.95 paper | Feb. 2, 2021
978-0-8070-6757-4
This adaptation of the 2013 adult
biography of the same name explores the
life and activism of a civil rights icon before and after the incident that made her famous.
Parks, renowned for her role as the catalyst in the Montgomery Bus Boycott, was born into a close-knit African American family in 1913 Alabama. Like others, her family was deeply
affected by the restrictions of the Jim Crow South and the legacies of slavery. As a child, Rosa watched her grandfather defend
the family from the Ku Klux Klan. Her marriage to Raymond
Parks connected two people with shared senses of identity
and activism. They became members of the NAACP despite
the danger; Mrs. Parks eventually co-founded their branch’s
youth council. She was also active in organizing voter registration and attended leadership training at the Highlander Folk
School, where she met others working for justice. By December
1955, when she refused to give up her seat on the bus, Parks was
already a seasoned activist, and her community had long been
engaged in seeking equality in public transportation. Eventually,
she and her husband relocated to Detroit, where she continued
her advocacy. This detailed, readable narrative refutes the myth
of the accidentally significant historical figure, focusing on the
totality of Parks’ life as a champion of full citizenship for African Americans as well as the complexities of struggles against
White resistance.
A nuanced exploration of a woman with a lifelong commitment to social change. (bibliography, image credits,
index) (Biography. 12-18)
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“Wise, well-researched, and not to be missed.”

everything you wanted to know about indians but were afraid to ask (young readers edition)

CONCRETE ROSE

Treuer, Anton
Levine Querido (272 pp.)
$18.99 | April 6, 2021
978-1-64614-045-9

A plainspoken cultural guide for
Natives and non-Natives alike.
This collection of short essays about Native Americans is
comprehensive, equitable, and generous. Structured around questions that distinguished scholar Treuer (Ojibwe) encounters in
his public talks, the book addresses a range of topics: sovereignty,
politics, language, music, religion, gender and sexuality, and more.
Responses to founding events in America’s history help counteract missing Native perspectives in school curricula. Written
with a clear desire to heal misunderstandings and do away with
|

OUR STORIES
CARRIED US HERE

Ed. by Vang, Julie, Tea Rozman &
Tom Kaczynski
Green Card Voices (216 pp.)
$24.99 | Aug. 31, 2021
978-1-949523-17-1
Eleven storytellers chronicle their
journeys from places all over the world—
including Guatemala, Chad, Vietnam,
and Kazakhstan—to the United States.
Each story compellingly details a variety of experiences the
individual immigrant or refugee had, highlighting differences
between stories that too often are lumped together or not given
an opportunity to be heard. Each storyteller was paired with an
illustrator from a similar linguistic and cultural heritage. The
thoughtfulness of the matches shines through, as every panel
authentically conveys the narrators’ poignant and emotional
memories, highlighting the beauty of their homelands and
the cultures they still identify with. The narratives show the
struggles and triumphs of acclimating to a new language, culture, and worldview as well as dealing with obstacles like racism
and microaggressions. Readers meet remarkable people like
Zaynab Abdi from Yemen, whose story is illustrated by Egyptian American artist Ashraf El-Attar in stark black and white.
Her harrowing journey was filled with sorrow and trauma yet,
when she finally settled in Minnesota, she found purpose and
opportunity through hard work and activism, speaking at the
United Nations about girls’ education in Yemen. Each profile
opens with brief biographies and photos or drawings of the storytellers and artists along with website URLs for learning more
about them. Glossaries following many of the stories define
potentially unfamiliar terms. The vibrant diversity of artistic styles offers pleasing variety within the unifying thematic
framework of the volume.
Will strongly evoke both thought-provoking insights and
empathy. (Graphic nonfiction. 12-16)

kirkus.com

|

y o u n g a d u lt

|

1 december 2021

|

special issue: best books of 2021

EVERYTHING YOU
WANTED TO KNOW
ABOUT INDIANS BUT
WERE AFRAID TO ASK
(YOUNG READERS
EDITION)

young a dult

This literary DeLorean transports
readers into the past, where they hope,
dream, and struggle alongside beloved
characters from Thomas’ The Hate U
Give (2017).
The tale begins in 1998 Garden Heights, when Starr’s parents, Maverick and Lisa, are high school seniors in love and planning for the future. Thomas proves Game of Thrones–esque in her
worldbuilding ability, deepening her landscape without sacrificing intimacy or heart. Garden Heights doesn’t contain dragons
or sorcerers, but it’s nevertheless a kingdom under siege, and
the contemporary pressures its royalty faces are graver for the
realness that no magic spell can alleviate. Mav’s a prince whose
family prospects are diminished due to his father’s federally
mandated absence. He and his best friend, King, are “li’l homies,”
lower in status and with everything to prove, especially after Mav
becomes a father. In a world where masculinity and violence are
inextricably linked to power, the boys’ very identities are tied to
the fathers whose names they bear and with whose legacies they
must contend. Mav laments, “I ain’t as hard as my pops, ain’t as
street as my pops,” but measuring up to that legacy ends in jail or
the grave. Worthy prequels make readers invest as though meeting characters for the first time; here they learn more about the
intricate hierarchies and alliances within the King Lord gang and
gain deeper insight into former ancillary characters, particularly
Mav’s parents, King, and Iesha. Characters are Black.
A resounding success. (Fiction. 13-18)

stereotypes, the book uses photographs and anecdotes to illustrate
the author’s lessons. This edition adapted for teens is also updated,
with coverage of current events, including the Covington Catholic High School scandal at the Lincoln Memorial, the Black Lives
Matters movement, the Dakota Access Pipeline protest, progress
with removing Native sports team mascots, and the Covid-19 pandemic. The author’s tone is thoughtful as he asks readers to engage
with challenging subjects: “All human beings have dark chapters
in their personal histories. And all nations have dark chapters in
theirs. Nobody should be stuck in shame. However, it is important for all countries and all individuals to examine dark chapters
in order to learn from them and prevent them from reoccurring.”
While driven by facts, the book becomes personal whenever elements of the author’s life peek through, giving readers a sense of
his character and the commitment he brings to his work.
Wise, well-researched, and not to be missed. (recommended reading, notes, photo credits, index) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

middle-gr a de

Thomas, Angie
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins
(320 pp.)
$19.99 | Jan. 12, 2021
978-0-06-284671-6
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“Raw, breathtaking, and brilliant.”
when we make it

HOW MOON FUENTEZ
FELL IN LOVE WITH
THE UNIVERSE

Vasquez Gilliland, Raquel
Simon & Schuster (432 pp.)
$19.99 | Aug. 10, 2021
978-1-5344-4866-7

Moon accompanies her twin sister, Star, a wealthy influencer, on a lifechanging cross-country tour.
Seventeen-year-old Moon Fuentez
is used to being her stunning twin’s designated photographer
and size-16 shadow as well as their cruel momager’s less-loved
daughter. Two weeks after their high school graduation, Star,
a religious model whose brand is purity, lands a lucrative gig
for a summer charity tour arranged by Andro Philips, a sexy,
young social media app founder. Moon is coerced into working
the tour, earning money to help fulfill her dream of attending
Tulane’s art program. Her partner at the merchandise table is
enigmatic, gorgeous Santiago, Andro’s younger brother. After
a disastrous first meeting, Moon and Santiago slowly get to
know each other through bickering and banter. She’s a flower
lover who’s designing a deck of tarot cards; he’s an incredible
gourmet cook. Their initial animosity turns to attraction and
affection in a simmering but steamy slow burn. As in her debut,
the author’s prose is lush and lyrical, emphasizing the natural
world and ancient spirituality. The story’s magical elements are
integrated beautifully, as is the main characters’ Latinx heritage:
The Fuentez sisters are Mexican American, and the Philips
brothers have a Colombian mother and presumed White father.
In addition to important sex-positive messages, the book sensitively explores grief, trauma, abuse, disability, and sisterhood as
well as the negative impacts of homophobia and purity culture.
Readers will fall in love with this poignant, powerful, and
poetic coming-of-age tale. (Magical realism. 14-adult)

WHEN WE MAKE IT

Velasquez, Elisabet
Dial Books (368 pp.)
$18.99 | Sept. 21, 2021
978-0-593-32448-6

In 1990s Bushwick, Brooklyn,
14-year-old Sarai tries to make sense of
herself, her neighborhood, and the world
she is growing up in.
Sarai is the youngest of three kids
born to a single mother who survived
domestic violence and who fights tooth and nail to keep her
kids fed and alive. Velasquez’s debut novel is a collection of raw
ruminations that together form Sarai’s heart-wrenching, honest, and critical narrative. With an in-your-face, call-everythingout flavor, the poetry begs to be read out loud to appreciate
the full force of its rhythmic cadence and thought-provoking,
sophisticated critiques. These include pointed commentary on
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teachers who work but don’t live in Bushwick and newspapers
that only tell one side of the story. Velasquez, a Bushwick native
herself, tells a real, on-the-block narrative of the neighborhood through Sarai, with biting pieces that masterfully weave
themes of religion, street life, sexual assault, language, poverty,
the complexities of Boricua/Puerto Rican/Nuyorican identity,
and so much more. Nine of the pieces are “poems in conversation” with ones written by Jacqueline Woodson, Sandra Cisneros, Nikki Giovanni, Nuyorican poet Mariposa, and others.
This element, coupled with the diversity of poetic forms, from
blackout poetry to stream of consciousness, makes this a gem
for pleasure reading as well as classroom use. All primary characters are Puerto Rican.
Raw, breathtaking, and brilliant. (author’s note, “poems
in conversation” credits) (Verse novel. 14-adult)

BOY FROM
BUCHENWALD
The True Story of a Holocaust
Survivor

Waisman, Robbie with Susan McClelland
Bloomsbury (288 pp.)
$19.99 | May 11, 2021
978-1-5476-0600-9

Following his liberation from the
Buchenwald death camp, Romek didn’t
know how to reclaim his humanity.
Romek’s childhood in his Polish shtetl of SkarżyskoKamienna, where he was the youngest of six loving siblings,
wasn’t wealthy, but it was idyllic. Skarżysko-Kamienna was
“forests and birdsong,” with “the night sky stretching from one
end of the horizon to the other.” His family was destroyed and
their way of life obliterated with the Nazi invasion of Poland,
and Romek lost not just memories, but the accompanying
love. Unlike many Holocaust memoirs, this painfully lovely
story begins in earnest after the liberation, when Romek was
among 1,000 Jewish orphans, the Buchenwald Boys, in need
of rehabilitation. Having suffered years of starvation, disease,
and being treated as animals, the boys were nearly feral: They
fought constantly, had forgotten how to use forks, and set fire to
their French relief camp dormitory. Some adults thought they
were irredeemable. With endless patience, care, and love, the
mentors and social workers around them—themselves traumatized Holocaust survivors—brought Romek back from the
brink. Even in a loving and protective environment, in a France
where the boys were treated overwhelmingly kindly by the populace, it took time to remember goodness. Parallels between
anti-Semitism and racism in the U.S. and Canada are gentle but
explicit.
Lyrical writing focuses on the aftermath of the Holocaust,
a vital, underaddressed aspect of survivor stories. (historical
note, timeline) (Memoir. 12-14)

kirkus.com

|

Using the jaguar as its touchstone,
this thorough, well-organized book
explores the challenges wildlife face in
today’s world of human-created habitat

fragmentation.
The book begins with the fascinating fact that there are
indeed jaguars living in the United States—specifically the Sky
Islands, high mountain ranges separated by desert in Arizona
and New Mexico. But the jaguars are in trouble: Their need for
vast areas of pristine habitat is threatened by human behavior. Deforestation, physical boundaries between nations, and
highways, among other factors, compromise their ability to
roam with the freedom they need to survive. The main story is
|

A SITTING IN ST. JAMES

Williams-Garcia, Rita
Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins
(480 pp.)
$17.99 | May 25, 2021
978-0-06-236729-7
An unblinking view into plantation
life in the Deep South.
At first glance this epic seems to be
focused on the ups and downs of the
Guilbert family, slaveholders living in
the Louisiana parish of St. James whose legacy is protected
by 80-year-old matriarch Madame Sylvie Bernardin de Maret
Dacier Guilbert. However, Williams-Garcia doesn’t stop in
the salons and sitting rooms; she brings readers into the cabins
and cookhouses of enslaved people whose perceived invisibility
gives them access to ideas and knowledge that empower them
in ways that few fiction writers have examined. Sixteen-year-old
Thisbe is the personal servant to Madame Guilbert—treated
like a pet and beaten with a hairbrush for the smallest alleged
slight. Her narrative to liberation is intricately webbed within
the story of the Guilberts. Thisbe’s silence helps her acquire
the language to affirm her humanity to those who would deny
it. With a cast of characters whose assorted genealogies feel
like an ode to the mixing of peoples and cultures in Louisiana,
this story broadens and emboldens interrogations of U.S. chattel slavery. Williams-Garcia’s meticulous research processes
shout volumes about the importance of taking contemporary
inspiration into the archives to unearth sorely needed truths as
we continue to navigate questions of equity and justice for the
descendants of enslaved people.
A marathon masterpiece that shares a holistic portrait
of U.S. history that must not be dismissed or forgotten.
(author’s note, bibliography) (Historical fiction. 15-adult)
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Webb, Elizabeth
Twenty-First Century/Lerner (128 pp.)
$37.32 | Sept. 7, 2021
978-1-5415-2367-8

young a dult

AMERICAN JAGUAR
Big Cats, Biogeography,
and Human Borders

bolstered with fascinating adjuncts—the evolution of big cats,
the beginning of the conservation movement, the intricacies
of DNA, and the dangers of a closed gene pool, for example.
As the narrative progresses, other threatened species and their
habitats are introduced (e.g., orangutans in Borneo, monarch
butterflies’ migration paths, and amphibians and vernal pools).
A few conservation success stories are sprinkled in, but the
uncertain fates of many of Earth’s wild creatures are presented
realistically and not sugarcoated. The book does end with hope,
encouraging readers to become conservation activists and
offering a list of actions to take, an extensive bibliography, and
other sources of information. Latinx scientists are featured as
well as White. Illustrated with full-color photos, this book will
educate and motivate readers.
A powerful call to protect our Earth and its vulnerable
creatures. (glossary, index, photo credits) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

middle-gr a de

When girls start disappearing in a
Tennessee nature park, a family of local
witches worries they’ll be blamed.
The Lloyds have lived on the Bend—
an area bordering a river and the nature
park—for generations, and the land is
imbued with their Scottish forebears’ magic. The Bend, not
their bloodline, is the source of the Lloyds’ power, but lately it’s
felt corrupted, making their spells go awry and frightening off
all but the most desperate customers. So when Natasha Greymont asks for help finding her missing sister, Rochelle, Della
Lloyd is reluctant. The Greymonts’ wealth and status should
grant them access to resources Della can’t even imagine, and
solving the mystery may in turn destroy Della’s own family. But
Natasha isn’t what she seems, and the two girls, both White,
are irresistibly drawn together. Alternating chronological perspectives map their shift from antagonism to trust. There is a
familiar, genuine rapport that grounds the recurring theme of
chosen family between Natasha, who’s bi, and her pansexual
best friend, Georgia Greer, who is cued as Black, as well as with
Rochelle’s best friend, Margo Yoon, who is Korean and pansexual. This genre-blending contemporary thriller offers a searing
indictment of men who prey on women while the book’s fantasy
elements offer a form of revenge and resolution. The broad narrative strokes that address the book’s intersections of race, class,
sexuality, and gender will prompt important conversations by
readers.
Potent, atmospheric, and wholly satisfying. (Thriller. 12-18)

pictur e books

THE RIVER HAS TEETH

Waters, Erica
HarperTeen (400 pp.)
$17.99 | July 27, 2021
978-0-06-289425-0
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DISABILITY VISIBILITY
(ADAPTED FOR YOUNG
ADULTS)
17 First-Person Stories for
Today

FROM A WHISPER TO A
RALLYING CRY
The Killing of Vincent
Chin and the Trial That
Galvanized the Asian
American Movement

Ed. by Wong, Alice
Delacorte (160 pp.)
$17.99 | $20.99 PLB | Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-593-38167-0
978-0-593-38168-7 PLB

A radical sampling of disabled writers
avoids mawkishness and inspiration porn.
This young adult adaptation of a 2020 collection of the
same name diverges from the accepted, saccharine portrayals of disabled and chronically ill people who superheroically
overcome adversity. Haben Girma’s essay isn’t about how the
daughter of Eritrean refugees became the first Deafblind person to graduate from Harvard Law School, it’s about her deep
relationship with her guide dog. Jeremy Woody, a White man,
shares the petty abuses and deprivation he experienced as an
incarcerated, deaf ASL speaker. Lateef McLeod, a Black poet
and podcaster who uses an augmentative and alternative communication device, addresses the power and potential of assistive technology. The featured writers are male, female, and
nonbinary; Black, Jewish, Asian American, Arab American,
White, and multiracial; some self-identify as queer. Many of
the essays are deeply personal. The topics the writers explore
include disabled community spaces, fighting against institutionalization, and role models with dwarfism or multiple sclerosis. Bipolar disorder and intellectual disabilities share space
with facial difference and incontinence. The essayists examine Christianity and Islam, dating, and the freedom to be loud.
Some of the authors will be familiar to readers who engage
with disability spaces online, such as Keah Brown, an African
American woman with cerebral palsy who went viral with her
#DisabledAndCute hashtag. A plain language summary and
discussion guide are available online. This is a wide-ranging
collection presenting diverse and compelling voices.
Ardently, intimately political instead of passively inspirational: will galvanize young activists. (contributor biographies) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

Yoo, Paula
Norton Young Readers (384 pp.)
$19.95 | April 20, 2021
978-1-324-00287-1

An account of the 1982 killing of Vincent Chin and its subsequent impact on Asian Americans’ civil
rights struggles.
Ronald Ebens, the Detroit auto worker who beat Chin to
death with a baseball bat, brought a devastating end to Chin’s
short but promising life. Adopted from a Guangdong orphanage by Chinese immigrant parents at age 6, 27-year-old Chin
was mourning his father’s recent death but eagerly anticipating
his upcoming wedding. Ebens and his stepson, Michael Nitz,
were two White men living in a city reeling economically due
to competition from Japanese car imports. The question of
whether this was merely a drunken fight that got out of hand or
a racially motivated hate crime was hotly debated after the two
men were sentenced only to probation and a small fine for manslaughter. Despite two federal grand jury trials, neither served
any time, but the case marked a turning point for Asian American unity and identity and was critical to progress around documentation of hate crimes and manslaughter sentencing reform
in Michigan. This clear and lucid account, based on in-depth
research, superlatively conveys the context and significance of
the events. The conflicting accounts and explanations are presented evenhandedly, offering readers the opportunity to weigh
the evidence and draw their own conclusions. A timely afterword discusses anti-Asian racist rhetoric and violence during
the Covid-19 pandemic.
An accessible and compelling account of a tragedy that
resonates through the decades. (timeline, notes, sources, picture credits, index) (Nonfiction. 13-18)

INSTRUCTIONS
FOR DANCING

Yoon, Nicola
Delacorte (304 pp.)
$16.99 | June 1, 2021
978-1-5247-1896-1
A girl’s views on love and heartbreak
are full of confusion—and then a dance
book leads her to romance.
High school senior Evie Thomas
thought she had the perfect family until
she caught her dad with another woman. Formerly a genuine
romantic, she is devastated. Even as her mother and sister
appear to move on, she leaves her romance novels at a Little
Free Library, where she meets a mysterious woman who insists
120
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“A brilliant treasure of a book that holds up a
mirror to the best parts of our humanity.”
in the wild light

middle-gr a de

she take the book Instructions for Dancing. It leads her to a dance
studio run by an elegant older couple who have an attractive
grandson, Xavier, who goes by X. Evie and X start practicing
to represent the studio in a dance contest—as well as spending
time together off the dance floor building a connection that
will improve their performance. Meantime, Evie has been having visions that show her when and how people’s relationships
will end. Despite herself, she falls for X and allows herself to
reconcile with her father. Evie is guarded and careful while X is
passionate and intrepid; both are likable characters whom readers will instantly love. Main characters in this richly textured
novel featuring clever dialogue and expert pacing are Black; it
includes diverse secondary characters who are interesting and
fully realized. The elements of fabulism deliver an unexpected
twist, presenting the question of whether love is worth the pain
of loss.
A remarkable, irresistible love story that will linger long
after readers turn the final page. (Romance. 12-18)

young a dult

IN THE WILD LIGHT

Zentner, Jeff
Crown (432 pp.)
$17.99 | $20.99 PLB | Aug. 10, 2021
978-1-5247-2024-7
978-1-5247-2025-4 PLB
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East Tennessee teens Cash Pruitt
and Delaney Doyle met at a support
group for kids whose parents struggle
with addiction.
Cash has lived with Mamaw and
Papaw ever since his mother died. After brilliant Delaney
discovers a mold with antibacterial properties in a cave on
the Pigeon River, she’s given a full ride to a Connecticut prep
school—which she accepts on the condition that Cash be
admitted too. While Delaney is eager to go, Cash is reluctant:
deeply grounded in the natural beauty of his home, unsure he
can keep up academically, and dreading leaving Papaw, whose
emphysema is worsening. Traveling from their mostly White,
economically distressed town to Middleford Academy, a school
filled with global elites, brings measures of disorientation, inspiration, mockery—and true friendship. Cash quickly befriends
Alex, a working-class Korean American scholarship student,
and they form a tight foursome with Delaney and her wealthy
Brazilian roommate, Vi. A poetry class with a teacher who
becomes a trusted mentor becomes a lifeline—and an anchor to
his roots—as Cash struggles with homesickness, attraction to
Vi, and tension with Delaney. In writing suffused with raw emotion, Zentner shows respectful care for his characters; natural
dialogue and a strongly developed sense of place demonstrate
their evolution. The beauty of the language will invite readers
to linger over sentences that speak to deep truths.
A brilliant treasure of a book that holds up a mirror to the
best parts of our humanity. (Fiction. 14-adult)
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THE HOUSEBOAT

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

Bahr, Dane
Counterpoint (256 pp.)
$26.00 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-64009-508-3

DEFENESTRATE by Renee Branum................................................... 127
LESSER KNOWN MONSTERS OF THE 21ST CENTURY
by Kim Fu............................................................................................ 130

Summoned from Minneapolis to
take over a murder investigation in an
Iowa river town—the year is 1960—federal agent Edward Ness must contend
with his own inescapable violent past.
The murder, of a teenage boy during a campground tryst with his now-traumatized girlfriend,
was committed by an extreme lowlife named Rigby Sellers,
a jailbird who lives on a dilapidated houseboat with stolen
mannequins dressed in women’s garments. His mother, a
prostitute, abandoned him when he was young to raise two
children from another father. Seven years ago, agent Ness’
wife and 4-year-old son were shot to death by a pursesnatcher. A habitual drinker ever since, he has been disciplined on the job for serious indiscretions, but he can be a
real charmer. He effortlessly attracts an innocent young
female hotel worker, raising eyebrows around town. She
drops out of the story without comment, one of the unusual
strokes in a novel filled with them. After introducing Ness at
the start and filling in his tale of woe, Bahr pushes him aside
for a long section detailing Rigby’s peccadillos and sociopathic origins. When Ness finally returns to the narrative to
go after the killer, the dark clouds of his existence reflected
by the dank landscape and ominously flooding Mississippi,
it is clear that this bleak tale is not going to end predictably.
Told in colorful dialect (“Yeh always been this morose?”) with
collectible small-town–isms, the novel combines poetry (a
dying star reflected on the water “blinked away forever”) and
unsettling horror (there’s never been a graveyard scene quite
like the one here). An impressive debut.
A hypnotic blend of noir and goth.

THE PAGES by Hugo Hamilton......................................................... 137
VLADIMIR by Julia May Jonas......................................................... 144
SHIT CASSANDRA SAW by Gwen E. Kirby...................................145
PRESENT TENSE MACHINE by Gunnhild Øyehaug;
trans. by Kari Dickson....................................................................... 149
THE EMPLOYEES by Olga Ravn; trans. by Martin Aitken..............152
POLLAK’S ARM by Hans von Trotha; trans. by Elisabeth Lauffer... 153
ENGINES OF EMPIRE by R.S. Ford................................................. 164
BATTLE OF THE LINGUIST MAGES by Scotto Moore.....................165
YOU CAN RUN by Rebecca Zanetti...................................................168

LESSER KNOWN MONSTERS OF
THE 21ST CENTURY

Fu, Kim
Tin House (220 pp.)
$16.95 paper | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-951142-99-5
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THE NIGHT BURNS BRIGHT

beneficence of House of Earth’s founder, O.C. Leroux. In the
aftermath of 9/11 and the start of the war with Afghanistan, the
collective begins to build dormitories and a wall to keep their
people in and everyone else out. But it isn’t until friends begin
disappearing that Lucien truly starts to wonder whether House
of Earth may not be the utopia it claims to be. The novel follows Lucien as he grows, so the observations and voice of the
early parts are childlike; Lucien sees everything but often
doesn’t comprehend the true significance of Jack’s lectures or
punishments or his mother’s lessons. This creates additional
suspense, as the reader knows from the beginning that something is seriously awry despite the beatific vision offered by the
collective. It’s hard not to root for Lucien and to desperately
hope that his mother will save him, for their bond is lovingly
conveyed throughout the first half of the book. Though Barkan
never uses the word cult, House of Earth is chillingly evocative
of many, and as the novel takes its darker turns, the end is both
shocking and inevitable.
The child narrator’s perspective builds surprisingly effective suspense and horror.

Barkan, Ross
Lake Union Publishing (347 pp.)
$14.95 paper | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-5420-3715-0

An Earth-loving collective turns
sinister.
Lucien has no memory of life before
House of Earth, his colorful upstate New
York private school, where his classmates are “friends” and his teacher is a
“mentor.” Students spend their days learning about the natural
world, naming animals, plants, and trees, and learning how to
live in “harmony” as a “collective.” Yet some of the lessons are
stricter than others, like when Lucien is publicly reprimanded
by Jack for painting his birdhouse black because it’s “negative”
or when the class gets in trouble for attending a fellow student’s
pool party. Lucien’s mother works at House of Earth, so she
consistently and gently reinforces these lessons, especially the
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FICTION | Laurie Muchnick

Wait—2021 Isn’t Over Yet
December is always a slow month
for new books, since publishers want
to get those volumes on the shelves
in time for holiday shopping. But if
you’re craving something new—or if
the dreaded supply-chain problems
mean you can’t find that bestseller you’re looking for—there’s some
great fiction coming out in the next
few weeks.
Sharpe’s Assassin by Bernard Cornwell (Harper, Dec. 7): This is Cornwell’s 22nd novel about
Lt. Col. Richard Sharpe, and the British army still has
work to do in France after defeating Napoleon at Waterloo. As our
starred review says, “Sharpe is a
great series character who doesn’t
fit the officer mold. He is the gutter-born bastard son of a prostitute and a random whorehouse
customer. He’d been a rank-andfile soldier with deep scars on
his back from flogging until the
duke noticed his intelligence and
bravery and made him an officer.
But wouldn’t you know, now under his command is the
captain who’d once had him flogged. No hard feelings,
though? Think again.”
The Love Con by Seressia Glass
(Berkley, Dec. 14): This charming
rom-com follows an aspiring costumer as she tries to turn her love of
cosplay into a career, which somehow involves getting her best friend
to pretend to be her boyfriend on
Cosplay or No Way, a TV competition show. As our starred review says,
“Kenya is a heroine who staunchly refuses to exist on the sidelines, fighting to prove that she deserves every
aspiration she dreams of reaching.”
Beasts of a Little Land by Juhea Kim (Ecco, Dec. 7): “In
this extraordinary historical novel, debut author Kim
weaves together the story of friends and rivals trying to
survive and thrive from the era of the Japanese occupation of Korea to the political purges of the mid-20th
century,” according to our starred review. “The majority of the novel follows Jade, whose impoverished farming family sends her as a young girl to work as a servant
124
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for a courtesan. Jade observes the
rivalries of other girls in training,
particularly Luna, the spoiled favored daughter of the head of the
household, and Lotus, the spirited
but plainer younger sister. Thanks
to her intelligence and resourcefulness, Jade will grow up to become a celebrated courtesan and
movie star in Seoul, where she and
the two sisters end up as adults.…
Gorgeous prose and unforgettable
characters combine to make a literary masterpiece.”
The Fortune Men by Nadifa Mohamed (Knopf, Dec. 14): Shortlisted for the 2021 Booker Prize, this
novel is based on the true story of
Mahmood Mattan, a Somali immigrant who in 1952 became was
the last man hanged in Wales—
for a crime he didn’t commit. According to our review, this is “an
intimate personal portrait with a
broader message on the mistreatment of migrants.”
Where You Come From by Saša Stanišić, translated by
Damion Searls (Tin House, Dec. 6): The narrator of this
novel shares a name with the author and also a home
country, though he’s not quite
sure where that is: “The country
where I was born no longer exists.
For as long as the country still existed, I thought of myself as Yugoslavian. Like my parents, who
were from Serbian (Father) and
Bosnian-Muslim (Mother) families.” Now he lives in Germany, and
the book looks back at his childhood in Germany, where his family fled during the Yugoslav wars,
and memories of his grandmother,
who has dementia. According to our starred review, the
book “is full of tenderness and compassion and also a real
intelligence—it’s a stunning novel that asks what it really
means to be from somewhere, anywhere.”
Laurie Muchnick is the fiction editor.
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A LETTER TO THREE WITCHES

to map DNA molecules. Her path crosses those of other DNA
sleuths, including her fractious colleague Maurice Wilkins and
Francis Crick and James Watson, two Cambridge researchers
who will later claim all the glory and the Nobel Prize. Though
her minute detailing of Franklin’s experiments, not to mention
the data-freighted dialogue, can be eye-glazing, Benedict’s conclusions are sound: Franklin is way ahead of the men in verifying the structure of DNA and its helix shape. But Franklin’s
methodical habits in amassing data work against her in the race
to take credit for her groundbreaking discoveries. The men,
especially Wilkins, who undermines her at every turn, and Watson, who’s not above snooping in her workspace, don’t share
Franklin’s qualms about publishing results based on incomplete
research. After leaving what would now be described as the hostile work environment at King’s for Birkbeck College, Franklin’s work on RNA paves the way for antiviral vaccines. But the
denouement drags as Benedict seems unsure whether her protagonist should bridle at her unfair treatment or simply move
on, as the real Franklin seems to have done, leaving her scores
to be settled by others, posthumously. The cancer that killed

Bass, Elizabeth
Kensington (288 pp.)
$15.95 paper | Jan. 25, 2022
978-1-4967-3432-7

y o u n g a d u lt

What happens when a family of
witches is forced to suppress their
powers?
Gwen Engel is a witch. Well, sort
of. Decades ago, the Grand Council of
Witches banned her family from practicing witchcraft—all because her great-great-grandfather accidentally started a little something called the Dust Bowl. The
name of Gwen’s upstate New York business, Abracadabra Odd
Job Service, is the only vestige of her magical heritage. That is,
until she and her cousins Milo and Trudy receive a letter from
Tannith, Gwen’s distant cousin and adoptive sister. Tannith,
who spends her days talking with her cat familiar and spying on
her family, informs her cousins that she’s moving to New York
City and taking one of their boyfriends, whom she’s enchanted,
with her. Whose boyfriend, you might ask? Well, that’s left up
to the cousins to figure out. After receiving this life-altering letter, the supernatural abilities inherent in each cousin start to
spill out, and magical mayhem unfolds: “Trained or not, we were
all witches. Stifle a talent too long, and it was bound to exhibit
itself one way or another.” Filling her book with talking animals,
toad transmogrification, and love spells, Bass leans heavily into
the cliché. Lacking any worldbuilding except for Witchbook,
Cackle, eCharmed, and BrewTube, the cringingly named websites for witches, the novel teeters between trite and amusing
and is ultimately saved by some surprising twists and the cousins’ enjoyable banter.
A lighthearted supernatural romp.

HER HIDDEN GENIUS

Benedict, Marie
Sourcebooks Landmark (304 pp.)
$21.49 | Jan. 25, 2022
978-1-72822-939-3
Dr. Rosalind Franklin, whose pivotal
role in the discovery of DNA was overlooked, gets her due in Benedict’s scholarly novel.
The story begins in 1947, with Franklin’s Paris period. After the unwelcoming
attitude of London’s scientific community, the atmosphere of
the Paris lab is exhilarating for the 26-year-old chemist. There,
her gender and bluntness are not held against her, and she fits
right in with her fellow researchers. Her expertise in X-ray crystallography, a technique for documenting molecular structures,
is honed while studying coal and carbons. But in 1951, a distracting obsession with her womanizing supervisor, Jacques Mering,
whom she wisely rebuffs, drives her back to London and a fellowship at King’s College, where she deploys crystallography
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Franklin in 1958 may have been attributable to long-term exposure to X-rays—like many of her peers, she was cavalier about
safety precautions.
Wise behavior seldom makes for electrifying fiction.

want her to go to college or get a job. Six years out of college,
Maple is still drifting among dead-end jobs and taking handouts from her mother, a good-time gal whose income currently
comes from a drug-dealing boyfriend but whose past includes
stripping and porn. Agnes fled poverty in Shreveport for Fisk
University, graduate school, and a lectureship at Vanderbilt,
but she’s now 34, unemployed, and broke, grading high school
essays in Utah for a pittance. Nonetheless, the three novellas
show each woman shaped by her skin and people’s reactions to
it as central facts in their development. Suzette’s story, Drive,
is an overlong coming-of-age tale with a fairly predictable
denouement redeemed by a poignant depiction of a sheltered
girl: “Everything that’s happenin around me is about me. But
don’t nobody wanna tell me wha’s goin on.” Maple’s odyssey in
Bottled Water is a more interesting saga of devastating loss and
grief overcome with the help of a man who has his own experience of bereavement to deal with. Maple’s Momi is a fabulously
vital character, inappropriately open with her daughter about
sex and drugs but lovingly accepting of the white skin that
Maple—like Suzette—thinks makes her undesirable. We see in

NOBODY’S MAGIC

Birdsong, Destiny O.
Grand Central Publishing (368 pp.)
$28.00 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-5387-2139-1
Poet Birdsong’s fiction debut: three
novellas about African American women
grappling with their families’ and communities’ attitudes toward their albinism.
They come from very different
backgrounds in Shreveport, Louisiana.
Suzette is the spoiled daughter of a wealthy car dealer, still living at home at age 20 because her controlling father doesn’t
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“A serious story, luminously told.”
defenestrate

IRON ANNIE

Mind the Prompt that Agnes’ experiences of being mocked for
her skin color in high school by her social-climbing sister have
scarred her emotionally to the extent that she can’t keep a job
and lives with an abusive man, but even this keeningly sad tale
offers hope in a denouement that shows Agnes, like Suzette and
Maple, tentatively embracing a new beginning.
A thoughtful examination of a subject rarely addressed in
contemporary literature.

Cassidy, Luke
Vintage Crime/Black Lizard (320 pp.)
$17.00 paper | Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-593-31481-4
The adventures of a small-time criminal whose mettle is truly tested when
she leaves the hard-edged Irish border
town she calls home to embark on a perilous mission in neighboring yet utterly
alien England.
In this free-wheeling, foulmouthed monologue-as-novel,
we enter the close-knit underworld of a small, unlovely town
on the redundant border between Ireland and Northern Ireland where our heroine, Aoife, plies a modest trade in drugs
and knockoff alcohol. “Most’a the Smirnoff ye dink narth’a
the Boyne is brewed in Mullaghbawn, Drumintee an Forkhill,”
she explains of her rural territory. “Fuckin first-class stuff too.
Gets ye where yer goin sure.” With trusted colleagues to rely

DEFENESTRATE

Branum, Renée
Bloomsbury (256 pp.)
$26.00 | Jan. 25, 2022
978-1-63557-739-6

y o u n g a d u lt

A twin brother and sister work to
overcome their family’s superstition as
well as their own personal demons.
Marta and Nick were brought up
by their mother with a warning about a
tendency for people in their family to be
gravely injured or killed by falls. It all began when a great-greatgrandfather pushed a stonemason out a window in Prague, an
act known as defenestration, which forced him to flee to the
American Midwest and seems to have led to an uncanny string
of falls in the family. Their father’s love provided levity for the
twins and balanced out their strictly religious mother’s dogma,
but after Nick graduates from college and tells his parents he’s
gay, his mother kicks him out, and the family is irrevocably
changed. Told through brief vignettes from Marta’s first-person
perspective, the story recounts how the twins went to live in
Prague and attempted to make sense of their upbringing and
obsession with falling. In the current timeline, Marta visits
Nick in the hospital after his own fall and remeets her mother
after years of estrangement. Branum makes excellent use of the
fragmented structure of her debut novel, offering meditations
on Prague’s rich history and architecture; Buster Keaton and his
theatrical falls, as well as other historical people who famously
survived falls; the difficulties of close relationships that define
you but also bind you; and the complicated legacies of family
stories that defy clarity or comfort. Even as Marta’s own wellbeing depends on her finding an ability to heal separately from
Nick, she muses on this unknowability: “I know then, with a
shiver of certainty, that sometimes a story can have a meaning
for the teller that no one else, no matter how many times they
hear it, can unearth.”
A serious story, luminously told.

AN INSTANT BOOKSHOP.ORG BESTSELLER!
GET ON BOARD WITH

THE THUNDERING NEW NOVEL OF LIFE ON THE RAILS

“Ed Davis has done
for American
railroads what
Kerouac did for
American highways.”
—Jerry Cimino,
The Beat Museum

PREORDER NOW! • ON SALE 01.25.2022
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on—chiefly Shamey Hughes, poet, singer, and muscle when necessary, and the stalwart Rat King, a respected patriarch in the
Traveller community—Aoife is running her business smoothly
when the mercurial, highly educated Annie enters her life, captures her heart, and puts old loyalties to the test. “She doesn
know too much bowt the proper temptation that’s in poverty,”
Aoife observes of Annie’s leftist pronouncements. “But that’s
grand. I love her so I do. So I can let her run. Cause I know she’ll
come backta me.” Employing language that is at times as poetic
as it is profane (a shoreline, for example, appears “like a tear
between sea and sky”) and with razor-sharp sardonic wit, the
novel hurtles through a handful of loosely connected episodes,
each entertaining enough, though some verging on slapstick or,
worse, sentimentality, before finding its feet in a somewhat predictable plot. As a favor to Rat King—and to spare her town a
gangland showdown—Aoife travels to England with a substantial amount of cocaine to unload and with Annie along to complicate matters. What follows is as entertaining as what went
before, and Aoife’s acerbic view of Brexit England is as bracing
as her earlier take on urban Ireland’s moneyed smugness. But
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mayhem and tragedy inevitably ensue. Leaving some essential
plot threads dangling, the narrative returns home, to the only
safe place.
A vibrant, profane narrative of heartwarming criminality.

HOW TO BE A
REVOLUTIONARY

Davids, C.A.
Verso (304 pp.)
$19.95 paper | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-83976-087-7
South African novelist Davids delivers a politically charged story of love and
espionage.
Beth, a South African consul long in
the post-apartheid government’s service,
arrives in Shanghai to take up a new post. Disconcertingly, on
moving into her new apartment, she is kept awake by someone’s pounding on a typewriter late into the night. Although
he denies being that “pertinacious typist,” Huang Zhao comes
by to ask for an English word that means “something like ‘sad,’
but not ‘sad.’ ” The mystery deepens when Beth asks Huang for
a context in which to place that word, a context he refuses to
provide. He has reason to be sad, having lived through poverty
and the Cultural Revolution and, as a Party-hack journalist, witnessed the events of June 1989 at Tiananmen Square: “I, Huang
Zhao, a decent but cowardly man, testify that when the smoke
cleared, the beautiful girl who had been seated weeks earlier
against the lamppost no longer wore her face. No, it was stuck
to the underside of a tank’s metallic wheels.” Davids spins several tales on parallel tracks, one involving a visit to Shanghai by
the Harlem Renaissance poet Langston Hughes and the trouble
it earns him both with the Japanese invaders of China and, later,
with the House Un-American Activities Committee; another
recounts Beth’s college friend Kay, killed while assembling a
bomb intended for an apartheid-era police station. Hughes’
story doesn’t quite fit, although it affords entry into a long history of racism throughout the world; as Davids has Hughes say,
“Some people cross to the other side of the road when they see
me coming, as if I am contaminated, as if my skin is a disease
rather than a beautiful shade of black.” Racism meets sexism
meets political brouhaha when Beth, with her “brown-beige
skin,” is charged with misconduct for smuggling the now-disappeared Huang’s memoir out of China and is sent home.
An intriguing story that, with occasional missteps, winds
its way to an elegantly satisfying conclusion.

|

“Manhattan’s beau monde served up in juicy, evocative prose.”
base notes

BASE NOTES

Imogen leaps into the friendship with both feet despite their
32-year age difference, as does Joan. What starts out as the occasional chat about food evolves into much more as the women
expand their horizons—Joan with a new job as a reporter on
the women’s pages of the Los Angeles Herald Examiner and an
exploration of the wide variety of foods available in Los Angeles,
and Imogen with new tastes and recipes that bring Francis, her
husband of four decades, out of the shell he’s lived in since the
Great War. Author Fay has written an all-too-brief novel that
explores how the women’s friendship evolves and deepens when
they open up to each other. In their letters, Joan and Imogen
show their true selves, exploring their experiences and their
thoughts about love, mental health, sadness, difficult decisions,
and unexpected joys. Fay’s touch is deft, and the information
is received by both women with love and acceptance without
becoming cloying to the reader. Written primarily in the form
of letters sent between 1962 and 1965, the story also explores
how adventures in the culinary world redefine the women’s
relationships with happiness, food, and new experiences. The
story leaves the reader wanting more—more recipes, more

Donnelly, Lara Elena
Thomas & Mercer (414 pp.)
$15.95 paper | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-5420-30700

y o u n g a d u lt

Can perfume kill?
Scent is everything in Donnelly’s
unique, voluptuous thriller. Not only
does suave antihero Vic Fowler analyze
the mix of odors emanating from every
person and place he encounters; Donnelly’s introductory list of characters describes them in terms
of their “base notes.” She opens each chapter with an analysis
of its content in scent—for example, Chapter 1: “Notes de Tête:
Whiskey, Jasmine, Oakmoss. Notes de Cœur: Old Cigarettes and Stale
Coffee. Notes de Fond: Mildew, Charcoal, Barbicide.” The death of
iconoclastic perfume magnate Jonathan Bright has left his company, Bright House, in tatters under the stewardship of Vic, his
lover and protégé. Vic’s brilliant invention is a line of perfumes
that allows the wearer to relive memories. Down at the heels
and subletting a basement apartment in Harlem, Vic is determined to use his considerable charm and sex appeal to return to
his former glory and exact revenge upon Joseph Eisner, the man
he blames for bringing him low. As Vic is implicated in both
Jonathan’s death and the disappearances of wealthy Conrad and
Caroline Yates, dogged detective Pip Miles lurks in methodical
pursuit of the truth. Details of those crimes are doled out in
tidbits over hundreds of pages. Vic accepts a commission from
Eisner to devise a fatal scent and, with an offbeat trio of sexy
sidekicks—bartender, barber, and tailor—hopes to use it as the
vehicle of his vengeance. Donnelly offers physical descriptions
nearly as rich as the olfactory, and she colorfully depicts a preCovid New York City, heavy with detail and likely to trigger
nostalgia. But her plot moves at a glacial pace. The question for
readers to ponder: Is the journey luscious enough to mitigate a
long-delayed destination?
Manhattan’s beau monde served up in juicy, evocative
prose.

LOVE & SAFFRON
A Novel of Friendship, Food,
and Love
Fay, Kim
Putnam (192 pp.)
$24.00 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-0-593-41933-5

Two women, one in Los Angeles and
the other on an island near Seattle, strike
up a correspondence that blossoms into
a deep friendship in the early 1960s.
When Miss Joan Bergstrom, then 27, sends a packet of saffron she has picked up on her travels to Mrs. Imogen Fortier,
the author of a column she enjoys in Northwest Home & Life
magazine, a correspondence between the two women begins.
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letters, more time in the gentle, unfolding friendship of these
two women.
A glimpse into a friendship that doesn’t hesitate to touch
on joy, sadness, love, and death.

and Eleanor’s thyroid nodule could portend trouble. They are
the main story, but the first-person narrator also presents recurring motifs such as epic snowstorms, an impending nuclear
attack on New York City, commuting woes, secret police who
put people in black plastic bags and take them away in vans, historical events such as the killing of Black activist Fred Hampton,
a German orchestra that wolves hold captive in an Italian castle,
and angels in various contexts. The narrator frequently refers
to violent acts by regular police, as in “the cops are shooting
children in the street.” There’s a faux naif quality to the voice
here, as if the narrator wants to write a nice love story but the
incessant bad news from the nasty world keeps getting in the
way. The prose is naif-appropriate. It has the graceless exuberance and emotional swings of a letter home from summer
camp. The narrator occasionally throws up his hands in frustration: “Sam brought her coffee, or he stayed in bed. I can’t tell
you everything that happens.” While the voice and prose can be
humorous and even charming at times, finally they become tiresome. And frustrating since it’s clear that a sharper intelligence
lies beneath the ingenuous facade. Fletcher brings it out for the
historical asides, for the rants on debt, even for the detailed
recipes of the meals Sam prepares. His decision to assume a
pose somewhere between Forrest Gump and Mister Rogers—
“Listen sometimes we just have to let things in the world be
nice”—doesn’t serve him well.
A strange, amusing work that leaves one puzzled by the
author’s choices.

BE HERE TO LOVE ME AT THE
END OF THE WORLD

Fletcher, Sasha
Melville House (272 pp.)
$17.99 paper | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-61219-947-4

A young couple copes with bad
weather and looming apocalypse in this
debut novel.
Sam and Eleanor share an apartment
in Brooklyn. She designs websites. He
freelances as a proofreader and cooks nice dinners. They’re
young and in love, although Sam’s college debt hangs over him

LESSER KNOWN
MONSTERS OF THE
21ST CENTURY

Fu, Kim
Tin House (220 pp.)
$16.95 paper | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-951142-99-5
Stories blending emotional realism
with surreal imagery.
It’s worth mentioning this from the
outset: The title of Fu’s latest book is
not a metaphor. In the pages of this collection, readers will discover a sea monster more aptly described as “an amalgamation
of brainless multicellular organisms”; a sinister doll that once
belonged to a family beset by tragedy; and a being with a hood
that pours out sleep-inducing sand. This book will likely resonate with readers of Karen Russell and Ben Loory; like them, Fu
is equally at home chronicling bizarre events and pondering her
characters’ inner lives. “June Bugs,” for instance, follows the travails of Martha, a woman who moves to a new place abounding
with an uncanny number of bugs. Fu explores the circumstances
of how Martha came to live there, including the way an earlier
relationship curdled into something toxic and abusive; by the
denouement, the story has arrived at a phantasmagorical place,
but Martha’s challenges in life and work are what endure. Some
of the stories venture fully into the speculative realm, such as
“Pre-Simulation Consultation XF007867,” which is told entirely
130
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Neel Patel
In Tell Me How To Be, the author’s Indian American characters grapple
with what it means to be good
BY MEGAN LABRISE
Bradford Rogne

Kirkus spoke with Patel by phone from his home in
Los Angeles. The interview has been edited for length and
clarity.
Tell Me How To Be is the story of a family as well as a
dual love story. Was one or the other the engine of the
novel? Or were the two aspects inextricable?
Initially, I wanted to write a queer love story. I remember
watching the movie Love, Simon and feeling really emotional,
not necessarily because of the content of the film but more
a personal realization that I’ll never have that [coming out]
experience. I grew up in the ’80s and ’90s, when homophobia was really rampant and most people were in the closet.
Watching that movie made me feel I’ll never have that. Well,
if I’ll never have it, then maybe I can write it.
The queer love story belongs to Akash—and we also
learn about the lost love of his mother, Renu. Throughout the book, both characters grapple with this idea of
“goodness”—what it means to be a good son or a good
wife or a good person. What interested you in this aspect of their psychology?
It was very personal, this idea of being good. Because as a child,
I never felt like I was good. I was always doing the wrong
thing. I got terrible grades. My parent-teacher conferences
were so bad. As a South Asian growing up in America, there
are certain things that my teachers expected. They expected
me to be good in school, they expected me to be good at math
and science, and all these things I wasn’t good at. They also
probably expected me to be quiet, and I wasn’t—I was a loudmouth. I would talk back, I would talk out of turn, and I’d be
making people laugh. In the same way I didn’t live up to these
expectations that were placed upon me, both characters are
not living up to the expectations placed on them.

Neel Patel’s debut short story collection was long
on praise: In a starred review, Kirkus called If You See Me,
Don’t Say Hi “a melancholic pleasure with a sense of humor.” It was a New York Times Book Review editor’s choice
and was longlisted for the Story Prize and the Aspen Words
Literary Prize, among other honors.
Now Patel, who by day writes for TV and film, brings
signature verve and wit to bear in Tell Me How To Be (Flatiron, Dec. 7), a poignant new novel about an Indian American family that reunites on the anniversary of the father’s
death. Grown sons Bijal and Akash Amin return to Illinois
for puja in the stately family home. Their mother, Renu,
has sold it, intending to move back to London soon. Meanwhile, both she and Akash are revisiting long-lost loves,
grappling with the profound wounds of their experiences,
and keeping secrets from one another.
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The Amins are a South Asian family, with roots in India
and Africa. The parents moved from London to Illinois,
and their sons are first-generation Indian American.
|

A lot of that is based on my own experience. My parents
are from East Africa, my mother lives in London, now here,
and I felt very confused, in a way, growing up. I think it
adds to the identity issue that a lot of immigrant kids have
in America. Like, who am I? What is my culture? What is my
role here? Where do I fit in? I often felt like I didn’t really totally fit in with Indians, but I didn’t really fit in with White
people either, and I think that’s present in the book.
[The Amins are] a very modern family that assimilated.
I felt, growing up, it was so important to assimilate. All you
really want to do is belong and fit in. It’s interesting, now,
because we’re at this place—which I think is wonderful—
where everybody’s like, own who you are and where you come
from! It’s great, but it’s also confusing. Because it’s like, oh,
what was I doing [assimilating] in the first place?

through dialogue between a customer and operator of a futuristic service that creates realistic simulations of the user’s fantasies, exploring questions of memory and reality, and “Twenty
Hours,” in which a couple pays for a service that allows them
to murder one another repeatedly. Violence, trauma, and intimacy come to the foreground in many of these stories, including
“#ClimbingNation,” about a memorial service for a man who
died while climbing. Even here, in a more realistic mode, Fu
addresses questions of technology and community with grace
and subtlety.
A powerful collection that demonstrates Fu’s range and
skill.

How does fiction writing compare to screenwriting?
With screenwriting, there’s a lot of people involved; it’s not
just you. When you write fiction, you’re everything. You’re
the director, you’re the costume designer, you’re the set designer, you’re the actor. A script is kind of the most basic
[unit]; it’s the first step to a project. Whereas writing fiction, it’s the whole production.

SOMETHING TO HIDE

George, Elizabeth
Viking (704 pp.)
$26.10 | Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-59-329684-4

What’s your hope for this novel?
Honestly, my hope is to move people, whether that’s to
make them laugh or cry—or both. I also hope people who
grew up the same way I did, or felt the same way I did, feel
seen through the book.
Editor at large Megan Labrise hosts the Fully Booked podcast.
Tell Me How To Be was reviewed in the Sept. 15, 2021, issue.
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George delivers a fresh installment in
her Lynley/Havers procedural series, this
one more politically charged than most.
“Dominique’s white and she thinks
white, which is to say most of the time
she doesn’t think at all because she
doesn’t have to think. She never thought we might be better off
if we hired someone without marshmallow skin, no offence.”
So says an embittered mixed-race filmmaker who’s been paired,
much to her disgust, with a White photographer to document
life in the Black African and Black British neighborhoods of
London. There’s a hidden undercurrent to the story, which
speaks to George’s title: Especially among the Nigerian community, female genital mutilation is widely practiced in order
to transform young girls “into vessels of chastity and purity
for men.” A young Nigerian Briton named Tanimola Bankole
is being packed off by his bigamous, bullying father to marry
such a “suitable” bride in the homeland; other characters have
undergone or are slated to undergo the procedure, carried out
in illegal butcher shops in the mews and back alleys of Peckham,
Lewisham, and thereabouts. DS Havers is on the case, following the trail of victims with the help of a White reconstructive
surgeon and advocate. So is DCS Lynley, flummoxed by the fact
that one of his detectives has been murdered after she set to
work on the FGM beat—and that a senior officer in the Metropolitan Police seems somehow to be involved in her killing.
George’s story is too long by a couple of hundred pages, with
strands that go pretty much nowhere (that of the photographer
being one). Still, for all the cultural sensitivities involved in the
premise, she handles the details thoughtfully. Was it a basement
butcher who killed the inspector? A senior officer? A disgruntled sibling? Mystery buffs will be pleased that, having followed
a winding path strewn with red herrings, they won’t be likely to
guess at the murderer’s identity until the very last pages.
A skillfully spun yarn of murder and mayhem, if one that
sometimes plods.

133

ROAD OF BONES

of a town by everyone except a strangely possessed 9-year-old
girl Teig becomes determined to save. He is still tormented by
the abduction and murder of his younger sister when they were
little. Meanwhile, Ludmilla, a frail but determined old woman,
travels the frigid Kolyma Highway to bless the buried—a selfappointed task that has cost her several fingers and toes. The
ability of the “murderous air” to immobilize people comes and
goes, the cuddlier forest animals seem on loan from a Disney
cartoon, and Ludmilla’s devotion to Bruce Springsteen is a bit
much. But Golden is great at atmosphere. The desolate surroundings are indeed “a stark reminder of how small a thing it
was to be a human being.” And how can you resist the charms of
a 50-foot-tall reindeer woman?
A chilling, if sometimes silly, supernatural thriller best
read by the fireplace.

Golden, Christopher
St. Martin’s (240 pp.)
$27.99 | Jan. 25, 2022
978-1-2502-7430-4

An American producer eager to score
a big hit like Duck Dynasty travels to
Siberia to shoot a reality series along the
desolate Kolyma Highway and gets more
thrills than he bargained for.
At first, the only obstacle for Felix
Teigland and Prentiss, his British cameraman, friend, and
investor, is the 40-below temperature. A young guide’s introduction to the legendary Road of Bones, beneath which hundreds of thousands of gulag prisoners are buried, gives Teig a
great subject as well as a great title for his series. But no sooner
have they arrived than the filmmakers are threatened—and
worse—by shadowy wolf creatures and a screaming humanoid
spirit who has something to do with the sudden abandonment

BAD LUCK BRIDESMAID

Greenberg, Alison Rose
St. Martin’s Griffin (320 pp.)
$14.49 paper | Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-2507-9159-7

After repeatedly serving as a bridesmaid in weddings that don’t end up happening, a woman starts to worry she’s
cursed.
Zoey Marks doesn’t believe in marriage, because she’s not sure it ever works
out. At least, it doesn’t seem to work out when she’s involved.
After being a bridesmaid for two brides who never made it down
the aisle, she couldn’t be less interested in getting engaged herself. Especially not when she has her high-powered job running
a nontraditional advertising agency with her friend Sara (one
of the brides whose weddings Zoey may have cursed). But then
she meets Rylan, her lifelong best friend Hannah’s cousin. Zoey
quickly falls passionately in love with Rylan, enough to make her
possibly think about questioning her anti-marriage stance. That
is, until she’s in yet another wedding that ends before it begins.
When Rylan proposes right after Zoey gets back home from
the third wedding that wasn’t, Zoey turns him down, unable to
promise a forever she can’t truly believe in. Wallowing in heartbreak, Zoey’s one comfort is that at least she won’t have to see
Rylan again…that is, until Hannah announces that she’s getting
married in Ireland, and she wants Zoey by her side. Rylan will
be there, and now Zoey has to juggle seeing him, making sure
Hannah’s wedding survives Zoey’s bridesmaid curse, and trying
to figure out if she can commit to forever and the future she
so desperately wants with Rylan. But the wedding weekend is
full of secrets, betrayals, and a scheming best man, and Zoey’s
afraid that both she and Hannah might not be headed for a
happily-ever-after. Zoey’s narration is quick, clever, and full
of zingers, but Greenberg often uses that narration to tell the
reader things about Zoey’s relationship with Rylan rather than
showing their love develop, which makes it difficult to become
invested in them as a couple. The story is much more surprising
and boldly messy than the cute cover implies, and readers who
134
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aren’t looking for a traditional romantic-comedy structure may
relate to Zoey’s quest for happiness and her understanding that
it can be found in places other than wedding ceremonies.
An unconventional love story for independent women.

Foreign Office, providing comfortably for his attractive wife,
Phyllis, teenage daughter, Colette, and precocious son, Hugh.
But a social revolution is coming, and “the whole deadly enticement of a bourgeois life, ordered and upholstered and bathed in
warm light,” is about to be torn asunder, as reflected in Phyllis’
impulsive involvement with disapproving young visitor Nicky
Knight. Enraptured, sexually smitten, and naïvely awakened to
issues of politics, injustice, and race, Phyllis abandons everything
to be with Nicky, immersing herself in a new bohemian life in a
run-down corner of London, smoking dope, befriending a Black
nurse from Grenada, and earning a tiny income from odd jobs.
Colette, too, becomes unbound by her mother’s actions, while
Roger must confront lies and loves past that are tightly interwoven into the new scenario. A fine chronicler of domesticity, of
social status and psychological nuance, Hadley has set up easy
targets for herself in this narrowly populated tale marked by
stark symbolism, from Phyllis’ abrupt change of course to the
decaying, once-grand art deco apartment building where Nicky
and others of his freethinking ilk live, surrounded by a wasteland
bulldozed in preparation for an enormous elevated highway. Talk
of the Paris uprising and the anti-Vietnam protests evoke the era,
but the novel offers more emotional solidity in what is being left
behind—reflected in Roger’s bewildered endurance—than in
what lies ahead.
A not-quite-persuasive account of passion and revolution.

FREE LOVE

Hadley, Tessa
Harper (320 pp.)
$26.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-06-313777-6
England in 1967, when conventions
and the establishment are being spurned
by a new generation, is mirrored in the
sudden implosion of a middle-class family.
Could the Fischers, resident in the
“odorous thick peace of the suburbs,” with
their private schools and tennis clubs, be any more typically
bourgeois? Decent Roger Fischer is a senior civil servant at the

THE APPEAL

Hallett, Janice
Atria (448 pp.)
$27.00 | Jan. 25, 2022
978-1-9821-8745-3
The members of a drama club come
together in the face of tragedy, unaware
they could be the victims of an ongoing
fraud.
The Fairway Players are a close-knit
drama group in a small town outside
London, socially centered around the club’s founders, the Haywards and their children. Plans for their upcoming production
of Arthur Miller’s All My Sons are upended when Martin Hayward, the patriarch of the family and leader of the drama group,
announces that his 2-year-old granddaughter, Poppy, has been
diagnosed with a rare form of cancer. An experimental treatment
from the U.S. has shown promise but requires the family to raise
$350,000. The Fairway Players immediately begin fundraising,
but as the money comes in, it seems that the Haywards might
be using it for costs unassociated with Poppy’s care. At the same
time, the Haywards’ doctor, Tish Bhatoa, is applying more and
more pressure on the family, demanding high payments into her
own personal account, which she claims to be using to pay for
the medicine from the U.S. A new member of the Fairway Players
with a personal history with Tish starts asking questions—about
Poppy’s condition, the Haywards’ past, and Tish’s intentions—
that could threaten the entire operation, be it real or fraudulent.
None of this, however, is told in narrative form. Instead, Hallett
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“A haunting story that provides a welcome
reminder of the enduring lives of books.”
the pages

WHAT THE FIREFLIES KNEW

introduces the story via Femi and Charlotte, two law students
who are reviewing all the case documentation ahead of an appeal
in what became a murder case. Emails, newspaper clippings, text
exchanges, and handwritten notes are used to lay out the communications between the people in the case, and some characters
are only seen through mentions in the emails and texts of others.
Femi and Charlotte act as guides for the reader, checking in and
sorting through what has taken place every so often. The result
is a confusing mix of overlapping half conversations and unconvincing synthesis that attempts to tie together too many threads
rather than an engaging mystery.
A lack of clear and consistent narration means the story
gets lost in this overstuffed mystery.

Harris, Kai
Tiny Reparations (288 pp.)
$26.00 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-593-18534-6

A story of Black girlhood from a
promising new voice in fiction.
It’s 1995. Kenyatta Bernice—known
as KB—is 10 years old and looking forward to turning 11. Then her father dies,
her family loses their house, and KB’s
mother leaves her and her older sister, Nia, with a grandfather
they barely know. The summer that follows is a tumultuous
one for KB. She’s still grieving the loss of her father when her
mother disappears, and Nia is suddenly more interested in boys
than in spending time with her little sister. The White kids
across the street are eager to play with KB when their mom
isn’t around, but she soon learns that she can’t count on their
friendship. A boy KB thinks she can trust hurts her. The only

THE PAGES

Hamilton, Hugo
Knopf (272 pp.)
$27.95 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-593-32066-2

y o u n g a d u lt

A well-known novel comes to life.
Rescued from a Nazi book burning
in Berlin in 1933, a copy of Joseph Roth’s
novel Rebellion—the tragic story of a
German soldier who becomes a barrel
organ player upon returning to Germany
missing one leg after World War I—serves as the unusual narrator of Hamilton’s novel. Nearly a century after the book’s publication, Lena Knecht, an artist living in New York City whose
grandfather received the volume from the professor who saved
it from the flames, returns to Germany with the book in hand
hoping to discover the significance of a cryptic map sketched
by its original owner on one of its blank pages. Hamilton’s artful story teems with subplots that include the account of Roth’s
disastrous marriage to Friederike Reichel, a union destroyed by
her mental illness and his alcoholism; Lena’s relationship with
Armin Schneider, a young Chechen refugee who returns the
book to her when it’s stolen shortly after her arrival in Germany
and then joins her search; and Armin’s sister Madina, who lost
her leg in a bombing in Chechnya and is stalked by her dangerous former lover, a violent right-wing nationalist. There are disturbing parallels between the world of Roth’s novel, published
in 1924 as the Weimar Republic began to slide toward the Third
Reich, and contemporary Europe, where the growing presence
of immigrants like Armin and Madina sparks fear and distrust.
The novel neatly balances these realistic storylines with fanciful
images described in Rebellion’s distinctive, appealing voice, as
when the book refers to its “two years on the shelf right next to
a small book on insects,” recalling how it was “the happiest time
of my life, living with all that buzzing, like a constant summer.”
Lena eventually solves the map mystery, bringing the story full
circle to an emotionally satisfying conclusion.
A haunting story that provides a welcome reminder of the
enduring lives of books.
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ALL OF YOU EVERY
SINGLE ONE

reassuring constant in her life is her well-worn copy of Anne of
Green Gables. More than anything, she wants the older people
around her to be honest with her, but for the most part, she’s
left alone to piece together what’s happening. Her grandfather reveals that he and her mother had a falling out, but KB
knows that he’s leaving out important details. She learns that
her mother is undergoing some kind of “treatment” from an
overheard conversation. The girl figures out all by herself that
her father died from a drug overdose. Child narrators can be a
challenge, but Harris has crafted a voice for her young protagonist that is both believable and engaging. Early in the narrative,
when she first arrives at her grandfather’s home, KB reports,
“The house is silent and smells like a mix between the old people
that kiss my cheeks at church, and the tiny storage unit where
all our stuff lives now.” There’s a lot of information packed into
this eloquent sentence as well as a lot of pathos.
Quietly powerful.

Hitchman, Beatrice
Overlook (320 pp.)
$26.00 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-4197-5693-1

Set in Vienna, Hitchman’s historical novel traces the course of queer love
and friendship over three tumultuous
decades.
In 1910, the Austro-Hungarian capital is the “greatest city in the Western Hemisphere,” where “art
and music flourish” and “Herr Doktor Freud” analyzes troubled
minds. Among its newest arrivals are Eve Perret, a skilled tailor who dresses as a man, and the beautiful and spoiled Julia
Lindqvist, who has left her Swedish playwright husband to be
with Eve. With very little money, the couple settle in the Jewish quarter of Leopoldstadt, where their landlady, Frau Berndt,
introduces them to fellow tenant Rolf Gruber, a flamboyant
would-be theater impresario. After he helps Eve get a job, she
discovers that he too is gay. “He is like us,” she excitedly tells
Julia. “He loves men.” The two women gradually build a small
community of friends and neighbors, but Julia’s desire for a
child overshadows their happiness. Shifting narrative perspectives, Hitchman also introduces 16-year-old Ada Bauer, who
has a crush on her closeted cousin Emil’s wife, Isabella. When
Isabella becomes pregnant, Ada and Rolf, Emil’s spurned lover,
hatch a plot with life-altering consequences. Hitchman excels
at capturing both the liberating permissiveness of turn-of-thecentury Vienna and the city’s paralyzing fear after Hitler’s 1938
annexation of Austria, but the big time jump between 1913,
when the novel’s first part ends, and 1938 and then 1946 feels
jarring. Her main characters are sympathetically drawn, but all
are not given equal focus. The more compelling Eve receives
less attention than the self-absorbed Julia; how did she cope as
a butch lesbian when the Nazis began cracking down on Jews,
homosexuals, and other “undesirables”?
An engrossing, if flawed, novel.

HAYMAKER IN HEAVEN

Hoem, Edvard
Trans. by Tara Chace
Milkweed (256 pp.)
$16.00 paper | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-57131-129-0

The often difficult choices and circumstances faced by a Norwegian family
in the late 19th century provide the starting point for this saga of family, devotion
to the land, and immigration.
Hoem, an Ibsen Prize–winning playwright, poet, and novelist, admits that when he set out to write about his great-grandfather Nesje, he knew few of the facts of his life beyond a handful
of dates and family stories. This fictionalized version of Nesje’s
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story begins in 1874 and recounts the hardships faced by the
widowed tenant farmer, who is also a hired farmhand and jack-ofall-trades, in a small agrarian village in the west of Norway. The
grueling routine followed by Nesje and his teenage son, Hans, is
disrupted (pleasantly) by the arrival of spirited stranger Serianna,
a somewhat unconventional woman who ultimately marries
Nesje and (re)starts a family with him. The family’s fortunes, as
well as those of Serianna’s siblings, are subject to the whims of
landowners, bankers, and the Nordic weather. Tales of opportunity in America, from acquaintances who had already emigrated,
and differing opinions about whether to remain in a beautiful
yet often unforgiving environment or venture to an unfamiliar
country trigger divisions within families and even within households. Hoem’s family history is tethered to the turbulent history
of the period as family members deal with the effects of industrialization, populism, and immigration. The plainspoken narrative emphasizes appreciation of the natural world and the small
pleasures of rural life and, as the title suggests, a certain religiosity.
A reminder that the consequences of immigration touch
those who stay as well as those who go.

Hunter, Stephen
Emily Bestler/Atria (384 pp.)
$28.00 | Jan. 18, 2022
978-1-9821-6979-4
Trouble finds retired sniper Bob Lee
Swagger in this rip-roaring, blood-spilling, right-wing rant.
The opening feels like a zombie
novel, portraying northern New Jersey as
a “slough of despond” with “three-footlong bull crickets,” the fragrance of “large, dead Italians,” and a
landscape with “a wondrous satanic cast.” (Ha ha. Take that, Garden State!) Bad guys hijack a truck and leave corpses behind, but
they fail to kill the warrior elite hero named Delta. Meanwhile
in Idaho, the septuagenarian Bob Lee Swagger mends in peace
from a near-fatal wound until bad news arrives: Congress will
hold a hearing in Boise into whether retired Marine Corps Gunnery Sgt. Swagger had used unauthorized ammo in taking out
Juba the Sniper. “Policemen must be prepared to retreat rather
than return fire,” one pol pontificates. Apparently, some candyass congressmen hate guns and killing and stuff, and they want
to find a way to bring down Swagger, the great American hero.
“Even heroes have to be held accountable for their decisions,” a
senator says. The cartoonish Congresswoman Charlotte Venable hates Swagger, the president’s favorite sniper. The author
takes plenty of cheap, lib-owning political shots, as when Delta
likens his situation to bathing in pain, breathing sulfur fumes,
and listening to the wisdom of Stephen Colbert in stereo. A
New York Times reporter has a mouth that looks like a vagina and
is “your basic child-molester type of anonymous wretch.” The
poor guy’s hair “fell like shit from a flock of diarrhetic geese.”
Another reporter is a “CNN haircut eunuch.” The aforementioned crims storm the hearing, planning to take eight congressmen hostage. (It must take place in Idaho because who would
ever attack the U.S. Capitol?) Bloody mayhem ensues, with an
ingenious sequence involving a wheelchair that does Swagger
proud. A neat subplot reaches back to the American Revolution
and asks whether he is destined by his DNA to be a naturalborn killer. Politics aside, were that possible, Swagger’s adventures are escapist fun. Just watch out when the geezer turns 80!
There’s a dumpster’s worth of action and attitude here.

DARK HORSE

Hurwitz, Gregg
Minotaur (432 pp.)
$28.99 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-2502-5230-2
The iconoclastic Orphan X penetrates a Mexican cartel to rescue a South
Texas beauty.
When his daughter, Anjelina, is
snatched from her 18th birthday party,
drug kingpin Aragón Urrea reaches out
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to assassin Evan Smoak, aka Orphan X. It’s pure luck that he’s
able to reach the righteous, reclusive killer, who’s in seclusion
after a harrowing free-fall escapade. Aragón’s heavily guarded
compound clearly indicates that he’s no innocent, and the first
tense meeting of the two powerful men simmers with the threat
of violence, but stoic Evan has looked death squarely in the eyes
many times before. The receipt of a cleanly decapitated head
via FedEx—belonging not to Anjelina but to a man Aragón
has undercover with the kidnappers—raises the stakes exponentially for the distraught Aragón, who assigns henchmen
Kiki and Special Ed to assist Evan. Hurwitz gives his seventh
Orphan X thriller an epic scope, writing with verve and color
whether he’s relating the pre-coital banter between Evan and
his neighbor Mia Hall, documenting the tangled search for
Anjelina, or depicting her gritty fight for survival, to which he
devotes a generous portion of the tale. His pace is leisurely but
impactful, full of genre set pieces, fight scenes and chase scenes,
and tense showdowns. Each member of the large cast of supporting series characters, developed over previous installments,
gets a turn onstage. The deeper Evan goes, the more challenges
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he faces, including his considerable doubts about the propriety
of helping a character as disreputable as Aragón. Deadly sparks
fly when the Nowhere Man—that is, Orphan X—meets the
novel’s archvillain, the Dark Man.
A crackerjack thriller that briskly enhances the legend of
Orphan X.

STRING FOLLOW

Jacobs, Simon
MCD/Farrar, Straus and Giroux
(416 pp.)
$15.99 paper | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-3746-0385-4
The latest from Jacobs offers a terrifying glimpse into teen anomie and rootlessness and the ways violence can take
root there.
Yes, it’s Midwestern teen gothic, and
narrated in a sinister, watchful first-person plural, but Jacobs’
novel bears less resemblance to The Virgin Suicides (1993) than
to dystopian works like Lord of the Flies (1954) or even A Clockwork Orange (1962). The story is told by malign forces seeking
ways to create chaos and bloodshed by finding the chinks in
teen psyches and “jumping” into them, and the aimless, battered teens of Adena, Ohio, offer vulnerabilities and footholds
aplenty. Parents are almost invisible here; the (mostly well-todo) kids have been left to their own, well, devices, left to stew
in their angst and solitude and the hyperviolent culture that
besieges them from every side. Greg is grappling with mental
illness but trying a little, it seems, to reengage with the world;
meanwhile, his younger sister, Beth, terrorized by her brother,
is receding. David gives himself over to grim corners of the web
featuring right-wing conspiracy and porn, and he’s so oblivious
that throughout the three weeks the book spans, he’s hosting a
squatter who has colonized his basement and swiped his online
identity. Claire is an irritable, mercurial young woman trying on
a succession of masks, none of which quite fit. Graham is the
scarred survivor of a school shooting. Sarah means well, approximately...but she’s so ingenuous and so malleable and so un-selfaware that others find it easy to project themselves onto her, to
use her empathy for their own ends. The book is daring and stylish, occasionally even having flashes of black humor; Jacobs is a
talented writer. But the darkness is so relentless and remorseless that the reader can feel pursued by it, punished.
Grim, violent Midwestern gothic—hard to watch, hard to
turn away from.

|

“A fun, flirty, well-paced sibling-inheritance story.”
the liz taylor ring

THE LIZ TAYLOR RING

octogenarian billionaire Sy Pierce, Ritchie’s long-ago love
poems written for his Liz Taylor–obsessed wife, Lizzie, and the
twins’ sexy Instagram posts add spice to the goings-on, while
Nathan’s, Addy’s, and Courtney’s gambling problems, old and
new sibling rivalries, and mostly surprising plot twists sustain
the tension and suspense. A subplot involving Lizzie’s older sister, Maggie, who dated Ritchie before Lizzie caught his eye, and
a lawsuit over the ring up the stakes. Happily-ever-after endings
all around feel easy, yet earned, and a bittersweet disposition of
the troublesome ring provides a satisfying conclusion.
A fun, flirty, well-paced sibling-inheritance story.

Janowitz, Brenda
Graydon House (384 pp.)
$16.99 paper | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-525-80647-6

Siblings on Long Island covet a glamorous diamond ring that may be a family
heirloom worth $2.5 million or a worthless fake.
Ten years after their father Ritchie
Schneider’s death, the discovery of a safe
deposit box in the Cayman Islands prompts his oldest child, Addy,
a 41-year-old married mother of 16-year-old twins, middle child
Nathan, a married partner in the family’s multimillion-dollar
fast-fashion empire, and youngest child Courtney, a 29-year-old,
single, unemployed, and desperately broke actress in Los Angeles, to reconsider and ultimately strengthen their sometimesclose and sometimes-fraught relationships with one another.
Courtney’s online escort service date–turned-friendship with
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“Like the man she shackles to a chair in the prologue,
once this narrator has you, she won’t let go.”
vladimir

VLADIMIR

She and John have had an open marriage for decades, but the
sense of exposure she feels after the accusations become public wounds her in unexpected ways. She finds herself sexually
obsessed with a new hire named Vladimir Vladinski, a hunky
young novelist who has arrived in town with a memoirist wife
and daughter. At every point, the coolness of her intellect and
the clarity of her self-awareness are at war with her vanity and
shame about aging. For example, her reaction to the assiduous
domestic and bodily preparations she makes to receive Vlad
and family for a pool party: “Enraged at my vapidity, I forced
myself to sit down and read several articles in the latest issue
of the New York Review of Books before I fixed my nighttime
drink.” Several interesting subplots support the main one as it
ticks along, picks up speed, and finally hurtles toward its explosive climax: the narrator’s relationship with her grown daughter,
a lesbian lawyer; the changing chemistry between her and her
female students; the backstory on Vlad and his wife. A conversation at the pool party about why young writers are so drawn
to memoir and autofiction, a pronouncement on the best timing for a forbidden cigarette, and advice about cooking tomato
sauce are typical of the astuteness of this book on matters literary, psychological, and culinary.
Like the man she shackles to a chair in the prologue, once
this narrator has you, she won’t let go. A remarkable debut.

Jonas, Julia May
Avid Reader Press (256 pp.)
$27.00 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-982187-63-7
When her husband is accused of
sexual misconduct on campus, an English professor is overcome by scandalous
drives of her own.
The unnamed narrator of Jonas’
debut has this initial reaction to five
female students coming forward to accuse her husband, John,
who’s the chair of the English department, of inappropriate
conduct: “I am depressed that they feel so guilty about their
encounters with my husband that they have decided he was taking advantage of them. I want to throw them all a Slut Walk and
let them know that when they’re sad, it’s probably not because
of the sex they had, and more because they spend too much
time on the internet, wondering what people think of them.”

QUAKE

Jónsdóttir, Auður
Trans. by Meg Matich
Dottir Press (264 pp.)
$17.95 paper | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-948340-16-8
The amnesia that descends on a
young woman following two epileptic
seizures forces her to reassess her role as
daughter, sister, partner, and mother.
Terror and desperation are the starting points for award-winning Icelandic author Jónsdóttir’s
novel, which delivers Saga Bjarnadóttir’s first-person account of
her struggle to resume control of a life she can’t remember. An
epileptic from childhood, she’s been seizure-free for 10 years
when she suddenly suffers two in quick succession, leaving her
on the pavement of a busy street, in a fog but desperate to know
the whereabouts of her 3-year-old son, Ivar. Hospitalized and
suffering a third seizure, then restored to her apartment with
Ivar found, Saga is nevertheless still in limbo, unable to recall
what work she does or why she’s divorced from her partner
and questioning how she can ever cope alone again, given the
risks of another seizure. Slowly, she—and the reader—pieces
together some of her circumstances, including the flaws in her
relationship with Bergur, Ivar’s father, and the emotional tangle
of her own family. Her mother has a tendency to disappear, her
father has a history of violence, and there was a crisis about
which Saga still experiences guilt. Part mystery, part family
drama, part children-in-peril narrative, the novel offers a hectic,
heart-thudding, sometimes claustrophobic portrait of panicked
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inner turmoil. Saga even refers to her epilepsy as a “him” who
rules and invades her body. Jónsdóttir has constructed a tight
scenario and a small world populated by a narrow cast of characters with whom Saga hashes and rehashes past events and connections. A measure of peace comes not with a happy ending
but some acceptance.
An engrossing if stifling plunge into the consciousness of a
woman on the edge.

SHIT CASSANDRA SAW
Stories

Kirby, Gwen E.
Penguin (288 pp.)
$17.00 paper | Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-14-313662-0

y o u n g a d u lt

Stories of mythic women of the past
and brave but conflicted women of the
present.
For much of history, women have
gotten a pretty raw deal. They have been
forced to cross-dress if they wanted to travel freely. They have
been ostracized for making their living as prostitutes when few
other economic opportunities existed. For gifts like the power
to heal, they have been accused of witchcraft and hanged, the
earliest reported instance in 1594 in Wales. The Greek goddess
Cassandra even received the gift of prophesy from Apollo only
to find that no one believed her visions of the future after she
refused to have sex with him. In Kirby’s marvelous debut collection, however, none of these women are quietly suffering
victims. Indeed, Cassandra, who foresaw the fall of Troy and
the victory of the Greeks, relishes the delicious irony that “Trojan will not be synonymous with bravery or failure, betrayal or
endurance” but with condoms. The stories, which highlight the
lives of famous (and infamous) women from history as well as
those of contemporary women and men, are both pointedly
feminist and comic. In one, women transform into menacing
creatures and discover other magical powers to protect themselves from men, but it’s not without a cost, as they wish they
could remain “some softer version of themselves.” In another, a
woman who keeps getting calls for a stranger named Gail pretends to be Gail and goes out on a date with one of the men
who calls, but it doesn’t provide her with the new beginning she
craves. Despite the distance from the past, the present moment
is still fraught for women, who develop tough exteriors to protect their tender parts.
With zany plots, unconventional forms, and playful, poetic
language, these stories delight at every turn.
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THE CAGE

of wits is the less compelling story of Shay’s fall from grace after
the 2008 financial crisis leaves her jobless and mired in sevenfigure debt. The resulting portrait is of a ruthless lawyer whose
five-year unemployment feels increasingly implausible in light
of her superhuman intellect and diligence. Frequent references
to the hackneyed advice doled out by her middle school guidance counselor (“Tell yourself you can do this, because you can. Tell
yourself you’re the best, because you are”) gesture toward the origins
of Shay’s grit but ultimately fail to convince. Still, author Kistler’s steady pace and expert scene-writing add up to an enjoyable read.
A tense, intricate legal thriller with an underdeveloped
protagonist.

Kistler, Bonnie
Harper (352 pp.)
$26.99 | Feb. 15, 2022
978-0-06-308914-3
A young, debt-burdened lawyer finds
herself trapped in a legal battle when her
boss tries to frame her for murder.
Lawyer Shay Lambert enters an
elevator with Lucy Barton-Jones at the
headquarters of Claudine de Martineau
International, the fashion conglomerate where they both work.
When the doors open, Lucy is dead, making Shay either the
witness to a suicide or a murderer. Insistent that it’s the former,
Shay has to muster all her legal know-how to absolve herself,
until it becomes clear that her boss, J. Ingram Barrett Jr., the
company’s general counsel, is tampering with evidence in order
to incriminate her. Now Shay has two goals: “Exoneration first.
Then revenge.” Running parallel to this smartly crafted battle

NIGHTSHIFT

Ladner, Kiare
Custom House/Morrow (256 pp.)
$27.99 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-0-06-313824-7
A retrospective chronicle of a young
woman’s obsession with her friend in
late-1990s London.
South African expatriate Meggie
Groenewald is treading water at her
dull job at a media monitoring service
when she meets Sabine, an attractive and mysterious woman
who knocks Meggie’s life off its axis. Although Meggie has a
dedicated, steady boyfriend, she is immediately captivated by
Sabine’s “mesmeric” voice and her “eyes so dark as to glint like
pitch.” Her boyfriend quickly realizes that Meggie is infatuated
with Sabine, but Meggie insists she just wants to be friends;
still, after Sabine transfers to their service’s night shift, Meggie
does the same. Soon, Meggie is sucked into the surreal life of a
night-shift worker, which chips away at her relationship with
her boyfriend but brings her closer to Sabine. The relationship
between the two women grows increasingly sexual but maddeningly opaque: Sabine will only kiss Meggie in public and goes on
long trips with an older, married boyfriend. Debut novelist Ladner is a gifted stylist; although her prose is not flowery, her sentences are smooth and occasionally surprising. The somewhat
affectless tone of this novel, though, as well as the self-loathing
tendencies of its narrator, can get tiresome. “Why was it such a
great thing to respect yourself?” Meggie wonders. Many recent
novels have posed similar questions, particularly novels featuring young female narrators, and readers of those books will find
the style and themes of this novel familiar. Its treatment of
queer sexuality also feels outdated: The trope of the mysterious, hypersexual, possibly unstable woman who tempts another
female character to explore queer desire but will not quite seal
the deal is distasteful and, again, familiar. Ladner obviously has
talent; hopefully, in the future, she will use it to better ends.
A frustrating and derivative debut novel by an author with
promise.
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PERPETUAL WEST

Mateo, a professional wrestler. Their passionate trip turns into
a nightmare when the gangsters who run the wrestling operation come after Mateo. Elana comes home to discover Alex
missing without a trace; she has no inkling of his relationship
with Mateo. Already struggling with anorexia and worried
about her younger brother’s addiction problems, she spins into
a desperate search for her husband, with sections of the book
about her efforts alternating with what’s happening to Alex and
Mateo. There is some lovely prose in the novel despite its tone,
which goes from bleak to bleaker. But aside from some spurts of
suspense, its pace is slow, and although its characters sometimes
interrogate U.S. stereotypes about Mexico, the book itself falls
into them.
The story of two American intellectuals in Mexico swerves
into thriller territory but bogs down.

Maren, Mesha
Algonquin (384 pp.)
$26.95 | Jan. 25, 2022
978-1-64375-094-1

A sheltered young couple from Virginia move to El Paso to explore Mexico’s culture and get in over their heads.
Alex Walker was a promising history
student when he married his professor’s
daughter, Elana Orenstein. He enrolls in
a graduate program in El Paso, Texas, driven to understand his
birth and abandonment in Juárez, Chihuahua, before he was
adopted by a White missionary family to be raised in West Virginia. Elana goes along and enrolls in an undergraduate program
in El Paso because going along is what she does—she’s bright
but unfocused. After they’ve been in Texas for a few months,
drifting apart emotionally, Elana flies home to see her family,
and Alex heads into Mexico with his new lover, the beautiful
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THE FORTUNE MEN

sailor, spending his scarce funds at bars or the greyhound track,
intermittently connecting with his estranged wife, Laura, and
their children. Mahmood is questioned after the murder but
dismisses its seriousness as just another example of British
prejudice: “No end to the lies they tell to make a black man’s
life hard.” But as suspicion leads to an arrest and then a court
trial, his understandable defiance becomes a liability in a British
legal system eager to convict. Mohamed’s depiction of Violet
and her family is less full than her picture of Mahmood, and the
alternating structure feels somewhat like an unfinished attempt
to parallel the two as religious outcasts. But Mahmood is admirably full in himself: angry (sometimes violently so) but committed to his faith and sense of fairness in spite of his recognition
that his Blackness was something “he was mad to think he
could ever outrun.” Mahmood’s fate is never much in doubt (an
epilogue brings the story up to date) but it’s an engrossing and
tense story all the same. From Mahmood’s interior monologue
to court transcripts to his conversations with Laura, the senses
of loss and cruelty are palpable.
An intimate personal portrait with a broader message on
the mistreatment of migrants.

Mohamed, Nadifa
Knopf (320 pp.)
$27.00 | Dec. 14, 2021
978-059-3534-366

A Somali immigrant in 1950s Wales
is wrongly accused of a coldblooded
murder.
Mohamed’s third novel is based on
the real-life case of Mahmood Mattan,
who, in 1952, was executed for the murder of a Jewish shop owner in Cardiff, here called Violet Volacki.
The miscarriage of justice, as Mohamed portrays it, is rooted
in the racism and religious bigotry that hounded Black Muslim immigrants from British Somaliland (part of what’s now
Somaliland). In the early going, the novel alternates between
scenes of Violet’s family and Mahmood (rightly nicknamed
Moody) and his precarious existence. Frozen out of most jobs
because of his race, he waits for opportunities to work as a

WHEN WE LOST OUR HEADS

O’Neill, Heather
Riverhead (448 pp.)
$26.00 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-593-42290-8

The all-consuming friendship of
two upper-class girls in 19th-century
Montreal.
Marie Antoine and Sadie Arnett
grow up in the Golden Mile, a wealthy
neighborhood where Marie is the daughter of the richest man in the city while Sadie’s family struggles
to keep up appearances. Psychopathic Sadie easily manipulates
the spoiled Marie Antoine. Sadie’s mother recognizes this
darkness in her daughter and abandons her to it: “Sadie would
pretend to have feelings to get what she wanted. That was how
manipulative Sadie was.” The girls confide in each other, push
the limits of acceptable behavior, and are “delighted by their
indecency.” Yet theirs isn’t a loving friendship. They’re competitive rivals: “Every decent friendship comes with a drop
of hatred. But that hatred is like honey in the tea. It makes it
addictive.” When they accidentally murder a maid while pretending at a duel, Sadie is sent overseas. A strict boarding school
shapes her identity, and her youthful perversions blossom. The
first half of the book is a slow build, concentrating more on
character development than action. Sadie returns from boarding school as an adult and takes up residence in a whorehouse in
the Squalid Mile, a foil to the girls’ upper-class neighborhood.
Marie inherits her father’s sugar factory and becomes a coldhearted boss. In its second half, the book takes on too many
ideas without bringing them together. A plotline involving a
trans character’s search for identity is given surface-level treatment. Sadie releases a sadistic roman à clef about “the violent
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“A perfect Mobius strip of a novel that playfully examines
the creative and destructive potential of language.”
present tense machine

PRESENT TENSE
MACHINE

delight of female desire,” and women across the city awaken to
either their sexual power or their need for safe working conditions, but not both. Marie and Sadie lock themselves away from
the world, while a pretender to Marie’s throne plots her demise.
Ideas about girl power, friendship, gender identity, class, sexual
sadism, mistaken identity, and the dehumanizing nature of the
Industrial Revolution compete for center stage in this overlong
tale with a predictable twist ending.
There are insightful observations about friendship, but
disconnected ideas gum up the works.

Øyehaug, Gunnhild
Trans. by Kari Dickson
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (176 pp.)
$25.00 | Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-3742-3717-2
A slippery metafictional take on the
peril and power of words and how identities fracture and compartmentalize
across a lifetime, from one of the most
exciting contemporary voices in international literature.
In another masterful translation by Dickson of Øyehaug’s
wily, mercurial prose, the author-translator team frolics across
the multiverse to explore the rifts that open between, most
especially, mothers and daughters but also spouses and ex-lovers and between self-perception and how others experience
us. Laura, a 24-year-old literature teacher, is pregnant with her
first child and increasingly anxious as her due date approaches:
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ORPHEUS RISING

BY

LANCE LEE

An extraordinarily beautiful, touching adventure that can stand
with the classics of children’s literature.—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)
Imaginative and emotional—Booklife Review, Editor’s Pick (Publishers Weekly)
Charming and exquisitely written—Booklife Prize
An action-packed, heartfelt romp—Blueink
Magical—Nancy Powell, Clarion Foreword
Uniquely imagined and visionary—SPR

Enchanting—Pikasho Deka, 5 Readers’ Favorite Reviews

Powered by love—Emily-Jane Hills Orford, 5 Readers’ Favorite Reviews
Imaginative and emotional, this underworld adventure thrills, chills, and offers
insightful lessons. Lee’s vivid imagination shines through each chapter…and his
quirky characters will keep readers who appreciate fabulist adventure hooked
throughout.—Booklife Review, Editor’s Pick (Publishers Weekly)

BUY NOW

Amazon.com, Amazon.co.uk
and at your local bookstore

…it’s easy to highly recommend Orpheus Rising…as a standout from the crowd, even
if its exuberant story defies simple categorization. This translates to an expansive
audience who will appreciate its charm.—Diane Donovan, Midwest Book Review
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“Petterson writes with minimalist reticence—a remark here,
a detail there—to create poignant lyricism.”
echoland

about the safety of their fire-trap flat, about fidelity (her own
and her husband’s), and about “a disconcerting feeling that
everything is double.” Anna, aged 44, mother of two children—
that she knows of—is a writer working on her latest book and
perennial obsession, a novel about the origins of language.
Though Anna and Laura are unaware of each other’s existence,
they are, in fact, mother and daughter. Twenty-two years earlier,
Anna sat reading Swedish poetry while supervising 2-year-old
Laura pedaling her tricycle in the front yard. When Anna misread the word “trädgård” (garden) as the nonsensical “tärdgård,”
it opened a parallel universe that Laura vanished into, entirely
erased but for Anna’s lasting sense that something important is
missing, while in Laura’s new universe, Anna has never existed
at all. At the same time, Anna’s husband, Bård, returning from
a job in the upper reaches of Norway to escape his attraction to
another woman, split in two—one version in each universe—as
he bought a newspaper and committed the same misreading.
In the present, as Laura prepares for her own daughter’s birth,
Anna works on her novel, her narrator simultaneously writing
the story we ourselves are reading, and navigates a relationship
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with her teenage daughter, Elina, that seems at times hardly
more bridgeable than that with her lost daughter living in an
alternate universe. With wry hyperbole, Øyehaug plays out the
effects one seemingly inconsequential mistake can have on our
relationships, our selves, and the lives of the next generation.
A perfect Mobius strip of a novel that playfully examines
the creative and destructive potential of language.

ECHOLAND

Petterson, Per
Trans. by Don Bartlett
Graywolf (144 pp.)
$13.49 paper | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-64445-076-5
This new translation of Norwegian
author Petterson’s first novel—about
a 12-year-old Norwegian boy’s summer
holiday with his working-class family—
sets the stage for many of his later novels.
As Arvid Jansen arrives in Sweden by ferry, he shows genuine
excitement at returning to the familiar yet slightly exotic homeland of his mother—the heroine of To Siberia (2008)—where his
grandparents still live, but his pure joy won’t last. Arvid appeared
as a younger, generally happy child in Petterson’s debut short
story collection, Ashes in My Mouth, Sand in My Shoes (2014). Here
the tone is less coming-of-age than loss of innocence. Over the
summer, Arvid’s awareness of adult issues and his own complex
feelings grow and darken. With disgust he watches the attraction
between his slightly older sister, Gry, and his friend Mogens blossom into teen romance. Arvid himself sees a couple making love
at the beach and later has an unsettling, vaguely sexual interaction with the woman involved. Digging into the secrets surrounding his grandparents, Arvid becomes closer to his mother as he
learns the facts behind the death of her beloved brother Jesper
(also important in To Siberia), whom he resembles. On the other
hand, he goes from allowing his father to hold his hand in public to ignoring his attempts at conversation to outright hostility.
While the ending stirs a sense of dread about Arvid’s immediate future, readers of the subsequent, melancholic Arvid novels
already translated into English know that he grows up to become
a successful if tortured writer; those readers will be fascinated
by how Petterson has knowingly or unknowingly planted the
seeds of the later works here, including the importance of boats,
Arvid’s interest in American literature, and his horror of divorce.
In this slim work, Petters0n writes with minimalist reticence—a remark here, a detail there—to create poignant
lyricism.

|

MEN IN MY SITUATION

three young daughters, whom he now rarely sees for reasons
that may be of his own making. Arvid is 43 in In The Wake,
and the final section of the new novel finds him at the same
age, but for most of the (in)action, which takes place over the
course of one Sunday a year after Turid and the girls left, he’s
looking back at himself at 38. (The missing years between
38 and 43 might be another novel.) Turid calls him early that
morning. Stranded and desperate, she asks for his help getting home because “I have no one else,” a statement he disbelieves. Whether his marriage’s failure was his fault remains
unclear, but while dutifully helping Turid get home, and later
picking up his daughters—left with a babysitter he doesn’t
trust—Arvid stews over his life, reexperiencing nonchronological bits and pieces of aimlessness and missed connections.
Though he’s published three books and received a grant to
write his big factory novel, he currently spends most of his
time picking up women at bars or roaming the countryside
alone in his beloved Mazda, psychologically adrift; American
readers may have more trouble following the physical geography of Norway he covers exhaustively than the depressed,

Petterson, Per
Trans. by Ingvild Burkey
Graywolf (304 pp.)
$22.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-64445-075-8

A Norwegian writer finds himself
struggling to get his life together after
the double whammy of his parents’ and
brothers’ deaths in a tragic ship fire
and the end of his 15-year marriage a

year later.
Arvid Jansen is a recurring character and something of
an alter ego in Pettersen’s fiction. The author’s parents and
brother died in an actual ferry disaster in 1990; his novel In
The Wake (2002) concentrates on Arvid’s relationship with
his father and his guilt and grief surrounding the deaths.
In the newer novel, the focus is largely on the aftermath of
Arvid’s divorce from his wife, Turid, and his longing for his
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“A workplace drama set in the 22nd century
on a spaceship orbiting a distant planet.”
the employees

self-absorbed, but beautifully articulated meanderings of his
mind.
A melancholy read despite a glimmer of hope toward the
end.

humanoid counterparts work together according to well-established company protocols. Their mission is to curate and tend the
mysterious, alluring, and perhaps even sentient objects brought
up from the surface of New Discovery, the Earth-like planet
whose exploration is the Six Thousand Ship’s mission. The ship
itself is tightly run, with employees in place for every conceivable
need—be it laundry, reeducation, or cremation—and the labor
does not seem to be difficult. It soon becomes apparent, however, that something is disrupting the workflow on the Six Thousand Ship. The objects are impacting their human and humanoid
caretakers in different ways; eliciting erotic responses in some,
paranoia in others, an uneasy sense of maternal responsibility
or a near catatonic state of existential quandary in still others of
the crew. In concordance with, or perhaps as the result of, the
growing sense that the objects exist “in communion” with the
employees, a rift between the human, and therefore mortal, and
the humanoid, and therefore capable of being endlessly “reuploaded,” workers is having deleterious—even dangerous—effects
on workplace productivity. To address this problem, a committee of impartial mediators has spent the last 18 months interviewing crew members and compiling the resulting recordings
into the document of this book. The result is both familiar in its
petty irritations and clandestine attractions (“In the line in the
canteen I suddenly realize I feel a kind of tenderness for Cadet
14”) and unsparingly strange confessions (“I dream that there are
hundreds of black seeds in my skin, and when I scratch at them
they get caught up under my nails like fish eggs....I feel this has
something to do with the objects in the rooms”) that bode ill for
the increasingly fractious crew. In place of a dedication, Ravn
gives thanks to installation artist Lea Guldditte Hestelund for
the material inspiration for the book, yet, even without knowing
what Hestelund’s work looks like, the world Ravn has created is
familiar enough in its tropes and human(oid) emotions to infect
the reader’s imagination.
A book that strikes a rare balance between SF philosophy
and workaday feeling all while whirling through space.

THE EMPLOYEES
A Workplace Novel of
the 22nd Century
Ravn, Olga
Trans. by Martin Aitken
New Directions (144 pp.)
$19.95 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-8112-3135-0

A workplace drama set in the 22nd
century on a spaceship orbiting a distant
planet.
Aboard the interstellar spacecraft the
Six Thousand Ship, Earth-born humans and their bioengineered

ALL DAY IS A LONG TIME

Sanchez, David
Mariner Books (256 pp.)
$25.00 | Jan. 18, 2022
978-0-358-57201-5

A young man in Florida battles drug
addiction in this striking first novel.
“Everything happened fast for
years,” says the narrator of Sanchez’s
debut novel, and it’s a remarkable
understatement. The book starts off
with the narrator, 14 years old at the time, traveling via bus
from Tampa to Key West, hoping to spend time with a girl
he has a crush on. He immediately encounters an older man
who plies him with drugs and, along with a woman, molests
him. Things don’t get much better for the narrator, who over
the next several years struggles with drug addiction, spending “a couple months on the street, a couple months in jail,
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account of his life, regarding this as a duty more important than
fleeing ahead of the Nazi roundup. Von Trotha had access to
Pollak’s diaries, letters, and archival material, and he benefits
from a smooth translation by Lauffer. He achieves much in this
slim book, capturing a life enriched by its commitment to art
and antiquities and a man who makes an unusual decision when
faced with a crucial choice.
A work that weaves art and history into a fascinating tale.

y o u n g a d u lt

a couple in the psych or the halfway and back on the street
again. This job, that job, always only for a couple months or
weeks before something happened. Sober for a few months
and then not.” He hits rock bottom so often the term loses its
meaning, though eventually he gets help after experiencing a
seizure, moving into a halfway house, enrolling in community
college, and trying to reconcile with his estranged parents.
Sanchez’s novel has the structure and tenor of an addiction
memoir, though his narrator would hate to hear that (“Memoirs are whiny,” he sneers), particularly at the beginning; it
takes the author a little time to find his rhythm. But once
he does, he’s unstoppable, writing with an undeniable power
that only occasionally gets away from him. (There are a few
lines—“Everything was time soup in my head. Dumplings
of memories and noodley thoughts”—that don’t quite land.)
Still, the narrator is a memorable creation, vulnerable and
self-aware, and Sanchez does a mostly excellent job describing the monstrous effects of drug addiction in a way that’s
harrowing but never exploitative. Despite a few intermittent
stumbles, it’s a compelling book.
A captivating debut.

POLLAK’S ARM

von Trotha, Hans
Trans. by Elisabeth Lauffer
New Vessel Press (160 pp.)
$16.95 paper | Feb. 15, 2022
978-1-954404-00-7
This historical novel depicts a few
hours and many memories in the life of
a Jewish art dealer.
Ludwig Pollak, an Austrian antiquities dealer and museum director in Rome, gained fame in the
art world in 1906 for finding the missing right arm of the father
figure in the classical sculpture Laocoön and His Sons, which
stands in the Vatican Museums. In his fictional debut, von
Trotha, a German historian and former book-publishing executive, imagines an encounter on Oct. 17, 1943, between a Vatican
emissary identified only as K. and Pollak at the latter’s Rome
apartment. K., who narrates the meeting, has been sent to offer
Pollak and his family sanctuary in Vatican City because the
Nazis will soon start rounding up Jews in the city. But K. is frustrated in his efforts, as Pollak, who is 75, uses the occasion to
reminisce about catalogs he has written, collectors he has dealt
with, and the turns his life has taken amid the growing pressures
of antisemitism. His monologues are occasionally interrupted
by the intrigued but increasingly nervous K., who has a car waiting outside and knows they should get going before curfew. The
novel resembles a one-act play with two main performers and
other figures made present by allusion and eloquence. Here
they include Pollak’s memories of Rodin, Richard Strauss, and
J.P. Morgan, among others, and his admiration of Goethe, who
wrote an essay on the Laocoön group. The old man can sound
proud, pompous, erudite, aloof, but he isn’t indulging in nostalgia for his greatest hits. He feels compelled to give a personal
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OUR KIND OF PEOPLE

jeopardize Jemima’s chance at an advantageous match. Worse
yet, Joshua has made poor financial decisions, and the consequences seem to be bearing out at the worst possible time. As
the family falls from riches to rags, invitations to social events
quickly dwindle, as do friendly visits from other members of
Manhattan’s elite. In addition, both Jemima and her younger
sister, Alice, have begun developing feelings for specific gentlemen who are clearly outside the purview of their mother’s
desires for them. As this novel of manners meanders forward,
the narrative shifts perspectives frequently, offering insights
from many of the different characters, including Joshua and
Helen, both of their daughters, and other members of the New
York gentry. Characters travel around town to Washington
Square Park, Delmonico’s, the opera, and other exciting locales,
treating readers to many delightful details about Manhattan
in the latter part of the 19th century. Character development
and plot movement are strongest in the first third of the novel,
after which the pace slows considerably. Even so, fans of Bridgerton and Downton Abbey will delight in this period piece and
its plethora of charming details about fabrics, dance cards, and
decorum.
An entertaining glimpse into Manhattan’s 19th-century
high society and the conflict between tradition and innovation.

Wallace, Carol
Putnam (368 pp.)
$17.00 paper | Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-525-54002-1

In New York City’s Gilded Age, one
family struggles to maintain their place
among the other members of high society.
Despite her prestigious Dutch roots
and copious family money, Helen Maitland wasn’t particularly popular among
the eligible bachelors of Manhattan, and she was at risk of ending up a spinster. Then she fell for Joshua Wilcox, a country boy
who lived near her family’s summer home. Her mother would
surely have forbidden the match, but after discovering Helen
in a compromising position, she has no choice but to allow the
marriage to proceed. Years later, in 1874, it’s time for Helen
and Joshua to present their eldest daughter, Jemima, to society, and Helen worries that her husband’s subpar pedigree may

THE FIELDS

Young, Erin
Flatiron Books (352 pp.)
$27.99 | Jan. 25, 2022
978-1-250-79939-5
An Iowa police officer investigates a
gruesome series of murders in this scathing indictment of big agriculture.
Consider yourself warned: British
author Young’s debut crime novel, the
first in a planned series, is grisly and dark,
and readers who dislike gory scenes should be wary. Set in a version of America’s heartland that rejects salt-of-the-earth stereotypes, the book opens with a desperate, bleeding young woman
fleeing an unseen menace through an Iowa cornfield. When her
body is found by a local farmer the next morning, newly promoted Riley Fisher, Black Hawk County Police’s first female
sergeant, realizes the dead woman is a childhood friend. The
discovery brings back painful memories of trauma even as Riley
struggles with family issues in the present. As more women disappear and disturbing signs of cannibalism are revealed, Riley
begins to think the gruesome murders may not be the work of
a single serial killer but part of a larger conspiracy that could
reach far beyond the Midwest. An unsettling, foreboding atmosphere permeates the novel, mimicking the depression Riley
fights to keep at bay and the region’s collective despair over economic loss at the hands of big agriculture. Young is at her best
when she’s writing from Riley’s point of view: Riley’s battles
with personal demons and casual sexism in the police department make her a solid foundation for a recurring series. But the
complexity of the plot requires too many points of view—even
154
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the killer weighs in in overwrought asides—and Young is forced
into too much explanation and exposition. She’s determined to
shine a light on a real problem—the destruction of family farms
to feed corporate greed—but the book’s overly complicated
narrative gets in the way of her ability to simply tell a good story.
A complicated plot overshadows solid character development in this gory debut.

JANE AND THE YEAR
WITHOUT A SUMMER
Barron, Stephanie
Soho Crime (336 pp.)
$27.95 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-641-29247-4

Troubled by ill health, Jane Austen
repairs with her sister, Cassandra, to
Cheltenham Spa for the waters and finds
the place anything but restorative.
The volcanic ash from an Indonesian
volcano is blanketing Europe, making 1816 the year without a
summer. Things are equally bleak for the Austen family, still
recovering from recent financial losses. Having lost his ship,
the Phoenix, which his navigators ran aground, Jane’s brother
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A DEADLY AFFAIR
Unexpected Love Stories
From the Queen of Mystery

Charles faces a ruling from the Admiralty Board about his personal responsibility. When Jane complains of weakness, her
apothecary sends her to Cheltenham with orders to take the
waters, which she finds vile—but no more disagreeable than her
fellow lodger Miss Garthwaite; Miss Garthwaite’s ailing brother,
Richard, a clergyman who’s quick to condemn everyone around
him; or Viscount Granville Portreath, who descends on their
rooming house in search of his wife, invalid poet Rose Williams.
Thucydides, the Garthwaite pug, is poisoned. So are several
rats who turn up in inconvenient places. But the worst arrives
at a costume ball celebrating mad King George III’s Natal Day,
when rescuers searching the Cheltenham Assembly after a fire
breaks out find one of the guests stabbed to death. It’s not clear
whether the victim was indeed the murderer’s target, but it’s
clear that Jane will have to extricate herself from the attentions
of Raphael West, a painter’s son who’d like to be more than her
friend, long enough to follow the clues to the killer.
Full marks for background, plotting, and voice—though
fans should know that this 13th case is darker than Jane’s first
12.

Christie, Agatha
Morrow/HarperCollins (272 pp.)
$14.49 paper | Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-06-314234-3

Fifteen reprinted stories, most of
them originally published between 1923
and 1933, for those who think the doyenne of golden-age detective fiction had

no time for love.
Fans of Christie’s novel-length puzzlers won’t be surprised
to learn that love doesn’t conquer all. In “Death by Drowning,”
Miss Jane Marple announces Rose Emmott, unmarried and
pregnant, has been murdered, and she knows by whom. A pair
of lovers confess separately to killing the woman’s husband in
the Harley Quin mystery “The Love Detectives.” Hercule Poirot
intervenes in a lovers’ triangle only just in time to prevent murder in “Wasps’ Nest,” as does Quin’s friend Mr. Satterthwaite in
“The Face of Helen.” Soon after asking the vacationing Mr. Parker
Pyne to determine whether she’s being poisoned in “Death on
the Nile,” the importunate Lady Grayle is dead. Tommy and
Tuppence do their best to compete with the Father Brown franchise in “The Man in the Mist.” It would be a stretch to call
most of these love stories, and amateur sleuths would have to
look even more closely to find the romance in “Fruitful Sunday,”
in which a jeweled necklace appears in a just-purchased bowl of
fruit, or “The Case of the Caretaker,” in which Miss Marple’s
physician gives her a mysterious story to read and solve. But love
plays a more central role in the lesser tales “The Case of the Rich
Woman” (a client of Mr. Parker Pyne’s who is seeking happiness
finds it through an unexpected romance) and “Magnolia Blossom” (a straying wife is torn between loyalty to her husband and
the creditor she loves), and in the best of the bunch, “The King
of Clubs,” Poirot deftly uncovers the truth about a lothario
who deserved exactly what happened to him. The collection is
capped by Christie’s reminiscences of two abortive romances
of her own.
A decidedly mixed bag, not unlike love itself.

MAGIC IN THE WEAVE

Clare, Alys
Severn House (256 pp.)
$28.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-7278-9010-8

A physician struggles to make sense
of several brutal murders in Stuart
England.
When a theater group arrives in the
nearby city of Plymouth in October
1604, country doctor Gabriel Taverner
welcomes the chance to see a play with his clever and independent sister, Celia; his best friend, Vicar Jonathan Carew; and
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“The discovery of a corpse in a secluded, wooded corner of
England blossoms into a hunt for a twisted serial killer.”
a dark, divided self

PARIS NOIR
The Suburbs

midwife Judyth Penwarden. The play is Othello, presented in an
unusual and unsettling manner. To Gabriel’s discomfort, Celia
seems to be enamored of player Fallon Adderbury, and after the
performance, she offers her skills as a seamstress to make a silk
handkerchief to replace the rather dingy one used as a prop.
Taking offense at Gabriel’s warnings once they get back home,
Celia returns to Plymouth, where she can stay with a friend and
see all the plays and become acquainted with the players, one
of whom is soon to die. The coroner has overheard a strange
conversation, most likely between Francis Heron, a bit player
whose money gave him entree, and Daniel, a baggage handler,
that gives him reason for concern. He fears that Heron has the
plague, but Gabriel is convinced he’s been poisoned. A book
written in code found among Heron’s belongings provides the
promise of further clues. After suffering through a weirdly paranormal experience while tending Heron, Gabriel calls on Jonathan for help in facing demons. The mystery enlarges to include
professional assassins and a group of famous learned men they
have targeted.
A complex, exciting mystery whose rich historical background is disturbed by some truly chilling events.

Ed. by Delouche, Hervé
Akashic (280 pp.)
$16.95 paper | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-61775-755-6
Noir afficionado Delouche offers
13 stories that show how far from Paris
those who live just outside the French
capital really are.
Chloe Mehde lays out the premise in
the very first entry, “I Am Not Paris.” A young Muslim woman
realizes how little French her family is seen as when her cousin
is imprisoned for making a rude comment about Charlie Hebdo.
One tale of marginalization follows another. In “Beneath the
Peripherique,” a runaway scraping by selling knock-offs at
the Saint Ouen flea market is imperiled when she witnesses a
crime. An Albanian escaping an honor killing rarely sees the
light of day in Timothee Demeillers’ “Pantin, Really.” Even

A DARK, DIVIDED SELF

Cross, A.J.
Severn House (240 pp.)
$28.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-7278-5036-2

The discovery of a corpse in a
secluded, wooded corner of England
blossoms into a hunt for a twisted serial
killer.
DNA analysis of the meager remains
found by a dog walker leads back to a
missing person case in Manchester. But why would whoever
killed Amy Peters bring her so far south just to dump her, not
even buried, on Forestry Commission land in Brampton? That’s
just one of the questions that plagues DCI Bernard Watts,
who’s sorrier than ever that he didn’t retire when he had the
chance. A more pressing question is whether Amy’s death is
linked to four other abductions of young women from Manchester between 2016 and 2018. On the chance that the cases
are linked, Watts announces to his squad that he’s arranged for
two experts to help with the investigation. Criminologist Dr.
Will Traynor is well known to his officers, having helped them
in the past. But forensic psychologist Julian Devenish is a new
face, someone whose knowledge of Manchester Watts expects
to come in handy. Some of Watts’ men, like rough-and-tumble
Adrian Jones, are skeptical of the academic pair. Others, like
Police Constable Chloe Judd, are all in. Chloe thinks that developing a profile of the killer is just as important as learning what
she can about the victims. But is the young detective ready to
take on a killer whose depravity knows no limits?
Cross pulls no punches in a shocking tale of crime and
punishment.
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THE BONE TRACK

the community centers, built largely to serve immigrant communities, fail in their purpose, as Insa Sane shows in “Seeing Is
Believing” and Karim Madani, in “The Morillon Houses.” The
drug trade flourishes in Rachid Santaki’s “To My Last Breath.”
Even the wealthier enclaves, like Neuilly-sur-Seine, have their
share of drug trafficking, as Marc Fernandes reveals in “The
Baroness.” Urban (or suburban) renewal schemes fail in Guillaume Balsamo’s “Men at Work: Date of Completion, February
2027.” And in some ways, as Anne Secret in “Shadows of the Trapeze” and Patrick Pcherot in “The Day Johnny Died” suggest,
attempts to repurpose disused industrial sites are the root of
the problem themselves.
Dark tales shine a bright light on some little-seen parts of
greater Paris.

Johnson, Sara E.
Poisoned Pen (384 pp.)
$15.99 paper | Feb. 15, 2022
978-1-4642-1397-7
A vacation hiking New Zealand’s
Milford Track turns deadly for forensic
odontologist Alexa Glock, her brother,
and the two dozen people in their group.
Make that two groups, since Luxe
Tours travelers like Auckland orthopedist Dr. Diana Clark barely hide their scorn for proles like Alexa
and her younger brother, Charlie, a geotech engineer visiting
from Asheville, who aren’t spending a fortune to stay each night
in private rooms in upscale lodges along the trail, with bountiful
food and drink. Alexa’s bare-bones hike has its own highlights.
Her group is caught first in a landslide, then in a land tremor;
on her own, she discovers the skeletal remains of a man who
was evidently stabbed to death; she’s attacked by a helicopter
that dumps a ton of rock on her find before she has a chance to
report it; and while she and Charlie are spending the night in
Pompolona Lodge with the Luxe party, he’s drugged by someone who steals the camera Alexa used to take photographs of
the corpse. No matter, for they soon find a replacement corpse:
that of Dr. Clark, whose companions—her schoolteacher sister, Rosie Jones, her anesthesiologist, Dr. Larry Salvú, and her
pharmaceutical salesperson, Cassandra Perry—all swear that
she must have fallen accidentally from a wire bridge and that
they certainly didn’t stab her with a pair of hiking poles. The
police officers who fly in to join the party uncover accusations
against Dr. Clark for serving as a one-doctor pill dispensary that
may have led to the overdose death of a patient. In a particularly
touristy stroke, the murder plot seems to have been superimposed on the natural and cultural landscape most readers will
find the high point here.
Familiarly novel territory for fans of Aaron Elkins and
Kathy Reichs.

DYING FALL

Harrod-Eagles, Cynthia
Severn House (256 pp.)
$28.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-7278-5018-8
An anonymous phone tip sends
DCI Bill Slider to a well-hidden house
in Shepherd’s Bush harboring a host of
even better-hidden secrets.
A woman eventually identified as
Prudence Chadacre, nee Kate Armstrong, a secretary at the Historic Buildings National Drawings
Archive, has taken a fatal tumble down the stairs inside Dunkirk
House—except that she hasn’t; there are clear signs that she was
beaten to death and her fall never happened. The victim was so
quiet, solitary, and withdrawn from the world that it’s no easy
matter to generate a list of suspects, let alone figure out which
of them might have had a motive for killing her. From almost
the beginning of Slider’s inquiries, the most promising lead
seems to be the death of Prue’s mother, Sandra May Chadacre,
who drowned in her bath in the same house 20 years ago. The
earlier death was discovered by Sandra’s son, Philip Armstrong,
who’s clearly a person of interest now that his sister has died as
well. And when at last Philip turns up, his artless confession—
“I killed my sister, and it makes you tired, killing people”—bids
fair to close the case. But Slider and his team aren’t ready to
stop considering Magnus Armstrong, Sandra’s ex-husband, now
a wealthy, powerful developer planning a run for Parliament, or
Tony Scrimgeour, the handsome young man who managed the
rare feat of insinuating himself into Prue’s good graces before
vanishing in a puff of smoke.
Steady, unspectacular, expertly paced work from all hands,
with a particularly satisfying payoff.
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LIVE, LOCAL, AND DEAD

Knight, Nikki
Crooked Lane (304 pp.)
$26.99 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-64385-945-3

A small-town radio jock gets involved
in big-time murder.
DJ Jaye Jordan has bought a radio
station in a Vermont town near the home
of her ex-husband, David, the father of
her daughter, Ryan. She’s dumped the
divisive talk show hosted by ranting right-winger Edwin Anger,
instead focusing on requests for mostly romantic songs. Fed up
with being picketed by Anger’s two fans in town, she relieves
her stress by shooting the head off a nearby snowman only to
find Anger’s corpse concealed within. Jaye is too well liked for
|

“A celebratory display of the many things an accomplished
veteran can do with the short mystery.”
reader, i buried them

READER, I BURIED THEM
And Other Stories

the townsfolk to consider her a serious suspect as Anger’s killer,
but the nasty assistant who’s bucking for his job stirs up his
base of crazies, and she soon receives tons of hate mail from
writers whose cries grow even louder when they discover she’d
converted to Judaism upon marrying David. Luckily, Will Ten
Broeck, one of her big supporters, is the governor of Vermont, a
descendant of Dutch settlers, a true Knickerbocker, and a moderate Republican who’s easy on the eye. Their friendship slowly
blossoms into a romantic relationship as he and her neighbors
stand behind her in the battle with Anger’s followers. When
Anger’s death is proven to be murder, Jaye’s friends, along with
a friendly, flatulent moose and all of David’s relatives, pitch in to
support love over hate and solve the crime.
A nifty series kickoff featuring a hard look at the corrosive
atmosphere tearing the country apart.

Lovesey, Peter
Soho Crime (384 pp.)
$27.95 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-641-29361-7

Eighteen stories, 15 of them reprints
from 1973-2020, from the prolific British
writer equally distinguished by his inventiveness and his polished craftsmanship.
The oldest tale, “The Bathroom,”
is a fictionalization of the career of serial wife-killer George
Joseph Smith most noteworthy for the anecdote it inspires in
Lovesey’s introduction; its true-crime counterpart, “A Tale of
Three Tubs,” is more beguiling and compelling. The historical
interest is also the strongest element in “The Deadliest Tale
of All,” in which Edgar Allan Poe meets the man who plans to
write his obituary. And the trimmings in “A Three Pie Problem,”
in which Superintendent Peter Diamond eludes his visiting
relatives by investigating the poisoning of a retired accountant
at his own Christmas party, shine more brightly than its payoff.
Mostly, though, the stories are a demonstration of how many
things Lovesey can do well. A burglar who wins a contest that
sends him to Marrakesh in “Lady Luck” suffers an exquisitely
well-calibrated payback. The veteran romance novelist tempted
from her midlist purgatory to ghostwrite a roman à clef about a
thinly disguised celebrity in “Ghosted” smells a rat just in time.
In “The Homicidal Hat,” another mystery writer gets unexpected help from her crabby husband designing the winning
entry in the cozy mystery conference Malice Domestic’s contest for most creative hat. “Formidophobia” traces the roots of
the narrator’s fear of scarecrows to a dread secret that conceals
still darker secrets. The hanging of a theatrical troupe’s leading
lady introduces a surprisingly orthodox whodunit in “Gaslighting.” And the ending of the title story, in which the impending
loss of their monastery leads to the poisoning of two monks, is
more heartwarming than surprising.
A celebratory display of the many things an accomplished
veteran can do with the short mystery.

MURDER, SWEET MURDER

Kuhns, Eleanor
Severn House (224 pp.)
$28.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-7278-5009-6

In 1801, two proven sleuths travel
from Maine to Boston to solve several
murders.
Weaver Will Rees and his wife, Lydia,
have little to do with her wealthy family except for her half sister, Cordelia.
When Lydia’s estranged father is accused of murdering a man
in Boston, though, Cordelia begs them to come and prove
him innocent. Although he hasn’t been charged, his family is
shunned by society, ruining Cordelia’s marriage chances. Lydia
is all too ready to suspect her father, but for Cordelia’s sake, she
and Will make the journey to Boston. Lydia’s snobbish stepmother, Isabeau Farrell, looks down on Will and his family, but
Lydia and Will still do their best to investigate the murder that
Lydia’s father, Marcus, would prefer they ignore. For unknown
reasons Marcus is trying to marry Cordelia off to his assistant,
but she’s madly in love with a wealthy young man she sneaks out
to meet. Marcus is estranged from his only son, James, who’s
chosen to live with his uncle Julian. The young man who was
killed had argued with Marcus, who insists their dispute was
over wages, but Will finds out Marcus had cheated the man’s
family out of their Caribbean plantation. Will has faced moral
dilemmas before, and the fact that much of Marcus’ wealth is
built on sugar plantations worked by slaves makes it difficult for
him to work up the appetite to defend him. Then Julian’s murder flushes more secrets out into the open.
Not many surprises, but the ambience of early 1800s Boston makes for an interesting read.

THE CHIANTI FLASK

Lowndes, Marie Belloc
Poisoned Pen (272 pp.)
$14.99 paper | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-4642-1546-9
Standing trial for murder is only the
beginning of a new widow’s tribulations
in this breathless, mournful tale the
author of The Lodger originally published
in 1934.
Three weeks after Dr. Grant signed
a death certificate indicating that Fordish Dousland had died
of natural causes, his growing unease led him to contact the
Silchester police, who arrested Laura Dousland for dosing her
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much older husband’s wine with rat poison. The question of
her innocence or guilt evidently turns on the disappearance of
a flask that held the victim’s final drink. Dousland’s Venetian
servant, Angelo Terugi, testifies that he placed the flask on his
master’s dinner tray and that it vanished in the confusion after
his death; Sir Joseph Molloy, the barrister representing Laura,
suggests that Terugi is confusing the events of the fatal evening
with those three weeks before, when the stingy Dousland hid
the flask the servant had brought him to prevent Terugi from
finishing it himself. Sir Joseph’s questions are pointed enough
to raise a reasonable doubt in the minds of the jurors, and Laura
is found not guilty and set free. But not all that free, since her
husband’s death leaves her penniless; the publicity from the
trial follows her to Loverslea, where she takes refuge with John
and Alice Hayward, who introduced her to Dousland while she
was working as governess for their daughter, and Alice’s wellmeant kindness becomes unbearably oppressive. Hiding under
her mother’s maiden name, Laura accepts the invitation of Dr.
Mark Scrutton, Dousland’s golfing acquaintance, to stay in an
outbuilding of his parents’ home. But she can’t accept Mark’s
professions of love, which precipitate an all-too-expected
ending.
Eighty-six years on, Lowndes still presents a remarkably
modern take on notoriety, guilt, and love.

found. Lexy and her friends, who have inside information about
the activities of the motel guests, do some sleuthing of their
own in a race to catch the killer.
Plenty of suspects and mordant humor against a background of pandemic paranoia.

BEHIND THE LIE

Naymark, Emilya
Crooked Lane (304 pp.)
$26.99 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-64385-892-0
More domestic-based skulduggery
for ex–NYPD officer Laney Bird, this
time emanating not from her home but
from that of her neighbor and best friend.
As in Laney’s debut, Hide in Place
(2021), Naymark kicks off with a bang, as
Oliver Dubois, head scientist at Calypso Technologies, interrupts an all-out party his wife, Laney’s friend Holly, is throwing
by ramming a truck he’s borrowed from Step and Vera Volkin
into his own front door. The chaos that ensues is multiplied
even further when the guests find Step shot in the butt and Vera
missing. Asking not whodunit but how’s that again, the tale skips
back and forth between present and past and between the two
friends. Laney keeps asking her son, Alfie, a 15-year-old who’s
already lived through enough melodrama for a lifetime, if he got
into her safe and took the gun that the Sylvan Police Department has identified as the weapon that shot Step. Paranormal
romance novelist Holly’s pretense of having it all is undermined
by the fact that she’s been “cannibalizing her own well-being”
to support her adult brothers, one of them a divorced veteran
of addiction and rehab, the other suffering from lymphoma. A
particularly loaded flashback shows Holly rescuing Vera from
drowning, correcting the mistake she made 20 years ago when
she failed to save her drug-addled sister, Abigail Spencer, from
just such a fate, and Oliver, whom she’d suspected of being sweet
on Abigail, had pulled Holly from the water instead. The complications (and there are plenty more) that follow are florid but
not believable or even particularly suspenseful, especially given
the assurance that Laney is presumably marked for survival.
You have to sympathize with the franchise heroine, who
finds herself “losing track of the victims in this mess.”

SCOT MIST

McPherson, Catriona
Severn House (240 pp.)
$28.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-7278-9033-7
A dark comedy of death and Covid-19.
Scottish marriage therapist Lexy
Campbell moved to Southern California to marry, then divorce, a dentist who
involved her in crime solving. Now she
lives on a houseboat moored behind
the Last Ditch Motel, which is about to become a haven for a
mismatched bunch who take shelter there during California’s
pandemic-induced shutdown. Lexy is already close to the wacky
motel denizens, who are now inviting friends and relatives to
stay. Permanent resident Roger Kroger is a physician who’s
offered his motel room to Blaine Temple and her two kids while
he stays at their house with fellow doctor Philip Temple as the
two of them work long hours at the hospital. Taylor, Lexy’s
ornithologist boyfriend, moves in with her to make room for
his blind mother to stay in his room at the motel. Then there
are some unrelated guests: Meera Flynn is leaving behind an
abusive husband, a cop who doesn’t take kindly to her having
escaped. Information technology expert Arif Jafari is a trans
man with an abusive wife. All of them are still slowly working
out new routines when Lexy finds Blaine’s room spattered in
blood, her children screaming in fear, and no sign of Blaine.
Lexy has dealt with Sgt. Molly Rankinson before, and they’re
not the best of friends, but that doesn’t stop Molly from moving
in and questioning everyone in the motel once Blaine’s body is
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TRANSFUSION

Oldham, Nick
Severn House (224 pp.)
$28.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-7278-5015-7
Oldham’s latest starts off as if it’s
going to be a fourth adventure for disgraced ex-cop Steve Flynn before it ropes
in his veteran colleague Henry Christie
in an unlikely role.
|

“An elaborate and satisfying souffle of mystery, history, and poetry.”
the shadow of the empire

Albanian crime lord Viktor Bashkim, holed up in Cyprus,
is as sharp as ever, but now that he’s 80, he knows it’s time to
hand over the reins—not to his playboy son, Nico, but to his
daughter, Sofia, who’s got the brains and the guts to breathe
new life into the family business. Unfortunately for Viktor,
Flynn and Kurt Donaldson of the FBI have just discovered
that he only faked his death the last time they crossed swords.
So he hires a killer dubbed the Tradesman to kill Flynn before
he can get any closer. The Tradesman, who, under the name
of Bennett, runs a profitable pet crematorium that gives him
access to confidential information he turns into an even more
profitable side hustle of credit-card fraud, stops on the way to
another assignment with an intriguing connection to his latest job to ask directions of a pubkeeper who just happens to
be Christie, a retired detective superintendent working as a
civilian investigator with formidable DS Debbie Blackstone
of the Lancashire Constabulary. Bennett returns that night
to pinch Christie’s phone, and the chase is on. Or rather, the
chases: a junior colleague who thinks it’s time he seized control of Bashkim’s organization, Christie’s search for the man
who swiped his phone, and of course Flynn and Donaldson’s
original pursuit of Bashkim, who ends up having troubles even
closer to home.
Understated exposition and violent set pieces, all professionally handled throughout.

cliché—neither Hayden nor Hollister is in danger of falling for
the other—produces a fresh new take on the gay mystery, and
Hayden’s first-person narrative is just self-deprecating enough.
Look past the routine mystery in Osler’s debut, and you’ll
hear a welcome new voice.

THE SHADOW OF THE EMPIRE

Qiu Xiaolong
Severn House (192 pp.)
$28.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-7278-5081-2

A bureaucrat and man of letters
probes the death of a notorious poet and
courtesan in seventh-century China.
Dee Renjie, newly appointed Imperial Circuit Supervisor of the Tang
Empire, has no objection to being
called Judge Dee, though this moniker is more reflective of
his position within the complicated imperial court than of
his erudition and achievements. Indeed, the contemplative
Dee bears a strong resemblance to Qiu’s Inspector Chen, the
law enforcement officer with an artistic soul who has maneuvered through the minefield of the Chinese Communist Party
while solving crimes over a dozen novels. Judge Dee becomes
obsessed with the case of Xuanji, a beautiful, promiscuous
courtesan and poet arrested for the beating death of Ning, a
maidservant whom she’s buried in the backyard. Though she
hasn’t been convicted of manslaughter, Xuanji remains incarcerated and is considered a murderer. Dee’s probe begins
at a monastery, aided by the appropriately named monk
Nameless. Xuanji’s poems provide breadcrumbs on the
investigative trail. Mysticism hangs over the case in the oftmentioned spirit of the black fox. More murders convince
Dee of Xuanji’s innocence and fuel his hunt for a solution.
His prison meeting with the enigmatic Xuanji is both frustrating and exhilarating. A lengthy appendix provides many
more poems by the real-life Xuanji, and a postscript lays out
the tangled genesis of this series debut, inspired by both history and the Judge Dee novels of Dutch author Robert Van
Gulik. Qiu’s ultimate homage is presenting this novel as the
work of Inspector Chen.
An elaborate and satisfying souffle of mystery, history, and
poetry.

DEVIL’S CHEW TOY

Osler, Rob
Crooked Lane (320 pp.)
$26.99 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-64385-943-9

A meet-cute at a gay dance club leads
to a dreamy night and a less dreamy
sequel.
Even though he writes a Mates on
Dates blog, Hayden McCall has had limited experience slipping dollar bills into
the jockstraps of the go-go boys at Hunters. So maybe it’s his
fault that Camilo Rodriguez responds to the tip by kicking him
in the face. Camilo’s apologetic, bantamweight Hayden’s not
seriously hurt (though his shiner is still shining when the curtain comes down), and they end up in Camilo’s bed in Columbia City. Everything’s perfect until the dawn’s early light, when
two Seattle cops come calling for Camilo, whose truck they’ve
found abandoned with the engine running, and Hayden realizes
he’s not there. So many people saw Hayden getting kicked at
Hunters that he’s not a serious suspect, but he wants to help.
So he takes Camilo’s bull terrier, Commander, back to his place
even though Ruthie Weiser, owner of the Orca Arms (think
about it), has a strict no-pets policy that Hayden’s neighbor
Sarah Lee is all too eager to enforce. More to the point, he
joins forces with Camilo’s friend Hollister, a lesbian furniture
maker with whom he instantly clicks, to track down his missing hookup, to the visible resentment of Hollister’s kryptonite
partner, Mysti Cho. Miraculously, doubling the gay-best-friend
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ABANDONED IN DEATH

whose background check of Molly convinces him that she’s a
killer. After Molly’s friendly neighbor Seville Chambers touts
her dog-training abilities, she soon has several other canine
clients. Butterscotch, a basset-retriever mix, belongs to Ava, a
brilliant 8-year-old whose odd parents make her pooch sleep
outside, and Ulysses, a Dalmatian, belongs to defense attorney
Lupe Fox, who happens to be Vasquez’s younger sister. Traveling the neighborhood, Molly picks up a lot of information she’ll
need if she’s to solve the mystery of the hand and the shocking
murder of Seville before Wright throws her in jail.
A charming new cozy certain to delight dog lovers of all
breeds.

Robb, J.D.
St. Martin’s (368 pp.)
$21.99 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-2502-7821-0

June 2061 is a perilous time for
women in a downtown Manhattan
neighborhood who happen to resemble
a violent kidnapper’s mother.
The killer doesn’t seem to be trying to
hide anything except his own identity. Ten
days after snatching bartender Lauren Elder from the street as
she walked home, he leaves her body, carefully dressed and made
up, with even the gash in her throat meticulously stitched up and
beribboned, where it’s sure to be found quickly, along with the
chilling label “bad mommy.” When Lt. Eve Dallas and Detective
Delia Peabody realize that Anna Hobe, a server at a nearby karaoke
bar who disappeared a week ago under similar circumstances, was
probably another victim of the same perp, the clock begins ticking down even before they learn that assistant marketing manager
Mary Kate Covino has gone missing as well. Dallas, Peabody, and
the helpers who’ve made Robb’s long-lived franchise even more
distinctive than its futuristic setting race to find the women or
identify their kidnapper before he reverts once again to the 5-yearold abandoned by his mother many years ago. The emphasis this
time is on investigative procedure, forensics (beginning with the
Party Girl perfume and the Toot Sweet moisturizer the murderer
uses on the corpses of his victims), and the broader danger women
in every generation face from men who just can’t grow up.
A rarity: a police procedural more deeply invested in the
victims than either the killer or the police.

TOTALLY PAWSTRUCK

Ryan, Sofie
Berkley (288 pp.)
$8.99 paper | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-593-20197-8

The owner of a repurpose store finds
herself with a brand-new murder to solve.
Winters can be pretty icy in North
Harbor, Maine, but it wasn’t a fall on the
ice that killed Vincent Swift. Someone
bashed him on his nasty old noggin with
a rock-hard ball of crystal and left him in
the street, where Sarah Grayson and her best friend, Jess Callahan, practically trip over him on their way home from dinner at
The Black Bear. Unfortunately, standing right behind him, they
also find kind, gentle Stella Hall, who fought with Vincent on
every issue brought before the local library’s board of directors,
on which both proudly served. Naturally, the local police focus
their investigation on Stella. Luckily, Sarah’s grandmother Isabel has joined a team of private eyes along with her best friends,
Charlotte, Liz, and Rose, and Rose’s gentleman friend, Alfred
Peterson, who happens to have an actual investigator’s license.
As a token of her faith in the prowess of Charlotte’s Angels,
Sarah rents them office space in the back of her shop, Second
Chance. The boundaries between the front and back of the
shop are pretty porous, though, and soon Sarah joins the Angels
in pursuit of the killer. While her boyfriend, Mac, strips paint
off aging armoires and dilapidated desks, Sara stalks suspects.
But can she catch the real murderer before the police lock up
their frail, elderly prime suspect?
A cozy trifecta: shopkeeper sleuth, disagreeable deceased,
and sympathetic suspect who must be saved from the police.

A DEADLY BONE TO PICK

Rothschild, Peggy
Berkley (304 pp.)
$26.00 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-0-593-43708-7

Dogs and murder make for a maddening mix.
Private eye Molly Madison, a former police officer, moved from Massachusetts to California with her beloved
golden retriever, Harlow, seeking peace
of mind after the murder of her cheating husband. Someone
was arrested and is awaiting trial, but her husband’s family
and some of her ex-colleagues remain suspicious of her. Molly
doesn’t mind when an enormous slobbering Saint Berdoodle
shows up at her new house, especially when she learns that
he’s an escape artist owned by a doctor who’s in the midst of a
divorce and has no time for Noodle. Given all the time on her
hands, Molly’s more than happy to train Noodle, whose extraordinary nose leads to a hand buried on the beach and a world
of trouble for Molly. The two detectives on the case are handsome Detective Vasquez and nasty, suspicious Detective Wright,
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attractive whodunit fan Dhu Harrington and reconnects with
his old school friend Walter Ghost, psychologist, explorer, and
“the perfect amateur.” No sooner has Mollock settled into his
accidental voyage than it’s upended by the death of Countess
Lulu Fogartini, who’s been strangled in her stateroom and had
her neck broken to boot. Since Capt. Porter knows of Ghost’s
work with government intelligence, he asks him to lead the
investigation, whose sole clue seems to be a pair of “luck dolls”
of the sort the countess had been knitting ever since she was
a girl in Cincinnati. Metafictional touches abound. Mollock
treats his fellow passengers to a reading of his latest whodunit,
which features Starrett sleuth Jimmie Lavender, and Ghost and
Mollock puzzle over The House of Mystery, a film starring the
countess and a man who may just be her killer.
The suspects are types and the big reveal’s a big letdown,
but this urbane, facetious tale will score with nostalgia buffs.

Sparks, Leanne Kale
Crooked Lane (320 pp.)
$26.99 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-64385-941-5

An FBI agent and a Denver homicide
detective tackle a pair of sex crimes that
keep crisscrossing each other in all the
wrong ways.
Ten years ago, Kendall Beck stopped
her car to pick up a woman running along
the highway. As it turned out, Amy Carrington was fleeing from
the serial killer dubbed the Reaper. Her rescue was shockingly
short-lived: the Reaper caught up with the pair on the street
outside the police station, shot Kendall and left her for dead,
then drove off once again with the captive he would shortly torture, rape, and murder. Kendall, who still can’t forget or forgive
her failure, has compensated by developing an aggressive profile
at the FBI. When Scott Williams, whom she’s about to arrest
for sexually abusing his 5-year-old daughter, Emily, attacks her,
she beats him so badly that her superior is tempted to put her
on administrative leave. Instead, she gets sucked into a completely different case: the disappearance of Gwen Tavich, the
friend and roommate who’d borrowed her SUV and vanished.
Kendall’s only official status in the case is complainant—in an
especially neat touch, she forces the reluctant cops to investigate by reporting her car stolen—but Detective Adam Taylor,
who’s working the case, is drawn to her and takes her into his
confidence. Once Gwen turns up dead, the leading suspect in
her murder is Tyson Butler, her fiance and partner in a successful restaurant, but more and more forensic evidence links her
murder to the earlier work of the Reaper. Could Ty really have
been killing young blond women for more than 10 years? And if
he hasn’t been, who has?
An unsparing professional-grade debut for readers who
can take it.

L.A. BURNING

Taylor, D.C.
Crooked Lane (288 pp.)
$27.99 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-64385-778-7
Taylor leaps from the 1950s, when
detective Michael Cassidy last worked
the mean streets of New York in Night
Watch (2019), to present-day Los Angeles
for a tale of revenge served cold.
Cody Bonner, released from prison
after serving five years for bank robbery, has only one goal:
finding the man who raped and killed her twin sister, Julie, two
years ago. The considerable interest the case stirred up because
the victim’s mother, Karen Bonner, is an Oscar-winning movie
star, was long since abated; the investigators in the LA Sheriff ’s
Department see no reason why they should open their files to
a jailbird; and Cody can’t stop using her goody-goody sister’s
bona fides to put herself down. Even so, Cody, whom one homicide investigator calls “Dickless Tracy,” methodically tracks
down Julie’s boyfriend, her legal colleagues at Mitchell, Collier, and Brown, and everyone else her path crossed in the time
leading up to her death. Dozens of Hollywood types, from Beverly Hills car dealer Alex Ames to powerful talent agent Harry
Groban, flicker suddenly to life before they’re left in Cody’s
rearview mirror. Only Curtis Whyle, Julie’s schoolmate and
law-firm mentor before he left to become CEO of Black Light
Films, sticks around long enough to become a fact of Cody’s
daily life—until she discovers that Julie’s pro bono work for the
Sex Workers Outreach Project had led her beyond the courtroom into some very dark places. Resolving to punish the man
who’s punished so many women, Cody finds herself retracing
Julie’s steps into danger even as a cop who was present at one of
her bank robberies resolves to bring her down.
A brutally efficient tale that’s also a reeking portrait of La
La Land.

MURDER ON “B” DECK

Starrett, Vincent
American Mystery Classics (235 pp.)
$25.95 | $15.95 paper | Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-61316-278-1
978-1-61316-279-8 paper
Sherlock-ian Starrett’s first mystery,
originally published in 1929, invites readers to return to those civilized days when
murder was part of the package on transAtlantic cruises.
Mystery novelist Dunstan Mollock hasn’t even booked passage on the SS Latakia; he’s just come to see off his sister, Mavis,
and her bridegroom, Todd Osborne. But when a last-minute
search for a book puts him back aboard the ship after it’s cast
off, he decides this might as well be the trip to Europe he’s
never taken before. His pleasure is redoubled when he meets
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FOUR THOUSAND DAYS

at a series of killings she’d worked on before. Unit head Eddie
Mahler is still struggling with migraines and trying dating apps,
which aren’t working any better than you’d expect. When the
team starts looking into Behrens’ disappearance, they learn that
he took a disposable phone with him and that the phone he left
behind contains Google searches for sexual assault, molestation,
and Child Protective Services. There’s a letter of resignation on
his laptop. The team members use their diverse skills to search
for Behrens and figure out the reason for his disappearance.
When they find him shot dead in his car, the big question is:
suicide or murder? Behrens’ love of literature ruled his life, and
his students adored him. The clues to his death will be found in
his life and his relations with others.
An excellent police procedural raised to a higher level
by the in-depth look at the lives of the people who work the
crimes.

Trow, M.J.
Severn House (224 pp.)
$28.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-78029-134-5

Trow, who’s already featured Christopher Marlowe as a sleuth in Black Death
(2019), introduces an appealing new
detective based on turn-of-the-20thcentury archaeologist Margaret Murray.
Although she’s seen plenty of ancient
bones, the death of one of her students at University College
London forces Dr. Murray to take an interest in a modern murder. There are very few women at UCL, but the public lectures
given for free every Friday attract all sorts of people, including
Helen Richardson and Constable Adam Crawford, who recognizes Helen from archaeology lectures when her naked body
is found in a dingy apartment. People at the college believed
Helen to be a telephonist, but apparently she had a sideline in
prostitution. Crawford’s superior is quite sure she committed
suicide, but Crawford, who thinks she may have been murdered, goes to Dr. Murray for help. His innocuous request sets
off a chain of events that leads to several more deaths and the
uncovering of secrets that members of the faculty and student
body have been determined to hide. Some of the clever women
attending the college, including Angela Friend, who’s developing a romantic relationship with Crawford, also call on Dr. Murray to investigate. After she gets nowhere with the local police,
a chance meeting with retired Inspector Reid of Scotland Yard
puts her on the trail of another female archaeologist who may
have made an astonishing discovery before she turned up dead.
All Dr. Murray needs is to discover the motive of a cleverly hidden killer.
Plenty of suspects, red herrings, and period detail make
this a promising launch.

science fiction
and fantasy
ENGINES OF EMPIRE

Ford, R.S.
Orbit (624 pp.)
$17.99 paper | Jan. 18, 2022
978-0-316-62956-0

The first installment of Ford’s Age of
Uprising saga is unadulterated epic fantasy set in an aetherpunk realm where
the mining and innovative utilization of
magic-powered pyrestones have made
the nation of Torwyn a virtual empire of

THE DAY HE LEFT

industry.
The guilds rule Torwyn—and have for generations. Although
newly crowned Emperor Sullivar reigns over the realm, it’s the
various guilds that are the lifeblood of the nation—controlling
the military, transit, mining, farming, etc. But when an emissary
from Malador—a country that has been enemies with Torwyn
for thousands of years—attending Sullivar’s coronation and
with a potential peace treaty in the balance is assassinated and
Fulren, Sullivar’s young nephew, is falsely accused and essentially sentenced to death by being sent to Malador for punishment, Fulren’s mother, Rosomon Hawkspur, realizes treachery
is afoot. As fanatics from the Draconate Ministry, Torwyn’s
ecclesiastic power, begin a masterfully planned coup, Rosomon
and her children—who are scattered throughout the realm—
attempt to stop the rebellion. Conall, a captain in the military,
is stationed at a remote outpost; Tyreta, Rosomon’s responsibility-shirking daughter, is visiting mining operations in the wild
Sundered Isles; and Fulren, now a prisoner in an enemy land,

Weisel, Frederick
Poisoned Pen (384 pp.)
$16.99 paper | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-4642-1421-9
After a schoolteacher walks out the
door and vanishes, the Santa Rosa Violent Crime team finds his disappearance
is related to several crimes.
Paul Behrens is a dedicated English
teacher whose relationship with his wife,
Annie, has hit a new low. The two seldom spend time together
or know what’s going on in the lives of their teenage children:
Jesse is dealing pot, and Claire is being blackmailed by middle
school mean girls. Annie’s work as a night nurse has led to her
affair with a doctor. Meanwhile, the Violent Crime team is
scattered, with Frames on loan to Narcotics and Eden Somers,
a former FBI analyst, called back to the bureau to take a look
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“A champion virtual reality gamer gets tangled up in
a real-life war between alien-powered magicians.”
battle of the linguist mages

attempts to stay alive long enough to unravel the conspiratorial mystery. Narrated from multiple points of view, the novel
fully displays Ford’s ability to create dynamic and emotionally
connective characters. Additionally, his ability to write and
twist together numerous plot threads and have each one feel
like the primary narrative makes this grand-scale tale seem less
bloated and unwieldy. Although some sequences early on feel
a bit contrived, once this mammoth novel gains momentum,
readers should disregard this minor flaw and find themselves
fully immersed in a story that features a virtual toy chest full
of fantasy delights, including magic-powered land- and airships,
demon lords, sentient goat-headed beasts, war eagles, pirates,
and deified wyrms.
Epic fantasy fans listen up: This is the good stuff. Highly
recommended.

BATTLE OF THE
LINGUIST MAGES

Moore, Scotto
Tordotcom (448 pp.)
$28.99 | Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-250-76772-1

A champion virtual reality gamer
gets tangled up in a real-life war between
alien-powered magicians.
Isobel is the Queen of Sparkle Dungeon. The video game’s best diva-caster—
a player who uses her actual voice to sling spells—she wields the
series’ four most powerful artifacts. But when the Queen combines the artifacts’ powers, she unwittingly rips a hole in the
fabric of the game’s spacetime. Still, nothing seems amiss when
SparkleCo’s ad agency reaches out to ask Isobel to test a new
game. She is the Queen, after all, and no one can overtake her
in the leaderboards. Working under the cover of a comprehensive nondisclosure agreement, Isobel learns that the ad agency
is working on real-life magic: multilayered syllables that manipulate whomever hears them into feeling, thinking, or doing
whatever the speaker wishes, thanks to the power of alien punctuation marks. Sparkle Dungeon’s best diva-caster turns out to
be a natural with these “power morphemes,” but she begins to
suspect that she isn’t working for the good guys after meeting a
few of the firm’s other clients—including a Scientology-esque
church and an “insidious” politician. Then there’s her predecessor, Maddy, who left the ad agency after crafting her own set of
morphemes and now wants to kidnap Isobel to work as part of
her resistance movement. Maddy’s explosive entrance cuts the
novel’s brake lines, pitching readers into a madcap adventure of
magic and mayhem. Moore has produced a frenetic romp that
makes up for its lack of depth with a whole lot of fun. Although
Isobel never entirely comes together as a three-dimensional
character, her funk-infused narration does a good job of fleshing
out her supporting cast.
Glitter-bombed popcorn fiction at its finest.
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THE UNFAMILIAR GARDEN

Percy, Benjamin
Mariner Books (224 pp.)
$26.00 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-358-33271-8

In this sequel to The Ninth Metal
(2021), Percy explores a new effect that
develops five years after Earth spun
through a debris field left behind by a
comet.
Five years ago, during the meteor
shower caused by the comet Cain, the sky seemed to fall. Jack
Abernathy, a mushroom expert, took his daughter, Mia, into
Olympic National Forest early one morning after watching
the meteors so he could gather some new specimens. Within
hours, Mia went missing without a trace. Now the effects of
the meteors—the development of a new element, omnimetal,
as well as severe weather and changes in environmental patterns—continue to transform the Earth. In the Northwest,
there has been a tremendous drought that’s just begun to lift.
Jack, now divorced from his wife, Nora, a homicide detective, is struggling to stay motivated in his research and his
job when Darla, one of his graduate students, falls ill. Within
hours, it becomes clear that whatever contagion has infected
her is spreading throughout Seattle. In the years after Covid,
no one is eager to establish another quarantine, but Nora is
seeing people with symptoms similar to Darla’s that seem connected to a disturbing rash of murders with ritualistic overtones. Nora and Jack must come together to investigate the
source of this new plague: something that lives, that has its
own ability to communicate. Something that may also be the
answer to the mystery of Mia’s disappearance. Percy is a master of horror, particularly when it comes to creating a sense of
threat generated by nature itself. There’s a spattering of gore,
a connection to a psychopathic serial killer, and a secret government agenda to introduce alien matter into human genes—
in other words, a little something for everyone, science fiction
fans and mystery fans alike.
Terrifying, entertaining, and thought-provoking.

DAUGHTER OF THE
MOON GODDESS

Tan, Sue Lynn
Harper Voyager (512 pp.)
$23.49 | Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-06-303130-2

Set against a background of Chinese mythology, a young woman resolves
to save her mother from magical
imprisonment.
Xingyin is the daughter of Chang’e,
the Moon Goddess, imprisoned on the moon for offending the
Celestial Emperor. Xingyin’s very existence is a secret—as part
of her punishment, Chang’e is to have no unsanctioned visitors.

science fiction & fantasy
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When Celestial soldiers almost discover her, Xingyin runs away,
promising not to reveal her parentage and determined to reverse
her mother’s punishment. Alone in the Celestial Kingdom,
Xingyin has the remarkable good fortune of becoming Prince
Liwei’s companion, attending his lessons and learning not only
herbology and magic, but also the fighting arts. Xingyin and
Liwei grow close, but as Liwei is the son of those responsible for
Chang’e’s imprisonment, Xingyin must continually hide a part
of herself. As Xingyin pursues her goals, others plot against the
Celestial Kingdom, and the emperor and empress are not without their own machinations. Packed with magic, dragons, and
plenty of scheming, this novel features many expected tropes,
freshened up by the well-developed setting and strong basis
in Chinese mythology. Xingyin is sometimes frustratingly successful and spends much more time with her male love interests
than her female friends, but the plot delivers what it promises
in a quite satisfying, though predictable manner. The prose is
lovely and fluid, lush descriptions of magic and immortal life
buoying the narrative.
A standard court fantasy, unique in its expansion on the
story of the Mid-Autumn Festival.

Chicano community land provide the backdrop to Julieta
and Ramón’s pull-and-push relationship. Can they find their
way to a happy ending despite all the bad blood? Since this is
a romance, we know the answer. The author uses the Shakespearean premise to dramatize the characters’ conflicted
loyalties and differing relationships to their Mexican American heritage. Ramón’s worries about his connection to his
community have an autobiographical ring, as an author’s
note suggests. A heavy-handedness in establishing Ramón’s
stratospheric wealth makes him feel like a caricature, while
Julieta’s strength as a character is undermined by her choice
not just to get involved with a gentrifier she resents, but to
join his franchise as an employee.
Despite the freshness promised by a modern Chicano rewrite of Shakespeare’s tragedy, the happy ending is
unsatisfying.

HOOK, LINE, AND SINKER

Bailey, Tessa
Avon/HarperCollins (400 pp.)
$14.39 paper | March 1, 2022
978-0-06-304569-9

r om a n c e

A playboy fisherman learns he can be
more than just a pretty face.
Fox Thornton is a king crab fisherman and the resident Casanova of the
small coastal town of Westport, Washington. He’s the life of the party and
has convinced everyone—even himself—that he’s not capable
of anything more. Imagine his surprise when he strikes up a
friendship with Hannah Bellinger. They bonded over a shared
love of music when her sister fell in love with his best friend,
and Hannah and Fox continue their friendship via text after she
returned to Los Angeles, where she works as a production assistant. Hannah doesn’t even think of Fox as a romantic possibility: He’s unbelievably handsome and effortlessly self-confident,
while she often feels like a supporting actress in her own life.
When the film she’s working on begins shooting on location in
Westport, Hannah crashes at Fox’s apartment. It seems harmless enough—she fancies herself in love with a co-worker, and
she can’t imagine Fox would ever see her as anything but a friend.
Living in close quarters ratchets up the emotional intimacy and
sexual tension, leaving Fox and Hannah to each question longheld assumptions about their own worthiness as romantic partners. Fox has never had anyone that values him for who he is
rather than how he looks, and the major arc of the novel is his
journey to accepting that he has value beyond being handsome
and charming. It’s an unflinching look at how toxic masculinity
harms men, for Fox must unpack the weight of cultural norms
and expectations he’s been internalizing since childhood. The
romance between Hannah and Fox unfolds slowly, with side
plots that keep the reader entertained while the main characters do the hard work of figuring out how to be together.
A slow-burn romance showcases characters trying to
become the best versions of themselves.

RAMÓN AND JULIETA

Albertson, Alana Quintana
Berkley (304 pp.)
$16.00 paper | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-593-33622-9

Star-crossed lovers struggle to reconcile romance and gentrification in a Hispanic community.
Julieta Campos, a trained chef, is
managing her family’s small Mexican
restaurant in the historic Chicano
neighborhood of Barrio Logan in San Diego while supporting her recently widowed Mexican immigrant mom. When
she enjoys a flirtation with a costumed man who serenades
her with mariachi love songs during a Día de los Muertos celebration, little does she know that he is Ramón Montez, the
scion of her family’s sworn enemy and an imminent gentrifier.
When she realizes who he is, she runs off. Ramón is puzzled
by her sudden flight from his beachside condo, but he focuses
on the expansion of his firm’s watered-down Mexican food
empire. His plan to buy a block of Barrio Logan proceeds,
but once he learns that it includes Julieta’s restaurant, things
go south. Worse, he learns of the history of his father and
her mother’s failed romance, which was followed by his dad’s
stealing her mom’s fish taco recipe and building a franchise
out of it. Gentrification, conflicts among family members
with different values, and the history of state annexation of
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“A single-minded duke and a lady mathematician
make two halves into a perfect whole.”
a perfect equation

LEASE ON LOVE

to Seattle to pursue her dream of becoming a successful event
planner, and she’s finally got her chance. Brendon Lowell, one
of her boss’s biggest clients, is getting married in just three
weeks, and if Olivia can pull the wedding off, she’ll be promoted.
When Olivia shows up to tour a venue with the happy couple,
she meets Brendon’s best woman—Margot, the high school
best friend she spent one romantic week with 11 years ago and
never spoke to again. When Olivia’s apartment floods and Margot offers her a place to stay, the two fall quickly into old patterns and bring up old hurts. And they’ll have to finally face the
past to look toward the future. This third installment in Bellefleur’s series of interconnected rom-coms—following Written in
the Stars (2020) and Hang the Moon (2021)—features her trademark wit, heartfelt friendships, and steamy romance. But the
plot hinges entirely on several overblown miscommunications
and misunderstandings, which some readers may find grating.
Margot and Olivia, too, are less well rounded than Bellefleur’s
other characters, and their relationship focuses more on their
physical than their emotional connection.
A sweet, though uneven, conclusion to the series.

Ballard, Falon
Putnam (352 pp.)
$16.00 paper | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-593-41991-5
Opposites attract as a grieving
man and an excitable woman become
roommates.
For six years, Sadie Green has been
working overtime as a financial analyst,
and now a senior position in her firm is
up for grabs. She thinks she’s a shoo-in, but when it’s revealed
that her boss’s soon-to-be son-in-law is getting the job, Sadie’s
profanity-ladened rant about nepotism and sexism gets her fired
instead. She goes out drinking with friends, who commiserate
and encourage her to get back into the dating scene now that
she doesn’t have a job to demand so much of her attention. She
goes online and quickly matches with a guy named Jack Thomas,
but the two get off to a confusing start—and it soon becomes
clear that while Sadie thought she was on a dating app for singles, it was actually an app to match up potential roommates.
Jack has a whole brownstone in New York City to himself due
to the sudden deaths of his parents. He offers Sadie cheap rent—
which she now needs, badly—in return for help getting out of
his isolating rut of playing video games and watching movies in
his basement. Readers may not match with Jack and Sadie right
off the bat, given that their introductions make Jack seem rather
joyless and Sadie, a handful. It takes a while for both to mellow
out and become less caricatured. Once they do, however, the
romantic beats and the slow-burning attraction between them
are things to savor. With Jack and Sadie both in a transitional
period, Ballard sweetly explores the ways they complement one
another and also how they hope to reinvent themselves following catastrophic personal changes.
A balanced romantic comedy, once it finds its footing.

A PERFECT EQUATION

Everett, Elizabeth
Berkley (336 pp.)
$16.00 paper | Feb. 15, 2022
978-0-593-20064-3

A single-minded duke and a lady
mathematician make two halves into a
perfect whole.
Where were all the female scientists and mathematicians in Victorian
England? Hiding in plain sight, it seems,
at Athena’s Retreat, London’s only social club for ladies. Miss
Letitia Fenley—Letty to her fellow geniuses—is their erstwhile leader, but she just wants to focus on preparing for the
upcoming Rosewood Prize for Mathematics competition.
Having made one public misstep years ago, she’s now happy
to be a spinster and focus on proofs. Unfortunately, in keeping the raucous ladies’ club from (literally) exploding, she
has a partner: William Hughes, Viscount Greycliff. Grey and
Letty have some history and do not care for each other at all,
despite an obvious attraction. All they have to do is keep the
chaos to a minimum and avoid each other, but when Grey’s
nomination to a leadership role he’s worked toward for years
is at stake, he agrees to close the club entirely to please the
Guardians of Domesticity, a men’s group that blames “unnatural” women for the ills of the empire. This announcement
stokes the chaos to maximum levels and forces Letty away
from her Rosewood preparations to the Retreat’s defense. In
trying to convince Grey that her colleagues must be allowed
to stay, she grows even closer to him, resulting in more sparks
than the experiments upstairs—but they cannot have both
each other and their individual long-cherished dreams for
the future. The second book in Everett’s Secret Scientists of
London series stands out among recent feminist historical

COUNT YOUR LUCKY STARS

Bellefleur, Alexandria
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.)
$15.99 paper | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-06-300088-9

Former best friends—and one-time
lovers—meet again more than a decade
after their relationship fell apart.
Margot Cooper doesn’t need romance
to be happy. She’s perfectly content with
her single life in Seattle, filled with her
work at astrology business Oh My Stars and her close friendships with business partner Elle, Elle’s girlfriend, Darcy, Darcy’s
brother, Brendon, and his fiancee, Annie. But with Brendon and
Annie’s wedding right around the corner and Elle and Darcy
more committed than ever, Margot can’t help feeling like the
fifth wheel, always in danger of being left out—and someday
left behind. Recently divorced Olivia Grant has just moved
|

kirkus.com

|

romance

|

1 december 2021

|

167

HOW TO LOVE YOUR
NEIGHBOR

romances thanks to a fierce enemies-to-lovers plotline and
a sexual tension that is built slowly and expertly. The story
can be read alone, but first timers will be inspired to go back
to her debut, A Lady’s Formula for Love (2021) thanks to the
smart writing and charming storytelling. Though Letty and
Grey are standard romance characters, the series introduces
readers to a diverse group at the Retreat, which hints at a
promising future direction for the series.
An enchanting feminist Victorian romance.

Sullivan, Sophie
St. Martin’s Griffin (352 pp.)
$14.99 paper | Jan. 18, 2022
978-1-2506-2418-5
A real estate developer learns what
it truly means to build a home when
he’s forced to negotiate with an interior
design student.
After a childhood spent in trailers with a mother who saw her as a burden, Grace Travis is
excited and anxious when she moves into the house she’s
inherited from her grandparents. She has a clear vision for
the house and for her life: gradually bring the house back to
its former glory and graduate as an interior designer with flying colors. But businessman and new neighbor Noah Jansen
throws a wrench in her carefully laid plans. Noah wants to
buy Grace’s house, and he has his own reasons for wanting
the property. He believes that the added space will enable
him to re-create the kind of home in which he spent his happiest years as a child. He’s tempted to use his considerable
business acumen to manipulate Grace into selling him the
property, but her natural charm and determination to hold
on to the house force Noah to reconsider. They mend fences
(literally and figuratively) after a few initial altercations, but
they must confront several home truths if their instant chemistry is to lead to a real relationship. Grace and Noah map
the enemies-to-lovers trajectory with just the right amount
of novelty and sweetness. While their interactions with each
other are pleasant, their banter with their respective families and friends is especially charming and fun. Noah’s family
issues seem underdeveloped and perfunctory, but Sullivan is
at her best when she focuses on the building of meaningful
relationships between Noah and the several new entrants in
his life, including the space he hopes to call his home.
Intricate details about home renovations jostle for space
with matters of the heart in this lighthearted romance.

THE RAKE GETS RAVISHED

Jordan, Sophie
Avon/HarperCollins (352 pp.)
$8.99 paper | Feb. 22, 2022
978-0-06-303567-6

The friends-to-lovers trope is inverted
in the second installment of The Duke
Hunt series.
When Mercy Kittinger visits The
Rogue’s Den, a London gaming hell, to
steal back the voucher promising the
Kittingers’ farm and home, which her brother gambled away,
owner Silas Masters catches her in his room. Acting as if she
was there to seduce him, she realizes she indeed wants to do
just that. After a passionate night of lovemaking, she sneaks
away before he awakes, voucher in hand, believing she’ll never
see him again. When Silas realizes Mercy stole from him, he’s
angry but still determined to find her. He arrives at her country home and demands to stay until she knows whether or not
she is with child. As they wait, a friendship naturally develops
in the forced proximity. They have both experienced loneliness and had difficult childhoods that forced them to become
responsible at a young age. Now, they discover the joy of
companionship and support while their attraction continues
to sizzle. Mercy and Silas are both soft-hearted people with
tough exteriors. They are highly deserving of one another, and
the ways they care for each other as their feelings grow are
lovely. Big conflicts near the end don’t fit with the introspective tone of the rest of the book, but they’re exciting nonetheless. The country setting is a nice change of pace from the
typical ballroom-set historical romances.
A satisfying romance between hardworking characters
who ease each other’s loneliness.

YOU CAN RUN

Zanetti, Rebecca
Zebra (400 pp.)
$8.99 paper | Jan. 25, 2022
978-1-4201-5432-0

An FBI agent and profiler returns to
her hometown to catch a serial killer.
Laurel Snow was a child prodigy
who started college at the age of 11.
Fast-tracked through graduate school
and the FBI, Laurel is an accomplished
profiler even though she’s not yet 30. Meanwhile, in the
remote Oregon valley where she grew up, teenagers discover
several decomposing bodies. It is quickly determined to be
the work of a serial killer, and Laurel is sent to investigate
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because of her knowledge of the area and community. Due
to the location of the remains, the responsibility for the
investigation is shared between the FBI and local authorities. Laurel partners with Fish and Wildlife Officer Huck
Rivers to investigate who in the town might have had access
to the remote mountain site. Laurel and Huck’s investigation is compromised when the killer accelerates his pattern,
kidnapping and killing fresh victims in order to taunt Laurel. Zanetti is a master of romantic suspense, creating tightly
plotted mysteries with delicious twists and turns. Laurel’s
interactions with the locals create a large pool of suspects
that will keep the reader guessing. As is often a hallmark in
the romantic suspense genre, Laurel uncovers long-hidden
personal secrets of her own as she works the serial killer
case. This first book in a new series follows more of an urban
fantasy model, with the main mystery being solved by the
end of the novel but several subplots left dangling for future
books. Romance fans should be warned that this includes the
budding romance between Laurel and Huck, which does not
have a happily-ever-after in this installment.
A strong start to a new series promises more mystery and
romance for an up-and-coming FBI profiler.
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BOTH/AND
A Life in Many Worlds

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

Abedin, Huma
Scribner (480 pp.)
$30.00 | Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-5011-9480-1

ARE THE ARTS ESSENTIAL? Ed. by Alberta Arthurs &
Michael DiNiscia................................................................................ 171
IN LOVE by Amy Bloom..................................................................... 171
GOING THERE by Katie Couric........................................................ 175
BUSTER KEATON by James Curtis.................................................... 177
INDEX, A HISTORY OF THE by Dennis Duncan..............................182
THE ZEN OF THERAPY by Mark Epstein......................................... 183
ONE QUARTER OF THE NATION by Nancy Foner..........................184
HANNIBAL by Philip Freeman..........................................................185
DAVOS MAN by Peter S. Goodman...................................................186
WATERGATE by Garrett M. Graff....................................................188
SENTIENT by Jackie Higgins; illus. by Caroline Church..................190
BETRAYAL by Jonathan Karl............................................................ 194
WHAT IT TOOK TO WIN by Michael Kazin.................................... 194
BLACK JOY by Tracey Michae’l Lewis-Giggetts...............................197
KEATS by Lucasta Miller.................................................................. 200
YOU CAN’T BE SERIOUS by Kal Penn............................................ 202
THE TREELINE by Ben Rawlence; illus. by Lizzie Harper.............. 204
AMERICAN INJUSTICE by David S. Rudolf...................................205
HOW TO BE PERFECT by Michael Schur with Todd May............. 206
RED CARPET by Erich Schwartzel...................................................207
THE ARTISANS by Shen Fuyu; trans. by Jeremy Tiang................... 208
THERE ARE NO ACCIDENTS by Jessie Singer................................. 208

Hillary Clinton’s chief aide recounts
years of being in the spotlight—and the
tabloids.
Born in Kalamazoo, Michigan, to
intellectual parents from South Asia and
raised for much of her life in Saudi Arabia, Abedin grew up in
“a family of practicing Muslims whose faith was central to their
everyday lives.” This did nothing to detract from her profound
sense of American identity. As she recalls of her early life in the
theocracy, “I loved living there, but I don’t know if I would look
back on it so fondly…had I not been certain that freedoms I
couldn’t enjoy in my current reality were just a flight away.” Her
sense of patriotism led her to government service and, from
there, as an intern, into the halls of federal agencies and then
the White House, where she became a low-level assistant working with the first lady. She excelled and was drawn ever closer
and higher into Clinton’s orbit, where she found a new role
model. “For years, Christiane Amanpour had personified all
my aspirations,” she writes. “In Hillaryland, I discovered other
models for doing important work.” At about the same time, she
met New York Congressman Anthony Weiner, who gave off a
vibe at once suave and predatory; it marked the beginning of
a troubled marriage characterized by his betrayals, including a
deeply disturbing moment involving the suggestion of “a violation of the innocence of our child.” In a time of desperate
battle during Clinton’s presidential campaign, it robbed Abedin
of focus and bandwidth, to say nothing of drawing her into an
FBI investigation involving leaked emails. Though much of her
story is deeply personal, the author writes with a detached distance from events—yet she retains a battle-wearied optimism
and a certainty about the prospects of her former boss: “Hillary Clinton would have been an exceptional President of the
United States. Maybe one of the best presidents.”
Minor in the larger library of Clintoniana but a readable
memoir that’s both regretful and quietly defiant.

WHAT’S SO FUNNY? by David Sipress........................................... 209
THE WUHAN LOCKDOWN by Guobin Yang.................................... 213
FUNNY FARM by Laurie Anne Zaleski.............................................214
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“You will never forget this book, and if you do,
let’s hope someone close to you remembers.”
in love

ARE THE
ARTS ESSENTIAL?

Ed. by Arthurs, Alberta &
Michael DiNiscia
New York Univ. (496 pp.)
$29.95 | Feb. 22, 2022
978-1-4798-1262-2

IN LOVE
A Memoir of Love and
Loss
Bloom, Amy
Random House (240 pp.)
$26.00 | March 8, 2022
978-0-593-24394-7

A beloved fiction writer shares the
story of her husband’s assisted suicide
after being diagnosed with Alzheimer’s
disease.
|

y o u n g a d u lt

Eloquent essays on the vital meaning of art.
Arthurs is a senior fellow at the John Brademas Center at
NYU, and DiNiscia is Deputy Director for Research and Strategic Initiatives at the Center. In this important collection, the
editors gather a racially, ethnically, and culturally diverse group
of more than two dozen eminent scholars, artists, professionals
working in the field of arts and culture, and funders who support the arts. Jazz pianist Fred Hersch (interviewed by Arthurs),
composer Tania León, choreographer and dancer Alice Sheppard, and Deborah Willis, historian of African American photography, join the other contributors in responding to the title
question with a resounding “yes.” They argue forcefully for the
importance of the arts in strengthening social ties, benefiting
individuals, fostering community, engaging with the sciences,
and recording and sharing human experiences. As music history
scholar Karol Berger notes, “when you think that art is inessential and useless,” remember those artists who have been persecuted, marginalized, silenced, incarcerated, and killed because
of the power of their creations. Like Berger, several contributors underscore the political significance of the arts. Philosophy professor and ethicist K. Anthony Appiah asserts that art
“readies us for our real lives, enlarges our political possibilities,
connects us within and across identities.” For Zeyba Rahman
and Hussein Rashid, the arts, speaking through the language
of imagination, “can bring alive communities and urgent problems that are unfamiliar to us by creating a universal resonance
and relatability.” The arts nurture individuals, just as with other
forms of sustenance. “All people…yearn for beauty,” writes Ford
Foundation president Darren Walker, “also long for grace, also
have hearts as well as stomachs that need to be fed and filled.
And people inevitably create beauty and grace when they lift
their voices in song, move their bodies to music, shape color
and form on canvas or in sculpture, or use language to tell stories in ways that delight and surprise.”
A vigorous, timely, necessary defense of creativity.

Readers will be locked into this gorgeously written memoir
out of profound sympathy for the decision Bloom’s 65-year-old
husband made upon learning of his condition. A man who absolutely loved life, Brian immediately asked for help planning an
early exit. By that time, the couple had for several years endured
the depredations of his failing cognition without knowing why.
Bloom describes this period with regret, longing, and her trademark mordant humor: “He has gotten me some really ugly
jewelry in the last three years, things that are so far from my
taste that, if he were a different man, I’d think he was keeping
a seventies-boho, broke-ass mistress in Westville and gave me
the enameled copper earrings and bangle he bought for her, by
mistake.” After researching what the future might hold, they
sought the services of Dignitas, a Swiss organization supporting
“accompanied suicide.” The application process was complex.
As one of Bloom’s friends joked, “It’s like you do everything you
possibly can to get your kid into Harvard and when you do, they
kill him.” Along with this black humor comes plenty of despair.
Sadness and tears suffuse the narrative, and many readers will
shed tears of their own. In one heart-wrenching section, the
author describes the plight of a family friend who shared Brian’s
condition: “She winds up in the care of one of her daughters,
and she does not get to Dignitas, because that window probably
closed two years earlier, and she will spend the rest of her life in
a memory-care unit, and the best outcome I can hope for is that
she dies soon. She does not die very soon and when we talk next,
she is in the memory-care unit and she says, Something very
strange is going on here, please come get me.” As Alzheimer’s
becomes more prevalent, this shimmering love story and road
map is must-read testimony.
You will never forget this book, and if you do, let’s hope
someone close to you remembers.

SPELLBOUND BY MARCEL
Duchamp, Love, and Art

Brandon, Ruth
Pegasus (282 pp.)
$27.95 | March 1, 2022
978-1-64313-861-9

The painter and sculptor as Svengali.
London-based cultural historian and
novelist Brandon explores how and why
a large group of sophisticated, talented
people fell under the spell of the mysterious, enigmatic artist Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968), a “singular
mix of wit, fun, nihilism, and…indifference.” The author shifts
back and forth between Paris and America, making the cast of
characters particularly helpful in keeping track of the players—
artists, writers, collectors, musicians, journalists, husbands,
wives, and lovers—and their sexual proclivities over some 15
years. Drawing on revealing letters, diaries, and memoirs, Brandon’s buoyant, meticulous story begins in 1913 with New York’s
Armory Show of new European art, including Duchamp’s Nude
Descending a Staircase. Walter and Mary Louise Arensberg, a
wealthy couple, attended, and Walter, much impressed, decided
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NONFICTION | Eric Liebetrau

The Annus Horribilis Gets the
Graphic Treatment
Leah Overstreet

Cue the sad trombone: Despite
high hopes, it turns out that 2021 was
not a significant improvement over
2020. Though visual artist Elise Engler’s Diary of a Plague Year: An Illustrated
Chronicle of 2020 (Metropolitan/Henry
Holt, Jan. 18, 2022) is a distinctly 2020
narrative, it features plenty of material and themes that carried over
through 2021. In a starred review, our
critic called it “a dynamic artistic rendering of chaos survived—at least so far.”
I have always been a big fan of contemporary graphic nonfiction—Maus, Fun Home, Seek You, Can’t We Talk
About Something More Pleasant? etc.—primarily because of
its ability to distill complex information and contextual
details into digestible, succinct, often visually stunning
creations that both move and educate. That is certainly
the case with Engler’s book; as our reviewer noted, “2020
would confound everyone’s expectations, and revisiting
it through Engler’s vivid drawings and sharp memories is
enough to give anyone whiplash.”
Sue Brisk

Elise Engler

The author opens the introduction by setting the
stage for the tumultuous, dynamic narrative to follow: “A
global pandemic with millions dead, half a million Americans among them; a national uprising ignited by police
killings of Black Americans; cities shut down, poverty
soaring, a president inciting a riot to stop his election
defeat, hellish wildfires, mass shootings. It was the worst
year of our lives, people said, apocalyptic, unprecedented,
biblical in the scale of its disasters. Throughout 2020…I
painted the day’s headlines, making a picture of the first
few news items I heard emitting from my wooden bedside radio when I woke up each morning. Viewed togeth172
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er here, these daily paintings, which include ordinary
events along with the historic ones, ended up forming an
unusual visual record of an epic, momentous year.”
Each page captures yet another moment of chaos and
disruption, snapshots that move readers along at a dizzying pace. In one day, Aug. 4, 2020, Engler encapsulates
all of the following: “Vanity Fair article says Kushner’s secret testing plan ‘went poof into thin air,’ because at [the]
time [the] virus was affecting blue states; Trump goes after Dr. Birx on COVID-19 testing being widespread; Filing suggests Trump and Co. investigated for bank and insurance fraud; Census cuts all counting efforts short by a
month; Tropical Storm Isaias floods mid-Atlantic coast,
speeding towards Northeast; Judge says thousands of
NYC primary ballots missing postmarks must be counted; NYC teachers protest back to school.”
While some readers may need an extended break
from the cascading cycle
of depressing news, Engler is up to the challenge
of showing us just how significant the year was. Over
the course of nearly 300
pages, wrote our critic,
“Engler combines the sharp
eye of an editorial caricaturist with the vibrant
color of a portraitist, and
the energy of the artwork
underscores the sense of
urgency in the day’s news.
The accompanying text has a matter-of-fact tone that belies the powerful underlying sense that so much has gone
seriously awry. A dynamic artistic rendering of chaos survived—at least so far.”
Slot this one next to Eli Saslow’s Voices From the Pandemic and, for readers hungry for more graphic treatments of the pandemic era, Covid Chronicles: A Comics Anthology (Graphic Mundi, Feb. 15), edited by Kendra Boileau and Rich Johnson, which our starred review called “a
diverse, impassioned book” in which “quick responders
illustrate the impact of the pandemic with work of lasting value.”
Eric Liebetrau is the nonfiction and managing editor.
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Sahara Desert, and Antarctica, among others. The increased
availability of samples has aided countless scientists in their
research about Earth’s cosmic origins, but the meteorite trade
has also led to the removal of objects that were treated as sacred
by Indigenous peoples and made it difficult for research groups
working on tight budgets. “Regardless of the discussion about
the morality and business of meteorites,” writes the author,
“meteorite monetization has been both a blessing and a curse for
meteorite researchers.”
Brennecka’s enthusiasm for meteorites will appeal to
experts and novices alike.

y o u n g a d u lt

to become a supporter of avant-garde art and the people who
made it. Consequently, their New York City home became an
influential salon. After Duchamp visited and became a close
friend, their home transformed into an “international hot spot.”
Duchamp enjoyed the attention of his new friends, the wealthy,
married Louise Norton and actor and artist Beatrice Wood, a
key player in this libidinous tale. At the same time, Henri-Pierre
Roché, future author of Jules et Jim and a “voracious connoisseur”
of sex, found himself under Duchamp’s spell. Also in town was
Duchamp’s married friend Francis Picabia, who was smitten
with Mary Louise. The plot thickens as Brandon pauses to discuss Duchamp’s Fountain, a groundbreaking “readymade” piece
in the form of an upside-down urinal with puzzling “R. Mutt
1917” lettering. But the author quickly returns to the world of
parties, alcohol, jazz, and free-wheeling sex as she chronicles
the various relationships, with Duchamp, the instigator, lurking
in the background along with new player in town photographer
Man Ray. Overwhelming at times, in the end, this is really the
ladies’ story.
There’s more sex than art in this elaborate, spicy, period
piece tell-all.

IMPACT
How Rocks From Space Led
to Life, Culture, and Donkey
Kong

Brennecka, Greg
Morrow/HarperCollins (304 pp.)
$28.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-06-307892-5

An exploration of the role meteorites
played in the formation and cultural evolution of Earth.
Had Earth’s head-on collision with the meteorite named
Theia not occurred exactly when it did, our planet would have
evolved much differently. Brennecka, a cosmochemist at Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory, explains that this event,
and later impacts, “may have delivered the organic material
from which life developed, as well as the water on Earth that
sustains it.” In this highly entertaining book, filled with informative and humorous charts, diagrams, and images, the author
explores this moon-forming impact as well as other historical
cosmic events involving space rocks—e.g., the 1990 discovery
of an impact crater in Mexico that scientists believe caused
the extinction of dinosaurs. Other topics include: Christopher
Columbus’ using his knowledge of an upcoming lunar eclipse
to avert an uprising when he had outstayed his welcome in
Jamaica, Donald Trump’s staring directly at the sun without eye
protection during the 2017 solar eclipse, and how “Mark Twain
was born and died on occurrences of Comet Halley.” Brennecka
also examines how meteorites have played a significant role in
cultural and religious teachings throughout the world, including Aboriginal lore, Greek and Roman literature, biblical studies, and Islamic tradition, and he takes us to regions around the
world where large numbers have been extracted: Australia, the
|
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“Deep, important research by a master historian.”
in hitler’s munich

IN HITLER’S MUNICH
Jews, the Revolution, and the
Rise of Nazism
Brenner, Michael
Trans. by Jeremiah Riemer
Princeton Univ. (392 pp.)
$35.00 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-691-19103-4

A German Jewish historian mines
the intricate story behind Hitler’s rise
to power in Munich as a direct reaction
to the failed socialist coup of 1918-1919, many of whose leaders
were liberal Jews.
In the wake of the assassination of Kurt Eisner—the first
Jewish prime minister of Bavaria, whose socialist republic overthrew the centuries-old monarchy—in February 1919, reactionary, antisemitic forces took hold in that once-liberal cultural
capital and enabled the rise of Hitler. Brenner looks closely at
the lives and beliefs of those Jewish intellectuals, anarchists,

and revolutionaries, such as Eisner, Erich Mühsam, Ernst Toller,
Eugen Leviné, and Gustav Landauer, as well as the better-known
Rosa Luxemburg and Leon Trotsky. Many were from czarist
Russia, where they had been oppressed and found in socialism freedom, opportunity, and a method for helping others in
similarly oppressive situations. As Saul Friedländer wrote, “the
activities of the Jewish revolutionaries in Germany were based
on an unquestionably naïve, but very humane idealism—a sort
of secular Messianism, as if the revolution could bring deliverance from all suffering.” Many were nonpracticing or nonbelievers, and many worked in opposition to each other and did not
necessarily share a political consensus. Still, the revolutionary
actors in Bavaria banded together to effect a bloodless takeover
of the monarchy, leading first to shock among the bourgeoisie
and then vengeful new rulers and a wave of terror—a “pogrom
atmosphere in Munich.” Brenner examines the ideology and
background of each of the key players and how their Jewishness
affected their worldview. The violent reaction to the coup put
the “Jewish question” front of mind and the “unspeakable Jewish tragedy,” as Martin Buber called the era, to follow at center
stage. The story Brenner pieces together is fascinating, with
details that will be unknown to nonspecialist readers, and its
ramifications were world-changing then and remain so today.
Deep, important research by a master historian.

EXTREME NORTH
A Cultural History
Brunner, Bernd
Trans. by Jefferson Chase
Norton (256 pp.)
$27.95 | Feb. 15, 2022
978-0-393-88100-4

An investigation of the cultural
history and mythology of “the North,”
which “represents a space both real and
imaginary.”
German historian Brunner begins by explaining the
concept of the North; where it begins is “in the eye of the
beholder.” Depending on where you live—North America,
Europe, Africa, etc.—your concept of the North will vary. As
with the South, Brunner asserts, “over time,” the North “has
also become layered with cultural and political meanings, baggage even.” In an engaging, sometimes academic tone, the
author analyzes how the idea of the North has evolved over the
centuries. Among the many topics he explores are early European fears of Viking raids, the effects of the European obsession with finding a northwest passage to China, and Norse
myths and fairy tales. Stories of fierce Vikings continue to fire
the imagination despite the fact that “we have only the flimsiest evidence of how men and women of Viking times might
have looked.” As demand for products such as whale blubber,
cod, and narwhal ivory grew, writes Brunner, the image of the
Nordic people shifted from “fearsome barbarians to trustworthy merchants with whom good business could be done.”
However, acts of barbarism toward Indigenous populations
174
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beginning in the 16th century forever changed their lives. “It
was only in the late nineteenth century that Westerners began
to develop even a rudimentary understanding of Inuit culture,”
and the Inuit were but one among many northern peoples
the Europeans encountered. During this time, scientists and
romantic travelers also had an increasing interest in seeing
the North as opposed to merely reading about it. Yet another
shift came following World War I, with an increase in writings
related to racial science, which described a “superior” branch
of humanity and “channeled interest in the North in an ominous new direction.” Today, writes the author, “the mythical
North remains very much in currency,” continuing to inspire
writers, environmentalists, politicians, and adventurers.
A fascinating and historically disturbing journey through
an intriguing land of mystery and legend.

ENDLESS ENDLESS
A Lo-Fi History of the
Elephant 6 Mystery

GOING THERE

Couric, Katie
Little, Brown (528 pp.)
$30.00 | Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-316-53586-1
The veteran newscaster reflects on
her triumphs and hardships, both professional and private.
In this eagerly anticipated memoir,
Couric (b. 1957) transforms the events
of her long, illustrious career into an
immensely readable story—a legacy-preserving exercise, for
sure, yet judiciously polished and insightful, several notches
above the fray of typical celebrity memoirs. The narrative

y o u n g a d u lt

Clair, Adam
Hachette (384 pp.)
$30.00 | Jan. 18, 2022
978-0-306-92394-4

A fascinating yet flawed look at an enduring indie rock
mystery that shines a light on the power of community and
creativity.

Oral history of a unique indie-rock
collective.
One of the pillars of the Elephant
6 collective was Neutral Milk Hotel,
whose album In the Aeroplane Over the Sea (1998) is a rarity in the
modern age of cult classics, one that remains (mostly) shrouded
in mystery and allows new fans to discover it on their own terms.
This loving, in-depth book won’t change that much, but longtime fans should find enough to satisfy. Journalist Clair worked
on this book for more than 13 years, interviewing many of those
responsible for that album as well as dozens more who were
part of the Elephant 6. He did not, however, interview Neutral
Milk Hotel’s frontman, Jeff Mangum, whose distinctive vocals
drove the project and whose memorable performances have
achieved mythical status in certain circles. Mangum’s hiatus
from performing—as well as interviews—just as his band was
building a following confused some at first. Now, more than two
decades later, it’s a part of the band and album’s legend. “There’s
no answer key in the pages that follow, no glossary to explain
what Jeff or anybody else meant by this or that lyric or setlist or
recording decision,” Clair explains in his introduction. Instead,
he offers a “mixtape of the story of the Elephant 6,” letting various players speak for themselves in their own styles at their own
pace. The result is uneven. The author offers intense, remarkably precise explanations of other bands’ album creations and
lengthy descriptions of the food at the famous Elephant 6
potluck dinners. However, there are few new revelations from
Mangum about the masterwork at the center of all this attention. Though Clair generally uses the oral history format of
lengthy quotes from numerous people, when he synthesizes
material and explains things in his own voice, he is more effective and entertaining.
|
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unfolds through a series of lean chapters as she recounts the
many career ascendency steps that led to her massively successful run on the Today Show and comparably disappointing stints
as CBS Evening News anchor, talk show host, and Yahoo’s Global
News Anchor. On the personal front, the author is candid in her
recollections about her midlife adventures in the dating scene
and deeply sorrowful and affecting regarding the experience
of losing her husband to colon cancer as well as the deaths of
other beloved family members, including her sister and parents.
Throughout, Couric maintains a sharp yet cool-headed perspective on the broadcast news industry and its many outsized
personalities and even how her celebrated role has diminished
in recent years. “It’s AN ADJUSTMENT when the white-hot
spotlight moves on,” she writes. “The ego gratification of being
the It girl is intoxicating (toxic being the root of the word).
When that starts to fade, it takes some getting used to—at least
it did for me.” Readers who can recall when network news coverage and morning shows were not only relevant, but powerfully
influential forces will be particularly drawn to Couric’s insights
as she tracks how the media has evolved over recent decades
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and reflects on the negative effects of the increasing shift away
from reliable sources of informed news coverage. The author
also discusses recent important cultural and social revolutions,
casting light on issues of race and sexual orientation, sexism,
and the predatory behavior that led to the #MeToo movement.
In that vein, she expresses her disillusionment with former cohost and friend Matt Lauer.
A sharp, entertaining view of the news media from one of
its star players.

MUSLIMS OF THE HEARTLAND
How Syrian Immigrants Made
a Home in the American
Midwest

Curtis IV, Edward E.
New York Univ. (256 pp.)
$30.00 | Feb. 15, 2022
978-1-4798-1256-1

A multicultural view of a huge swath
of America.
Curtis, a professor of liberal arts and
religious studies, draws on rich archival sources to create a vivid
portrait of Syrian communities in the Midwest from 1900 to
the 1950s. Himself the great-grandson of a Syrian immigrant
and son of an Arab mother and White father who grew up in
the Bible Belt of southern Illinois, Curtis reveals the extent to
which Arabic-speaking Christians and Muslims “built a world
of shared networks, friendships, and political interests before
World War II.” Fighting against “the bleaching of Midwestern
history,” which represents the Midwest as dominated by White
Christians, Curtis depicts a diverse region that “became America’s Arab Muslim heartland.” Inspired by tales of opportunity,
immigrants from Ottoman Syria—which included Lebanon,
Palestine, and Jordan—flocked to the Dakotas, Iowa, Illinois,
Michigan, and Indiana, where many got their starts as grocers,
factory workers, or homesteaders. As the author illuminates the
lives of many Syrian families, he emphasizes their aspiration to
assimilate while still maintaining ethnic and religious ties to
their heritage. The mosques they built, he asserts, were not only
sites for prayer, but also cultural and social centers, places where
families could share food and convene for celebrations. Always
aware of America’s pervasive “color line,” Syrians encountered
negative views of Muslims that portrayed them as violent and
hedonistic. At various times, they also faced legal challenges to
their status. For example, in 1909, the “Department of Commerce and Labor said that Syrian-born people were not white,
but Asiatic (that is, Asian or Oriental)”; in 1915, that ruling was
reversed, making Syrians eligible for naturalized citizenship;
in 1924, the National Origins Act implemented a racist immigrant quota system that made it nearly impossible for Syrians
to enter the country while favoring immigrants from “Nordic”
European countries. Hardly an “unassimilable” group, as Curtis
amply shows, they contributed significantly to the communities in which they lived.
A fresh portrayal of American history and identity.
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“Meticulous research informs a brisk
biography of an entertainment icon.”
buster keaton

BUSTER KEATON
A Filmmaker’s Life
Curtis, James
Knopf (832 pp.)
$40.00 | Feb. 15, 2022
978-0-385-35421-9

A life of the Great Stone Face.
Film historian and biographer Curtis
draws on abundant archival sources as
well as interviews, memoirs, and previous biographies to create a comprehensive, warmly sympathetic life of iconic entertainer Joseph Frank
“Buster” Keaton (1895-1966). Born into a family of traveling
performers, Keaton made his debut as a toddler, featured along
with his parents as one of The Three Keatons. “Broadly acrobatic,” he quickly discovered the power of a deadpan expression to elicit laughter, and his porkpie hat, rumpled clothes, and
sad eyes became as well known and beloved as Charlie Chaplin’s
bedraggled Little Tramp. In 1917, he ventured out on his own;

|

by 1920, he was hailed by a studio head as “the greatest comedy sensation since the heyday of Charlie Chaplin and Roscoe
Arbuckle in two-reelers.” After serving as Arbuckle’s assistant
director, Keaton moved into directing and producing, setting
up his own studio to make shorts and feature films. In lively
detail, Curtis—biographer of Spencer Tracy, Preston Sturges,
and W.C. Fields, among others—recounts the highs and lows of
Keaton’s prolific career, tracing “the development of gags, the
logic of gags, the mechanics of gags” as he acted on stage and in
silent movies, talkies, and TV, including being cast in a film by
Samuel Beckett and performing with Chaplin in Limelight. Outside of work, Keaton experienced “personal chaos,” including
his marriage to fellow actor Natalie Talmadge, which lasted 10
years and ended in acrimonious divorce, incited, in part, by his
heavy drinking. His second marriage, to a woman who nursed
him through a regimen of drying out, lasted only a few years,
as did his abstention from alcohol. In 1935, he ended up in a
“psychopathic ward.” Finally, in 1940, he married happily. In this
authoritative portrait, Curtis portrays his subject as “a gentle
soul, so quiet and unassuming,” sometimes startled by acclaim
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Ann Patchett
The author and bookseller was ready to start her ninth novel. Then the
pandemic hit, and the essays started coming
BY MARION WINIK
Ryan Muir

When lockdown hit in March 2020, Ann Patchett had
been planning to begin work on her ninth novel. But, as she
explains in the introduction to These Precious Days (Harper/
HarperCollins, Nov. 23), her new essay collection, the formerly silly fear that she might die before completing the
novel—a concern that popped up during the composition
of each of her previous books, from The Patron Saint of Liars (1992) to The Dutch House (2019)—suddenly seemed a
little too real. So she trained her focus on nonfiction and
the now-pressing question of, as she puts it, “what matters
most in this precarious and precious life.”
She answers this not philosophically or generally but
through 22 personal essays that circle that theme. These Precious Days is filled with stories of Patchett’s relationships,
family, house, and career, told, according to our reviewer,
“with candor, emotion, and knockout storytelling power.”
We spoke to her by Zoom to learn more. Our conversation has been edited for length and clarity.
The title essay of this book is an ode to a great friendship cut short. You’ve written about this topic before—
most famously about your friendship with Lucy Grealy
in the memoir Truth and Beauty.
178
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People have always said to me, “What do you think would
have happened if you had written that book when Lucy
was alive?” Well, of course, Lucy would have loved it. That
stuck with me—what if you write about the people you
love while they’re still around? That inspired the essay
about my best friend Tavia, and the title essay is an example of it, too. Though I knew Sooki would die, she was very
much alive when the piece was written and published.
Sooki was Tom Hanks’ assistant. You met her when
you interviewed Tom in D.C., bonded over email, then
ended up hosting her in your home as she underwent
chemo during quarantine.
I started thinking about the essay while Sooki was staying
with us—we had been talking for months and months and
doing everything together. Then the last night, I sat her
down with a list of questions. I wasn’t sure how she would
react because she was so private. But she just bloomed.
People really do enjoy the genuine, engaged attention of
another human being. She went on to read many different
drafts of the essay—it was hugely important to her.
She corrected me on little factual things—like which city
she and Tom were in when making a particular movie—but
the biggest correction was about when we did mushrooms. I
thought I had offered to be with her while she did it, and she
said, “Oh no, we were always going to do it together.”
Ah yes, the infamous Ann Patchett–on-mushrooms incident. Your readers may be surprised to hear about this.
Well, I don’t think anybody would have wanted to hear a
story in which Ann Patchett takes mushrooms and sees
God, but a story in which Ann Patchett takes mushrooms
and crawls around on her hands and knees vomiting?
That’s kind of great.
So many memoirs are about dysfunction and tragedy,
but this book is largely about good fortune and happi-
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ness, even when you are talking about the tragedy of
Sooki or the loss of your father. You even write frankly
about having money, which is rare. For example, in
“My Three Fathers,” you explain that your father finally
came around to your becoming a writer rather than a
dental hygienist when he realized you had become rich.
This is just how I am. I’m not making a decision to reveal
or to suppress or to appear a certain way. I have a neighbor who’s an oncologist, and we had a really helpful conversation about Sooki after her death. A week later he read
“These Precious Days” in Harper’s—

As our reviewer said, some of them are pretty testy.
That’s part of the reason I didn’t want to publish this piece
in a magazine. Because in the typical draconian fact-checking process, they’d have to go back to every person in it and
confirm certain horrible things that were said. Like the famous writer I call Q, who tells me there’s no chance of being a real writer if you don’t have children. They’d have to
call him.
Well, you big fake, what are you writing now?
Nothing, I’m afraid. I’m doing publicity for this book in
several countries, plus interviewing all the writers who
are doing virtual events at the bookstore this fall; it’s Parnassus’ 10th anniversary. Realistically, I’m not going to get
back to that novel I’ve been thinking about for three years
until Christmas.
My plan is to keep my mask on and milk the pandemic
as long as possible. I have loved being home, not putting
on high heels, not getting up on a stage, not making anybody laugh. I’m not in a Marriott, and I don’t have to go to
the airport in the morning. Ann Patchett as performance
art is done.

y o u n g a d u lt

—Him and everybody else! It was the “Cat Person” of
the pandemic.
It must be the most widely read thing I’ve ever written in
my life. He said, “How could you have written that? How
are you so open? I found it almost unnerving.” I told him,
“It’s just who I am.”
One of the most challenging pieces in the book, with
regard to privilege, was “Flight Plan,” an essay I’ve been
trying to write for years. I found notes that were 10 years
old, from when I sat down with a spiral notebook and interviewed my husband Karl about all the different planes
he’d flown and experiences he’d had. But I could not figure out a way to write the piece, because it just was so Boo
hoo, Ann Patchett has a plane. That must be really hard. I didn’t
know how to get past the grossness of it.
I have this process I call “the weak sister.” I put the
book together and I give it to a friend, and they read it, and
I say, “OK, which one is the weak sister?” One of the readers for this book was the author Maile Meloy, to whom the
book is dedicated. They’ll point out one that’s not quite as
good as the others, and I take it out and write a replacement essay. “Flight Plan” was one of those. When I sat
down to write it, it was suddenly obvious—I had to write a
piece that nobody would get to the end of and think “Wow,
I wish I had a plane.” I realized it wasn’t about flying, it was
about marriage, about accepting the person you love for
who they are.

said it’s not interesting. Yet I don’t even remember writing
that piece, I wrote it so fast, it was like flames were coming
out of my computer. I had so many things to say.

Marion Winik is the author of The Big Book of the Dead and
other titles. These Precious Days received a starred review in
the Sept. 1, 2021, issue.

And you went through this process multiple times?
That’s a lot of work.
The last person to show me a weak sister was my editor,
Jonathan Burnham, who gently suggested I take out a profile of Reese Witherspoon I was really proud of. Jonathan
said, “It’s a celebrity profile, it just doesn’t fit.” So now I’ve
got this 5,000-word hole, and we’re almost ready to go to
publication. OK, what have I never written about?
People have been asking me to write about not having
children for as long as I have been writing, and I’ve always
|
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and happiest when he was working. A chronology of films and
TV appearances is appended.
Meticulous research informs a brisk biography of an
entertainment icon.

NEW YORK’S FINEST
Stories of the NYPD and the
Hero Cops Who Saved the
City

Daly, Michael
Twelve (432 pp.)
$30.00 | Dec. 7, 2021
978-1-5387-6433-6

Behind-the-scenes looks at key figures in the New York Police Department
from the 1970s to the present.
Daly, a Daily Beast correspondent who also wrote for New
York Daily News and New York Magazine, looks at the past four

decades of New York’s police force through two principals. First
is officer Steven McDonald, who was paralyzed from the neck
down in a 1986 shooting, a moment that underscored the city’s
beleaguered reputation. McDonald publicly forgave his shooter,
a gesture that went some way to easing tensions between police
and citizens. But perhaps more directly influential was Jack
Maple, a transit officer whose rejection of the police’s bureaucracy and cliquishness led to the creation of stats-driven, proactive policing that was key to the drop in crime in the city into
the 21st century. At least that’s how Daly frames it. Though he’s
alert to moments when the NYPD disgraced itself (the Central
Park Five, Amadou Diallo, stop and frisk), his approach is to
suggest that those shortcomings were problems that a straighttalking technocrat like Maple could responsibly, if not completely, address. (Daly’s laser focus on the NYPD precludes him
from exploring other economic and sociological forces.) The
main problem, Daly writes, wasn’t within NYPD headquarters
but at City Hall, especially during the rule of Rudolph Giuliani,
who was buffoonish when he wasn’t meddling, installing inept
cronies in key roles and unwinding successful efforts. He was,
notes the author, “a stridently divisive figure whose rantings
about zero tolerance had made him an intolerant zero. He
took religious exception to a painting of the Virgin Mary in the
Brooklyn Museum he had never seen and announced the formation of a ‘decency task force.’ ” Heaving various law enforcement sins onto Giuliani allows the main narrative to become
occasionally hagiographic toward police, sometimes literally:
When McDonald died in 2017, Daly reported on efforts to make
him a candidate for sainthood.
Thorough, personality-driven reportage on policing,
albeit tilted toward the police’s perspective.

THIS WAY TO THE UNIVERSE
A Theoretical Physicist’s
Journey to the Edge of
Reality
Dine, Michael
Dutton (352 pp.)
$28.00 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-593-18464-6

A theoretical physicist introduces us
to his complex scientific discipline.
Physicists study many fields, but when
writing for lay readers, they mostly confine themselves to the history, makeup, and future of the universe, and this is an earnest
addition to a prolific genre. Veteran readers encountering the traditional question, “Why is there something rather than nothing?”
don’t expect a straightforward answer but rather a lesson in cosmology from the Big Bang to the present day, when unexpected
discoveries have complicated the lives of theorists such as Dine.
While he admits that spectacular explanations from the past have
not kept up with new phenomena that require explanation, he
and his colleagues are working hard on difficult material. Beginning with the easy part, history, the author maintains that the
ancients who used calculations got a few things right, but those
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appears in the article: “The United Nations defines refugees as
people who flee their homes because of war, persecution or violence.” It’s not difficult to infer how she fits this criterion, but
while refugee is in the title, it is almost nowhere in the memoir.
Despite this lack of clarity, the book is a welcome addition to the
literature on race in America.
Drayton has a powerful story and the voice to do it justice.
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who stuck to theory (mostly Aristotle) were mostly wrong. As
such, modern physics began with Isaac Newton, who described
the only force that figured practically in human lives at the time,
gravity. Two centuries passed before James Clerk Maxwell drew
a complete picture of an equally essential force, electromagnetism. Few readers will be surprised or confused by Dine’s expert
discussion of Einstein, who eliminated many of the difficulties
plaguing 19th-century physics; introduced a radically new, flexible conception of space and time; and bequeathed us classical
physics, which explains the large-scale universe. Soon, writes the
author, “a much more drastic upheaval was in store with quantum
mechanics, which Einstein also helped set in motion.” Proceeding well into the 21st century, Dine delivers a detailed, if often
skeptical, account of the great questions and often unsatisfactory
answers to problems in astro- and quantum physics, examining
such topics as the Big Bang, inflation theory, galaxy formation,
black holes, dark matter and energy, string theory, and supersymmetry. Lacking equations and illustrations, the book will appeal
to educated, science-inclined readers; those with no experience
with physics may struggle.
Excellent popular science for readers willing to work.

BLACK AMERICAN REFUGEE
Escaping the Narcissism of
the American Dream

Drayton, Tiffanie
Viking (304 pp.)
$26.00 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-0-593-29854-1

A memoir interrogating the ways in
which living while Black in America is
akin to being in an abusive relationship
with a narcissist.
Drayton returned to her homeland of Tobago after becoming
exhausted by the constant abuse she endured as a Black woman
in the “United States of White America.” In this expansion of
a New York Times article, the author describes a life rich in both
experience and trauma, insightfully creating a conceit that runs
throughout: America is a narcissist, and living in America as a
Black person is to be in an abusive relationship. Several chapters
open by explaining a stage in the cycle of abuse, relating them
to Drayton’s experiences in the U.S. “The science of psychology,”
she writes, “calls the early phase of a narcissistic relationship
‘love-bombing.’ In these early, idyllic moments, hopeful, fated,
and foundational memories are made that keep us coming back
to what becomes the cycle of abuse.” Drayton demonstrates this
idea via memories of her New Jersey girlhood, when the gleam
of the American dream was still present. Those early experiences
eventually gave way to devaluation, discard, moments of calm,
gaslighting, and, finally, the possibility of reconciliation. Drayton arrives at her insight through distance, explaining that “from
an ocean away, I had fuller access to my heartbreak and rage in a
way I never could when those powerful feelings had to coexist
with my drive to survive within the system.” What is unclear is
how she identifies as a refugee; in the book, she omits a line that
|
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“Always erudite, frequently funny, and often surprising—
a treat for lovers of the book qua book.”
index, a history of the

INDEX, A HISTORY
OF THE
A Bookish Adventure
From Medieval Manuscripts
to the Digital Age
Duncan, Dennis
Norton (336 pp.)
$30.00 | Feb. 15, 2022
978-1-324-00254-3

This book’s playful title announces
both its subject and its tone.
Duncan, a professor of English, opens by observing that
“the humble back-of-book index…is one of those inventions
that are so successful…that they can often become invisible.”
Then the author makes visible its development and refinement.
This may sound like dry stuff, but the narrative both sparkles
with geeky wit (the plural form indices is “for mathematicians
and economists”) and shines with an infectious enthusiasm, as
when the author celebrates the blurry impression of the very

first page number. In the early chapters, Duncan discusses the
development of the physical book, a survey that includes such
delicious moments as the examination of a faithfully copied but
useless medieval index to a book whose original had different
pagination. He follows a mostly chronological, march-through–
Western Civilization organization—any analogous systems used
for organizing information in non-Western cultures go unmentioned. Within this structure, Duncan ranges back and forth in
history. In the chapter on Renaissance-era scholars’ anxiety that
an index would lead readers to skip the book proper, he touches
on both Socrates’ skepticism of written language and modernday hand-wringing at the effects of the internet on reading. A
chapter on the emergence of the “weaponized index” treats
readers to some epically funny battles in snark. The book’s illustrations are few but well chosen, presenting both the odd marginal symbol Duncan likens to “a snake holding a machine gun”
inked by a 13th-century scholar, and the cheeky “Hi!” William
F. Buckley wrote next to the index entry for Mailer, Norman in
a gifted copy of his memoir. Duncan brings his chronicle into
the digital present before closing with not one, but two indexes:
a machine-generated one and a human-compiled one, by Paula
Clarke Bain, member of the Society of Indexers, whose wit
matches the author’s and underscores his passionate appreciation of the art.
Always erudite, frequently funny, and often surprising—a
treat for lovers of the book qua book.

THE HAG
The Life, Times, and Music of
Merle Haggard
Eliot, Marc
Hachette (464 pp.)
$30.00 | Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-306-92321-0

A revealing biography of country
music star and lifelong contrarian Merle
Haggard (1937-2016).
Raised among the oil fields of central California, he was constantly in trouble with the law as a
young man, locked up in San Quentin when Johnny Cash gave a
celebrated concert to the inmates. Suddenly aware that he could
pursue a career in music, Haggard hit the road with songs about
the life he knew, all swinging barroom doors and jailhouse floors.
Eliot, who has written books about Bruce Springsteen, Phil Ochs,
and the Eagles, among others, can be a trifle overblown: “I was
constantly reminded of how Shakespearean the drama of his life
was, how his early years echoed those of a young Hamlet, who suffers the premature death of the father he keeps alive in his dreams,
dreams that produced an unshakable rage that warps the love
he has for his mother and drives him to commit self-destructive
acts.” Still, he turns up aspects of Haggard’s life and career that
haven’t been well documented, including his wife’s terrible death
from Alzheimer’s and his friendship with a kid who definitely did
smoke marijuana while turning millions of hippies on to Haggard’s
music: Gram Parsons. “He doesn’t hate long-haired people, or even
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moderately dislike them,” said Parsons to a Rolling Stone reporter.
“He’s a nice, sweet cat.” Haggard could turn sweetness into ire but
mostly for good reason, as when Bob Dylan (perhaps inadvertently) dissed him and the Nashville industry dumped him, Cash,
and countless other classic country acts from the rosters in favor
of new pop-country idols. Never an insider, Haggard easily took to
the outlaw role. However, as Eliot shows, he was also appreciative
of both the performers who had come before him and contemporaries like Dylan, Paul McCartney, and the Rolling Stones along
with Cash, Owens, Jones, and his country peers.
A well-researched pleasure for die-hard Haggard fans.

THE ZEN OF THERAPY
Uncovering a Hidden
Kindness in Life

Epstein, Mark
Penguin Press (288 pp.)
$27.00 | Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-593-29661-5

A psychiatrist with 40 years of practice in psychotherapy and meditation
shows how both can achieve the same
goal: to reclaim the kindness that’s at the
core of all of us.
Epstein draws on a lifetime of personal and professional
experience to deliver a profound and optimistic examination of
the links between psychotherapy and meditation. Drawing on
influences as diverse as psychoanalyst Donald Winnicott, the
Dalai Lama, and composer John Cage, Epstein offers a warm
and accessible explanation of topics that defy easy explanation. The book is part memoir and part account of one year
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(pre-pandemic) with Epstein’s patients. In the early 1980s, as
part of a medical research trip, he met the Dalai Lama. “His
inspiration,” writes Epstein, “helped me rise above the Western
emphasis on mental illness to encompass an appreciation for the
possibilities of mental health.” He was drawn to vipassana, or
insight meditation, which he compares to therapy in its goal
of “deliberately confronting one’s own innermost prejudices,
expectations, habits and inclinations,” and his personal goal as
a therapist mirrors the further aims of insight meditation: to
help his patients move from self-generated internal judgments
toward a more loving attitude toward themselves and others.
The author combines stories of his patients—a child of Holocaust survivors, an anorexic anesthesiologist, an actor, a medical
worker for Mother Teresa’s organization—with his own search
for the appropriate guidance to help them. Epstein makes
abstract concepts understandable, and his accounts of his
patients’ struggles and progress are laced with humor and hope.
When our constructed minds drop away, he writes, “even for an
instant, all kinds of latent interpersonal possibilities emerge—
for connection, empathy, insight, joy, and dare we say, love.” It’s
a message receptive readers will embrace in these dark and difficult times.
Empathetic and persuasive—one of the better books on
psychotherapy and meditation in recent years.

ONE QUARTER OF
THE NATION
Immigration and the
Transformation of America
Foner, Nancy
Princeton Univ. (232 pp.)
$27.95 | Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-691-20639-4

An account of how the 1965 HartCeller Act, in broadening immigration
beyond European quotas, transformed
the racial makeup, economy, and politics of the U.S.
The elimination of origin quotas put in place since the
1920s, which had favored European immigrants, paved the way
for a great surge of new immigration from Asia, Latin America,
and, to a lesser extent, Africa and the Middle East. The change
in numbers, as Foner clearly explains, was enormous. In
1960, for example, 75% of foreign-born residents came from
Europe; by 2018, those born in Latin America and the Caribbean went from 9% to 50%, Asians from 4% to 28%, and subSaharan Africans from 1% to 5%. The astonishing racial shift
has affected all aspects of American life (Whites comprised
only 60% of the population by 2018). Foner—a professor of
sociology and author of One Out of Three: Immigrant New York
in the Twenty-First Century, among other books—makes a convincing argument, as other scholars have in recent years, that
these changes have been positive and significant for the U.S.
as a nation, countering uglier, speculative narratives about the
detriments of immigration. Neighborhoods across America
have shifted hugely, from all-Black (Caribbean and African)
184
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sections of Brooklyn to all-Asian sections of Los Angeles and
other cities in California and elsewhere. The author closely
examines the economic benefits in immigrant work, filling
both the top and bottom of the occupational ladder, from
innovative new companies to the caretakers and farm workers,
all necessary for the functioning of the American economy. In
scholarly but accessible prose, Foner also explores this huge
cultural shift in terms of TV, movies, literature, and other
elements of arts and culture. This book will be a good fit for
libraries and school collections in order to refute erroneous
and racist arguments regarding immigration.
A succinct, positive look at the great benefits, both historically and currently, of embracing immigration.

THE TRIALS OF
HARRY S. TRUMAN
The Extraordinary Presidency
of an Ordinary Man,
1945-1953
Frank, Jeffrey
Simon & Schuster (576 pp.)
$32.50 | March 8, 2022
978-1-5011-0289-9

An absorbing reexamination of
Harry Truman’s two-term presidency
and the critical years during which he held office.
Much has been written about the 33rd president, whose
esteem has increased over the several decades since he left
office. His colorful story has become somewhat legendary: the
self-educated man from rural Missouri who was thrust into
a demanding leadership role following Franklin Roosevelt’s
untimely death. Though largely unprepared, Truman rose to the
many challenges that confronted him. Among dozens of others,
these included the decision to drop the first atomic bombs on
Japan to end World War II, the founding of the U.N. and creation of the NATO alliance, and the fateful decision to intervene in the conflict in Korea. Frank, a former senior editor at
the New Yorker and author of Ike and Dick: Portrait of a Strange
Political Marriage, is also an acclaimed novelist, and his storytelling skills add significantly to this well-documented account.
While not quite a revisionist history—the author’s assessment
remains mostly consistent with prior biographies, most notably
David McCullough’s 1992 Pulitzer-winning Truman—the book
provides further depth and nuance to the character dynamics
of Truman and his administration, including sharp portraits of
James F. Byrnes, George C. Marshall, Dean Acheson, and James
Vincent Forrestal, “who was destined to become one of Truman’s unhappiest appointments.” Ultimately, Frank delivers a
balanced yet appreciative portrait of a president who, despite
his limitations and flaws, proved largely capable of meeting the extraordinary demands of his time. “If he could never
replace the masterful Franklin Roosevelt,” writes the author,
“he became someone, or something, else: a man, burdened by a
persistent absence of foresight, whose policies nonetheless
brought stability to an unsteady world….He understood, and
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“A simultaneously propulsive and nuanced
account that hums on the page.”
hannibal

cherished, the task he’d been handed, and if he did not always
seem big enough for the job, no one could question the size of
the decisions he made while he held it.”
A well-researched, engagingly human portrait of this complex mid-20th-century political leader.

HANNIBAL
Rome’s Greatest Enemy

Freeman, Philip
Pegasus (240 pp.)
$27.95 | March 1, 2022
978-1-64313-871-8

A thorough, largely sympathetic
account of the career of one of the
ancient world’s most indelible and complex figures.
Freeman, the chair in humanities at
Pepperdine whose more than 20 books include biographies of

Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar, vividly, almost cinematically, brings to life the career of Hannibal Barca, the great but
ill-fated Carthaginian general whose tactical and strategic brilliance is still studied today. The author draws from both of the
two most important sources of information on his subject’s life
(and legend), but he favors the more balanced, detailed account
of Polybius over that of Livy, the Roman historian most hostile
to the African leader. Freeman also gives full credit to the recent
work of scholars who have helped illuminate Hannibal’s character and legacy as well as the world in which he lived. Despite
the Roman chroniclers who demonized him, tradition holds
that Hannibal, though capable of wholesale slaughter, was, by
the standards of the day, generous in battle and humane in his
treatment of his men and war animals, with an extraordinary
gift for eliciting loyalty. In defeat, having turned his energies
to rebuilding Carthage’s economy, he proved an able administrator. “Even the Romans, in their fear and hatred of Hannibal,
could not help but admire his determination, brilliance, and
ultimately his humanity. We should do nothing less,” writes the
author, though he refrains from romanticizing his subject. In
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a fascinating speculation on what might have happened had
Hannibal defeated Rome, Freeman also disputes many modern scholars’ belief that history unfolds solely from economic
and cultural forces, insisting that “certain individuals at certain
moments in time can change everything with a single decision.”
And Hannibal profoundly changed Rome. The author gives
Hannibal’s remarkable campaigns much credit for compelling
Rome to alter its societal construction, becoming an empire
that, for better or worse, would change the world.
A simultaneously propulsive and nuanced account that
hums on the page.

THE SOUTHERNIZATION OF
AMERICA
A Story of Democracy in the
Balance
Gaillard, Frye & Cynthia Tucker
NewSouth (160 pp.)
$25.95 | Feb. 15, 2022
978-1-58838-456-0

Two Alabaman journalists, one White
and one Black, examine the expansion of
Southern prejudices into the larger nation.
The Southernization of which journalists Gaillard and Tucker
write boils down to racism and White supremacy. This racism has
been conservative gospel since at least the Reagan era, when, as
one scholar observed, “the views and tools of Southern segregationists had become the official position of the national Republican party.” Chief among those tools are voter-suppression laws
to disenfranchise ethnic minorities, and agents of this change
include Karl Rove, the master of whispering campaigns that
hinted that one Democratic candidate was “a homosexual pedophile”; and the blowhard politico Newt Gingrich, “Donald Trump,
but with a higher IQ.” Trump, of course, was an adept follower of
Gingrich’s methods: “bitter polarization [and] the combativeness
and crude insults that characterize Republican political rhetoric
and the tactics of obstruction, including stand-offs over paying
the nation’s debts.” However, Gaillard and Tucker show that the
true model for Trump was George Wallace, who eschewed Richard Nixon’s “veiled racism” for the real deal, carrying his message of ethnic division and hatred to audiences at rallies across
the country, their attendees almost exclusively White blue-collar
workers disaffected by the civil rights and anti-war movements.
There is another South, of course, and while Trump’s “bigotry,
mendacity and sheer incompetence upended a campaign he had
expected to be a cakewalk to victory” in 2020, his defeat was
caused in part by votes against him in Georgia, Virginia, and the
region’s blue urban cores. The struggle will continue, the authors
suggest, and likely to bad ends. “The arc of the moral universe is long,
but it bends toward justice. This was Dr. King’s affirmation at the
end of the Selma to Montgomery March,” they write. “We are
not still sure if we should believe him.”
A thoughtful, probing look at a national character that is
trending ever uglier.
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DAVOS MAN
How the Billionaires
Devoured the World

Goodman, Peter S.
Custom House/Morrow (480 pp.)
$25.49 | Jan. 18, 2022
978-0-06-307830-7
The consequences of unfettered avarice.
New York Times global economics correspondent Goodman mounts a scathing
critique of the greed, narcissism, and
hypocrisy that characterize those in “the stratosphere of the
globe-trotting class,” many of whom gather at the annual World
Economic Forum held in the Swiss Alpine town of Davos. Davos
Man—an epithet coined by political scientist Samuel Huntington—is “an unusual predator whose power comes in part from
his keen ability to adopt the guise of an ally.” The “relentless
plunder” perpetrated by Davos Man, Goodman argues persuasively, “is the decisive force behind the rise of right-wing
populist movements around the world,” leading to widening
economic inequality, intense public anger, and dire threats to
democracy. The author closely examines five individuals: private equity magnate Stephen Schwarzman; JPMorgan Chase
executive Jamie Dimon; asset manager Larry Fink; Amazon’s
Jeff Bezos; and Salesforce founder and CEO Marc Benioff, who
promotes himself as “the most empathetic corporate chieftain.”
At the same time that these men broadcast their concern for
social justice, they enrich themselves by manipulating economies, lobbying politicians, eviscerating regulations, weakening
government oversight, and extracting huge tax benefits. Fink’s
professed concern for the environment, for example, is really
an alarm about risk to investments: “In a world under assault by
rising seas and turbulent weather, how safe was real estate, and
what were the implications for mortgage-backed securities?”
During the mortgage crisis, Schwarzman’s company bought
foreclosed properties, amassing a large inventory that it leased
to desperate renters. With their yachts, multiple mansions, and
private islands, they prove themselves “unmoored from the
rest of human experience.” Reining in Davos Man, Goodman
asserts, “can happen only through the exercise of democracy—
by unleashing strategies centered on boosting wages and working opportunities, by erecting new forms of social insurance, by
reviving and enforcing antitrust law, by modernizing the tax
code to focus on wealth.”
An urgent, timely, and compelling message with nearly
limitless implications.
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FEAR OF BLACK
CONSCIOUSNESS

Gordon, Lewis R.
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (288 pp.)
$28.00 | Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-374-15902-3
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An Afro-Jewish philosopher looks
at Black consciousness and the struggle
against pervasive White supremacist
social structures.
“Racism is the institutional production of nonhuman status to groups of human beings,” writes
Gordon, head of the philosophy department at the University
of Connecticut, “with the consequence of a ‘race’ or set of ‘races’
being treated as inferior or superior to others.” Certainly, that
is manifest in most working definitions of White supremacy,
although, as he adds, these days most adherents of that doctrine prefer somewhat blander terms such as alt-right or white
nationalism. Furthermore, argues the author, that racism exists
on the left as well as the right. He suggests that small-b black

consciousness accommodates this system, whereas what is
needed is “to become actional, to fight against oppression”—
i.e., to take up the cause of a capital-B Black consciousness
that repudiates all ideas of White supremacy and Black inferiority. Gordon stretches a bit, though in the end convincingly, to incorporate the film Black Panther into this evolution.
The author sometimes paints with too wide a brush, as when
he asserts that “whites want everything,” a charge that would
certainly risk alienating well-meaning allies. Nonetheless, the
author has a keen understanding of the supremacist playbook,
which draws on a range of old-school and neofascist sources to
arrive at the maxim that the only way to make oneself superior
is to make another inferior. Here, Gordon broadens the discussion to include intersectionality and the “understanding that
race is connected to a multitude of other ways of living in the
Euromodern world, including class, gender, indigeneity, and
sexuality,” with new discriminations at each juncture. Racism
is not supremacism as such, he holds, but both can be defeated
with the new Black consciousness that both of them fear.
A provocative addition to the literature of race, racism,
and resistance.
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“Now the best and fullest account of the Watergate crisis,
one unlikely to be surpassed anytime soon.”
watergate

WATERGATE
A New History

IT COULD HAPPEN HERE
Why America Is Tipping From
Hate to the Unthinkable―
and How We Can Stop It

Graff, Garrett M.
Avid Reader Press (448 pp.)
$30.00 | Feb. 15, 2022
978-1-982139-16-2
A half-century after the Watergate break-in, this anniversary history
becomes the standard-setting base line
for all future ones.
For all of Richard Nixon’s achievements, the sometimes-unbelievable, always lurid Watergate
scandal forever stains his reputation. Graff, the director
of cyber initiatives at the Aspen Institute, sees the crisis as
the result of amateurish fumbling rather than criminal forethought, but he attributes to the Nixon administration the
“darker, racialized, nativist, fear-mongering strain of the
Republican Party and American politics that would a half century later find its natural conclusion in Donald Trump.” Letting the story speak for itself, Graff intervenes principally to
point to inconsistencies in participants’ testimonies or subjects for further investigation, such as a tantalizing thread
of links to Chile. The text is a brisk, riveting, compulsively
readable, comprehensive, up-to-date narrative of the entire
tangled affair, and it’s hard to imagine it better told. While you
learn new things about the major figures, people you’ve never
heard of, all masterfully introduced and as numerous, colorful, deceitful, and laugh-inducing as characters in a Dickens’
novel, walk on stage. Back-biting, betrayals, interagency spying, wild improvisation, collective paranoia, and sheer White
House chaos are running leitmotifs. Much of this is well
known. Graff ’s contribution is to bring it all together, add his
sharp-eyed questions about what doesn’t make sense or still
needs to be known, and energetically drive forward the story
of what’s known from available evidence. The book’s principal
limitations are its inattention to the outside pressures—legal
challenges, mounting public outcry, and the like—that contributed to the scandal’s outcome and to historians’ contribution to the House Impeachment Inquiry. Graff also downplays
the value of the Nixon tapes, which Michael Dobbs explored
insightfully in King Richard. But in every other respect, this
should be considered the authoritative history of its subject.
Now the best and fullest account of the Watergate crisis,
one unlikely to be surpassed anytime soon.
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Greenblatt, Jonathan
Mariner Books (304 pp.)
$25.00 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-358-61728-0

The CEO of the Anti-Defamation
League suggests ways to respond to bigotry toward marginalized communities.
Greenblatt champions the ADL’s work and causes in a “handbook against hate” that often reads like a promotional vehicle for
the civil rights organization. In addition to adapting previously
published ADL materials, he writes, “I’ve also borrowed text
freely from ADL without attribution.” This approach works
well when he is describing unique tools or resources developed
by the ADL, such as its “Pyramid of Hate,” which posits that
bigotry occurs in five progressively worse stages that can overlap: “biased attitudes,” “acts of bias,” “systemic discrimination,”
“bias-motivated violence,” and “genocide.” But Greenblatt’s free
hand with warmed-over text and ideas can lead to mind-numbing clichés and corporate jargon in chapters intended to offer
practical tips on promoting tolerance or overcoming hate in a
range of everyday situations: at work, at home, on social media,
in communities or religious groups, and elsewhere. For example,
the author writes that companies seeking to respond responsibly to hate “would do well to implement initiatives consistent
with their core competencies and operational design.” Such
tedious passages clash with Greenblatt’s biting comments on
topics such as the Palestinian cause or the Boycott, Divestment,
and Sanctions movement’s “anti-normalization” stance, which
“essentially criminalizes Zionism.” The author’s discussions
of the discrimination faced by Jews and others such as Black
or transgender people can also elide differences in their lived
experiences. More persuasive and enlightening accounts of
the spread of hate—and worthy responses to it—have recently
appeared in Géraldine Schwarz’s Those Who Forget and Mark
Oppenheimer’s Squirrel Hill. Either book would make a better
introduction to the alarming resurgence of antisemitism and
other forms of bigotry in the U.S. and elsewhere. Readers could
also return to Bryan Stevenson’s Just Mercy.
An uninspired handbook on hate from the leader of a
prominent civil rights organization.
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JUSTICE ON THE BRINK
The Death of Ruth Bader
Ginsburg, the Rise of Amy
Coney Barrett, and Twelve
Months That Transformed
the Supreme Court
Greenhouse, Linda
Random House (336 pp.)
$28.00 | Nov. 9, 2021
978-0-593-44793-2

The veteran New York Times Supreme
Court reporter charts the first term of the right-leaning,
avowedly religious supermajority now on the bench.
Why are six of the nine Supreme Court justices Catholic?
The answer, writes Greenhouse, can be “summarized in one
word: abortion.” While a president isn’t supposed to demand a
quid-pro-quo pledge to end Roe v. Wade, the assumption is that
an observant Catholic will quietly do their best to undermine
the constitutional right to abortion. Thus it surely was when

Trump nominated Amy Coney Barrett, who, though well prepared for the post—a Notre Dame Law professor called her the
best student he’d ever seen—was also identified with far-right
conservatism, a key member of the Federalist Society “who proclaimed her fidelity to a theory of constitutional interpretation
known as originalism.” Never mind that the original Constitution made little room for non-Whites and nonmales: Barrett
joined with a long line of conservative justices who saw little
room for constitutional evolution. Though Greenhouse warns
that the shift to a far-right court will make it Trump’s more than
Chief Justice Roberts’ for decades to come, Barrett has surprised with a couple of judgments, notably in refusing to allow
challenges to the outcome of the 2020 presidential election.
Even so, observes the author, Barrett has also quietly participated in a privileging of religious conviction, perhaps opening
the door to challenges to same-sex marriage on the grounds of
one’s religious views. “Renegotiating the boundary between
church and state was part of the unstated charge to the most
recent nominees,” writes Greenhouse, “so the degree to which
religion dominated the 2021-2022 term came as no surprise.”
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“An appealingly written, enlightening, and sometimes eerie journey
into the extraordinary possibilities for the human senses.”
sentient

THE COLOR OF ABOLITION
How a Printer, a Prophet,
and a Contessa Moved a
Nation

And if Barrett and, to a lesser extent, Kavanaugh have not leapt
into this renegotiation with vigor yet, Greenhouse suggests that
it’s only a matter of time until they do.
For Supreme Court watchers, provocative; for civil libertarians, alarming.

SENTIENT
How Animals
Illuminate the Wonder
of Our Human Senses

Higgins, Jackie
Illus. by Caroline Church
Atria (320 pp.)
$28.00 | Feb. 22, 2022
978-1-982156-55-8

An exploration of the ways the animal kingdom is providing insight into

human senses.
What can we learn about ourselves by studying a vampire
bat, a cheetah, or a moth? According to Higgins, who works for
Oxford Scientific Films, quite a bit. In a series of essays, each
focusing on an extraordinary sense of a specific animal, the
author invites us to open up “to the everyday miracle of being
sentient.” While we are taught that humans only have five senses,
Higgins argues that we are capable of perceiving the world to a
much greater degree than we may think. The limitations we put
on ourselves become apparent as we study the ways in which animals use their senses. For example, the peacock mantis shrimp
has spectacular eyesight largely due to additional photoreceptors
that allow it to see colors that are invisible to the human eye. But
as Higgins explains, many humans unknowingly possess a condition known as tetrachromacy, in which they have four cones
(instead of three) and perceive the world in a wider range of colors, including a “rich and beautiful mosaic of lilacs, lavenders,
violets, emeralds.” In a chapter on the great gray owl, the author
suggests that anyone can learn a version of echolocation. When
placed in a room similar to Beranek’s Box, the echo-free chamber
created by acoustics scientist Leo Beranek during World War II,
humans are able to hear blood rushing through their own veins.
The reason is that our ears “become more sensitive as a place
gets quieter.” In an authoritative and captivating tone, Higgins
provides numerous entertaining lessons regarding how information gained from animals can be applied to humans. In fact, scientists are already utilizing this information to develop devices
and enhancements to “cure” conditions such as blindness and
deafness. Though full of arcane scientific information, the book
is narrated in an easily readable tone, and Church’s well-rendered
illustrations are a bonus.
An appealingly written, enlightening, and sometimes eerie
journey into the extraordinary possibilities for the human
senses.
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Hirshman, Linda
Mariner Books (352 pp.)
$28.00 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-328-90024-1

A history of a group of American abolitionists who were roiled by divisiveness.
Despite having a common interest
in ending slavery, the abolition movements of mid-19th-century
America were hardly unified. As cultural historian Hirshman
reveals, race, gender, and class issues incited deep, discomfiting
conflicts. She focuses on three central figures: William Lloyd
Garrison, publisher of the influential newspaper The Liberator;
rousing orator and activist Frederick Douglass; and socialite
Maria Weston Chapman, who earned the epithet “The Contessa.”
“Their alliance,” Hirshman discovered, “fueled critical years of the
movement, and their breakup affected the direction of the movement profoundly.” Each was strong-willed and uncompromising:
Garrison, whose initial connection to the anti-slavery cause
came through his association with Boston Quakers, could be
quarrelsome and moralistic. Weston Chapman, by virtue of her
social status and wealth, expected to be obeyed. Douglass was an
ambitious man who reveled in his celebrity and sought political
influence. In the 1830s, the cause of abolition gained force. “From
twelve white men in the basement of a Black church, through the
efforts of workingmen and women, Black and white, and of dissenting ministers and argumentative college students,” Hirshman
writes, “the tendrils of immediate abolitionism began to spread
throughout the North.” Less than a decade after its founding in
1833, the American Anti-Slavery Society counted some 150,000
members. The Society voiced strong opposition to its rival organization, the American Colonization Society, which proposed to
return Black Americans to Africa. Even within the Anti-Slavery
Society, factions clashed. Some abolitionists opposed the expansion of slavery; some wanted complete abolition throughout the
nation. Some, like Garrison, held that the Constitution allowed
for slaveholding; Douglass vehemently disagreed. Viewing the
abolitionist movement from a unique angle, Hirshman shows
how the breakdown of the alliance among the three activists
was fueled in part by Douglass’ rising fame, burgeoning dissent
among the nation’s political parties, and, not least, Weston Chapman’s aspersions about Douglass’ work ethic and character.
A well-researched history of the fraught path to
emancipation.
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THE PERFECT SOUND
A Memoir in Stereo
Hongo, Garrett
Pantheon (544 pp.)
$30.00 | Feb. 15, 2022
978-0-375-42506-6
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The music of a poet’s life.
Hongo, a professor of arts and sciences at the University of Oregon,
recounts his life through his evolving love
of music and his obsession with the audio
equipment he lusted after in order to get the precise sound he
desired. Fifteen years ago, he recalls, when a CD player broke,
he asked a friend’s advice about getting a replacement. With a
newfound passion for opera, he was particularly interested in
finding the best sound quality for that art form. What he discovered was a world of possibilities that honed his ear and his
taste. He looked first for “romance and warmth,” then “refinement and tonal purity,” and, later—as he learned the esoteric jargon of audiophiles—“soundstaging, air, and bloom.” As the author

notes, “stereo sound can be so compelling it displaces the real
and captures your soul.” A Hawaii-born Japanese American,
Hongo moved with his family to Los Angeles when he was 6
and grew up in a house surrounded with music. He began collecting LPs and 45s as a teenager, listening to folk, rock, and, in
high school, rhythm and blues, introduced to him by his Black
classmates. Music throbs in the background throughout this
spirited memoir, as Hongo remembers his teenage friendships
and crushes, experience of racial discrimination from his peers,
love affairs, travel, and mentors—poet Cid Corman, for one,
whom he met in Kyoto in 1973. The author pays tribute to his
late father, who himself built, tested, and traded audio equipment, and his laconic teacher Charles Wright, whose records he
listened to when he housesat. Hongo imbues the book with the
“churning waves of new, confusing terminology” that he learned
as he searched for equipment—technical terms that may be
daunting to general readers. Along the way, the author offers a
history of the invention of the vacuum tube, amplifiers, and the
various permutations of the phonograph.
A memoir of self-discovery via homage to the richness of
sound.
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“In a world dominated by analytics, algorithms, and models,
this is a welcome call for reclaiming our common humanity.”
the eye test

YOU DON’T KNOW US
NEGROES AND OTHER ESSAYS

Hurston, Zora Neale
Ed. by Genevieve West &
Henry Louis Gates Jr.
Amistad/HarperCollins (412 pp.)
$29.99 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-06-304385-5

A collection of Hurston’s trenchant,
acerbic commentaries on Black life.
Edited, introduced, and extensively
annotated by scholars Gates and West, 50 essays written over
nearly four decades showcase the uncompromising views of
novelist, anthropologist, folklorist, and critic Zora Neale Hurston (1891-1960). Organized thematically into sections focusing on “the Folk,” race, gender, art, politics, and the scandalous
trial of a Black woman accused of killing her White lover,
the essays cohere to present Hurston’s “lifelong attempt to
reclaim traditional Black folk culture from racist and classist
degradations, to share with her readers the ‘race pride’ she felt,
to build the race from within.” In the title essay, among the
handful previously unpublished, Hurston excoriates Whites
for assuming that they understand anything about Black experience. “Most white people have seen our shows but not our
lives,” she wrote in 1958. “If they have not seen a Negro show
they have seen a minstrel or at least a black-face comedian
and that is considered enough.” She hurled criticism at some
Blacks, as well: After Harlem Renaissance leader Alain Locke
panned her novel Their Eyes Were Watching God, she damned
him as a fraud. In “Which Way the NAACP?” written in 1957,
Hurston questioned “the interpretation of ‘advancement’ ” by
the organization that pressed for school integration. “One
has to be persuaded that a Negro suffers enormously by being
deprived of physical contact with the Whites and be willing
to pay a terrible price to gain it,” she wrote. Co-founded by
W.E.B. Du Bois, the NAACP, she predicted, “will remain a
self-constituted dictatorship so long as it does not ask and
receive a mandate from the entire Negro population of the
United States.” Writing during the Harlem Renaissance, Jim
Crow, and civil rights unrest, Hurston argued for recognizing
“the full richness of the African American experience” through
its unique contributions to art, music, and language.
Vigorous writings from a controversial and important cultural critic.

THE EYE TEST
A Case for Human Creativity
in the Age of Analytics
Jones, Chris
Twelve (288 pp.)
$29.00 | Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-5387-3067-6

How did we get to a society where
numbers drive everything? This fascinating book provides helpful insight and a
possible course correction.
Do the math. Crunch the numbers. Follow the model. Analytics has become the secret machinery of the modern world,
grinding away behind the curtain. Once hailed as the answer
to any number of social ills, analytics has become a pathway to
dislocation, inequality, and outright weirdness. Jones, a former
writer at large for Esquire and winner of two National Magazine
Awards, began his journalistic career as a sportswriter in the era
when quantitative analysis was taking over professional sports.
While providing plenty of useful information, the method also
took away much of what made a game interesting, including
tension, surprise, excitement, and even joy. Once the idea of
the math model was established, it infected everything, from
the making of movies to the stock market. Algorithms appear
to be based on impartial science, but they seek to predict the
future by looking only at the past and are unable to handle variation, complexity, and outliers. Jones has a good time recounting
examples of things going wrong, and he does so with a dry sense
of humor. However, the topic becomes far more serious when
analytics is applied to government and law enforcement. Facial
recognition software, for example, has great difficulty reading
Black faces (women even more than men), and the picture gets
even darker when data is used to fit a narrative rather than reveal
the truth. The author makes a convincing case that we should
trust our intuition and creativity and treat others as individuals
instead of mere aggregations of information. Yes, analytics and
algorithms are useful in many ways, but ultimately, they should
remain subordinate to a person with a stock of lived experience,
empathy, and wisdom.
In a world dominated by analytics, algorithms, and models,
this is a welcome call for reclaiming our common humanity.

HOW WE CAN WIN
Race, History and Changing
the Money Game That’s
Rigged

Jones, Kimberly
Henry Holt (192 pp.)
$22.99 | Jan. 18, 2022
978-1-250-80512-6

A prominent Black activist and YA
author delivers a damning, resounding
study of the many ways in which fiscal
equality is denied to non-White people in the U.S.
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“We know we’re equal to white people,” writes Jones. “Only
a person in the deepest throes of the white supremacist delusion would say we aren’t. But now we’re fighting for equity. And
we won’t get to equity until we rethink the system from the
ground up.” By way of a pointed, memorable example, she looks
into the history of Monopoly, which, she holds, was designed to
teach players not how to get rich but how the financial system is
rigged in favor of would-be monopolists—and certainly against
Black people, who are legally thwarted or beset with violence
whenever it appears that they are making advances. Whites,
Jones notes, hold 90% of all wealth in the U.S. even though
they represent less than 60% of the population. One reason
for this bounty is that home loans and other intergenerational
wealth-building instruments, including college loans, were
readily extended to Whites while being withheld from Blacks.
Jones fires with both barrels, sometimes inaccurately: It’s true
that Black popular culture has been appropriated without
proper compensation, though not in the case of Elvis Presley’s
hit “Hound Dog,” which she attributes to Big Mama Thornton when in fact it was written by Leiber & Stoller. Still, the

author’s points are well taken: Black communities can close the
wealth gap only with resources that pass from one generation
to the next. Jones advises measures for a sort of Reconstruction 2.0 that would channel reparations to institutions and not
individuals. “Structural issues are what brought us here,” she
writes, “and so structural changes should walk us out of here.”
The author also argues that self-improvement, from education
to exercise to financial literacy, is “the most revolutionary thing
you can do” for people within the Black community.”
Demanding better, Jones provides a wise, measured look
at the economic and social landscape of America.
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“This should be today’s go-to book on its subject.”
what it took to win

BETRAYAL
The Final Act of the
Trump Show

WHAT IT TOOK TO WIN
A History of the
Democratic Party

Karl, Jonathan
Dutton (384 pp.)
$28.00 | Nov. 16, 2021
978-0-593-18632-9

Kazin, Michael
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (416 pp.)
$35.00 | March 1, 2022
978-0-374-20023-7

In the follow-up to Front Row at the
Trump Show, the ABC News political correspondent delivers fresh news on the
last months of the Trump presidency.
On Jan. 6, 2021, Karl called John Kelly and asked whether
Trump, having lost the election, would leave office when
his term expired. Kelly answered, “Oh, he’ll leave. And if
he refuses to leave, there are people who will escort him
out.” What emerges in these pages is that while quiet patriots coaxed Trump to acquiesce, there were also plenty of
enablers who encouraged him to stay, from “the crazies” in
Rudy Giuliani’s retinue to the insurrectionists who stormed
the Capitol. Karl breaks plenty of news. For example, while
it’s true that Trump was the rare president who didn’t attend
his successor’s inauguration, it’s because Mitch McConnell specifically disinvited him. Trump caught wind beforehand and, in his last tweet, announced that he would not be
attending of his own will, which earned him a permanent
suspension from Twitter on the grounds that the tweet “was
being interpreted by his supporters as a message that he still
didn’t consider Biden’s victory legitimate.” Furthermore,
although no one will go on record confirming it, members
of the Cabinet almost certainly discussed how to invoke the
25th Amendment to remove Trump from office (Trump, of
course, vigorously denies it). William Barr, the attorney general who seemed to be Trump’s chief legal enabler, emerges
as someone who, at the end of his time in the job, resisted
Trump; the same is true of Mark Milley and the heads of the
armed services, who Trump assumed would back his power
grab. In addition, Trump was itching for a war with Iran as
yet another excuse to stay in power. “You really can’t make
it up,” the author remarks—an irony, considering the cloudcuckooland the Trump administration inhabited.
Karl’s message is clear: Trump was bad news, but it could
have been much worse.
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A warts-and-all history of “the oldest
mass party in the world.”
In his latest, Kazin, a Georgetown
historian and editor emeritus of Dissent,
delivers a lively, timely survey whose central theme is the Democrats’ two-centuries-long effort to assist ordinary working
people. That theme is neither novel nor, coming from a historian of the left, surprising. Yet despite the author’s Democratic
favoritism—he occasionally writes in the first person—this is
not an anti-Republican tract. Like Heather Cox Richardson’s
analogous history of the Republican Party, To Make Men Free,
Kazin applies tough scrutiny and due criticism to an institution
that, as early as the 1840s, was unparalleled in its electoral and
institutional innovations and acceptance of popular politics.
While erring in calling Thomas Jefferson’s original DemocraticRepublican Party a “proto-party” and ignoring earlier pioneering state-level achievements in enlarging the electorate, Kazin
is on solid ground. To enliven his narrative and illustrate his
arguments, he foregrounds often forgotten public figures like
William Jennings Bryan (whose biography, A Godly Hero, Kazin
wrote), Belle Moskowitz, Sidney Hillman, and Adam Clayton
Powell Jr. The author’s chapter on New York politics and Tammany Hall is brilliant. He doesn’t shy away from emphasizing
the party’s control by Southern slaveholders, starting in the
days of Jefferson and Andrew Jackson and extending into the
1860s, nor the outright racism of their heirs. He also digs into
the deep misogyny in party ranks and the schisms that resulted
from its extraordinary, unprecedented diversity—except for the
long exclusion of African Americans. Without flinching, Kazin
charts the party’s downward course from Franklin Roosevelt’s
huge 1936 election victory—“the most complete victory in the
history of partisan presidential elections”—to its abject losses
starting in the 1960s. As the narrative thins toward the end,
arriving at the present day, the author closes with unmistakable
tones of lament for the party’s recent fortunes and missteps.
This should be today’s go-to book on its subject.
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RUSE
Lying the American Dream
From Hollywood to Wall
Street

Kerbeck, Robert
Steerforth (288 pp.)
$16.00 paper | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-58642-316-2

A memoir of a career in corporate
espionage.
After finishing college, Kerbeck
decided he did not want to continue in the family business, to
the disappointment of his father. Instead, he chose to move to
New York to pursue a career in acting. Struggling to make it, he
needed a side gig to pay the bills. A friend mentioned his new
“phone job,” and soon, Kerbeck was working out of apartments
trying to convince assistants of large corporations to provide him
with confidential employee information. Headhunters would
then buy this information about the structure of a company in

order to poach their employees. In intriguing and unsettling
detail, the author shares many of the ploys and angles he and his
co-workers developed in order to gain this information, including competitions among the employees. Unfortunately, the narrative loses momentum when Kerbeck begins plotting his career
as a B-level actor, sharing details about his auditions, trouble getting acting roles, and brushes with celebrities, including George
Clooney, Jennifer Lopez, and O.J. Simpson. As the story proceeds,
the author alternates discussions of his two careers, noting how
he continually vowed to quit the con job if he became a successful
actor. However, as Kerbeck became more financially successful
at the ruse, he found his ability to follow through difficult. “The
world of corporate spying is shady but lucrative,” he writes, “and I
am one of the best….As a professional telephone liar—the last of
a dying breed—I operate in a shadow market pursuing corporate
intelligence worth billions of dollars to the top firms in the cutthroat world of international finance.” Eventually, however, Kerbeck became a victim of the same game. Though family members
express concern for his dishonest career choices, he continues
to feel little to no remorse for them. Reflecting on his career, he
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“A warm, well-considered celebration of a rich literary form.”
rhyme’s rooms

THE LORDS OF EASY MONEY
How the Federal Reserve
Broke the American Economy

writes, “on my most generous days I tend to think of rusing as a
crime without a victim.”
A dissatisfying story full of big egos and few redemptive
elements.

RHYME’S ROOMS
The Architecture of Poetry
Leithauser, Brad
Knopf (368 pp.)
$28.00 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-525-65505-3

An invitation to the “quiet discipline
of poetry.”
Poet, teacher, and novelist Leithauser,
hoping to inspire his contemporaries to
read more poetry, aims his thoughtful
overview of prosody at general readers who may feel trepidation when encountering a poem. Unlike scholarly books that
focus mostly on what a poem says, Leithauser is equally concerned with how a poem conveys meaning: the building blocks
that make for its particular architecture. For readers’ edification, he appends to his analyses a glossary that defines many
of the technical terms that he uses, from accentual-syllabic meter
to trochee and anapest. Moreover, as examples of poetic forms
and language, he includes children’s verse, light verse by writers such as Ogden Nash, and songs by pop lyricists such as
Irving Berlin, Lorenz Hart, Cole Porter, and Stephen Sondheim,
which he thinks will resonate with a broad readership. Still,
Leithauser’s close readings assume a fairly sophisticated familiarity with canonical poets and poetic styles. He considers in
separate chapters basic forms and attributes of poetry—stanzas,
enjambment, iambic pentameter and tetrameter—and rhymes:
exact, unexpected, surprising, and the variation known as “rim
rhyme,” “where consonants are held steady while internal vowels are shifted.” That type of rhyme, he notes, “opens to the
poet a playground for fresh recreation.” Among a wide range
of examples, Leithauser includes many of his favorite poets
and specific poems. Including Conrad Aiken’s “Morning Song,”
Robert Frost’s “After Apple-Picking,” and Amy Clampitt’s “The
Sun Underfoot Among the Sundews,” these personal connections give the volume a welcome intimacy. Poetry, Leithauser
advises, requires readers to slow down, preferably to read aloud,
and to be open to the idea that poems “frequently urge a change
of life.” In contrast to W.H. Auden’s declaration that poetry
“makes nothing happen,” Leithauser counters that poetry
“insists that we read and reread and reeducate ourselves” in order
to test our values and reset our moral compass.
A warm, well-considered celebration of a rich literary form.
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Leonard, Christopher
Simon & Schuster (368 pp.)
$30.00 | Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-982166-63-2

A financial journalist offers a contrarian view of the workings of the Federal
Reserve.
“The word dollar is…just a slang term
for American currency, which is actually called a Federal Reserve
Note.” So writes Leonard, author of Kochland: The Secret History
of Koch Industries and Corporate Power in America, at the beginning of this investigation into the complexities of how money
works. There’s nothing in the Constitution that mandates
a central bank, and the U.S. essentially operated without one
until the early 20th century. That such a bank was founded was
a result of populist demand, and an irony lies in the fact that the
Federal Reserve’s last two decades of decisions have so favored
the wealthy that it serves as an engine of inequality. It does this
through several doubtful stratagems, including printing money
in unprecedented quantities, such that “the amount of excess
money in the banking system swelled from $200 billion in 2008
to $1.2 trillion in 2010, an increase of 52,000 percent.” This vast
pool of cash, an instrument of what economists call quantitative easement, is meant to stimulate the economy in relatively
nonspeculative ways. However, with the cost of borrowing at
zero and even below-zero interest, the banks have been encouraged to take huge risks, since that’s where the profit lies. Awash
in federal cash, too, the banks have not channeled it where it
was meant to go, namely Main Street, but instead pushed it
into the hands of the already wealthy. Using a former Federal
Reserve banker named Thomas Hoenig as his Virgil, Leonard
shows how the economic crises of the last two decades are the
products of “an economic system that had stopped working for
a majority of Americans,” driven by bankers but filtered through
such creatures as “zombie companies,” entities “that carried so
much debt that…profits weren’t enough to cover…loan costs.”
Zombies eat brains—but they can also devour whole economies, including ours.
The federal banking system has built a house of cards,
Leonard cogently warns. Expect it to fall any minute now.
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BLACK JOY
Stories of Resistance,
Resilience, and
Restoration

Lewis-Giggetts, Tracey Michae’l
Gallery Books/Simon & Schuster
(288 pp.)
$27.00 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-982176-55-6

TRUE STORY
What Reality TV Says
About Us

Lindemann, Danielle J.
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (352 pp.)
$27.00 | Feb. 15, 2022
978-0-374-27902-8
For reality TV fans looking for highminded, scholarly reasons to defend what
many consider “guilty pleasure” viewing,
here is a book filled with them.
|
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A loving homage to all members of
the African diaspora who strive to preserve their personal joy at all costs.
In her latest poetic book, Lewis-Giggetts examines the
importance of being kind to oneself, a struggle with which
many readers will be familiar. More specifically, she delineates
how Black citizens must fight for joy no matter the obstacles.
“Our trauma has taught us to take what we can get and run with
it…maybe even literally,” she writes. “Yes, our ‘magic’ is found
in our ability to turn most things into art, beauty, resilience,
et cetera. But when we demand more, when we are willing to
[follow] a process that is hard and seemingly fruitless, we gain
more.” The absence of joy, she argues convincingly, can manifest
in ways that go far beyond just the psychological; there are also
dangerous physical health problems and conditions to contend
with, as the body strives to manage inflicted trauma. In a nod
to the significant strength and bravery of those gone before her,
Lewis-Giggetts etches a stunning personal map that follows in
her ancestors’ footsteps and highlights their ability to take control of situational heartbreak and tragedy and make something
better out of it. “You hand us the fatback of a pig and we use
it to make savory greens,” she writes. “You hand us a fledgling
radio station and we turn it into a media empire….We are alchemists. So our ability to transform our lived experiences—even
the ones plagued by trauma—is the very reason why we should
internalize our acceptance and release ourselves from any obligation to be something other than who we are, individually and
collectively.” As the author shows, joy is everywhere, but it only
steps out if you’re looking for it. Hoping that readers embark
on a quest for their own joyous preservation, she leaves us educated about the process and ready to work on the self-healing
we all require.
A simultaneously gorgeous and heartbreaking read.

Lindemann, an associate professor of sociology at Lehigh
University, crafts a thorough, well-plotted argument that shows
how MTV’s Real World franchise, reality competitions like the
Survivor series, and the universe of Real Housewives stars both
influence popular culture and are shaped by it. Though the narrative is constructed like a doctoral thesis—the first half moves
from an examination of reality TV’s impact on the self, couples,
groups, and families to tackling big issues like race, gender, and
sexuality in the second half—the author drops in enough quirky
tidbits about Cardi B or various Kardashians, especially at the
beginning, to keep things moving. She walks the line between
entertaining and educational as she discusses how unscripted
TV is “a fun-house mirror of our dominant, heteronormative
culture, and even as it deals in sexual archetypes, the genre
also shows us some possibilities for transcending our deeply
entrenched roles and expectations.” But given the ever growing
cavalcade of fascinating personalities to write about—e.g., the
megarich Kardashian and Jenner families, battling Real Housewives, and groundbreaking activists like Pedro from The Real
World: San Francisco—Lindemann’s discourse usually ends up
toward the academic side. “We’ve seen how it has popped from
its documentary roots,” she writes, “thrusting zanier and zanier
cast members into increasingly convoluted and provocative
scenarios.” However, we see little of that zaniness or the escapist interest that attract people to the format in the first place.
When the author does indulge—as she does with a fascinating
look at how “real” “Countess” LuAnn de Lesseps is on the Real
Housewives of New York City—it just makes you want more.
A vigorous, sometimes predictable defense for reality TV
that could use more of the genre’s surprises.

LIGHT UP THE NIGHT
America’s Overdose Crisis
and the Drug Users Fighting
for Survival
Lupick, Travis
The New Press (256 pp.)
$27.99 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-62097-638-8

A report spotlighting two former
drug addicts who now advocate for opioid abuse treatment and prevention.
As he did in his vigorous debut, Fighting for Space: How a
Group of Drug Users Transformed One City’s Struggle With Addiction,
Lupick effectively destigmatizes the opioid epidemic by focusing on effective activism. In Massachusetts, Jess Tilley travels
to local drug hot spots to distribute harm reduction supplies
as an alternative form of addiction treatment. Her own story
involves childhood sexual abuse and the immense emotional
pain she could only numb with hard drugs. In North Carolina,
Louise Vincent’s parents used “punitive” love when she began
acting out in her early teens, battling bipolar depression and
longing for connection. Cocaine became her downfall, but a
trip to the hospital for chronic abscesses opened her eyes to a
needle exchange initiative. Now sober, both women distribute
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clean syringe supplies and travel with numerous doses of “the
overdose-reversal drug naloxone.” Lupick further humanizes
both activists by noting that, as former addicts, Tilley and
Vincent understand the allure of drugs and the dark solidarity shared among communities of addicts. Louise: “When you
do illegal things with people, when you are all in pain together,
when you are all in a struggle together, you’re bonded in a way.”
The women’s tireless efforts not only save lives; they also recognize the dignity of a population that is ritually stigmatized
or ignored. Tilley and Vincent spearhead efforts in their communities and beyond to foster alternative cessation programs
and advocate for more robust “drug-induced-homicide laws.”
Lupick explores pharmaceutical industry culpability, recovery
program retention, the horrors of withdrawal, rampant racism
in the justice system, and the scourge of the synthetic opioid
fentanyl. The author’s riveting profile of two “heroes walking
among us” serves as a hopeful perspective on an enduringly
grave predicament that is only getting worse.
Potent, illuminating reportage on a public health crisis of
epidemic proportions.

MISFIRE
Inside the Downfall of the
NRA

Mak, Tim
Dutton (384 pp.)
$29.00 | Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-5247-4645-2

Muckraking exposé of the National
Rifle Association, revealed as sleazy
and insular in its zero-sum political
gamesmanship.
With measured glee, Mak, Washington investigative
reporter for NPR, unearths the inside story of upheavals
within the once-secretive gun rights organization, arguing that
its corrosive effect on American politics (particularly during
the Trump administration) is matched only by internal cynicism, greed, and incompetence. These qualities are embodied
by unflattering portraits of Executive Vice President Wayne
LaPierre and his Machiavellian wife, Susan, both of whom “had
for years tapped the NRA for personal gain.” The author notes
that LaPierre’s craven responses to spiraling crises, including
connections to Russian election interference, led many former
allies to cooperate with investigators and his reporting. LaPierre
oversaw the organization’s movement from a traditional focus
on hunting and firearm safety to immersion in the far-right culture wars, abetted by lobbying and legal firms that developed
covert, lucrative relationships with LaPierre’s circle. This led
the organization to go all-in with support for Trump’s 2016 campaign; his surprise victory positioned the NRA at the center of
power. “Yet in the fall of 2019,” writes Mak, “everything was
falling apart.” The NRA had spent political capital sabotaging
bipartisan legislation supporting background checks after the
Sandy Hook massacre. Then the story emerged of Maria Butina,
a Russian agent who developed cozy relationships with key
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NRA figures. “The NRA repeatedly opened doors for Butina,”
writes the author. By the time a New Yorker article “blew the lid
off the corruption inside the gun organization,” the NRA was in
open conflict, with multiple lawsuits going back and forth and
LaPierre’s control threatened. Mak captures the shrill absurdity
of this soap opera, managing a colorful rogues’ gallery, including
the since-convicted Butina, Oliver North, and various wealthy,
unsavory insiders competing for influence over the “remarkably
weak-willed” LaPierre.
Valuable documentation of the malfeasance underlying
the NRA’s outsized influence on American life.

THE POWER LAW
Venture Capital and the
Making of the New Future

Mallaby, Sebastian
Penguin Press (496 pp.)
$30.00 | Jan. 25, 2022
978-0-525-55999-3

British financial journalist Mallaby
delivers a circumstantial portrait of the
venture capital revolution, with all its
ups and downs.
How does one go about getting a hand into the pot of gold
that is the venture capital market? By convincing investors
that the power law is in play—i.e., that a specific idea will scale
up “at an accelerating, exponential rate,” yielding riches for a
relatively modest stake. For the maker of that idea, one has to
hit on something that the world doesn’t know it needs until it
does. In this highly detailed and sometimes wearisome account,
the author opens with one such idea: An inventor conceives an
all-plant hamburger that smells and tastes like meat, approaches
a venture capitalist with the promise “to make you even more
insanely rich than you already are,” and voilà: Impossible Foods
was born. Mallaby, a former contributing editor at the Financial
Times, locates the first venture capital funds in Silicon Valley but
from a renegade source: In 1957, a group of scientists walked away
from a lab and founded a group that was first known by the longer name “adventure capital.” The author traces the evolution of
venture capital into the 1970s post-hippie culture of the Bay Area,
where former communards were now content with the thought
of becoming insanely rich, their tinkerings soon to explode in
the digital revolution. By anticipating the wave, funders grew
rich indeed, “making Silicon Valley the most durably productive
crucible of applied science anywhere, ever.” Tracing the tumultuous rise of PayPal, Facebook, and other venture-funded projects,
Mallaby reveals some of the inner tensions inherent in the game:
Founders can be free spirits, but funders demand that they be
controlled by outer boards and CEOs. The author closes with
a projection into the future, with funders scattered well beyond
Silicon Valley while fighting a long and perhaps losing war with an
aggressive Chinese fund culture.
Though it plods in spots, as forays into economics will,
financial wonks will find it indispensable.
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COST OF LIVING
Essays

Maloney, Emily
Henry Holt (240 pp.)
$27.99 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-250-21329-7

QUIET PLACES
Collected Essays

Handke, Peter
Trans. by Krishna Winston &
Ralph Manheim
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (304 pp.)
$29.00 | March 15, 2022
978-0-374-12559-2
Wide-ranging personal essays from
one of Western literature’s more controversial authors.
Plenty of artists are a mixed bag, but the dichotomy
Handke (b. 1942) presents is starker than most. The recipient
|
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Personal essays about the emotional
and financial toll of the American health
care system.
Debut author Maloney is candid
about her experiences as both a patient
and caregiver. In the title essay, she writes about regretting
her suicide attempt, but she’s nearly as rueful about how her
ignorance led her to seek treatment at a hospital that saddled
her with an astronomical bill. Working as an emergency room
technician, she’s alert to how every pill, shot, and scan adds to
a patient’s burden. As a medical writer, she learned about pain
management, a portion of the industry that pays her outsize
fees in a discipline flooded with largesse despite OxyContin’s
devastating impact. Clearly many things are economically out
of whack here. But much like other recent memoirists—Jia
Tolentino (Trick Mirror) and Anna Wiener (Uncanny Valley) come
to mind—Maloney comes at these injustices not with fury but
with a flatness that almost seems determined to avoid feeling
at all. This can be effective when Maloney lets the facts do the
work, as in her chilling description of her planned overdose: “I
normally took 900 milligrams; two pills at 450 milligrams each.
So I took all of them instead.” And it’s clear that abuses by various systems have given her plenty of motivation to put on masks:
“I am careful to regulate what I say, how I say it, who I am, who
I appear to be.” At times, the linguistic flatness reads as disengagement; it’s unclear, for instance, what her accounting of the
costs of various medications in one essay is meant to say about
herself, pharmaceutical pricing, or our tendency to overmedicate. Nonetheless, Maloney’s self-awareness is mostly engaging,
and her resistance to big emotional gestures is understandable,
particularly as a woman socialized “to say yes to everything….I
am a string of yesses all the time, yes, yes, yes.”
Sharp personal essays light on lyricism but potently suffused with disillusionment.

of the 2019 Nobel Prize in literature, he is an unquestionably
gifted author with an impressive oeuvre. Yet he takes strident
political stances, such as his support of former Yugoslavian
president Slobodan Milošević, who was charged with war
crimes. Both sides of Handke, the former more than the latter,
appear in these five essays. Topics include his perpetual search
for quiet spaces, a quest that expressed “if not a flight from society, perhaps a revulsion against society, an aversion to society”;
a defense attorney he calls “my friend the mushroom maniac,
who’s vanished without a trace”; insomnia and “the divergent
views of the world engendered by different kinds of tiredness,”
including fatigue borne of political struggles; an attempt to
write about jukeboxes, a mission he quickly found insignificant
given that year’s political events, including the fall of the Berlin
Wall; and a meditation on elements that constitute a successful
day, whether for an author’s writing or for humankind in general.
Handke makes curious statements—e.g., calling Austrians “the
first hopelessly corrupt, totally incorrigible people in history,
incapable of repentance or conversion”—and the prose, at least
in translation, can get flamboyant: “Tell me about this successful day. Show me the dance of the successful day. Sing me the
song of the successful day!” Yet the author is also admirably selfcritical, asking in the essay on the trivial topic of jukeboxes at a
time of world upheaval, “Was there anyone in the present time,
when every day was a new historic date, more ridiculous, more
perverse than himself?” The book also contains some welcome
light touches, as when, in the essay on tiredness, he asks of himself, “Why so philosophical all of a sudden?”
Nuanced essays from a challenging writer whose appeal
varies widely.

WHOLE EARTH
The Many Lives of
Stewart Brand

Markoff, John
Penguin Press (416 pp.)
$32.00 | March 22, 2022
978-0-7352-2394-3

Tech journalist Markoff, who has
covered Silicon Valley since 1977, delivers an admiring portrait of the “quixotic
intellectual troubadour” Stewart Brand.
“Why haven’t we seen a photograph of the whole Earth
yet?” So asked Brand after taking one of countless excursions
into space courtesy of LSD. He pressed the question, sending homemade buttons bearing that slogan to every member
of Congress—and, for good measure, to the Soviet Politburo,
Russian scientists, and the U.N. In time, that picture would
come. Meanwhile, Brand was busily acting as an entrepreneur,
with his Whole Earth Catalog, initially launched in 1968 as a
marketing brochure, acting as a kind of proto-Google mixed
with a Sears catalog, nascent personal computers, and lashings
of psychedelics. “The function of this program is improving
access to tools for self-dependent self-education, individual or
cooperative,” read the Catalog’s prospectus, which would soon
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“Subtly intertwining biographical detail with crisp readings
of the poetry, Miller creates an insightful, vibrant portrait.”
keats

be supplemented by another Brand maxim: “We are as gods and
might as well get good at it.” By Markoff ’s account, the Zeliglike Brand was at the right place at the right time to catch rising trends and to amplify the ones he liked, particularly when
it came to things like software and early computers such as the
KayPro II. In some ways, Markoff continues, Brand is a father
of a 1960s counterculture that evolved into technological and
small-l libertarian directions in the decades since, for better or
worse. However, Markoff notes that Brand was politically quite
conservative, and he lost some readers and fans when, in the
early 2000s, he began to advocate for nuclear power, genetically
engineered foods, and other taboo items. Now in his 80s, Brand
continues his explorations, now involved with a “long clock”
project that shows every promise of outlasting humankind,
given current trends.
A sturdy, readable study of a fellow who’s had considerable
press devoted to him—but who can still surprise.

PROFIT AND PUNISHMENT
How America Criminalizes
the Poor in the Name of
Justice
Messenger, Tony
St. Martin’s (272 pp.)
$28.99 | Dec. 7, 2021
978-1-250-27464-9

A Pulitzer Prize–winning columnist
reports on how the American justice system has fallen critically out of balance.
Expanding on his series of columns for the St. Louis PostDispatch, Messenger exposes the widening divide between lawful fairness and the poverty-stricken population in rural Missouri communities. The author scrutinizes the tragic ways
judicial systems keep poor citizens in a cycle of jail sentences via
overwhelming financial burdens placed on them, from the time
of arrest and even after their sentence is served. In many areas,
the author notes, municipal budgets are tight. Seeking to counterbalance revenue shortcomings and underfunding, counties
depend on court-generated fees, regardless of whether defendants can afford them or not. Messenger movingly profiles
three single mothers who share their jailhouse ordeals of being
abused by “a judicial process that often serves as a backdoor
tax collection system.” Convicted of a misdemeanor shoplifting charge for stealing a tube of mascara, Brooke Bergen went
to jail for a year and struggled with a minor parole violation
that induced a hefty fine she struggles to pay off. Along with
the others Messenger profiles, like a young Oklahoman cited
for marijuana possession, Bergen now finds herself at the mercy
of an a la carte court fee system, mercilessly “tethered to the
judicial system for years.” A tenacious watchdog journalist, the
author also reports on a Missouri judge who schedules extrajudicial “payment review hearings” to ensure court costs are
collected monthly from defendants who have finished serving
their time. When they can’t pay, or miss the hearing, their jail
sentences are reinstated. Messenger explains how he was nearly
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blocked from witnessing Bergen’s public hearings. He closes on
a positive note, elaborating on the glimmers of hope in the form
of a growing coalition advocating for reform and equality. Victims have begun fighting back with civil rights legislation and
litigation against a system so blatantly skewed against povertystricken communities.
An eye-opening, relevant, and heartbreaking account on
the epidemic of criminalized poverty.

KEATS
A Brief Life in Nine
Poems and One Epitaph
Miller, Lucasta
Knopf (368 pp.)
$30.00 | March 29, 2022
978-0-525-65583-1

Excavating the backstories behind
a handful of the iconic romantic poet’s
works.
British literary critic Miller turns to
the life and works of John Keats (1795-1821),
who, she admiringly writes, is “never a fixed entity. He’s always in
motion.” Her goal in this thoughtful, personal appreciation is to get
“under the skin” of nine of his greatest poems as “entry points” into
a “young man caught in the fragile and jittery amber of the Romantic era.” Miller draws extensively on Keats’ “sinewy, free-flowing”
letters, “among the best ever written in English.” His second published poem, “On First Looking Into Chapman’s Homer,” about
reading, gained the novice 21-year-old poet some critical attention.
“Chapman’s Homer,” writes Miller, reworked “the metaphor of the
sonnet itself, on to another planet.” A year later, after giving up
medical studies, Keats composed “Endymion” when his brother
was suffering from tuberculosis. Harshly received, it was a “failed
experiment, but it has indeed outlived him.” Miller also shows how
“The Eve of St. Agnes,” a “verbal feast, its images appealing to all
the senses,” is Keats’ “most explicitly erotic poem.” “On a sheer
technical level there is much to unpack” in “La Belle Dame sans
Merci,” and Miller’s up to the challenge. Keats created his own
original stanza form, she notes, for “Ode to a Nightingale,” written
in “one fell swoop,” in which he “incorporates the idea of melting
into the very grammar of his lines.” One of his most famous poems,
“Ode on a Grecian Urn,” includes a line that has been discussed in
classrooms countless times: “Beauty is truth, truth beauty.” Miller
suggests that “To Autumn” is “probably today’s most widely read
Romantic-era nature poem,” and she amply demonstrates why the
poet’s “voice, marginal and avant-garde in his own day, retains its
vertiginous originality.”
Subtly intertwining biographical detail with crisp readings
of the poetry, Miller creates an insightful, vibrant portrait.
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THE WOMAN BEYOND
THE ATTIC
The V.C. Andrews Story

Neiderman, Andrew
Gallery Books/Simon & Schuster
(304 pp.)
$26.00 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-982182-63-2

RENEGADES
Born in the USA

Obama, Barack & Bruce Springsteen
Crown (320 pp.)
$35.00 | Oct. 26, 2021
978-0-593-23631-4
A richly illustrated companion to the
duo’s podcast.
It was Obama, writes Springsteen, who approached him
with the idea that they host a podcast together. “Okay, I’m a
|
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A biography of author Cleo Virginia
Andrews (1923-1986), written by her
longtime ghostwriter.
Andrews is best known for her controversial (and frequently
banned) gothic novel Flowers in the Attic, which was first published in 1979 and adapted into films in 1987 and 2014. Following
the author’s death from breast cancer in 1986, Neiderman, who
is best known for his novel The Devil’s Advocate, was commissioned by Andrews’ family to carry on her literary legacy under
her pen name, V.C. Andrews. (Neiderman has written more
than 70 novels under the name.) Through a study of Andrews’
personal letters and interviews with family members, Neiderman provides insight into her life in an attempt to answer some
of the questions that have been posed by fans over the years.
He also attempts to clarify misconceptions that have arisen
regarding her medical condition. Analyzing her work, primarily
Flowers in the Attic, Neiderman speculates about the inspiration
for her stories and their characters, with a particular focus on
similarities to Andrews’ strained relationship with her mother,
Lillian, who became her caregiver. Neiderman also discusses
Andrews’ other artistic talents and speaks to the physical and
mental struggles that she endured throughout her life—many
caused by the early death of her father, frequent moves, an
accident she suffered on a staircase as a teenager, and numerous unsuccessful medical treatments and surgeries. The author
also discusses Andrews’ views on religion, reincarnation, and
the media, including her disdain for interviews. Though repetitive at times, Neiderman does an admirable job weaving in the
available information about Andrews, offering a coherent view
into the life and thoughts of this reticent writer. At the request
of her family, he also includes “the only unfinished, authentic
Virginia Andrews manuscript in the possession of the Andrews
family,” which they wanted to be published in unedited form.
Andrews’ fans will appreciate this insightful glimpse into
her mysterious life.

high school graduate from Freehold, New Jersey, who plays
the guitar….What’s wrong with this picture?” Springsteen
recalls. He overcame his shyness, fortunately, and the two
came together in 2020 for a series of conversations that ranged
from shared love for music and cool cars—at one point, the
two flee Springsteen’s spread for the beach, the Secret Service
hot behind them, with Obama saying of the getaway car, “It’s
smooth, man. Smoother than I expected”—to pensive observations on the state of the nation and the world. Obama lets his
freak flag fly, with enthusiasms over such things as the Average
White Band, funky albeit all-White and Scottish, while Springsteen has frequent opportunities to take philosophical turns. “I
believe that I am involved in a ridiculous but noble profession,”
he says, “and that music had an impact on me, changed my life,
changed who I thought I was, changed who I became.” Few of
the world’s problems were solved in the course of their discussions, but the authors point the way in such matters as positive
race relations, an icon for which was Springsteen’s friendship
with late band mate Clarence Clemons, as witnessed on the
cover art for Born to Run. The discourse is at its best when the
authors turn into deeply hidden corners, as when they discuss being the sons of absent fathers, with Springsteen allowing that much of his working-class persona is borrowed from
his: “My entire body of work, everything that I’ve cared about,
everything that I’ve written about, draws from his life story.” A
summary of the book’s spirit comes when the former president
issues a call to action that’s nicely rock ’n’ roll: “Stir. Shit. Up.
And open up new possibilities.”
A pleasure for fans of both Springsteen and Obama and a
fine affirmation of true American values.

THE BLACK AGENDA
Bold Solutions for a Broken
System

Ed. by Opoku-Agyeman, Anna Gifty
St. Martin’s (288 pp.)
$28.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-250-27687-2

An expansive set of essays highlighting the range and force of Black
leadership.
Opoku-Agyeman puts the point
bluntly in her introduction: “Black experts matter now more
than ever because they are not just critical to providing us with
the tools and language to decipher a world bent on undermining Black life—they are also equipped to provide the backdrop
of lived experience that further contextualizes their expertise.
Experience is the difference between studying racial inequality
and living through it.” Each contributor demonstrates the value
of such perspectives on an impressively broad set of subjects:
climate, health care, wellness, education, technology, criminal
justice, the economy, and public policy. Such breadth exposes
racist ideologies and practices in diverse areas of contemporary
life while also drawing attention to their complex interrelations.
As the essays make clear, understanding Black experiences
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“This readable and well-researched book will undoubtedly
satisfy those seeking the nature of neurological dysfunction and
the most current research being done in this field, with added
appeal for anyone with a loved one suffering from brain disease.”
a molecule away from madness

and furthering anti-racist activism means accounting for the
sequelae of any “isolated” phenomenon: Fair and effective
responses to climate change, for instance, must involve consideration of systemic biases in such areas as housing, policing, and
commerce. The contributors repeatedly underscore the urgency
of such intersectional approaches during the pandemic, given
its disproportionate impact on Black communities. Among the
most instructive and stimulating essays in this collection are
those that target rapidly evolving forms of racial discrimination,
as in Deborah Raji’s examination of the embedded biases and
blind spots of Amazon’s facial recognition technology. A particular strength of many of the essays, moreover, is their precision
in identifying forms of resistance that have proven successful in
the past and in speculating on those that hold special promise
for the future. Cliff Albright’s exploration of voter suppression
stands out in this regard. “Sustained direct action, including
civil disobedience” will be necessary, he affirms, for the protection of voting rights. Tressie McMillan Cottom provides the
foreword, and the recommended reading lists a trove of worthy
books to further education.
An inclusive, edifying, often fiery assembly of voices articulating the way forward for Black America—and America in
general.

YOU CAN’T BE SERIOUS
Penn, Kal
Gallery Books/Simon &
Schuster (304 pp.)
$28.00 | Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-982171-38-4

How the ambitious, idealistic son of
Indian immigrants became a force for
change as both a beloved comic actor
and an accidental public servant.
Though some news stories about
Penn’s memoir tout it as a coming-out story, that topic is barely
mentioned in this personal history. Bullied for his ethnic background from kindergarten onward, the author points to seeing
the Mira Nair film Mississippi Masala at 15 as a life-changing
experience, primarily because “brown people” are on screen
doing something besides “eating monkey brains,” and secondarily because “having sex with someone like Denzel Washington
might be a real possibility someday!” Nevertheless, he writes,
“discovering my sexuality was still a ways off,” and he doesn’t
mention it further until the charming account of finding his
current partner during the period he worked in the Obama
White House for the Office of Public Engagement. What
he does discuss in depth is the outrageous casual racism that
plagued every phase of his career, from the agent who wouldn’t
meet him in his college days at UCLA, because “you might play
a cabdriver once or twice, but it wouldn’t be worth his time and
effort to represent someone who isn’t going to work regularly,”
all the way through NBC’s rough handling of Penn’s dream project, Sunnyside, in 2019. After being forced to do an Indian accent
during a one-line appearance on Sabrina the Teenage Witch, Penn
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almost lost the part of a character named “Taj Mahal Badalandabad” in Van Wilder to a White actor in brownface. The one
place that the author found diversity and equity was the Obama
campaign. His involvement there, and then in the White House,
is recounted with characteristic humility and good humor. No
mention is made of the Trump years or the pandemic, which
seems just as well.
Penn has a pleasing ability to be serious and funny at the
same time. A story well worth hearing.

A MOLECULE AWAY
FROM MADNESS
Tales of the Hijacked Brain
Peskin, Sara Manning
Norton (224 pp.)
$25.95 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-324-00237-6

A neurologist looks at how “the very
molecules that make our brains work can
also co-opt our personalities and destroy
our ability to think.”
Peskin has been a firsthand witness to the suffering of
Alzheimer’s patients she has been powerless to cure. In this book,
she delves into the three known molecular causes of cognitive
decline. The first includes DNA mutations, like those present
in Huntington’s disease. Nancy Wexler, a Huntington’s sufferer
and medical scientist, was one researcher who worked tirelessly
to discover the exact nucleotide sequence of the Huntington’s
gene. This breakthrough led to an experimental drug that, as
of 2018, proved 85% successful in short-circuiting the mechanisms responsible for setting Huntington’s in motion in those
predisposed to the disease. Peskin then examines how protein
molecules that the body creates to defend against infection can
attack brain cells, as in the case of a young woman thought to
be having a psychotic break. Doctors instead discovered that
protein antibodies her own body created were responsible for
her cognitive dysfunction. Outside of the body, a group of small
molecules Peskin calls “invaders” (which include “environmental
toxins, illicit drugs, and pharmaceuticals that are not normally
part of the human body”) can also wreak havoc, of the kind periodically experienced by Abraham Lincoln. Peskin speculates that
his periodic bouts of aggression resulted from ingesting “blue
mass,” a mercury-based medication. The author further suggests
that the key to succeeding against all cognitive disabilities in
the future will be to understand the particular kind of molecular abnormality afflicting a given patient rather than assume that
brain diseases like dementia function the same way in different
people. This readable and well-researched book will undoubtedly
satisfy those seeking the nature of neurological dysfunction and
the most current research being done in this field, with added
appeal for anyone with a loved one suffering from brain disease.
Fascinating popular science.
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AGE OF CAGE
Four Decades of Hollywood
Through One Singular Career
Phipps, Keith
Henry Holt (288 pp.)
$27.99 | March 29, 2022
978-1-250-77304-3

Following the actor through the ups
and downs in recent movie history.
In his first book, film journalist
Phipps notes that many moviegoers
have a love-hate relationship with the “intense, sincere, a
little unreadable” actor Nicolas Kim Coppola (b. 1964). After
a brief bio—the actor shed his uncle Francis Ford Coppola’s
name early on—the author juxtaposes insightful analyses of
Cage’s films with helpful film history about a fickle industry
searching for the next fad or copying the latest hit. Teenpleasing films were hot when Cage secured a small role in
Valley Girl, then a better one in his uncle’s Rumble Fish. Committed to fashioning a mythology around himself, Cage’s
fierce, expressionistic performance in Birdy arrived as filmmakers were in the process of defining film for the 1980s.
Cage’s “memorably vulnerable creation” in Peggy Sue Got
Married was his first “undeniable hit.” Mainstream movie
comedies were in transition when Cage merged the absurd
and heartfelt in Raising Arizona (he almost didn’t get the part).
Moonstruck, thanks to co-star Cher’s support, was his first
real mainstream film. That film, writes Phipps, “conferred
on Cage the status of a sex symbol, and he didn’t know what
to do with it.” Riding the wave of strange, independent films
released in the 1990s, he created solid performances in Wild
at Heart and the dark Leaving Las Vegas, which won Cage a
Golden Globe and an Oscar. Then came the ubiquitous action
films, including The Rock and Face/Off. Now an accomplished
movie star, he demonstrated new confidence in The Thin Red
Line and Adaptation. Among Cage’s recent misses lurk some
genuine hits: the underrated Matchstick Men and Bad Lieutenant: Port of Call New Orleans, as well as the inventive, animated
Spider-Man: Into the Spider-Verse, for which Cage provided his
voice. “Simply by persevering,” Phipps writes, “he’s seen it all,
and his movies capture the face of a changing industry.”
Cage fans will relish this refreshing, extensive assessment
of the mercurial, prolific actor.

THE FAR LAND
200 Years of Murder, Mania,
& Mutiny in the South Pacific

Presser, Brandon
PublicAffairs (352 pp.)
$30.00 | March 8, 2022
978-1-5417-5857-5

A South Pacific tale of “tribalism,
trauma, psychopathy, paranoia, and survival in the bleakest of conditions.”
|

After numerous books and films, the story of the 1789
mutiny on the British navy ship Bounty is fairly well known—
the Hollywood version, at least. Fletcher Christian led a group
to overthrow the tyrannical Capt. Bligh and then sail into the
South Pacific sunset. However, according to this meticulously
researched book, that was far from the end of the adventure.
The mutiny was just the prologue, writes Presser, a travel
writer who has visited more than 130 countries; the real story
involves what happened to the mutineers later. Eventually,
they reached the daunting Pitcairn Island, one of the most
remote islands in the world. Leading a mixed bag of sailors,
Tahitian men, and Tahitian women that the Englishmen had
taken as partners, Fletcher pronounced the island perfect
for a self-sustaining, peaceful, and democratic minisociety.
Of course, all did not go as planned. Some of the ex-sailors
wanted a Caribbean-style feudal system and treated the Tahitian men as slaves and the women as pieces of a rotating harem.
Inevitably, there was an outbreak of violence, although after
several cycles of murder and retribution, it burned itself out
and a measure of peace was reestablished. Eighteen years after
the initial landing, another ship chanced upon them. By that
time, there was a growing population of offspring—so many
that some eventually moved to another island. Presser’s extensive research included “hundreds of resources from old captains’ logs to newspaper clippings to the other tomes penned
by writers who have similarly descended down into the darkness of Pitcairn. He also lived there for several months, and he
found the people to be tough yet also gossipy and obsessive.
Armchair adventurers will appreciate the author’s sharp and
sympathetic eye, showing us the mechanics of a truly remote
civilization.
Presser’s detailed account provides a sense of authority to
a story too bizarre to be anything but true.

ORIGIN
A Genetic History of
the Americas
Raff, Jennifer
Twelve (352 pp.)
$30.00 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-5387-4971-5

A stroll through the history of the
early peopling of the Americas, blending
ethnography, paleontology, and genetics.
Raff, a geneticist and professor of
anthropology, opens with the discovery of ancient human bones
in a cave in the Pacific Northwest, a discovery that, not long ago,
would have occasioned the descent of a swarm of archaeologists
to excavate—never mind the wishes of the Indigenous people
nearby. Now those Native people—in this case, Tlingit and
Haida—are involved, deliberating how to approach the study of
the bones. In this instance, the remains supported their beliefs
“that their ancestors were a seafaring people who have lived in
this region since the dawn of history.” At least one wave, perhaps the earliest, of humans in the Americas was made up of
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people from northeastern Asia who traveled on open water well
before most current chronologies begin. Such facts are adduced
by archaeological fieldwork but also by ethnographers beginning to pay closer attention to Indigenous origin stories and by
scientists working in labs to sequence DNA, extracting it from
long-buried bone. Raff writes clearly and well, but sometimes
we encounter knotty technical problems, as with her formulation, “X2a is of a comparable age to other indigenous American
haplogroups (A, B, C, D), which would not be true if it were
derived from a separate migration from Europe.” Along the way,
the author raises as many questions as she answers. So-called
Kennewick Man, hailed by White supremacists a quartercentury ago as proof that Europeans got to the Americas first,
is certainly ancestral to Native people, for one: “There is no
conceivable scenario under which Kennewick Man could have
inherited just his mitochondrial genome from Solutreans but
the rest of his genome from Beringians.” So where did he come
from? Readers with a bent for human origin studies will enjoy
puzzling out such things with Raff.
A sturdy, readable contribution to the library of Indigenous origins and global migrations.

THE TREELINE
The Last Forest and the
Future of Life on Earth
Rawlence, Ben
Illus. by Lizzie Harper
St. Martin’s (304 pp.)
$29.99 | Feb. 15, 2022
978-1-250-27023-8

Trees portend the future of Earth.
A former researcher for Human
Rights Watch, Rawlence has reported
on vulnerable humans in war-torn Africa and in refugee camps,
experiences he potently chronicled in City of Thorns and Radio
Congo. His latest investigation focuses on the greatest threat to
all life on the planet: climate change. To document global warming, he set out to trace the tree line, the area beyond which trees
are not able to grow: “a transition zone between ecosystems”
that has moved northward, “no longer a matter of inches per
century,” but rather “hundreds of feet every year.” He continues,
“the trees are on the move. They shouldn’t be.” The author looks
particularly at six trees—three conifers and three broadleaves:
Scots pine in Wales; downy birch in Norway; Dahurian larch on
the Russian taiga; spruce in Alaska; balsam poplar in Canada;
and mountain ash in Greenland. Each reveals a teeming “mosaic
of species” as well as indelible practical, cultural, and spiritual
contributions to humans. The downy birch, for example, has
been used “for tools, houses, fuel, food and medicine, it is home
to microbes, fungi and insects central to the food chain and
is critical for sheltering other plants needed to make a forest.”
Rawlence evokes the natural world in lyrical, delicate prose:
the “eerie and unending” dawn in Norway; the “noble air” of the
larch; the “sprawling limbs” of the balsam poplar. On his journey, he discussed the issue with scientists, environmentalists,
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forestry experts, Indigenous peoples, reindeer herders, and
farmers. He learned that climate change does not necessarily
mean extinction but sometimes overgrowth and that temperature change can disorient animals’ movements. If reindeer, for
example, don’t know when to move to winter pastures, their
overgrazing can decimate a habitat. Rawlence offers no solutions for changes to come, only hope “in shared endeavor, in
transformation, in meaningful work for the common good.”
Harper’s botanical drawings complement the text.
A timely, urgent message delivered in graceful fashion.

TREASURED
How Tutankhamun Shaped a
Century

Riggs, Christina
PublicAffairs (432 pp.)
$30.00 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-5417-0121-2

How the discovery of Tutankhamun’s
grave has resonated in cultural and political history well into the present.
As a point of departure, Riggs, the
author of multiple books about ancient Egyptian culture, uses
the lessons she learned about King Tut in her rural Ohio public school, knowledge that led to an enduring fascination with
ancient Egyptian history and subsequent profession as an Egyptologist. As her teacher scrolled through the images on the projector, “something wonderful shimmered into view,” writes the
author, echoing the supposed utterance of the original discoverer, Howard Carter. “Ten years old and miserable, I had never
seen anything so splendid and surreal. I had to know more
about this Tutankhamun and his tomb in the Valley of Kings,
not knowing, not able even to imagine, how it would change
my life.” The author moves from the thrilling excavation led
by Carter and the Earl of Carnarvon, through the puzzling
dynastic antecedents of Tut and his brief yet glorious life 3,000
years ago. Riggs also examines the “Tut-mania” that followed
the discovery of his grave and how his story “has as much to
do with geopolitics, post-war utopias, and consumer capitalism
as it does with priceless treasures, thrilling discoveries, or hidden burials.” Resurrected in the 1960s, the King Tut exhibit was
first promoted by first lady Jacqueline Kennedy at the National
Gallery of Art, which spurred subsequent tours and established
a complicated, interconnected web of celebrity archaeologists,
blockbuster exhibitions, and global geopolitics. “By the 1970s…
as the Middle East peace process and free-market economics
entangled Egypt with America,” writes the author, “Tutankhamun did the diplomatic work of presenting his homeland as a
friendly face and worthy ally.” At the time, she continues, there
was “a concerted effort to educate Americans about the region
and cultivate a positive attitude towards Egypt and the Arab
world, the source of the oil on which the American way of life
depended.”
An imaginative weaving of the personal and political into a
fresh narrative of an archaeological icon.
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“A stellar—and often shocking—report on
a broken criminal justice system.”
american injustice

A LITTLE BOOK ABOUT THE
BIG BANG

Rothman, Tony
Belknap/Harvard Univ. (220 pp.)
$24.95 | Feb. 15, 2022
978-0-674-25184-7

A concise examination of the origin
of the universe.
Most readers find it difficult to imagine a universe that has existed forever, but
it’s equally hard to imagine it popping out
of nowhere 14 billion years ago. Rothman, a physicist and former
editor at Scientific American, points out that until the early 20th
century, astronomers believed that the heavens were vast and
unchanging. Once they learned that the universe was expanding,
some simply rewound the clock. This required a Big Bang, but
without concrete evidence, other theorists proposed a steadystate universe in which galaxies simply appeared to fill the voids
as others receded. This changed after 1965, when astronomers
discovered cosmic microwave background radiation. The universe has a temperature. Since it’s expanding, it’s cooling, so it
was hotter in the past when it was denser. This killed the steadystate theory, and countless provocative questions have followed,
some of which seem embarrassing—e.g., “What came before the
big bang?” One of Rothman’s advisers once told him, “If you ask
a stupid question you may feel stupid. If you don’t ask a stupid
question, you remain stupid.” Readers will not remain stupid
after this book, but those curious about black holes, exploding
stars, and extrasolar planets must look elsewhere because Rothman concentrates on the big picture, focusing on gravity, the
force controlling the fate of the universe, and Einstein, the first
to get gravity right. Einstein’s masterful theory of general relativity describes our universe on the large scale but requires quantum
theory for behavior at the atomic scale, and the theory fails to
explain what happened at the instant of the Big Bang or why ordinary matter makes up only 5% of the universe. Although illustrations are simple and equations absent, Rothman offers mostly
clear explanations of complex concepts, including quantum gravity string theory and the nature of dark matter and energy.
Lucid and informative.

AMERICAN INJUSTICE
Inside Stories From
the Underbelly of the
Criminal Justice System

Rudolf, David S.
Custom House/Morrow (368 pp.)
$23.49 | Jan. 25, 2022
978-0-06-299735-7
A prominent defense and civil rights
lawyer indicts the criminal justice system
as he recalls his work with clients such as
Michael Peterson, the novelist who inspired the Netflix series
The Staircase.
|

Rudolf once helped to negotiate a $9 million civil settlement for a man who had been held without a trial for 14 years on
the basis of a “confession” so articulate it might have come from
an English professor although the prisoner had an IQ of less
than 60. That story is far from the most startling in this potent
critique of systemic errors and misconduct by police and prosecutors that have led to wrongful convictions nationwide, many
in North Carolina, where the author practices law and racial
biases have long plagued the justice system. With keen moral
force backed by clear and persuasive examples from his work or
that of groups such as the Innocence Project, Rudolf shows how
mental, physical, or legal influences can subvert justice. Police
corruption is only one. Psychological factors like confirmation
bias can cause police to trust their “intuition” about a suspect in
the face of overwhelming evidence to the contrary. Misunderstandings about the limits of forensic science can result in overvaluing fingerprint or other “pattern-based” evidence. Even
well-meaning efforts like Crime Stoppers hotlines can taint trials by tempting people to lie for rewards. An overarching problem is that jury trials in federal criminal cases are “essentially
extinct,” with 97% of cases resolved by plea. Consequently, a
defense lawyer’s job is “primarily to explain to the defendant
the incredible cost of being convicted after a trial and the great
benefit of pleading guilty as soon as possible”—even if they are
innocent. For readers seeking to top up their outrage about
abuses in criminal justice, this book makes a fine companion
to Bryan Stephenson’s Just Mercy and Emily Bazelon’s Charged.
A stellar—and often shocking—report on a broken criminal justice system.

PRICE WARS
How the Commodities
Markets Made Our Chaotic
World

Russell, Rupert
Doubleday (288 pp.)
$28.95 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-385-54585-3

A skillfully conducted tour of the role
of price, once unmoored from reality, in
adding chaos to an already chaotic world.
According to the efficient-market hypothesis, “the takenfor-granted orthodoxy of the economics profession,” the market will sort things out when it comes to setting prices, thanks
to the ebb and flow of supply and demand, and prices themselves represent a gathering of bits of information “that create
a spontaneous order all around us.” Yet, writes sociologist Russell, even as we live in a world governed by prices, this spontaneous order often dissolves into disorder. Part of the problem
lies in the workings of modern “global finance capitalism,” in
which prices are a function of the futures market—and those
futures are now functions of derivatives, which dissolve the link
between prices and real goods and instead trade in intangibles.
The author begins with the example of bread, the price of which
can be closely indexed to social chaos in places like 18th-century
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France—“in the eighty years before the Revolution, twenty-one
were rocked by bread riots”—and the modern Middle East,
with Egypt being both a leading importer of wheat and a polity
unnaturally susceptible to spikes in bread prices and resulting
social problems. Russell goes on to closely examine the dangers
of speculation. Consider this curious case: Thanks to overly sensitive algorithms, with any news concerning the actress Anne
Hathaway, the trading firm Berkshire Hathaway enjoys gains
or suffers losses. Countries that are resource-rich are similarly
blessed or cursed. “Oil-exporting countries are twice as likely to
have outbreaks of civil war,” Russell writes, and when you peg
the entire economy on the price of a barrel of oil, when prices
fall, you get disasters such as Venezuela, “an allegedly socialist
state that has its people living as pure market beings.”
A fresh look at some of the mostly deeply held dogmas of
economics, exploding many along the way.

MIDNIGHT IN WASHINGTON
How We Almost Lost Our
Democracy and Still Could

Schiff, Adam
Random House (528 pp.)
$30.00 | Oct. 12, 2021
978-0-593-23152-4

A full-throated denunciation of Donald Trump and his congressional enablers.
Every small-d democratic institution in America was threatened during
Trump’s years in the White House. But as Schiff notes, “no
institution suffered more under the Trump presidency than
Congress, which saw its oversight powers emasculated and its
impeachment power rendered obsolete.” The problem was that
much of the damage was “self-inflicted” by members of the
GOP, a party that has “become an antitruth, antidemocratic
cult organized around the former president.” That Schiff was a
leading Trump critic and manager of the first impeachment did
not endear him to the president. Though Trump sent an odd
signal of admiration by way of Jared Kushner, whom Schiff pegs
as a “smooth operator,” the former president spent most of his
energies in infantile calumniation, calling the author “Shifty
Schiff ” and the like. Schiff repaid the attention by assembling
a careful case against Trump, one that, Schiff avers, proved the
president’s guilt but did not convince enough Republicans that
there was a good answer to the questions, “Why should I be
the one to remove him? Why should I risk my seat, my position
of power and influence, my career and future?...Why should I?”
Most of this book, bracketed by horrific scenes from the Jan. 6
mob attack on the Capitol—of which Trump, Schiff insists, was
the prime mover—is a long, densely detailed account of the discovery process in the first impeachment trial. It would threaten
to become tedious reading, due to all the minutiae, were it not
for Schiff ’s skill as a storyteller, a skill useful for a trial attorney
to have, and for his habit of peppering his narrative with withering assaults on McConnell, Gosar, Barr, et. al. He also offers
the revelation that many leading Republicans have urged him in
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private (while publicly disavowing having said any such thing),
“Keep doing what you’re doing.”
For those wondering what happened to America between
2017 and 2021, Schiff offers a key firsthand account.

HOW TO BE PERFECT
The Correct Answer to
Every Moral Question
Schur, Michael with Todd May
Simon & Schuster (304 pp.)
$28.00 | Jan. 25, 2022
978-1-982159-31-3

The acclaimed showrunner and TV
writer considers philosophy and ethics.
Like Schur’s work on The Office, Parks
and Recreation, and The Good Place, this
book is both heartfelt and funny. With the assistance of “philosophical nitpicking” by professor May, Schur takes us through
13 chapters, beginning with the question “Should I Punch
My Friend in the Face for No Reason?” He then moves on to
increasingly trickier philosophical concepts and how best to
approach them in our daily lives. Fully admitting his own limitations, Schur stresses the importance of personal connection.
“The works discussed in this book are simply the ones I liked
and connected with,” he writes. “They’re the ones that made
sense to me, in a cartoon-lightbulb-turning-on-above-my-head
kind of a way. This simple sense of connection matters with
something like philosophy, which is a massive and diverse rain
forest of ideas.” In addition to delightful explorations of the
history of philosophy, the author shows behind-the-scenes
moments from The Good Place and touches on the strangeness
that exists in the discipline—e.g., Jeremy Bentham’s decision to
house his remains in a hideous “skeleton-wax-head contraption”
he called an “auto-icon,” now on display at University College
London. Moving both carefully and conversationally through
progressively more difficult questions, Schur makes good on
his promise to “wade into some deeply confusing and painful
applications of moral philosophy, stretching and straining and
chewing on really tough questions that plague us in our daily
lives, that cause us anxiety and anguish and often lead to loud
arguments with our closest friends and family. But in a fun
way!” Whether discussing how to enjoy something that is morally problematic or debating whether we need to make moral
decisions at all, the text is a relatable and consistently amusing
introduction to practical philosophy.
Like The Good Place, this is a humorous and thought-provoking journey into some of life’s hardest questions.
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“Avid viewers will be surprised by this exposé of the seedy
partnership between Hollywood and the Chinese government.”
red carpet

RED CARPET
Hollywood, China, and
the Global Battle for
Cultural Supremacy

RIGHTEOUS TROUBLEMAKERS
Untold Stories of the Social
Justice Movement in America
Sharpton, Al
Hanover Square Press (304 pp.)
$27.99 | Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-335-63991-2

Schwartzel, Erich
Penguin Press (400 pp.)
$28.00 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-984878-99-1

How China muscled its way into
Hollywood moviemaking from the mid1990s on to begin directing what Amer-

ica watches.
“By 2020, China would be the number one box-office market world, home to grosses that routinely neared $1 billion—
a market that became too big to ignore and too lucrative to
anger,” writes Wall Street Journal film reporter Schwartzel.
While largely closed to American moviemaking before 1994,
China recognized, as indeed Hollywood had learned after
World War II, that making movies not only could be America’s No. 1 export, but could also influence the public—and
exercise political sway. The growth was slow but incremental, as the author demonstrates, from the creaky opening
up to American culture after the death of Mao Zedong and
China’s embrace of capitalism in the 1990s to its full-blown
censorship efforts under President Xi Jinping “as an essential
arm to a recast Middle Kingdom.” Schwartzel’s examples are
both fascinating and disturbing—e.g., the ability of China’s
behind-the-scenes influence to remove the Taiwanese flag
from Tom Cruise’s iconic bomber jacket in the remake of Top
Gun: Maverick in 2019; squelch the marketing of movies about
the Dalai Lama and Buddhism, such as Seven Years in Tibet and
Kundun; and vilify and ban publicly pro-Tibetan actor advocates like Richard Gere and China critics like Brad Pitt, as
well as Nomadland director Chloé Zhao. The author adds that
China finagled a deal at the time of the Beijing Olympics to
build a Disney theme park in China, while Hollywood, eager
to please, filmed an appalling remake of Red Dawn to please
China (“anticipatory censorship”), with North Korea as the
villains. As Schwartzel demonstrates, China has the money to
demand an entertainment business that will support its new
political rise, and Hollywood, aware of the vast Chinese market, is not saying no.
Avid viewers will be surprised by this exposé of the seedy
partnership between Hollywood and the Chinese government.

|

The prominent Baptist preacher
and activist spotlights the work of the
“unsung heroes” of modern social justice
movements.
For Sharpton, the 2020 George Floyd murder protests
recalled the civil rights marches of the 1960s. While the former event made clear that the “hardships and victories” of all
marginalized groups had merged into a single fight, both events
were alike in how the bravery of everyday people had been
“overlooked or cast aside.” In this apt follow-up to last year’s
Rise Up: Confronting a Country at the Crossroads, the author begins
with story of Darnella Frazier, who recorded Floyd’s murder on
her cellphone to honor truth and all Black men who live in fear
of White supremacy. In his discussion of other police brutality victims, Sharpton recalls another police chokehold victim,
Eric Garner, as well as his mother, Gwen Carr. In the years after
her son’s death, Carr joined forces with other similarly bereaved
mothers to form Mothers of the Movement, an organization
dedicated to “raising social awareness of police violence.” Yet
as Sharpton emphasizes throughout, the larger movement of
which all these individuals are part was built on the efforts of
early civil rights activists like James Meredith, the first Black
man to graduate from the rabidly segregationist University of
Mississippi, and Claudette Colvin, the poor Black girl whose
1955 arrest for refusing to sit at the back of an Alabama bus
inspired the more “mediagenic” Rosa Parks to action. Sharpton
also pays extended homage to Pauli Murray, a queer mid-20thcentury lawyer and feminist. Co-founder of the National Organization for Women with Betty Friedan and others, her legal
scholarship informed the work of such judicial luminaries as
Thurgood Marshall and Ruth Bader Ginsburg. Seeking to rectify omissions of history, Sharpton delivers a fierce and celebratory book that offers insight into ways everyone can transform
the pain of injustice into the “righteous troublemak[ing]” that
uplifts all.
Inspired and inspiring reading for troubled times.
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“An eye-opening, urgent book that demands an end to
inequality as a matter of life and death.”
there are no accidents

THE ARTISANS
A Vanishing Chinese
Village

Shen Fuyu
Trans. by Jeremy Tiang
Astra House (256 pp.)
$26.00 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-66260-075-3

A Chinese journalist’s intimate
vignettes reveal the lives of citizens from
his rural hometown, unearthing a deep
layer of Chinese history rarely seen beyond its borders.
“When our hometowns vanish, we become rootless people,
individual atoms existing in isolation within the ice-cold city,”
writes Shen at the beginning, lamenting the decline of the village that has been inhabited for centuries. “We who left our
hometowns have nothing to rely on, and are anxiously absorbed
by the prosperity of urban life. Surrounding us are the faces of
familiar strangers.” Like many young Chinese, Shen left the village for greater opportunity in the city, horrified by “what seemed
to me like a dark future in the village.” He left at age 18 and did
not return until 2001, 10 years later. “The swift decay of the village shocks me,” he writes, with no young people or children
to be found. “Virtually every time I return, I see a newly added
grave,” he writes. “Along with the declining population, one old
house after another falls into disrepair and then disappears.” The
author writes fondly of Mr. He, the bricklayer whose garden was
the most beautiful in the village, and how he was one of the first
Christian converts and thereby somewhat suspect in a place
where the ways of the ancestors were deeply revered. Other characters in Shen’s affecting narrative include a tofu maker, a lantern
maker, a tailor, a schoolteacher, and a carpenter, all with their
own secrets and tragedies. Collectively, their stories transport
readers back to a bygone time when the village was turned into
an agricultural collective and, later, the period in the 1950s when
the people suffered through a famine. Each fully fleshed character represents an element of an often hidden Chinese history; as
Shen writes in this eloquent text, “each person, no matter how
humble, contains an epic poem of their own.”
A wonderful portrait of provincial China rendered in a
beautifully accessible translation.

THE AUTHORITY GAP
Why Women Are Still Taken
Less Seriously Than Men...and
What We Can Do About It

Sieghart, Mary Ann
Norton (384 pp.)
$28.95 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-0-393-86775-6

An examination of “the mother of all
gender gaps.”
London-based journalist Sieghart
recounts how, while attending a conference, she sat next to a
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banker who inquired about her occupation. After she answered,
he exclaimed, “Wow, you’re a busy little girl!” She was 50 at the
time. This is just one of the many examples that the author
offers as evidence that, despite some progress, women are still
taken less seriously than men. Sieghart contends that women
(and those who identify as women) are still routinely patronized
by men, have their views ignored or their expertise challenged,
are talked over by male colleagues, and have subordinates resist
them as bosses. To further support her claims, the author provides details from research studies as well as interviews with
numerous women who have held high-ranking positions. These
include Madeleine Albright, Janet Yellen, Hillary Clinton,
Michelle Bachelet, and Julia Gillard, who also provide firsthand
accounts of their experiences. Sieghart examines the biases that
many men (as well as women) have toward women, which are
often “irrational and anachronistic product[s] of social conditioning and outdated stereotypes.” From an early age, she
writes, “we absorb the notion that girls and women are designed
to be ornamental and boys and men to be instrumental.” The
author also contends that adults reinforce these stereotypes,
often unwittingly, when they engage with children. To counteract this problem, she delivers meaningful and easily actionable
suggestions for individuals and society. For example, Sieghart
suggests that if fathers are more involved in raising their children, sons will “have a more egalitarian perspective” of women’s
roles. Regarding schooling, the author shows how teachers can
help increase the confidence of girls by encouraging them to
speak up in class. She also implores journalists to resist devoting
so much time to women’s appearances.
An important and hopeful reminder that much work is
still needed in order to bridge unjust gaps between women
and men.

THERE ARE
NO ACCIDENTS
The Deadly Rise of
Injury and Disaster―
Who Profits and Who Pays
the Price
Singer, Jessie
Simon & Schuster (352 pp.)
$27.00 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-982129-66-8

The rate of deaths attributed to accident in the U.S. is appalling—and, but for lust for profit, mostly
avoidable.
“One person dies by accident every three minutes or so in
the United States, the deaths appearing unrelated and not particularly worthy of note,” writes journalist Singer in this searing,
deeply researched account. But is that really so? Not when you
consider the fact that Blacks “die in accidental house fires at
more than twice the rate of white people,” that Native Americans are twice as likely as Whites to die of being hit by cars while
walking, that West Virginians are twice as likely as Virginians
to die accidentally. Such facts speak to structural conditions
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that disfavor the poor and marginalized. “Accidents,” writes the
author, “are not just flukes or freak mishaps—whether or not
you die by accident is just a measure of your power, or lack of
it. She elaborates: It’s possible to slip on a wet floor, a human
error, but the fact that the floor has a layer of water on it is a
condition. Similarly, “to run an oil tanker aground on a reef is a
human error,” she asserts, while demanding that tanker pilots
work 12-hour shifts is a condition sure to yield error. So it is
that pedestrians killed by cars speak to conditions. Speed limits
are too high, for example, cars can travel too fast at the driver’s discretion, and pedestrian walkways are rare. Furthermore,
countless industries resist efforts at structural reform, from
slaughterhouses whose lines run so fast that “accidents” are
inevitable, to auto manufacturers lobbying against speed regulators, seat belts, and airbags. Many people, Singer argues persuasively, are inclined to see accidents as something to blame
on victims instead of looking at deeply entrenched structures
of injustice. “If accidents befall the poor because they are poor,
and poor people deserve their poverty,” she writes, “it follows
that the rich deserve their riches as well.”
An eye-opening, urgent book that demands an end to
inequality as a matter of life and death.

WHAT’S SO FUNNY?
A Cartoonist’s Memoir
Sipress, David
Mariner Books (272 pp.)
$28.00 | March 8, 2022
978-0-358-65909-9

An affectionate, introspective memoir from the acclaimed cartoonist.
Early on in this engaging, pleasurefilled autobiography, Sipress points out
that it took decades of pitching the New
Yorker before they bought one of his cartoons in 1997. He’s been
a regular ever since. In crisp, clean, anecdotal prose, he chronicles his life story, his mischievous cartooning, and the germination of his ideas, with many included for readers to appreciate.
“Like most cartoonists I know,” he writes, “the border between
my life and my work is flimsy at best.” There’s just enough to sate
cartoon fans, but most of the book covers the author’s happy
years growing up Jewish in New York City with a loving family,
his marriage, and his struggles to make it financially as a cartoonist. “As a kid I loved cartoons,” he writes, especially those in
the New Yorker. Jumping ahead, Sipress discusses his conversations with his therapist about his “cartoon brain, which I never
shut off, even in the most inappropriate situations, like in yoga
class.” Comic timing is crucial in a cartoon; “it lives in the space
between the caption and the drawing.” What comes first, image
or caption? Either way. When the former, it unfolds just as it
will for the reader. The author’s come from his “personal reservoir of thoughts and feelings.” At Williams College, he studied history, which figures prominently in his cartoons, and later
Soviet studies at Harvard, but when “funny drawings were spilling over his [notebook] margins, he quit. Sipress secured a job
|

cartooning for the Boston Phoenix but moved back to New York
to pursue a brief career as a sculptor, which gave him skills he
deploys in his cartoons. Throughout, he traverses the complex
dilemma of cartooning amid family deaths and tragedies. When
an idea for a cartoon clicks, he gets an “intense physical pleasure
that feels like pure joy” and “makes me love what I do.”
This addictive, witty, David Sedaris–esque story is a hoot.

WHAT IS AMERICAN
LITERATURE?

Stavans, Ilan
Oxford Univ. (224 pp.)
$24.95 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-19-881621-8

A self-described “compulsive reader”
assesses America through its books.
Mexican-American cultural critic
Stavans ranges widely through fiction,
poetry, and essays to offer a thoughtful
meditation on the meaning and use of literature in America.
How, he asks, has literature reflected and shaped American culture? In the wake of “the havoc” wreaked by the Trump era, he
attends particularly to the connection of literature to democracy, asserting that literature “is about the lab where democracy
gets tested.” In four chapters, whose “organizing logic,” Stavans
admits, is “based on stream of consciousness,” as well as in long,
digressive footnotes, he considers myriad topics, including
America’s identity as a nation without a past, where the future
is open to possibility; the meaning of the “American Dream”;
belief in American exceptionalism; traditions of protest; the
evolution of American English; and enduring tensions over race,
religion, and ideology. Much literature celebrates individualism
and defiance, he notes: “The whole country sees itself as made
of insurgents, protestors, and mavericks: rebels with a cause.”
Just as individuals strive for reinvention—“everyone is on a journey since America itself is a journey”—for the nation as a whole,
“the past is being constantly reimagined,” and so is language.
Unlike some European countries with academies that monitor
usage, American English is in a state of “constant flux,” abetted
by the widespread use of technology. While Stavans notes that
the nation “thrives in being fervently anti-intellectual,” he himself is a fan of popular genres, such as detective fiction, and he
sees “the profusion of genres” as “a sign of health.” Significantly,
American literature has erased “the artificial division” between
so-called high- and low-brow culture. In a speculative epilogue,
Stavans imagines the “sublime” works that could arise after a
second civil war. Literature, he writes optimistically, will transform “ashes to gold.”
A learned yet meandering search for the nation’s soul
through literature.
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TERRORISM IN
AMERICAN MEMORY
Memorials, Museums, and
Architecture in the
Post-9/11 Era
Sturken, Marita
New York Univ. (336 pp.)
$29.00 paper | Jan. 18, 2022
978-1-4798-1168-7

Revealing debates about how to
memorialize the last two decades of
enormous social disruption, in terms of museums and memorials, from 9/11 to Black Lives Matter.
Sturken, a professor of media, culture, and communication at NYU, offers a wide-ranging study of how the methods
of memorializing acts of terrorism, first defined by 9/11, have
expanded and embraced memorials to examples of domestic
terrorism deeply embedded in American history, such as slavery and lynching. After a sturdy, well-contextualized introduction, the author moves on to 9/11, which immediately
produced a national demand for memorialization. Battles over
who should be memorialized have continued to the present
day, with activists across the country calling for the removal
of historical monuments to racist historical figures, especially
in the South. “Memory politics,” writes Sturken, “reveals the
dynamics of collective grieving, an unearthing of the guiding
ethos that determines who among us are considered worthy
of being remembered, mourned, and grieved.” Regarding the
9/11 memorial in New York City, the author investigates the
conflicting motivations of all parties involved, from the architects to the financiers to the construction team, and concludes
that it was a questionable collaboration between politics and
real estate moguls—and one whose actual costs have been buried. The author also interrogates the flawed idea of American
exceptionalism. “The narrative of 9/11 exceptionalism defines
9/11 as a unique event, one of a kind, and thus without parallel
in the history of violence in the United States if not the world,”
she writes. “It also functions to mask the aggression of the wars
that followed.” Sturken concludes with the Legacy Museum
and National Memorial for Peace and Justice in Montgomery,
Alabama, which opened in 2018 to commemorate those who
were lynched in the South and beyond; she sees it as a satisfying
and sensitive response to historical injustice.
A relevant discussion of what sacredness of space means in
terms of education, culture, and economics.
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ACCIDENTAL GODS
On Men Unwittingly Turned
Divine

Subin, Anna Della
Metropolitan/Henry Holt (480 pp.)
$27.99 | Dec. 7, 2021
978-1-250-29687-0

A thesis on how divinity and its varied incarnations have surprised cultures
for hundreds of years.
In her debut, Subin, an essayist who
studied the history of religion at Harvard Divinity School,
takes readers five centuries deep into a survey of (mostly) men
who were inadvertently lionized. She first explores a myriad of
sanctifications, including figures in the Rastafarian movement
of the 1930s and, of course, Christopher Columbus, who was
adulated as a “celestial deity.” Especially illuminating is the
author’s case study of how Gen. Douglas MacArthur unwittingly became deific throughout four distinct episodes in his
military tenure. Subin surmises the military leader became
“quadrisected, each quarter experiencing a different way to
become fleetingly, precariously divine.” The author also considers French American anthropologist Nathaniel Tarn, who
was sainted by conflicted villagers in the highlands of Guatemala in the 1950s. The book tours the “accidental godlings”
formed from the glorified doctrines of religious leaders, politicians, dictators, and royal princes while citing numerous references on the ultimate consequences of divine exaltation or the
dangers of enmeshing religion and politics. Subin examines
how the appearance of fetish idols by European imperialists
“integrated into some of the foremost theories of Western
modernity” and legitimized conquest, while other forms of
deification, particularly involving White authority figures,
contributed to early forms of classism, sexism, and racism. In
the concluding section, Subin addresses how the very idea of
Whiteness became a divine prognosticator: “Race, the scholaractivists remind us, is not only a word but a sentence, of who
can live and who will die.” Written in erudite, scholarly prose,
Subin’s appreciation for these “gods” is a vibrantly narrated yet
overlong text richly embellished with generous illustrations.
The author’s exploration captures mortals throughout history
who were feted, shaped myths about power and influence, and
were startlingly exalted into godly status.
A colorful, exhaustive, occasionally exhausting contemplation of global history’s cavalcade of avatars.
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“A relevant, occasionally eye-opening collection
of Q&As on race and privilege.”
police brutality and white supremacy

POLICE BRUTALITY AND
WHITE SUPREMACY
The Fight Against American
Traditions

IN THE SHADOW OF THE
MOUNTAIN
A Memoir of Courage

Vasquez-Lavado, Silvia
Henry Holt (320 pp.)
$27.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-250-77674-7

Thomas, Etan
Edge of Sports/Akashic (320 pp.)
$18.95 paper | Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-63614-056-8

Candid conversations about race and
policing with key figures in media, sports,
and social justice movements.
Activist and former NBA player Thomas follows up his 2018
interview collection, We Matter, with Q&As informed by the
turmoil of 2020 and 2021, with a similar assortment of interviewees: athletes (Isiah Thomas, Steph Curry, Breanna Stewart), media figures (Yamiche Alcindor, Jake Tapper), and family
members of Black men killed or brutalized by police (Willie
McCoy’s brother, Rodney King’s daughter). The prompts for
discussion include George Floyd, defunding the police, the
January insurrection at the U.S. Capitol, and the intersection
of White supremacy and evangelical Christianity. The overall
tone of the interviews is skeptical and dissatisfied with the lack
of systemic change despite growing media attention. When
Thomas tells the son of Black Panther Fred Hampton that
“after Trump, Biden was a breath of fresh air,” he snaps back, “I
still ain’t breathing.” The sharpest rhetoric comes from activist
and broadcaster Marc Lamont Hill, who pushes against softening the phrase “defund the police,” likening it to shifting from
abolishing slavery to “reform the plantation.” Trumpism, most
of Thomas’ interlocutors agree, is just a more visible manifestation of White supremacy that’s been part of American life from
the start. Though the intensity and relevance of the conversations are clear, especially with members of victims’ families,
Thomas rarely sees his role as more than teeing up his interviewees to share experiences or familiar talking points, which
blunts the overall impact. That’s why his Q&A with entrepreneur and NBA team owner Mark Cuban stands out: Thomas
actively challenges Cuban to use his wealth and position to
extract meaningful change from police and fellow team owners,
and Cuban’s earnest but evasive replies reveal just how steep the
challenge is. Other interviewees include Sue Bird, Rex Chapman, Chuck D, and Jemele Hill.
A relevant, occasionally eye-opening collection of Q&As
on race and privilege.

|

A Peruvian-born mountaineer and
humanitarian tells the story of how
mountain-climbing helped her and a
group of young sexual abuse survivors

process old traumas.
Vasquez-Lavado’s childhood was a nightmare of dysfunction. Her mother suffered in willful silence whenever her husband beat her. In the meantime, the author quietly endured
sexual abuse from the family’s male housecleaner. College in
the U.S. brought awareness of both the fear that had ruled her
life and reckoning with her own homosexuality. Only after she
moved to San Francisco did Vasquez-Lavado begin to embrace
her sexuality and the boozy, self-obliterating lifestyle of a
hard-driving professional. A profound fear of intimacy led to a
seemingly endless string of one-night-stands and, later, to the
destruction of her one meaningful relationship. The author
won her lover back only to have professional ambition and a
newfound desire to climb the world’s mountains come between
her and her partner, who eventually committed suicide. Her
mother’s death from cancer and her own divorce drove her to
summit Argentina’s Acongagua, “the tallest mountain in all of
the Americas,” and made her realize that her true calling was
to help sexual abuse survivors like herself. Vasquez-Lavado created a nonprofit for young female survivors of sexual abuse and
took a group of girls to the Mount Everest base camp, hoping
that climbing and sisterhood could help them overcome their
demons. She then transformed her sometimes-harrowing journey to the summit into a personal symbol for conquering the
fears and shadows that had ruled her life. Complex and compelling, Vasquez-Lavado’s quest to heal herself from the deep
wounds of patriarchy is also a vibrantly feminist celebration of
female resilience. “Reaching the top isn’t about the accomplishment,” she writes at the end. “It’s about walking in the shadows
long enough to see the other side, about learning how to roll
with other women and men, and how to lean on and support
others instead of white-knuckling life alone.”
An emotionally raw and courageous memoir.
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RISE
My Story

Vonn, Lindsey
Dey Street/HarperCollins (336 pp.)
$28.99 | Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-06-288944-7
The American alpine skier and former Olympian remembers the struggles
and triumphs that marked her storied
career.
Vonn was just 2 1/2 when her father
first put her on skis. She tried other sports, but she discovered
that no other activity came close to giving her the “speed, the
power, the adrenaline [rush]” she adored. A hometown encounter with Olympic ski champion Picabo Street inspired Vonn
deeply enough that by age 9 she declared her intent to ski in the
2002 Olympics. While her father steered her career, her family moved to Colorado so that Vonn could enroll in the best ski
racing programs. Vonn gave up the social life other teens took
for granted only to find that coaches dismissed her in favor
of students like future fellow Olympian Julia Mancuso. Vonn
used this lack of belief to fuel the relentless drive that saw her
make the 2002 Olympic team. Still, despite this achievement,
coaches continued to underestimate her abilities. Facing selfdoubt and a host of personal problems, including depression
and her parents’ unexpected divorce, Vonn fought her way to
the World Cup circuit, which she dominated for more than a
decade. But even as she won, Vonn faced new challenges. Some
involved dealing with sexism in both the media and in the skiing
world itself. Others involved her body and the many, sometimes
devastating injuries that eventually ended her career. “I had
tried—was still trying—everything I could,” she writes, “but I
had reached a point where it was like I was skiing on one leg.”
Vonn’s memoir is admirable not only for the way it portrays her
ruthless will to succeed, but also for how it eschews “juicy gossip” about a much-publicized past. Fans of women’s sports and
especially skiing will no doubt find the book satisfying.
A grittily candid memoir.

THE SUBPLOT
What China Is Reading and
Why It Matters

Walsh, Megan
Columbia Global Reports (136 pp.)
$16.00 paper | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-7359136-6-7

The gripping yet uneasy state of literature in China.
Journalist Walsh’s first book is an
eye-opening glimpse into China’s “intentionally hazy” authoritarian political climate of censorship and
propaganda, which disorientates its fiction scene—a “mixture
of staggering invention, bravery, and humanity, as well as soulcrushing submission and pragmatism.” China is in the midst of
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a science-fiction golden age thanks to novels like Liu Cixin’s
global bestseller, The Three-Body Problem (2015), among others.
Walsh describes how many young writers embrace online or
self-publishing to bypass China’s state-controlled publishing
program as they “reveal the truth and highlight what is still hidden.” Mo Yan, the Nobel Prize–winning author, is both praised
and condemned as a mouthpiece for the state; Walsh calls his
fiction “garrulous, feverish, and often smutty.” Female author
Wei Hui’s 1999 erotic bestseller, Shanghai Baby, showed that in
“China’s new market economy sex and controversy were great
for business.” The rise of China’s internet and its rural migrant
workers spawned the most comprehensive poetry movement in
the world, while Lu Yao’s novels portrayed “poor, rural idealists
dreaming up a new life in the city.” Walsh chronicles how hugely
popular, escapist online fantasy novels reveal the “mercenary,
amoral instincts of the market.” The government has cashed in
with its own University of Online Fiction, with Mo Yan “nominally at the helm, a move he finds as peculiar as anyone else.”
Largely dominated by Japanese manga, China has “become the
biggest comic book market in the world,” with its underground
comics scene providing a transgressive and masochistic view
of the world. Tibetan and Han Chinese writers, writes Walsh,
“have played a controversial role in both the elevation and erosion of ethnic difference.” In a society with a draconian legal
system, crime fiction lags far behind SF. As Walsh cautiously
writes, it’s “hard to say what the future holds.”
A succinct, fascinating overview of literary ambivalence in
China.

OFF THE EDGE
Flat Earthers, Conspiracy
Culture, and Why People Will
Believe Anything

Weill, Kelly
Algonquin (256 pp.)
$27.95 | Feb. 22, 2022
978-1-64375-068-2

A Daily Beast reporter probes the relationship between flat Earth beliefs and
the rise of modern conspiracy theories.
Before the pandemic, the 2020 presidential election, and
civil unrest changed the world, Weill regarded flat Eartherism
as “something close to a joke.” Yet as the Trump administration
and its penchant for “alternative facts” fed social and political
turmoil at home and abroad, Weill was “stripped…of [the] smugness” she felt for believing that most people were grounded in
reality. She looked more closely into the flat Eartherism she
derided and discovered social parallels that intrigued as much
as they unsettled. As the author notes, anti-globalism emerged
out of the ashes of a failed socialist experiment—itself intended
as a form of rebellion against the Industrial Revolution—in
19th century Britain. Weill attributes the persistence of this
anti-scientific belief less to the delusions of crackpots like flat
Earth movement founder Samuel Rowbotham and more to
the idea that the conspiracy thinking in which flat Eartherism
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is grounded results when humans are faced with the incomprehensible and uncontrollable. Turning her attention to contemporary history, the author suggests how the internet—in
particular, social media—has wrought havoc on truth by helping to disseminate disinformation. In turn, this has helped create a paranoid culture and “conspiratorial melting pot” in which
Rowbotham’s flat Eartherism has not only flourished, but also
“cross-pollinated” with everything from anti-vaccination advocates to QAnon conspiracy theories. Perhaps most unnerving
of all of Weill’s observations is that conspiratorial movements
and cults are “cousins”—both have dogmatic followers that
not only “keep each other in line,” but also keep themselves
“away from the outside world.” This provocative book is sure to
inspire debate about conspiracy theories as well as how citizens
of a fractured world can learn to overcome their fear of radical
planetary change.
A timely and disturbing study of flawed, dangerous
thinking.

LITTLE SISTER
My Investigation Into the
Mysterious Death of
Natalie Wood

Wood, Lana
Dey Street/HarperCollins (256 pp.)
$27.99 | Nov. 9, 2021
978-0-06-308162-8
Natalie Wood’s younger sister demands
not closure but hard answers in the matter
of the star’s death 40 years ago.
As the author recounts, a “Gypsy fortune-teller” once foretold that Natalie would die in dark water. Ever after, she stayed
away from water, even the swimming pools to which actor
friends like Dennis Hopper, Tab Hunter, and Sal Mineo would
flock during their teen-heartthrob years, “especially when there
happened to be a teen magazine photograph around.” Yet, in
1981, Natalie drowned, her body washing ashore on Catalina
Island, having drifted there from a yacht in open, stormy water.
Wood loses no time in asserting that Natalie’s husband, Robert
Wagner, was behind the death. In the manner of a who-killedJFK exercise, the author assembles all the bits of evidence that
don’t add up, throwing in Hollywood dish along the way: Kirk
Douglas raped Natalie in an encounter arranged by Natalie’s
mother; Wagner and Natalie divorced—but later remarried—
after she caught him with another man. Much of the case hangs
on the “dinghy theory,” regarding a Zodiac boat tied to the back
of the yacht that was found adrift after Natalie disappeared.
Wagner asserted in a short police interview that Natalie must
have heard it banging against the yacht in heavy seas and “got
out of bed to secure it and slipped on the swim step.” Given
Natalie’s morbid fear of water, writes the author, especially dark
water, that’s nonsense. By her account, Wagner later spun other,
divergent stories about how Natalie wound up dead in the water.
Gossipy and sometimes clunky, Wood’s account nonetheless
raises questions that should have been answered 40 years ago.
|

However, since celebrity coroner Thomas Noguchi ruled the
case an accidental drowning and, argues the author, disposed of
most of the evidence, we are now left to rely on the conjecture
and hearsay assembled here.
A thin sheet in the crammed Hollywood Babylon file cabinet but of interest to celebrity murder buffs.

THE WUHAN
LOCKDOWN

Yang, Guobin
Columbia Univ. (304 pp.)
$28.00 paper | Feb. 15, 2022
978-0-231-20047-9
A thorough account of the events
leading to the Covid-19 lockdown in
Wuhan, China, in early 2020, drawing
from dozens of personal accounts (“lockdown diaries”).
The outbreak of SARS (another coronavirus) in 2003 had
prepared the Chinese health community for the detection of
mysterious cases of pneumonia in late December 2019 and early
January 2020. However, when hospitals and physicians such as
Li Wenliang sounded the alarm, they were censured for spreading “unverified information.” Wenliang later died of the virus,
becoming a kind of martyr. From Jan. 4 to Jan. 20, life for the
city of 11 million went on as usual, with huge festivities for the
Lunar New Year as well as several political congresses, despite
the alarming news about the pneumonia cases. “The 20-day
delay in informing the public was irresponsible state behavior,
to say the least,” writes Yang, a professor of sociology and digital
culture at the University of Pennsylvania, where he is the deputy
director of the Center for the Study of Contemporary China.
Despite authoritative strictures put in place over the past
decade, and with the ascendancy of Xi Jinping and his emphasis
on “civility” and “positive energy,” internet culture and netizen
protests had strengthened, giving power to regular citizens. By
the time of the lockdown on Jan. 23, when emergency mobilization measures were implemented, people began to take the matter into their own hands, reverting to behaviors not seen since
the Cultural Revolution—e.g., the use of loudspeakers (“blunt
force regulation” in order to “reduce bureaucratic discretion”)
warning people to stay indoors, chanting slogans, neighborhood watchdog associations, and other instances of belligerence, resilience, and endurance among the Wuhan population.
The tone may be too scholarly for some readers, but that does
little to diminish the power of the diaries, which clearly demonstrate this emotionally trying period of lockdown.
Extraordinary measures during extraordinary times, documented meticulously if somewhat academically.
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An affirming memoir about surviving domestic violence
with the help of furred and feathered friends.”
funny farm

FUNNY FARM
My Unexpected Life
With 600 Rescue
Animals
Zaleski, Laurie
St. Martin’s (256 pp.)
$27.99 | Feb. 22, 2022
978-1-250-27283-6

An adult survivor of domestic violence recounts her experience starting an
animal rescue farm in honor of her cou-

rageous mother.
When Zaleski was a child, her neighbors thought her family was perfect. Her mother, “a happy homemaker, demure
but fashionable in her minidresses and capris with beautifully
coiffed hair and flawless makeup,” was well matched with her
charming, economically successful husband. But behind all
the society page–worthy parties, the family harbored a dark
secret: Zaleski’s father was dangerously violent. Finally, after
two unsuccessful attempts at fleeing, Zaleski’s mother packed
the children in the car and relocated to a house in the New Jersey woods that was so run-down it was almost uninhabitable.
There followed years of abject poverty, continued harassment
from her father, and a long line of adopted animals (“an endless
litany of sad stories”). Zaleski’s mother rescued so many animals that she nicknamed their home the Funny Farm, a name
the author would use when she formally opened an animal rescue farm in her mother’s honor weeks after her untimely death.
“She had rallied, like Lazarus, after her brain surgery, so much
so that we started believing in miracles,” writes Zaleski. “But…
her decline, when it came, was swift. She faded before our eyes
like a Polaroid in reverse.” The narrative alternates between a
chronological account of the family’s experiences living just 10
minutes—yet a world away—from their wealthy, abusive father
and vignettes about the animals living at the current Funny
Farm. The author expertly balances humor and vulnerability
while sharing the details of her harrowing childhood, making
the book feel like a conversation between friends. Although the
interspersed anecdotes about the Funny Farm’s most famous
rescued animals provide welcome moments of levity, they
sometimes lack a connection to the main story. On the whole,
however, the book, both heartwarming and heartbreaking, is an
enjoyable read.
An affirming memoir about surviving domestic violence
with the help of furred and feathered friends.
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GRIT
Inspiring Stories for When
the Going Gets Tough

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

APPLE AND MAGNOLIA by Laura Gehl;
illus. by Patricia Metola..................................................................... 228

Abramson, S.E.
Bushel & Peck Books (74 pp.)
$16.99 | Nov. 2, 2021
978-1-63819-102-5

VOLCANOES by Gail Gibbons.......................................................... 228
LOVE IS HERE by Mike Malbrough..................................................234
NOT ENOUGH LOLLIPOPS by Megan Maynor;
illus. by Micah Player.........................................................................234

BEAUTY WOKE by NoNieqa Ramos; illus. by Paola Escobar...........238
THE WITCH, THE SWORD, AND THE CURSED KNIGHTS
by Alexandria Rogers......................................................................... 240
DEAR READER by Tiffany Rose........................................................ 240
ON THE MOVE by Michael Rosen; illus. by Quentin Blake............. 240
OMAR RISING by Aisha Saeed..........................................................241
STITCH BY STITCH by Connie Schofield-Morrison;
illus. by Elizabeth Zunon................................................................... 242

OMAR RISING

Saeed, Aisha
Nancy Paulsen Books
(224 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-593-10858-1

y o u n g a d u lt

WE ARE WOLVES by Katrina Nannestad;
illus. by Martina Heiduczek...............................................................236

Biographical vignettes feature 18
real-life peop`le who overcame great
obstacles.
The famous subjects (six of whom are
people of color) showcased in this eclectic collection have one
major thing in common: They all weathered through hardships
before achieving success. Each four-page profile begins with an
illustrated portrait of the biographee—rendered in the same
mixed-media digital collage style—and ends with a few questions to ponder. These reflection prompts make great conversation starters to help caregivers or educators delve deeper with
young readers. The book succeeds as a motivational album that
can be used for teaching older children the value of perseverance and mental toughness when times get rough. However, it
occasionally falls prey to a simplistic pull-yourself-up-by-yourbootstraps philosophy, painting some of the subjects as selfmade luminaries while overlooking the communities and social
privileges that buttressed them. The collection also seems to
give too much weight to the idea of innate talent—none of
the subjects struggle with being initially bad at their pursuits.
Ultimately, the book may end up sending children mixed messages about the value of natural aptitude versus hard work. The
text has a didactic tone and is unnecessarily sanitized; it doesn’t
mention Ellen DeGeneres’ sexuality, even obliquely, despite her
coming out being a huge stumbling block in her career.
Great intentions with inconsistent execution. (Collective
biography. 7-11)

LOYALTY

Avi
Clarion/HarperCollins (352 pp.)
$16.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-358-24807-1
A 13-year-old Tory spies on the Sons
of Liberty.
When they overhear Noah’s minister
father read the line, “bless, and defend,
and save the king” from a prayer book,
neighbors in their small Massachusetts
|
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“Lively affirmation for budding entomologists.”
hustle bustle bugs

village storm the house and coat him in “boiling tar”; three
days later he dies in agony. Noah, his mother, and his sisters
flee to Boston, where they move in with Noah’s great-uncle.
Noah, determined to both support his family and defend his
father’s honor, takes a job in the Green Dragon, a tavern that
is a known haunt of the leaders of the Sons of Liberty, a group
of rebel Whigs. There he works under Jolla, a young free Black
man, who, as the rebellion churns on, challenges Noah’s ideals
of liberty and loyalty by pointing out how both sides enslave
and coerce Black people. Noah’s reaction to his father’s horrific death, along with other characters’ emotions throughout
the novel, comes across as muted and distant; the journallike
narration tells far more than it shows. Noah’s relationship with
Jolla feels like a plot device in which the latter functions as the
wise, enlightened protector who educates the White boy about
racism. Jolla devotes considerable energy to guiding Noah while
confiding in him to an unrealistic degree. A climactic final scene
follows a White savior script without questioning the underlying assumptions.
A flawed attempt to examine Colonial America through a
nuanced lens. (author’s note) (Historical fiction. 10-14)

HUSTLE BUSTLE BUGS
Bailey, Catherine
Illus. by Lauren Eldridge
Little, Brown (40 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 22, 2022
978-0-7595-5740-6

Rhyming couplets meet larger-thanlife creatures that are loosely considered

bugs.
Technically, bugs comprise only a part of the insect family, but
this text is more rudimentary than some of its contemporaries.
The opening couplet sets the tone for rather banal text that
sometimes struggles to achieve a fluid rhythm: “Secret cities buzz
and bustle / with itty-bitty hard-work hustle.” (The book’s final
verse, in particular, requires rehearsal for those planning to read it
aloud.) Still, the large font and sparse print may encourage emergent readers to take on some new sight words, such as mandibles.
Additional, smaller-font prose, which appears on most pages,
links human and bug activities—as in, carpenter ants rebuilding forests by breaking down old timber and builders clearing a
construction site. The colorful, dioramalike art is reminiscent of
animated films of the late 1990s from the likes of Pixar or DreamWorks. Squeamish readers will not overcome entomophobia,
but those already fascinated will enjoy the ride. How could a bug
lover not appreciate two dung beetles who seem to be conversing across their ball of poop? Beyond its three-dimensional flora
and fauna, the art includes two wide-eyed, observant girls, both
brown-skinned. The backmatter offers more information in
prose: specific ways that bugs fit into the web of life; a page with
random data-driven facts; and a surprisingly detailed and interesting explanation of how the artist created the illustrations.
Lively affirmation for budding entomologists. (Informa
tional picture book. 3-5)
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MOVING FORWARD
From Space-Age Rides to
Civil Rights Sit-Ins with
Airman Alton Yates

Barton, Chris
Illus. by Steffi Walthall
Beach Lane/Simon & Schuster (48 pp.)
$17.99 | Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-5344-7365-2
This solid, though somewhat didactic, biography rescues an
influential civil rights activist from relative obscurity.
Growing up in the Jim Crow South, Alton Yates witnessed
the indignities suffered by Black war veterans due to racism.
Still, young Alton longed to join the Air Force and advance his
education, so he enlisted in 1955. At Holloman Air Force Base
in New Mexico, he met Paul Stapp, a White lieutenant colonel
known as the “Fastest Human on Earth” because of recordbreaking speed tests he’d endured. Dr. Stapp was conducting
pioneering studies examining human tolerance to extreme
acceleration and deceleration and was recruiting research volunteers. Alton stepped up immediately. For four years, he submitted himself to physically punishing experiments, risking his
life in the name of scientific progress, until his father’s illness
drew him away from military service. Upon returning home to
Jacksonville, Florida, Alton, emboldened by the respect and dignity he had been afforded at Holloman, committed himself to
the battle for racial justice. The story relates his involvement
in Jacksonville’s NAACP Youth Council and the dangers he
encountered while participating in civil rights protests en route
to its soberly triumphal ending summarizing Yates’ legacy. The
digitally rendered illustrations are historically accurate but
somewhat unoriginal and depict White characters and Black
characters of various skin tones. The backmatter, including the
author’s photograph with Alton Yates, is informative. (This book
was reviewed digitally.)
Readers will be inspired by one man’s guiding ethic: forward ever, backward never. (timeline, author’s note, illustrator’s note, selected sources) (Picture book biography. 6-9)

MITZI AND THE BIG BAD
NOSY WOLF
A Digital Citizenship Story
Bateman, Teresa
Illus. by Jannie Ho
Holiday House (40 pp.)
$17.99 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-8234-4517-2

It’s a foolish sheep that makes the
wolf her confessor…thankfully, Mitzi is one smart lamb.
When she leaves to go to the meadow near her home to
dance—a favorite pastime of hers—Mitzi doesn’t pay much
attention to her parents’ rules about stranger danger. She
knows she shouldn’t go alone, but her friends are busy, so she
presses on. In the meadow, a sly, strange wolf lurks. When he
|

approaches Mitzi and begins to pry, asking her name, trying to
take her picture, and even asking for her phone number, she
realizes she might be in trouble. While it’s too late to observe
some of her parents’ rules, she follows the others and with some
quick thinking, manages to get away to safety. The book uses
humor to lighten the message-driven text, offering caregivers a
safe, comfortable way to broach a tough subject with children.
The digital illustrations are cute and expressive, especially the
little woodland creatures in the background watching everything unfold. Bateman caps off the book with backmatter that
educates young readers about digital citizenship and privacy.
A useful object lesson for teaching kids how to be smart
about strangers. (list of rules, glossary, memory game) (Picture
book. 4-8)

TOTALLY RANDOM QUESTIONS
101 Odd and Awesome Q&As

This companion volume to Totally Random Questions: 101
Wild and Weird Q&As (2022) introduces inquisitive readers to
even more fabulously random things they didn’t know they
wanted to know.
With this second book in the series, readers will learn if
birds sweat, how old they would be on Mars, what happens to
astronauts’ urine when they’re in space, where hot chocolate
comes from, and even whether pigeons can do math. While
many of the questions lean toward the sciences, some important historical subjects are covered too, such as information
about Harriet Tubman and Rosa Parks. The book’s format features bright pictures and collages on the pages where the questions are posed, with the answers shown on the following page.
Each answer is expanded upon as well as supplemented by an
“Instant Genius” fact that readers will enjoy impressing friends
and family with. A variety of font styles, sizes, and colors as well
as informational text boxes make the pages lively and interesting without appearing overly cluttered. The layout makes the
book feel accessible to a range of ages and reading abilities; it
is well suited for browsing independently or sharing in groups.
A fun read for anyone curious about the world’s oddities.
(game, index, photo credits) (Nonfiction. 8-12)

|

Brown, Elizabeth
Illus. by Becca Stadtlander
Bloomsbury (40 pp.)
$18.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-5476-0427-2

The tale of a woman who captured
the night sky.
Straightforward, informative text with a touch of lyricism
illuminates the life story of Jane Taylor, the English romantic
poet. Beginning with her unique education as a child, the story
relays how Taylor grew up to work in the publishing industry
and earn her keep as an accomplished children’s author while
finding solace and inspiration in nature. The use of the derogatory term bluestocking to describe women of the era who “read
too much, knew too much, and wrote too much” is addressed.
Despite countless rejections from publishers and early-19thcentury gender mores that barred her from publishing under
her own name, Taylor blossomed through perseverance and
dedication, ultimately penning the literary work for which she
is best known—a poem called “The Star.” Only one line of the
poem appears within the text, so readers will have to connect
the dots to understand that “The Star” and the well-known
nursery rhyme “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star” are one and the
same; however, the full text of the nursery rhyme is included
(along with the sheet music) in the backmatter. Enhanced with
homespun gouache illustrations, Brown’s luminous portrait of a
literary life will inspire budding writers and encourage an appreciation of the beauty of the night sky. All characters are White.
An appealing portrayal of a female poet, her creativity, and
her time. (author’s note, timeline, bibliography, biography,
quotes and sources, sheet music) (Picture book/biography. 5-10)

y o u n g a d u lt

Bellows, Melina Gerosa
Random House (216 pp.)
$8.99 paper | $12.99 PLB | Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-593-45031-4
978-0-593-45037-6 PLB
Series: Totally Random Questions, 2

LIKE A DIAMOND IN THE SKY
Jane Taylor’s Beloved Poem
of Wonder and the Stars

MILK AND JUICE
A Recycling Romance

Brown, Meredith Crandall
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.)
$18.99 | Dec. 14, 2021
978-0-06-302185-3
Inside a refrigerator, nestled among
Tupperware and tomatoes, a slim juice
bottle and rotund milk jug fall in love.
The genders of the anthropomorphic plastic vessels are not
specified. The pair are separated when a child with light skin
and textured hair takes Juice to the recycling bin. At the recycling center, Juice is transformed into a different container and
then ends up in the home of a White child with golden hair.
Juice continues pining for Milk throughout various recycling
transformations. Milk is also recycled many times, each metamorphosis taking it to another part of the world; one doublepage spread shows Milk desperately calling Juice’s name in 22
languages as artwork employing continuous narration captures
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the global journey. Perpetually thwarted in love, the synthetic
soul mates fall into deep despair until a surprising twist of fate
reunites them. The protagonists’ dialogue appears in speech
bubbles while the succinct narration appears as regular text.
Reminiscent of a rom-com, this tale has an unrealistically
sweet ending and a predictable plot, but Brown effectively uses
humor, comic-book conventions, and a sentimental color palette to evoke interest. Even though the subtitle tags this picture
book as a love story, it also succeeds as an inspiring introduction
to recycling, an ode to persistence, and a light parable on the
immutability of the heart.
A story that milks the mushy, with just enough creative
juice to keep the pages turning. (illustrated recycling explanation.) (Picture book. 4-7)

BAD KITTY GETS A PHONE
Bruel, Nick
Roaring Brook Press (144 pp.)
$13.99 | Dec. 28, 2021
978-1-250-74996-3
Series: Bad Kitty

A craving for the latest tech leads to
cat-astrophe in this new addition to the
Bad Kitty series.
With her heart set on owning a
cellphone, anthropomorphic house cat
Kitty plows through three solid months of chores without complaining before her owners reluctantly grant her fervent wish.
Then things go rapidly downhill. She becomes obsessed with
violent mobile games, gets catfished (no pun intended), divulges
too much personal information online, becomes consumed
with rage at cyberbullies, and grows listless from excessive
screen time. Only after the intervention of a Sphynx cat named
Strange Kitty and a monthlong technology fast enforced by her
owners does Kitty come to understand that while smartphones
are fun, they can also be a serious distraction from real life and
true friends. Using a digestible graphic-novel format, the book
tackles internet safety and digital media literacy with purr-fect
aplomb. The “Uncle Murray’s Fun Facts” section serves as a
deep dive into the differences between facts and opinions, and
many of Kitty’s quirky feline behaviors ring true. It’s unfortunate that the word lame—a disability-related term with negative connotations—is used by the internet trolls who deride
the video Kitty makes and posts on “ViewTube.” Occasional
misstep aside, Kitty’s tribulations provide ample fodder for this
instructive and amusing tale.
A hilarious but enlightening guide to the online world—
the good, the bad, and the ugly. (Graphic novel. 6-9)
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A STITCH THROUGH TIME
Burke, Lauren
Illus. by Katie Crumpton
Sunbird Books (40 pp.)
$12.99 | Jan. 18, 2022
978-1-5037-5928-2

Ava is finally allowed to open Aunt
Jo’s mysterious trunk, and what’s inside
is more magical than anything Ava could’ve imagined.
Ava, a young Black girl, likens her Aunt Jo’s house to a “fancy
museum with curiosities, oddities, and doodads in every corner.” So when Aunt Jo finally gives Ava the key to the trunk she’s
been eager to explore, she rushes to unlock it. Inside she finds
what she thinks is an old blanket—more like a patchwork quilt.
Ava learns that the blanket is made of fabric from gowns created
by African American dressmaker and fashion designer Elizabeth Keckley. She and Aunt Jo are magically transported to the
past, where they observe Keckley’s work and see the people she
made dresses for, like first lady Mary Todd Lincoln. Together,
they learn about two other African American modistes of a
bygone era: fashion designer Ann Cole Lowe and milliner Mildred Blount. The bold, colorful illustrations are eye-catching
and a highlight of the book. The information about the historical figures is presented in a way that feels disconnected from the
rest of the story. The narrator’s identity is ambiguous, which is
also confusing; the illustrations suggest that Aunt Jo is the narrator, yet the text lacks quotation marks. The book manages to
provide interesting facts, but the absence of bibliographic references and backmatter is disappointing.
Interesting subject, but the story is less than satisfying.
(Picture book. 5-8)

CHURRO AND THE MAGICIAN
Caba, Gastón
Etch/HarperCollins (40 pp.)
$14.99 | $7.99 paper | Dec. 14, 2021
978-0-358-46773-1
978-0-358-46775-5 paper

A young rabbit plays magician for a
day. But magic, it turns out, isn’t all fun
and games.
In a world populated solely by
anthropomorphic rabbits, Churro, a
small white bunny, misses the school bus and decides to play truant by attending a magic show. After the performance, an awestruck Churro follows the magician, who hops into a taxi. As
the taxi speeds away, the magician’s suitcase—with magic wand
inside—morphs into a nonthreatening dinosaur that jumps
off the taxi’s roof rack and onto the sidewalk, wand clamped
between its teeth. Churro tugs on the wand and—voilà!—the
magic is in the little rabbit’s hands. With a flourish here and
there, the mischievous youngster transforms the neighborhood,
turning a pedestrian into a snail, a building into a rocket ship,
and unleashing more havoc. But how far is too far? Brimming
|

“A funny and pure tale proving that love conquers all.”
viking in love

with imagination and cheery humor, this wordless Spanish
import uses digital cartoon illustrations to conjure up a topsyturvy, dreamlike cityscape reminiscent of Lewis Carroll’s Wonderland. With six block panels per page at most and occasional
sound effects, the story succeeds as an accessible entry point to
the comics medium. Dramatic double-page spreads help convey the enormity of the young rabbit’s damage and the magician’s damage control. Though there are some differences in
body type, clothing, and hairstyles, the homogenously-drawn,
all-white rabbit community is a little unsettling. (This book was
reviewed digitally.)
Goofy hijinks for the new-to-comics crowd. (Graphic fantasy.
4-8)

VIKING IN LOVE

Cenko, Doug
Viking (48 pp.)
$17.99 | Dec. 14, 2021
978-0-593-20228-9

LET’S BE FRIENDS! / SEAMOS
AMIGOS
Colato Laínez, René
Illus. by Nomar Perez
Holiday House (40 pp.)
$18.99 | Dec. 14, 2021
978-0-8234-4505-9
Series: My Friend, Mi Amigo

Two boys, an English speaker and
a Spanish speaker, form a friendship as they paint together at
school.
Joe and José are all smiles from the second they first meet in
their cheerful yellow classroom, invitingly equipped with easels,
art supplies, and boxes full of toys and musical instruments. A
female teacher warmly beams at the boys as they introduce
themselves to each other. José, who presents as Latinx, and Joe,
whose ethnicity is ambiguous, first decide to paint the sun and
the sky. The winsome pair then propose and agree on additional
ideas—such as mixing primary colors together to create new

|
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A sensitive, timid Viking crosses the
ocean to woo a bold and fearless maiden
in this refreshing picture book.
Stig, a White Viking, loves fresh air, stew, kittens, and drawing hearts. One day, he unexpectedly meets another White
Viking named Ingrid and becomes quite smitten with her. That
night, he writes her a love letter, and the next day he has to figure out how to get it to her, as she is now across the sea. The big
problem is that Stig dislikes and fears the ocean. After several
failed attempts to deliver the letter from land, he ventures out
onto the water and embarks on a journey that tests his bravery
and loyalty. Young readers will learn the Nordic word for hi and
enjoy following Stig’s adorable kittens, who are invested in their
owner’s quest and add humor and emotion to every page. The
text is heartfelt but will also make readers laugh, and the asides
add voice to the story. The digital cartoon illustrations are simple yet engaging and accurately capture the life and artifacts of
a seaside Viking village; however, some details in the art may
be too miniscule for young eyes. Ultimately, two poignant messages emerge: Fear is to be defeated only when one is ready, and
one does not have to be like everyone else in order to love and
be loved.
A funny and pure tale proving that love conquers all. (Pic
ture book. 4-9)
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“A quietly chucklesome affirmation of introverts.”
where is bina bear?

colors—before ultimately deciding to be friends. The story is
sweet and bright, with the boys constantly and excitedly complimenting each other’s artwork; however, the plot lacks substance and punch. Joe speaks only in English, and José speaks
only in Spanish, their words and actions exactly mirroring each
other (“I have an idea! / ¡Tengo una idea!”), making it easy for
young readers to build vocabulary in both languages.
A joyful story gently highlighting the power of art to connect communities and individuals. (Spanish-English glossary)
(Picture book. 3-7)

WE PLAY SOCCER / JUGAMOS
EL FÚTBOL
Colato Laínez, René
Illus. by Nomar Perez
Holiday House (40 pp.)
$18.99 | Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-8234-4506-6

On a beautiful sunny day, two young
boys experience the twists and turns of a
soccer game.
Joe warmly greets José as he walks onto the soccer field.
They eagerly show off their red uniforms and cleats, then
practice keep-ups, juggling soccer balls on their knees. Their
enthusiasm is palpable, but when the match begins, they aren’t
chosen as starting players. A female coach benches the boys,
and though they’re sad at first, the game soon absorbs their
attention as they cheer on their teammates. Only when it begins
to look like their team might lose are they called onto the field,
much to their delight, and the match draws to an exciting conclusion. The story is told entirely through the boys’ dialogue,
which appears in speech bubbles. Joe speaks exclusively in English and José, exclusively in Spanish. It’s not clear whether the
boys can also speak each other’s languages, and poignantly, it
doesn’t matter. The kids clearly understand each other, using
body language and context to bolster verbal communication.
The bilingual sentence repetition (“I pass the ball to José / Goal!
/ ¡Gol! / Le paso la pelota a Joe”) creates a realistic and seamless
narrative that young children can easily follow while developing
both English and Spanish skills. The illustrations are vibrant,
and characters are depicted as having various shades of light
brown skin. Backmatter helpfully provides direct translations
of words that appear in the story.
A bright, sweet story about friendship, teamwork, and the
joy of soccer. (glossary) (Picture book. 3-7)
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I FOUND A KITTY!

Cummings, Troy
Dragonfly Books (40 pp.)
$7.99 paper | Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-593-38007-9
Arfy—a big-eyed dog with a heart to
match—uses his letter-writing skills to
find a home for a stray kitten.
This sequel to the New York Times bestseller Can I Be Your
Dog? (2018) begins with an entry from Arfy’s diary in his easily readable handwriting. Arfy explains how his usual Tuesday
pursuits—digging up a stick and barking at a bird—were interrupted by a new smell. He followed his nose and found an adorable, piteous kitten whom he named Scamper. Arfy reveals
that he cannot keep the homeless feline because “my person is
allergic to cats.” So, he tests out various owners for Scamper—a
music teacher, a set of triplet babies, an auto mechanic, a glamorous movie agent, and a tchotchke-collecting cat fancier. He
writes letters to each candidate explaining why Scamper would
be a good fit for them. But each time, the arrangement doesn’t
work and the prospective adopters send Scamper back along
with apologetic letters explaining why various aspects of the
kitten’s behavior don’t pass muster. Just when all hope seems
lost, Scamper chalks a message on the pavement that helps Arfy
find his new friend a perfect home, one where he can be himself.
The letters and diary entries appear as facsimiles accompanied
by amusing, colorful cartoony art. Much of the humor stems
from the fact that the animals’ earnest and formal correspondence is full of fun wordplay. (This book was reviewed digitally.)
More fun with a lovable, literate canine; sure to inspire
budding animal rescue advocates. (author’s note) (Picture book.
4-8)

WHERE IS BINA BEAR?
Curato, Mike
Henry Holt (32 pp.)
$18.99 | Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-250-76220-7

A reticent bear finds noisy social
gatherings, well, “un-bear-able.”
A swinging party is underway at Tiny
the bunny’s house, but where is Tiny’s
ursine friend Bina? Is she that strangely large lamp with the shade
on its head? Is she the lumpy table with ears and a tail? Is she the
tree with the suspiciously bearlike trunk? The bear-shaped chair?
The bookcase “bear-ing” the weight of all those books? What
begins as a fun and risibly easy seek-and-find morphs into something more when Tiny sees beyond one of Bina’s less-convincing
disguises (“I am not Bina. I am…groceries”) and asks her what’s
wrong. Bina confesses that she does not like parties, but she
does very much like Tiny. Moved, the bunny puts a little lampshade over its head—another humorously implausible camouflage—and the two friends dance together. Anyone who has ever
eschewed the cacophony of raucous social events for a darkened
|

bedroom will instantly relate to the bear’s emotional honesty.
Curato’s simple ink, colored pencil, and watercolor illustrations
help bring a gentle pathos to Bina’s predicament. Even the most
outgoing child will learn to empathize with those that don’t have
fun in crowds. Tiny’s gender is unspecified.
Imbued with understanding and overt silliness; a quietly
chucklesome affirmation of introverts. (Picture book. 3-6)

THIS LAST ADVENTURE
Dalton, Ryan
Carolrhoda (304 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-5415-9928-4

y o u n g a d u lt

Archie is devastated by his beloved
grandfather’s Alzheimer’s and makes up
fantasy adventures for the two of them
to share.
Eighth grader Archie and his mother
live with his Grandpa; Archie’s father
left before he was born, and Grandma Ella has passed away.
Grandpa is a Vietnam veteran, a retired firefighter who had
many adventures but hid secrets about distressing aspects of his
life. He wrote diligently in his private journal about good times
and bad. Grandpa finally passes the journal on to Archie—with
a promise that he only look at the entries he marked. As Grandpa’s Alzheimer’s worsens, Archie is determined to do everything
he can to keep him functioning, and he spins fantastical tales
that include dragons and pirates. But even Archie realizes that
these episodes won’t solve the real problem. Archie’s love also
takes the form of a school project relaying Grandpa’s life story;
he even finds a woman whom Grandpa rescued from a fire.
Interactions with his peers provide an important catalyst for
Archie’s growing maturity. The combination of fantasy and realism is not always successful, and the imagined stories feel like
interruptions. However, the grandfather-grandson relationship
is heartfelt, and the middle school friendships are convincing.
Whiteness is assumed as the default for Archie and his family;
his friend group is described as racially diverse.
A touching story about intergenerational love that doesn’t
quite come together. (author’s note) (Fiction. 10-14)

relieve the shame of his empty trophy room, so his friends Pancakes the bunny and Blue the worm vow to help him win a grand
sundae-making contest. Realizing they need something special to
carry the day, the pals set off on a dangerous journey to get the best
chocolate ice cream from a yeti. To do so, they must cross the Sea
of Seasickness and trek up Mount Choco. Challenges and mistakes
along the way test the strength of their friendship. There are obvious morals about living in the moment and appreciating the people
you meet on life’s path, and some scenes are genuinely moving.
The adventurers, amusingly, don’t look anything like your typical
worm, frog, and rabbit; Pancakes looks like a huge potato with a
pink tufted tail, and Barry is square-shaped. The pictures are both
funny and spectacularly bright. Unfortunately, the plot almost feels
like an afterthought in this overwrought graphic novel. There are
multiple dance sequences, some with instructions, and too many
supporting characters vying for the limelight; on one double-page
spread, there are 19 different animals, including a bright pink pig
with a Dalí-esque mustache, suggesting a whole life history.
An absolutely hilarious caper bogged down by excess
detail. (game and activity section) (Graphic novel. 4-8)

DANGER ON MOUNT CHOCO
Dan & Jason
First Second (112 pp.)
$12.99 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-250-25557-0
Series: Blue, Barry & Pancakes, 3

Scaling Mount Choco is just the tip
of the ice cream—ahem iceberg—in Dan
Abdo and Jason Patterson’s latest adventure featuring a trio of unlikely friends.
In this outing in the Blue, Barry &
Pancakes series, Barry the frog is dead set on winning a trophy to
|
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HOW TO MAKE A BOOK
Davies, Becky
Illus. by Patricia Hu
Kane Miller (32 pp.)
$14.99 | Dec. 1, 2021
978-1-68464-340-0

A “Brilliant Idea” becomes a “Brilliant Book.”
Davies and Hu devote just nine
pages to the process of creating the “Brilliant Book” (in fact,
the very book the reader is holding). Young readers may already
be dizzy with the details of writing, editing, illustrating, proofing, and book design, but author and illustrator press on (no
pun intended) to contract negotiation, printing, publicity, and
more. The art and business of bookmaking is necessarily simplified for picture-book treatment, but the text is nevertheless
impressively granular, even offering an explanation of four-color
printing. The spreads are busy, with irregularly shaped, colorful panels helping to make the stages of the publishing process

clear; many are festooned with arrows to assist in focus, and
well-placed speech bubbles further help to delineate the action.
But for all its accuracy and careful design, it’s hard to see this
book finding a broad readership among the intended audience
of 4- to 8-year-olds, let alone achieving the “global appeal” projected by the rights director. Chris Barton and Sarah Horne
cover almost exactly the same material in How to Make a Book
(About My Dog) (2021), with a bit more child appeal. The author
presents Black; the illustrator presents East Asian; and the publishing team is fairly diverse.
For detail-oriented future publishers. (Informational picture
book. 4-8)

THE STOLEN SLIPPERS

de la Cruz, Melissa
Roaring Brook Press (336 pp.)
$16.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-250-31123-8
Series: Chronicles of Never After, 2
Filomena and her friends are back
for another adventure as they try to save
Never After.
Filomena Jefferson-Cho, 12, has just
returned from stopping the evil ogre
queen in Never After, the world she once thought to be just fiction. Suddenly, her friends Jack the Giant Stalker; Jack’s sidekick, Alistair; and Gretel, the Cobbler’s daughter, appear at her
door in North Pasadena asking for help once again. It seems
Cinderella is not the innocent orphan bullied by her stepmother
and stepsisters that the mortal world believes her to be. She is
actually a thief who stole a pair of glass slippers—which hold
magic powers—from her stepsisters, Hortense and Beatrice.
The four friends travel across multiple kingdoms of Never After
to retrieve the glass slippers and stop the Prophecy that spells
out the end of their world. The journey isn’t easy, and many creatures want to eat them along the way, including the gingerbreadhouse witch and the Beast. As Jack struggles with what it means
to be a hero, Filomena learns how important words are and how
truths and lies can completely change the end of a story. This
entertaining sequel is full of humor and daring escapades, and
the ending nicely sets things up for the next entry. Ethnic and
racial diversity are naturally woven into the story.
Switches up well-known fairy tales and fantastical stories
in an exciting way. (Fantasy. 10-14)
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“Young readers are invited to infer meaning through a cross-lingual
question-and-answer format, supported by context cues.”
i’m hungry! / ¡tengo hambre!

I’M HUNGRY! / ¡TENGO
HAMBRE!
Dominguez, Angela
Henry Holt (32 pp.)
$18.99 | Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-250-77996-0

Somewhere out in nature, a bluebird
meets a hungry, fussy dinosaur.
The much larger orange creature declares, “¡Tengo hambre!” and the little bird responds “Oh, you’re hungry.” An
amusing exchange ensues as the bluebird responds in English
to the dino’s Spanish statements or questions. The avian altruist considerately offers the dinosaur several foods choices,
starting with healthy fare—a banana, fish, fresh salad—and
then resorting to calorie-packed grub like pizza, cake, and
ice cream. Each meal option is met with refusal, much to
the bluebird’s growing exasperation. Finally, it throws out its
wings, declares “I GIVE UP!” and asks the dinosaur what
it would prefer to eat. It turns out that the bird itself is the

dinosaur’s desired repast. Thankfully, with some quick thinking, the beleaguered birdie is able to come up with a solution
that saves its life and appeases the ravenous reptile’s hunger.
Then the two animals become friends. The simple premise of
this dialogue story will be relatable to caregivers who deal with
picky eaters, while kids will appreciate the minimalist, childlike drawings and droll outcome. The text mostly avoids the
simple sentence and phrase repetition used in most bilingual
picture books. Instead, young readers are invited to infer word
meaning through a cross-lingual question-and-answer format,
supported by context cues. The animals’ genders are unspecified. (This book was reviewed digitally.)
An amusing bilingual repartee that just might stir up an
appetite for friendship. (Picture book. 3-5)
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“An exciting and appealing page-turner.”
the boy who met a whale

IDA B. WELLS, VOICE OF
TRUTH
Educator, Feminist, and AntiLynching Civil Rights Leader
Duster, Michelle
Illus. by Laura Freeman
Henry Holt (40 pp.)
$18.99 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-250-23946-4

An informative profile of trailblazing
African American journalist and civil rights activist Ida B. Wells.
Author Duster introduces the book’s subject in the form
of an illustrated family photo album, explaining that Wells was
her great-grandmother. Duster chronicles the major events in
Wells’ life, beginning with her birth into slavery in 1862 and
ending with her death in 1931. At the age of 16, Wells’ parents
died, leaving her to care for five younger siblings. She became
a teacher, began to write about social and political issues of the
time, and stood up for social justice. In 1892, the lynching of
three of Wells’ friends further stoked the fire in her belly. Her
writing grew bolder, and she began to speak out publicly against
racial discrimination, gender equality, and lynching at the cost
of her livelihood and personal safety. The text incorporates a
few details about Wells’ personal life and includes an overview
of her professional accomplishments—her work with the suffrage movement, co-founding of the NAACP, and creation of
the Negro Fellowship League. Freeman’s trademark multitextured digital art emotionalizes the matter-of-fact text. Photographs and pamphlets written by Wells appear in the artwork as
illustrated facsimiles. The story is bookended by striking double
spreads displaying stirring quotes attributed to Wells in enormous hand lettering. (This book was reviewed digitally.)
A straightforward biography that pays tribute to an
impressive and courageous life. (timeline, tributes) (Picture book
biography. 5-8)

THE BOY WHO MET A WHALE
Farook, Nizrana
Peachtree (256 pp.)
$16.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-68263-373-1

Two siblings become embroiled in
a dangerous adventure after meeting a
mysterious young boy.
In her sophomore novel, Farook
returns to Serendib, her fictionalized version of Sri Lanka. When readers first meet Razi, he’s watching
baby turtles as they venture out to sea. Moments later, a foreign
rowboat appears with a sunburned, barely conscious, and desperately hungry boy named Zheng inside. A former deckhand,
polyglot Zheng just narrowly escaped an attempted poisoning
and shipwreck through sheer good luck. It becomes apparent
that he’s keeping a dangerous secret and that it’s related to a
package he’s hiding. Razi and his sister, Shifa, will need to help
224
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him if he is going to survive. However, Razi and Shifa are dealing
with grief, and Razi, despite being a member of a tightknit fishing community, has avoided the water since a recent family tragedy. But when he realizes that reacquainting himself with the
ocean is necessary in order to save Zheng, he and Shifa set sail.
Zheng’s secret alludes to the harm of colonization in a way that
middle-grade readers will understand. Additionally, the scenes
where the trio is dodging danger are just the right amount of
scary. Razi’s love and connection with animals lead him to meet
the whale of the title, who serves as a wonderful protector that
readers will be drawn to.
An exciting and appealing page-turner. (map) (Adventure.
8-12)

THE COUNTERCLOCKWISE
HEART
Farrey, Brian
Algonquin (352 pp.)
$17.95 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-61620-506-5

A boy with a clockwork heart, a
magical girl, and a damaged young man,
all orphaned, cross paths with dramatic
consequences.
Each is on a quest: Alphonsus wants
to find who made his heart; Esme wishes to use her magic to
kill the Nachtfrau, a sorceress; and Guntram hopes to soothe
his emotional pain by gaining power. But each is missing accurate historical information as well as self-knowledge. In a world
that evokes medieval Europe, the action ranges from palace and
town to forest and canyon, forcing the threesome on a collision
course. The Hierophants, a magical race, abused their power by
granting life to and then abandoning creatures who turned murderous. Only one heroic Hierophant remained, trying to contain the peril posed by the monsters; over time, her role became
shrouded in rumors and lies. In a fast-paced series of encounters, Alphonsus and Esme open their eyes to the past. They
meet and learn from colorful, memorable characters who are
rarely as they first appear, while the treacherous landscape they
traverse mirrors their interior journey. In the process, they leave
childish whims behind, find their voices, and learn selflessness.
An epic fight that demands a sacrifice made with love enables
them to move forward, in counterpoint to Guntram’s desires.
The well-developed setting lends an otherworldly historical
atmosphere. The cast is default White, although Alphonsus and
one of his adoptive mothers have dark skin.
Laced with ethical questions and examples, this is a
thought-provoking coming-of-age story. (Fantasy. 10-14)
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“A charming and earnest sequel.”
the weeping tide

WISHING UPON THE
SAME STARS

Feldman, Jacquetta Nammar
Harper/HarperCollins (368 pp.)
$16.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-06-303438-9
Twelve-year-old Yasmeen Khoury
doesn’t want to leave Detroit for San
Antonio, Texas.
However, her father’s new job means
the whole family is driving across the
country to a new home in the suburbs, where all the houses
look the same. The daughter of Christian parents—a Palestinian father and Lebanese mother—Yasmeen is no longer surrounded by an Arab community and faces bullying and racist
name-calling at school. Meanwhile, Yasmeen’s Baba’s family is losing their home to Israeli expansion in Jerusalem. The
Cohens, the Khourys’ new neighbors, are a Jewish Israeli family; Ayelet Cohen is in seventh grade with Yasmeen, and Mr.
Cohen is coach of the after-school math club Yasmeen joins.
This work, informed by the author’s own life and experiences,
tackles many themes around identity, including the histories of
Israel and Palestine, anti-Arab racism in the American South,
and growing up in immigrant families that are deeply affected
by events back home. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is presented as a dispute between two sides who have been equally
wronged, and as Yasmeen and Ayelet find themselves trying to
make sense of long-standing intergenerational pain symbolized
as conflict between their fathers, the book delves into the history of the region, sometimes through intrusive infodumps. Mr.
Cohen is portrayed as conciliatory and reasonable; by contrast,
Yasmeen’s Baba is shown as explosively angry.
An ambitious novel about home and belonging that longs
for more nuance. (author’s note) (Fiction. 8-12)

THERE’S A UNICORN IN
YOUR BOOK
Fletcher, Tom
Illus. by Greg Abbott
Random House (32 pp.)
$17.99 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-593-43476-5
Series: Who’s in Your Book?

A troubled little unicorn needs serious help.
There are “worry gremlins” all around threatening his peace
of mind. Kids will feel engaged and empowered as they follow
the directions to get these gremlins out of the picture. Young
readers are told to “wiggle your fingers to make some magic
dust,” tickle the unicorn, tell him a joke, and shake the book.
None of these tactics quite do the trick, since the gremlins
keep coming back and Unicorn’s horn gets stuck in the page. A
gentler shake frees the horn, and the text offers another solution, one that kids can take to heart—“The best way to get rid
of a worry is to tell someone about it.” Luckily, Unicorn’s friend

Monster, an innocuous blue being with tiny pink horns, is there
for Unicorn to whisper his worries to. Readers are also urged
to whisper something encouraging to Unicorn, who thereafter
feels much better. Fears allayed, he and his friends indulge in
an exuberant celebration. Kids can join in as they happily sing
together against a double-page spread of stars, rays of light,
fairies, and disappearing gremlins. The digital illustrations are
humorous, and varying typefaces and energetic page reveals add
to the fun. This entry in the Who’s in Your Book? series follows
the same pattern as the others and includes characters from the
previous books.
A simple but important lesson about anxiety that will
speak to young worrywarts everywhere. (Picture book. 3-5)

THE WEEPING TIDE
Foody, Amanda
McElderry (352 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-5344-7759-9
Series: Wilderlore, 2

Barclay Thorne’s mystical journey
continues in an oceanic setting.
Several months after the end of
The Accidental Apprentice (2021), readers
encounter 11-year-old Barclay, a promising Lore Keeper apprentice, in the middle of a class he’s taking with renowned Guardian Keeper Runa Rasgar. Along with
shaggy beast Root, close friend Viola Dumont, and frenemy
Tadg Murdock, Barclay has traveled to the Sea, one of many
Wilderlands that make up this fantasy world. This area is
struggling—Beasts are increasingly posing a threat, including
Lochmordra, the Legendary Beast of the Sea, who is capable of
great destruction. As the Lore Keepers and Masters alike try to
understand what’s causing this rise in aggressive Beast behavior,
Barclay’s circle of friends deals with a rival group of apprentices
who are seeking to prove their superiority. Barclay must come to
terms with his identity as a former Elsie, or nonmagical person,
while also struggling to tame his wild wind Lore. This outing
is certainly engaging, expanding upon many of the same playful elements and worldbuilding of the first book, although it
doesn’t quite reach the same heights of joy that came with the
initial discovery of the magic of Wilderlore. As before, characters have a range of skin tones in this naturally diverse world.
A charming and earnest sequel that will please series fans.
(bestiary) (Fantasy. 8-12)

notablekidspublishing.com
303.840.5787

9781733354820 / $17.95
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“A lively, innovative story of friendship that
encourages readers to think creatively.”
KIRKUS REVIEWS

“Now What? is a delightful tribute to the power of invention…”
PW Booklife

“A charming picture book whose creative, quirky heroines
make the best of a dreary day. Humming prose, powered by rhymes
and clear meters…bright colors and expressive faces,
complementing the chaos of the day.
FOREWORD Clarion Reviews

SECRET BENEATH THE SAND
Galanti, Donna
Illus. by Bethany Stancliffe
Andrews McMeel Publishing (215 pp.)
$13.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-5248-7197-0
Series: Unicorn Island, 2

Investigating the source of a mysterious drain on her immortal charges’
magic leads apprentice unicorn protector Samantha straight to startling revela-

tions about her family.
Seeing the horns of the secret herd on fog-shrouded Unicorn Island rapidly shrinking spurs Sam to ignore the keep-clear
orders of her secretive Uncle Mitch and not just break into his
hidden library in search of a cure, but to go to town vet Mel,
mother of her best friend, Tuck, for help. Adventures and mildly
dangerous mishaps ensue on the way to a rather convoluted resolution involving Smeesie, a scary but nonhostile, Bigfoot-like
grendell, who stumbled onto the island years before through a
magical portal and only wants to go home. Reopening the portal
will take the last of the unicorns’ magic. Fortunately, there’s a
curative salve for that. Chapter-book readers will be drawn in
by the spacious page design and Stancliffe’s lightly romanticized views of girl and unicorns sporting equally long, luxuriant
locks. To set up future episodes, Galanti rounds off this series
entry with stunning news about Sam’s parents, then closes with
informational notes and photos about hooves, salves, and other
STEM-centric facts. Sam reads as White and Tuck as Black in
the artwork.
A sweet but not overly sugary treat for unicorn devotees.
(Fantasy. 7-11)

APPLE AND MAGNOLIA
Gehl, Laura
Illus. by Patricia Metola
Flyaway Books (40 pp.)
$18.00 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-947888-35-7

With support from Nana, Britta sets
out to help one of her favorite trees heal.
Britta is a capable, vivacious girl who
insists that her two favorite trees—Apple
and Magnolia—are best friends. Exuberant artwork with vigorous brush strokes depicts brown-skinned, curly-haired Britta
smiling up at her arboreal friends in the daytime and dancing
near them as they sway at night. When Magnolia’s branches
begin to droop, irresistible Britta, flanked by her pets, brainstorms ways to help Magnolia connect with Apple, measuring
the distance between the trees as the months progress: She creates a cup-and-string telephone, knits an enormous scarf, and
hangs a string of lights, all in a determined attempt to connect
the two trees. Britta’s light-skinned, bespectacled Dad and her
dark-skinned, plugged-in older sister, Bronwyn, are skeptical
228

|

1 december 2021

|

children ’s

|

kirkus.com

of Britta’s efforts. In an effective use of repetition, her father
“nicely” rejects Britta’s ideas, and Bronwyn pooh-poohs everything with the qualifiers absolutely, positively. Wise, dark-skinned
Nana encourages Britta by sharing wisdom, prompting ideas
with questions, and joining in her tree-healing campaign. As
the author’s note mentions, cutting-edge science underlies this
seemingly whimsical story, and observant readers will notice
that Britta’s observations, measurements, and data-keeping
capture the scientific method in action. Nana’s assertions about
the power of “unusual friendships” encourage readers to consider this heartwarming tale in both literal and figurative ways.
What’s not to love about this endearing and effervescent
picture book? (Picture book. 3-6)

VOLCANOES

Gibbons, Gail
Holiday House (32 pp.)
$18.99 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-8234-4569-1
A deceptively simple, visually appealing,
comprehensive explanation of volcanoes.
Gibbons packs an impressive number of facts into this
browsable nonfiction picture book. The text begins with the
awe of a volcanic eruption: “The ground begins to rumble…
ash, hot lava and rock, and gases shoot up into the air.” Diagrams of the Earth’s structural layers—inner and outer core,
mantle, and crust—undergird a discussion about why volcanoes occur. Simple maps of the Earth’s seven major tectonic plates show where volcanoes are likeliest to develop.
Other spreads with bright, clearly labeled illustrations cover
intriguing subtopics: four types of volcanoes and how they
erupt; underwater volcanoes; well-known volcanoes and historic volcanic eruptions around the world; how to be safe in
the vicinity of a volcano; and the work of scientists studying
volcanoes and helping to predict eruptions. A page of eight
facts about volcanoes wraps things up. The straightforward,
concise prose will be easy for young readers to follow. As
always, Gibbons manages to present a great deal of information in a compact form.
Erupt into applause for this picture book of the first
magma-tude. (Nonfiction picture book. 4-9)

THAT EGG IS MINE!
A Silly Story About Sharing
Goulet Dubois, Liz
Sourcebooks Jabberwocky (40 pp.)
$12.99 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-72823-682-7
Series: Duck and Cluck, 1

Goulet Dubois brings the laughs in
this story featuring a pair of bickering
birds, the first installment in a new early
reader series.
|

“Sensitively portrays a parent who understands the balance between
a child’s need for independence and need for reassurance.”
somewhere

Cluck, a blue chicken, is missing an egg; Duck, a yellow
duck, has found one. They each believe the egg belongs to
them. Both birds have white speckles—Duck on its blue bill
and Cluck all over its blue body—making it plausible that either
of them could have laid the white-speckled blue egg. The two
birds spar hilariously over which of them is the rightful owner,
and Cluck even goes so far as to accuse Duck of stealing. The
duck tells a cockamamie story to explain how it found the egg
and concludes that “finders keepers.” When an accident reveals
who the egg truly belongs to, readers will laugh out loud at the
unexpected twist. Goulet Dubois’ softly colored illustrations,
rendered in colored pencils and digital paints, make good use
of white space with just enough text per page—an effective
combination for the emergent reader crowd. The use of speech
bubbles and the occasional presence of comic book–style panels
will appeal to children who enjoy and seek out graphic novels.
A generous dose of onomatopoeia makes the story a fun readaloud. (This book was reviewed digitally.)
A welcome addition to the early reader landscape that
tickles the funny bone. (Picture book. 4-8)

SOMEWHERE

Harris, Robie H.
Illus. by Armando Mariño
Candlewick (40 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-5362-0735-4
An outing to the park fulfills a child’s wish to go somewhere
new.
On a beautiful sunny day, a father and child take a walk
that leads to a park. There, they part ways, the child (who narrates the story) waving goodbye: “I knew he would miss me,
but I had to go.” The child takes a grand adventure, reveling in
sudden independence: “I didn’t know where I was going. But
I knew I was going somewhere.” On the journey—sometimes
magical in nature (the child, suddenly small at one point, slides
down a leaf)—the child finds a peso, a big green leaf, a pretty
white flower, and three fluffy feathers. Having finally arrived
somewhere new, nice, and quiet, the child remembers Daddy
and realizes that he must be lonely. Running back to find him,
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“A beautifully validating book.”
eyes that speak to the stars

the child discovers him waiting with outstretched arms. As
their outing continues, they end up somewhere they can share,
somewhere that is new to both of them. The story sensitively
portrays a parent who understands the fine balance between a
child’s need for independence and the need for supportive reassurance. Mariño’s sun-filled, vibrant watercolor illustrations set
the story in a town that could be in Cuba. Both father and child
have brown skin and curly, dark hair.
A lovely portrayal of the father-child bond. (Picture book. 3-6)

EYES THAT SPEAK TO THE
STARS
Ho, Joanna
Illus. by Dung Ho
Harper/HarperCollins (40 pp.)
$18.99 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-06-305775-3

A young Chinese American boy discovers himself, his roots, and his potential.
In this poetic celebration of body diversity, family, and Chinese culture, the author picks up on themes introduced in her
New York Times bestselling picture book, Eyes That Kiss in the
Corners (2021). While the previous title centered female family members, this offering focuses on three generations of male
kindred. After a classmate draws an offensive and hurtful picture depicting the boy with slits for eyes, he finds comfort in his
father’s affirming words: “Your eyes rise to the skies and speak
to the stars. / The comets and constellations / show you their
secrets, and your eyes can / foresee the future. / Just like mine.”
The boy narrates that his father’s eyes “shine like runway lights”
and are just like the eyes of his grandfather, who “holds the wisdom of generations.” He describes how his little brother, Di Di,
has eyes just like the male family members who came before
him. By finding a mirror in the loved ones whom he so adores
and admires, the narrator begins to see that his eyes are powerful and visionary: “My eyes shine like sunlight rays / that break
through dark and doubt.” The idea of “looking up” is a repeated
textual and visual motif—sophisticated digital illustrations full
of flowing lines imply upward movement, and scenes from the
grandfather’s memories and his retellings of Chinese tales, as
well as scenes of the family spending time together, feature
aerial objects like comets and Chinese kites and sky lanterns.
The circular narration emphasizes the reassuring similarities
between blood relatives and the continuity of family tradition.
A beautifully validating book that builds on the necessary
work of its predecessor. (Picture book. 4-8)
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THE PUPPY PROBLEM

James, Laura
Illus. by Charlie Alder
Bloomsbury (128 pp.)
$16.99 | $7.99 paper | Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-5476-0881-2
978-1-5476-0880-5 paper
Series: Daily Bark, 1
Pups publishing? Yes, and also reading, operating machines, and solving
problems.
Gizmo, a big-city dog, finds his life drastically altered when
his human, Granny—a gray-haired, bespectacled, scooter-riding journalist—moves to the countryside to write a memoir,
taking him along. Gizmo, who hates “getting his paws wet,” is
nervous about making new friends and living in a village named
Puddle. When Jilly, an Irish wolfhound, introduces Gizmo to
all the dogs in the area, the first problem is solved. Jilly has her
own problem—her pups are about to be sold off. After homes
have been found for Jilly’s puppies, another dilemma is introduced: Jilly can’t read. That difficulty is also quickly resolved.
The final pages see the dogs publishing the first issue of The
Daily Bark and provide an obvious setup for future books in the
series. Illustrations on every spread may help youngsters transitioning to a longer novel format, but text and pictures do not
always match. British terms (like tucked in to mean eating) and
references to antiquated equipment (a Polaroid camera and a
typewriter) invite young American readers to broaden their
perspectives. Gizmo’s dislike of water is handled inconsistently;
he’s miserable when he falls into a water trough but doesn’t
object when Granny gives him a bath.
A promising series opener that will leave readers primed
for more charming, small-town, canine adventures. (Illustrated
text. 6-9)

BRAVE ENOUGH
Justus, Rob
Page Street (32 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-64567-349-1

Little Brother shows his sibling that
courage can come in different forms.
Scared of monsters that are seemingly everywhere, Little Brother hides
away, reading up on monsters. But according to his sibling,
the narrator of this story, “monsters are just a bunch of phonybaloney fantasy make-believe!” Armed with an arrogant but
well-meaning confidence, Little Brother’s sibling drags him
on an adventure to teach him how to be “brave enough, brash
enough.” As they search an abandoned-looking property for
monsters, Little Brother’s attempts to be seen and heard by his
sibling are routinely dismissed. Ready to declare the grounds
monster-free, the two fall down a giant hole and land in front
of a large pink monster. Suddenly, it’s Little Brother’s quick
|

thinking and reading skills that save the day in an entertaining
moment involving a monster hoe-down. Snappy text punctuated with snippets of alliteration reinforces the sibling’s bold,
breezy attitude, one that steamrolls over Little Brother. The
illustrations are expressive and dynamic, each scene buzzing
with comedic energy. The bright color palette utilizes cheery
oranges, greens, and purples to hint at the story’s more-sweetthan-scary ending. Little Brother and his sibling have lightbrown skin and black hair.
A charming tribute to sibling dynamics that will amuse
anyone who’s been underestimated—but proven a hero in the
end. (Picture book. 3-8)

BIG SHOT

Kinney, Jeff
Amulet/Abrams (224 pp.)
$10.49 | Oct. 26, 2021
9-781-4197-4915-5
Series: Diary of a Wimpy Kid
The wimpy kid tries to throw away
his shot.
After a dreadful performance at his
school’s field day games, Greg Heffley is
content to sit out any and all organized
sports. Greg’s mom refuses to let him give up, pushing him to
try out for the school basketball team. Unsurprisingly, Greg
doesn’t make the cut, but a series of peculiar events leads him
to join a ragtag crew of ne’er-do-wells who form a brand-new
team. Needless to say, things do not go well. As the losses
mount and exasperation builds, Kinney keeps the laughs coming at the usual run-and-gun pace. Fans of the long-running
series will find what they expect here: wry humor, petulant
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tweens, and the single-panel comics that round out the Wimpy
Kid universe. At this point, the series that single-handedly created an entire middle grade genre built around smarmy cartoon protagonists could easily rest on its laurels, but Kinney’s
fondness for these characters shines through in this accomplished installment, proving that he is no lion in winter. The
gags are good, the characters endear, and the story crackles.
There are too many Wimpy Kid books to rank here, but when
those Buzzfeed articles eventually get written, Big Shot will be
near the top.
Another winning shot for the well-oiled Wimpy Kid
machine. (Graphic novel. 7-12)

CAN PUP FIND THE PUPS?
Kirsch, Vincent X.
Holiday House (32 pp.)
$15.99 | Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-8234-4605-6
Series: I Like To Read

In this seek-and-find story aimed at
children beginning their reading journey,
readers follow a young boy and his dog as
they search for naughty, elusive puppies.
An artistic boy who is the namesake of Britain’s famous
Tate art gallery leaves home and walks to a museum with his
rainbow-hued poodle, Pup, in tow. As they enter the museum,
Pup notices five poodle pups, each a different color, trailing
them. Once inside, the little whelps promptly blend into the
elaborate exhibits. While Pup relentlessly searches for them
with binoculars, Tate draws dinosaurs, planets, and butterflies
in his sketchbook. Each time he draws, the text challenges
readers to find the hidden pups in his crowded artwork. On
the way home, Pup is gloomy, uncertain as to the puppies’
fates. Children and adults alike will smile at the happy ending.
This leveled reader uses predictable and repetitive text with
sight words, but there is just enough variety in the sentences to
support the amusing narrative. The illustrations, created with
black gesso, ink, graphite, colored pencil, and watercolor, are
the real centerpiece. Kirsch is just as adept at rendering the
colorful museum exhibits as the grayscale, childlike drawings
in Tate’s sketchbook. Young readers will find the fun Where’s
Waldo?–element of this story hard to resist. Tate and the only
other human character, a museum docent, are both White.
Unabashedly artsy and sure to enjoy a long stay on the
read-again shelf. (Picture book. 4-6)
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FIRST NOTES OF SPRING
Kulekjian, Jessica
Illus. by Jennifer Bower
Bloomsbury (40 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 15, 2022
978-1-5476-0473-9

An enthusiastic badger marches to her own music.
Eager to join the ensemble of the title, who “[melt] winter away with their melodies,” Juniper auditions with “strong
sticks, a thumpity toadstool, and rowdy rhythms.” In response
to her booming audition, a disapproving Mr. Moose demonstrates how his musicians make music with whistling flutes,
humming strings, and tinkling keys. Juniper tries again, but
her boisterous booms drown out their low-key melody. Mr.
Moose warns Juniper spring won’t bloom with her fast, loud,
wild cacophony. Exiting her failed audition, Juniper hears a
woodpecker tapping on a tree trunk and adds her own booms
to the taps. Hearing a beaver clapping the ice with his tail,
Juniper and the woodpecker join in with their booms and
taps. Finding a rabbit thumping the ground, Juniper, the
woodpecker, and the beaver add their booming, tapping, and
clapping. Together their wild music rattles trees, shakes off
snow, and awakens sleeping creatures. Could they be the “First
BEATS of Spring”? Onomatopoeic repetition of large, bold
display-type booms, taps, claps, and thumps dominates both
text and illustrations. The background gradually morphs from
snowy, bare winter woods into awakening springtime while the
simple, comic shapes of the animal musicians produce a lively
visual rhythm as their upbeat ad hoc music-making progresses
from page to page.
Guaranteed to get hands clapping, fingers tapping, and
feet thumping. (note on seasons) (Picture book. 3-7)

FRIENDS ARE FRIENDS,
FOREVER

Liu, Dane
Illus. by Lynn Scurfield
Godwin Books/Henry Holt (40 pp.)
$18.99 | Dec. 14, 2021
978-1-250-77818-5
The art of Chinese paper cutting and
the art of friendship come together in
this heartfelt migration story.
Bundled up and brightly dressed, best friends Dandan and
Yueyue gleefully stroll hand in hand through a snowy neighborhood in China. But joy soon turns to sorrow—Dandan learns
that she and her family will soon be moving to America on
the day of the Lunar New Year. The girls spend their remaining time together celebrating New Year’s Eve. They munch on
dumplings, spend time with their families, and make bright red
paper cuttings to serve as ornaments. With a tight hug and a
stack of red paper as a parting gift, Yueyue urges Dandan to
carry on their paper cutting tradition with a new friend in her
new homeland. In America, Dandan feels lonely and friendless.
|

“Highlights the joy and value of belonging
to a supportive community.”
the little forest keepers

Everything is different, she can’t speak English, and some of her
new classmates laugh at her Chinese qipao dress. With a smile
from a White, freckle-faced girl named Christina, though, her
voice and a new friendship bloom. With so much to learn about
her new home and her new friend, can Dandan keep old traditions—like paper cutting—alive? Liu’s descriptive text deftly
captures the ups, downs, and in-betweens of a child’s experience moving to a new country. Scurfield’s digitally collaged
pencil-and-ink illustrations are mostly bright and colorful, but
a brief shift to monochrome underscores the strangeness of a
new place and the anxiety of learning a new language. Repeated
motifs underline the fact that regardless of geographical location, some things remain the same.
A reassuring story of friendship in the face of change.
(author’s note, about the author, about paper cutting, how to
make a snowflake instructions) (Picture book. 4-7)

CHINESE KITE FESTIVAL
Lo, Richard
Holiday House (40 pp.)
$18.99 | Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-8234-4764-0

caring for all the creatures in the winter forest, and it’s hard
work. From keeping their animal companions warm with knitted clothes to feeding them, these little forest keepers hustle
and bustle from dawn till dusk. However, one day something
stops them in their tracks at the edge of the forest—a strange,
new, gigantic creature. Terrified, the brothers flee, but they soon
feel pity for the newcomer, who appears lonely. With the help
of their woodland friends, Ash and Pudd befriend the creature
and help it get cozy and warm. Simple and tranquil illustrations,
rendered using watercolor, gouache, and pencil, present quaint
and fanciful pastoral scenes. While not explicitly touching upon
topics of race, ability, or economic status, readers can infer that
no matter what we look like, how able we are, or how well-off we
happen to be, we can all help each other in times of need. The
story also highlights the joy and value of belonging to a supportive community and working together. Ash and Pudd are White.
A simple, sweet story about kindness, teamwork, and
looking beyond first appearances that can support deeper conversations. (Picture book. 3-6)

Wild creatures revel in their untrammeled freedom.
Each double-page spread of this
picture book introduces a different animal engaged in some form of movement. The twist is that the
“animals” are really kites, and all the activity happens up in the
air. A spotted fish “leaps into the blue sky,” a multihued crab
“moves sideways beneath the clouds,” and so forth. The layered paper-cut kites are vibrantly colored. There is a palpable
depth and dimension to both the kites and the sky, rendered in
digital watercolors. The selection of animals feels random given
the lack of an overt narrative thread, but the dreamy parade
of artistic forms will pique children’s curiosity and spark their
imaginations. Readers may be tempted to breeze through the
free-flowing, patterned text, but the figurative language invites
us to pause and ponder the layers of meaning. This bilingual
book uses English and Simplified Chinese. The backmatter
explores the symbolism of the featured animals in Chinese folk
cultures.
A simple, atmospheric introduction to Chinese animal
names. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE LITTLE FOREST KEEPERS
Lundquist, Mary
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (32 pp.)
$17.99 | Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-06-228782-3

y o u n g a d u lt

I WISH, WISH, WISH FOR YOU
Magsamen, Sandra
Illus. by Melisa Fernández Nitsche
Sourcebooks Wonderland (40 pp.)
$17.99 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-72822-267-7

Every child has infinite potential.
An unseen narrator shares their
vision for an unknown child’s future, in hopes that they grow
up knowing they are special and can make a difference in the
world. The speaker desires for this youngster a life graced with
laughter, adventure, friendships, kindness, the courage to stand
up for what’s right, and more. Each wish is as beautiful as the
last, but the final wish is the most important of all. Some of the
verses (“I wish that you laugh and laugh and laugh out loud /
and that you know how it feels to feel really proud”) have an
overworked scansion that subtracts from the flow of the story.
The rhyming scheme isn’t particularly dynamic—out of the 10
verses in the book, three use the words you and too to achieve
end rhyme. Inconsistent placement of the text on the spreads
interferes with the narrative flow, forcing readers to focus on
how to read the book effectively rather than the meaning of the
words. Nitsche’s warm digital illustrations, with rainbows and
rainbow colors as motifs, depict a racially and ability diverse
cast of children exuberantly experiencing all that the world has
to offer. Unfortunately, the delightful illustrations are unable to
redeem this trite story full of clichéd greeting-card sentiments.
Readers will wish for more from this book. (Picture book. 4-8)

Little helping hands make great
hearts in this charming tale.
Brothers Ash and Pudd, a pair of
miniature gnomes, take on the task of
|
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“The joy of music is present in textual metaphors
as well as visual representations.”
marley and the family band

LOVE IS HERE

Malbrough, Mike
Philomel (40 pp.)
$17.99 | Dec. 21, 2021
978-0-593-20352-1
Love always surrounds us…sometimes we just need a little reminder.
A young, brown-skinned girl with curly hair stands alone
on a dry, barren hill flying her kite. When rough winds pull the
kite away and a thunderstorm rolls in, the parched ground is
quenched. Then a giant flower sprouts, and the girl is carried
away on one of its petals. Thus begins a meditation on love that
takes the girl on a magical journey down a river, to the depths of
the ocean, and out into the vast expanse of outer space. As the
poetic text unfolds, the concept of love is likened to different
natural phenomena, and the girl realizes that love is everywhere.
Ultimately, she is drawn back home, where the appearance of
another young child with light skin and straight hair proves
that love always awaits us, “closer than you think.” Readers are
gifted with spectacular double-page spreads of bold watercolor
and gouache illustrations that capture the mystery, grandeur,
and immensity of love. Many picture books have been written
about the subject matter, but this one elegantly treads familiar
ground. A highly recommended title for any library shelf.
A lovely look at love. (Picture book. 4-8)

MARLEY AND THE
FAMILY BAND

Marley, Cedella with Tracey Baptiste
Illus. by Tiffany Rose
Random House (40 pp.)
$17.99 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-593-30111-1
Newly arrived in Delaware from
Jamaica, Marley is determined to make new friends by performing an outdoor family concert for her neighbors.
The weather, however, has other plans. Marley’s parents and
older sister seem ready for a rain check as a downpour drags on
outside, but Marley and her two younger brothers, Axel and
Zayne, won’t be dissuaded. “You can’t fix a problem until you
look at it up close,” Marley tells her mother, then the three children don rain gear and head for the park. Having experienced
tropical storms back in Jamaica, Marley decides that the concert
can go on if many umbrellas are hung from the overhead stage
lights. “Who has that many umbrellas?” Axel asks skeptically.
Marley decides they will help their neighbors with their storm
problems in exchange for umbrellas. The siblings cheerfully
and determinedly rescue a cat, bail out a flooded basement, and
pick produce in a greenhouse. The plan works well until they
meet someone who needs all the umbrellas they have collected.
There is a small moment of hesitation when Marley’s smile
loses its sunniness, but she and her brothers head home emptyhanded. The ending is both unsurprising and gratifying. The
vibrant digital watercolor-and-crayon illustrations coupled with
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the communal focus of the text set a positive tone throughout.
The joy of music is present in textual metaphors as well as visual
representations of instruments and musical notes, even in the
endpapers. Marley and her family are Black, while the neighbors
have skin tones that range from pale to dark.
A well-played serenade to the power of kindness and community. (Picture book. 4-7)

NOT ENOUGH
LOLLIPOPS

Maynor, Megan
Illus. by Micah Player
Knopf (40 pp.)
$17.99 | Jan. 11, 2022
978-0-593-37256-2
A windfall of candy creates a philosophical dilemma for a
kindhearted young girl.
When Alice wins the school raffle, she receives “a basket of
lollipops so big, the principal pulled it onstage in a wagon.” She
wants to share it with her classmates, but the elation of winning this sweet prize gives way to stress when it becomes clear
that there may not be enough lollipops for everyone. Predictably, some students try to curry favor and sympathy with Alice,
reminding her of their past acts of kindness toward her and
regaling her with sob stories; “You’re my only hope for candy till
Halloween,” one kid says mournfully. Other kids advise her to
exclude certain students from her provision, claiming that the
kindergarteners are too young to handle lollipops and suggesting that the new kids could be overlooked since Alice doesn’t
know them very well. As the clamor grows, Alice has to make
some hard decisions and learn that you can’t please everyone.
Luckily, the candy crisis works itself out so that there are more
than enough sweets to go around…but what to do with the leftovers? Maynor’s writing is flavored with wit and wrapped in
moral subtleties. Player’s retro-styled illustrations tie the hues
of the lollipops to the children’s colorful attire but never go
overboard; there’s plenty of drama around the crushing candy
saga without overplaying the visuals. There is some racial diversity to Alice’s classmates, and one child uses a wheelchair. Alice
reads as White.
Even for the anti-confectionary crowd, a believable, relatable story that avoids a saccharine conclusion. (Picture book. 4-7)

1, 2, 3, PULL!

McCully, Emily Arnold
Holiday House (32 pp.)
$15.99 | Dec. 28, 2021
978-0-8234-4509-7
Series: I Like To Read
Min, the resourceful elephant protagonist of Min Makes a Machine (2018)
and 3, 2, 1, Go! (2015), is back in this new
addition to the I Like To Read series for emergent readers.
|

REVENGE OF THE BEAST

Meggitt-Phillips, Jack
Illus. by Isabelle Follath
Aladdin (272 pp.)
$17.99 | Jan. 18, 2022
978-1-5344-7892-3
Series: The Beast and the Bethany, 2
Following The Beast and the Bethany
(2020), Ebenezer and Bethany struggle
to become do-gooders.
Troublemaking Bethany’s working
hard to change, and she wants Ebenezer—less enthusiastic but
willing—to purge his beast-gifted luxuries and join her de-beasting mission. In flashbacks, readers see that lonely young Ebenezer’s first friend was the beast; current-day Ebenezer knows he
shouldn’t miss the monster, but he kind of does. Furthermore,
a significant difficulty in do-gooding is that neither hero knows
how to be good. Luckily, they have Claudette, the Wintlorian
purple-breasted parrot, for guidance—except Claudette’s been
feeling off ever since eating the beast. Though readers will be
able to spot the not-so-vanquished beast operating through
Claudette before the characters do, the exact schemes include
intricate plans with details that still surprise. Bethany learns just
how hard it is to overcome a bad reputation when she’s sabotaged and then blamed for the fallout as the beast manipulates
its way to a very public bad ending for her. The humor offers a
delightful blend of dry eloquence and gross-out subject matter,
as in the description of a building as “an architectural equivalent
of someone who freely picks their nose in public.” The resolution takes some clever thinking from Ebenezer but also a touch
of deus ex machina. The story ends with a teaser for the next
book. Some background characters in the illustrations bring
racial diversity.
|

Wickedly funny and surprisingly relatable beneath the
exaggerated silliness. (Fantasy. 8-12)

JUNK DRAWER ECOLOGY
50 Awesome Experiments
That Don’t Cost a Thing
Mercer, Bobby
Chicago Review Press (224 pp.)
$14.99 paper | Dec. 14, 2021
978-1-64160-549-6
Series: Junk Drawer Science, 7

Easy craft activities teach readers
concepts of ecology.
Divided into four sections: “Reduce,
Reuse, Recycle,” “Animals and Plants,” “Water and Land,” and
“Air,” this immersive and imaginative book introduces readers,
through simple craft projects, to the scientific principles that
affect and explain the ecology of our planet. Using commonly
available household supplies—with an emphasis on repurposing plastic bottles and paper—the activities range from making a solar oven from a pizza box and making “plastic” from
milk and vinegar to learning how to estimate population sizes
through random sampling. “The Science Behind It,” an accompanying paragraph at the conclusion of each project, explains
the activity’s scientific basis and its broader ecological applications. Activities range from those safe for preschoolers to ones
that need adult supervision (e.g., use of a microwave or knives)
and are clearly specified in the “Science for the Ages” section
after each activity; this paragraph is written for adults and gives
additional research ideas. With the book’s emphasis on positivity and hands-on science, kids are empowered to learn through
doing. Who could resist making “Tasty Soil”—layers of cookies,
whipped cream, and sprinkles—to learn about the strata of bedrock, subsoil, and topsoil, or using small fish-shaped crackers to
understand sustainable fishing techniques? No frills (but clear)
black-and-white photographs accompany the step-by-step text
and aid in understanding each craft step.
Highly recommended for educators, home-schoolers, and
any curious kid. (glossary) (Nonfiction. 4-12)

y o u n g a d u lt

Young elephants Ann and Bess are putting on a show in the
forest, but they won’t allow Min to be in it. When an overnight
storm topples a tree in the clearing where the show is set to
take place, only Min knows what to do. With Min directing the
other girls, the trio devise a solution to move the heavy tree out
of the way so that the show can go on—with a new addition to
the cast. This installment includes all the hallmarks of previous
I Like To Read titles. The text is very short and uses sentences
of just three to nine words. The vocabulary is simple, with repetition of several words and phrases providing opportunities
for readers to gain proficiency; however, the exact same words
appear on two consecutive spreads, causing a hiccup in the narrative flow. The three elephants, decked out in colorful stripes,
polka dots, hats, and hair bows, are charmingly rendered in the
illustrations but challenging to differentiate. Unfortunately,
missed opportunities to use page turns effectively coupled with
the thin plot make the story rather lackluster. Additionally,
although the device the girls build is clever, there is no textual
explanation of how it works or vocabulary identifying its parts.
A functional early reader, but the engineering aspect of
this “girl engineer story” feels lacking. (Early reader. 5-7)

BUSY STREET

Miller, Edward
Random House (48 pp.)
$9.99 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-593-37725-3
Series: Beginner Books
Mommy and Bonnie—two anthropomorphic rodents—go for a joyride and
notice a variety of conveyances around
their busy town.
The pair encounter 22 types of
vocational vehicles as they pass various sites, including a fire
engine leaving a firehouse, a school bus approaching a school,
kirkus.com
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and a tractor trailer delivering goods to a supermarket. Narrated in rhyming quatrains, the book describes the jobs that
each wheeled machine does. The text uses simple vocabulary
and sentences, with sight words aplenty. Some of the rhymes
don’t scan as well as others, and the description of the mail
truck’s role (“A mail truck brings / letters and cards / to mailboxes / in people’s yards) ignores millions of readers living in
yardless dwellings. The colorful digitally illustrated spreads are
crowded with animal characters of every type hustling and bustling about. Although the art is busy, observant viewers may find
humor in details such as a fragile item falling out of a moving
truck, a line of ducks holding up traffic, and a squirrel’s spilled
ice cream. For younger children enthralled by vehicles, Sally
Sutton’s Roadwork (2011) and Elizabeth Verdick’s Small Walt
series provide superior text and art and kinder humor. Children
who have little interest in cars, trucks, and construction equipment may find this offering a yawner. Despite being advertised
as a beginner book, neither text nor art recommend this as an
engaging choice for children starting to read independently.
(This book was reviewed digitally.)
Smoother rides are out there. (Picture book. 3-5)

WE ARE WOLVES

Nannestad, Katrina
Illus. by Martina Heiduczek
Caitlyn Dlouhy/Atheneum (304 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-66590-422-3
A trio of German siblings must fend
for themselves in order to survive during
the final months of World War II.
As the war rages on, Liesl, Otto, and
Mia live in East Prussia with their family.
It’s October 1944, and Papa has finally been called to serve in
Hitler’s army. Not long after, the Russian army breaks through
German lines, spurring the family to abandon their village and
seek safety in the midst of a terrible blizzard. The children
become separated from their mother, and 11-year-old Liesl must
honor the promise she made to Mama to take care of 7-yearold Otto and toddler Mia. The children are quickly found by
some Red Army soldiers and taken to their temporary quarters,
where a kindly German-speaking Russian means to protect
them, but when the arrangement becomes too dangerous, they
are forced once more to flee. The siblings attempt to survive
on their own in the forest along with other orphaned German
children known as the Wolfskinder, or wolf children. The children’s physical and emotional journeys, inspired by real events,
are poignantly depicted as they struggle against the elements,
hunger, and foes and try to understand the nonsensical nature
of war and the unimaginable things it forces people to do to survive. Heiduczek’s hauntingly atmospheric art adds to the story’s
emotional impact.
A lesser-known story beautifully and sensitively told. (His
torical fiction. 10-15)
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OLIVIA WRAPPED IN VINES
Nepveu-Villeneuve, Maude
Illus. by Sandra Dumais
Trans. by Charles Simard
Orca (32 pp.)
$19.95 | Feb. 15, 2022
978-1-4598-3103-2

Anxiety hinders a child.
Olivia, a peach-skinned kid with a
brown bob cut, narrates in a direct first-person voice. She lists
the things she possesses—a bicycle, red shoes adorned with
stars, a soft plush lion, and “vines.” The thorny vines, wrapping
around her body, are a metaphor for anxiety. They are brought
on by being late, going to the dentist, talking with strangers,
anticipatory fear of adults’ anger, and sometimes “NOTHING AT ALL!” Despite Olivia’s helpful teacher, the vines are
exhausting and prevent Olivia from moving freely, doing math,
and jumping off the diving board at the pool. Although the
characters’ facial expressions are crystal clear, the text never
decodes the vines as representing anxiety. The prose, including
Olivia’s introduction about her bike, shoes, and stuffed animal,
may prompt young readers to think that physical vines are caus
ing Olivia’s stress. Forced textual playfulness in the teacher’s
nicknames for the students (“my little monkey in flip-flops” and
“my little chocolate frog”) is jarring and inorganic. The illustrations bring nothing special and, bizarrely, include the stuffed
lion in a group of people Olivia imagines mocking her. Moreover, vine-wrapped Olivia’s self-chosen label as “a big, spiky ball
that no one wants to be near” will sting readers who have anxiety. Reach for Anthony Browne’s What If…? (2014) and Patrick
McDonnell’s A Perfectly Messed-Up Story (2014) instead.
Well-intentioned but indirect and clunky. (activities)
(Picture book. 4-7)

SOFÍA ACOSTA MAKES A
SCENE

Otheguy, Emma
Knopf (288 pp.)
$16.99 | $19.99 PLB | Jan. 25, 2022
978-0-593-37263-0
978-0-593-37264-7 PLB
A fifth grader begins to question
where she belongs in her family of Cuban
American ballet dancers and in her suburb with its small Latino population.
Sofía Acosta’s home is warm and loving. Her mom stocks
the kitchen with snacks for all the neighborhood kids, and relatives and friends often stay over. But unlike her parents and siblings, Sofía far prefers designing ballet costumes to dancing. The
Acostas don’t belong to a country club like Sofía’s best friend,
Tricia Rivera, however it isn’t until Sofía is assigned to work on
a project with a socially conscious friend that she really begins
to wonder about the world and notice discriminatory attitudes
around her. Like, why is Tricia on board with throwing a party for
|

“Little ones will find comfort and reassurance
in this heartwarming picture book.”
i love you every day

their Irish teacher upon his becoming a U.S. citizen but opposed
to the Acostas’ family friend emigrating from Cuba to join an
American ballet company? Extensive character development
and masterful scene setting in the first half of the book pay off
in a faster-paced second half that sees Sofía grow to understand
issues surrounding immigration, race, class, and privilege more
deeply. Readers will root for Sofía as she learns to use her voice
to advocate for both herself and others.
Bighearted, nuanced, and insightful. (Fiction. 8-12)

I LOVE YOU EVERY DAY
Otter, Isabel
Illus. by Alicia Más
Rodale Kids (32 pp.)
$10.99 | Dec. 14, 2021
978-0-593-37716-1
Series: Every Day Together

THE LEGEND OF GRAVITY
A Tall Basketball Tale
Palmer, Charly
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (40 pp.)
$18.99 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-374-31328-9

In his author/illustrator picturebook debut, Palmer celebrates basketball
virtuosos who never make it to the NBA.
An older Black girl who plays basketball is the unnamed narrator of this tale. Acknowledging that
people have varying opinions about who deserves the honorific
|

y o u n g a d u lt

Diverse communities demonstrate
the many ways love is shared and expressed from day to day.
Otter uses simple but evocative statements to describe
the multipronged nature of love. Love is about the security of
a warm embrace, showing kindness, and expressing feelings
across distances and generations. Love is also about making
others feel safe, providing encouragement, and placing our
trust in family, caregivers, and good friends. The text alone
might border on saccharine, but Más’ bright, colorful illustrations provide young readers with concrete, recognizable examples of everyday loving behavior. Children and adults are seen
intimately and peacefully interacting in home and community
settings. The characters express affection and tenderness using
easy-to-interpret facial expressions and body language. Their
skin tones vary widely, from very pale to deep brown and many
shades in between. Some of the families depicted are interracial.
There is lots of variety in hair color: Several men have facial hair,
and there are white-haired grandparents, one of whom wears a
sari. The inclusive illustrations also feature two characters in
wheelchairs, several wearing glasses, a pregnant woman, and a
two-daddy family.
Little ones will find comfort and reassurance in this heartwarming picture book. (activity) (Picture book. 3-7)

“best basketball player ever,” she invites readers to incline their
ears to her telling of the legend of Gravity, “the greatest ballplayer to ever lace up a pair of sneakers.” She goes on to relate
how she and her teammates on the Hillside Projects basketball
team, the Eagles, first met Gravity when he suddenly showed up
on the neighborhood court one afternoon. After witnessing the
lanky newcomer’s prowess with the ball, the Eagles promptly
recruit him to join their team, and Gravity becomes their star
player, propelling them to victory over teams across the city.
With each winning game, the Eagles get closer to the Best of
the Best tournament. Their foolproof strategy is to get the ball
to Gravity so that he can make all the winning plays, but when
the big final game against the unbeatable East Side Flyers rolls
around, the kids realize it will take more than Gravity’s one-man
show to carry the day. Palmer’s painterly illustrations effectively
convey the physicality and drama of basketball. In the author’s
note, he dedicates the book to streetball legends everywhere
and reminds readers that their stories are kept alive by word of
mouth and thus, often end up sounding like tall tales. All characters are Black. (This book was reviewed digitally).
A delightful and nicely anecdotal story about the importance of teamwork and the unsung heroes among us. (author’s
note) (Picture book. 4-10)

DANCING DEVI

Parikh, Priya
Illus. by N. Dejeshwini
Modern Marigold Books (40 pp.)
$19.95 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-7350319-3-4
Devi wants to wow the judges with her Bharatanatyam routine but faces some uncertainties.
Devi’s mother, in the crowd supporting her daughter, has
won numerous awards for dancing, and Devi wants to follow
in her footsteps. Despite dancing her heart out onstage, Devi
does not win a prize. When heartbroken Devi declares herself
a failure, her mother reassures her, saying that she danced well
but that the other girls in the competition “had more practice.”
The next day, Devi is determined to work harder and to achieve
perfection. But when she practices her facial expressions in the
mirror, she is unable to look courageous, compassionate, or
peaceful. Luckily, her mother is there to guide her once again,
urging Devi to accept her flaws and move on from her mistakes.
By the time of her school show, Devi has a new perspective
about dancing—one that serves her well when her performance
does not go as planned. The book’s meandering plot muddles
the story’s message about self-acceptance and letting go of perfection. While the colorful cartoon illustrations can be charming, they can also be confusing; for example, it is unclear why
Devi goes to bed wearing earrings, a bindi, and a thick bouquet
of flowers in her hair.
A well-intentioned picture book about perfectionism that
suffers from a meandering plot. (Picture book. 3-6)
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“Each page exudes energy and passion.”
beauty woke

CAMERON BATTLE AND THE
HIDDEN KINGDOMS
Perry, Jamar J.
Bloomsbury (320 pp.)
$16.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-5476-0694-8

A young Black boy and his two best
friends discover a new world in his family’s ancestral book.
Cameron Battle is a 12-year-old boy
of Igbo descent living in Atlanta who
starts noticing strange happenings around his house but secondguesses himself, instead blaming his active imagination. At the
start of summer vacation, Cameron has a sleepover with his two
best friends, Zion and Aliyah. Despite being strictly prohibited
from entering the attic and reading The Book of Chidani, a record
of ancestral history passed down through the generations of
Cameron’s family, all three kids disobey and find themselves literally pulled into the book—and with it, the country of Chidani.
There, Cameron finds out that the odd things he’s noticed were
indeed real and that, as the only living Descendant of the people
of Chidani, he has been tasked with saving the country from a
power grab by the queen’s sister. Perry presents a fantasy full
of adventure, loss, bravery, and perseverance. Themes of love,
intergenerational hardship, and sacrifice are woven throughout
the story. Its potential, however, is largely unfulfilled thanks to
the cast members’ constant vacillation in thought and action.
Some characters feel one-dimensional, making it difficult for
readers to become fully invested in the novel. The cast of characters is made up of Black people of various ethnicities.
A promising West African–inspired tale about courage and
legacy let down by inconsistent characterization. (Fantasy. 8-12)

EASTER STARRING EGG!
Platt, Cynthia
Illus. by Leire Martín
Clarion/HarperCollins (24 pp.)
$9.99 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-358-56185-9

The story of an Easter egg hunt, told
from the perspective of an egg waiting for the perfect kid to
find him.
With the color and energy of Saturday-morning cartoons,
Platt and Martín celebrate a beloved Easter tradition. The story
features brightly decorated, anthropomorphic paschal eggs
with expressive faces and short arms and legs that help them
run to their hiding places. Narrated in rhyming verse, the story
stars a special character named Egg who is full of personality
and painted distinctively in rainbow colors. As the grassy field
fills with excited children, Egg patiently waits to be found.
“Don’t get left behind!” his shelled friends call out as one by
one they are discovered. Egg may have a long wait ahead, but
he never loses faith in himself, and his optimism never wavers.
Ultimately, he is found by a child who is just as inimitable as
238
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he is. Most of the verse is bouncy, although not all of the lines
roll off the tongue with the same ease. The child characters are
racially diverse and are as unique as the eggs, never appearing
twice. Unfortunately, the message of finding a friend who appreciates you just the way you are is a bit lost in the splashy glitz.
Saccharinely sweet and eggs-tremely colorful. (Picture book.
4-7)

THE RUNAWAY PEA
WASHED AWAY
Poskitt, Kjartan
Illus. by Alex Willmore
Aladdin (32 pp.)
$17.99 | Dec. 28, 2021
978-1-5344-9016-1

In his second outing, the Runaway Pea gets swept away on
an aqueous adventure.
British funnyman and children’s TV show presenter Poskitt
returns with another rollicking escapade for the lively and likable legume. Mealtime is over, the dishes have been washed,
and now a lonely pea floats in sudsy water in the kitchen sink.
When the plug is pulled, he finds himself sucked down the
drain, yet he’s anything but scared. This pea is up for a thrill.
Drifting along in the water, he meets a vexed little spider in
need of dry land, so he offers himself as a flotation device. They
whoosh through underground pipes and shoot out into a small
river, where they meet a duck and a fish. The happy-go-lucky
pea is eager to befriend them, but the spider is wary, and a good
thing too, since he saves the pea from the river creatures’ sinister designs. Finally, with the help of a frog, they hit dry land.
The spider hurries away forthwith, and for the first time the pea
feels “helpless and lost and alone.” Thankfully, Boris the dog
comes by for a drink, and the pea manages to get back home by
hitching a ride on the dog’s tail...but the adventure isn’t over yet.
The rhyming text is fun to read aloud, and the action is snappy.
Willmore’s spirited illustrations just add to the fun. Even pea
haters will enjoy this amusing caper. Hopefully, adventure No.
3 (already out in the U.K.) will arrive on our shores soon. (This
book was reviewed digitally.)
More peas, please. (Picture book. 2-7)

BEAUTY WOKE

Ramos, NoNieqa
Illus. by Paola Escobar
Versify/HarperCollins (32 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 15, 2022
978-0-358-00841-5
What is beauty? Who is Beauty? A
puzzled young Boricua wants to know.
Is it true what the media says? Are her people “DANGEROUS / DIRTY / LAZY”? What about the blood of her
African ancestors that runs through her veins and that Abuela
describes as “onyx”? Doesn’t the pride of her Taíno heritage
|

mean anything? Beauty sees her people marching proudly in
parades. She hears Abuela teaching her the truth of her identity, but the reality of the outside world weighs her down, and
she runs. Embarrassed, she doubts her worth and wonders
why she can’t be like everyone else, even rejecting her gold
hoops and her durags adorned with the Puerto Rican flag:
“¡QUÉ EMBARAZOSO!” Her family knows that Beauty is
lost and that her “eyes were open, / but she was sleepwalkin’.”
Her Mami rallies the family for an emergency schooling session. Under the powerful hands of la bisabuela, vecinos, and
familia, “Beauty was WOKE.” Ramos’ poetic ode to identity
and validation winds itself through evocative imagery in both
English and Spanish, connecting the strength of community
with self-acceptance. From one-word stanzas echoing with a
mother’s heartbeat to flowing anthems of pride, each page
exudes energy and passion. Escobar’s powerful panorama of
diversity is a blazing exclamation point to Beauty’s triumphant journey.
This bold manifesto of cultural awareness reaches out to
awaken the sleepwalkers among us. (Picture book. 6-10)

Raúf, Onjali Q.
Delacorte (256 pp.)
$16.99 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-0-593-38202-8

Stuck between his perfect older sister
and cheerful and adorable little brother,
a misbehaving middle child takes on a
challenge that leads to change.
Hector is a troubled 10-year-old,
frequently stuck in detention and bullying others for the admiration of his friends. Hector’s firstperson narration takes readers inside his thought processes as
he impulsively takes a shopping cart holding the possessions
of a homeless man named Thomas, accidentally dumping it
into a nearby lake. Meanwhile, thieves have been stealing statues throughout London, leaving clues implicating homeless
people. These two storylines become intertwined as Hector
mistakenly blames Thomas for the crimes. The repercussions
draw Hector out of his selfish world: To fix the mess he has created, he needs the begrudging help of Mei-Li, his teacher’s-pet
classmate. Together, the unlikely threesome of Hector, MeiLi, and Thomas discovers the thieves’ patterns, but who will
believe them? Raúf unpacks the problem of labeling people,
helping Hector to see beyond appearances, including his own
view of himself. The importance of trying to catch the thieves
in the act quickens the pace and results in a tidy ending with a
clear moral message. Hector’s personal growth remains a work
in progress. Thomas and his community of friends are portrayed with respect and dignity. Mei-Li presents as Chinese;
Hector and Thomas are racially indeterminate.
An admirable vehicle for introducing readers to the subject of homelessness. (bullying information and resources,
guide to chapter heading symbols, author’s note) (Fiction. 8-12)
|

Reagan, Jean
Illus. by Lee Wildish
Knopf (32 pp.)
$18.99 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-593-43060-6
Series: How To...

The team behind How to Babysit a
Grandpa (2012), How to Raise a Mom (2018)
,and other “How-to” titles surrounding domestic relationships
turns to yet another family dynamic: the birth of a new baby.
A brown-skinned mom, a White dad, and their biracial
child (who could either be a boy or girl) first prepare for and
then welcome a new baby (who could also be a boy or girl). A
White grandmother and a brown-skinned grandfather devotedly assist. Reagan’s upbeat, second-person narrative addresses
young readers directly, conveying realistic expectations and
advice for adapting to a newborn joining the clan. For example,
the text offers tips on how to feel included in a shifting family
paradigm: “If you need an extra hug, just ask.” The real core of
the story, however, is showing children their special role as an
older sibling and giving them a sense of agency. For instance,
Reagan assures readers that although friends and family will
love to visit the new baby, “You’re the expert.” That means
warning visitors that “the baby squeezes pinkies very tightly”
and reminding them not to feed the infant party food. Caregivers with little ones will appreciate the verisimilitude of Wildish’s
cartoony digital illustrations, which show a messy but welcoming kitchen and disorderly but delightful playtime scenes. The
illustrations also include fun details throughout, like the family
cat and her new kittens, that complement the larger story arc.
Background characters display some racial diversity. (This book
was reviewed digitally.)
A charming choice for transitioning families. (Picture book.
4-8)

y o u n g a d u lt

THE NIGHT BUS HERO

HOW TO WELCOME A
NEW BABY

I’M GROWING GREAT
Roe, Mechal Renee
Doubleday (32 pp.)
$16.99 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-593-42890-0

An empowering picture book sows
seeds of positivity and possibility.
The Black and brown young girls
who are the stars of this garden-themed
motivational manifesto announce their great pride in how well
they’re growing—in mindfulness, hopefulness, calmness, selfawareness, and inner strength. Each girl stands contentedly in
a different flower garden, sporting a distinctive, elegant natural
hairstyle, and dressed gracefully in a feminine outfit. An affirmation appears on each spread (for example “STEADY AS A
TREE! / PEACE WITHIN ME!”) in the form of a rhyming couplet set in large capital letters and followed by the mantra “I am
kirkus.com
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“The story’s themes of courage, friendship, hope,
and self-acceptance freshly resonate.”
the witch, the sword, and the cursed knights

growing great!” Some of these declarations—like “EXPLORING MY FEELINGS! / BRINGS KIND HEALING!”—may
go over younger children’s heads; however, kids should have no
trouble understanding the book’s final statement: “I am born to
be great!” While the author’s intent is admirable, the text feels
twee and lacks meaningful emotional content. The ebullient,
brightly colored, eye-catching illustrations, set against mostly
pastel-colored backgrounds, are the real draw here. (This book
was reviewed digitally.)
Hand this book to girls who might need a boost to their
self-esteem, especially girls of color. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE WITCH, THE
SWORD, AND THE
CURSED KNIGHTS
Rogers, Alexandria
Little, Brown (432 pp.)
$16.99 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-0-7595-5458-0

A fantasy in the highest tradition.
Ellie Beetlebump, 12, is enrolled in
Roses and Needles Finishing School for
purposes of socialization. Her sharptongued, highborn mother wants her to become a fairy godmother—and Ellie does too, except that she has witch blood as
well as fairy blood, and witches are outcasts in Aurelia Realm.
Caedmon Tuggle, also 12, lives in Wisconsin and is depressed
and withdrawn over the recent inexplicable death of his best
friend, Jimmy. Unable to process his grief, he speaks cruel words
to his parents and little sister—words he regrets. When Ellie
and Caedmon receive mysterious letters informing them they
are recruits for the Knights of the Round Table and must report
to Château des Chevaliers, they are puzzled. Ellie expects to
attend Fairy Godmother Academy instead, and Caedmon,
unaware of the existence of magical realms, thinks it’s a prank.
But soon, the two find themselves with 48 other recruits at the
Château, where they become friends. Knight training begins,
but it’s clear there’s a grave evil threatening all the realms, magical and nonmagical. The intricate plot incorporates references
to Arthurian legend as it ultimately builds its own original
story. Ellie and Caedmon are perfectly drawn as insecure but
determined protagonists, and the story’s themes of courage,
friendship, hope, and self-acceptance freshly resonate. Main
characters read as White.
An engaging and intelligent fantasy: up there with the best
of them. (list of realms) (Fantasy. 9-13)
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DEAR READER
A Love Letter to
Libraries

Rose, Tiffany
Little Bee Books (32 pp.)
$17.99 | Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-4998-1225-1
A book-loving, brown-skinned, proactive young girl advocates for stories with characters that look
like her.
Her appetite for books is so insatiable that she likes stories
of all kinds, including those “full of thrones, quests, friendship,
and dreams” and those “with brave heroines and heroes saving
the day.” Although she views herself as a heroine, she has a “nagging suspicion” that she doesn’t meet the “criteria for a heroine’s
condition” because not a single character in the books she loves
looks like her. Searching for characters with brown skin who “do
magic, fight villains, and find lost cities of gold,” she finds only
stories of “struggle, hardship, and pain” and asks what it means
“for a girl like me…to never see a face like mine.” Undaunted,
she opts to create her own stories of “cocoa-colored mer-people, honey-hued dragon slayers, and superheroes with locs.” She
invites readers to join her in making her “melanated words come
to life” and in telling stories as “diverse as our skin.” The energetic, upbeat text employing the occasional rhyme transmits
an urgency designed to prompt readers to action. Colorful and
imaginative illustrations show the spunky protagonist engulfed
by towers of books and transported to storybook worlds peopled by brown-skinned characters.
A rousing call to action for more racially diverse children’s
literature. (Picture book. 6-8)

ON THE MOVE
Home is Where
You Find It

Rosen, Michael
Illus. by Quentin Blake
Candlewick (144 pp.)
$17.99 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-5362-1810-7
Former U.K. Children’s Laureate
Michael Rosen illuminates issues of
human migration by attempting to fill
the gaps in his Jewish family history.
His introduction explains the distinctions between migrant
and refugee and divides the collection of mostly free-verse poems
into four thematic sections. In the first section, “Family and
Friends,” Rosen explores his immigrant roots by reflecting on significant experiences and people from his childhood. In one deceptively simple poem, “The Songs My Father Sings,” he ponders his
paternal ancestry: “Where has my father been? / Who sang the
songs that he now sings / and what do the songs mean?” Two poems
recall antisemitic slights by Rosen’s childhood classmates. The second section, “The War,” pieces together parental reminiscences
|

of World War II and of family travels in postwar Europe. In “The
Migrants in Me,” the potent third section, Rosen investigates missing family members. His father testifies, “I had two French uncles.
/ They were in France / at the beginning of the war. / They weren’t
there at the end.” In the narrative poem “Finding Out,” Rosen
painstakingly unearths information about these uncles—Oscar
and Martin—and discovers old photos of them in a long-hidden
box of family memorabilia. A duad of wrenching poems directly
address Oscar and his wife, Rachel, imagining their emotions during escape, discovery by Nazis, and shipment to Auschwitz. Yet
another poignant elegy, “Cousin Michael,” memorializes Rosen’s
father’s cousin, evacuated to safety as a teen by parents he’d never
see again. The final section, “On the Move Again,” explores the
disruptions that uproot people and bring different cultures into
contact. In Blake’s blue-washed watercolors, faceless figures trek
beneath glowering, threatening skies.
A graceful tapestry weaving together personal and global
perspectives and a heart-rending memoir of human endurance. (resources) (Poetry. 8-14)

Rubin, Adam
Illus. by Daniel Salmieri, et. al
Putnam (384 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 15, 2022
978-0-593-32579-7
Series: Tales From the Multiverse, 1
A compilation of stories drawing
upon the appeal of ice cream.
Six short tales are combined into an
ice cream–themed collection written by
Rubin and illustrated by half a dozen leading illustrators. Each
story is entitled “The Ice Cream Machine,” although the characters, settings, and genres vary greatly, and the subtitles are distinct. The only connections between the stories are that each
features an ice cream machine of some type and that each story’s
characters have an affinity for exclaiming “jangus!” Some stories
are more successful than others. “The Ice Cream Machine (the
one with the sorcerer’s assistant),” illustrated by Nicole Miles,
combines magic and humor to create a story with a surprisingly
deep moral, while the “The Ice Cream Machine (the one with
the alien space lab),” featuring art by Seaerra Miller, is a slowburn spiraling tale of wish-making reminiscent of The Twilight
Zone. Others aren’t as successful: “The Ice Cream Machine (the
one with the five-armed robot)” meanders, and “The Ice Cream
Machine (the one with the ice cream eating contest)” is fun but
has a superficial subplot about bullying that will make most
readers roll their eyes. As a whole, the text is entertaining but
may not be as consistent as readers will hope for. The variety
of artistic styles forms a pleasing complement to the different
entries.
An uneven collection that mostly succeeds. (author’s note,
writing prompt; ice cream recipe, illustrator bios) (Short stories.
9-12)

|

Russo, Brian
Harper/HarperCollins (40 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-0-06-301784-9

In this sequel to Yoga Bunny (2016),
Bunny uses yoga to encourage Bear to
overcome her anxiety.
Starting his day with yoga breathing and poses, Bunny spies
Bear hiding behind a tree. After Bear confesses that she’s nervous about the upcoming birthday party her family will throw
for her, Bunny thinks yoga might help her feel less nervous. As
Bunny guides Bear through the Cat and Cow poses, Bear suggests they add cat and cow noises while they move from pose
to pose. Relaxing under a tree, Bunny suggests Bear let her nervous feelings “come and go as if they were clouds in the sky” and
invites Bear to join him for yoga practice with his friends the
next day. When Bear fails to show up the following morning,
Bunny wonders if he has done something to upset her but then
remembers to let his negative feelings go and proceeds with his
yoga practice. Eventually, Bunny opens his eyes to a big surprise.
Despite the somewhat light plot, Bunny’s tips to ease Bear’s
stress effectively reinforce the benefits of yoga practice. Judicious use of white space generates a calm aura in the cartoonstyle illustrations. The fluid and accurately rendered drawings
of Bunny adroitly demonstrating various classic yoga poses
(especially on the end pages) are endearing.
An amusing, albeit limited, introduction to yoga practice.
(Picture book. 4-8)

y o u n g a d u lt

THE ICE CREAM MACHINE

A FRIEND FOR YOGA BUNNY

OMAR RISING

Saeed, Aisha
Nancy Paulsen Books (224 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-593-10858-1
A Pakistani boy learns to speak out
against inequality and unfairness in this
companion novel to the bestselling Amal
Unbound (2018).
When readers again meet Amal’s
friend Omar, the soccer-loving seventh
grader is about to leave home for the first time to be a boarder
at the exclusive Ghalib Academy for Boys. Though he does not
know what to expect, he is eager to join the school’s astronomy
club and play on a sports team. Omar also realizes that attending the school is the best chance for the child of a widowed
servant to lift himself and his mother out of poverty. He is startled to discover that he and his fellow scholarship students are
treated with disdain by faculty and students alike. In addition to
having to do chores around campus, they are prohibited from
participating in extracurricular activities and are held to much
stricter academic standards than the rest of their peers. Saeed
thoughtfully portrays the power dynamics and income inequality present at Ghalib while also highlighting the strong bonds
kirkus.com
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Omar creates with his fellow scholarship winners. The cooperation and organization the boys demonstrate while figuring out
how to advocate for themselves also serve as inspiring models
for readers.
A powerful tale about a preteen pushing back against systemic injustice. (Fiction. 9-13)

LOVEBIRD LOU

Sauer, Tammi
Illus. by Stephanie Laberis
Sterling Children’s Books (32 pp.)
$16.95 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-45494-188-0
A green lovebird—green with envy—
wants more than he can have.
All his life, Lou, a lovable young lovebird, has known little of
the world beyond his doting flock and the corner of the beautiful island they call home. Then one day, he visits the other side
of the island and discovers many other wonderful birds, from
pelicans to flamingos to nightingales. Lou observes that each
species has a unique and amazing gift, so much so that being a
lovebird seems to pale in comparison. Desiring to be extraordinary, Lou attempts to learn the various skills of the feathered
race. His efforts prove to be flat failures, and the other bird
breeds watch on in dismay, but his fellow lovebirds enthusiastically praise him for his efforts. “We love you, Lou!” they squawk
at every turn. Still, Lou grows frustrated and decides that being
a bird is not for him. After a disastrous last-ditch attempt to
transcend his perceived ordinariness, Lou finds himself lonely
and discouraged and realizes that being loved is the best gift
of all. This entertaining picture book would be a wonderful
read-aloud and discussion starter for early grade schoolers. The
bright and colorful illustrations sparkle with humor, and many
young readers will readily identify with Lou’s identity crisis.
A funny but touching story about learning to accept who
you are. (Picture book. 3-6)

STITCH BY STITCH
Elizabeth Hobbs Keckly
Sews Her Way to
Freedom

Schofield-Morrison, Connie
Illus. by Elizabeth Zunon
Holiday House (48 pp.)
$18.99 | Nov. 9, 2021
978-0-8234-3963-8

House. Born enslaved in Virginia in 1818, she survived a childhood of unutterable cruelty but set her mind to learning the
craft of sewing from her mother. Sent by her master to work
for a White tailor without pay, Keckly endured further hardships, but her talent and toil eventually earned her a clientele of
affluent women. After purchasing freedom for herself and her
son, she went on to become a successful businesswoman, highly
sought-after tailoress, and trendsetting fashionista, even serving
as the official dresser for first lady Mary Todd Lincoln. Zunon’s
breathtaking and masterful mixed-media illustrations—incorporating oil, paint, fabric, ribbon, paper, embroidery, and appliqué—beautifully capture the artistry of Keckly’s dresses.
A dazzling picture book cut through with the thread and
thrum of an inspiring but unsung life. (author’s note, timeline,
bibliography) (Picture book biography. 7-10)

MY OTTER HALF

Schusterman, Michelle
Scholastic (240 pp.)
$6.99 paper | Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-338-74149-0
An unlikely animal friendship blooms
when lost youngsters help each other out.
Oliver—Ollie to his buddies—is
a curious sea otter who loves swimming and frolicking in the waters near
Washington state’s Puget Sound. Teased
by his playmates for being too cautious, Ollie takes a big risk
that ends in disaster when he is separated from his mom during an oil spill. Dachshund puppy Franklin is similarly curious;
he runs away from his owner, Lucy, when a squirrel catches
his eye. Lucy is desperate to find Franklin but is torn between
helping her mom, who works at a marine lab, with the oil spill
cleanup efforts and searching for her beloved dog. Meanwhile,
Lucy’s mom and older brother have had a falling out, and Lucy
is anxious for them to forgive one another and for her family to
heal. Ollie and Franklin meet on the beach and begin the adventure of a lifetime as they team up to find their ways back home.
Readers will delight in the otter and puppy antics that unfold.
Information about otter behavior and abilities is woven into the
storyline along with descriptions of the environmental impact
of oil spills. Chapters alternate between Lucy’s, Franklin’s, and
Ollie’s perspectives, keeping the story moving forward at a fast
clip. Lucy and her family are presumed White.
Two cute animals teaming up means double the fun in this
romping adventure. (Adventure. 7-10)

Schofield-Morrison fashions a poignant tribute to the
remarkable life and craft of Elizabeth “Lizzy” Hobbs Keckly,
a formerly enslaved woman who broke the color line in haute
couture.
In straightforward prose seamlessly woven through with
excerpts from Keckly’s 1868 autobiography, the text traces
Keckly’s unlikely journey from a slave plantation to the White
242

|

1 december 2021

|

children ’s

|

kirkus.com

|

“Full of magical creatures, action, and adventure.”
the book of stolen time

MOTHER GOOSE GOES
TO INDIA

Sehgal, Kabir & Surishtha Sehgal
Illus. by Wazza Pink
Beach Lane/Simon & Schuster (32 pp.)
$17.99 | Dec. 14, 2021
978-1-5344-3960-3

THE BOOK OF STOLEN TIME
Slater, Dashka
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (416 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 15, 2022
978-0-374-30648-9
Series: Feylawn Chronicles, 2

Rufus and Abigail are again thrust
into a wild adventure as they try to stop
the goblins from destroying Feylawn and
the magic it holds.
The beginning of summer was exciting for Rufus Takada Collins, what with saving the fairylike feylings and helping them return to their world. But his family still
wants to sell Feylawn, Grandpa Jack’s farm, and Rufus is now
stuck at a two-week camp for young entrepreneurs with his
cousin, Abigail. One day, when the cousins manage to visit the
farm, the feylings warn that a badness is coming and tell of four
impossible tasks they must complete to save it. Their parents
announce they want to sell to a man who is actually a goblin in
disguise, bringing urgency to their challenge. As they get further into their quest and encounter a two-faced monster, a time
|

THE ODDS

Stanton, Matt
HarperAlley (208 pp.)
$19.99 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-06-306895-7
Series: Odds-Stanton Graphic Novel, 1
In this first installment in Stanton’s
new graphic-novel series, a young girl is
forced to deal with repressed memories
and emotions when fantasy and reality
collide.
Kip, a quirky and insecure introvert, lives in an apartment
in a noisy city with her cartoonist dad who is also a widower.
One day, she wakes up to find a slew of strange visitors in her
bedroom. There’s a rabbit, a ninja, a pigtailed soccer girl, a dinosaur, a unicorn, and a rooster with a pitchfork, to name a few.
Kip recognizes them as fictional characters from TV shows,
video games, her dad’s comic strips, and even her nightmares.
She introduces the characters to her dad—who is distracted and
struggling with a creative block—much to his alarm. Leaving the
unusual visitors at home, Kip goes to school, where her teacher
drops a reminder—next Thursday will be Kip’s turn to get up
in front of the class and talk about what makes her unique. Kip
doesn’t think there’s anything particularly special about her,
but she has bigger things to worry about. As she and her dad
deal with the fictional characters’ shenanigans and try to figure
out how to get them back to their worlds, they find themselves
opening up to each other about her mother’s death, and Kip
comes to realize exactly what makes her special. Stanton writes
with a fine balance of humor and pathos and uses simple geometric shapes to render his large-eyed characters. Kip and her
father are brown skinned. Other characters are racially diverse,
and one of Kip’s classmates wears a hijab.
Nuanced explorations of grief and self-discovery temper
all the weirdness in this odd—and oddly satisfying—story.
(Graphic novel. 7-10)
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The matriarch of European nursery
rhymes heads south.
This distinctive new collection imagines what 15 classic
European lullabies and sung poems for children would sound
like set in India. Here, “London Bridge” becomes “Tunga
Bridge,” in reference to an old bridge in the southwestern
Indian state of Karnataka. “My Fair Lady” is now “My Fair
Mahila,” the Hindi word for woman, and so on. Mother Goose is
pictured on the cover playing a shehnai (Indian oboe). Although
some of the updated verses feel a bit flat, the rhymes are fun to
chant and introduce young children to basic Hindi, since each
verse includes at least one word in the language. Readers will
learn how to count from one to 10 in Hindi in “Ek, Do, Time
To Go,” the Indian rendition of “One, Two, Buckle My Shoe.”
Pink’s memorable and colorful digital illustrations pay homage
to Indian folk art and time-honored motifs—buildings with
Mogul-style architecture are depicted, and characters wear traditional Indian clothing. The artwork also captures the sights
and sounds of modern India, showing the country’s emblematic
decorated trucks driving along modern-day highways. Glossaries conveniently placed at the bottom of each page provide
definitions and pronunciations for the Hindi words included in
each poem.
A welcome addition that both subverts and pays tribute to
Eurocentric nursery-rhyme tropes. (Picture book/poetry. 3-5)

cabinet, and a moving meadow, they realize there is far more to
the story than they realized. Full of magical creatures, action,
and adventure, this is an entertaining duology closer. With the
unexpected return of familiar characters, betrayals, and a few
twists, the story will keep readers on their toes. Rufus and Abigail learn real-world lessons, such as what it means to sacrifice,
persevere, and be true to themselves. The previous volume
established the cousins as biracial: Rufus is White and Japanese,
and Abigail is White and Mexican.
An exciting, engaging read. (map) (Fantasy. 8-12)
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“A sensitive, honest, and developmentally
appropriate look at disabilities.”
the way i say it

THE LITTLE ONE

Tanaka, Kiyo
Trans. by David Boyd
Enchanted Lion Books (72 pp.)
$16.95 | Nov. 16, 2021
978-1-59270-358-6
A mysterious creature befriends a young girl and leads her to
a magical realm in this curious but comforting first-person tale.
On her way home through a pleasant Japanese neighborhood, a bob-haired Japanese girl’s curiosity is piqued by a silent,
black, kodamalike creature which only she can see. First, she
spots the creature patiently awaiting the bus, then she spies it
sitting among the bonsai of a sidewalk plant stall. So, she follows
it down an alley, under a fence, through a Japanese-style garden
and into a traditional Japanese minka house, where the two
drink tea. Beckoned further, the child enters a dark closet and is
led through an attic door to an enchanted forest. Together, girl
and creature romp across wordless spreads, their fun wrapped in
quietude, until they fall asleep cozily on an enormous fluffy forest creature. After waking and parting ways with her newfound
companion, the girl sees her daddy, and they walk home hand in
hand. It is unclear if the adventure is a dream or a supernatural
event, but the escapade appears to satisfy the child’s longing for
her mother, who is hinted as absent. Clarity on this point may
have been lost in translation from the original Japanese text, or
perhaps Tanaka purposefully left the story open to interpretation. Black-and-white copperplate etchings skillfully juxtapose
the ordinary world with the shadowy wonderland, where luminescent fireflies and flowers glow. Unfortunately, the specter of
a stranger leading a child into a dark closet gives serious pause in
an otherwise poignant and engrossing narrative.
Full of layers to peel back, consider, and discuss. (Picture
book. 3-6)

THE WAY I SAY IT

Tandon, Nancy
Charlesbridge (240 pp.)
$16.99 | Jan. 18, 2022
978-1-62354-133-0
Sixth grader Rory struggles with a
severe speech impediment.
It centers on his difficulty pronouncing R’s—which feels particularly unfair
given his name. Middle school is no fun
for a kid with a speech difficulty, but
before, he could at least count on his best friend, Brent. But
things have changed ever since Brent started to hang out with
mean, cool kids who bully Rory; even worse, Brent is joining
in their cruelty. As the bullying intensifies and their friendship
recedes into the distance, it becomes increasingly hard for Rory
to understand what is happening or to sort out his own complex feelings. Everything pivots into sharper relief when Brent
suffers a traumatic brain injury and becomes disabled. Rory is
still stung by the memory of when Brent chose to betray rather
244

|

1 december 2021

|

children ’s

|

kirkus.com

than defend him. However, when the boys are thrown together
in speech therapy, their relationship changes. While this debut
is a sensitive, honest, and developmentally appropriate look at
two different disabilities in all their painful complexities, it is
also fundamentally about relationships and emotional as well as
physical healing. The text concludes with a short explanation of
the complexities of creating the R sound and the many ways it
appears in speech. Main characters read as White.
A touching and respectful story about friendship, feelings,
and support. (Fiction. 9-12)

A HISTORY OF ME

Theodore, Adrea
Illus. by Erin K. Robinson
Neal Porter/Holiday House (32 pp.)
$18.99 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-8234-4257-7
An empowering picture book seeks
to instill pride in the descendants of
enslaved people.
A dark-skinned young girl is the only brown person in her
class. When her teacher talks about slavery, she feels ashamed
and scrutinized by her peers. After a lesson about civil rights,
some kids on the school playground whisper behind her back,
and one boy even makes a racist comment. Feeling like she has
been reduced to her race (“Is that all you see when you look
at me?”), the girl finds perspective and strength in the stories
her mother has told her about their female ancestors. Recalling that she has privileges and opportunities her foremothers
didn’t have reminds the girl to be grateful. The narrative skips
forward in time as the girl grows up and has a daughter who also
finds herself the only brown-skinned child in her class. Now
a woman, the protagonist teaches her daughter how to break
out of the boxes that people put her in and exhorts her to “sit
up straight / and / fly high into the sky.” A double-page spread
shows a proud Black girl holding her fists in the air, braids flying
outward, with her face skyward and a dazzling sunburst behind
her. This emotionally honest look at the challenges of processing historical injustice and racial trauma provides a muchneeded mirror for Black students, but anyone who has ever felt
trapped by other people’s definitions of who they are can relate
to the story on some level. Robinson’s digital illustrations exude
a gentle dignity.
An uplifting story that rightfully asserts the multidimensionality of Black identity. (author’s note, illustrator’s note)
(Picture book. 4-8)

|

A PANDEMIC IS WORLDWIDE

Thomson, Sarah L.
Illus. by Taia Morley
Harper/HarperCollins (40 pp.)
$7.99 paper | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-06-308632-6
Series: Let’s-Read-and-Find-Out Science, 2

THE VIEW FROM THE VERY
BEST HOUSE IN TOWN
Trehan, Meera
Walker US/Candlewick (256 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-5362-1924-1

Two friends and a unique house
weather difficult changes in Trehan’s
debut.
Asha and Sam, both autistic, are
inseparable. Even while playing Househaunt, a delightfully detailed game combining home design,
monster slaying, and plot symbolism, they complement each
other; architecture-obsessed Asha builds, while Sam squashes
Screech-Leeches. But when Sam is accepted to prestigious
Castleton Academy, everything crumbles. Bullied by his new
classmates, Sam rejects Asha, fearing that her quirks will jeopardize his chances of being accepted by popular kids—like Asha’s
neighborhood bully, a girl named Prestyn. Prestyn lives in Donnybrooke, Coreville’s fanciest mansion, which Asha was banned
from entering after an incident at a childhood party. In alternating third-person perspectives, Sam, Asha, and Donnybrooke
offer multifaceted views as Asha and Sam’s bond unravels,
Prestyn’s befriending of Sam appears increasingly suspicious,
|

I LOVE YOU BECAUSE I
LOVE YOU

Văn, Mượ n Thị
Illus. by Jessica Love
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins (32 pp.)
$17.99 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-06-289459-5

y o u n g a d u lt

Young readers gain insight into what pandemic means.
Previous generations of youngsters may not have been
familiar with the word pandemic, but today’s youngsters surely
are. News of the global coronavirus outbreak has unavoidably
reached young ears, and this offering joins a growing crop of
picture books designed to shed light on the momentous and
confusing situation. Opening with a digestible lesson on how
pandemics develop and a brief historical overview of medical
plagues of the past, the text then turns a microscope on the
Covid-19 virus—its physical symptoms, social effects, and what
people can do to curb its spread. The roles of vaccine development and scientific advances in the field of immunology are
highlighted throughout the book. The illustrations of earnest
doctors administering vaccines to willing children will rub antivaxxers the wrong way, but the wholesome overarching message
of “we’re all in this together” will play well to the intended audience. Morley’s colorful art, which uses a combination of watercolor and digital techniques, depicts few characters of color;
authority figures and most characters present as White.
A gently worded explainer for young readers looking for
answers. (glossary, timeline, hand-washing diagram) (Picture
book. 4-8)

and Asha’s banishment is gradually explained. Arrogant but
surprisingly compassionate, the sentient mansion provides a
poignant window into loneliness, classism, and the fallibility of
adults as it observes its troubled inhabitants. The growing pains
of middle school friendships, peer pressure, and bullying are
palpable; readers will ache for Sam and Asha as they grow distant and cheer their tentative steps toward new relationships.
Though Asha sees therapists and takes an unspecified medication, Sam’s and Asha’s autism is firmly portrayed as part of their
personalities. Asha is cued as Indian American; Sam appears to
be White.
An unusual, insightful exploration of what makes strong
foundations in houses, families, and friendships. (Fiction. 8-12)

Love is what makes the world go
round.
This tender and emotive picture book offers an expansive
vision of diverse human beings expressing love for one another.
The illustrations show people of all ages bonding over everyday
activities like baking and attending a sports game and standing
with each other through significant life events like celebrating
a birthday and leaving home. The text uses a call-and-response
structure to underscore the reciprocal nature of love. Each
statement beginning with “I love you because” is answered with
a sentence that begins with the refrain “Because I love you.”
Throughout, text on the verso pages appears in regular type,
while text on the recto is italicized, visually supporting the
creation of two distinct voices. The book gently teases out the
relationship between love and various qualities like playfulness,
emotional strength, forgiveness, courage, and loyalty. The somewhat impressionistic artwork (ironically created by an illustrator whose surname is Love), rendered in acrylic ink, watercolor,
and gouache, lends a soothing ambiance. Characters depicted
include racially diverse families, a queer interracial couple, and
people of all ages, including those with disabilities.
An inclusive, affirming, warmhearted book with lots to
love. (Picture book. 2–6)
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ALL STAR
How Larry Doby Smashed the
Color Barrier in Baseball
Vernick, Audrey
Illus. by Cannaday Chapman
Clarion/HarperCollins (40 pp.)
$17.99 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-328-48297-6

Larry Doby was an athletic phenom.
Often overshadowed by Jackie Robinson, the first Black
player in the National League, Doby deserves his due as the first
Black person to play in the American League. As a boy growing
up in the 1920s, young Larry dreamed of playing professional
baseball long before such opportunities were open to Black people. In his unsegregated South Carolina neighborhood, sports
played an important role, bringing families and people of different races together. In high school, Doby flourished athletically
and was afforded a spot in the Negro Leagues; nevertheless, he
did not see a long-term career in professional baseball as a possibility. After graduating, while serving in the Navy in 1947, Doby
changed his mind after learning of the historic signing of Jackie
Robinson to the major leagues. The story goes on to describe
Doby’s pioneering accomplishments as a sportsman as well as
the racial discrimination he endured. Chapman’s textured digital art effectively makes use of interesting perspectives to create
striking visuals, but the text fails at capturing the extent of the
racial prejudice Doby had to overcome both on and off the field.
The idea that “Change never stops” is a repeated motif, yet the
references to social change feel a bit superficial since the book
neglects to mention the decadelong campaign Black and White
journalists and activists waged to desegregate baseball.
An important story that we still have a lot to learn from,
but this telling of it at times feels emotionally disconnected.
(author’s note, selected bibliography) (Picture book/biography. 4-8)

LITTLE BUNNY, BIG GERMS
Wells, Rosemary
Henry Holt (32 pp.)
$18.99 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-1-250-17511-3

A simple story for the preschool and
Kindergarten set explores the world of

germs and hygiene.
On his way to school, P.J., a 5 ½-year-old bunny, begins to
come down with a case of the sniffles. Because he is allergic to
water and hates washing his hands, he opts not to do so after
blowing his nose in the bathroom at school. When he sneezes
so forcefully that he’s blown out of his chair, he is sent home,
where his mother lovingly nurses him. Feeling better the next
day, he returns to school, where he discovers that his classmates
have been clued in on hygiene protocols to prevent cold germs
from spreading. P.J. learns that he must cover his mouth when
coughing or sneezing, properly dispose of dirty tissues, and wash
his hands. The watercolor-and–graphic marker illustrations
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include colorful depictions of microscopic germs and the word
germs appears in the text, but exactly what germs are and how a
sick person can spread them is never really explained. All characters are anthropomorphic bunnies with the same coloring and
markings.
A useful discussion starter, but most youngsters will need
adult help to understand some vocabulary and ideas. (hygiene
tips list) (Picture book. 1-6)

CROCS

White, Randy Wayne
Roaring Brook Press (272 pp.)
$16.99 | Feb. 15, 2022
978-1-250-81351-0
Series: Sharks Incorporated, 3
Three young shark taggers run into
dangers ranging from poachers to large
reptiles while exploring Florida’s western
coast.
Checking out the mazes of mangroves and old shell mounds around Sanibel Island for wild
oranges resistant to the citrus greening disease that is threatening the state’s cultivated fruits quickly leads Cuban American
tween sisters Maribel and Sabina and White Midwestern farm
boy Luke into tense encounters with both a tremendous Florida
saltwater crocodile tending her batch of hatchlings and a pair of
drunken outsiders who turn out to be animal traffickers. Plainly
not shy about recycling themes, plot elements, and character
types from previous entries, the author also trots in another
ghost, some more buried gold, and Capt. Pony, a cranky septuagenarian fishing guide who is accompanied for comic relief by
an attack goose (named Carlos, after a former king of the area’s
Indigenous Calusa people) to supply the young naturalists with
snippets of local history. The splashy, suspenseful, and occasionally supernatural climax ends properly with the baddies in the
hands of the law and large numbers of captive croc hatchlings
and baby turtles rescued. Capt. Pony (whose father came from
Cuba) and the girls are repeatedly described as speaking Spanish but the text contains little actual Spanish, and Sabina is
described as having “weird, witchy powers” due to her contact
with santeras in Cuba.
The wildlife and natural settings remain fresh; not so
much the characters and plot. (Adventure. 9-12)

|

“A moving, engrossing story of a girl’s transformative change.”
maizy chen’s last chance

HAT CAT

Wilson, Troy
Illus. by Eve Coy
Candlewick (32 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-5362-1366-9

y o u n g a d u lt

An elderly man tries to keep a stray cat away from the squirrels he feeds.
Every day, while standing on his back deck, an old White
man feeds squirrels by placing peanuts atop his flannel hat. One
day he discovers a small surprise hiding under his hat—a small
and fluffy stray cat. The man names him Hat, doting on his new
pet by feeding, stroking, and talking to him. The man lets Hat
do whatever he wants—with one exception. Fearing Hat might
run away, chase his squirrels, or worse, the old man shuts the
back door tightly when going outside to feed the squirrels. Hat
watches, longingly, from inside. After the old man disappears,
Hat is alone for days. A Black family arrives to feed, rub, and
talk to Hat until the day he finally spies the back door open
and makes a run for the deck where the squirrels wait. Outside
at last, what will Hat do? This gentle tale of a kindly old man
who dotes on squirrels and his kitten is moving in its simplicity.
Rendered in soft color washes, the realistic illustrations create
a quiet atmosphere. The body language and facial expressions
of the old man and his cat reveal their deep, mutual affection.
Scenes of woebegone Hat waiting alone or sadly curled into a
ball in the old man’s hat speak volumes.
A sweet peek at the bond between a man and his cat. (Pic
ture book. 3-6)

and the writing strong, seamlessly weaving together themes of
belonging, racism, and anti-immigration sentiment. Each member of the large cast of characters from multiple times and locations is vividly portrayed, and a variety of subplots—that might
be confusing in less skilled hands—keeps reader interest high.
A moving, engrossing story of a girl’s transformative
change and strengthened sense of belonging. (author’s note,
recipe, resources) (Fiction. 8-12)

MAIZY CHEN’S LAST CHANCE
Yee, Lisa
Random House (288 pp.)
$16.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-984830-25-8

A Chinese American tween learns
that what’s on the inside matters most
during a summer living with her grandparents in their small Midwestern town.
When her grandfather falls ill,
11-year-old Maizy and her food stylist
mother leave their home in Los Angeles to spend the summer
with her grandparents in Last Chance, Minnesota. Maizy, who
hasn’t seen Oma and Opa since she was 8, puzzles over mysteries during their stay. Mom and Oma don’t get along; a wall of
the Golden Palace, the family’s Chinese restaurant, is covered
in old photos; and someone is targeting the restaurant with racist attacks. As Maizy searches for answers while helping to care
for Opa, battling homesickness, and making a new friend, she
learns that people aren’t always as they seem on the outside.
She learns about Lucky Chen, her great-great-grandfather, who
immigrated to the U.S. from China in the 1860s, and the impact
of his story on her family today, which in turn leads her to help
others uncover their own families’ secrets. The pace is lively
|
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RESPECT THE MIC
Celebrating 20 Years of
Poetry From a Chicagoland
High School

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:
THIS WOVEN KINGDOM by Tahereh Mafi......................................254

Ed. by Abdurraqib, Hanif, Franny Choi,
Peter Kahn & Dan “Sully” Sullivan
Penguin Workshop (176 pp.)
$16.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-593-22681-0

I MUST BETRAY YOU by Ruta Sepetys.............................................. 257

This poetry collection celebrates
more than 20 years of students’ writing
from Chicago’s Oak Park and River Forest High School Spoken
Word Club.
Since its founding by Kahn in 1999, the OPRFHS Spoken
Word Club has inspired its members, who have won numerous
accolades, published their work in prestigious journals, and
studied creative writing at top universities. Collected here are
dozens of poems by former members of the club, curated by
groundbreaking poets Abdurraqib, Choi, Kahn, and Sullivan.
The poems are organized by theme, starting with the localized
“Notes From Here,” which offers meditations on Chicago’s
uniquely complicated landscape, and ending with the haunting section of “Survival Tactics,” which showcases the resilience that develops in the face of hardship. The young poets
featured in these pages hold nothing back, spilling their souls
into spellbinding odes to pain, hope, and justice and delving
into intensely personal subject matter: Asia Calcagno writes
of being born in “A conditional war zone—a consequence / of
blessings”; Vann Harris imagines raising a mixed-race child
and muses on the violent legacy of slavery: “For my proverbial
daughter’s father, I am / a mantelpiece. A feast. A storehouse
for his seed”; RC Davis laments a funeral where “these words
will buzz around the room: / Sister. Granddaughter. Young woman./
No one will use they/them pronouns in my eulogy.” The variety
of content, poetic styles, and perspective ensures broad appeal.
Electric and expansive. (about the club, contributor credits) (Poetry. 12-18)
I MUST BETRAY YOU

Sepetys, Ruta
Philomel (336 pp.)
$18.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-984836-03-8
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SQUIRE

Alfageeh, Sara & Nadia Shammas
Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins
(336 pp.)
$21.99 | $14.99 paper | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-06-294585-3
978-0-06-294584-6 paper

SALAAM, WITH LOVE

Beg, Sara Sharaf
Underlined (272 pp.)
$9.99 paper | Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-593-48262-9

A teen engages with family, faith, and
more over the course of a transformative
Ramadan.
Dua Sheikh grew up surrounded by
her parents’ Pakistani culture although
they are the only desi family in the area.
An only child, she is also keenly aware that her parents also
wish there was more of a Muslim community in their small
town. After being invited to spend Ramadan at the Queens
home of one of her paternal uncles, her parents are thrilled. But
Dua worries about how she’ll fit in with her cousins, who seem
much more connected to their religion than she is and have
been immersed in a community of Muslim peers. At first, a lot
of her fears seem valid: Her cousin Mahnoor is standoffish, and
even her 4-year-old cousin is eagerly memorizing sections of the
|

FOOLS IN LOVE
Fresh Twists on
Romantic Tales

Ed. by Blake, Ashley Herring &
Rebecca Podos
Running Press Kids (288 pp.)
$17.99 | Dec. 7, 2021
978-0-7624-7234-5
Fifteen notable YA authors take on
romantic tropes.
Each entry centers on a familiar
romance plot convention—named in the story’s subtitle—with
the settings and characters’ identities bringing additional
variety. In Laura Silverman’s “The Passover Date: Fake Dating,” 18-year-old Rachel Ableman ropes in her middle school
crush, Matthew Pearlman, to attend a chaotic family Seder.
In Julian Winters’ “What Makes Us Heroes: Hero vs. Villain,” Black superhero-to-be Shai encounters his estranged
friend and maybe-villain-in-training, Kyan, while waiting for
his ex-boyfriend. While romance naturally is at the forefront,
themes of identity, belonging, and social status are developed
in many stories. Some protagonists take on patriarchal norms:
Gloria Chao’s “Teed Up: Oblivious to Lovers” sees Taiwanese
American Sunny Chang competing as the sole female golfer
in a junior championship, while Lili Marin of Lilliam Rivera’s
“These Strings: Sibling’s Hot Best Friend” longs to take a creative leadership role in the family business, a Latinx traveling
puppet theater. In several stories, characters reflect on gender
and sexual orientation. For example, Lev from Mason Deaver’s
“Boys Noise: Only One Bed at the Inn” plays hooky and takes a
trip to New York City with a fellow member of his boy band; he
reflects on being gay and trans and the toll of the professional
contract that keeps him closeted. From meet-cutes to frenemies to long-gestating feelings, this anthology offers a pleasurable assortment of love connections.
Delightful, romantic fun. (author bios) (Romance anthology.
14-18)
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Teenage Aiza hungers for adventure
and hopes to become a Squire in the
Bayt-Sajji army, which would set her on
the path to knighthood.
Being a Knight means heroism, glory, and—for those like
Aiza who reside in conquered territories—the possibility of
full citizenship. As an Ornu person, easily recognized by the
tattoo on her right arm, Aiza faces discrimination from those
who resent her people’s hesitation about integrating. Altering
her identification papers and covering up her tattoo, she sets
off and joins an ethnically diverse cohort that reflects the vast
reach of the Bayt-Sajji Empire and the vision of unification held
by Gen. Hende, the woman who oversees the recruits’ training. After Aiza fails the first set of Squire tests, she finds an
unexpected mentor in groundskeeper Doruk, who helps Aiza
improve her sword work but warns her about the violent realities of war; he lost his right arm in battle. History as a purposefully crafted narrative is a dominant theme throughout the story,
underscored by calls for unity. The setting, which reads as a
fantasy version of Jordan, is beautifully and luminously colored,
with artwork that emphasizes the interplay of light and shadow.
The characters’ expressions are another visual highlight, used to
great effect for both comic and dramatic impact.
An engaging graphic novel that examines the nature of
prejudice and the cost of imperial expansion. (character
sketches, historical notes, creators’ notes) (Graphic fantasy. 13-18)

Qur’an while she struggles to study and memorize surahs. But
after discovering that two of her cousins are in Sheikh, Rattle,
and Roll, a Muslim rock band, and that the band’s drummer is
the cute and thoughtful Hassan, Dua wonders if she is finally
finding the connections she’s lacked at home. The treatment of
an instance of horrific Islamophobic violence halfway through
the book feels underdeveloped and will leave readers with questions, but Beg’s novel is a warm and inviting story about a girl
exploring her relationship to her cultural and religious heritage.
An uneven but promising look at the coming-of-age of a
Muslim American teen. (Fiction. 13-18)

THE SAME BEAT

Britton-Barrows, Dakota
West 44 Books (200 pp.)
$19.95 | Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-9785-9562-0
Series: West 44 YA Verse
In this novel in verse, a teen girl finds
herself at journalism camp in the city.
The summer before senior year,
Teegan is devastated when she discovers her best friend, Maria, is going on a
road trip to look at colleges without her. Used to following in
Maria’s shadow, shy Teegan realizes she needs to pursue her own
dreams, and her parents plan for her to spend two months at
journalism camp in New York City. At camp, she’s partnered up
with Marcy: They’ll be assigned a new beat each week to cover,
writing stories that culminate in a newspaper final project at the
end of the summer. Teegan is wowed by bold recent high school
graduate Marcy, who introduces herself as bisexual and explains
that she plans to go backpacking through Europe when camp is
over instead of to college. As the summer passes, Teegan comes
out of her shell and realizes she’s attracted to Marcy—but what
will happen to their relationship when the summer’s over? Even
though the sparse verse stays close to Teegan’s emotional firstperson perspective, the character growth and romance feel
sudden since, unfortunately, the adventures in New York City
happen mostly off the page. The sweet discovery of sexuality
redeems this otherwise ordinary story. Despite the diverse
urban setting, characters default to White.
A solid but unexceptional coming-of-age story for reluctant teen readers. (Verse novel. 12-18)

TRAPPED

Brouwer, Sigmund
Orca (96 pp.)
$10.95 paper | Feb. 15, 2022
978-1-4598-2861-2
Series: Orca Anchor
Matt counts the days until he turns 16
and can escape his abusive foster parents.
The gold nugget Matt finds in the
Yukon River valley could be his ticket to
independence—if he can just keep it hidden. For years, brutal Dan Cork and his indifferent, alcoholic
wife have fostered boys and worked them hard. One boy disappeared and was never found. (Matt has his suspicions as to why).
Forced to do the Corks’ housework and more, Matt especially
hates being made to trap, shoot, and skin animals for their pelts.
When fellow feeling prevents him from killing a beaver with a
broken leg that’s caught in a trap, Matt frees it instead, pretty
sure it will survive. Watching the beaver slide into the river, he
spots a baseball-sized chunk of gold. Experience has taught
him that if Dan, who keeps close tabs on him, knows Matt has
something he wants, he’ll take it. Matt doesn’t have much time
250
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to hide the gold; he’s supposed to meet Dan soon. Vicious but
clever, Dan has trained Matt to think like a trapped animal: to
anticipate what he will do and craft a strategy to defeat him.
Now Matt has just moments to carry out a plan. The taut and
gripping plot more than compensates for occasionally repetitive syntax. Characters present White by default.
From the first sentence, this compact, suspenseful title
pulls reluctant readers in and never lets go. (author’s note)
(Thriller. 12-18)

SUNNY G’S SERIES OF
RASH DECISIONS

Dhillon, Navdeep Singh
Dial Books (300 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-0-593-10997-7

A meet-cute moment between two
Fresno seniors transforms a mediocre
prom night into an evening of unplanned
adventure.
When Sikh teen Sunny Gill’s brother,
Goldy, died, he left behind a chaotic journal that Sunny has
decided to fill with a list of uncharacteristically impulsive goals,
starting with getting a makeover and going to prom. The timing coincides with Goldy’s barsi, marking the anniversary of his
death, but Sunny isn’t ready to face the finality it represents or
explain to all the aunties and uncles why he shaved his beard
and stopped wearing a turban. He’s also not in the mood to see
his best friend, West African British Ngozi, whose impending
post-graduation departure to attend Berkeley he resents. That
doesn’t stop Ngozi from enlisting the help of Hmong American classmate Mindii Vang to rescue Sunny from prom and coax
him into attending the Snollygoster Soiree, an annual event
dedicated to Ngozi and Sunny’s favorite fantasy book series.
With several hours to kill, Mindii and Sunny pass the time by
making rash decisions to add to his list. The novel’s premise is
simple, allowing Sunny’s layered characterization and conflicting emotions to take center stage: His varied interests include
cosplay, crochet, and heavy metal, and he struggles with stuttering and insecurity. Mindii is an empathetic partner whose willingness to open up about her own grief shows Sunny that he’s
not as alone as he thinks.
Poignant and moving, with an undercurrent of romance.
(Fiction. 13-18)
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“Subverts expectations in refreshing ways.”
if this gets out

RIMA’S REBELLION
Courage in a Time of Tyranny

Engle, Margarita
Atheneum (208 pp.)
$18.99 | Feb. 15, 2022
978-1-5344-8693-5

HORROR HOTEL

Fulton, Victoria & Faith McClaren
Underlined (256 pp.)
$9.99 paper | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-593-48348-0
Four ghost-hunting friends travel
to Los Angeles to film overnight at the
Hearst Hotel, a site notorious for its violent past, in this supernatural thriller.
Told in alternating first-person perspectives by Las Vegas teens Chrissy,
Chase, Emmaline, and Kiki, the story stays tightly focused on
their clandestine Halloween weekend road trip, quickly filling
in their background at the beginning as a team who regularly
post to a popular YouTube channel they created about ghostly
happenings. Chrissy is the only one with the psychic ability to
perceive ghosts, an experience that has left her traumatized
since she first began seeing spectral beings when her mother
became ill and died when she was a child. Her disturbing experience at the hotel is described in grim detail as she runs into the
mutilated ghosts of one murdered young woman after another,
which doesn’t always mesh with the slow-burn romance subplot
|

IF THIS GETS OUT

Gonzales, Sophie & Cale Dietrich
Wednesday Books (416 pp.)
$18.99 | Dec. 7, 2021
978-1-250-80580-5
Saturday has everything a boy band
should: sleek choreography, stylish clothes,
and, of course, enough personality and
intrigue to keep the world interested.
Ruben Montez and Zach Knight
comprise one-half of this infallible formula. Ruben, the musical-theater–obsessed son of wealthy
Spanish immigrants, tones down his energy and his incredible
voice on stage to fit the cookie-cutter image of ordinary boy
next door. Zach, a White boy from Oregon, is a leather-clad
rebel in front of the cameras and a devoted and thoughtful son
to his single mother behind them. As they embark on their first
international tour, these four 18-year-olds—Ruben, Zach, and
band mates Angel Phan (cued as Vietnamese American) and Jon
Braxton (who has a Black mom and a White dad who is Saturday’s band manager)—wrestle with the expectations of their
fans, their management team, their grueling touring schedule,
their parents, and, most of all, their own bounding, leaping
hearts. In this unexpectedly poignant love story, the glamorous
facade of stardom is peeled away to reveal the human cogs of
the great pop-culture machine. While often comfortably formulaic, the story subverts expectations in refreshing ways: Family conflict stems from causes other than bigotry, mental health
struggles are acknowledged and destigmatized, and, pleasingly,
in this story about the pitfalls of boy-band fame, teenage girls
aren’t the villains.
A lively novel with as much appeal as the band itself. (Fic
tion. 14-18)
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Rima Marín fights overwhelming
oppression in 1920s Cuba.
Life isn’t easy for Rima, a 12-year-old
living in Guanabacoa, Cuba, in 1923. She
lives with her mother and grandmother
and helps them with their lacemaking and blacksmithing, but
she’s a squatter on her father’s land. Brown-skinned, multiracial
Rima is a “natural” child, born out of wedlock, possessing no
rights, and not acknowledged as a member of her father’s family; meanwhile, her light-skinned half sister, Violeta, leads a privileged life with their father. Rima lives in a time when it is within
the men’s legal rights to murder their wives or daughters if they
are caught with a lover (the other men are fair game, too). Clearly,
she’s got a lot to rebel against, and readers will understand why
she becomes a mambisa, joining a legacy of women activists on
horseback who fought for Cuba’s independence from Spain and
women’s suffrage. The life of this fictional character highlights
crucial subjects, such as Cuba’s complex ethnic and racial history and the long struggle for women’s rights. Unfortunately, the
book’s brevity doesn’t allow readers to dig deeply enough into
these issues. The poetry is beautiful, but the verse form paired
with a fast-paced plot—Rima’s narrative jumps through time and
plot points at lightning speed—leaves readers feeling breathless.
A worthy story about Cuba’s feminist history that moves
too quickly. (historical note, timeline) (Verse novel. 12-18)

as Bram, a fellow psychic, appears on the scene and, to Chase’s
chagrin, seems to be sweeping Chrissy off her feet (Emma also
nurses a crush on Kiki). Creepy hotel managers, jump scares,
and an overall eerie atmosphere are entertaining, and the plot
moves swiftly through familiar genre territory. Most significant
characters default to White; Kiki has dark-brown skin.
A brief, engaging, and at times grisly mystery that will keep
readers guessing. (Supernatural thriller. 14-18)

ICEBREAKER

Graziadei, A.L.
Henry Holt (304 pp.)
$18.99 | Jan. 18, 2022
978-1-250-77711-9
Being a hockey phenom doesn’t magically cure overwhelming depression and
anxiety, but falling for a teammate definitely complicates things.
At Hartland University in upstate
|
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“An engaging read for sports fans and romance lovers alike.”
finding her edge

New York, White freshman Mickey James III has the weight
of his family’s hockey legacy on his shoulders: His father and
grandfather are both alumni and former NHL legends. The allbut-guaranteed trajectory of his seemingly charmed life makes
him deeply uneasy but also sows some initial resentment in
his teammates, as Mickey’s mental health issues and years of
sports-only development have left him a bit awkward. Luckily,
they come to be overwhelmingly supportive—even Jaysen Caulfield, the other top NHL prospect and Mickey’s biggest rival,
who is a Black player in a mostly White sport. Explicit conversations about mental health make for a refreshing take on the
typical athlete’s journey. Mickey’s five older sisters and their
respective successes also shed sobering light on gender inequity in sports while raising the stakes for Mickey in a family full
of winners. Mickey’s queerness and budding relationship with
Jaysen highlight first-time author Graziadei’s ability to balance
teen melodrama and well-paced eroticism with a thoughtful,
contemporary consideration of queer representation in sports
and media. Despite well-worn tropes that move both boys from
a tumultuous meet-cute toward as realistic a future as possible
for two NHL players in love, Mickey’s progress with his mental
health avoids predictability.
Equal measures unabashed romance and sports story;
a thoughtfully rewarding read for those who need one most.
(Fiction. 14-18)

IN THE SERPENT’S WAKE

Hartman, Rachel
Random House (512 pp.)
$18.99 | $21.99 PLB | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-101-93132-5
978-1-101-93133-2 PLB
Teenage Tess returns for further
adventure.
Picking up almost immediately after
the conclusion of Tess of the Road (2018),
this is both continuation and expansion—of the map, the cast of characters, and the scale of Tess’
mission, which again includes seeking a World Serpent. This
aim is now accompanied by a side of guilt, as the one she found
in the first book was killed by a scientific expedition, leaving
Tess’ quigutl friend in distress. Despite an opening poem retelling the events of the first volume, there is little here to ground
a new reader. The close third-person perspective moves among
Tess, Marga (a Ninysh countess, naturalist, and adventurer), and
Spira, a dragon scholar born without maternal memories who
cannot take dragon shape. All three, plus a large cast of secondary characters, must situate themselves against a backdrop of
political unrest caused by relentless expansion by the Whitecoded Ninysh into the lands of darker-skinned inhabitants of
island nations. The themes here, not always subtle, revolve
around story and history: who tells it, who hears it, and how
hard it is to separate oneself from the (his)story that shapes you.
Hartman’s inclusive world grapples with questions of sovereignty and colonization, religion, and gender in ways that both
252
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reflect and comment on our own world, generally without sacrificing the moving, if busy, narrative.
A compelling duology closer. (cast of characters, glossary)
(Fantasy. 13-adult)

PIXELS OF YOU

Hirsh, Ananth & Yuko Ota
Illus. by J.R. Doyle
Amulet/Abrams (176 pp.)
$22.99 | $16.99 paper | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-4197-5281-0
978-1-4197-4957-5 paper
Biased AI, creativity, and the line
between human and machine collide—
and sparks fly.
In a near-future New York City, at a
time when artificial intelligence has become ubiquitous, powering self-driving cars and more, Indira and Fawn are unpaid
interns perfecting their photography skills. But there’s one
major difference between the two: Fawn is AI, while Indira is
human. Indira is taciturn with Fawn until their boss, noticing
the animosity between them, declares that they must work
together to create a joint photography exhibition. Forced to
spend time together, Fawn and Indira begin to learn more about
each other and the ways in which both human and AI society
don’t always allow them to fit in—Indira because she is Indian
American and Fawn because of her outward appearance as a
young White woman. Drawn in a manga style, the story follows
Indira and Fawn as they explore the city, alternating between
light banter and discussing heavier topics. Ultimately a short
but sweet story about two girls slowly falling in love, there are
enough details here to raise interesting questions about humanmade algorithms and bias coded into artificial intelligence but
not enough to fully flesh out the world. The art, however, is
striking, with bold, stark colors; plays on light and dark; and
disrupted frames depicting photos and extending emotional
moments.
The feelings of a Sapphic short story plus questions about
the darker aspects of technology. (Graphic science fiction. 13-18)

FINDING HER EDGE

Iacopelli, Jennifer
Razorbill/Penguin (304 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-0-593-35036-2
Elite competition and family legacy
take center stage in this ice-rink romance.
To 16-year-old ice skater Adriana
Russo, daughter of Olympic gold medalist parents, the spotlight is simply part
of life at Boston’s prestigious, familyowned Kellynch Rink. Her older sister, Elisa, stars in a reality TV show with their dad and is on her way to compete in
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the Beijing Olympics. Maria, her younger sister, is embroiled
in relationship drama with her figure skating partner, Charlie Monroe. Meanwhile, Adriana and her ice dancing partner,
Brayden Elliott, are preparing for the Junior World Championships in Paris. Enter Freddie O’Connell, former crush, ice dance
partner, and best friend, and Adriana has a lot more on her mind
than perfecting her routine. Complicating things further is her
fictitious romance with Brayden that is vaulting them to social
media fame. Behind the glamour, though, is the overwhelming
debt created by her father’s lavish spending since the death of
her mother four years earlier and the pressure Adriana feels to
help keep the family afloat financially. Strained family dynamics
and setbacks on the ice add to the obstacles that threaten to distract Adriana from her goals. Woven throughout the story are
behind-the-scenes looks into the world of competitive skating
and the all-encompassing commitment required and physical
demands the athletes face daily. Adriana and most other central
characters read as White; Charlie and his family are Black.
An engaging read for sports fans and romance lovers alike.
(Romance. 12-17)

Lang, Karen, Selim Tezel, MIT App
Inventor Project & MIT Computer Science
and Artificial Intelligence Laboratory
MITeen Press/Candlewick (224 pp.)
$22.99 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-5362-1914-2

A guide to begin programming in
MIT App Inventor.
This guide breaks down the app programming process into
steps involving assembling and organizing the components
you need (images, buttons, etc.) and then coding the functions
using an interface that will already be familiar for readers who
have used MIT’s visual programming language, Scratch. To help
readers become confident with the software, the book uses
screenshots to introduce them to the drag-and-drop graphical
user interface—the Designer, where the components are assembled, and Blocks, which allows for Scratch-like coding. After
the first chapter familiarizes readers with the vocabulary and
basics, subsequent projects are designed with a clear focus. One
possible drawback of the simplified, streamlined process is that
it assumes everything will go smoothly and doesn’t have much
troubleshooting built in short of proofreading code blocks to
make sure they match those provided by the book. The chapter projects start off simply (a greeting app, a basic translator,
and a digital piano) before working up to more complicated
creations (a game played by tilting a mobile device, a tour guide
app, and a cloud-supported chat app). Each project ends with
ideas for how young programmers can further customize them.
Between chapters, there are inspirational profiles of diverse
young programmers from around the world who have used programming to improve their communities. Readers must have a
|

REQUIRED READING FOR THE
DISENFRANCHISED
FRESHMAN

Lee, Kristen R.
Crown (336 pp.)
$18.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-593-30915-5

Savannah Howard leaves home in
Tennessee to attend prestigious Ivy
League Wooddale University on a full
scholarship.
With her Mama’s mantra—“I’ve worked hard. I deserve to
be here”—in her heart, hardworking Black 18-year-old Savannah has the common sense to know that predominantly White
Wooddale will be a world apart from life in the Memphis projects where she grew up. However, nothing can prepare her for
the hurtful microaggressions she faces on Day 1 from her privileged roommate, Elaina, and Elaina’s mother or the defacing of
the statue commemorating the first Black president of Wooddale. When she suspects that student-body president Lucas and
his frat brothers are responsible for the incident, Savannah’s
quest for justice begins alongside her new friends, Black sophomores Tasha and Benji. Online, she uses the #WoodaleConfessions hashtag to draw attention to the cause. Savannah’s voice
is clear, and through her, Lee’s debut presents readers with a
highly relatable, strong female lead. Savannah wants to make
her mother proud and stay solid for her brilliant BFF, B’onca,
who has been dealt a different hand. She vacillates between
keeping her head down and working toward her degree and
being an activist. What transpires will leave readers in awe of
her integrity and grit. This novel will speak to anyone who has
struggled with knowing whether the right thing to do was the
right thing for them.
A moving and authentic exploration of one young woman’s
moral compass. (Fiction. 13-18)

y o u n g a d u lt

BECOME AN APP INVENTOR
Your Guide to Designing,
Building, and Sharing Apps

computer, mobile device, and internet access to implement the
instructions.
A clear, empowering way to learn app-making. (bibliography, index, photo credits) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

EXTASIA

Legrand, Claire
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins
(496 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 22, 2022
978-0-06-269663-2
Teenage witches take down the
patriarchy.
The Barrow family—young teen
Blessing and her older sister, who’s just
taken the saint’s name Amity—live in
Haven, the only human settlement to survive the wars that
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destroyed The World That Once Was. Living in a White society
supposedly chosen by God, governed by men, and ruled by a
religious text called the Sanctificat, illiterate Amity is excited to
take up the red hood of the saints and open herself up to visitations during which community members physically assault holy
girls in a warped ritual. Over the course of 61 chapters, Amity
sets out to save her village from mysterious and grisly murders, finds and joins a multiracial coven of witches powered by
a supernatural force called extasia, changes her name to Rage,
falls in love with a fellow saint-turned-witch, unravels the truth
around her disgraced mother, and learns information about
humanity’s fate that upends everything she has been taught.
The entertaining but derivative core of the story, which is
weakened by allegories that are blunt and overwrought, would
have been better served by getting to the various points without so much meandering. This doorstopper borrows at times
from classic and contemporary White feminist literature with a
blend of science and magic.
Lacking a punch. (Fantasy. 14-18)

IT WILL END LIKE THIS

Leigh, Kyra
Delacorte (352 pp.)
$18.99 | Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-593-37552-5

Lizzie Borden’s story gets a contemporary reimagining.
Sisters Charlotte and Maddi grieve
for their deceased mother. They were
told her heart stopped, but they find
that suspicious. To make matters worse,
Amber, their mother’s young personal assistant, is now dating
their dad and wearing their mother’s jewelry. When Maddi
uncovers poison in their house, the siblings start to question
whether their dad and Amber had something to do with their
mother’s death. They share their worries with Uncle Jake, their
mom’s brother, and new student Lana seeks Charlotte’s friendship and offers to help as well. However, Charlotte and Maddi
soon learn the only ones they can truly trust and rely on are each
other, and drastic measures may be warranted. Readers familiar
with the true Borden story will know that murder is coming,
but this novel’s focus is on the mindsets and emotions of the
sisters as their grief turns to anger and rage. Short chapters shift
between Charlotte’s and Maddi’s narratives. Charlotte in particular feels like an unreliable narrator, as she constantly questions and contradicts herself, which will make readers question
her mental state. The story has all the trimmings of a slow-burn
psychological thriller, but the straightforward, repetitive text
is dull while the twists and turns are obvious and lack shock
value or are simply not believable. Main characters are assumed
White.
Lackluster. (author’s note, resources) (Psychological thriller.
14-18)
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THIS WOVEN KINGDOM

Mafi, Tahereh
Harper/HarperCollins (512 pp.)
$19.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-06-297244-6

Magic, political intrigue, and forbidden love collide in Mafi’s tale inspired by
Islamic tradition and the Persian epic
poem the Shahnameh.
Ever since the fall of Iblees, a Jinn
and being of fire who rebelled against
God’s creation of humans, all Jinn-kind have been forsaken by
a universe that bore witness to the fall of their civilization and
humanity’s inheritance of the world. Though the kingdom of
Ardunia’s Fire Accords established a tenuous peace between
the two races, ingrained hatred for those associated with the
devil resulted in the exploitation of Jinn and curtailing of their
abilities. Alizeh, a Jinn working as a servant in a noble house,
hopes for a reprieve from her state of destitution, grief over her
parents’ deaths, and flight from constant persecution. Because
in addition to being Jinn, ice also runs through Alizeh’s blood,
marking her as the heir to a lost kingdom whose power will lead
to the unification and liberation of her people. When Prince
Kamran discovers Alizeh, he cannot deny his attraction to her,
even as her very existence threatens his grandfather, the king;
the continuity of Ardunia; and perhaps humanity itself. Alizeh
agonizes over her own feelings for the prince and the implications of the prophecy while she navigates between those who
see her as an enemy and those who wish to use her. Richly textured, descriptive prose coupled with agonizing romance combine in this fantastical epic.
Gut-wrenchingly beautiful. (author’s note) (Fantasy. 13-18)

OPHELIA AFTER ALL

Marie, Racquel
Feiwel & Friends (352 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-250-79730-8

It’s the end of senior year, and Ophelia Rojas is overwhelmed by the many
changes charging through her life.
Ophelia—17, hopeless romantic, fittingly flower-obsessed, Cuban and White—
knows that the future is coming on fast.
Soon she’ll graduate and start college, moving away from parents
she actually gets along with, best friends she shares everything
with, and even her beloved rose garden. With so much of her life
in flux, she wishes some routines would stay intact. Then Talia—
Black and Puerto Rican, quietly intelligent—starts occupying all
her thoughts, and she’s not sure what that means. The novel
is rich in secondary characters, all of whom learn and struggle
together in a messy web of teenage friendships. There’s Agatha
(Black, plus-sized fashionista), on her way to design school and
determined to succeed; Lindsay (White, popular as all get out),
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“Insights into personalities and relationships give an
intimate look at struggles to end oppression.”
freedom!

juggling the expectations of two lovestruck boys and an entire
presumptuous world; Sammie (Pakistani American and Muslim,
jester and boy next door), whose emotions are fast outgrowing
his usual devil-may-care attitude; and Wesley (Korean American) and Zaquariah (Black), both artists navigating their own
growing pains. Marie writes Ophelia and her friends through
the hurdles and heartaches of senior spring with charm and
insight, giving each character complexity and their varied
cultural experiences the space, consideration, and depth they
deserve.
A feel-good and effortlessly inclusive coming-of-age story
that deftly captures the aching tension of queer adolescence.
(Fiction. 13-18)

AND WE RISE
The Civil Rights Movement
in Poems

This collection guides readers through
the era of civil rights activism that began
when racial segregation in schools was
deemed illegal by the Supreme Court in
Brown v. Board of Education.
Debut author Martin surveys events and figures from the
1950s and 1960s in poetic musings that often take advantage
of their forms to situate readers in these suffocating, intense
decades of racial violence. Historical photographs are juxtaposed against the text, adding to the impact. Martin’s work is
most effective when revealing lesser-known aspects of history—
like a quiet, haunting meditation on how Dr. Martin Luther
King Jr. enjoyed playing pool or an ode highlighting Claudette
Colvin, unsung teen precursor to Rosa Parks. However, awkward phrasing comes across as dissonant when dealing with the
horrors discussed throughout, as with these lines: “This is the
story of Emmett Till / about the way he was ultimately killed //
he crossed his murderers at / Bryant’s Grocery and Meat Market / no one would save him / no one would stop it.” Readers
who overlook the sometimes-underwhelming craft elements
will appreciate places where the writing shines, as when a participant in the Memphis sanitation strike wonders: “3/5 of a man,
/ am I / still?”
Sparse, accessible pieces to connect budding poets to history, marred by inconsistent quality. (author’s note, timeline,
quotation sources, image credits, further reading, bonus content) (Poetry. 12-18)
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Martin, Jetta Grace, Joshua Bloom & Waldo
E. Martin Jr.
Levine Querido (320 pp.)
$19.99 | Jan. 18, 2022
978-1-64614-093-0
An account of the young activists
who banded together to form the Black
Panther Party and push for change.
This detailed, thoroughly researched
account covers the Black Panther Party’s origins until the final
office closed in the early 1980s. The party had its beginnings
in the contentious relationship between the police and Black
people in Oakland, California. However, founders Huey Newton and Bobby Seale were also influenced by their families’
experiences with Jim Crow, the agitation of the civil rights era,
and the developing Black Power movement. Nonviolence held
no appeal, but the words of Malcolm X resonated, and the 1966
establishment of the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense represented a new approach. As Eldridge Cleaver, Tarika Lewis,
Elendar Barnes, and others joined, the party expanded its reach
and mission, seeking to improve education, health, and criminal justice systems and speaking out against the Vietnam War.
Law enforcement, including the FBI, viewed its members as
threats and began to actively seek to undermine the party and
destroy its leadership. Debut author Martin is joined by scholars Bloom and Martin Jr., who co-authored an award-winning
history of the Panthers. Their insights into personalities and
relationships give an intimate look, set against the background
of U.S. history, at their struggles and determination to end the
oppression of their people. Many photographs from the period
enhance the text.
A valuable addition to the history of African American
resistance. (Black Panther Party’s Ten-Point Program, authors’
note, timeline, glossary, photo credits, endnotes, index) (Non
fiction. 12-18)

y o u n g a d u lt

Martin, Erica
Viking (144 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-593-35252-6

FREEDOM! THE STORY OF THE
BLACK PANTHER PARTY

ONCE MORE WITH CHUTZPAH

Neil, Haley
Bloomsbury (352 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-1-5476-0709-9

A struggling teenager finds herself
abroad.
Eighteen-year-old Tally Gelmont and
her twin brother, Max, are off to visit
Israel for the first time, on a trip that is
not Birthright but shares a lot of similarities with that common Jewish program. Max has been depressed
ever since he survived a drunken driving accident; Tally, for her
part, is still pretending like she’s unaffected by the incident even
though she is dealing with chronic anxiety as well as burgeoning questions about her sexuality. Aside from the setting, this
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“A thrilling story of family, supernatural
monsters, fabled heroes, and first love.”
from dust, a flame

novel has a cookie-cutter vibe: Tally’s interest in musical theater
feels tacked on rather than being a well-developed element of
her character, and there’s a stereotypical Black new-best-friend
character, Jewish Ethiopian American Saron, who exudes onenote Manic Pixie Dream Girl energy (and who calls her “Tally
Mark” to the point of annoyance). The novel also includes plenty
of earnest conversations between underdeveloped supporting
characters during which they blandly discuss their identities
(including the White Gelmont twins’ patrilineal Jewish heritage; their mother is Catholic). Tally’s process of discovering her
demisexuality just before Jerusalem Pride makes for a very flat
climax. The rest of the story is a cheerful “#IVEGOTCHUTZPAH” tour through Israel, occasionally acknowledging the existence of Palestinians, although despite a few moments when
the characters comment that “the history is complicated,” the
subject is not fully explored.
Takes on complex issues but doesn’t deliver with depth.
(author’s note) (Fiction. 14-18)

FROM DUST, A FLAME

Podos, Rebecca
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (416 pp.)
$17.99 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-0-06-269906-0
Hannah Kowalski is a normal teenage girl...at least, until she wakes up on
her 17th birthday with snake eyes.
Hannah and her older brother, Gabe,
have been moving around from state to
state most of their lives; their mother
never could manage to stay in the same place for long. When
they land in Jamaica Plain, Hannah insists they stay so she can
have some semblance of normality and a chance of academic
success at Winthrop Academy, where she attends on scholarship.
Unfortunately, when Hannah wakes up stricken by a centuriesold curse, a normal summer, let alone school year, is out of the
question. When their mother disappears after disclosing that
their family is actually Jewish, Hannah and Gabe take matters
into their own hands. Together they journey to their mother’s
hometown of Fox Hollow, New York, and with the help of their
new friend, Ari Leydon, whose family is connected to theirs,
activate a golem to help them on their quest to break the curse
and find their mother. Based on Jewish folklore, this contemporary fantasy is a thrilling story of family, supernatural monsters, fabled heroes, and first love. Told in chapters alternately
focusing on the present day, narrated in the first person, and
flashbacks told in the third person, the story will captivate readers and keep them turning pages until its satisfying conclusion.
An enjoyable, suspenseful modern take on Jewish folklore.
(family tree) (Fantasy. 14-18)
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WHY WOULD I LIE?

Rule, Adi
Scholastic (336 pp.)
$18.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-338-73671-7

An ambitious high school senior suspects her academic rival isn’t who he says
he is.
Overachiever Viveca North wants
nothing more than to get into Everett
College, which her late mother attended
as a freshman before becoming pregnant and dying in childbirth.
After an admissions interview goes south, she decides she needs
to be valedictorian in order to secure a spot; the only problem
is handsome new guy Jamison Sharpe, a recent transfer who’s
vying for the top spot. Jamison’s hard to hate and quickly wins
over all her classmates with his glamorous and exotic stories.
However, Viveca can’t help but compare him to her dad, a pathological liar. She’s also eerily reminded of her past: In seventh
grade she suffered a breakdown and made baseless accusations
of cheating against another girl. Without having proof of her
suspicions that odd facts about Jamison don’t add up, she knows
no one will believe her—and now she’s becoming unhealthily
obsessed with catching Jamison in a lie. Viveca’s fixation on her
grades at the expense of genuine passion or intrinsic interest, all
while pushing away friendships, delivers a nuanced depiction of
burnout. Those expecting suspense will be disappointed by the
fairly obvious plot twists and low-stakes pacing, but the charming, heartfelt characters, especially Viveca’s witty best friend,
Wren, make this a worthwhile read. Main characters default to
White; Wren uses they/them pronouns.
An entertaining story about the dangers of obsession.
(Thriller. 12-18)

CASTLES IN THEIR BONES

Sebastian, Laura
Delacorte (528 pp.)
$18.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-593-11816-0
Series: Castles in Their Bones, 1

Triplet sisters leave their homeland
to marry princes from other countries, a
step in their mother’s plan to expand her
rule.
Sophronia, Daphne, and Beatriz
have trained their whole lives in the art of deception. Empress
Margaraux wants them to drive their new countries to war with
each other so she can sweep in and assume control. Kindhearted
Sophronia is sent to Temarin to finally meet her betrothed, for
whom she has already started to develop feelings through their
exchange of letters. Daphne, the sister closest to their mother,
heads to Friv, where a rebellion is brewing, and Beatriz trained
with courtesans for her assigned duty in Cellaria, a country
where magic is outlawed. Margaraux gifted each daughter one
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wish, pulled down from the stars, to use only when desperately
needed. But the empress has plans of her own, and as truths are
revealed and new friendships and romances bloom, each sister
must decide where her loyalties lie. Kicking off a new trilogy,
this enchanting tale is filled with captivating court intrigue and
espionage. The narrative shifts between the three sisters, creating page-turning momentum. The worldbuilding is expansive
yet never overwhelming, as the multiple settings and characters
are distinct and compelling. While there seems to be no racial
diversity on this fantasy continent—the characters present
White—queerness is present, accepted in some countries and
not others, and there are tensions between people of different
classes.
Dazzling, female-driven fantasy. (Fantasy. 14-18)

I MUST BETRAY YOU

A rare look at the youth-led rebellion
that toppled Romania’s Ceaușescu.
Seventeen-year-old Cristian Florescu,
with his spiky hair, love of poetry and English, and crush on Liliana Pavel, is as much
of a rebel as it’s possible to be in Bucharest,
Romania, in 1989. Communist dictator Nicolae Ceaușescu has
been in power for 24 years, and most Romanians live in poverty,
exporting what they produce to unknowingly fund Ceaușescu’s
obscenely extravagant lifestyle. Wild dogs attack children in
the streets, and secret agents are everywhere. When an agent
confronts Cristian with evidence of treason—a single dollar
bill tucked inside his notebook—and also offers medicine for
Bunu, his sick grandfather, Cristian agrees to spy on the American diplomat family whose son he’s become friendly with. But
as young Romanians gradually become aware that other countries have gained freedom from communism, they rise up in
an unconquerable wave. Sepetys brilliantly blends a staggering
amount of research with heart, craft, and insight in a way very
few writers can. Told from Cristian’s point of view, intercut by
secret police memos and Cristian’s own poetry, the novel crackles with energy; Cristian and his friends join the groundswell
of young Romanians, combining pragmatism, subterfuge, hope,
and daring. While the story ends with joy on Christmas Day, the
epilogue recounts the betrayals and losses that follow. The last
line will leave readers gasping.
Compulsively readable and brilliant. (maps, photos,
author’s note, research notes, sources) (Historical fiction. 12-18)
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Tragedy turns a top basketball prospect toward a life of hard, hurt-filled
choices—but it’s never too late to
become more than our pain.
When her loving ex-con father is
assassinated, Aaliyah Davis’ already tumultuous life in Buffalo,
New York, is turned upside down. A star hooper, like her father
before her, and an unrepentant tomboy, to the chagrin of her
absentee mother, 16-year-old Aaliyah experiences the sort of
trauma no one should have to but that is unfortunately all too
common. Her story is presented here in raw, poignant verse
with first-person adolescent lyricism. With basketball no longer
an effective distraction from her growing anger, a budding relationship with a schoolmate who’s suffered similarly from gun
violence quickly turns into an opportunity for revenge. Until a
stint in juvenile detention that pointedly parallels her father’s
incarceration, learning to trust the right people proves to be
disastrously difficult for Aaliyah and many of the young people in this complicated story of loss, betrayal, and widespread
neglect––but it’s a hard-earned lesson that ultimately sets her
free. Accessible for reluctant readers, the attractive design and
fluid writing style make this a broadly appealing work. Main
characters are Black.
Trauma abounds in this earnest verse novel that ultimately––perhaps boldly––offers minimal consolation. (Verse
novel. 12-17)

y o u n g a d u lt

Sepetys, Ruta
Philomel (336 pp.)
$18.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-984836-03-8

SHOOT THE STORM

Taylor, Annette Daniels
West 44 Books (200 pp.)
$19.95 | Jan. 11, 2022
978-1-9785-9559-0
Series: West 44 YA Verse

FIRE BECOMES HER

Thor, Rosiee
Scholastic (368 pp.)
$18.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-338-67911-3

A girl’s scorching desire for power
threatens to consume her.
In a 1920s-inspired fantasy city
called Candesce lives teenager Ingrid
Ellis. Candesce is powered by flare, a
substance that permeates all corners of
human life, serving as beverage, fuel, weapon, electoral ballot,
and even an aesthetic enhancement. Though Ingrid attends
the prestigious Ainsley Academy, she’s had to fight for all she
has, being the impoverished daughter of a convict and having spent her childhood in an orphanage. Ingrid is dating the
handsome and affluent Linden Holt, whose senator father is
a candidate in the presidential election. Desperate to elevate
her social status, she ingratiates herself with Sen. Holt, becoming a spy for him within his rival candidate’s party. There she
meets captivating staffer Alex Castille, who makes her question
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“Readers will feel like these deeply real
sisters are their own close friends.”
lulu and milagro’s search for clarity

everything she’s ever wanted. Thor’s sophomore effort refuses
to be simply defined, mixing fantasy, romance, and political intrigue. Although it feels a bit uneven in its broad focus
and slow worldbuilding, themes of power and inequality are
thoughtfully explored through Ingrid’s self-actualization: She is
at times infuriatingly ruthless, but this makes her journey all the
more intriguing. A central relationship is asexual and includes
candid discussion of boundaries. Ingrid and Linden are White;
Alex has brown skin, and the supporting cast includes ethnic
diversity and queer representation.
An ambitious genre mashup. (Fantasy. 12-18)

THE TURNING POINTE

Torres, Vanessa L.
Knopf (432 pp.)
$18.99 | $21.99 PLB | Feb. 22, 2022
978-0-593-42613-5
978-0-593-42614-2 PLB
A love letter to Prince and 1983
Minnesota.
Sixteen-year-old Rosa’s days revolve
around ballet, but her heart’s not in it.
She yearns for funky beats, and Prince
is her hero, but under the abuse of Master Geno and the Minnesota Dance Company, she still shines as a ballerina. Master
Geno also happens to be her alcoholic father who abandoned
her family after he couldn’t deal with the aftermath of an accident 18 months ago. The accident left Gloria, Rosa’s sister,
mostly paralyzed and only able to say two words. Rosa feels
responsible and is only going through the motions of living,
until hope comes in the form of two things: a boy called Nikki
and the opportunity to dance with Prince when he performs at
a local nightclub. Nikki introduces her to sexy dance moves and
the world that’s lived on the corner of her street but that she’d
ignored until now: a world where boys who wear makeup get
beat up, and queer men die from AIDS. The novel is vivid with
historic details, making Minneapolis’ Block E neighborhood
a character in itself and setting the atmosphere for a relatable
main character to learn what her truth is and what it means to
live it. Rosa is Mexican American, and Nikki is Puerto Rican;
Spanish is seamlessly woven throughout, adding cultural texture to the story.
A powerful story of overcoming expectations with a hopeful ending. (Fiction. 14-18)
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THESE DEADLY GAMES

Urban, Diana
Wednesday Books (416 pp.)
$18.99 | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-250-79719-3

A gamer is forced into the deadliest
challenge she will ever engage in.
When the first anonymous message comes through her phone, Crystal
thinks she is being trolled again, but she
soon realizes that her sister has indeed
been kidnapped and is being held hostage, while the person
who took her forces Crystal into playing a game of increasingly
bizarre and violent tasks with a 24-hour time limit. Even though
she and her sister seem to be at the center of it all, Crystal’s
best friends and esports teammates start to fall victim when
her tormentor makes her choose between their lives and her
sister’s. As the hours pass, Crystal uses her gaming instincts to
discover who is behind it all and why she and her friends are
being targeted. She must succeed before her sister dies—and
her own secret is unveiled. Urban’s novel doesn’t pull punches as
readers follow a thrilling cat-and-mouse game between Crystal
and an anonymous figure. A few predictable twists don’t ruin
the overall experience, as its strongest feature is Crystal’s rich
and complex relationships with her violent, alcoholic father;
her friends; and her sister and the ways they intertwine with her
own past mistakes and the secrets she and her friends are keeping. Crystal is assumed White; there is some racial diversity in
the supporting cast.
A chilling and engaging thriller. (Thriller. 14-18)

LULU AND MILAGRO’S
SEARCH FOR CLARITY

Velez, Angela
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (400 pp.)
$18.99 | Feb. 8, 2022
978-0-06-307178-0
Sisters set off on a college tour in
search of answers to their uncertain
futures.
Peruvian American Milagro Zavala
and her younger sister, Lulu, couldn’t be
any more different, and it shows—especially in their life goals.
Milagro is desperate not to die a virgin; Lulu dreams of attending Stanford’s summer program. But their Mami stands in the
way: She wants Milagro to behave like a respectable young
lady, and she makes Lulu promise to stay in Baltimore for college, believing that leaving home will ruin her. After all, the
girls’ older sister, Clara, has changed dramatically since leaving
for the University of Iowa. When Lulu and Milagro embark on
the same college road trip, a joint effort organized by St. Agnes,
their Catholic girls’ school, and St. Anthony, the nearby all-boys
school, they must find out whether their dreams are possible—
and talking to Clara in person seems like the key. This novel digs
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deep into the twists and turns of sisterhood, and the girls’ voices
are delightfully distinct and humorous. Lulu calls one of Milagro’s make-out partners a “cologne-wearing parasite”; Milagro
gleefully tells readers that her first sexual encounter “will be me,
him, and my soul slowly departing to hell.” The bilingual Zavala
sisters are steeped in their culture, and the rest of the cast is
culturally diverse as well.
Readers will feel like these deeply real, funny, and ambitious sisters are their own close friends. (author’s note) (Fiction.
13-18)

KEMOSHA OF THE CARIBBEAN

Wheatle, Alex
Black Sheep/Akashic (288 pp.)
$33.95 | $15.95 paper | Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-63614-000-1
978-1-61775-982-6 paper
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An enslaved Black girl runs away in
search of freedom and becomes a pirate.
Fifteen-year-old Kemosha lives on a
plantation in St. Catherine, Jamaica, in
1668. Naïve and inquisitive, her life centers around the cookhouse, where she cooks and cleans, and
taking care of her younger brother, Gregory, the only family she
has. She does her best to protect him from the harsh plantation
owner, Capt. Tate, who is prone to violent rages. One day, Mr.
Powell, a White man, arrives at the plantation and purchases
Kemosha, separating her from everything she has ever known
and taking her to his tavern in Port Royal. Determined to return
for Gregory and buy freedom for both of them, Kemosha risks
her life by escaping. She is assisted by Ravenhide, a Black man
who teaches her sword fighting and survival skills, even helping her to win her freedom. Kemosha’s journey is filled with
dangerous challenges, the greatest of which is learning to hack
it aboard the ship of the infamous pirate Capt. Morgan. This
novel, filled with disturbing, graphic descriptions of violence,
has an interesting premise, and Kemosha’s heart and tenacity
are endearing. However, readers may have difficulty becoming
immersed in the story due to writing that feels heavy-handed
and inconsistencies in the language that can come across as
more contemporary than historical.
An inventive concept but unsatisfactory delivery. (author’s
note) (Fiction. 14-18)
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MANDALAY HAWK’S
DILEMMA
The United States
of Anthropocene

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

MANDALAY HAWK’S DILEMMA by Peter Aronson........................ 260

Aronson, Peter
Double M Books (238 pp.)
$8.99 paper | $3.99 e-book | Dec. 20, 2021
978-1-7320775-3-9

THE AUCTION by Tom Galvin......................................................... 269
LEAVING THE SAFE HARBOR by Tanya Hackney..........................270
A GIRL CALLED RUMI by Ari Honarvar......................................... 271

Young teens face climate change
head-on in Aronson’s middle-grade novel.
In 2030, when a Category 4 hurricane hits Maine, 13-year-old Mandalay
Hawk is home alone; her father, Tom, is away, and the roads
are closed. Water and wind batter the house, and Mandalay
barely survives a roof collapse. Afterward, she’s fed up with
adult complacency about extreme weather; to grab attention,
she breaks into her high school, Nagatoon Regional, and steals
50 electronic “dweebs”—tabletlike devices donated by energy
company Star Power—and sets them on fire in the parking lot.
In lipstick, she writes on a chalkboard, “If we don’t stop global
warming now, it will be too late. It will make the pandemic of
2020 look like a picnic in the park!!!” The action gets Mandalay
expelled and placed in front of Judge Mary Baxter, who fines
her $50,000 and sentences her to a year’s probation. She and
Tom move to Manhattan’s Morningside Heights neighborhood,
where she befriends classmates Jazmin and Gute, the latter a
dedicated reader who shuns personal electronic devices. As the
trio grows closer, Mandalay reveals her past, and the teens start
missing school to tour the city, which, in this era, is ravaged by
floods. When their history teacher, Mr. Harkness, learns that
the students are researching climate change and the United
States’ past response to crises during their outings, he allows
them to continue their jaunts. Eventually, Mandalay decides to
hold an event at City Hall, and with her friends’ help, she starts
KRAAP (Kids Revolt Against Adult Power) but remains unsure
about the future.
Aronson’s impassioned novel could serve as a primer for a
generation that sees climate change’s effects up-close in the
coming years. The world he envisions is surreal, frightening,
and, unfortunately, visible on our horizon today. His Manhattan,
for example, is so hot that it can support palm trees, and it has
canals to divert the rising Atlantic Ocean; fire has claimed the
animals of the Bronx Zoo, and lower Broadway has “two feet of
smelly, yucky, greenish water and no people.” Other problems
include tent cities of climate refugees from uninhabitable states,
such as Florida, and constantly hazy skies filled with wildfire
toxins. People also carry “stink towels” because they never stop
sweating. The book states its themes bluntly, as when Jazmin

CRIMINALS by Mike Karpa.............................................................. 271
GRAY by Dawn Moore Roy................................................................ 277
BANNED FROM CALIFORNIA by Robert C. Steele.........................278
THE TOWER PRINCESS by Michelle Tocher;
illus. by Richard Row........................................................................ 280
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Roy, Dawn Moore
Middlesex Press (314 pp.)
$24.99 | $12.99 e-book | July 27, 2021
978-1-73751-660-6
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says, “As a species, we’re pathetic....We just let this happen. To
satisfy the materialism of our civilization, more and more fossil
fuel is still being burned.” Still, Aronson tries to insert humor
in scenes involving the twin principals, Homer and Hubert
Bushwick, who try to rein in Mandalay’s behavior. The narrative’s final third introduces some far-fetched elements involving U.S. President William “Bucky” Billingham, but they’re less
important than the informative exposition for young readers:
“Anthropocene is a term used to describe the current scientific—
or geological—period in time...in which humans have impacted
earth and climate in a negative way.” The finale is pure wish fulfillment, but anything less would be criminal.
A scathing work and an essential blueprint for youth battling climate change.

such as gang leader John Mason, who has ears “shaped like
pitcher handles.” Overall, Becker’s thrilling, romantic story
will appeal to lovers of early American history.
A compelling tale of revolutionary times with charming
main characters.

ONE LIFE TO LEAD
Business Success Through
Better Life Design

Benaroya, Russell
Shemoto Press (212 pp.)
$15.95 paper | $9.99 e-book
Oct. 8, 2021
978-1-73707-390-1

THE TURNCOAT’S WIDOW
A Revolutionary War Mystery
Becker, Mally
Historia (308 pp.)
$17.95 paper | $6.99 e-book
Feb. 16, 2021
978-1-953789-28-0

A romance-tinged espionage adventure set during the American Revolutionary War.
Philip Parcell was spying for England before he realized that he could make more money selling
the names of his fellow spies to Gen. George Washington of
the colonial army. Caught by British soldiers in the middle of
this endeavor, Philip dies aboard the British ship Jersey, but
not before he beseeches fellow prisoner Daniel Alloway to
locate Philip’s wife, Becca, and the list of spies’ names. Daniel
cleverly escapes the Jersey and heads to Morristown, New Jersey, in search of Becca—more out of a desire for money than
any moral obligation. Becca, meanwhile, is living with her
mother-in-law, Lady Augusta, when rumors that she ratted out
her husband begin to spread through town. This, in turn, leads
Washington to ask her to spy for him in New York in exchange
for protection. Soon, Daniel agrees to help under the condition that he receive free passage to make “a fresh start somewhere far from here.” Becca and Daniel travel to New York
City, where they resume their search for the list—and maybe
find some romance along the way; they’re accompanied by
Lady Augusta and Annie, the Parcells’ servant. In her debut
novel, Becker’s shining prose (“The skulls of the ship’s dead
lined the beaches as thick as pumpkins in an autumn field”)
pairs well with historical details, such as how New York City
became an epicenter for Loyalists due to its British occupation.
Familiar figures, such as Washington and Alexander Hamilton,
appear alongside fictional players. The relationship between
Daniel and Becca has plenty of charm; Becca is shown to be
a fierce, smart, and often brave woman who never fit into the
society into which she married, while Daniel is painted as
clever and humorous even as he grapples with a traumatic past.
Becker’s secondary characters are also distinctively portrayed,
|
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A guide offers a fresh perspective on
business success as a function of life design.
According to entrepreneur and financial strategist Benaroya, leadership starts with designing one’s
own life—a novel approach for a business book. Life design,
writes the author, involves five sequential steps: “1. Ground stories with FACTS.” “2. Establish your PRINCIPLES.” “3. Harness ENERGY from the environment.” “4. Get in and stay in
your GENIUS ZONE.” “5. Take ACTION.” Each of these steps
forms a section of the volume, and every part includes detailed
descriptions, examples, and exercises. All of these elements are
standard fare in both self-improvement and business books, but
this manual’s laser focus on life design is refreshingly unique. In
fact, Benaroya labels as “Designers” the 12 entrepreneurs who
are extensively quoted throughout the work; their candid, firsthand experiences help enrich the content. For example, when
the author notes that many business owners revealed in conversation that they often fear “they are more lucky than good,” one
of the Designers shares this related experience: “When I finally
stopped trying to bang down the doors that were closed and lean
into the doors that were open, things started to improve for me.
I began to look at rejection as protection.” Similarly, Benaroya
illustrates the importance of principles (step two) with another
Designer’s insight. In rejecting an offer from a venture capital firm that she thought was too one-sided, she noted: “That
moment helped me crystallize what I really valued. It was like
it slapped me in the face and said, This is what I believe. And
you know, sometimes we don’t know what we believe until our
views are challenged in some way.” These observations come
from founders of a diverse range of small companies, some of
which are women- or minority-owned. Their candid comments
reveal the kinds of difficult, complex leadership issues they face.
Other material in the book is equally illuminating, such as the
author’s excellent advice, along with an exercise, for how to find
“your genius zone.” Benaroya builds a convincing argument that
better life design produces more business success.
Impassioned and thought-provoking leadership advice.
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“Blackbird’s ambitious tale infuses elements of horror, traditional
fantasy, and quantum physics into a challenging mélange.”
a wish too dark and kind

A WISH TOO DARK AND KIND

ripped and a thick black fur emerged from under the cuts.” But
with strident explorations of science, religion, and philosophy,
Blackbird’s story may leave casual fantasy fans begging for less.
A well-written, conceptually dense fantasy that’s demanding in its details.

Blackbird, M.L.
Little Blackbird (376 pp.)
978-1-73701-922-0
978-1-73701-921-3 paper

A self-styled prince invites several
immortals to a mysterious party in this
fantasy debut.
Councilor Alex Dryden is an immortal witch who works at the School of
Winchester. The academy specializes in
teaching gifted children, and one day she stands before a class
to demonstrate “magick.” But for Alex, magick is the manipulation of “tellur,” the invisible energy network that constitutes
reality. When a dangerous fae specimen runs amok in a school
lab, Alex helps subdue the creature. She’s then summoned to
headmaster Tylanus Spencer’s office. He explains that she’s been
invited to the palace of Arnaud Demeure in Paris. Demeure is
famous for granting wishes, so Alex can’t refuse. Meanwhile
in New Orleans, Hermann Walker, an immortal “Wurdulac”
who’s in “communion with his inner wolf,” is likewise invited
by Demeure to Paris. Eventually, eight fantastical individuals—Alex, Hermann, Daniel Cortese, Leto Sieberg, Aylin Van
Vloed, Ioniţă “Ioan” Sturdza, Celeste Moreau, and a man named
Roman—are teleported “away from the physical plane” to a
kind of chapel between layers of reality. Outside the chapel is a
freezing wasteland. Alex, being versed in physics and using her
third eye, determines that they are in a Schwarzschild box, or “a
singularity in the quintessential field.” When Demeure finally
arrives, he reveals himself to be the philosopher Descartes. He
brings the guests into his palace, which they may enjoy for “one
or two nights” until his wedding. Yet the more Alex peers into
Demeure’s elaborate illusions, the more she suspects the group
is trapped and about to be sacrificed in a world-breaking ritual.
Blackbird’s ambitious tale infuses elements of horror, traditional fantasy, and quantum physics into a challenging mélange.
The novel’s structure may divide his audience into those who
enjoy a fragmented narrative that builds its larger picture slowly
and those who don’t. The opening scenes that introduce Alex,
with flashbacks to immortal activity in prior centuries, speak to
intellectually agile storytelling. But the entrance of other characters onto the stage is less sure-footed. Hermann, for example,
listens to old tapes of his therapy sessions that add murkiness to
events before readers know what’s happening. His therapist, Dr.
R.J. Millard, says, “There is something in the way he sees things,
and perceives the world around him, such a level of depth and
speed that I can’t follow.” After the characters finally meet one
another, the narrative streamlines with clear explanations. The
Schwarzschild box, for example, can “tamper with reality, create rooms, even people, and push you deeper inside every time
you try to escape.” The stakes rise when it’s discovered that
Demeure’s ritual will pierce “the sky, quite literally making a
hole in our world to let other worlds, the higher planes, leak into
this one.” Horror fans will rejoice when action breaks out in the
book’s final third and “new eyes, of a golden yellow, emerged
from underneath Daniel’s usual gray ones. The skin on his face
262
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ICONOCLAST
A Sean McPherson Novel:
Book Two
Buchanan, Laurie
SparkPress (312 pp.)
$16.95 paper | $9.49 e-book
May 3, 2022
978-1-68463-125-4

A former cop goes up against the
mob in Buchanan’s second mystery
series installment.
Sean “Mick” McPherson has little time to unwind after
the events of Indelible (2021), in which Mick’s fiancee, Emma
Benton, was kidnapped by Jason Hughes, who was later killed.
This story opens with the brutal murder of Father Paddy MacCullough, the brother of Mick’s brother-in-law, Niall MacCullough. The hit was ordered by crime boss Giorgio “The Bull”
Gambino because of his concern about what Hughes might have
confessed to Paddy, a hospital chaplain. Soon, Emma is targeted
by an assassin masquerading as an author at the writing retreat
Pines & Quill, operated by Niall and Libby (Mick’s sister); later,
a sniper attempts to kill Emma while she’s on a whale-watching
boat. It turns out that Gambino is seeking to protect his asset
Toni Bianco, a dirty cop who’s the mobster’s mole in the local
police department. Mick and his law enforcement allies work
to find Paddy’s killer while also protecting Emma from her pursuers. This propulsive novel ably expands Buchanan’s entertaining series, which is built primarily on engaging characterization.
Mick and Emma both continue to grow as people, with Mick
deciding to become an armed private investigator and Emma
striving to walk again after the events of the previous book.
Niall fights through the pain of his brother’s murder and continues, with Libby, to run Pines & Quill with authority. Various
characters contribute small clues to the complex, central mystery, and the story offers readers context regarding Gambino’s
sinister plans and explains why a crime boss would care so much
about the confessions of a single man. The big question is how
long will Buchanan continue to hide a villain among the retreat’s
visitors? Readers will look forward to future series entries.
An involving thriller with compelling characters.

|

MRS. ALWORTH

A brilliant young woman ponders
love and death in 1920s New Jersey in
Castano’s brisk novel.
When 19-year-old Amanda Bannon
receives a terminal diagnosis for a chronic
illness she’s battled since childhood
(nameless but possibly a form of leukemia), her father, Joseph, a
police captain, promises to fulfill her deepest wish: “I have to be
able to do something....Anything you want, Amanda. Anything
in the world.” Normally reserved and bookish, Amanda stuns
her family (and it’s hinted, herself) by requesting to marry Orest
Alworth, a mysterious young friend of her father’s and one of
his fellow officers. Orest’s acceptance of the odd proposal (Mr.
Bannon does the asking) also comes as a shock, but despite the
awkwardness, wedding prep begins. The Bannons scramble to
orchestrate Amanda’s last wish—albeit in the quickest, quietest
way possible. Castano dusts off traditional archetypes and makes
them feel new; the cast includes Cecilia, a deceptively zany single
aunt; Margaret, Amanda’s critical but ever worried mother; and
Elizabeth and Catherine, Amanda’s teenage sisters, who witness
the first hints of Amanda’s feelings for Orest. A few plot twists
feel hazy, but Castano’s writing is cinematic, with gorgeous, delicate imagery that feels true to the time period. Amanda’s deadpan observations are also consistently enjoyable throughout. In
one of many dinner scenes, she verbalizes her feelings of separateness from her parents and sisters: “Wide-jawed, brown-eyed
and chestnut hair, Dad and Catherine. Blonde, green-eyed and
fine-boned, Mom and Elizabeth. Me? Slate-gray eyes dug up from
some quarry. A head covered in an earth-colored tangle.” Amanda
and Orest’s relationship takes shape slowly, more spiritual than
romantic, even as interfering family members, gossip, revelations
about Orest’s murky past, and the ever present specter of Amanda’s illness threaten to encroach.
Beautifully written and—perhaps fittingly—over too soon.
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they’re ready. Whether or not they heed that sound advice,
entrepreneurs are sure to benefit from the author’s wisdom.
This four-part “playbook” covers the bases: looking at buyers,
preparing a business for sale, working with advisers, and managing the sale process. Part 1 addresses two basic types of buyers:
strategic and financial. Coffey compares and contrasts them,
supplying insights into each. Included is a nifty formula to
estimate the size of a target financial buyer. A brief section discusses other buyer types, including Special Purpose Acquisition
Companies, which are currently in vogue. Part 2 is all about preparing for a business sale; the information shared by the author
here is invaluable. Coffey provides a clear definition of the
variations of “earnings before interest, taxes, depreciations, and
amortization”—“a measure by which all companies are valued
by most strategic and financial buyers.” He deftly explains such
key financial terms as cash-based versus accrual-based accounting,
generally accepted accounting practices, and quality of earnings. He also delivers a useful chapter that will likely help business owners increase the value of their companies by isolating
their real estate holdings from any sale. Tax advisers, accountants, attorneys, and investment bankers are considered in Part
3. Not only does Coffey describe these roles succinctly, he also
presents lists of questions to ask when evaluating such professionals. In Part 4, the author does an excellent job of detailing
a typical business sale process, including steps, documentation,
and meetings. The “example questions” to ask financial or strategic buyers are sure to help any seller garner vital information.
This section also features sage counsel regarding how sellers
should behave and why it could be beneficial for them to remain
involved in a company even after a sale. Business owners who
digest the instructive material in this book should be far better
prepared for a maximum value sale.
An authoritative and well-organized “sell smart” guide.

Castano, Tim
New Meridian Arts (226 pp.)
$17.00 paper | July 6, 2021
978-1-73438-358-4

ARC OF THE VALLEY
The Inside Story of Mint,
Silicon Valley, Soaring
Success, and Selling Out

Commissaris, Anton
Self (324 pp.)
$11.99 paper | $4.99 e-book
April 2, 2021
979-8-7318-5458-0

THE EXIT
STRATEGY PLAYBOOK
The Definitive Guide to
Selling Your Business

Commissaris recounts his experience building a successful tech startup.
The author was once a lawyer in the Northern California technology hotbed of Silicon Valley, but for all his success in his profession, he felt alienated from the region’s true
potential: “I felt more like a game umpire than a player—and
I wanted to play….I wanted to join a hot startup working in
business development….[I]t seemed like a better alternative to more decades of time-based billing for services.” So
he took a chance and left a promising career at a prestigious
firm—a move that paid off when he became part of the creation of Mint, a wildly successful new company that provided

Coffey, Adam
Lioncrest Publishing (198 pp.)
$14.99 paper | $4.99 e-book | Sept. 3, 2021
978-1-5445-2303-3

A manual offers expert advice on selling a business.
Coffey, who wrote The Private Equity
Playbook (2019) and has “bought, sold, and financed around
one hundred companies in twenty years,” makes a compelling
argument for owners to prepare for a business sale years before
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“Egi clearly explains the complicated subject
of dementia for young readers.”
a rose for grandma

A ROSE FOR GRANDMA
A Journey
Through Alzheimer’s

an online management system for personal finances; it was
the brainchild of young tech entrepreneur Aaron Patzer. The
author, who had a diverse range of professional experience
managing the legal and financial complexities of startups,
joined the venture, which launched to great success in 2007
and was quickly “anointed the hottest new startup in the
Valley.” Mint would eventually become the country’s leading
company of its kind, serving 1.5 million users. However, it
faced tough competition from Quicken, owned by Intuit, a
massive outfit that boasted more than $3 billion in annual
revenue. When Intuit offered to buy Mint, Commissaris was
wary, as he worried that the conservative corporate culture
of Intuit would prove to be stultifying. Also, Mint was built
for its long-term value, he says, not for a quick buck—or a lot
of quick bucks, for that matter. The author viewed the sale,
which occurred in 2009, as a departure from Mint’s original
mission, and he poignantly depicts his disappointment in
these pages.
Commissaris describes Mint’s trajectory from an idea to
a company sold for $170 million in meticulous detail. In fact,
the detail is so granular that some may find it to be a burden.
Most casual readers won’t be engaged by a discussion of the
challenges of finding the right VP of product management,
for instance, or the minutiae of this or that financial arrangement. Of course, these will be deeply valuable to the aspiring
entrepreneur in search of counsel. Indeed, within this memoir
is an instruction manual for building a tech business, covering everything from product development and personnel to
fundraising and marketing. Also, Commissaris paints a lively
picture of Silicon Valley as the “twenty-first century’s answer
to Florence during the Renaissance” while also presenting a
surprisingly candid remembrance; for example, he openly
recounts the problems posed by a romantic relationship
between the 20-something Patzer and the author’s 19-yearold niece. Along the way, Commissaris thoughtfully reflects on
the possibility that Mint’s success was really a species of failure—the premature celebration of fast riches over the future
possibility of greatness: “Did we let the fear of failure in going
it alone overcome enormous potential?...If we had kicked on,
might Mint have become the first FinTech unicorn since PayPal, and possibly the Amazon of money?”
A dense, intelligent exploration of the disruptive culture
of Silicon Valley.

Egi, Christiana
Illus. by Ramneet Kaur
Mindstir Media (62 pp.)
$16.99 paper | $9.99 e-book | April 14, 2021
978-1-73684-108-2

In this illustrated children’s book, a girl learns how to help
her grandmother who’s been diagnosed with dementia.
Bright-eyed Annie loves spending time with her grandparents, as does her brother, Andy. The kids enjoy helping
Grandma, especially with baking and gardening. In the kitchen,
Annie likes looking through Grandma’s memory box of special
recipes, and in the garden, she appreciates the fragrance of her
grandparents’ roses; for the elderly woman, they’re a reminder
of the single rose that Grandpa gave her in high school, when
they fell in love. However, she starts becoming forgetful and
confused during the kids’ visits, and the doctor says she has
Alzheimer’s disease, which the siblings’ mother explains is “loss
of memory, thinking, or reasoning.” Medicine helps Grandma
sleep better, and a “Senior’s Memory Club” day program allows
her to be with people her age and staff to look after her, so that
Grandpa can get a break from caretaking. Still, Grandma has
times when she’s sad, withdrawn, or upset. Annie has the good
idea to make a memory scrapbook called “A Rose for Grandma!”;
now, her grandma “can always have something beautiful to look
at, even on her not-so-good days.” In her debut book, Canadian
author Egi clearly explains the complicated subject of dementia
for young readers, as with an example of Grandma putting her
eyeglasses in the microwave by mistake. She also sympathizes
with children’s feelings of loss and acknowledges that Alzheimer’s can be tough on caregivers. The memory scrapbook is a
practical and compassionate idea for kids to try; another helpful aspect of the book is its included list of resources (mostly
Canada-specific). Debut illustrator Kaur supplies somewhat
crudely drawn full-color images, but they still capture the
warmth of Annie’s family.
An accessible, kindhearted explanation of Alzheimer’s
disease.

TOMORROW’S FLIGHT

Ellington, M.E. & Steven Stiefel
MESS Publishing (408 pp.)
$16.99 paper | $3.99 e-book | July 8, 2021
978-0-578-93851-6
An airliner en route to Atlanta travels
back in time and crashes in the Cretaceous Period amid voracious dinosaurs;
in the present, an archaeological dig
pieces together the tale from eerie evidence left behind.
Ellington and Stiefel follow two timelines in this SF thriller.
An American Cruise Airlines passenger plane with a light cargo
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trip to cast the demon out, unaware that a vengeance-minded
witch awaits them in Vermont. This elaborate revenge scheme
against Travis also involves local mortal Rachel, whose recurring nightmares amazingly lead her to a body—possibly that
of her best friend who disappeared four years ago. Travis fights
to save Andrei as well as protect himself and his Sussex friends
before the evil witch hurts anyone. Gabriel’s story moves at an
impressive pace. Despite abundant dialogue tying this narrative
to the first installment, scenes and conversations are effectively
concise. Even readers new to the series will easily follow the
mostly linear plot. Action comes in quick bursts and comprises
such entertaining bits as a witch capable of “shifting”—inhabiting an animal with a vicious bite. Standouts among the solid
cast include smart and reliable Sorinah, often the voice of reason (even when using witches’ telepathic “transference”), and
Rachel, whose haunting dreams may indicate a psychic ability.
The engaging story boasts gleeful twists and betrayals, though
some readers will see them coming. The ending opens intriguing doors for further installments.
A brisk, enjoyable supernatural tale of black magic and
powerful spells.

y o u n g a d u lt

of travelers headed from Portland, Oregon, to Atlanta passes
through a mysterious zone of dazzling light. Suddenly, the
pilots find no satellite/GPS navigation or radio traffic and, disoriented, must crash-land in the strange, green, unfamiliar territory below. In fact, they have somehow crossed time and been
flung back into the age of the dinosaurs—hungry, flesh-eating
creatures (in brilliant, feathery plumage, in line with most
recent paleontological conclusions). The contentious humans
are devoured by the giant carnivores one by one. Meanwhile, a
present-day Nevada archaeological excavation starts to uncover
the uncanny remains of a plane and modern human skeletons,
one showing signs of hideous predation, embedded in unquestionably Cretaceous Period stratum. The find is impossible in
more ways than one; such relics should not have recognizably
endured throughout the eons. Is there an explanation? The
audience may be reminded of two Michael Crichton blockbusters: Jurassic Park (1990) and Airframe (1996). Comic-Con–oriented readers may point to some aviation-themed episodes of
Rod Serling’s The Twilight Zone, particularly 1961’s “The Odyssey of Flight 33.” The reptilian cast members do not disappoint,
but in a monster-on-monster face-off, Crichton wins out for
gee-whiz science and a sheer sense of wonder. Ellington and Stiefel fly at a higher altitude in terms of strong characterizations
(even those of a ravenous Tyrannosaurus rex family). The authors
deftly develop the diverse plane castaways and the badly conflicted and semi-tainted mix of scientists/academics and aircrash investigators at the ancient (or not-so-ancient) accident
site. The players are faced with their own shortcomings as well
as a life-threatening enigma that defies logic. Viewers of TV’s
Lost should also find this a first-class ticket to intelligent escapism—with long, dangerous teeth. This is one dinosaur tale that’s
unlikely to end up as an in-flight movie.
A sharp and gripping SF/prehistoric time-travel thriller.

THE TRAIL

Gallogly, Ethan
Illus. by Jeremy Ashcroft
Sierra Nevada Press (356 pp.)
$35.00 | $7.99 e-book | Nov. 1, 2021
978-1-7374192-2-8
978-1-7374192-0-4 paper
A young man overcomes grief as he
backpacks one of North America’s most
arduous trails in a novel that celebrates
nature and companionship.
When Gil’s mother asks him to join his father’s old friend
Syd and hike the John Muir Trail—220 miles across the top
of the Sierra Nevada mountains—Gil is less than thrilled. His
mother thinks that the hike will help Gil get his life back on
track, but he thinks he’s doing just fine watching kung fu movies, casually hooking up with women, and drinking to excess. In
addition, Gil doesn’t want to be responsible for Syd, who’s dying
of leukemia; indeed, Gil is convinced that the older man won’t
be able to complete the hike. However, Gil is curious to learn
more about his father, who passed away a decade ago, so he goes
on the trip, ready to cut it short if necessary. So begins a story of
two men, bonded by loss, who undertake one of America’s most
challenging and beautiful hikes. The more time they spend
on the trail, the more they develop a companionable rhythm.
Initially miserable, Gil slowly learns to appreciate the nature
around him, the community of fellow backpackers, and Syd
himself, who’s full of wisdom and tales of how the John Muir
Trail came to be. In his debut novel, Gallogly deftly mixes a history of people who helped to preserve the American wilderness
with a portrayal of backpacking culture, all while unraveling a
realistic story of a young man caught in a cycle of grieving and
loss. Although the text is didactic at times, the author shines in

THE PAWNS

Gabriel, Ron
Gramercy Fiction (320 pp.)
May 13, 2022
978-0-9979449-5-2
978-0-9979449-6-9 paper
In this paranormal sequel, an immortal witch’s past and present collide as an
old enemy seeks revenge.
Travis Coman, like other witches,
feeds on “mortal essence.” This typically
kills mortals, but Travis, a psychologist in Bucharest, Romania,
uses an orb and ancestral magic to ingest patients’ essences nonlethally. It’s a way for his coven and mortals to peacefully coexist,
alleviating witches’ fears of detection. Sadly, as Travis is still perfecting this technique, the orb seemingly infects recent patient
Marku Catargiu with a murderous demon. By the time Travis
realizes a student named Andrei may also be infected, the young
man and his father, Stefan, are in Sussex, Vermont—the place
the witch first experimented with his family’s magic. Travis and
his female friend and fellow witch Sorinah make the overseas
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15 Great Indie B ooks
Wo r t h D i s c o v e r i n g
[Sponsored]
YOU BE YOU
by Richard Brehm
illus. by Rogério Coelho

LETTER FROM
BELLEAU WOOD
by Mary Lou Cheatham

“Faced with a blank canvas, a
young girl finds her creative spirit
in Brehm’s unusual picture book.”

“A group of young people grow
up in the shadow of World War I
in this historical novel.”

An uplifting, eye-filling adventure
encouraging children to realize their innate creativity and
individuality.

A touching tale of young love
during wartime.

FESTIVAL OF
THE ELVES

FADE TO GRAY

by Angeli Elliott
illus. by Mai S. Kemble

“A husband documents his wife’s
battle with Alzheimer’s disease
and offers help to other caregivers in this debut memoir.”

“In Elliott and Kemble’s beautifully
illustrated Christmas title, designed
for family reading, two elves start a
new holiday tradition.”
Families looking for additional
holiday traditions may enjoy sharing this—and re-creating the
activity—together.

HOURGLASS
by Daniel James
“An aspiring comic-book artist
and the ghost of his best friend
join a fight against soul-seeking
private military contractors in
James’ fantasy novel.”
An exciting and complex tale with
memorable characters, standout battle scenes, and riveting
worldbuilding.

by Richard Masinton

Forthright, edifying writing about
Alzheimer’s caregiving.

THE FIELD HOUSE

SUB

by Robin Clifford Wood

by Clayvon C. Harris

“A writer explores her personal connections to author Rachel Field.”
An eloquent, detailed tribute to
a less well-known but inspiring
author.

BRIDE OF
THE BUDDHA

“In this memoir, Harris recounts
her days as a substitute teacher
in Philadelphia’s public schools.”
A persuasive case for education
reform based on data and classroom experience.

THE CROCODILE
MAKES NO SOUND

by Barbara McHugh

by N.L. Holmes

“A novel reimagines the life of the
Buddha’s wife, a powerful spiritual
figure in her own right.”

“In this historical mystery set in
ancient Egypt, a career diplomat
searches for his missing brotherin-law while also investigating a
case of royal blackmail.”

An intelligently conceived and
artistically executed reconsideration of religious history.

A BOOK OF DAYS
by Richard Snodgrass
“In this historical novel, a Scottish soldier stationed in America
meets a mysterious woman who
draws him into a dark conflict
with Native Americans in the 18th
century.”
A mesmerizing soldier’s tale,
grippingly dramatic.

A satisfying mystery in a vividly
realized historical setting.

15 Great Indie B ooks
Wo r t h D i s c o v e r i n g
[Sponsored]
SEARCHING FOR
GURNEY

PERFECTLY ROUND
RIPPLES

by Jack Estes

by J. Flaherty

“In Estes’ war novel, four soldiers
cope with the effects of a deadly
engagement between U.S. Marines
and members of the North Vietnamese army.”

“This volume offers poems, often
with an Irish accent, that reflect
on urban, literary, folkloric, and
natural themes.”

A cleverly structured story that
explores the development of
trauma.

A collection of poetry that’s engaging and sensitive.

SOME AWFUL
CUNNING

GHOST DAUGHTER

by Joe Ricker

“A Texas lawyer fights to protect
her client’s valuable artworks—
and solve the woman’s murder—in this seventh installment
of a mystery series.”

“A man living just inside the law
steps outside it in Ricker’s fastpaced, cross-county crime story.”
A clever, original novel with a
twisted plot and wily characters.

FOUR REASONS
TO DIE
by K.P. Gresham
“An ex-cop–turned-pastor must
use his investigative skills to figure out what happened to a missing clergyman in Gresham’s latest
series mystery.”
An entertaining and sometimespoignant work of detective fiction.

by Helen Currie Foster

An appealing sleuth headlines a
solid thriller with panache.

“Thoughtful social critique, romance, friendship, and family
dysfunction play out among a complex cast of characters.”
the auction

2 X 2 ON THE ARK
Five Secrets of a
Great Relationship

his descriptions of the natural world as well as in his methodical
portrayal of Gil and Syd’s blossoming relationship. The transformative power of nature is a palpable force that drives the narrative, which is at its best when it focuses on how outdoor living
can foster human connection.
A subtle and vivid tale of finding peace in the great outdoors.

Giuffra, Mary J.
BalboaPress (272 pp.)
$35.95 | $17.99 paper | $3.99 e-book
Feb. 26, 2021
978-1-982256-96-8
978-1-982256-94-4 paper

THE AUCTION

Galvin, Tom
Drexel Books (328 pp.)
$14.95 paper | $7.99 e-book | Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-73751-500-5
In Galvin’s future-fiction novel, everyone’s value is determined by how much
corporations bid for them.
Sasha Cross, the look-alike daughter of a famous deceased actor, faces an
unpleasant situation as she comes of age
in a dystopian future. “I’m about to turn twenty-two,” she says,
“yet I have no say in what happens to me.” At 22, citizens are auctioned off to corporate entities who will pay retirement benefits
to their parents while reaping 25% of their lifelong income. People are ranked—the elite A’s, professional B’s, middle-class C’s,
and laborer D’s. Ambitious parents become “asset managers” as
they try to maximize their children’s potential earnings in order
to ensure their own security. As Sasha tries to negotiate a future
where she can find some meaning outside the artificial glamour
of Los Angeles celebrity, she struggles to avoid being exploited
by those seeking to profit from her resemblance to her adored
mother, including her social-climbing friend Brianna and even
her own father, who forces her to participate in a reality show
about her auction experience. One of her only supporters is
her childhood friend Jason, a prominent video game basketball
star. Jason, however, faces his own demons in the form of alcoholism and his relationship with a felon who is determined to
drag Jason into his illegal schemes. Galvin’s dystopian vision of
a celebrity-obsessed society isn’t new, but it’s exceptionally well
realized. Thoughtful social critique, romance, friendship, and
family dysfunction play out among a complex cast of characters.
Other pluses include a taut storyline of corporate ruthlessness
versus grassroots resistance and fantastic SF imaginings—from
the wholesale insertion of tracking chips to a massive underground system of organ harvesting.
A creepily convincing depiction of the marriage of corporate power and celebrity worship.
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Couples therapist Giuffra offers a
debut guide for those navigating the
waters of romantic relationships.
This work draws heavily on the metaphor of Noah’s Ark in
the book of Genesis: “Did [Noah] wonder what he needed to
learn from all those animals aboard? Clearly the animals had
done a far better job connecting and living peacefully with
others of their species than humans had.” Giuffra uses such
examples to help readers explore what traditional wisdom
reveals about modern love, but she also draws on more recent
neuroscience research. In five sections, the author lays out a
practical “Love Map” for successful relationships, arranged
into five distinct advice topics: “Leave Space for Love,” “Operate Your Brain To Love,” “View Your Conditioning With Love,”
“Emerge Free To Love,” and “Route and Navigate Life’s Stormy
Seas.” Throughout, Giuffra not only provides numerous stories
of couples, including her own anonymized clients, as they learn
to incorporate various principles, but also clear tips for readers for using these strategies in daily life: “Recall a time when
you felt happy, fulfilled, or just pleased….Sense, smell, touch,
feel, hear, and imagine that experience again.” At the core of
her research is the understanding that, when it comes to love,
one’s anxious “reptilian and mammalian brains” dominate;
however, she asserts that one can resist one’s natural “fight or
flight” response, create new perceptions, and reverse negative
relationship dynamics. This meticulously researched but easyto-follow work is pragmatic and never preachy, and although it’s
aimed at those in long-term relationships, its advice will likely
be effective for those who are currently in the dating world or
simply looking to improve communication in platonic or familial relationships. The broad relevance of Giuffra’s work is due
to its focus on self-love, on taking responsibility for emotional
outbursts, and on addressing unrealistic expectations of oneself
and others. By touching on such topics as attachment styles and
birth order, she encourages readers to recognize and challenge
limiting beliefs and patterns in their own lives.
An informative and useful guide to approaching emotional
interactions in new ways.

LEAVING THE
SAFE HARBOR
The Risks and Rewards
of Raising a Family on a Boat

A DEATH MOST QUIET
The Anselm
Winterbottom Mysteries

Hahn, J.
J. Hahn Publishing (348 pp.)
$19.99 | $10.99 paper | $2.99 e-book
June 30, 2021
978-0-578-93566-9
978-0-578-92718-3 paper

Hackney, Tanya
Ingenium Books Publishing (308 pp.)
$1.99 e-book | Oct. 31, 2021

In this debut memoir, Hackney tells
the story of her family’s decision to sell
their house, buy a sailboat, and live on it
for a decade.
In chapters with nautical titles (“Learning the Ropes,” “All
Hands on Deck”), Hackney writes about how she and her
husband, high school sweethearts who married soon after college, decided that the world of suburban Atlanta did not suit
them and arranged their lives to realize their dream of fulltime boat living. Hackney, a former teacher, home-schooled
her five children (the youngest arrived after the family moved
onto the boat) as they traveled between Florida and the Bahamas, adding more challenging destinations in the Caribbean
and Central and South America as they grew more skilled
and adventurous. Hackney, a religious person, was intentional
about her family’s way of life, and she writes thoughtfully
about the connections between her spirituality and her independent lifestyle and how boat living shaped their relationships to one another, their friends and occasional neighbors,
and the wider world. By the book’s conclusion, the family has
returned to a permanent port to accommodate a new phase
in life as the oldest children neared adulthood. Hackney is a
strong writer, at home describing her band of sailors successfully pulling together in a sudden squall or the disorienting
effects of snorkeling in deep water. She presents a cleareyed
assessment of her family (“The truth is that we more often
resemble the cast of Gilligan’s Island than an Olympic sailing
team”) that makes them sympathetic and accessible. Hackney
writes about her parenting decisions in detail but without giving the impression that others should follow in her footsteps,
allowing the reader to join the crew vicariously without feeling inadequate and to absorb the book’s lessons without being
bludgeoned by them. The blend of reminiscence and analysis
makes for a satisfying read, both entertaining and insightful.
An engaging, thoughtful look at life on a sailboat.
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The hunt for a serial killer leads to
a further mystery for a New York Times
crime reporter in Hahn’s debut mystery.
This story is told from the perspective of a nameless, oldschool newspaper journalist in an era when “social media and
self-published press releases allowed the [police] department to
control the narrative, avoid hard questions and inform the public faster.” The crime reporter has earned the trust of Edward
McCuen, captain of the New York City police department’s
Crime Scene Unit; at the same time, the journo is trying to
uncover the story of McCuen’s “carefully guarded secret”—a
man named Anselm Winterbottom, who offers the department
off-the-books investigative help: “I began seeing him at every
major crime scene,” according to the narrator. It turns out that
Winterbottom has a Holmes-ian knack for finding clues that
others can’t: “We’ve done all that we can do, and we’ve done
it well,” McCuen tells him at a murder site. “Now I need you
to do—what you do.” However, the mystery that the reporter
wants to solve is what compels the amateur gumshoe to provide
his services, so he begins his own side investigation into Winterbottom’s identity and uncovers an ethically troubling arrangement he has with McCuen as well as the sleuth’s personal
demons. Hahn has created a memorable character in Winterbottom, whose peerless intellect is an asset to the NYPD and
a bane to equally brilliant murderers hoping to continue their
murder sprees without fear. Hahn deftly details his characters
and keeps the killer at the center of the tale well hidden. He
also vividly sketches his New York setting; the Metropolitan
Museum of Art plays a pivotal role in the story, as when Winterbottom summons McCuen and his team to a gallery featuring
life-sized portraits of women in Victorian dress, cryptically stating, “These are what our killer is after.” One quibble is that the
narrator is sometimes privy to what other characters are thinking and re-creates conversations that happen outside his presence. That said, the novel’s last sentence is chillingly effective.
A notable whodunit featuring an unconventional detective.

|

“A story that draws beautifully on the power of Iranian fables.”
a girl called rumi

LION SHAPED MOUNTAIN
A Fable As Told Through the
Eyes of Wild Chimpanzees

A GIRL CALLED RUMI

Honarvar, Ari
Forest Avenue Press (350 pp.)
$18.00 paper | $9.99 e-book
Sept. 21, 2021
978-1-942436-46-1

Halloran, Andrew R.
Elgin Press (164 pp.)
$25.99 | $7.99 e-book
Oct. 1, 2021
978-1-73664-980-0

A primatologist who studied two
wild chimpanzee communities in Africa
imagines life from the animals’ perspectives as they are forced to accommodate the demands of an ever
encroaching human population.
In this poignant, thought-provoking collection of stories,
which Halloran calls fables, he weaves together sequential tales
that reflect the impacts of two species—human and chimpanzee—on each other and on the small section of farmland and
jungle that they occupy. Every action produces a reaction, and
both species’ worlds change from moment to moment. While
the author’s stories are fictitious, they are inspired by his
observations of the behavior of the Matamba and Mabureh
chimpanzee communities during his years working with the
Tonkolili Chimpanzee Project in Sierra Leone. These are augmented by the oral-history conversations he had with villagers.
Although there are several tales that feature the villagers, the
most compelling stories star several chimpanzees, whom Halloran has named. There’s the darling, inquisitive Pip, a 3-yearold juvenile who is too young and small to survive without his
mother, Mrs. Joe. And there’s Magwitch, the powerful yet compassionate Matamba alpha male. The most heart-wrenching
tale is “The Inferno,” concerning an out-of-control forest fire
unwittingly started by villagers burning brush. As the flames
engulf the woods and the chimpanzees flee to safety, Mrs. Joe
and Pip become separated. Pip wanders the forest, frightened
and pitifully crying out for his mother. Unexpectedly, Magwitch
picks him up and assumes responsibility for watching over him.
Halloran is more than a storyteller. He composes with a philosophical and poetic grace. Here, he describes the sunrise: “The
morning light passes over the individuals who have in our past,
or will in our future, create the variables of our world. It passes
over those we will help, those we will hurt, those we will use,
those we will hate, and those we will love.” A series of appendices supplements the fables with disturbing European colonial
history events and their consequences for chimpanzees.
A lovingly rendered, highly illuminating, and melancholy
portrayal of an indelible group of chimpanzees.
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An Iranian woman living in America
confronts the trauma of her war-torn
childhood in this debut novel.
Honarvar’s tale opens in Shiraz, Iran,
in 1981 during the Iran-Iraq War. Kimia
Shams is a 9-year-old girl on an errand to buy naan at a bakery
when she is distracted by a puppet show performed by an enigmatic, aging storyteller. The square is targeted by a missile strike,
and Kimia is dragged to safety by her brother, Arman. Kimia
and her friend Reza Khan return to the scene of the devastation
and discover a trapdoor that leads them into the magical realm
of the storyteller, Baba Morshed. As the story unfolds, Baba tells
the children a quest tale about the Simorgh, a bird from Persian
mythology. Fast-forward to 2009, and Kimia is working as a
spiritual counselor in California. She and her family still grapple
with the psychological impact of war—her mother in particular
is afflicted by bouts of shaking yet longs to return to her homeland. Kimia and her family journey to Iran but find themselves
in the midst of the Green Uprising, where the ghosts of their
past pose a clear danger. Honarvar’s gorgeously evocative prose
subtly captures the young Kimia’s irrepressible delight in the
face of oppression: “My sun-soaked eyes followed the touch,
and although I couldn’t make out his face, I knew it was Reza.
I broke into a smile. Not even my hijab could restrain the elation beaming from me.” The narrative is written predominantly
from Kimia’s perspective, but some chapters are devoted to the
viewpoints of other characters, such as Arman. Each is written
in the first person, and although the author presents a variety of
distinct voices, some readers may feel that a third-person narrative mode for such players would add further stylistic texture.
This is a minor criticism of a story that draws beautifully on
the power of Iranian fables to unearth the magical, restorative
world that Kimia finds beneath the rubble of war: “The smooth
texture of the wall changed to a rugged surface with dramatic
peaks and valleys. I paused and examined a stone carving of the
giant Simorgh stretched out before me.” This stellar first novel
marks the writer as an author to watch.
A spellbinding, compelling, and multifaceted tale about an
Iranian family haunted by war.
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Karpa, Mike
Mumblers Press (356 pp.)
$11.95 paper | $3.99 e-book
Sept. 21, 2021
978-1-73624-441-8

Karpa, Mike
Mumblers Press (324 pp.)
$14.95 paper | $3.99 e-book | Nov. 1, 2021
978-1-73624-443-2
Global warming, artificial intelligence, and bizarre artworks shape the
world in this SF saga.
Karpa’s story is set in a near future
in which humanity is steadily eliminating carbon emissions and reclaiming
flooded land while making ubiquitous artificial intelligences
do much of this work. Mardy, a 27-year-old air-express deliveryman and “machine tool artist” in San Francisco, crafts
whimsical but functional gadgets. His latest project is a pair of
semi-intelligent, dancing robots dubbed Ann and Frankie; it’s
a challenge to the Authenticity Act, which decrees that AIs
must not be given names or otherwise treated as human, lest
they demand rights. However, some of Mardy’s best friends are
AIs, including the slyly witty Phil, which controls an air-express
plane and loves philosophical conversations. During Mardy’s
journey through the gonzo American art scene, he navigates a
rivalry with brilliant machine-tool artist Smith Hunt; launches
an affair with Smith’s twin brother, Wes, a wealthy collector;
offers his face as a canvas to his friend Cat (as plastic surgery is
a major artistic medium); enters art competitions all around the
country; and takes Ann and Frankie to the august Cleveburgh
Institute, where a panel will either grant him fellowship or have
him arrested for crimes against authenticity. Karpa presents a
warmly optimistic take on the future in which climate change
is manageable and artificial intelligence is soulful rather than
sinister, as illustrated in deftly funny sketches: “ ‘How can I help
you,’ an AI answered in a female voice, slightly raspy, as though
the AI had been smoking.” Mardy’s artistic process showcases
a similar humanism, and Karpa’s attentive, evocative prose revels in the fusion of technical craftsmanship and intuition: “The
concept wasn’t exactly earthshaking—two chunky hover units
to get it aloft and six little attitude puffers to keep it upright—
but the conceit of a lighter in a world without cigarettes was
fun.” But although there are many intriguing ideas coursing
through Karpa’s fictive world, it’s so warmhearted, progressive,
and well engineered that it doesn’t generate much serious conflict, so readers may not always feel fully invested.
An imaginative but rather sedate fantasia.

Two lost souls in Japan attempt to get
their lives on track by running drugs in
this caper novel.
Karpa’s tale follows characters living
on the margins of an atmospheric Tokyo
circa 1994. Floyd Conner, a 20-something gay American expatriate, smuggles a brick of hashish from Bangkok to help his
lover, bar owner Arata, pay his debt to the yakuza. Conner is
surprised to discover an attraction to his housemate, Katie,
when she seduces him; later, he wakes up to find that Katie has
stolen the hash and fled. When he tracks her down, she beats
him up and gives him the slip again. He desperately tries to
recoup his losses with a drug run to Hawaii on behalf of American ex–intelligence operative Paul Barkley. Along the way,
Conner meets Marika Shirayama, a 30-year-old Japanese bar
hostess who’s fleeing a stifling marriage and an awful motherin-law. Paul ropes Marika into the Hawaiian trip to help him
with a shady real estate deal he’s plotting, but she and Conner
quickly recognize each other as kindred spirits and wind up in
bed together, as well. When police nab Conner at the Tokyo
airport, he and Marika become tangled in a web of betrayals.
Karpa’s comic noir has the feel of an Elmore Leonard novel,
with colorful grifters and creeps tangled in tawdry machinations in a vividly rendered demimonde. Tokyo is a vibrant setting of traditional niceties and crass modernity, where “the
diesel-scented air flowing freely into [Conner’s] lungs felt
excellent.” The mysteries are psychological and spiritual as
well as conspiratorial, as much about Conner’s thoughts about
his sexuality and Marika’s longing “to see the vastness of the
earth” as they are about drug-smuggling schemes. Karpa renders amusing action and intricate procedures in spare, observant, and mordantly funny prose that finds meaning in every
gesture, as when a woman bows “too low, as women her age
always seemed to do, as though competing for a national title
in submission.” Readers will root for Conner and Marika to
make it through Customs unscathed.
An entertaining crime yarn full of sly humor and unexpected uplift.
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ME, THEN

A coming-of-age novel set against
the backdrop of postwar South Korea.
Set in the 1960s and ’70s, Kim’s
debut chronicles the life of Su-young,
the daughter of a wayward young woman
who can’t care for her. The girl’s earliest memories are of being transferred
from one foster home to another, living with “various people, a
week here, a month there.” Although her mother occasionally
returns to retrieve her, she soon leaves again, leaving the girl to
count the days until her parent comes back into her life. Eventually, Su-young is left with her hard-edged aunt, who rules her
household “coiled in a ruthless willpower.” As Su-young endures
the harsh realities of her living situation—including cruel
abuse from her cousins, cold indifference from her uncle, and
her aunt’s “famous high-pitched staccato cursing”—she clings
to the idea that one day she’ll be reunited with her mom for
good. When, time after time, her hopes are dashed, Su-young
discovers refuge in music—a comforting “rainbow of sound and
rhythm”—and an enduring friendship with her classmate Yumi
that warms her soul. Kim effectively guides the reader through
more harrowing twists and turns in her protagonist’s life as
hardships continue, right up to the final pages. This suspenseful and moving work sparkles with figurative language, which
is the work’s primary strength, and it creates a vivid picture of
Su-young’s world as her aunt strings together “curse words like
lights on a Christmas tree,” as yellow cake the girl eats with her
mother makes her “tongue as sensitive as a fingertip on braille,”
and as eggplants, tomatoes, and green peppers that grow in her
piano teacher’s garden hang “like miniature lanterns.”
An affecting and well-crafted historical tale.

y o u n g a d u lt

Leah Tolman, a baker, is a proponent of a new bill in the state
legislature that will make all the beaches public property. Elliot
Yager, an aging lighthouse keeper, is opposed and does not
want strangers tramping around on his land. While issues like
the Vietnam War hang over the characters’ heads, highly local
topics about Kalapuya dominate the discussions. It’s a curious
place to live (“What’s wrong with us, Marilyn asked, to live here
year-round?”), but the residents have caves to explore, colorful
agates to collect, and their own pseudo geyser, Little Faithful,
to enjoy. The strain of the business troubles, though, begins to
peck away at folks’ relationships, and Marilyn and Jackson’s son,
Tim, disappears, adding another layer of problems to an already
burdened community. King’s novel is beautifully immersed in
the marvels of the bleak and moody landscape and develops the
characters enough to give insights into their reasons for wanting
to remain in this difficult place. The consequential time period,
with the new law’s approval in the balance, makes every business and personal decision by the characters a meaningful one.
There is a fluidity to the writing that sometimes works well, but
in other instances, it results in a welter of names in a paragraph
or thoughts that change direction quickly, making the narrative
hard to follow.
A revealing and contemplative tale about people tied to a
wondrous, harsh landscape.

Kim, Mia
Methuen Publishing (310 pp.)
$24.97 | July 1, 2021
978-0-413-77841-3

THE ANGEL WORE BLACK

Lewis, C. Mack
Cathleen A. McCarthy (307 pp.)
$14.99 paper | $3.99 e-book | June 6, 2021
979-8-50-859904-1
An Arizona private eye with a sordid past deals with missing persons and
vicious homicides in this last installment
of a trilogy.
It seems private investigator Jack
Fox’s bed-hopping days are behind
him. He’s trying to be a good father
to 18-year-old college student Enid, the result of a one-night
stand, and baby Katherine. Enid struggles with anger management and trauma from an ordeal in which she was forced to
kill in self-defense. She’s on constant, almost paranoid guard,
though her unease over Katherine’s mother, Eve Hargrove,
makes sense. It hasn’t been that long since Eve escaped from
prison, where she had been serving two life sentences for murder. Meanwhile, Jack takes a case for his ex-wife, a dominatrix
who’s genuinely worried about her suspiciously absent “best
Sub.” This has an unexpected connection to an unsolved murder from a couple of years ago—a homicide that crops up in
other detectives’ investigations as well. As these cases clash,
there’s a good chance Eve is involved. But whoever it is, someone more than willing to kill has cast Jack, his daughters, and
others in a twisted, lethal game. Lewis, as in the earlier series
volumes, loads her tale with grim melodrama, which takes precedence over the detective story. Mystery is fleeting; private
eyes’ investigations take them either to people who adamantly

PEOPLE ALONG THE SAND

King, Rachel
Parafine Press (292 pp.)
$16.99 paper | $9.99 e-book
Nov. 9, 2021
978-1-950843-48-0

A small coastal Oregon community
in the 1960s grapples with a proposed
law to make the beaches public land in
this novel.
In the tiny hamlet of Kalapuya, The
Wave motel is the only place to stay. Kalapuya’s winters are dark;
the air is misty; and the wind is so strong it’s hard to stand up
straight. But the few local residents who try to eke out a living from the sparse tourism are inextricably tied to the village.
Marilyn and Jackson Ryder own the motel but are at odds about
an expansion that she thinks they don’t need and can’t afford.
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“McVeigh displays a brilliant, spot-on command
of Austen’s diction and tone.”
susan

SUSAN
A Jane Austen Prequel

withhold information or right to a killer’s door. Characters,
nevertheless, practically burst with personality; they’re eccentric, flawed, and endlessly intriguing. And though the narrative is dark and sometimes brutally violent, it also flaunts
a surprising amount of humor. Jack’s rival, gumshoe Dana
Goode, is particularly memorable. She hilariously bickers with
her office manager and takes fanatical glee in upsetting Jack.
After a bleak but entertainingly over-the-top final act, the
novel offers a solid series ending. Still, any of these characters
could ignite a worthy spinoff.
An engaging detective series finale with a superbly animated cast.

McVeigh, Alice
Warleigh Hall Press (332 pp.)
$12.99 paper | $0.99 e-book
June 30, 2021
978-1-916882-31-7

A Jane Austen pastiche involving a
disgraced young lady, amateur theatricals,
and matrimonial machinations.
Disliking her dull lessons, 16-year-old
Susan Smithson is more pleased than saddened to be dismissed
from school after allowing the music master to kiss her hand.
As an orphan possessing a great deal of beauty but no fortune,
Susan is dependent on the generosity of her uncle, George Collins, who’s redoubled his determination to make her “thoughtful, quiet and obedient.” At first, things go well: Susan manages
to behave, meets some attractive gentlemen, and is given a new
gown by a rich widow. The young woman even charms the formidable Lady Catherine de Bourgh, who’s now visiting London.
But a further indiscretion with the rakish Mr. Oliver is the last
straw, so Susan is sent to Hunsford to stay at the country parsonage of her tiresome uncle, the Rev. William Collins, and her
Aunt Charlotte; at least her shy cousin and friend, Alicia, will
be there. Lady Catherine is the clergyman’s patroness, and on
returning to her country estate, she gives Susan further chances
to ingratiate herself. Susan gets to know the local gentry and
their set, including Frank Churchill (from Emma), the Johnson family, and their guest, the heiress Miss Richardson. After
noticing that Alicia and young Henry Johnson share an attraction, Susan hits upon a scheme to bring them together: putting
on a play. Using her skills at reading people and quietly manipulating them, she convinces Henry to hold amateur theatricals.
Onstage and off, there’s much life-changing drama—including
proposals, an elopement, and a death.
Although its events take place sometime after Pride and
Prejudice (and include some of that novel’s characters), McVeigh
calls her debut a “Jane Austen Prequel” in that it tells the origin story of the title character in Austen’s unfinished work Lady
Susan. By the time the latter novel opens, Lady Susan Vernon is
a widow in her mid-30s, and although she’s beautiful and charming, she’s a cold, scheming, and shameless seductress. McVeigh
introduces a much milder Susan, even if she is manipulative
and self-involved. But it isn’t easy for readers to see how she’ll
become the older version, as there’s little Austenian character
development in these pages. Whatever Susan’s future, McVeigh
portrays her as much the same person at the end of this novel
as at its beginning—possibly because the young woman has no
real obstacles to overcome or any foil to challenge her perceptions. This contrasts with how Pride and Prejudice’s Elizabeth
Bennet is challenged to reconsider her judgments of Mr. Darcy
or how the timid Fanny Price must stand up for herself against
Henry Crawford’s determined courtship in Mansfield Park. All
Susan has to do is wait out her forced exile from London. Undeniably, though, McVeigh displays a brilliant, spot-on command
of Austen’s diction and tone, as well as familiar phrases, as in

SPINDRIFTS

Mawhiney, A-M
FriesenPress (285 pp.)
978-1-03-910967-4
In Mawhiney’s SF debut, an Earth on
the road to ecological recovery relies on
the burgeoning powers of a teenage girl.
Fifty years into the future, Earth
has been pulled back from the brink of
ecological disaster. This is largely thanks
to the Earth Project (a reclamation initiative using advanced technology) and inclusive but ruralizing
post-plague societal reforms. This new way of life is exemplified
in Land of Hope, a four-generational farmstead that began as a
pilot project and has become the epicenter of change. Fifteenyear-old Fania and her 12-year-old sister, Nuna, are the youngest
members of a matriarchal family headed by their great-grandmother Alicia, who, along with her husband, Nide, initiated the
Earth Project. Fania has just returned from her Immersion—
two years of isolated study during which 13-year-olds hone their
aptitudes and determine their strengths. Unlike her peers (and
Nuna, who exhibits a prodigious musical talent), Fania doesn’t
know what her contribution will be. Her potential is too great
to pin down. She is apprenticed to Alicia to learn more about
her family history…and the dark secrets that underlie the Earth
Project. Will Fania come to heal the past and safeguard the
future? Mawhiney employs an omniscient narrative viewpoint
across four generations of characters. These initially prove difficult to distinguish from one another, and some of the shifts
occur with little indication. Nonetheless, distinct personalities
emerge—most obviously in Fania, Nuna, and Alicia but also,
more subtly, in the rest of the family. While not without foibles,
the characters are all uniformly good, perhaps to a fault, and
also gifted in some way. The lack of traditional antagonist or crisis, however, lends a bleak mood to the novel’s more challenging,
dystopian elements. Rather than focus on conflict, though, the
plot and pacing reflect Fania’s personal growth and, by extension, that of her community and the planet more broadly. The
result is a positive, optimistic depiction of the future, albeit one
that relies on metaphysical as much as societal change.
A gentle story of hope and family connection.
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TRIUMPH AND TRAGEDY
The Evolution and Legacy of
20th Century War Machines

the observation that “nothing is more fragile than a lady’s good
name—for that, once lost, is lost forever.”
An intelligent prequel packed with enjoyable Austen
references but hampered somewhat by underdeveloped
characterization.

Miller, Martin
The Chelsea Press (208 pp.)
$45.00 | Oct. 30, 2021
978-0-9862127-2-7

DANCING DADDY

A daddy longlegs tries on different
colored shoes to prepare for a party in
this illustrated children’s book.
Daddy is thrilled when he receives
an invitation to a “Black tie” party and wonders what shoes he
should wear. The orange and brown, blue-eyed spider heads to
his closet to assess his options. He tries on various types of shoes,
but none of them stay on his eight feet when he tries to dance.
For example, his yellow shoes fall off during the Chicken Dance
as he tries to “flap his front legs” because he does not have arms.
Daddy says, “Well, that won’t do.” He tries on other footwear,
including purple shoes for the Hokeypokey, pink shoes for ballet, and brown shoes for square dances. But none of them stay
snug on his feet. Finally, Daddy tries tap-dancing in his black
shoes. He “did a toe tap. Tap, tap, tap....He did a shuffle. Brush,
tap, brush, tap.” The spider is delighted that his tap shoes stay
on his feet and looks forward to attending the party. The following pages include repeated illustrations of Daddy wearing his
different colored shoes. The text asks readers: “Do you remember what dance Daddy was doing while wearing these shoes?”
The story also includes useful learning elements. Miller, an
occupational therapist, integrates tools like color recognition,
recollection skills, and “cueing” for young readers and adults. In
addition, the book utilizes repetitive phrasing (“He put on all of
his right shoes. One, two, three, four. Then he put on all of his
left shoes. One, two, three, four”). The computerized, graphic,
uncredited images are simple but purposeful. Readers will enjoy
the sweet-looking protagonist’s thematic outfits; he dons a tutu
for a ballet and a tuxedo for tap-dancing. Some scenes include
related background details, like a vase of green clovers when
Daddy practices the Irish jig. Backdrops and some key words
(First, Second) correspond to the spider’s bright footwear.
Featuring elements that emphasize comprehension skills,
this fun tale is an ideal read-aloud choice.
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A hybrid history and photographic
gallery of 20th-century war machines.
After more than three decades as
a research physicist with the U.S. Army Research Laboratory, author Miller retired in 2003 and focused his attention
on photography. In this book, the third and final volume in a
trilogy of history and photography books centered on 20thcentury weaponry, he blends his knowledge of modern warfare
with his keen eye for composition. Its first half provides a narrative overview of the last century’s “unprecedented calamity”
of destructiveness, as humanity’s inclination toward violence
combined with technological advancements. In the long view
of world history, Miller notes, “one cannot help but be struck
by the extreme spasms of violence and destruction.” The
author expertly traces the development of war machines from
the Industrial Revolution through two world wars and a string
of Cold War conflicts, adding photos, timelines, and textbox vignettes along the way. Although the work is centered
on technology, it also pays ample attention to the imperialism, racism, and ideological divisions that drove the century’s
wars. The book’s second half features more than 100 original
photographs of war machines taken at museums, historic sites,
and parks around the United States and Canada. The well-lit
and artfully framed black-and-white images, accompanied
by informative text, provide stark commentary on the relationship between technological advancement and a sense of
ambivalence toward human life. Miller’s extraordinary photos, which show such items as early Maxim machine guns,
World War I–era tanks, massive battleships from World War
II, and 1970s Pave Low helicopters, provide tragic reminders of humanity’s investment in deadly machines. Readers
who are already familiar with this subject matter won’t find
very much that’s new in the narrative portions, although the
author’s research is solid and he presents it in an approachable
yet learned style. However, the photographic second half is a
frankly stunning commentary on the last century’s technological priorities.
A thoughtful and visually striking military survey.

Miller, Cynthia Rae
LifeRichPublishing (60 pp.)
$26.99 | $18.99 paper | $5.99 e-book
Sept. 14, 2018
978-1-4897-1924-9
978-1489719232 paper
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“Grim, amusing interpretations of classic literature and characters.”
twisted fairy tells

MAGGIE TURNCOAT
And the Empire of Chains

TWISTED FAIRY TELLS
The Untold Truths

Miller, Ziah
Self (343 pp.)
$12.45 paper | $2.99 e-book
Aug. 31, 2021
979-8-50339-525-9

Moore, William
AuthorHouse (200 pp.)
$23.99 | $13.99 paper | $4.99 e-book
March 25, 2021
978-1-66552-084-3
978-1-66552-083-6 paper

After her father is executed by a mad
queen, a girl uses magic to fight for the
oppressed in this YA fantasy debut.
Dravon Galain, a former captain in
the queen’s military, is about to be executed. He kneels before
a crowd in the castle courtyard, which is surrounded by Dawn’s
Gate, the capital of the High Desert kingdom. His wife, Audrie, and their daughters, 10-year-old Tris and 14-year-old Maggie,
look on in horror, sure that Dravon isn’t the turncoat the queen
believes he is. After the killing by firing squad, Dravon’s corpse
is left in the courtyard. Maggie sneaks in and takes his military
jacket, vowing to clear his name. She fastens the single button
left on the coat and “vanishes without a sound.” Though magic
is mostly gone from the world, Maggie is whisked into a dark,
strange realm. She eventually wakes in an alley by the castle and
receives help from Elly Babblewatts, a teenage tinkerer. Maggie soon learns that she and her family must hide from angry
mobs and the queen’s hunters, called Shadow Lurkers. Thanks
to the teleporting coat, she gains a reputation as a powerful
witch. Eventually, she unites with oppressed people in the kingdom, including Salavan of the Lost Sabers tribe. Will they be
enough to end the queen’s “empire of chains”? Miller’s series
opener brings readers into a world rife with social ills, including “indentured child workers” and a queen who enslaves those
critical of her governance. Maggie gradually learns more about
her magical coat, traveling frequently to the eerily beautiful
“Sorrow’s Deep,” which provides one of the principal narrative
thrills (“She finds that her vertical momentum does not carry
to the next world, but horizontal momentum is maintained”).
At times, the large cast and the detailed society of the author’s
worldbuilding crowd out his protagonist. The reward for readers is an intriguing, fragile allied force—including the priestess Mos Marry, who wants magic eliminated—that may prove
troublesome for Maggie even if the contingent topples the
queen. The final scene offers a shocking moment that’s hopefully addressed in the sequel.
An astutely written tale that eschews fantasy melodrama
to explore social dynamics.

Moore adds twists to popular fairy
tales and folklore in this short story
collection.
Self-proclaimed historian Charles
Wellington III has inherited a “library of original works.” These
writings are essentially the true stories behind well-known characters. For starters, Santa Claus is a “gift kingpin.” His business
thrives on intimidation, using moblike tactics to scare children’s
parents and his elvish workforce. Subsequent tales star the Easter Bunny and Pinocchio. While Haré amasses mutated bunnies
for brutal revenge against Billy, a disturbed boy who tortures
the furry animals, Pinocchio mistakenly believes the path to
becoming a real, live boy should be paved in blood. This first
batch of stories takes violent turns, but the collection’s latter
half lightens up even as the overall tone stays dark. At the same
time, Moore links characters in entertaining fashion. For example, the titular feline of “Puss in Boots” crops up in a later narrative; “Robert ‘Rumpel’ Schneider,” a Rumpelstiltskin origin
story, sets up the next tale, “Frog Prince.” The author likewise
weaves multiple folk and fairy tales into certain stories, such as
“The Fox.” This begins as a version of the Grimms’ “The Wolf
and the Fox,” but the clever vulpine protagonist later offers to
train the Tortoise in beating the much-faster Hare in a race. A
few of the tales sport unexpected endings, with the award for
most gleefully unsettling denouement going to “Goldie’s Locks
and the Three Bears.” Despite the stories’ frequent contemporary dialogue, Moore writes in a simple prose akin to classic
fairy tales: “In her many years, she had never seen a man with
her own eyes. Only images from the books that the sorceress
had given her to kill time.” In the final entry, Wellington makes
another appearance and offers a fitting, surprising finale.
Grim, amusing interpretations of classic literature and
characters.

BALLOONS FOR TIGER

Orlinsky, Lori
Illus. by Vanessa Alexandre
Mascot Books (38 pp.)
$14.95 | $2.99 e-book | May 4, 2021
978-1-64543-523-5
A grieving family honors their deceased
cat in Orlinsky’s latest picture book.
After their striped feline, Tiger,
dies, a mother and father and their
two daughters attach notes to balloons,
reading“TIGER We love you” and “YOU
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ARE IN MY HEART,” and release them into the sky. Mom
explains that the anthropomorphic balloons with smiling faces
will “go on an exciting vacation” before they reach Tiger. The balloons encounter Santa Claus on his sleigh, “daredevils skydiving,”
the tooth fairy, astronauts, and other figures. Finally, they reach
a sunny place where “animals sing and dance” and Tiger sits on
a cloud. The feline is delighted to receive the family’s gift, and
when the girls later spot a rainbow among cat- and heart-shaped
clouds, they take it as “a sign that Tiger is safe and sound.” This
approachable story addresses grief in a thoughtful, kid-friendly
manner, as when the family cherishes photos of Tiger, noting
that they will “remember her…every day.” Orlinsky’s interpretation of animal heaven may comfort many young readers with pets.
Alexandre’s cartoonish, full-color illustrations feature fun, imaginative scenes; the balloons’ journey includes several fun details,
such as a cow jumping over the moon, shooting stars, and an
array of cheerful critters on clouds. (Backmatter for adults features discussion questions and grief-related strategies.)
An empathetic exploration of pet loss that will appeal to
young families.

for payloads and air speeds in the same tone you might use for a
lecture on thermodynamics.” Over the course of the book, the
author weaves personal and historical narratives together with
ease, always allowing the people to tell the story of the land in
which they live. She also effectively demonstrates that contemporary Alaskans don’t exist apart from their surroundings but as
part of a complex ecosystem—one that she clearly shows to be in
a state of tremendous flux.
A finely wrought series of portraits depicting humans’
impact on the largest American state.

WHY CAN’T SOPHOMORE
SUMMER BE LIKE PIZZA?

Roamer, Andy V.
NineStar Press (247 pp.)
$14.99 paper | $4.99 e-book
Aug. 25, 2021
978-1-64890-346-5

FINDING TRUE NORTH
First-Hand Stories of
the Booms That Built
Modern Alaska

Rettig, Molly
University of Alaska Press (201 pp.)
$20.07 paper | $17.95 e-book
March 15, 2021
978-1-60223-443-7
In this debut nonfiction work, Rettig
explores contemporary Alaska and the
resource booms that created it.
People have been pursuing opportunity by moving to Alaska
for a long time—13,000 years, at least. The author arrived in 2010
as a 20-something environmental journalist with a new job at the
Fairbanks Daily News-Miner. She reported on the state’s mix of
Native cultures, the energy industry, and the ways in which climate change was beginning to alter life in that part of the world.
This book explores these same overlapping interests: “Enormous
deposits of gold and copper and oil and gas lurked under lands
that had been used for hunting and fishing for thousands of years,”
the author writes in her introduction. “Alaskans depended on
both…creating a constant tug-of-war about how best to use the
land, about who should get to decide.” Rettig tells the stories of
four people who’ve lived through events that shaped the state,
including a man with a gold mine in his house, a self-taught bush
pilot, an archaeologist who helped build an oil pipeline, and an
Athabascan woman who lives off the land. Along the way, the
author tells of how she came to better understand the forces that
drew her to Alaska. Rettig is a natural storyteller, illuminating her
subjects in rich, penetrating prose, as when she describes 93-yearold bush pilot Al Wright, whom she expected to be like a cowboy:
“But with his soft-spoken manner and wire-rim glasses, he seemed
more like a professor than a bush pilot, throwing around numbers
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This fourth volume of a YA series
chronicles a sweet, queer teen comingof-age in Boston.
As Roamer’s story begins, his narrator and protagonist, RV, finds himself starting a summer that
already feels different and slightly off from previous ones. It
seems as if all the people in the high school student’s life are
facing major problems that affect their moods. (Even Joe from
Joe’s Pizza does not seem his usual cheery self.) Following the
football accident at the end of Why Can’t Relationships Be Like
Pizza? (2021), RV’s best friend—and crush—Bobby is struggling
to recover from the physical and cognitive effects of his head
injury with such tenacity that he is actually scaring the protagonist. At the same time, both RV’s friend Mark and his mentor
and confidant, Mr. Aniso, are also preoccupied by upsetting
events in their families. It feels as if there’s not much fun to be
had as RV begins a summer job at the multiplex. But the new gig
introduces him to the gregarious and flirtatious Italian American Matteo. RV soon embarks on his first “official” dates with
a boy and realizes he has to figure out what that means for his
other friendships, his family, and his future—all while trying to
learn to drive. Some of the more adult themes, like homophobia, sex, and identity, which were largely on the periphery in the
previous volumes, have started to directly affect RV, making for
a much more engaging narrative. (Bobby’s difficulty coping with
his new disabilities is the most complex and realistic subplot
yet.) Roamer’s teenagers still come off as too formal and polite
with one another to be believable at times. But just like its main
character, the series has shown real progress and moved toward
a more serious look at the lives of today’s queer young people.
This engrossing installment moves a series about a gay
teen in a promising, mature direction.
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“An impressive tale, wonderfully plotted and
detailed, about a woman starting over.”
gray

ARTWORDS

GRAY

Robles, Beatriz M.
Authors Press (102 pp.)
$19.99 | $12.99 paper | $2.99 e-book
April 9, 2021
978-1-64314-518-1
978-1-64314-517-4 paper

Roy, Dawn Moore
Middlesex Press (314 pp.)
$24.99 | $12.99 e-book | July 27, 2021
978-1-73751-660-6
This debut novel, set in New England and on the Greek island of Naxos,
flirts with the bodice-ripper genre but
then turns into something far different.
Vera Mine, a young 55, is sitting near
her dying father, Warren, in a Massachusetts hospital room in this tale’s opening scene. After an
agonizing few days, Warren does die, leaving Vera drained and
totally bereft. She is divorced and childless. She loved her husband, Max, but he left her and gained “a stereotypical trophy
wife.” (The therapists all agreed that Vera’s resistance to sex was
the problem.) Financially well off, she decides to go to Naxos.
There, she hopes to recover from her grief and start anew, practicing her painting (she’s a creditable amateur) and remaining
open to adventure. Naxos, of course, is that most romantic of
places, conjuring up Zorba and numerous Greek island clichés.
On the ferry from Athens, she meets the embodiment of it all:
Demetri, a kind of dark-haired Greek Fabio. He is friendly; his
English is better than her Greek; and he and his wife and children live close to her rented cottage. She is coming back to life
and so is her libido. Demetri often comes over (how does he
get his farming done?) and asks to borrow her laptop to “check
his email.” Greece is grappling with the draconian measures
that the European Union put in place to make the country pay
off its debts. Demetri often rants about this fraught situation.
After some months, the protagonist’s old friend Sean, who, as
the buddy convention goes, knows Vera better than she knows
herself, pays a visit. He messes around in her laptop and finds
that things are very bad (and dangerous) indeed.
Revealing further developments would spoil the story.
That said, the ending delivers a delightful twist, an upsetting
of expectations worthy of a mordant O. Henry. Roy is a very
talented writer, often wickedly so, as when she describes Vera’s
ditzy sister and her clueless uncle while Warren is dying (and the
outrageous obit that these two write). Or Vera’s face-off with
an officious dweeb in a dog park (she usually says fuck only in
her mind, but more and more she is shouting it at people who
deserve it, a mark of her coming into her own). There are also
moving, poetic passages on such unlikely things as hospital
room numbers (“Suddenly, the numbers were briefly serene,
leaned toward her, swaying: appealed to her humbly and modestly—gently asked her to stop, to please listen, to pause for
a moment and rest, yes, rest”). In addition, the author deftly
describes Demetri’s two kids. Vera is very perceptive, and
it is clear that Elektra is Demetri’s favorite and that things
are not well between Tasso and his father (as readers will see).
Vera came to Greece steeped in its mythic history, enamored
of Athena’s “metis.” Eventually, she will discover if she shares
Athena’s “wisdom and cunning,” as most hold metis to mean.
There are epigraphs heading the chapters, which tend to be
short, and Roy keeps things moving along briskly. The point of

A volume of visual poetry offers
experiments with image and form.
Poetry is primarily a text medium,
but it doesn’t have to be. “I wanted to do poetry that was
inspired by other forms of literature and written in a manner
where it could be seen as a piece of artwork as well,” writes
Robles in her introduction. What follows are 82 pieces that
do just that, making use of three visually striking poetic forms.
Calligrams are poems written to take the shape of objects.
“Playtime” is formatted to look like a kite, its lines enjambed
into a diamond outline: “I / couldn’t / get mine / up. No matter / how hard I / pulled and tugged / on it.” Redactive poems,
which feature erasures, highlight certain words or letters in
found texts. For example, “The writing” is culled from a page
of the novel A Wedding in December by Anita Shreve: “a secret
/ story / lingered / impressing / i / n / to / her memory / the
man / produced / her / anxiety / trailing / whiffs of / distance
/ between them.” There are also pieces that the author calls
photographs, in which poems are written on or near objects
and then shot. “Pretty Tiring” is printed on a hair comb: “You
want me looking beautiful. As long as I see you before I head
out. You won’t let me leave like I just got up after rolling in bed
all disheveled.” Robles’ poems are free verse, their meanings
related closely to their forms, as in “Deserted,” a calligram in
the shape of a cupcake that tells the story of a waitress experiencing sexual harassment from a customer. The poems are
plainspoken and rarely remarkable as pure text, though the
author displays an economy of language and has an ear for the
rhythms of normal speech. The most arresting pieces are the
photographs, which feel more like contemporary art pieces
combining photography, sculpture, and poetry. They are eyecatching in a pop-art way. “Bonding” is presented on the back
of a glue bottle, while “Best Glove” is written on a pair of rubber gloves. The book is an undeniably fun one, and in the best
pieces, the words and images come together to be more than
the sum of their parts.
A playful, eye-popping collection of poems.
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BEAST BOT

view is Vera’s, third-person limited. Why it is not Vera, first person, will become quite apparent at the very end.
An impressive tale, wonderfully plotted and detailed,
about a woman starting over.

Stanton, Carrie
Illus. by James Pantuso
Word Ink (119 pp.)
978-0-9949282-4-5
978-0-9949282-5-2 paper

NEUTRINO WARNING
A Kat Cubed Prequel

A physics graduate student in a
future Colorado wracked by climate
change disasters faces multiple dangers
when she attempts momentous experiments in clean-energy production and

time reversal.
Smith offers this SF novel as a prequel to her parallel-universes adventure Kat Cubed (2016). The setting is an unnamed
Colorado college campus in March 2098. Kathy Garcia is
a 27-year-old grad student, part of a group of brainy folks
recruited from all over the world. They are hoping to reverse
the catastrophic effects of climate change by achieving fusionbased clean energy in a magnetic-field reactor called a “Tokamak.” But a freak avalanche (one of numerous altered-weather
disasters) sweeps through the physics building, killing some
of Kathy’s colleagues and devastating the technology—which,
in an academic milieu destabilized by pandemics, wildfires,
hunger, economic malaise, and increased mortality, was not
the best anyway. Improvising with computers and gear salvaged from a nearby, relatively undamaged neutrino studies
laboratory, Kathy and her on-again, off-again boyfriend, Jake
Moretti—and Ellen, the protagonist’s helpful, phone-based
software, personal assistant app who seems to be evolving into
a true artificial intelligence—seek to continue the project. But
they encounter unexpected opposition and professional jealousy from other members of the international research team.
As the stakes escalate to the truly life-threatening, Kathy
makes the amazing discovery of a Tokamak side effect that
could effectively serve as a microcosmic form of time travel
and a vehicle for reaching out to earlier generations for help.
Readers already acquainted with Kat Cubed will know that the
ultimate result is three alternating, dystopian-future realities, all afflicted to varying degrees by climate change. This
prelude can be enjoyed as more or less a stand-alone even if
readers don’t know a Tokamak from an autoclave. The author
is a scientist in real life and a prolific author of largely whimsical romps incorporating concepts of physics and probability.
Smith delivers a nicely casual voice, a hero whose concessions
to swear words are minor things like Gaia, yikes! and flooding
(instead of the other f-word), and highly advanced science in
doses manageable and nonpedantic enough for general readers.
An engaging tale featuring cli-fi, college intrigue, romance,
and particle physics.

y o u n g a d u lt

Still mourning his beloved grandfather, a young inventor works to perfect
his robot beast in this children’s book.
Elliott, whose father left when he
was a baby, has always had a special
connection with his grandfather. A retired architect, Granddad is skilled at the entire process of imagining, designing, and building creations in his garage workshop, and his
grandson loves learning from him. “Although some people
called him ‘eccentric’ or ‘weird,’ I called him a visionary,”
says Elliott. The two also love wrestling together and playing a verbal game with compound words: “Meat and ball!”
“Hot and dog!” The boy is devastated and lonely when his
grandfather dies in the spring, leaving him and his mother
alone. A deep gloom—Dark—urges Elliott to give up, but as
Halloween approaches, he gets an idea: build a robot beast,
the Beast Bot, using what Granddad taught him. When
Elliott takes his creation to school, it falls apart, kids laugh
at him, and again Dark tells him to quit. Nevertheless, the
boy remembers his grandfather’s advice to learn from mistakes. This time, Elliott perfects the Beast Bot, winning
him new friends and happiness; Light conquers Dark. In her
third children’s book, Stanton helps kids understand grief
and recovery through effective metaphors, personified by
Light and Dark. Similarly, the word game reflects Elliott’s
mood; depressed, he thinks of pairs like “Heart and ache,”
but working on Beast Bot yields “Day and dream,” “Sun and
shine.” The tale also reassures kids that even when individuals are gone, they live on in memory. Illustrating his second
novel by Stanton, Pantuso provides scribbly monochrome
drawings that capture the story’s moods, from quirky fun to
ominous darkness.
A poignant tale of creativity’s power to provide resilience.

Smith, Lesley L.
Quarky Media (296 pp.)
$12.99 paper | $5.99 e-book | Aug. 10, 2021
978-1-950198-35-1

BANNED FROM
CALIFORNIA
Jim Foshee:
Persecution, Redemption,
Liberation...and the Gay Civil
Rights Movement

Steele, Robert C.
Wentworth-Schwartz Publishing (378 pp.)
$25.95 | $15.95 paper | $7.95 e-book
June 5, 2020
978-1-73401-081-7
978-1734010800 paper

A biography of a little-known figure in the 20th-century gay
rights movement.
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In this debut biography, Steele tells the story of his late
friend Jim Foshee, a gay historian and activist. Foshee was born
in 1939 and had a difficult childhood in which he was frequently
at odds with his mother, father, and stepfathers and experienced abuse. He ran away from home repeatedly as an adolescent; the book’s title is a reference to when he escaped from
Idaho to Los Angeles in 1954 and an LA sheriff later threatened
to have him barred from the state. He was also remanded to
the Idaho State Mental Hospital more than once—a place to
which he felt more attached than his family home. In adulthood, he continued his peripatetic lifestyle, making a living
through low-wage jobs and occasional sex work; finally, a minor
theft landed him in a Texas state prison for three years. Foshee
eventually ended up in Colorado in 1969, where he fell in love
and settled down with John Koop Bergmann, who worked for a
laundry machine installation company. The two were fixtures in
Denver’s gay community, and Foshee got jobs in print and radio
journalism and discovered a passion for researching gay history.
When Bergmann died of cancer in 1980, shortly after the two
moved to California, Foshee was again on his own, and because
their relationship had no recognized legal status at the time, he
was relegated to the status of “friend” at his partner’s funeral.
Foshee returned to Denver but soon began moving from place
to place, mainly between California and Arizona. He continued

his involvement in gay activism and historical research through
his last decades before his death in 2006.
Foshee’s own words are the core of this book, with quotes
from interviews making up much of the text. They’re linked
by former journalist Steele’s own narration of the events of
Foshee’s life, which adds a sense of structure and effectively
places the events in historical and cultural context. However,
Foshee proves to be a thoughtful observer of his own journey,
giving the reader an intimate look at the choices he made and
the paths he followed and the reasons why he did so. Steele’s
excellent organization of his biography adds further insight,
bringing the midcentury life of an American gay man into vivid
relief and painting a detailed picture of an era when homosexuality was illegal in many parts of the country. The book’s geography is also crucial: “I experienced the actual beginnings of the
modern gay rights movement then and there in Los Angeles,”
Foshee explains at one point, “so I knew firsthand that the gay
movement didn’t begin two decades later at the Stonewall Inn.”
Photos and documents from a number of sources, including
gay-history archives that Foshee helped to build, add illuminating detail along the way. Overall, Steele does an excellent job of
presenting the story of an activist and making it clear why his
story matters.
A compelling look at an eventful life.

FREEZE BEFORE BURNING
A Sam Tate Mystery
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Stern, Nikki
Ruthenia Press (302 pp.)
$1.99 e-book | Dec. 8. 2021
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Mystery series regular Lt. Sam Tate,
in her third appearance, chases an elusive
killer in New York.
Maryland cop Sam is visiting her aunt
in Queens, where she runs into Ron Zielinski, the brother of Sam’s former Maryland colleague, who tells her about a startling homicide case.
Someone viciously murdered two people, burning them from
the inside by force-feeding them dry ice. Locals ask Sam to join
the investigation as consultant; after all, she’s already solved
two serial-killer cases—one that the FBI had been working on
for years. Sam looks for a connection between the victims, but
it seems the only thing they share is an interest in Deep Freeze, a
true-crime podcast. She soon suspects the killer is one of the
“web sleuths” who frequent the podcast’s members-only chat
room. Identifying those sleuths, however, is a challenge all its
own; each keeps a tight grip on their anonymity. Sam, meanwhile, has another, secret agenda for being in Queens. She
wants more details on the decades-old mass murder involving
her family and aims to prove one man has yet to pay for the
crime. Stern’s recurring hero, who last appeared in Bird in Hand
(2020), is a capable, humble lieutenant; she never tries to steal
the limelight. Conversations shine in their subtlety; characters
laugh uneasily or say nothing at all. Furthermore, these scenes
showcase bright personalities and superbly contrast with

CHILDREN’S & TEEN
Lucia Acosta • Sumaia Awad • Elizabeth Bird • Ariel Birdoff • Kimberly Brubaker Bradley • Nastassian
Brandon • Christopher A. Brown • Timothy Capehart • Patty Carleton • Ann Childs • Alec B. Chunn
Amanda Chuong • Erin Deedy • Elise DeGuiseppi • Ilana Epstein • Brooke Faulkner • Eiyana Favers
Amy Seto Forrester • Ayn Reyes Frazee • Jenna Friebel • Omar Gallaga • Lakshmi Gandhi • Reina Luz
Alegre • Laurel Gardner • Judith Gire • Carol Goldman • Melinda Greenblatt • Ana Grilo • Christine
Gross-Loh • Tobi Haberstroh • Abigail Hsu • Julie Hubble • Ariana Hussain • Wesley Jacques
Elizabeth Leanne Johnson • Danielle Jones • Sophie Kenney • Megan Dowd Lambert • Angela Leeper
Lori Low • Kyle Lukoff • Joan Malewitz • Michelle H. Martin PhD • Gabriela Martins • Jeanne
McDermott • Zoe McLaughlin • Emma K. McNamara • Kathie Meizner • Laura Ojeda Melchor
Mary Margaret Mercado • Daniel Meyer • Cristina Mitra • Lisa Moore • Mya Nunnally • Tori Ann
Ogawa • Deb Paulson • Danni Perreault • John Edward Peters • Susan Pine • Rebecca Rabinowitz
Gloria Repolesk • Nancy Thalia Reynolds • Amy Robinson • Hadeal Salamah • John W. Shannon
Karyn N. Silverman • Sally Campbell Silverman • Rita Soltan • Mathangi Subramanian • Jennifer
Sweeney • Deborah D. Taylor • Wendy Thomas • Renee Ting • Christina Vortia • Yung Hsin • Angela
Wiley • Jenny Zbrizher
INDIE
Kent Armstrong • Jillian Bietz • Malkah Bressler • Darren Carlaw • Charles Cassady Michael Deagler
Stephanie Dobler Cerra • Megan Duffy • Jacob Edwards • Joshua Farrington • Tina Gianoulis • Justin
Hickey • Michele Host • Lizzie Johnson • Tracy Kelly • Ivan Kenneally • Alexis Lacman • Donald
Liebenson • Barbara London • Dale McGarrigle • Rhett Morgan • Matt Rauscher • Sarah Rettger
Jerome Shea • Barry Silverstein

280

|

1 december 2021

|

indie

|

kirkus.com

|

“Teglo’s hilarious descriptions of her encounters with
a thieving chipmunk and a stubborn marmot underscore how
far she traveled out of her comfort zone.”
weathered

WEATHERED
Finding Strength on the John
Muir Trail

chatroom transcripts. The solid mystery comprises quite a few
suspects and drives a narrative that relies on neither profanityfueled dialogue nor graphic violence. This installment will surely
net Sam new fans who’ll seek out her earlier novels and anticipate anything she may do in the future.
An absorbing murder mystery with an astute sleuth.

Teglo, Christy
Perspective Through Adventure
Publishing (352 pp.)
$17.99 paper | $8.99 e-book | Aug. 31, 2021
978-1-73759-000-2

STILL POINTS

An evocative historical novel involving the haunting letters and diaries of
a World War II flyboy stationed in the
South Pacific.
It’s the final August weekend of 1940,
and 20-year-old Philip Zumwalt, recently graduated from college, has two goals. He wants to be a famous musician/songwriter,
and he dreams of becoming a pilot. For now, he will be moving
from his hometown of Nebo, Illinois, to the neighboring town
of Payson, where he will be the new high school music teacher.
But first there’s a dance to attend at the casino in Quincy’s Highland Park, featuring Tommy Dorsey and Frank Sinatra. He meets
the mesmerizing Elinor “El” Robinson, and they dance the night
away together. Several days later, Philip begins his teaching
assignment. Much to his dismay, he discovers that the woman
who so dazzled him at the casino is a senior at Payson-Seymour
High School. Worse, she is his student in band and in his class
on world problems. The magnetism between them continues,
but romance is forbidden until El’s graduation. Swanson uses
the world problems class discussions to gently introduce readers to the diverging views roiling the country about whether
the United States should or will become involved in the war
raging in Europe. After the school year, Philip resigns, and he
and El are free to fall in love. Philip enlists in the U.S. Army Air
Force, where he hopes to become a pilot. During basic training
in Illinois, he acquires the first of his three Army-issued diaries,
which are liberally quoted through Part 2 of the novel. This is
not an action-driven narrative, although it contains descriptions of several bombing missions that highlight feats of bravery
and determination. But these are sandwiched between the long
hours Philip spends reading modern classics, drinking to dull his
psychological turmoil, struggling to come to terms with the brutality and moral conflicts of war, and writing. Making ample use
of cultural and linguistic references of the period—especially
through the lyrics and rhythms of popular music—Swanson
takes readers inside a painful time capsule.
An engrossing, quietly eloquent, and heartbreaking loss-ofinnocence novel.
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A debut memoir chronicles one woman’s feats of endurance and self-discovery
on the John Muir Trail in California.
Teglo was “about to have surgery for two parathyroid tumors,
fit but overweight, and sort of a scaredy-cat,” when a co-worker
casually mentioned the John Muir Trail. Although she’d never
backpacked before, the author became obsessed with the idea
of conquering the formidable trail on her own. She soon discovered “the hardest part of the JMT is getting a permit.” After faxing endless applications, she was finally granted one and spent
the next few months testing camping gear and hiking trails near
her Los Angeles home. On Aug. 31, 2016, she began her hike at
Happy Isles, the official start of the trail. Teglo quickly learned
that “everything on the JMT is work,” from filtering her water
to going to the bathroom to protecting her food in a bear canister. She also struggled to overcome her lack of self-confidence
as a hiker, using her competitiveness with other trekkers as
motivation. While hiking near crystalline lakes and up rocky
peaks, she contemplated her disintegrating marriage and wondered whether she should divorce her husband. Along the way,
she met fellow hikers from all over the world. The lessons the
author learned from her three-week hike completely changed
the trajectory of her life. Reminiscent of Cheryl Strayed’s book
Wild—the film of which inspired Teglo—this memoir paints a
cleareyed portrait of the challenges and joys involved in hiking
the John Muir Trail. The author’s hilarious descriptions of her
encounters with a thieving chipmunk and a stubborn marmot
underscore how far she traveled out of her comfort zone. The
momentum of Teglo’s tale is slowed somewhat by an abundance
of exclamation points and occasional mistakes in tense, including when she observes: “California was currently in the worst
drought it has ever experienced.” In addition, the author’s laundry list of the preparatory steps she took before her hike could
have been more organically woven into the narrative. Nevertheless, Teglo’s depictions of the natural wonders she viewed on the
trail and her campfire conversations with fellow adventurers will
motivate even the most devoted couch potato to think about
lacing up a pair of hiking boots.
An evocative hiking account that offers some powerful lessons.

Swanson, Barry Lee
Boathouse Productions (404 pp.)
$28.95 | $18.03 paper | Oct. 26, 2021
978-1-73728-550-2
978-1-73728-551-9 paper

THE TOWER PRINCESS
A Fairy Tale Lived

Tocher’s approach to storytelling effectively captures the
playfulness of classic fairy tales but adds a contemporary zing.
For example, here’s her description of a character named Gothel,
whom some readers may know from the Disney film Tangled:
“Dame Gothel is in a real funk. She sits in her parlor on her massive walnut chair, holding her knobby knees to her chest….She
bites her nails and mutters to herself, her eyes searching the
room, searching everywhere.” Tocher’s writing style recaptures
the delight of hearing timeless stories as a child but also delivers
a thoughtful and deeply personal close reading of such tales and
their philosophical messages: “I was Dame Gothel…trying to
force natural things into models of perfection that they themselves couldn’t possibly attain.” The memoir also shares simple
but timely advice, as in a passage told in the voice of a fairy godmother: “Do not get caught between the mirrors. You cannot
be one person on the inside and another on the outside.” Some
readers may consider such fantastical elements in a memoir to
be a way of evading the truth. But it this case, readers learn a
great deal about Tocher’s deepest hopes and dreams through
her fairy-story interpretations, which she employs as a “mirror
for the soul.” This book does not purport to remedy physical
pain, but it does demonstrate how fairy tales can help promote
self-understanding and lighten one’s emotional burden—and
it’s a true joy to read as it does so.
An uplifting, unconventional, and deeply imaginative
remembrance.

Tocher, Michelle
Illus. by Richard Row
Wonderlit Press (304 pp.)
$18.99 paper | May 31, 2021
978-0-9738776-0-1

A communications executive with
debilitating pain finds comfort and selfunderstanding in fairy tales in this memoir.
In 1993, after Tocher injured her
back, she was forced to close her Toronto-based communications firm. She suffered for a further seven years with chronic
pain without successful treatment, and she was on the brink
of what she calls “dangerous depression” when she chose an
unconventional way to help herself. Tocher’s interest in fairy
tales was first piqued in 1981 after she attended a storytelling
event featuring Irish bard Alice Kane. She developed such a
great love for the wisdom in such stories that she looked to the
folklore genre for solace in her time of need. In these pages,
she focuses particularly on retelling stories of tower princesses,
such as Rapunzel, while drawing parallels between their plights
and her own: “Chronic pain had put me in a tower, and I often
described my body as a prison of bones.” Tocher introduces
the reader to a world of mythical creatures—such as fairy godmothers, gnomes, and dragons—which inform her inner world,
while also reporting “concurrent events” of her “outer life.” As
the author battles with the pain of what was later diagnosed as
fibromyalgia, she draws upon the “radical, restorative power”
of old, overlooked stories and ultimately finds comfort in this
“mirror world.” Along the way, this memoir tantalizingly skirts
the gossamer divide between fantasy and reality, as when the
author describes visions she had, such as one of Mother Earth
prostrate and unconscious.

WAITING ON ZAPOTE STREET
Love and Loss in
Castro’s Cuba

Viamontes, Betty
Zapote Street Books (254 pp.)
$12.99 paper | $5.99 e-book
March 2, 2015
978-0-9864237-0-3

Viamontes’ debut novel depicts the
horrendous travails and dangers a family
faces in trying to survive in, and escape
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and Laura, on her own mother. Viamontes excels at describing
everyday life in Castro’s Cuba: the rationing and the black market, the fear of being outed as not supporting the revolution,
the fear for one’s own children—Tania becomes a snarky critic
of the government!—and the longing for one’s partner; families were so often separated for years at a time. The narration
is mostly from Laura but sometimes switches to Rio in Spain
and then in the States—New York and Miami—where he gets
involved in some shady business. This is certainly a timely novel
now that things are changing rapidly in Cuba.
An inspiring immigration story of perseverance told with
true sensitivity and detail.

bit more thematic organization beyond its cryptic subdivisions
of “Heard,” “Seen,” “Thought,” and “Sung.” Nevertheless, this is
a delightful book by an author whose career has been dedicated
to exploring ethical living.
A poignant compilation that delivers astute reflections on
creating a rich, meaningful life.

OPENING THOUGHTS ON
EVERYDAY LIVING
Digging Deeper,
Looking Farther.
y o u n g a d u lt

Welch, Don
Books Fluent (148 pp.)
$14.99 paper | $3.99 e-book
Sept. 23, 2021
978-1-953865-36-6

A retired professor contemplates
life and ethics in this collection of short
essays, songs, and poems.
An ethics professor for three decades at Vanderbilt University, Welch has written five books that largely center on
the intersection of public policy and ethics. Now retired, he
presents in this volume pieces that eschew the trappings of
academic writing in favor of ruminative, personal musings on
“everyday living.” In a “sound bite world” whose discourse is
often reduced to clichéd, “pre-packaged answers,” the author
offers readers “an invitation to look below surfaces and beyond
first appearances.” The result is a wonderfully paradoxical read
that provides profound, moving insights in vignettes that are
typically no longer than one or two pages. It is clear from the
first chapter’s opening line that “words matter” to Welch, and
the subsequent reveries carefully balance brevity with meticulously polished depth. His poem “Honoring Time,” for instance,
laments the indifference implicit in the oft-used phrase “I’ve got
an hour to kill,” reminding readers that time is “our great gift.”
Other pieces focus on a sleeping granddaughter awakened from
her nap by a chainsaw, lessons that Covid-19 taught readers, and
“Barriers” that separate humans from Earth and one another.
The book’s central themes consist of basic ethics, including an
“Ethics Primer” of 18 maxims; environmentalism; family; and
the value of living simply. And while religion and Christianity
make a number of appearances, the book never proselytizes and
explicitly rejects “dogma” that “claims the only version of truth.”
Always incisive, the collection is deliberately approachable and
written in a charming, almost quaint style that even censors
four-letter curse words. Although it’s under 150 pages, this volume is not designed to be read in a single sitting; instead, each
piece merits additional time spent pondering and applying its
message. That said, the eclectic assemblage could have used a
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Himawari House
by Harmony Becker

“Intricate and rich . . . The story will tug
at your heartstrings and make you laugh.”
—The New York Times

A Best Book of 2021
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★“Stunningly layered.”
—Publishers Weekly, starred review

★“Will delight, educate, and challenge.”
—School Library Journal, starred review

★“One of the best graphic
titles of the year.”
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—Booklist, starred review

★“Immersive . . . Explores cross-cultural identity and
the power of language to separate and to unite.
—BCCB, starred review

★ “This work exemplifies what the

graphic novel format can achieve.”
—Kirkus Reviews, starred review
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