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 For many folks, the new year brings resolutions to diet, exercise 
more, or stop smoking. Book lovers, though, often seize this moment 
to make changes to their literary life. Here are four resolutions that 
will make 2023 a happy new year for all kinds of devoted readers.

Read outside your comfort zone. It’s easy to settle into a rut with 
your reading; you love mysteries, so you just read one after the other. 
It’s satisfying—but variety is the spice of life, right? Sometimes there 
are unexpected rewards to reading a book that deviates from your 

usual fare. My comfort reads will always be literary novels, so this year I’m trying to add 
more nonfiction to the mix (and not just memoirs, another comfort read for me). Biogra-
phies, current affairs, science writing—you never know where you’ll find your next favorite 
book. Take a chance on something you wouldn’t ordinarily read.

Embrace the slow read. At the beginning of last year, my friend Laurie Hertzel, books 
editor at the Minneapolis Star-Tribune, wrote about her own resolution to read more slowly. 

“I think that is the most satisfying kind of reading there is—immersing yourself in a book 
and not coming out until you’re good and ready.” Professional book critics like Laurie, 
always on deadline, inevitably feel the pressure to read as swiftly as possible. But so do the 
rest of us in these frenetic times, ruled by the relentless pace of the TikTok feed. Slow down 
and luxuriate in the details a great book has to offer—it will enhance your appreciation.

Listen to audiobooks. OK, now you’re reading more slowly—but you still need to 
make progress on your TBR list, right? (Nobody said that your resolutions couldn’t be a 
little contradictory.) Audiobooks are indisputably the best way to squeeze in some extra 
reading at times when you wouldn’t ordinarily be able to—while commuting, doing chores, 
or working out, for example. I usually have two separate reads going simultaneously—one 
an audiobook, the other a print book. Kindle users swear that Whispersync allows them to 
toggle seamlessly between the same book in audio and e-book formats, but wouldn’t you 
rather have two titles going anyway?

Schedule reading time. The same way you set aside time on your calendar for medi-
tation or a date night, schedule some daily reading time for yourself. For me, it’s with 
a cup of coffee first thing in the morning—even if it’s just 20 or 30 minutes. I find I’m 
most alert at that time of day, and my brain is at its most spongelike—but some people 
like to read through their lunch break or end the day with a good book in bed. Whenever 
and wherever you decide to read, having a dedicated time will help ensure that reading 
becomes a daily practice. After all, there’s nothing more discouraging than a book read in 
sporadic fits and starts.
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In Jac Jemc’s masterful novel, two royal 
cousins—Ludwig II of Bavaria and the Empress 
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strip that power away. Read the review on p. 20.
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THE THING IN THE SNOW
Adams, Sean
Morrow/HarperCollins (288 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Jan. 3, 2023
978-0-06-325775-7  

Snowy, nearly uninhabitable living 
conditions drive a team of caretakers sta-
tioned in a deserted research facility to 
the brink of madness.

The Northern Institute rests in a 
remote expanse of snow that purport-

edly never melts and is hazardous to one’s health. When an 
unnamed incident causes the facility to lose its research funding 
and shut down, the sole remaining researcher—a shrewd, cold 
man named Gilroy—hires a crew of three to maintain the facil-
ity since he deems it “cheaper to hire a small team to look after 
things than to make the anticipated repairs were the building 
simply left vacant until research could resume.” With Hart, the 
team’s supervisor, as our narrator, we experience time passing 
in this strange, lonely facility, days filled with the completion of 
laughably mundane tasks: testing doors for noises or chairs for 
their stability. Tension rises between Hart and the other care-
takers when the three spot an unidentifiable object out the win-
dow lying in the snow. Cline, a painter with an eye for light, and 
Gibbs, who is skilled in the powers of description, are beguiled 
by the object, growing more and more fixated on its nature, 
while Hart—who prides himself on his leadership ability and 
powers of efficiency—perceives the distraction as a threat to his 
faltering authority. Time, though, begins to distort for all three, 
days blurring together, day and night becoming indistinguish-
able. And after tireless observation, Cline and Hart agree with 
certainty that the object is changing color, that it is moving. Is 
the object responsible for the slipperiness of time and the sense 
that gravity itself has destabilized? The novel gains momentum 
and intrigue as new mysteries arise and discord between Hart 
and the others rises to a head. Dry and sometimes-unsettling 
workplace humor adds delight and levity to a novel whose 
themes explore the drudgery of the modern workplace and the 
depths to which the mind in isolation can tumble.

A fine, intriguing hybrid of satire and thriller.

fiction
THE WRITING RETREAT by Julia Bartz .............................................7
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A SPELL OF GOOD THINGS
Adébáyợ, Ayợbámi
Knopf (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9780525657644  

The lives of rich and poor intersect, 
often violently, in contemporary Nigeria.

AdébáyỢ’s second novel—following 
Stay With Me (2017)—centers on two 
people on opposite ends of the financial 
spectrum but with similar fixations on 

status. Ẹniọlá is a 16-year-old student at a private school who’s 
at risk of expulsion due to his family’s inability to pay tuition 
fees. Nearby, Wúràọlá, a young doctor from a wealthy fam-
ily, has just been engaged to Kúnlé, a TV news anchor whose 
father is running for a local governorship. Ẹniọlá is trying to 
cover up the shame of his father’s unemployment, which gets 
him spat on in the street and whipped at school; Wúràọlá wants 
to escape from Kúnlé’s escalating physical abuse of her, stoked 

by his jealousy of her work colleague. In person, their lives over-
lap only glancingly—Ẹniọlá works as an apprentice at a dress 
shop where Wúràọlá’s mother is having a dress prepared for her 
50th birthday. But AdébáyỢ’s point is that the classes are inter-
woven much more deeply than surfaces suggest, that both are 
equally likely to be undermined by greed, and that small acts of 
violence become larger ones wherever you go. (The title refers 
to Wúràọlá’s mother’s bitter observation “that life was war, a 
series of battles with the occasional spell of good things.”) 
Once AdébáyỢ introduces a plotline involving rival politicians, 
the story’s trajectory becomes more predictable and moraliz-
ing (not to mention more violent). But the novel thrives in its 
particulars, from Ẹniọlá’s struggle to maintain his dignity while 
openly begging on the streets, to Wúràọlá’s tense relationship 
with her siblings and keeping up appearances. In the process 
she reveals how stifling—and dangerous—unthinking loyalty to 
tradition and family can be.

A somber study of good intentions undone by money and 
abuse.
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Happy New Year! We’ve moved past 
the “looking back” phase of 2022 and 
are on to the “looking ahead” phase of 
2023. Here are 10 fiction titles to keep 
an eye out for.

Deepti Kapoor’s Age of Vice (River- 
head, Jan. 3) tells the story of Ajay, a 
poor boy from Uttar Pradesh who 
goes to work for a rich, ruthless fam-
ily. Soon he’s made to take the fall for 
a crime he didn’t commit. “It doesn’t 

take long for the reader to become invested in the Mario 
Puzo–esque drama,” says our review.

Why would a coffee roaster, a lawyer, 
and their housemates be trafficking guns 
out of their Brooklyn brownstone? You’ll 
find out in The Survivalists (Soft Skull, 
Jan. 10), a novel by Kashana Cauley, a for-
mer writer for The Daily Show With Trevor 
Noah. Our starred review says: “What re-
ally sets this debut novel apart is its finely 
tuned balance between extremes: humor 
and drama, conspiracy and reason, careful 
preparation and total chaos.”

Cherie Dimaline, a Canadian Métis 
author, is best known for her young adult 
fiction. In her adult novel, VenCo (Mor-
row, Feb. 7), 27-year-old Lucky St. James 
lives with her grandmother in Toronto—
until they’re plunged into a hidden world 
of witches and magic that takes them to 
New Orleans in search of an otherworldly 
spoon.

Fans of Julie Otsuka’s The Swimmers 
will enjoy Western Lane, a debut novel from Chetna Ma-
roo (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, Feb. 7). It tells the story of 
Gopi, an 11-year-old who becomes obsessed with the game 
of  squash after her mother dies—and is very good at it. 

“Gopi’s retrospective narration accumulates slow layers of 
heartbreak,” according to our starred review. “A debut nov-
el of immense poise and promise.”

In The Sun Walks Down (Farrar, Straus 
and Giroux, Feb. 14), Fiona McFarlane 
creates a farming community in 1883 Aus-
tralia and follows along as its residents 
search for a missing child over the course 
of a week. Our starred review says the 
book “offers intimate human drama, ru-
minations on the intersections of art and 
life, and a sweeping, still relevant view of 
race and class in Australia—and, by exten-

sion, the U.S.…A masterpiece of riveting storytelling.”
Rebecca Makkai follows up her 2018 National Book 

Award finalist, The Great Believers, with I Have Some Questions 
for You (Viking, Feb. 21), about a podcast producer who re-
turns to her old boarding school to teach a short class, using 
the murder of one of her own classmates as material. “Well 
plotted, well written, and well designed to make its points,” 
according to our review. 

Elizabeth McKenzie’s last book, The 
Portable Veblen (2016), had some passion-
ate fans at Kirkus, and they’ve been look-
ing forward to her new novel, The Dog of 
the North (Penguin Press, March 14). This 
picaresque tale follows Penny Rush from 
a California road trip with her grand-
mother’s accountant to a journey to Aus-
tralia looking for her long-missing parents. 

“McKenzie has created a wonderful addi-
tion to the crew of damaged characters beloved by readers, 
so very endearing and real,” according to our starred review. 

Eleanor Catton made Booker Prize 
history in two ways with her last nov-
el, The Luminaries (2013)—she was the 
youngest winner, and her book was the 
longest. Now, a decade later, she re-
turns with Birnam Wood (Farrar, Straus 
and Giroux, March 7), about a group of 
activist gardeners in New Zealand who 
cross paths with an American billionaire. 
What could go wrong?

Nana Kwame Adjei-Brenyah’s short 
story collection, Friday Black, was one 
of the most exciting debuts of 2018. His 
first novel, Chain-Gang All-Stars (Panthe-
on, April 4), imagines an all-too-plausible 
dystopian America where the prison sys-
tem earns big bucks by having prisoners 
compete like gladiators for their freedom.

I spent most of the summer of 2020 
sitting in my backyard, trying to avoid 
Covid and reading James McBride’s Deacon King Kong. In 
spite of the background hum, that was one of the most plea-
surable reading experiences I’ve ever had. McBride returns 
with The Heaven and Earth Grocery Store (Riverhead, Aug. 
8), moving from Red Hook, Brooklyn, to the Chicken Hill 
neighborhood of Pottstown, Pennsylvania, in the 1970s, in-
troducing the African Americans and immigrant Jews who 
live together there. 

Laurie Muchnick is the fiction editor.
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THE WRITING RETREAT 
Bartz, Julia
Emily Bestler/Atria (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Feb. 21, 2023
978-1-9821-9945-6  

Five writers, four weeks, and a $1 
million book deal for the lucky winner. 
Unless they disappear first….

Having just turned 30, Alex has to 
face up to some hard truths: She hates 
her job; she’s been miserable since break-

ing up with her best friend; and she’s mired in writer’s block, 
which makes it pretty hard to be discovered and published. 
Then, a call from the blue: A writer friend has finagled her a 
space at an elite writers retreat at the estate of the mysteri-
ous, glamorous novelist Roza Vallo. From the very first night 
at Blackbriar, though, it’s clear that this is no warm and fuzzy 
workshop, and Roza is no gentle mentor. Each writer must craft 
a proposal for a full-length novel, then crank out 3,000 words a 
day to be critiqued. Despite the trappings of luxury—food and 
wine and an unparalleled library—there’s no ignoring the fact 
that the writers are trapped; there’s no Wi-Fi or cell service to 
be found. For Alex, the sense of disquiet grows as her research 
deepens; with Roza’s urging, she has decided to write a novel 
about the original inhabitants of the house, a wealthy tycoon 
and his waitress-turned-medium wife who were both found 
dead after the wife apparently channeled a demoness named 
Lamia. When one of the other writers disappears, Alex can’t 
help but wonder whether occult history is repeating itself. Or is 
there a much more sinister (and human) plot behind this writ-
ing retreat? Despite Alex’s somewhat whiny nature, the book’s 
pacing—a slow roll of dread and horror, especially in the first 
half—is exceptional. Bartz hits all the gothic highlights, but, far 
from feeling stale, they work.

A perfect winter night’s haunting.

PLAYHOUSE
Bausch, Richard
Knopf (352 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Feb. 14, 2023
9780451494849  

A novel about a Memphis theater 
company envelops onstage classical trag-
edy within offstage domestic farce.

Like a playbill, the novel opens with 
a “Cast of Characters,” beginning with 

“The Three Main Characters” and fol-
lowed by “And the People Around Them.” The three principals 
are Thaddeus Deerforth, general manager of the Shakespeare 
Theater of Memphis; Malcolm Ruark, a recently disgraced local 
TV news anchor–turned-thespian; and Claudette Bradley, one 
of the company’s principal actors. Each of them has a troubled 
marriage—two recently ended, and one looks increasingly 
shaky. Further complicating their stories, as they prepare for 

their newly renovated theater’s grand relaunch with King Lear, 
are issues of alcoholism and substance abuse, aged parents with 
dementia, sexual impulses they find difficult to understand and 
control. The people around them number a few dozen, and it’s 
tough to keep them straight even with the cast list, but they 
include a couple of aging lechers—a visiting director from aca-
deme and a lead actor known from a Netflix series—who bring 
plenty of their own issues and have trouble adjusting to Mem-
phis culture, and a pair of billionaire donors, the “Cosmetics 
Tycoons,” who are funding this attempt to put Memphis on the 
map of world-class theater cities. What could go wrong? The 
romantic entanglements, past and present, can be impossible 
to predict and tough to keep straight, while the dramatic pro-
duction itself must please the billionaires, impress the city, and 
manage to keep people who can’t stand each other working 
together. Outwardly, some of the plot verges on slapstick, but 
inwardly, there is quiet desperation. “He began wanting a fight,” 
Bausch writes of one character at a pivotal juncture. “Something 
to bring it all to a head, some sort of catharsis. But he wouldn’t 
act on it.” So the reader also waits for some catharsis, or some-
thing to happen, to move this plot and these characters forward.

If only these characters could decide whether “to be or not 
to be,” but that’s a different tragedy.

THE FRENCHMAN
Beaumont, Jack
Blackstone (368 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9798200862009  

Beaumont reveals a world of interna-
tional espionage that’s at once exhilarat-
ing, morally repugnant, and deadly.

A lengthy prologue introduces earnest 
Pakistani missile engineer Amin Sharwaz, 
who’s making daily reports to his supervi-

sor, an imperious figure called the Colonel, from a convention 
in Singapore. Secretly anxious to finish his project and move his 
family to Europe, Amin makes the fatal mistake of oversharing 
with someone he knows as Marcus Aubrac, who works for the 
French government and has offered to create a new life for him 
in France if he can share classified information on Pakistani mis-
sile development. This Frenchman is actually intelligence opera-
tive Alec de Payns. When Alec learns that Amin was tortured 
and murdered—along with his family—on his return to Pakistan, 
he’s shaken but by necessity compartmentalizes his disquiet. Two 
years later, a botched assignment in Palermo once more brings 
the life-and-death realities of his dangerous career into clear 
focus and leads to a meeting with his boss, Christophe Sturt, 
at which he lies to protect himself. In the missions that follow, 
Alec and his team pose as filmmakers and hunt a ruthless terror-
ist. Beaumont, a former operative with the French foreign secret 
service, has produced a debut novel long on the procedural nuts 
and bolts of espionage: There are acronyms, agents with multiple 
pseudonyms (one wryly known as Shrek), complex professional 
relationships, and a plot that crisscrosses Europe and Asia with 
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dizzying twists and turns. His savvy focus adds timeliness and a 
stimulating sense of verisimilitude, rewarding readers who can 
follow his intricate plot. Simmering beneath it all is Alec’s grow-
ing desire to leave his dangerous work and lead a normal life with 
his wife, Romy, and their children.

An action-packed spy thriller with an authentic feel.

THE STRANGERS
Bilbao, Jon
Trans. by Katie Whittemore
Dalkey Archive (128 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Jan. 3, 2023
9781628974553  

After mysterious lights soar over 
their village, a Spanish couple receives 
two strange visitors.

Jon and Katharina drudge through 
remote freelance gigs at Jon’s childhood 

home, a large house on the Cantabrian coast that they’re hous-
esitting for the winter. The two work on separate floors and 
grow distant as they settle into their separate routines, tension 
and boredom filling the gap between them. One rainy night, 
they observe an unsettling light display outside their window: 
There’s a red triangle, a green circle, and a blue oval soaring 
and seemingly dancing in the sky. By the next morning, the vil-
lage is flooded with ufologists, who make camp on the coast 
and heckle the locals for their accounts of the previous night’s 
events. As if this wasn’t enough to shake Jon and Katharina out 
of their stagnancy, they are then approached by other visitors: 
Jon’s distant cousin Markel and Virginia, his withdrawn, enig-
matic assistant, who seek a brief respite from their world trav-
els. Jon has no memory of having met Markel—who claims to 
have been raised by his grandfather in Chile—and is hesitant 
to invite the intruders to stay. At his parents’ (and, surprisingly, 
Katharina’s) insistence, Jon relents, and Markel and Virginia 
make themselves comfortable. Perhaps too comfortable. The 
story’s pace accelerates as the visitors transgress their hosts’ 
boundaries, Virginia becoming increasingly unpredictable and 
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Markel stoking Jon’s suspicions that they’re not really related. 
Twists abound as the couple investigates the truth behind their 
guests’ motives, leading to a thrilling ending. With wry humor 
and tension that builds and discomfits, Spanish author Bilbao 
expertly explores our anxieties of otherness and the unknown.

Equal parts delightful and discomfiting, a distinctive 
approach to the science-fiction gothic.

TELL THE REST 
Bledsoe, Lucy Jane
Akashic (336 pp.) 
$28.95  |  March 7, 2023
978-1-63614-079-7  

Two conversion therapy survivors go 
back to the site of their trauma, hoping 
the truth will set them free.

Delia Barnes, 38, returns to her Ore-
gon hometown after her wife leaves her 
and she’s fired from her coaching job at a 

Massachusetts college. Is this a fresh start or a reversion to ado-
lescence? After all, she’ll be the girls’ basketball coach at her old 
high school, Rockside, where her ex-boyfriend Jonas is princi-
pal and her brother, Dylan, a custodian. The whole area harbors 
troubling memories. Twenty-five years ago, Pastor Cody Quade 
found her kissing a girl named Shawna in New Day Church’s 
basement and arranged for her to be sent to Celebration Camp, 
where she was subjected to conversion therapy until she—with 
Ernest Wrangham and Cal, two other gay teenagers—ran away. 
Ernest, too, has been drawn back to Oregon as an adult; every 
few chapters, the novel cuts to his perspective. A poet with a 
boyfriend back in Brooklyn, he’s in Portland for a year to teach 
at Lewis & Clark College. These two central characters orbit 
each other, and the camp, as they come to terms with the spiri-
tual abuse they suffered there. “Basketball as addiction” fuels 
Delia’s anger issues and means her self-esteem relies on a state 
championship win. Yet redemption sneaks in by other means—
she shows compassion to her players and accepts the new pas-
tor’s friendship. There are no simple recovery narratives here. 
Flashbacks fill in Delia and Ernest’s past, long withholding 
the worst of what happened at Celebration Camp to main-
tain tension. The compelling leads, engaging blow-by-blows of 
basketball games, and small-town feuds ground a heartening, 
issues-driven book. Secondary characters shine, too: nonbinary 
student Mickey; philosophical janitor Robin; even Ernest’s cats, 
Virginia Woolf and Audre Lorde.

This satisfyingly nuanced story tackles sexuality and spiri-
tual abuse, offering connection and redemption.
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“A gripping mystery with characters that will linger in 
readers’ minds long after they turn the last page.” 

tell the rest
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RELATIONS 
An Anthology of 
African and 
Diaspora Voices
Ed. by Brew-Hammond, Nana Ekua
HarperVia (464 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Jan. 17, 2023
978-0-06-308904-4  

A cross-genre anthology with a wide 
breadth of writing by African and Afri-
can diaspora authors.

Brew-Hammond presents an anthology of works with a 
common theme of relations—which, she writes in an introduc-
tion, “obfuscate the convenient and comfortable narratives 
we tell ourselves about who we are” and “trounce boundaries 
erected by religion, class, race, and rhetoric.” The book collects 
short stories, essays, and poems, and the range is impressive. In 
the story “Lagos Wives Club,” New York–based author Vanessa 
Walters follows Simone, a woman who has moved from the U.K. 

to Nigeria with her husband and finds it difficult to fit in: “But 
seven years later, she still felt like a visitor. A foreign object. She 
would never be of this place.” Walters’ writing is nuanced and 
sensitive, and the story ends with a realistic sense of doubt and 
unbelonging. Rémy Ngamije’s subtly effective story “Fulbright” 
takes place on a flight to the U.S., where the Namibian narra-
tor, a Fulbright scholar, is on his way to study at Columbia Law 
School. Ngamije does an excellent job balancing the student’s 
excitement (“I’ll have a hot dog on a corner. Bagels, burgers, 
soda, milkshakes—I might even watch an ice hockey game”) 
with his fears (“I worry I’ll be another Amadou Diallo…I don’t 
want to be another Black man waiting to become a white chalk 
outline on a curb somewhere”). The anthology closes with a 
gorgeous essay-poetry hybrid from Togolese author Ayi Renaud 
Dossavi-Alipoeh, who reflects beautifully on the importance of 
language to our lives: “We live in words as we sleep in bed….We 
clothe every moment of our existence with them, every form 
of our thoughts, every fold of our brains.” Brew-Hammond is 
herself an excellent author—as her own contribution, a short 
story, proves—and she has a great eye for quality writing; every 
selection in the anthology is at least solid, and most are remark-
able. This is an anthology that sings, a wonderful look at the 
relationships and connections that sustain us, give us life, make 
us who we are.

This smart, generous collection is a true gift.

THE DIG
Burt, Anne
Counterpoint (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  March 7, 2023
9781640096042  

A young lawyer haunted by war 
trauma struggles to balance family loy-
alty against personal ambition.

It’s 2014. We meet the protagonist of 
Burt’s debut novel, Antonia King, as she 
chats with a wealthy Swedish airplane 

manufacturer in Minneapolis. He’s in town to start a factory, 
and Antonia—fresh out of Harvard Law School but reluctantly 
drawn back to Minnesota, where she has roots—is trying to 
help a fancy law firm land a major client. She does. But it leads 
to escalating clashes with her family and revelations about her 
past. Originally from Sarajevo, Antonia lost her parents to 
Milosevic’s genocide in the early 1990s, when she was 3. She 
and her brother, Paul, were adopted by two brothers from a 
small town in Minnesota, Christopher and Edward King. The 
orphaned siblings eventually end up living with Christopher, 
the rich owner of King Family Construction, and his family. 
Antonia promised to consider working for him after law school; 
he’s furious when she chooses the Swedish CEO instead. When 
her activist brother, Paul, who lives in their small hometown’s 
Somali community, goes missing after a violent protest at the 
site of their father’s dream project—a glorified strip mall, the 
big dig of the title—Antonia agrees to help Christopher with 
damage control. She reunites with her tipsy adoptive mother, 
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closeted gay brother, Instagram influencer sister, and an icky 
old flame with political clout—all while trying to quell a sex 
scandal for her new boss. Burt layers all of this on in a rapid-
fire style and places Antonia in too many scenes with minor 
characters. The writing shines in the few moments of intimacy 
between people before Burt delivers a big reveal. But Antonia 
as a character fails to come to life even as she learns a real lesson 
about cutting the ties that bind.

An original yet ultimately flat family drama.

AN AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF SKIN
Carr, Lakiesha
Pantheon (256 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Feb. 28, 2023
978-0-593-31653-5  

A deep plunge into the depths of 
violence, faith, and love experienced by 
several Black Texan women at various 
stages of life as they consider how they 
have both wounded and been wounded 
by those they’ve loved.

Whether seen as a novel or three novellas linked by over-
lapping characters, Carr’s debut is by turns eloquent and raw, 
fantastical and realistic. Part I focuses on the unhappiness 
and regrets of middle-aged Nettie as she mourns the anniver-
sary of her mother’s death many years earlier. Nettie describes 
herself as a member of the “generation of integrators” whose 
parents fought for civil rights and whose kids are disillusioned 
by the results. Long married to a man with whom she can no 
longer communicate, Nettie tries to escape loss and regret 
through gambling and drinking. Her only real solace is her 
friend Peaches, with whom she shares a nightly cigarette over 
the phone. Peaches’ daughter, Ketinah, is the link to Part II, 
concerning Ketinah’s friend Maya. Raised in comfort and well 
educated, she has never confronted the in-your-face violence 
her husband, Troy, knows all too well and hopes to escape by 

“assimilation” into a White, middle-class Houston neighbor-
hood. Struggling with postpartum depression, Maya grows 
distraught over the barrage of news about Black people killed 
by police until her panic-stricken desire to protect her children 
slips toward madness. Ketinah herself narrates Part III, a tour 
de force that shifts from gritty realism to gothic otherworldli-
ness (though it’s sometimes overwritten). Ketinah, her mother, 
Peaches, grandmother Eloise, and two great aunts weather a 
storm together in a San Antonio house eating, bickering, drink-
ing, and mourning loves lost until Eloise and Ketinah’s gift of 

“the sight,” an ability to see the dead, leads to dramatic revela-
tions. Carr uses the eerie setup to express Eloise’s emotional 
wisdom based on faith in “Love. Ghosts. God.”

With vivid writing and characters, Carr’s debut is some-
times brutal or sentimental, always passionate, never boring.

A SMALL SACRIFICE FOR AN 
ENORMOUS HAPPINESS
Chakrabarti, Jai
Knopf (272 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9780525658948  

Lush, immersive stories set in India 
and America about people trying to 
make families.

Children—the fierce desire for them, 
the heartbreak of miscarriage, and the 

matter of caring for them—knit this collection together. In the 
title story, Nikhil fantasizes about raising a child with his lover, 
Sharma, but such a thing is still impossible in 1980s India: “The 
country is changing,” Nikhil says. “A child diapered by two men,” 
Sharma replies. “Your country is changing faster than my country 
is changing.” In “The Import,” Raj and his wife, Bethany, bring a 
young woman from India to New York to care for their 3-year-old 
and help them restore their “domestic bliss” only to learn that the 
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“Lush, immersive stories set in India and America 

about people trying to make families.” 
a small sacrifice for an enormous happiness
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woman has left behind her own 5-year-old daughter. In “Lilavati’s 
Fire,” Aparna tries to fill the void created by her son’s departure 
into adulthood and her somewhat strained relationship with her 
husband by building a plane in her garage. This is one of the collec-
tion’s standouts, offering an emotionally stirring exploration of the 
counterforces of intimacy and routine, being grounded and taking 
flight. Elsewhere, adoption is the means through which people 
try to make families, and here Chakrabarti mounts a searing cri-
tique of its sometimes-exploitative nature. That’s the scenario in 

“Daisy Lane” when an American couple comes to northern India 
to pick up their baby. When they learn that the baby might have 
an older sister, they think they’re being tricked into taking two 
children. While such people probably exist, as fictional characters 
they’re a bit too shallow and unlikable, and the story falls short. 
But Chakrabarti teases out the devastating consequences of how 
economic inequity drives adoption in “The Fortunes of Others,” a 
story about lost and found families told from the perspective of an 
Afghan refugee living in India. This one will make you cry.

Beautiful, thought-provoking work about the costs of 
wanting children.

LAST ON HIS FEET 
Jack Johnson and the 
Battle of the Century
Illus. by Daoudi, Youssef
Words by Adrian Matejka
Liveright/Norton (336 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Feb. 21, 2023
978-1-631-49558-8  

Illustrator Daoudi and poet Mate-
jka interpret the life and times of Jack 

Johnson, the first Black heavyweight boxing champion, framing 
their graphic novel around his 1910 championship bout in Reno, 
Nevada, and covering his rise in sport and culture and his undo-
ing by the virulence of American racism.

In this evocative and entrancing telling, Johnson comes to 
boxing through blindfolded backroom brawls for food (and 
the amusement of White men). His exceptional fighting skills, 
physique, and drive ultimately earn him much more than a 
meal: fame, fortune, and the ire of the existing White power 
structure. Johnson brashly taunts his tormentors as he racks up 
win after win, chasing down the White champions who refuse 
to fight him, but to the reader he confesses the toll taken by 
the racism he’s been subjected to his entire life—a vitriol most 
nakedly expressed by the racial epithets that rain down on him 
from the crowd of frothy-mouthed White men packing the 
stands at his fights. Still, Johnson plays his hand to the best of 
his remarkable ability, plotting out his fights to look good as 
motion pictures and thereby generate him more income from 
movie screenings than he’d ever make from a fight’s prize money, 
theatrically recounting his greatest matches to paying theater-
goers, and always pursuing his own interests, including White 
women. With red ink luridly accentuating the brutal black-and-
white tale, Daoudi’s exceptional sense of anatomy, expressions, 
and choreography combine with the snap of Matejka’s text to 
vividly depict this defiant and flawed man’s struggle against a 
culture built to dehumanize him and equipped with laws to 
break him. You can’t fight city hall, but Johnson lands some 
solid blows on his way to the mat.

A knockout.

WOMEN ARE THE 
FIERCEST CREATURES
Dunlop, Andrea
Zibby Books (272 pp.) 
$26.99  |  March 7, 2023
9798985282801  

The lives of three women intertwine 
in Portside, Washington, as a new social 
platform gets ready to launch its IPO.

Anna Sarnoff, 41, a one-time lawyer, 
was married to Jake Sarnoff for 15 years 

and had two sons with him while helping him build his social 
media company, Strangers. Before Jake married Anna, his col-
lege girlfriend, Samanta Flores-Walsh—one-time programmer, 

“A knockout.”
last on his feet
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Tom Crewe’s novel, The New Life (Scribner, Jan. 3), opens 
with a racy scene that should come with an NSFW warning: 
Not Safe For Work. A man is riding in an intensely crowded 
car on the London Underground, pressed so close to the man 
in front of him that he can “smell the hairs on the back of the 
man’s neck.” Soon the two are engaged in a surreptitious sex-
ual act, conducted amid unsuspecting commuters, a mass of 

“umbrellas, canes, satchels, dresses, coats.” The scene is drawn 
out over four pages, full of erotic tension, and climaxes (sorry) 
with a surprising twist.

It’s a bravura opening to a novel that Kirkus, in a starred 
review, calls a “smart, sensual debut.” Those two adjectives are 
the magnetic poles of The New Life, a book whose subject is 
same-sex desire as it was lived—and understood—in late Vic-
torian England. The novel is loosely based on John Addington 
Symonds (1840-1893) and Havelock Ellis (1859-1939), two his-
torical figures who collaborated on a book titled Sexual Inver-
sion (as homosexuality was called) in the 1890s.

In Crewe’s hands, they become John Addington and Hen-
ry Ellis; the former, a married homosexual who meets a young-

er working-class man in Hyde Park and brings him home to 
live alongside his wife; the latter, a utopian heterosexual with 
a wife who embraces her own same-sex inclinations. The pair 
read one another’s articles and pamphlets and strike up a cor-
respondence. Soon, they have agreed to collaborate on a book, 
a passionate defense of homosexuality as “normal,” that is 
met with opprobrium when it is published—bad timing—in 
the immediate wake of Oscar Wilde’s scandalous 1895 trial for 

“gross indecency.” 
Crewe, a 33-year-old associate editor at the London Re-

view of Books, first came across mention of Symonds a decade 
ago while reading Richard Ellman’s celebrated biography of 
Wilde. “Something caught my attention about this charac-
ter,” says Crewe, speaking with me recently over Zoom from 
his home in London. “He had an active gay sex life, but—un-
like Wilde—he was really theorizing homosexuality, making 
these incredibly precise and passionate arguments for why it 
shouldn’t be a crime: It was normal. It was innocuous. It was 
like colorblindness.”

These two characters—and their wives—became a way 
for Crewe to write about queer experience in Victorian Eng-
land and not be dominated by the colossus of Oscar Wilde. “I 
wanted to push Wilde out of the center of the story,” he says. 

“I wanted to talk about gay life in that period, showing how 
Wilde’s downfall reshaped these people’s lives, how this intel-
lectual moment and the excitement that I discovered were 
torpedoed by the trial.”

Crewe has a Ph.D. in 19th-century British history from 
the University of Cambridge, but The New Life is no mere in-
tellectual exercise. It’s a full-blooded novel brimming with fas-
cinating, flawed characters and lush, descriptive writing; it’s 
sure to appeal to readers of Alan Hollinghurst, Colm Tóibín, 
and Sarah Waters. (Henry’s intelligent wife, Edith, and her 
spirited lover, Angelica, are among the novel’s most memo-
rable figures.) Crewe lists his influences as Henry James, Eliz-
abeth Bowen, Sybille Bedford, and Henry Green—“people,” 

The author’s debut novel, The New Life, offers readers a surprising 
glimpse of queer life in Victorian England
BY TOM BEER

J.Tonks

ON THE COVER

Tom Crewe
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he says, “who were interested in words for the sake of words, 
people who were interested in slightly odd sentences, unex-
pected images, interesting syntax.”

“I’m not one of those people who say, I can only read non-
fiction when I’m writing a novel, I don’t want to contaminate 
my prose,” Crewe observes. “I’m the opposite: I need constant 
stimulation. What I like to try and do is keep a memory in my 
head, a sense of how a piece of prose moved me, or interested 
me, or surprised me. I try to keep that feeling in my head, like 
a bottle of perfume when the perfume is gone, but you can 
still smell the scent.”  

For readers, that means a luxurious reading experience 
that might lull them into believing they are immersed in a 
19th-century novel—until a risqué scene like the one on the 
Tube jolts them back to reality; no Victorian novel dared to 
present queer characters and their sex lives as frankly. “There’s 
an unusual number of gay people in the book,” Crewe says. 

“And there’s a number of different models of gay life.”
Does Crewe feel these men and women from a bygone 

world will speak to readers in ours, where enormous progress 
has been made for LGBTQ+ rights? “I hope [the characters] 
would still be dissatisfied with the world now, as I hope that 
we are,” Crewe says. “That’s what I hope will give the book a 
long life, because it will always speak to something more per-
manent in the human condition, which is that desire for im-
provement, for a better world. Anyone who thinks of them-
selves as progressive, we’re all trying to live ahead of our time. 
That’s what the novel is about—being ahead of your time.”

The New Life received a starred review in the Nov. 1, 2022, 
issue.
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now a single mother and yoga-studio owner—helped him and his 
co-founder, Sai Chandra, hammer out the kinks in their original 
algorithm. And Jake’s young, beautiful, pregnant new wife, Jessica, 
an Instagram influencer and vet tech, has some ideas of her own 
that help the company. The story, told primarily from the points 
of view of Anna and Sam, examines the women’s experiences with 
Jake and his superficial brand of feminism, the increasingly preg-
nant Jessica, the company, motherhood, their own careers and 
choices. As all this unfolds, the reader is already aware that Jessica 
and Jake’s daughter will be taken one night when she’s 6 weeks old. 
Author Dunlop has created an intriguing world where women’s 
contributions might be overlooked and downplayed as the “natu-
ral” role of girlfriend, mother, or wife, but that doesn’t mean these 
contributions didn’t occur or aren’t worthy of merit and reward. 
Adoption, teen pregnancy, abandonment, the deaths of parents, 
love (and lies and affairs), divorce, bullying (both in-person and 
online), secrets, motherhood, intellectual property, poverty, and 
privilege all are addressed.

A well-written story that will leave readers thinking that 
women are indeed the fiercest creatures.

SKULL WATER
Fenkl, Heinz Insu
Spiegel & Grau (384 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781954118195  

An epic story that is as much about 
the modernization of Korea as the com-
ing-of-age of its protagonist.

It’s 1974, the Year of the Tiger, and 
14-year-old Insu—son of a Korean 
mother and a German American father 

stationed at Camp Casey—is determined to find the legendary 
“skull water” that he thinks will cure his Big Uncle’s infected foot. 
His mission drives him through a series of adventures: He sells 
medical supplies and military equipment on the black market in 
Sinchon, has an experience at an ancestral grave that will haunt 
him and his friends, and embarks on a side quest through the 
shadowy network of Itaewon clubs, loan sharks, and dogfights 
to find his friend Miklos after his mysterious disappearance. 
Spliced between episodes of Insu’s story are the experiences 
of Big Uncle, a geomancer who narrowly survived the Korean 
War in the ’50s. Drawing from the author’s life and the oracular 
structure of the Zhou Yi, an older form of the I Ching, the novel 
reveals that time is “elastic, like a lump of noodle dough, that 
you can stretch it out and fold it up and double and redouble 
it in dreams.” Fenkl’s writing is strongest in its meditations on 
karma, the lingering shadows of the Japanese occupation of 
Korea, the impending influence of American hegemony, the 
complexities of political and filial loyalty, and the struggle to 
feel at home. Early on, some scenes read as if they are vehicles 
for these meditations, but the novel comes into its own in the 
second half as it unites narrative power with philosophical mus-
ings with spectacular results.

A courageous and profound novel.
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IT’S THE END OF THE WORLD, 
MY LOVE
Gorbunova, Alla
Trans. by Elina Alter
Deep Vellum (308 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781646052103  

Fantasies and grotesqueries perme-
ate a post-perestroika coming-of-age tale.

An unnamed narrator launches Gorbu-
nova’s ambitious story with a recounting of 

her childhood and teenage years in and around St. Petersburg in the 
1990s. As a young girl, the enigmatic narrator is acutely aware of 
the natural world surrounding her, particularly during the time 
she spends at her grandparents’ dacha. Her goal, as a neophyte 
poet during a turbulent and rebellious adolescence, is to catch 
and transform the ephemeral into words. Writing primarily in 
the first person, Gorbunova creates a vivid picture of a Rus-
sian teenage wasteland in the earlier sections of an increasingly 

complex and episodic narrative. As the story unfolds, the “dark 
Russian collective unconscious” and associated folklore emerge 
as motifs (and an unwary reader may never look at the forest the 
same way again). A significant portion of the book is composed 
of 21 separate short sketches dealing with folklore and fantasy as 
well as challenging scenes of misogyny and child abuse. Hidden 
in and among the sketches are references to previously described 
episodes in the narrator’s life (although characters, confusingly, 
appear to carry more than one name with them throughout the 
work). Occasional moments of sly observational humor occur, 
and some episodes demonstrate the complexities of the human 
spirit more clearly than others. (A sequence involving a “wasted 
youth party” where adults are given a chance to correct earlier 
mistakes is particularly poignant.) Gorbunova, a poet, provides 
a skeleton key to understanding the work with a recitation of 
the many ways a book can be understood; careful readers will 
discern the name of the previously anonymous narrator and are 
provided with clarity about her philosophy of life by the end of 
this challenging series of startling scenes.

Gorbunova draws a crystalline life, fractured and recom-
posed, with the words of a poet.

BURNER
Greaney, Mark
Berkley (528 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Feb. 21, 2023
978-0-593-54810-3  

The Gray Man dodges death and 
whups the bad guys for the 12th time in 
this nonstop thriller.

A banker steals records from his 
Swiss employer, hoping to expose cor-
ruption. He stores the information on a 

burner phone, and everybody wants it—not least the Russians 
and the CIA. Court Gentry, the man of many monikers—the 
Gray Man, Violator, and Six—is pulled off his job of blowing 
up “oligarchs’ big toys,” i.e., their mega-yachts, to help find 
the phone. He’s ex–CIA, and now he’s a freelancer, “only tak-
ing contracts he thought to be principled.” There’s excitement 
even before the main plotline as limpets spread shock waves 
under the sea. Meanwhile, he pines for his erstwhile lover Zoya 
Zakharova, the ex–SVR agent who’d once tried to kill him 
until their hormones kicked in. Now she feels adrift, her only 
companions being bottles of vodka and lines of cocaine. And 
wouldn’t you know, a phone call pulls her from her stupor. If 
you’re not too damn drunk, a voice tells her, we need you to find 
a phone with stolen banking information before anyone else 
gets their hands on it. Paraphrasing Casablanca: Of all the plot-
lines in all the thrillers in all the world, Zoya walks into Viola-
tor’s. But the two assassins meet under the most incommodious 
of circumstances. Hmm. Do they kiss or kill? Hint: This isn’t a 
romance novel. Readers will have great fun as Gentry manages 
to survive, sometimes in implausible ways. You’ll think he is 
done for on a Swiss train until you see there are 200 pages to go 
and remember that he’s the series hero. So no spoilers there. But 
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that train ride provides the story’s most riveting action until the 
blazing finale. Series fans already know that the CIA, specifi-
cally Suzanne Brewer, has a kill order out for Gentry. Brewer has 
always been a scheming antagonist, but now she truly reveals 
the darkness of her character. Not much is predictable but for 
the actions of CIA agent Angela Lacy, who has never shot any-
one before and is loath to do so now. Alert readers will be think-
ing, Come on Angela! You can do it!

Hardcore action here. Greaney and the Gray Man are on 
their game.

YOUR DRIVER IS WAITING
Guns, Priya
Doubleday (320 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Feb. 28, 2023
978-0-385-54930-1  

A gender-swapped retelling of Taxi 
Driver.

Damani works long hours driving for 
a ride-share app in an unnamed city. She 
lives with her mother, who has been left 
so deeply depressed by her husband’s sud-

den death that she rarely leaves the couch. This debut novel is 
a retelling, of sorts, of Martin Scorsese’s classic film Taxi Driver. 
On a superficial level, Damani does resemble Scorsese’s Travis 
Bickle. She drives; she doesn’t sleep; she lifts weights. Unlike 
Bickle, though, who is profoundly alienated from everything 
and everyone he encounters, Damani has a circle of friends and 
an attachment to a kind of utopian, socialist community known 
as the Doo Wop. Bickle’s alienation has given way to Damani’s 
sense of solidarity. She is a queer woman of color, and her city has 
erupted into a series of protests aimed at everything from climate 
change to wealth disparities and police brutality. Near the end, 
a protester runs past Damani, shouting, “Abolish the military! 
Stop killing Muslims! Black lives matter!” The real trouble starts 
when Damani falls for a wealthy White woman named Jolene, as 
oblivious in her privilege as Damani is trapped in debt. Jolene 
fancies herself an activist, but her activism is lukewarm, and her 
parents pay for her lifestyle. A political argument between Jolene 
and Damani’s friends becomes excruciatingly awkward. Unfortu-
nately, it isn’t clear what Guns’ intention is, either in this conver-
sation or the book as a whole: While she seems to have meant 
the novel as a satire, the humor falls flat. The characters speak 
as though they are mouthpieces for someone else’s point of view. 
Neither Damani nor anyone else ever emerges as a fully fledged 
character. As a whole, the novel feels confused: vaguely dystopian, 
blurrily political, and not especially original.

Despite its ambitious premise, this debut novel never 
comes to life.
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LOVELY GIRLS
Hunt, Margot
Thomas & Mercer (299 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  March 1, 2023
9781662504334  

A teenage girl navigating the high 
school food chain finds herself at the 
center of a mystery as either a victim or a 
potential perp.

For what may be the first time in her 
life, Kate Turner has made an almost-

impulsive choice: to move with her teenage daughter, Alex, 
from Buffalo to a new home in Shoreham, Florida. Grief does 
funny things to a person, and Kate hasn’t been sure how to deal 
with the sudden death of a husband she no longer loved or even 
really liked. But vacationing in Shoreham was one of Kate’s last 
happy memories, so here they are. Settling into their new home, 
Kate makes nice with a clique of moms with daughters at Alex’s 
school and feels like she may be fitting in, with a potentially 

closer relationship with chef Joe Miller. Alex has her own strug-
gles, presented in video diary entries interspersed with chapters 
narrated by Kate. She hasn’t been herself since her dad’s death 
in a car accident when she was driving, and her biggest relief is 
her longtime love of tennis. But the Shoreham Lady Panthers 
are unwelcoming despite Alex’s solid skills. Though Kate is 
friendly with the mothers of the team’s members, the girls are 
queen bees who ignore Alex at best or take note of her simply to 
bully her. Alex wants to keep her head down but can’t help but 
goad Daphne, who’s at the top of the food chain. Wrong move 
by Alex, whose sense of principle supersedes self-preservation. 
A death introduced early in the book is clearly linked to the bul-
lying, and it seems only a matter of time before Alex is either 
offed or held responsible when someone else is.

What happens when mean girls are raised by tiger mothers.
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PINEAPPLE STREET
Jackson, Jenny
Pamela Dorman/Viking (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 7, 2023
978-0-59-349069-3  

Money makes the world go round, 
particularly the world of an elite Brook-
lyn family.

“On good days, Sasha could acknowl-
edge how incredibly lucky she was to 
live in her house. It was a four-story 

Brooklyn limestone, a massive, formal palace that could have 
held ten of the one-bedroom apartments Sasha had lived in 
before. But on bad days....” As Sasha finally admits in a gloves-
off monologue following a gender reveal party gone awry, on 
bad days, it’s “a janky Grey Gardens full of old toothbrushes 
and moldy baskets.” A wealthier cousin of Cynthia D’Aprix 
Sweeney’s The Nest, Knopf editor Jackson’s fiction debut is a 
comedy of manners charting the fates of the Stockton siblings 

and their spouses, circling around the house where they grew 
up in Brooklyn Heights, now inhabited by Cord and his wife, 
Sasha, who is referred to as the Gold Digger by Cord’s sisters, 
Darley and Georgiana. That’s unfair, though: Sasha signed a pre-
nup. Meanwhile, Darley and her husband, Malcolm, a Korean 
American aviation-industry analyst who did not sign a prenup, 
are living off their own money as Darley fights the tedium of the 
entitled mommy lifestyle. Georgiana, much younger than her 
siblings, still single, is considered the do-gooder of the family 
because she works for a nonprofit, where she becomes involved 
in a passionate and very ill-advised relationship. From the open-
ing scene, where Sasha’s mother-in-law shows up to dinner with 
an entire replacement menu and a revised “tablescape,” Jack-
son has a deft hand with all the passive-aggressive interactions 
that are so common in family life, perhaps particularly in this 
socio-economic stratum. She knows her party themes, her ten-
nis clubs, her silent auctions, and her WASP family dynamics. 
Rich-people jokes, cultural acuity, and entertaining banter keep 
this novel moving at a sprightly pace as the characters learn 
their lessons about money and morals, though some of the vir-
tuous reform seems a little much.

A remarkably enjoyable visit with the annoying one per-
cent, as close to crazy rich WASPs as WASPs can get.

EMPTY THEATRE 
Jemc, Jac
MCD/Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(464 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Feb. 21, 2023
978-0-374-27792-5  

Two royal cousins—Ludwig II of 
Bavaria and the Empress Elisabeth of 
Austria—chafe against the constraints 
of power even as the world around them 
seeks to strip that power away.

Elisabeth (or Sisi, as she is known) is born in 1837 with a 
double dose of royal blood, but she’s raised outside the intrigues 
and expectations of the Bavarian court. Her father, Duke Max—a 
minor member of the Wittelsbach dynasty—plays the zither and 
loves nothing more than the circus, while her mother, Princess 
Ludovika of Bavaria, Max’s first cousin, picks fleas from her lap-
dog at the tea table. Raised in Possenhofen, a summer palace 6 
miles from the seat of power in Munich, Sisi has an idyllic child-
hood that prepares her for a life of willful privilege, a proph-
ecy that seems fulfilled when she catches the eye of her cousin 
Emperor Franz Joseph, to whom she is promised when she is only 
15. It soon becomes clear to Sisi, however, that life in the rigidly 
formal court of the Hapsburgs represents the exact opposite of 
the freedom she enjoyed as a child. She chafes wildly against the 
expectations of her new husband and his formidable mother, the 
Archduchess Sophie, that she be an ornament of the crown whose 
only real duty is to behave well and produce an heir. Meanwhile, 
in Nymphenburg castle in Munich, Sisi’s cousin Ludwig, heir 
to the Bavarian throne, eschews the more practical side of his 
royal education in favor of the heady distractions—art, theater, 
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“Sensual, intricate, and filled with the 
verve of its own opulent language.”

empty theatre
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ballet, human beauty—he sees as his birthright. Obsessed with 
the exquisite, Ludwig becomes a fervent patron of the arts, a 
builder of pleasure palaces, a custodian of refined theatrical pas-
sion, and an utter failure at managing the pressing needs of a 
kingdom threatened by German unification under Bismarck. As 
the cousins’ lives intertwine, Jemc masterfully weaves the politi-
cal intrigues of the time (replete with anarchist uprisings, proto-
democracies, and the death throes of the Hapsburg dynasty that 
would eventually lead to cataclysmic war) without losing track of 
the essential humanity of Ludwig and Sisi in their fey quest to 
remake the world into the version of beauty they believe is its 
ideal. Sensual, intricate, and filled with the verve of its own opu-
lent language, Jemc’s retelling of these apocryphal lives delivers 
all the urgency of their time into our own without losing any of 
the fidelity it owes to their real legacies.

This novel is a triumph.

RED LONDON
Katsu, Alma
Putnam (352 pp.) 
$27.00  |  March 14, 2023
978-0-593-42195-6  

On a post-Putin mission to gather 
intel on a powerfully connected Russian 
oligarch in London, CIA agent Lynd-
sey Duncan guiltily befriends the man’s 
lonely, woefully mistreated British wife.

In this sequel to Red Widow (2021), 
Duncan is sent by her American bosses to check on a trouble-
some asset/Russian war criminal. But no sooner does she arrive 
in the U.K. than she is summoned by her old MI6 flame, Davis 
Ranford. In spite of the trouble their fling got them into the 
last time they worked together, he urgently asks her to team up 
with him again. Her assignment is to infiltrate the world of bil-
lionaire oligarch Mikhail Rotenberg and uncover his hidden ties 
(financial and other) to the new Russian leader, Viktor Kosygin. 
Though Rotenberg poured millions into Putin’s reckless cam-
paign in Ukraine, he was instrumental in overthrowing him 
and installing Kosygin as Russian president following the costly 
war. Duncan has no problem cozying up to Rotenberg’s wife, 
Emily, who sadly has bought into a miserable, abusive marriage 
she can’t escape for fear of having her husband claim their two 
children. Lyndsey’s increasing sympathy for Emily, for whom 
a betrayal by her new best friend likely would be a traumatic 
last straw, becomes a problem—especially when it appears that 
Lyndsey is making herself available to the loathsome oligarch. 
Katsu, a former intelligence officer, shows us how intelligence-
gathering works, how spies relate to each other, how intelli-
gence agencies uneasily coexist. What sets the novel apart even 
more is the smoothness with which the author builds her tense 
narrative and characters—Lyndsey is unflashy but sensitive and 
principled and good at what she does, while Emily is one of the 
most sympathetically drawn victims in recent spy fiction. 

A strong second installment in a series we hope continues.
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UNNATURAL HISTORY
Kellerman, Jonathan
Ballantine (320 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9780525618614  

Once again, best friends Alex Dela-
ware and Milo Sturgis tackle a strange 
murder together.

A woman discovers her boyfriend, 
billionaire’s son Donny Klement, lying 
in bed with three bullet holes in his chest. 

Det. Milo Sturgis asks psychologist Alex Delaware to work with 
him for the psychological insights he can bring to this oddball 
murder. The vic was about to give a one-man show of his photog-
raphy, a project he’d called the Wishers: He dressed up homeless 
people as the successes they wished they were, photographed 
them, paid them $500 each, and let them go back to their 
lives on the street. Donny had felt that homelessness created 
unnatural histories, and he wanted to show what his subjects’ 

lives might have been like if they’d been luckier. But how did 
the homeless people react to the whole experience? Did some-
one return to whack him? “The Wishers project itself—bring-
ing strangers with troubled histories into his home—seemed 
potentially explosive,” Delaware muses. And the vic’s family is 
strange: Rich dad Viktor’s M.O. in life is to marry a beautiful 
woman, impregnate her, then leave her. He’s done it six times, 
creating a batch of loosely connected half siblings: “technically 
a family, but really a collection of strangers.” (Donny isn’t a nick-
name for Donald, by the way, but for Adonis.) More murders fol-
low in this complicated and unusual plot, and the characters and 
clever lines make the story fun. Milo is a smart cop who believes 
that “stupidity is the fertile soil [he] farm[s],” and the big guy 
sure loves to eat. A woman backs away from him, “as if there was 
only so much space to go around and he’d just taken a second 
helping.” And Delaware doesn’t think much of his friend’s taste 
in ringtones: “As we waited, Milo’s phone played something that 
could have been extracted from Chopin’s nightmare.”

Kellerman’s legion of fans will eat this up like his detective 
eats bear claws.
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THE CURATOR 
King, Owen
Scribner (480 pp.) 
$28.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781982196806  

Sprawling, densely populated, intri-
cately plotted, King’s new novel is the 
kind of book that practically begs to be 
called Dickensian—and the rare one that 
mostly earns the moniker.

Dora, who came of age at an 
orphanage amid squalor and cruelty after her beloved 
brother and then her less-beloved parents succumbed to 
cholera, has until recently been a domestic servant at the 
National University. The violent unrest that’s convulsed 
the unnamed city has made her a refugee again, but this 
time she has a patron, an idealistic blueblood named Rob-
ert Barnes who’s now a rebel officer. In a quest to find and 
reconnect with her dead brother, Dora gets Robert, her 

beau, to finagle a place for her—via a wartime field promo-
tion to Curator—at the Society for Psykical Research, the 
occult institute where her brother worked before he died. 
Alas, it has burned to rubble, and so (a neat scratch-out on 
her appointment document does the trick) she settles for 
curating the bizarre, decrepit, automaton-filled National 
Museum of the Worker next door. As the city’s beloved/
despised cats and its factions of revolutionaries wrangle 
over the city, ordinary citizens suffer. Before long, a mysti-
cal Morgue Ship filled with souls mistreated during their 
lives is seen plying the city’s waterways, even its paintings 
of waterways, and Dora begins to uncover ever deeper and 
more sinister conspiracies. The book can seem overstuffed 
at times—the wheels within wheels have wheels that occa-
sionally get tangled in their wheels—but for the most part 
King carries it off successfully, with vivid prose, excellent 
minor characters, and a scrappy, every-which-way inven-
tiveness. Best of all is the resistance he musters to senti-
mentality—this is a Dickensian (im)moral universe, yes, but 
if the arc of history bends toward justice, it’s going to have 

“Dickens novel meets Hieronymus Bosch 
painting—dark, chaotic fun.”

the curator
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to be because a working person wrenched and hammered it 
in that direction. Ever so slightly.

Dickens novel meets Hieronymus Bosch painting—dark, 
chaotic fun.

UP WITH THE SUN
Mallon, Thomas
Knopf (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781524748197  

The author of a smart, tart series of 
political novels—most recently Landfall 
(2019)—casts an equally well-informed, 
unromantic eye on the entertainment 
industry and its closeted gay denizens.

Once a moderately successful actor, 
then a shady antiques dealer, Dick Kallman is dead when 
the novel opens on Feb. 23, 1980. Narrator Matt Liannetto, a 

Broadway pianist and intermittent friend, recalls the strained 
dinner party Dick threw on the night of his murder, inter-
rupted by the arrival of a supposed client who in retrospect is 
a glaring suspect. (Kallman’s career and death are factual; the 
circumstances of his murder are bent to fictional use.) Matt 
then flashes back to 1951, when he was pianist for the musical 
Seventeen, Dick had a supporting role, and both were smitten 
by leading man Kenneth Nelson (among the many real-life 
show-biz figures who make appearances). Dick’s crush proves 
to be a lifelong obsession as chapters alternate with mechani-
cal regularity between the rise and fall of Dick’s career and the 
grim aftermath of his death. The crime brings love to Matt in 
the person of much younger Devin Arroyo, a former hustler 
now working at the police precinct, and their sweet romance 
provides a welcome respite from Mallon’s depressingly accurate 
portrayal of life on show business’s striving fringes. From land-
ing a promising spot in Lucille Ball’s television empire, through 
decent gigs as the lead in Broadway touring companies, to a one-
season television flop, Dick always finds that his embarrassingly 
obvious scheming ends up thwarting his naked ambition. He 

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

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

http://kirkus.com


stops getting work by the 1970s, he admits to himself, “because 
nobody, at least nobody that knew him, liked him.” Dick’s per-
sonality is skin-crawlingly plausible, but that makes it hard to 
feel sorry for him, even as Mallon acidly limns the ridiculous 
games gay actors were forced to play—dates with “beards,” fake 
engagements—in those pre-Stonewall days. The novel’s tone 
is generally sour and sometimes nasty. That may be why Dick’s 
unrequited love for Kenneth Nelson, clearly intended to be a 
poignant leitmotif, never rings wholly true.

Readable and intelligent, like all Mallon’s work, but overall 
a disappointment.

THOMAS MANN 
New Selected Stories
Mann, Thomas
Trans. by Damion Searls
Liveright/Norton (256 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Feb. 28, 2023
978-1-631-49848-0  

A fresh, revealing translation of some 
of the German writer’s now-canonical 
stories.

In this vigorous new version, Searls 
emphasizes aspects of Mann’s life and work that have not been 
well aired outside of the scholarly literature. One is Mann’s 
mixed-race background, including Indigenous and African 
ancestry through his Brazilian mother, little known to general 
readers but certainly known to the Nazis who drove him out 
of Germany. Among other things, Searls holds, this background 
lent a personal touch to Mann’s insistence that German cul-
ture was connected as much to the Mediterranean as to the 
North Sea. Mann was also unafraid to explore sexuality—and 
homosexuality—in his works, which drew the wrath of the 
censors. Finally, Searls argues that Mann is often funny, a fact 
obscured by rather musty earlier translations, with his humor 

“far more than the supercilious ‘irony’ he is generally credited 
with.” Searls takes pains to bring Mann’s decades-old prose to 
life without anachronism or false breeziness, and where the 
language is sometimes not quite idiomatic, as when Felix Krull 
stands alongside his dead father in “Confessions of a Con Artist, 
by Felix Krull,” it is to point out the German love of abstrac-
tion and distance: “I stood at the husk of my progenitor as it 
grew colder, holding my hand over my eyes, and paid him the 
copious tribute of my tears.” Krull’s father isn’t quite the scamp 
his son is, but Krull’s indeed humorous story has Papa selling 
rotgut champagne, arguing, “I give the people what they believe 
in.” One character longs to be “a dancer or a cabaret reciter,” 
tossing out bourgeois convention, while another, decidedly not 

“a woman of good morals,” is revealed to be canoodling with a 
young musician. Then, of course, there’s “Death in Venice,” 
arguably Mann’s most perfectly realized story, with its inti-
mations of mortality on every page, as when its professorial 
protagonist steps into a gondola “so singularly black, black as 
otherwise only coffins are.”

A well-chosen, confidently translated gathering of stories 
that casts new light on its author.
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WHITE FOX
Matthews, Owen
Doubleday (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 7, 2023
9780385543446  

Alexander Vasin returns for the last 
installment of the trilogy that began 
with Black Sun (2019).

Having stepped on some powerful 
toes in his previous adventure (Red Traitor, 
2021), Vasin has been assigned the com-

mand of a vestigial prison camp in the deep reaches of Siberia, 
where, insufficiently brutal by nature, he coexists uneasily with 
his more effective second-in-command. Then his KGB boss, 
Gen. Orlov, saddles him with Andrei Fyodorov, a special-status 
prisoner to be kept secret and alive at any cost. When a gang of 
Chechen prisoners riots and takes over most of the camp, Vasin, 
Fyodorov, and a small group manage a tricky escape during which 
Vasin learns what is special about his prisoner. Fyodorov claims to 
have been ordered to recruit Lee Harvey Oswald to assassinate 
President John F. Kennedy and to have documentation proving 
it. Though he refused, feeling Oswald was too unstable, the assas-
sination took place. The documentation is of interest to many 
people: Fyodorov wants to leverage an escape from the Soviet 
Union, a KGB faction wants to suppress it and kill Fyodorov, and 
Vasin sees in it an opportunity to get back to Moscow and pos-
sibly topple Orlov. After the escape from the Chechens, Vasin 
and Fyodorov conduct a cross-country hide-and-seek dance—
Fyodorov keeps escaping and Vasin tracks him down, but because 
Vasin needs his cooperation, Fyodorov is never clapped in irons 
or just shot. While the previous volumes of the trilogy are rooted 
in historical fact, there is no history underpinning this story, and 
perhaps because it does not have a predetermined endpoint, the 
whole enterprise feels a little formless. Matthews is reliable in 
matters of setting and details of Soviet life, but the narration 
lacks focused energy.

A slightly shaggy conclusion to a generally worthwhile 
enterprise.

THE GOLDEN SPOON 
Maxwell, Jessa
Atria (288 pp.) 
$27.00  |  March 7, 2023
978-1-6680-0800-3  

Six contestants. A big white tent 
on the grounds of an aging estate. It’s a 
bake-off...in Vermont? And the winner 
might just be the one who survives.

Hannah. Gerald. Pradyumna. Lot-
tie. Peter. Stella. These six bakers are 

selected to compete in the 10th season of Bake Week, a TV 
show filmed in the mountains of Vermont at Grafton Manor, 
the family estate of cookbook legend Betsy Martin. Betsy has 
been successfully hosting the show and judging the baked 

goods of amateur American bakers for 10 years; this year, 
however, a few things are different. First of all, the producers 
have insisted on appointing a co-host designed to appeal to 
a younger audience, a male chef known for his hard-as-nails 
critiques on another cooking show as well as his million-dollar 
smile. Second of all, at least one of the contestants is not who 
they say they are. Once a body is found, dripping blood into 
a cake—don’t worry, no one eats it—it’s clear that someone 
has taken the competition a little too far. There’s a delightful 
balance of baking details and intrigue as the bakers compete 
through different challenges and we become privy to their 
secret motives and how far each is willing to go to win. The 
contestants hit all the character types: the beautiful ingénue, 
the neurotic scientist, the fluffy old woman, the bored mil-
lionaire, the anxious newbie, and the rustic craftsman. We are 
treated to their backstories and to some of their internal dia-
logue, but this is a novel that also rests comfortably, nostalgi-
cally, in its sense of formula. Despite the American setting, it’s 
not hard to imagine these characters creeping around the halls 
and grounds of a moldering British manor in the tradition of 
the best locked-room mysteries.

A delicious concoction: two shakes Agatha Christie and a 
cup of Great British Bake Off.

WHEN TRYING TO 
RETURN HOME 
McCauley, Jennifer Maritza
Counterpoint (272 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781640095687  

Short fiction featuring Black and 
Latine characters trying to figure out 
their roles within their families, their 
love lives, and their communities.

In the bite-sized title story of 
McCauley’s collection, the narrator, Andra, moves to South 
Florida, where her new co-workers want to know where she’s 
from. “No, I mean…really?” they say. Andra’s father is Black, her 
mother Puerto Rican. She’s visibly othered, but grief has also 
estranged her, as she’s recently lost her mother. When Andra 
runs into a dark-skinned Latina at a panadería who speaks Span-
ish to her, she freezes, thinking of her mother, “Body-full with 
misted ancestors, yearning for old ghosts.” McCauley, who is 
also Afro-Latina, chronicles such yearnings in each story, inter-
ested in those spaces where differing forces collide internally 
and externally. Sometimes those forces are based in identity, 
as in the stunning opening story, “Torsion,” in which the nar-
rator, Claudia (another young Afro-Latina) weighs loyalty to 
her mother against her desire to move into a self-determined 
future after her mother asks her to help illegally seize her 
young disabled brother from the foster parent he’s living with. 
Almost always, those forces have a moral dimension, as well, as 
in “Good Guys,” in which Alejandro, a college student at Miami 
Dade College, seeks to convince the audience, and himself, that 
he’s better than the class villain, Vick, who comes on to a young 

http://kirkus.com


woman with a very good reason for not being interested in dat-
ing. The stories hang together in surprising ways, often linked 
across time—McCauley excels at historical fiction as well as 
contemporary. Individually, they are each admiringly gutsy 
and tender, with flashes of poetry. No reader will be surprised 
to learn that McCauley’s debut—Scar On / Scar Off (2017)—
blended prose and poems.

What can’t McCauley do? A writer to watch.

THE DOG OF 
THE NORTH 
McKenzie, Elizabeth
Penguin Press (336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  March 14, 2023
978-0-593-30069-5  

When her mad-scientist grandmother 
waves a gun at Meals on Wheels, Penny 
Rush is called to Santa Barbara, where her 
adventures begin.

The unattributed epigraph of this 
book—“For a while I went berserk, and wished it would never 
end...”—is eventually revealed to be an excerpt from the journal 
of one of the characters. One suspects it also reflects McKen-
zie’s state of mind while writing this delightful narrative, and 
it soon becomes relatable for the enchanted reader. Sadly, no 
matter how many times you try to pause so it won’t be over, it 
still ends—with a decent outcome for its protagonist, thank 
heaven, because by that time you will be fully in love with Penny, 
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a socially awkward, deeply idiosyncratic misfit with trauma in 
her past, somewhere on the spectrum between Elizabeth Zott 
of Lessons in Chemistry and Eleanor Oliphant of Eleanor Oliph-
ant Is Completely Fine. “In the past twenty-four hours,” she says 
at the outset, “I’d abruptly left my job, burning a bridge that I 
was happy to cross for the last time, and I’d confronted my hus-
band Sherman: I know all about Bebe Sinatra and the cocaine.” She’s 
picked up at the Santa Barbara train station by Burt Lampey, her 
grandmother Dr. Pincer’s accountant, a toupéed teddy bear of 
a man who drives a battered Econoline van he calls the Dog of 
the North. His other dog is a Pomeranian known as Kweecoats, 
though his collar tag says QUIXOTE, surely a nod to the origi-
nal picaresque novel of which this is a gleeful descendant. As 
Dr. Pincer’s situation becomes increasingly fraught, Penny’s 
attention is distracted by her grandfather. With his second wife 
kicking him out of the house, he asks Penny to accompany him 
to Australia to make one last search for her parents, who dis-
appeared into the Outback five years earlier. Their experiences 
there will compete in death-defying drama with Penny’s child-
hood memory of being saved from an untimely watery demise 
by a talking fish. “Are you a grunion?” she asks him, once safe on 
the beach. “I’m a false grunion. It’s all a big mistake,” he tells her. 

“I know what that’s like,” she replies.
McKenzie has created a wonderful addition to the crew of 

damaged characters beloved by readers, so very endearing and 
real.

ANYWHERE YOU RUN 
Morris, Wanda M.
Morrow/HarperCollins 
(400 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  Oct. 25, 2022
978-0-06-308250-2  

Two sisters find danger when they 
try to run from their secrets in the civil 
rights–era South.

Violet Richards is in trouble. As a 
young Black woman in Jackson, Mis-

sissippi, in 1964, she knows she’s courting danger by dating 
a White man, a rich man’s son she doesn’t really love. Then 
another White man rapes her. The police don’t care. When 
the rapist threatens her again, she kills him and goes on the 
run, unknowingly taking something of her boyfriend’s that 
turns out to be a powder keg. Violet’s younger sister, Marigold, 
also has a boyfriend she doesn’t love, and a secret lover as well. 
The lover abandons her when she tells him she’s pregnant, just 
about the time police come to the family home looking for Vio-
let. Marigold sees little reason to stay in Jackson—the oldest 
Richards sister, Rose, died years before in an accident, and both 
of their parents have died recently. So Marigold gives in to her 
boyfriend’s marriage proposal and plan to move to Cleveland. 
Neither sister’s escape goes as expected, especially after Violet’s 
abandoned beau hires a man named Mercer Buggs to find her. 
Buggs is an inept detective, but he manages to put both Violet 
and Marigold in mortal danger. As their stories converge in the 

small town of Chillicothe, Georgia, Morris builds the tension, 
alternating the narrative among Violet, Marigold, and Buggs. 
She deftly ties the sisters’ situation to a real-life tragedy of the 
civil rights movement—the murders of Freedom Summer vol-
unteers James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Michael Schw-
erner—and to the inherent violence of the racism behind it. 
Despite a somewhat rushed ending, this thriller offers complex 
characters and a well-crafted portrait of time and place.

Tense plotting and an authentic historical setting enhance 
a thriller about racial violence.

CITY OF BLOWS 
Nelson, Tim Blake
Unnamed Press (448 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Feb. 7, 2023
978-1-951213-65-7  

This hard-edged debut looks at the 
power, savvy, and ugliness that go into 
making movies.

Nelson, an actor and playwright who 
has also written, directed, and produced 
films, deploys an insider’s knowledge of 

Hollywood in this story of one director being sought for two 
productions. In 2019, David Levit gets the call to helm the 
movie Coal, a prestige project, but he’ll have to deal with Jacob 
Rosenthal, a powerful producer known for his savage tongue 
and mania for control. He calls to mind the Kevin Spacey char-
acter in Swimming With Sharks. The bigger hitch is that Levit 
is still under contract to a producer named Brad Shlansky on 
a shoot that closed down for lack of money. Shlansky, a kind 
of Rosenthal manqué desperate for clout and respect, won’t 
release Levit to work on Coal. The novel’s fourth major player 
is Paul Aiello, a brash agent who knew Shlansky in school and 
now represents him while juggling a sex life increasingly marked 
by abusive behavior. Nelson delays the inevitable showdown by 
providing extensive backstories that help populate the 2019 
Hollywood sections with strong characters and motives. He also 
flags the #MeToo movement with Aiello’s extracurriculars and 
a character closely drawn from Harvey Weinstein while touch-
ing on inclusiveness for people of color and women in film-
making. The book itself is heavily male and White, but Nelson 
offers a few strong women, including an amusing older lawyer 
as verbally aggressive as Rosenthal. One of the book’s pleasures 
are the rants, including one from the Weinstein character that 
begins in classic style: “ Do you have any idea what I can do to 
you?” Nelson is a solid writer whose dialogue is smart, pacy, and 
pointed. The roman à clef elements may go well beyond Wein-
stein—Levit seems to reflect a good bit of Nelson himself—but 
the novel works without such extras.

An ambitious, acerbic, entertaining take on the film 
business.
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DUST CHILD
Nguyễn Phan Quế Mai
Algonquin (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-643-75275-4  

An American GI, a Vietnamese 
woman, and an Amerasian man who 
grew up in an orphanage seek closure 
decades after the Vietnam War.

Nguyễn’s stirring if sometimes melo-
dramatic second novel—following The 

Mountains Sing (2020)—braids three distinct experiences of war 
and trauma. Phong, mixed-race and certain he’s the son of a 
Black U.S. soldier, strives to acquire an American visa for him-
self and his family in 2016 under the Amerasian Homecoming 
Act, but without solid proof, his request is denied. At the same 
time, Dan, a veteran, is visiting the country, not telling his wife, 
Linda, that he’s hoping to find Kim, the Vietnamese woman he 
fell for while stationed there in 1969. The third thread looks 
back to that year and follows Kim—real name: Trang—as she 
and her sister, Quỳnh, head to Sài Gòn to work at a bar, chatting 
up soldiers to earn money to square their parents’ debts. The 
setup—based on Nguyễn’s dissertation research on Amerasian 
children of the Vietnam War—allows her to address various 
consequences of Americans’ presence. Phong suffers lifelong 
poverty, anguish over his search for his father, and racism; the 
novel’s title refers to one of many epithets flung his way. Trang is 
exploited, at times pressed into prostitution, and subjected to 
Dan’s moods. Dan, for his part, is carrying guilt over his aban-
donment of Trang and from keeping the relationship a secret 
from Linda. Nguyễn writes with an intimate, detailed under-
standing of Vietnamese women’s treatment during the war and 
the struggles of Amerasians seeking their parents in the present. 
The story’s impact is blunted somewhat by her efforts to wrap 
the story up tidily and by stilted dialogue. (“We share a com-
mon history that bonds us together stronger than any blood 
ties.”) But for a story spawned from academic research, it has 
the grace of a page-turner and sheds light on a neglected subject.

A well-turned tale of broken families across continents 
and decades.

THE SHAMSHINE BLIND
Pardo, Paz
Atria (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Feb. 14, 2023
978-1-9821-8532-9  

In a near future where Argentina 
triumphed over Britain in the 1982 Falk-
lands War, an ambitious small-town 
American cop tries to unravel a case that 
could cost no less than her mind.

High, high concept meets classic 
detective fiction in this debut, which manages to turn noir into 
a multicolored rainbow of psychedelia. Argentine American 

novelist Pardo imagines here a world where wars are long since 
lost and street battles between biotech, drug dealers, and the 
fuzz are fought with paint guns, albeit of a psychotropic variety. 
Agent Kay Curtida works for a federal law enforcement branch 
dedicated to policing “psychopigments,” a hallucinogenic dye 
developed by Argentine military scientists that’s now strictly 
regulated for medical and military use but has naturally found 
its way into the American drug trade. “So it’s like paintball, but 
with feelings?” asks a brochure. “Sure. But any way it gets inside 
you —sinking through your skin, breathed in through your mouth, or 
eaten—it’s going to give you some gnarly emotions.” Curtida, a depres-
sive herself who needs Sunshine Yellow to function, is hoping to 
break out of her small Silicon Valley territory (big cities having 
been wiped out in some kind of global conflict), so when an old 
pal from the academy gives her a lead on a black-market cartel, 
she hopes it’s her entry into the big time. As Curtida and her 
green cadet partner pound shoe leather running down leads, it’s 
not so much the mystery that thrills as much as the weird world 
that envelops Curtida, herself a notable improvement over 
your average White guy gumshoe. As the conspiracy involving 
a radicalized scientist named Priscilla Kim, guerrilla fighters 
dubbed the People’s Pigment Movement, and a prototypically 
evil biopharma corporation unravels, this thriller ironically 
loses the plot from time to time, but given the phantasmagoric 
playground grounded in very real, painful emotions, readers are 
likely to enjoy the ride just fine.

A heady, deep-dyed debut that suggests more thought-pro-
voking work to come.

GO AS A RIVER 
Read, Shelley
Spiegel & Grau (320 pp.) 
$26.00  |  March 7, 2023
9781954118232  

A stranger comes to town.
Colorado native Read sets her grace-

ful debut novel in the small community 
of Iola, a town along the Gunnison River 
in the western part of the state. Iola, 
readers learn in the first pages, no lon-

ger exists: It was flooded when the Gunnison was dammed to 
create the Blue Mesa Reservoir. But in 1948, when Read’s tale 
begins, Iola is the home of 17-year-old Victoria Nash, who keeps 
house for her father, a peach farmer; an embittered uncle who 
uses a wheelchair because of war injuries; and her angry, venge-
ful brother. Her mother, aunt, and a beloved cousin were killed 
in an auto accident when Torie was 12, leaving each family 
member bereft and Torie resigned to the burden of caretaking. 
After her mother died, Torie realized, “the men expected me to 
slip silently into her role—to cook their meals, clean their pee 
off the toilet, wash and hang their soiled clothes, and tend to 
every last thing in the house and the coops and the garden.” She 
hardly leaves her family’s 47 acres except to go to town, where, 
one day, she notices a young man who attracts her attention as 
no one has before. He has tan skin, straight black hair, gentle 
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“A well-turned tale of broken families 
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eyes, and a dazzling smile. His name is Wilson Moon, and to 
Torie, he seems mysterious and exotic. He had been working 
in the coal mines, he tells Torie, and he had run away. Now, he’s 
looking for the local flophouse, where he hopes to find a room. 
Read delicately unfurls the growing attraction between Torie 
and Wil, set against the town’s vicious bigotry toward Native 
Americans. Their love is the “small fateful twist” that forever 
changes the trajectory of Torie’s life. With delicate precision, 
Read evokes both Colorado’s rugged wilderness and the land-
scapes of her characters’ troubled hearts.

An auspicious debut.

SIBLINGS
Reimann, Brigitte
Trans. by Lucy Jones
Transit Books (192 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Feb. 21, 2023
978-1-945492-66-2  

In this 1963 novel by award-winning 
East German author Reimann (1933-
1973), family love is tested by idealism 
and ideology in a divided Germany.

Elisabeth and her brother Uli have 
been close since their shared childhood marked by World War 
II and the arrival of the Red Army. In their 20s now, something 
has come between them: “I’ll never forgive you,” Uli tells his 
sister as the book opens. Narrated from Elisabeth’s point of 
view, the novel artfully omits his reason, flashing back instead 
to show us who they are and how they arrived at this impasse. 
An artist, Elisabeth leads a workers art group at a briquette fac-
tory. Uli’s an engineer. Neither are members of the Communist 
Party. Though Elisabeth has had conflicts with the party at her 
job, she believes in socialism and is committed to their coun-
try. Their eldest brother, Konrad, who defected to the West 
two years before, calls the German Democratic Republic “a 
few square kilometres of impoverished countryside. A govern-
ment propped up by the Soviets.” Elisabeth can’t stand him: “I 
told myself that the whole myth of sibling love, that blood runs 
thicker than water, was just mystical nonsense...I was not going 
to put my arms around a defector, just because he happened to 
be my brother.” She wishes her peers had higher ideals: In the 
years just after the war, she thinks, “we had eyes to see the rise of 
the new red order.” Uli is less convinced: “We were ridiculously 
young and ridiculously passionate and ridiculously ignorant.” 
Now, he says, “I feel like a prisoner trapped behind bars, just 
stupidity and bureaucracy everywhere.” Detailed and nuanced, 
Reimann’s work brings a historical moment convincingly to life. 
Endnotes provide helpful context.

Politics are personal in this dramatic story of a sister 
determined not to lose her brother to the capitalist West.  

THE DESTROYER OF WORLDS
A Return to Lovecraft 
Country
Ruff, Matt
Harper/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Feb. 21, 2023
978-0-063-25689-7  

Be warned: This is a follow-up to 
Lovecraft Country, the 2016 novel, not 
the HBO adaptation, so what you saw 
on TV won’t help much here. But there’s 

still outrageous trickery, sharp period detail, and chilling perils.
The year 1957 finds Chicago’s roving Turner and Dandridge 

families once again pursued by and in pursuit of mystic forces, 
some of which mean to do them serious harm. Atticus Turner 
and his father, Montrose, are in Virginia looking for evidence 
of their Black slave ancestors when they’re suddenly under 
attack by a White antagonist they’d previously faced several 
hundred miles north in Massachusetts. Meanwhile, Hippolyta 
Berry, Atticus’ aunt and the most scientifically minded family 
member, is way out west in Las Vegas with her 15-year-old son, 
Horace, and good friend Letitia Dandridge, ostensibly to gather 
research for her husband George’s The Safe Negro Travel Guide 
while also meeting with a sinister pawnbroker who carries the 
keys to a device able to transport people from Earth to any far-
flung place in the galaxy. Meanwhile, George Berry, who has 
been diagnosed with terminal cancer, makes a Faustian bargain 
with the ghost of Hiram Winthrop, the brilliant, malevolent sci-
entist from Lovecraft Country who promises to provide George 
with a cure if George can find a cadaver for Winthrop to—what 
is the word?—reanimate. And then there’s Ruby Dandridge, 
Letitia’s sister, still leading a double life as a redheaded White 
woman named Hillary Hyde, whose supply of potions enabling 
her transformation is running dangerously low. And those are 
just some of the complications of what now seems an ongoing 
series of phantasmagoric adventures of these intrepid warriors 
fighting a two-front battle in mid-20th century America against 
White supremacy and dark magic. Where its predecessor was 
constructed of separate stories focusing on different family 
members, this book operates with more interwoven narratives 
that Ruff manages to yoke together into one ripping yarn with 
shocks and surprises at every turn. This sequel may lack some 
of the demented grandeur that the TV series cheekily borrowed 
from its namesake, but it’s still lots of fun—and, at times, his-
torically enlightening.

The best news this book delivers is that we’ll likely be see-
ing more from its vivid cast.
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VICTORY CITY 
Rushdie, Salman
Random House (352 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Feb. 7, 2023
978-0-593-24339-8  

Rushdie returns to the realm of magic 
realism and to the India of his birth.

Vijayanagar, or Victory City, was a 
real place, the seat of a powerful empire 
that occupied most of southern India. 
Rushdie borrows from history to depict 

siblings and their families who’d stop at little to gain power; as 
one of his interlocutors, a European explorer, spits, “I wrote in 
my journal that Deva Raya and his murderous brothers only 
cared about getting drunk and fucking. I should have added, 
and killing one another.” Rushdie places this history within a 
web of mythology: His Vijayanagar is the creation of a god-
dess-channeling girl named Pampa Kampana, most of whose 
247-year-long life is devoted to creating the city, populating it, 
and then trying, usually to little avail, to keep the place from 
falling into chaos. Pampa has a mission: Witnessing her moth-
er’s purdah, she is resolved to “laugh at death and turn her face 
toward life.” Alas, she learns, life is complicated and, as Rush-
die winks, “deity’s bounty was always a two-edged sword.” Like 
Pampa Kampana, Rushdie has a fine old time of worldbuilding, 
creating a vast space in which glittering palaces and smoky tem-
ples stand in contrast with mangroves and wildernesses ruled by 

“tigers as big as a house.” Throughout, Pampa moves between 
royals, having “achieved the unusual feat of being queen...in two 
successive reigns, the consort of consecutive kings, who were 
also brothers,” while taking time to craft a verse epic recounting 
her creation—an epic that, as will happen, is lost for centuries. 
Rushdie reflects throughout on the nature of history and sto-
rytelling, with Pampa Kampana’s creations learning who they 
are only through the “imaginary narrative” that is whispered 
to them as they sleep and with Vijayanagar’s rulers, along with 
their subjects, the victims of historical amnesia who “exist now 
only in words.

A grand entertainment, in a tale with many strands, by an 
ascended master of modern legends.

THE QUEEN OF DIRT ISLAND
Ryan, Donal
Viking (256 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9780593652930  

The daughter of a single mother 
grows up in a family of formidable 
women in rural Ireland.

This short novel from Ryan, whose 
previous books have twice been long-
listed for the Booker Prize, charts the 

early life of Saoirse Aylward, a much-loved child of the fierce 
Eileen and a father who died in a car wreck days after her birth. 

Saoirse is essentially co-parented, instead, by her paternal 
grandmother, Mary, a brassy woman who also becomes Eileen’s 
closest friend. As Saoirse grows up, her family’s life becomes 
more complex, with her mother drawn into conflicts with her 
estranged family and her paternal uncles pursuing marriage and 
the IRA. But nothing changes Saoirse’s life as much as a sur-
prise teenage pregnancy. After she becomes a mother, Saoirse’s 
world expands when she meets Josh, a young writer with whom 
she embarks on a romance once his girlfriend leaves town. 
Ryan, who tells his story in brief, impressionistic chapters, is a 
gifted prose stylist and has a particular talent for capturing the 
language and rhythm of dialogue. The outwardly contentious 
but deeply loving relationship between Eileen and Mary feels 
particularly true to life. His decision to break the book up into 
short parts, though, can make the characters and their story 
feel distant. Though Eileen and Mary are vivid, Saoirse her-
self is a frustratingly blank slate whose interests and passions 
never become clear. Saoirse’s life, and her mother’s, can also 
feel implausibly charmed when it isn’t pierced by grand tragedy. 
Though these tragic moments are shocking, they are undercut 
by Ryan’s impulse to have everyone get along in the end and to 
deliver his heroine a sentimentally happy ending that isn’t sup-
ported by the novel itself.

A gentle bildungsroman that could have used a little more 
bite.

RIVER SING ME HOME
Shearer, Eleanor
Berkley (336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jan. 31, 2023
978-0-593-54804-2  

A historical novel set in the Carib-
bean in the 1830s.

One of the enduring horrors of 
slavery was its destruction of families 
by enslavers who literally tore children 
from their mothers and sold them away, 

never to be heard from again. That violation has happened not 
once but five times to Rachel, the book’s protagonist. Born 
enslaved on a sugar cane plantation in Barbados, she’s in the 
act of escaping as the book begins in 1834, running for her life 
with no clear goal but freedom. When she meets a formerly 
enslaved woman called Mama B, the older woman tells Rachel, 

“Me see it in your face. Your pickney. You want to find them.” 
From that moment, finding her lost children becomes Rachel’s 
quest. One of the women in Mama B’s community remembers 
seeing a girl who resembled Rachel in Bridgetown several years 
before—just the first of many handy coincidences that form 
much of the plot. Sure enough, Rachel finds Mary Grace work-
ing in a dress shop when she steps in to get out of the rain—
and the shop owner gives her a job, too, and turns out to have a 
friend who has access to slave sale records that might lead to the 
whereabouts of two of Rachel’s sons in Guyana. It seems almost 
everyone she meets has some information or skill to contribute 
to her search—so much so it starts to strain credulity. There’s 
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“A grand entertainment, in a tale with many strands, 
by an ascended master of modern legends.”
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also a streak of anachronism that weakens the book’s sense of 
history. A formerly enslaved woman–turned–sex worker named 
Hope explains to Rachel why she does that kind of work: “I 
make money and that means I don’t have to give myself up com-
pletely.” It’s a 21st-century feminist attitude that seems unlikely 
for a 19th-century woman, as do some of Rachel’s meditations 
on the destruction of the environment wrought by plantation 
farming. The novel’s flaws of plot, character, and verisimilitude 
are frequent enough that it doesn’t achieve the inspirational 
power it seems to aim for.

A formerly enslaved mother’s search for her lost children 
is emotionally diluted by lack of craft.

SIMPLE GIMPL 
The Definitive Bilingual 
Edition
Singer, Isaac Bashevis
Trans. by Isaac Bashevis Singer, Saul Bellow 
& David Stromberg
Illus. by Liana Finck
Restless Books (128 pp.) 
$22.00  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-63206-038-9  

The definitive edition of a well-known piece of Jewish liter-
ary history.

Originally published in Yiddish in 1945, one of Singer’s most 
canonical stories describes a village simpleton, a guileless, good-
hearted, gullible fool, Gimpl, who works in a bakery and appears 
to believe whatever he is told. He is told all sorts of things: that 
the moon has fallen down, a cow has flown over the roof, the 
Messiah has arrived. At first he vows never again to believe what 
he is told; then, “to believe everything. What do you gain by 
not believing? Today you don’t believe your wife, tomorrow you 
won’t believe in God.” The story was famously translated into 
English by Bellow in a matter of hours, though the faithfulness 
of that translation was quickly called into question. The present 
volume, gorgeously illustrated by Finck, presents Bellow’s ver-
sion alongside a translation begun by Singer himself and com-
pleted by the translator and scholar Stromberg; this is followed 
by the Yiddish original. On its own, the story is magnificent: a 
little jewel cut with a manic humor. But the real value of this vol-
ume is in laying the two translations side by side and comparing 
the different flavor each one lends to Singer’s prose. In Strom-
berg and Singer’s translation, Gimpl “had seven nicknames: jerk, 
jackass, moron, idiot, nincompoop, sucker, simpleton.” In Bel-
low’s, Gimpl’s nicknames are “imbecile, donkey, flax-head, dope, 
glump, ninny, and fool.” To Stromberg and Singer, Gimpl’s wife 

“had a mouth that moved a mile a minute,” while Bellow says her 
“mouth would open as if it were on a hinge, and she had a fierce 
tongue.”

Beautifully printed and presented, this new edition is a gift 
to readers and scholars alike.

COLD PEOPLE
Smith, Tom Rob
Scribner (368 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781982198404  

After aliens occupy Earth in 2023 and 
enact “the largest genocide ever commit-
ted,” all human survivors are forced to 
live in Antarctica, where genetic engi-
neering becomes key to their survival as 
a species.

The survivors are given 30 days to make it to the frigid con-
tinent. Children younger than 14 and adults older than 45 must 
be left behind. In Hope Town, a ramshackle settlement one 
group of immigrants creates, the arts are “as important to sur-
vival as housing and food.” But in McMurdo City, where billion-
aires and Nobel Prize winners reside, science rules. The fruits 
of the research there include “ice-adapted” children including 
Echo, a 6-foot-6 female with blue blood, lizardlike skin, and 
fat cells derived from the octopus. Increasingly, tension grows 
between those who have embraced the DNA modifications as 
a way of protecting their children from the subzero cold and 
those who believe that only an entirely new breed of human is 
capable of surviving in it. “Invaded by aliens, we have created 
aliens of our own,” declares an unhappy geneticist. Part Fran-
kenstein and part Nineteen Eighty-Four, the latest novel by the 
author of Child 44 (2008) is nothing if not ambitious. But after 
getting off to a great start, in which a family overcomes grievous 
odds to make it to Antarctica by supertanker only to get caught 
in an offshore logjam and risk missing the aliens’ deadline, the 
novel loses its heart and narrative sweep to stiffly written scenes 
and didactic commentaries. Smith has no interest in the aliens, 
who are never seen or heard. There’s little character develop-
ment—Echo could have been sketched in by a computer. And 
an ordinary character’s physical attraction to her is awkward to 
the point of icky. 

A dystopian novel that can be as cold as its setting.

MOTHERED
Stage, Zoje
Thomas & Mercer (318 pp.) 
$28.99  |  March 1, 2023
978-1-6625-0624-6  

A young woman questions her san-
ity after she’s forced to cohabit with her 
estranged mother.

When Grace, a happily single 30-some-
thing who enjoys her job as a hairdresser 
and the independence she has gained from 

living alone in Pittsburgh, gets a call from her mother, Jackie, who 
wants to move in with her during the Covid pandemic, she is not 
thrilled. She and her mother have not been close since the death 
of her disabled twin sister, Hope, nearly 20 years earlier. But 
her mother needs her assistance, and with her income slashed 
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because of the stay-at-home order, Grace needs help paying her 
mortgage, so she reluctantly agrees. The two coexist relatively 
peacefully for a while, the atmosphere sometimes pleasant but 
more often claustrophobic and oppressive. Just as it seems the 
two women might reconcile, Grace starts to have trouble sleep-
ing, and soon, nightmares take over her entire unconscious life. 
When they begin to seep in during the day as well, she starts to 
question her own mental state as well as her mother’s, and both 
she and the reader start to wonder if her sanity is connected to 
her mother’s presence and what is really going on in that house. 
Amid her intense newfound insomnia, her mother makes a star-
tling accusation, and things take a turn for the worse. The tense 
relationship between Grace and Jackie is well drawn and relat-
able. Though the nightmares sometimes get repetitive and take 
up too much space, the overarching plot and unreliable narra-
tive voice—written in the third person but very close to Grace’s 
perspective—make this a disturbing yet addictive read.

This compelling book will keep you wondering what is real 
and what is madness.

NIGHTS FROM THIS GALAXY
Weitzel, Wil
Sarabande (200 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-956046-06-9  

Weitzel’s debut collection of 10 spare, 
haunting stories focuses on the fraught 
relationships between often guilt-ridden 
humans and other predators around the 
globe.

Both humans and animals exist 
in a diminished world of vanishing wilderness. The animals 
are often not in great shape. “Three Parts of Hunger” traces 
in excruciating detail a death watch on an elderly lion in the 
Kalahari Desert, during which two travelers risk their own lives. 
The human characters in Weitzel’s stories often are not in much 
better condition than the animals. Sometimes this is because 
of bad choices they’ve made, and sometimes it’s because they 
have a kind of bitter shame about the actions of humanity in 
general that causes them to sacrifice themselves to the animals 
they see as more worthy than humans—this is what the heroine 
of “Wilderness” does in a tribute to the wolves of the Adiron-
dacks. While Weitzel usually walks a thin line between horror 
and wonder directed toward the natural world, some of the sto-
ries, particularly those focusing most directly on human beings, 
are so brutal as to be nearly unreadable. The stunted 12-year-old 
boy at the center of “Run” is restrained by a leash at all times, 
forced to sleep outside at the rural northeastern Tennessee 
home of his stepfather, and subjected to all manner of physical, 
sexual, and emotional abuse. Most of the fathers in the stories 
are not as bad as that one, fortunately, but they are often cold 
and punitively withholding, like the dying father of the young 
woman at the center of “The Canoeist,” who basically disowns 
her because he believes that her longing for adventure in the 
outdoors is dangerous. Only a few times, as in the thrilling and 

surprising “Leviathan,” does the author allow humans and ani-
mals both to live up to their potential.

Grimly beautiful and not for the faint of heart.

GONE LIKE YESTERDAY
Williams, Janelle M.
Tiny Reparations (368 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Feb. 14, 2023
9780593471630  

A young Black college-prep coach 
searches for her missing brother along-
side one of her students in this mesmer-
izing magical realist debut.

Zahra Robinson has grown accus-
tomed to the moths. They “appear out of 

thin air…in moments of distress but in moments of calm too,” 
sometimes one at a time and sometimes in clusters, but they 
are always singing songs that few besides Zahra can hear. She’s 
tried to tune them out since moving to New York, but a coinci-
dence (she makes a connection with Trey, a cab driver seeking 
college prep help for his niece, Sammie) followed by a crisis (her 
grandmother calls to say that Zahra’s brother, Derrick, who was 
always preoccupied with the moths, has disappeared) forces her 
to start listening again. Zahra agrees to help Sammie, a Trinida-
dian American high school senior who is navigating her identity 
while attending a fancy prep school, dealing with her crush on 
a classmate, and trying to handle the frustrations of writing her 
college essay. When Trey hears that Zahra has to go to Atlanta 
to look for her brother, he offers to drive her under the guise of 
taking Sammie to visit Spelman. Soon all three are embroiled in 
familial revelations and the ghostly mysteries swirling around 
the house where Zahra and Derrick grew up. Williams has a 
keen eye for detail and a lyrical voice, and her exploration of 
personal and collective histories is marked by maturity and 
compassion. The magic of the novel’s moths is truly imagina-
tive, making it a disappointment that pacing issues prevent the 
propulsive third act, in which the magic crescendos, from reso-
nating quite as deeply it should.

An uneven but profoundly beautiful novel that takes leg-
acy seriously, from a promising new writer.

THE RED BALCONY 
Wilson, Jonathan
Schocken (272 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Feb. 21, 2023
978-0-805-24369-7  

A young English lawyer confronts 
moral ambiguity in Palestine under the 
British Mandate.

Set in Palestine in 1933 and based on 
true events, Wilson’s smart, fast-paced 
novel focuses on the months following 

the assassination of Haim Arlosoroff, gunned down on a Tel 
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Aviv beach in June 1933 after he negotiates a controversial agree-
ment with Hitler’s regime that will ease the international boy-
cott against Nazi Germany in exchange for allowing more Jews 
to flee the country. Ivor Castle, a recent graduate of Oxford 
and a Jew himself, but one who feels “more at home among the 
gentiles in the country of his birth than among the Jews of the 
Promised Land,” is recruited to assist in the defense of two Rus-
sians charged with the crime. His work and life quickly become 
complicated when he embarks on an affair with Tsiona Kerem, a 
beautiful and enigmatic artist from Jerusalem whose testimony 
may provide an alibi for his clients. Ivor tries to thrash his way 
out of an ethical thicket, as the evidence points at one moment 
to his clients’ guilt and at another to the possibility that Arloso-
roff ’s killers may have been Arabs, a result eagerly sought by 
Charles Gross, a fellow Oxford graduate and supporter of the 
controversial Zionist leader Ze’ev Jabotinsky. Ivor’s position 
becomes even more perilous when he meets Susannah Green, 
an attractive young American whose father is working quietly 
to rescue German Jews. In all his machinations, Ivor also serves 
as something of a proxy for the complexity of life in a “place 
of violence and blood—or at least, a place of multiple clashing 
dreams of belonging.” Wilson maintains the suspense of the 
trial’s outcome until his atmospheric story’s concluding pages, 
but there’s much more to engage the reader before this mature 
work reaches its end.

Morality and passion collide in a sophisticated legal thriller.

USERS
Winnette, Colin
Soft Skull Press (288 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9781593767372  

The inventor of a cutting-edge VR 
project descends into a state of profound 
alienation.

Winnette’s recent novels have ven-
tured into the realm of surreal Westerns 
(Haints Stay, 2015) and unsettling ghost 

stories (The Job of the Wasp, 2018). With this new novel, he’s 
opted for a different route, following the life of Miles, a man 
working for a virtual reality company who has been receiving 
death threats. There are clues early on that Miles is not the 
greatest of co-workers—an early passage describes him manip-
ulating his colleague Lily’s schedule so she’s working on his 
brainchild, an “experience” called The Ghost Lover, instead of 
her own ambitious project. His penchant for working late hours 
is but one manifestation of his profound alienation from life, 
which Winnette also evokes by barely using the proper names 
of Miles’ wife and children. Winnette links this anomie to larger 
questions of technology and corporatization; later on, Win-
nette shares details of Miles’ previous job, when he’d worked 
on an acclaimed television series that gradually compromised 
its aesthetic until it lost its audience. In the novel’s second 
half, the VR company Miles and Lily work for has embraced 
an idea that the two of them proposed—an expanded virtual 

reality presence that utilizes a device called the Egg. Gradually, 
Miles’ waking life, dreams, and VR experiences begin to blur 
together—eventually arriving at a shocking image that both 
reframes Miles’ alienation and sets him spiraling even further. 
The sense of menace that Winnette establishes early on with 
the death threats continues to evolve over the course of the 
novel—eventually arriving at a haunted, haunting place.

A disquieting cautionary tale for an age of virtual spaces.

GHOST MUSIC
Yu, An
Grove (240 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jan. 10, 2023
978-0-8021-5962-5  

Talking mushrooms, classical music, 
and the complexities of identity infuse 
a semisurreal novel that contrasts the 
immediacy of daily life in Beijing with a 
mesmerizing dreamscape.

Song Yan’s marriage is a lonely one, 
pinched between the unexpressed expectations of her mother-
in-law, who’s newly arrived in Beijing, and her husband Bowen’s 
continual absences for work. She would like to have children, 
and her mother-in-law is similarly pushing for grandchildren, 
but Bowen seems reluctant. Meanwhile, Song Yan has her musi-
cal pupils to teach and meals to cook, which suddenly include 
a new ingredient—mushrooms, boxes of them being mysteri-
ously delivered to her door, addressed to a stranger but without 
a return address. As the daughter of a concert pianist—a career 
she herself abandoned—Song Yan has lived with music as a 
constant. And now a letter that arrives from the sender of the 
mushrooms leads her to another dimension of musicality; the 
sender turns out to be Bai Yu, her father’s favorite pianist, who 
disappeared from public view at the height of his career. Song 
Yan finds him living in a curious old home that she visits repeat-
edly, to play for him and for herself, learning the background 
to his withdrawal. Simultaneously, she discovers that Bowen 
has been keeping secrets from her, crucial and tragic hidden 
facts that contain explanations and more mysteries. Yu’s second 
novel, after Braised Pork (2020), once again explores an uneasy 
marriage, melding the magical with the everyday in a wife’s 
search for escape and truth. A mood of yearning and a search for 
emotional freedom drive this simply told yet enigmatic story 
that includes bursts of imaginative flare, often lit by an orange 
glow. Intimate, melancholic, unresolved—perhaps frustratingly 
so for some readers—yet hopeful, Yu’s story offers a restless 
female perspective working toward clarity.

Dreamy and questioning, an unsettling novel composed of 
wistful notes.

“Dreamy and questioning, an unsettling 
novel composed of wistful notes.”

ghost music
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MURDER AT HAVEN’S ROCK
Armstrong, Kelley
Minotaur (352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9781250865410  

The idealistic attempt to carve a new 
town out of the Yukon snow runs into 
criminal complications that threaten to 
reduce the tiny population to zero.

Det. Casey Butler has every reason to 
be deeply invested in Haven’s Rock. She 

and her husband, Rockton Sheriff Eric Dalton, have financed 
the new settlement, breaking away from the marginally more 
established refuge of Rockton, with money Casey inherited. 
Her eventful history with Rockton makes her eager for the new 
town, whose every resident will be hand-picked by Dalton and 
her, to succeed. So she’s alarmed to learn that three of those 
residents ignored the place’s paramount rule—don’t go into the 
forest—and only one of them returned. Yolanda the contractor, 
last spotted walking into the woods with Bruno the engineer, is 
back safe and sound, but finding Bruno will become the top pri-
ority of Casey and Dalton and their canine and human cohort. 
Soon after he’s rescued, Bruno goes AWOL from his hospital 
bed without more than hinting at what happened in the forest, 
and this time he turns up dead. Even worse, Penny, the architect 
who followed Yolanda and Bruno when she first saw them walk-
ing away from the town in progress, remains missing, presumed 
dead—until Casey and Dalton find a dead woman who turns out 
to be Denise, the second wife of Mark, a prospective resident 
who’s on a secret mission of his own. Few readers will be able 
to name any of the suspects an hour after putting this spinoff 
down, but they’ll still be shivering with cold.

Armstrong’s new twist on her Rockton franchise scores 
higher as wilderness adventure than as mystery.

MURDER IN HAXFORD
Bleiweiss, Rick
Blackstone (350 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9781665046718  

Two more mysteries for Chief Inspec-
tor Pignon Scorbion and his supportive 
sidekicks in a 1910 English village.

The first and more arresting of the 
cases involves a murder than may not 
have even taken place in Haxford. When 
a hot air balloon crashes in the village 

fairground, Scorbion discovers Charlie Thornton, its only pas-
senger, shot to death with an arrow. Not long before, Thorn-
ton and his friend Ronald Parker, convinced that Brookdale 

blacksmith Oscar Sneed had fleeced them in a poker game, 
shot him with a crossbow, left his body in a ditch, and obligingly 
provided each other with alibis that prevented Chief Inspector 
Jayson from arresting them. Now who could have discharged 
an arrow into Thornton and then escaped without a trace? The 
answer, sad to say, is a good deal less interesting than the ques-
tion. In the briefer and less elaborate second case, loan shark 
and painter Archie Williams’ tonsorial session with barbershop 
owner Calvin Brown’s employee Yves ends abruptly when he’s 
found dead in the chair, the victim of massive doses of poison 
presumably administered in the paints he used to produce his 
works. Since laborer Owen Johnson, gambling plumber Ber-
tram Tilson, and jeweler Gerald Evans all owed him hefty sums, 
there are suspects aplenty, and the one Scorbion fastens on 
isn’t especially surprising. The path to the solution is strewn 
with conversational gems like Scorbion’s admonition to hostile 
newspaper publisher Faustin Hardcastle: “Throw your darts as 
well as you can at the bullseye that you perceive to be me, but be 
assured that I will never be intimidated by you.”

Soothing retro puzzles for fans who long for the return of 
Hercule Poirot.

MURDER AT AN IRISH CASTLE
Brannigan, Ellie
Crooked Lane (320 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781639102587  

Brannigan debuts a new series cou-
pling the beauties of Ireland with murder.

When Rayne McGrath, Rodeo 
Drive bridal designer, awakens on her 
30th birthday, she expects a perfect day. 
Instead, she arrives at her store to find 

both it and her bank account cleaned out and her partner/boy-
friend nowhere to be found. On top of that, her Uncle Nevin 
dies in a tractor accident at McGrath Castle, the family home 
in Ireland, and his lawyer requests her presence at the reading of 
the will. She’s greeted at the airport by Ciara Smith, who sports 
a chip on her shoulder, perhaps because she’s Nevin’s illegiti-
mate daughter. The cousins’ relationship doesn’t improve when 
the lawyer tells them that Nevin’s left McGrath to Rayne with 
a whole lot of strings attached. Rayne doesn’t want to stay for 
a year working to improve the estate, but if she doesn’t, Ciara 
will get nothing and the village the castle supports won’t sur-
vive. Rayne makes an effort to get on better with Ciara, who 
knows how things work, while she tries to get her bridal busi-
ness going using the castle as a studio to make the dresses she’s 
already promised customers. Ciara’s conviction that Nevin was 
murdered turns out to be correct. As she makes more friends 
and enemies, Rayne hides the fact that she’s broke and depen-
dent on a loan from her actress mother to keep the place afloat 
while she dabbles in sleuthing.

The strong characters and clever efforts to save the castle 
will leave you eagerly awaiting the next installment.
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BOOKCLUBBED TO DEATH
Burns, V.M.
Kensington (240 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Dec. 27, 2022
978-1-4967-3946-9  

A Michigan bookstore owner and 
budding mystery writer polishes off a 
novel while probing the death of a nui-
sance client.

When a tornado flattens the North 
Harbor public library, aspiring author 

Samantha Washington is happy to help librarian Charlotte Sim-
mons by relocating the library’s book clubs to Samantha’s mys-
tery bookstore. Unfortunately, Delia Marshall, the syndicated 
book critic in charge of the Mystery Mavens Book Club, wants 
more than just space. Imperious Delia lets Sam know that she 
doesn’t “need to go overboard to impress the group. A light 
lunch and cocktails will be fine with coffee and dessert.” She 
also expects Sam to lock up her ferocious 7-pound toy poodles, 
Snickers and Oreo, during the club’s meetings. Unfortunately, 
the dogs get loose, and one of them lunges at Delia, causing 
her to fall. Sam’s initial concern over a potential lawsuit is out-
weighed when Delia is found dead in the bookstore, bashed 
in the bean by a single-volume The Complete Works of Agatha 
Christie—which certainly must be heavy, since it includes 66 
novels and dozens of short stories and plays—that Delia had 
special ordered from Sam several weeks earlier. Sam’s fears get 
an upgrade because the police regard her as their chief suspect. 
Fortunately, Delia’s enemies are legion, so it isn’t hard for Sam 
to come up with alternatives. Nor is it hard for her to complete 
her latest novel, a 1930s British thriller set in Windsor Castle 
and starring King George IV, large chunks of which appear in 
between the chapters recounting Sam’s investigations. Insert-
ing palace intrigue into a shopkeeper cozy may sound like a bar-
gain, but sometimes you get what you pay for.

The dark side of buy one, get one free.

A KILLING OF INNOCENTS
Crombie, Deborah
Morrow/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9780062993397  

The murder of a physician-in-train-
ing turns out to mark the midpoint in a 
trail of crimes that stretches from the 
past to the future.

Who could possibly have had a motive 
for stabbing Sasha Johnson to death? Her 

parents insist that she had no enemies. So do her co-workers at 
London’s Thomas Coram Hospital even though at least one of 
them, senior ward manager Neel Chowdhury, is so unwilling to 
cooperate with Det. Superintendent Duncan Kincaid and his 
detective sergeant, Doug Cullen, that he seems worth murder-
ing himself. Before Kincaid’s wife, DI Gemma James, can bring 

herself to admit that she’s so overburdened with child care and 
her job tracking knife crime in Greater London that she needs 
a nanny and a new position, Chowdhury too is stabbed to death. 
As usual, Crombie weaves a dense web of suspects, relationships, 
and revelations, some of them involving series regulars like Gem-
ma’s friend and co-worker Melody Talbot and her boyfriend, gui-
tarist Andy Monahan, some involving Kincaid’s team at Holborn 
CID. Inquiries into the current whereabouts of Sasha’s unsavory 
brother, Tyler, and of Rosalind Summers, the best friend of Sasha’s 
flatmate, potter Tully Biggs, who vanished 10 years ago, alternate 
with dire hints about Tully’s brother, Jonathan, who managed a 
Soho club before he went AWOL, and Sandra Beaumont, the 
late nurse whose newspaper obituary was found in Chowdhury’s 
pocket. Readers who crave more will find italicized flashbacks to 
an agonizing medical emergency and updates on the problems of 
the children Kincaid and Gemma are struggling to bring up to 
something remotely resembling normal lives.

A rich brew whose plot is consistently subordinated to a 
world that teems with all the haphazard life of an ant farm.

A GENTLE MURDERER
Davis, Dorothy Salisbury
Poisoned Pen (288 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  March 7, 2023
9781728271958  

A priest and a police detective, work-
ing unaware of each other, seek the killer 
of a Manhattan call girl.

Father Duffy, assistant pastor of St. 
Timothy’s, begins by meeting the mur-
derer in his confessional. Telling the 

priest, “I think I’ve killed someone….I’m confessing everything 
that made me do this,” the shadowy figure rambles on about his 
early life until Father Duffy gives him conditional absolution 
and he vanishes into the night. The next morning Dolly Geb-
hardt’s maid finds her in bed beaten to death with a hammer. DS 
Ben Goldsmith, who’s assigned to the case, follows the evidence 
along procedural lines, interviewing Dolly’s clients and friends 
even as Father Duffy, armed with the few facts the murderer 
shared with him, takes a week off and searches for traces of 
him in Pennsylvania, Chicago, and Cleveland before the clues 
take him back to New York just as Goldsmith’s investigation is 
closing in on the murderer. Although both the officer and the 
priest are working with incomplete information, Davis, writing 
in 1951, makes it clear early on who the killer is; the mystery 
lies, as the man had indicated in his confession, in just how the 
events of his life drove him to an act of violence that shocks him 
as much as anyone else. The pace is deliberate and most of the 
characters lightly sketched in. But the portrait of the murderer 
that gradually emerges from the testimony of the many people 
whose lives crossed his without ever taking any special note of 
him is at once so unsparing and so compassionate that readers 
are as likely to end up sympathizing with him as with his victim.

A simmering tour de force of detection from both ends of 
the trail.
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OF MANNERS AND MURDER
Hastings, Anastasia
Minotaur (304 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781250848567  

A letter to a Victorian advice colum-
nist introduces a clever young woman to 
murder.

“Dear Miss Hermione” is just Aunt 
Adelia to Violet Manville, a practical 
bluestocking whose younger half sister 

Sephora’s nose is always in the clouds. The two girls have lived 
with Adelia since their father died. Now, leaving London for a 
trip to the Continent, Adelia puts Violet in charge of writing her 
column, confident that her niece’s common sense and adventur-
ous spirit make her perfect for the job. While Sephora busies 
herself falling for a dashing, mysterious man, Violet struggles to 
reply to a letter from a recently married woman uneasy in her 
role and fearful that someone’s trying to kill her. Although the 
letter is unsigned, Violet hopes to identify the correspondent. 
With the help of Bunty, their knowledgeable housekeeper, she 
discovers that the writer’s name may be Ivy and that she prob-
ably lives in the Essex village of Willingdale. Newspaper clip-
pings enclosed with the letter concern a vicar, a doctor, a lady, 
and a member of the gentry. They all seem like unlikely murder-
ers, but Violet sets off for Willingdale to investigate. She arrives 
just in time for the funeral of Ivy Clague Armstrong, who sup-
posedly fell off a bridge and drowned. Pretending to be an old 
schoolmate, Violet inserts herself into the group of Ivy’s friends 
and soon concludes that she was murdered. As Sephora grieves 
when her new love vanishes from London, Violet learns a great 
deal about Ivy’s life, including her mother’s rumored madness. 
A series of surprising revelations leads to a shocking conclusion.

The first in a series steeped in Victorian mores offers a 
dashing heroine and an impressive pile of red herrings.

SENTENCED TO DEATH
Hechtman, Betty
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9780727823007  

A Chicago-based writer with many 
talents gets mixed up in yet another 
murder.

Though Veronica Blackstone has 
already published a successful mystery 
and is working on a second, most of her 

income comes from writing copy for all sorts of businesses and 
even love letters. A fresh job beckons when her friend Tizzy 
Baxter asks her to come to a garden club meeting. A new mem-
ber has put together a plan to improve a house and garden tour, 
and the group wants Veronica to write the copy for the book-
let. Veronica immediately notices some tension between club 
sponsors and homeowners who have agendas of their own and 

prickly personalities. One house is owned by conceited novel-
ist Landon Donte, who’s written a few lionized but depressing 
books supposedly based on people in the area. Next door is R.L. 
Lincoln, whose books are considered lightweight but bring in a 
lot more money. The man financing the extended tour is a law-
yer made popular by TV ads who seeks recognition for himself 
and his wife in society’s higher echelons. Veronica herself is 
unsure of her feelings toward Ben Monroe, police officer, work-
shop member, and brother of the neighbor who’s pushing them 
both toward romance. As she gathers information, it becomes 
more and more obvious that a lot of things about the tour don’t 
add up. When Donte seemingly kills himself and destroys his 
new manuscript in his locked office during a progressive dinner 
party, Veronica suspects murder and sets out to prove it.

A well-written mystery with plenty of charismatic, guilty-
looking characters.

MORE THAN MEETS THE EYE
Johansen, Iris & Roy Johansen
Grand Central Publishing (320 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Feb. 7, 2023
978-1-5387-2623-5  

A shocking discovery at the burial 
site of a serial killer’s first victim sets 
Kendra Michaels on the track of another 
serial killer.

Facing certain conviction for mur-
der, James Michael Barrett agrees to 

lead the authorities to the spot where he buried Dayna Voyles 
two years ago in order to avoid the death penalty. As it turns 
out, her body’s not the only thing in the grave he dug. When 
the dust clears, Kendra, a once-blind music therapist who fre-
quently consults with the FBI, is convinced that Barrett had an 
accomplice who buried that additional item in Dayna’s grave 
too recently for Barrett to have done it himself. According to 
Jackie Gabert, Barrett’s smart, ruthless fiancee, this accomplice 
may have been an Alpha who was pulling the strings from the 
beginning. A search of Barrett’s cell in the McArthur Detention 
Center reveals a clue that identifies the next victim of Barrett, 
and presumably the Alpha, as Tricia Walton, a champion swim-
mer at UC San Diego determined to qualify for the Olympics. 
Kendra is working with Michael Griffin, the San Diego FBI 
chief who doesn’t like her much; Adam Lynch, the Department 
of Justice troubleshooter who likes her to pieces; and Olivia 
Moore, her blind best friend who runs the online platform Out-
asite; as Lynch announces: “All we have to do is figure out who 
the Alpha is, and a few other small items like when, where, and 
how.” The torrid pace of the cat-and-mouse game is sent into 
hyperdrive by the suggestion that the Alpha may well be an FBI 
agent.

A model nail-biter whose only misstep is killing off its 
most interesting character early on.
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JUST MURDERED
Kovacic, Katherine
Poisoned Pen (288 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Jan. 10, 2023
9781728260136  

From odd jobber to adventuress, 
Peregrine Fisher proves a worthy succes-
sor to her Aunt Phryne in the swinging 
1960s.

Though famous Australian detective 
Phryne Fisher hasn’t been seen since 

her plane crashed in Papua New Guinea six months ago, her 
fellow members of the Adventuresses’ Club of the Antipodes 
haven’t given up hope. Following Phryne’s instructions, the 
club members send a letter to Peregrine asking her to come 
see them. Despite being refused entry by the overly literal man 
who answers the door at the club (“She didn’t know the pass-
word,” he says later), Peregrine manages to get inside by scal-
ing a wall and jumping onto a balcony. Peregrine knew nothing 
about her aunt, who spent many years unaware that she even 
had a sister and a niece. So it’s a shock for her to be living in a 
fabulous house with access to an incredible car and wardrobe. 
When a star model is murdered at a parade of bridal fashion put 
on at Blair’s Emporium by club member and designer Florence 
Astor, Peregrine promptly rises to the challenge. She meets 
both Det. James Steed, who often helped her aunt, and the 
despicable Chief Inspector Sparrow, whom she caught stealing 
a book from Phryne’s house. Steed will become her friend and 
Sparrow her nemesis as she works two murder cases that follow. 
Peregrine, who’s already gone undercover with a job at Blair’s, 
must redouble her efforts when Sparrow proposes to write off 
Florence’s own death as a suicide.

Based on the hit TV sequel, this has all the pizzazz of the 
Phryne Fisher novels updated for a younger generation.

IRISH COFFEE MURDER
Meier, Leslie, Lee Hollis & Barbara Ross
Kensington (320 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jan. 24, 2023
978-1-4967-4029-8  

A trio of coffee-themed murders cel-
ebrates the wearing of the green.

Meier’s novella celebrates one of Ire-
land’s less-talked-about cultural treasures: 
step dancing. As reporter Lucy Stone 
interviews a teacher and four of her most 

talented students, readers are treated to a wealth of detail about 
the customs and costumes of Irish dance. It isn’t until someone 
swigs a fatal cup of whiskey-spiked brew that the focus shifts from 
choreography to coffee. Hollis, on the other hand, starts with 
coffee, as Randy, owner of Drinks Like A Fish, works on a java-
based concoction he hopes will be his March special all the way 
to St. Patrick’s Day. It isn’t till Randy’s sister Hayley’s best friend, 
Liddy Crawford, snags Irish comic Jefferson O’Keefe for a March 

17 gig at the Criterion that someone turns out to have a motive 
for murder. Like Hollis, Ross starts out with the good stuff. Best 
friends Julia Snowden and Zoey Butterfield plan to make a night 
of it with a fifth of Jameson and two quarts of whipping cream to 
supplement their favorite brew. When they find Julia’s mom and 
Capt. George McQuaig enjoying a cozy evening of their own in 
the house Julia lives in with her mom, Julia and Zoey are willing 
to share, and Capt. George pitches in with a ghost story. Soon 
the lights go out and neighbors start to arrive, each group seeking 
company during what looks like an extended power outage. They 
bring treats and opinions about who really killed Hugh O’Hara, 
the hero of Capt. George’s story. As the captain’s tale gets longer 
and shaggier, the Irish coffee flows and a good time is had by all, 
except maybe Hugh, who was murdered back in 1867.

Three good-natured tales are sure to make readers as mel-
low as their namesake drink.

DEATH IN IRISH ACCENTS
Murphy, Catie
Kensington (320 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9781496740052  

Limo driver Megan Malone bur-
nishes her reputation as Dublin’s “mur-
der driver” by brushing up against two 
more corpses.

The first body, which doesn’t even 
wait till the second sentence of Chapter 

1 to tumble out of a closet at the Accents Café, is that of aspiring 
author Bláthnaid O’Leary, whose hard-to-pronounce first name 
sparks the first of many discussions about the vagaries of the Irish 
(or Gaelic) tongue among Megan, who’s originally from Texas; her 
girlfriend, Jelena Nowak, who’s Polish; and the members of the 
writers group who frequent Accents: American Stephanie Bur-
gis, Juliet McKenna, Adrian Tchaikovsky, and Bláthnaid’s friend 
Sadhbh Flannagan, whose first name poses challenges of its own. 
The most important writer on the scene, however, is Megan’s 
new client Claire Woodward, an improbably successful writer of 
historical romances who asks Orla Keegan, Megan’s grouchy boss 
at Leprechaun Limos, specifically for the murder driver to take 
her to several sites she’s scoping out for her latest bestseller. The 
news that the sample chapters Bláthnaid submitted to the group 
closely resemble material from Claire’s overdue novel raises a 
disconcerting question: Which of the two plagiarized from the 
other? Garda Síochána Det. Paul Bourke, who’s had quite enough 
of Megan already, is pulled off the case because of his obvious bias 
in favor of his girlfriend, actress Niamh O’Sullivan, who was on 
hand for Bláthnaid’s final appearance. The juiciest complica-
tion, however, arises when Kiki Rogers, Claire’s imperious agent, 
announces that Claire plans a new series based on Megan’s viral 
habit of stumbling over corpses and that there’s nothing Megan 
can do to stop her. A pub crawl that goes seriously awry demon-
strates just how wrong Kiki is.

As lighthearted and intense as a video game set in scenic 
Ireland.
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DEATH RIDE
Oldham, Nick
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$30.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781448306954  

Even though he’s retired from the 
Lancashire Constabulary, Henry Chris-
tie continues his quest to prove that 
English villages are the most dangerous 
places on Earth and the most traumatic 
for himself.

When 13-year-old Charlotte Kirkham vanishes from under 
her mother’s and stepfather’s noses at the Kendleton Country 
Fair, Henry, noting Melinda West’s maternal distress, offers to 
help rouse the troops for a search. Along the way, something 
about Leonard Lennox, who runs a burger van, strikes him as 
familiar, and no wonder: Twelve years ago, Henry’s testimony 
had put Lennox away for kidnapping an 8-year-old girl. It hardly 
matters that the abductor this time is Lennox’s son, Ernest, 
because the pressure Henry puts on the elder Lennox brings 
the man’s long-festering desire for revenge to the boiling point. 
While DS Debbie Blackstone and her team are still looking 
for Charlotte, Lennox and his mates—Ernest; catalytic con-
verter thieves Benny and Jimbo; and sadistic pickpocket Cin-
derella Watkinson—launch a furious round of violent crimes. 
Their home invasion of wealthy county fair supporter Maude 
Crichton nets them thousands in cash and jewelry and Maude’s 
beloved bichon frisé. Moving on to the home of fair organizer 
Veronica Gough, they demand the proceeds from the event, 
which she’s placed in Henry’s hands. So they target The Tawny 
Owl, the pub Henry owns with Ginny Holt, the stepdaughter 
of his lost love, Alison, who’s just told Henry that she and her 
fiance, Fred Livingston, are going to have a baby. The only weak 
link in this volley of fireworks is the extended epilogue, three 
months later, when Henry’s finally in a position to take his own 
revenge.

How many sorrows can a franchise hero be put through? 
Oldham continues to push the envelope.

A GOOD DAY TO PIE
Popp, Misha
Crooked Lane (320 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781639102327  

An RV–based pie business has a dark 
side.

Pie Girl Daisy Ellery parks her recre-
ational vehicle behind Frank’s Diner and 
pays her rent by supplying Frank with 
pies. Now that she’s won the state pie 

contest, she’s been invited to audition for Bake My Day, Ameri-
ca’s answer to the popular Great British Baking Show. She hopes 
to use her winnings to expand her other business, Pies Before 
Guys, for which she bakes magic into pies to help desperate 

women rid themselves of horribly abusive men. Upon arriving 
at the fabulous hotel home of the TV production company for 
a two-week stay, she meets the other contestants, all with their 
own talents and clashing personalities. The judges are baking 
doyenne Juliet Barnes, chef Leland Graham, and Bryan Miller, 
who Daisy is horrified to realize is scheduled to be the recipient 
of one of her magical pies. During the first day of baking, which 
is devoted to cookies, one judge’s comments border on cruelty. 
Things get even worse when a contestant is found dead in an 
apparent accident. But the show must go on since everyone’s 
signed nondisclosure agreements. The police investigation 
begins only when Bryan dies in a fall from his balcony, provok-
ing Daisy’s curiosity. When the contestants who’ve been cut but 
must stay to the end discover that the house is filled with secret 
passages, she finds a way to snoop, fully aware that her connec-
tion with Pies Before Guys would spell serious trouble if it were 
discovered even though she’d never delivered her pie to Bryan.

A plethora of suspects and scrumptiously detailed descrip-
tions of each contestant’s entries will wow foodies.

PLAYING DEAD
Rothschild, Peggy
Berkley (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9780593437117  

A doggone good look at dog training 
and murder.

Molly Madison has a way with dogs. 
Her dogsitting and training services have 
kept her busy since she left her job as an 
East Coast police officer and moved to 

California. Her own current dogs are golden retriever Harlow, 
an experienced agility competitor, and newly adopted Saint Ber-
doodle Noodle, whose nose makes him an obvious candidate 
for the barn hunt event. As she tries out a new training facility, 
Molly immediately notices tension among the dog owners. Felic-
ity Gaines’ agility boxer, Royal, competes against wealthy, snarky 
Celeste Simmons’ boxer, Buster, who keeps edging out Royal. 
Molly makes a new friend in Felicity when her suggestions imme-
diately shave four seconds off Royal’s score. But then Noodle’s 
great nose in barn hunting, where protected rats are hidden in 
hay bales, turns up Celeste’s body on top of a pile of bales, plung-
ing Molly and her new pal into trouble. Although Felicity is the 
main suspect, pretty much everyone in the dog-training world 
disliked Celeste—though, as Molly discovers, they didn’t dislike 
her nearly as much as the girls the former Olympian trained for 
gymnastics and pushed beyond their limits. Molly ends up with 
Buster when Celeste’s husband refuses to keep him. It’s nice that 
she has sleuthing to distract her from the unwelcome discovery 
that her own boyfriend is married.

Engaging characters and canine lore will enthrall mystery 
mavens and dog lovers alike.
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“How many sorrows can a franchise hero be put through?
Oldham continues to push the envelope.”

death ride
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THE LAST GRUDGE
Seeck, Max
Trans. by Kristian London
Berkley (448 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9780593438848  

When a wealthy industrialist is 
murdered, the Helsinki Police Violent 
Crimes Unit revisits the past to find a 
motive.

There are literally thousands of 
people who might want Eliel Zetterborg dead after he closed 
a plumbing-materials factory, but there aren’t many who could 
access his apartment. Soon after Joonas Lamberg, his driver and 
bodyguard, delivers him to his locked and alarmed apartment, 
Zetterborg calls for help for chest pain, and soon after that, 
he’s found stabbed to death. Since brilliant DS Jessica Niemi is 
out on leave after having barely survived an attack by a witches’ 
cabal, Superintendent Helena Lappi gives the case to her part-
ner, DS Yusuf Pepple, the only one who knows of Jessica’s own 
wealth. As Yusuf follows all the obvious leads, Jessica, who’s still 
haunted by cabal members who escaped, is privately investigat-
ing a ritual murder. Among the suspects in Zetterborg’s death 
are Joonas, a disgraced SWAT officer, and even Zetterborg’s 
son, Axel, who may be tired of waiting in the wings. The apart-
ment contains hidden clues in the form of a puzzle and ultravio-
let light trails that, once decoded, lead to more puzzles. Yusuf 
finds that his new authority offers a better relationship with his 
diverse and clever team but still calls on Jessica for her magical 
insight. In the end the answer may lie in a hunting party that 
started a chain of odious events years ago.

An intricate, beautifully written, character-driven page-
turner with some shocking twists.

EVERY MISSING GIRL
Sparks, Leanne Kale
Crooked Lane (272 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781639102303  

The investigation of a child traffick-
ing case is put on the back burner when a 
detective’s niece goes missing in what he 
can only hope is a coincidence.

FBI Special Agent Kendall Beck and 
Denver Homicide Detective Adam Tay-

lor cross paths once again after working the murder of Kendall’s 
best friend. This time, their two specializations (Adam: dead 
guys; Kendall: kids) dovetail when a shooting at a Colorado 
minimart leaves several bodies behind and a child vanishes into 
thin air. It doesn’t seem like there’s much to learn except that a 
good Samaritan believes the missing girl may have been the vic-
tim of trafficking. As he explains to Kendall, the previously not-
dead guy at the minimart didn’t exactly look like the fatherly 
type. But the trafficking suspects close ranks before Kendall 

and Adam can get started, and the two are still trying to figure 
out what to do next when the unthinkable happens: Adam’s 
niece, Frankie, goes into the locker room after a hockey game 
and never comes out. The hours counting down at the begin-
ning of each chapter indicate a limited amount of time for the 
investigating duo to find Frankie still alive, and that time dwin-
dles as they keep hitting dead ends. Though the case is close 
to home, Adam’s brother, Mark, and sister-in-law, Poppy, have 
no information to share. But Poppy’s evasiveness puts Adam on 
edge, particularly when Mark reveals similar concerns about his 
wife. Surely Frankie’s absence couldn’t be related to the broader 
child trafficking Kendall and Adam are investigating—because, 
if it were, the danger could be worse than anyone imagines.

The characters’ amiability and competence make the final 
act sting, though seasoned readers may be expecting it.

THE FINAL BEAT OF 
THE DRUM 
Spencer, Sally
Severn House (240 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Jan. 3, 2023
978-0-7278-5064-5  

Spencer bids farewell to her best-
known franchise.

It’s been years since retired DCI 
Monika Paniatowski has assembled her 
team in the public bar of the Drum and 

Monkey, and time has treated each member with a characteris-
tically heavy hand. Jack Crane, rendered unfit for service when 
a suspect he was subduing gouged out his eye, teaches literature 
at the University of Central Lancashire. Colin Beresford, father 
of five, works a gentleman’s farm with his wife. Monika spends 
her days keeping company with Zubrowka Polish vodka, having 
given up her dream of becoming a grandmother. Her daughter, 
Louisa, has become Chief Superintendent Rutter, wildly suc-
cessful but childless; her son Thomas is a Catholic priest; and 
his twin brother, Philip, is in a detention center awaiting trial 
for assault. Only Kate Meadows has done something notewor-
thy, leaving the force to become director of Overcroft House, a 
shelter for battered women. After years of finding pleasure in 
pain as Zelda, mistress of the night, she now protects women 
whose pain is anything but consensual. The murder of the hus-
band of one of the shelter’s residents by someone skilled in the 
art of S&M presents one of the knottiest of Spencer’s patented 
heads-I-win, tails-you-lose dilemmas. If Kate’s alter ego is dis-
covered, she’ll lose her post, but if the crime goes unsolved, the 
shelter may close. Spencer’s dialogue is crisp as ever: Monika 
notes wryly that Beresford’s home-brewed beer “tastes like a 
diabetic tomcat has peed on a dead hedgehog.” But readers will 
most likely anticipate missing Monika’s matchless gift for solv-
ing the unsolvable by means unimaginable even as they cheer 
her final victory.

Spencer gives Monika Paniatowski the send-off she richly 
deserves.
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THE CLIFF’S EDGE
Todd, Charles
Morrow/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Feb. 14, 2023
9780063039940  

Not one but two unexpected jour-
neys carry nursing Sister Bess Crawford 
far from whatever comfort zone she 
might imagine she still has.

When her mother receives an 
entreaty from Bess’ cousin Melinda 

to stop in at the home of Lady Beatrice Linton, the widowed 
employer of Melinda’s friend Lillian Taylor, to stand in for the 
nurse Lady Beatrice refuses to engage after the pending removal 
of her gallbladder, she suggests to Bess that the two of them 
combine the trip with a visit to Florence Dunstan, Bess’ friend 
in York. But Clarice Crawford has to drop out at the last minute, 
leaving Bess to travel alone to Yorkshire. First Lady Beatrice 
takes to her so strongly that she insists Bess stay on with her 
after her surgery; then Bess’ plans are upended even more com-
pletely by a terse telegram to Lady Beatrice: “Gordon had accident. 
Come at once.” Since the patient is still convalescing, Bess travels 
again, this time with Lillian, to Scarfdale, the home of Lady Bea-
trice’s godson. Gordon Neville has indeed been gravely injured 
in a fall from an outcropping, but his brother Arthur’s telegram 
has buried the lede: The same incident left the brothers’ child-
hood friend Lt. Frederick Caldwell dead. Deeply saddened but 
no longer traumatized by violence since her service in the Great 
War, Bess examines Frederick’s body and realizes that at least 
one of his wounds looks anything but accidental. It’s not long 
before she also realizes that she’s the only person who knows 
that Gordon’s alibi for a murder that soon follows won’t stand 
up. Fortunately, she brings both experience and expertise to the 
mystery, for murder is “rather like nursing in a way.”

As usual in this elegiac series, the heroine’s detective work 
is less important than the sad secrets it discloses.

THE MAGICIAN’S 
DAUGHTER 
Parry, H.G.
Redhook/Orbit (400 pp.) 
$18.99 paper  |  Feb. 28, 2023  
9780316383707

A sheltered girl must brave the evils 
of the world to save her family in Parry’s 
latest fantasy adventure.

Biddy has only ever known the magi-
cal island of Hy-Brasil, where she lives in 

a crumbling castle. Hy-Brasil is hidden by ancient magic, so it’s 
the perfect home for Biddy and her eccentric guardian, Rowan, 
a magician who won’t tell Biddy exactly why he needs to hide 
out on a secret island. Rowan and his familiar, a rabbit spirit 
named Hutchincroft, have provided Biddy with a wonderful, 
loving home, but as Biddy nears her 17th birthday she starts to 
feel some growing pains. Why is Rowan so resistant to letting 
her go to the mainland? What does Rowan do on his mysterious 
nightly trips off the island? And is Rowan’s story about Biddy 
washing up on shore as an infant even true? When Rowan can 
no longer shield Biddy from the truth about his dangerous ene-
mies. Biddy realizes that in getting her wish to leave Hy-Brasil, 
she may be in for more than she bargained for. Parry’s great-
est gift as a fantasy author isn’t her ability to create magic sys-
tems that are both easily understandable and also detailed and 
immersive. Nor is it her knack for settings, as in the delightful 
and whimsical images of Hy-Brasil. Instead, it is how she takes 
those worldbuilding skills and uses them in service of deeply felt 
characters. As Biddy fights to help Rowan battle his enemies, 
she learns how people and problems are always more complex 
than they seem but that courage and a good heart will always 
win the day. What more can you ask for from a coming-of-age 
story?

Another gem of a novel from a talented writer.
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“As usual in this elegiac series, the heroine’s detective work
is less important than the sad secrets it discloses.”

the cliff’s edge
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r o m a n c e

JUST MY TYPE
Ballard, Falon
Putnam (368 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Feb. 7, 2023
978-0-593-41993-9  

A dating columnist vows to stay sin-
gle…and then her high school boyfriend 
shows up.

Lana Parker is a serial monogamist. 
After her devastating breakup with her 
high school boyfriend, Seth Carson, she 

made sure she always had a long-term boyfriend. Lana is good at 
being a girlfriend—but perhaps less good at being herself. Her 
experience with relationships might make her the perfect per-
son to write a relationships and dating column for the website 
she works for, but she’d much rather write about pop culture. 
When her latest relationship implodes, Lana’s boss, Natasha, 
decides that Lana should write about staying single. It’s a ter-
rifying prospect for Lana, but she’s determined to do everything 
she can to stay away from relationships. However, there’s one 
problem: Seth Carson himself, also a writer, just showed up at 
her job. Natasha, desperate for traffic, decides to pit the two 
of them against each other in a not-so-friendly competition: 
Lana has to learn how to live life on her own, while Seth has to 
focus on settling down with the right person. They both have 
to write about their journey, and the writer who is most popular 
with the site’s readers wins their own column. This could finally 
be Lana’s chance to break out of the dating department and 
write about what she wants—and destroy the man who broke 
her heart so many years ago. But Seth doesn’t make things easy, 
mostly because he’s infuriatingly charming. As they spend more 
time together, Lana finds herself wondering what she really 
wants. Lana is a likable character whose background (she was 
mostly ignored as a child by her philanthropist mother) makes 
it easy to see why she jumps into relationships. Seth and Lana 
have instant chemistry on the page, and it’s a joy to read their 
snarky banter that transforms into something more heartfelt. 
Their longing for each other and the obstacles in their way feel 
realistic. Ballard also creates a warm and witty friend group for 
Lana that adds plenty of comic relief.

A compulsively readable second-chance romance that’s 
full of pining and laughs.

RUBY SPENCER’S 
WHISKY YEAR
Bilow, Rochelle
Berkley (368 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  Feb. 14, 2023
978-0-593-54788-5  

A wayward food writer packs up 
her life and moves to Scotland, finding 
romance and purpose where she least 
expects it.

Ruby Spencer can’t believe she’s actu-
ally gone through with it—at 35, she’s ditched her Manhattan 
apartment and flown across the ocean to live in a tiny Scottish 
town for a year. Settling down in the charmingly named This-
tlecross was definitely an impulse decision, but Ruby hopes it 
will give her the inspiration she needs to produce the cookbook 
she’s always wanted to write. The small cottage she’s renting 
may be a bit of a fixer-upper, but the Cosy Hearth—the pub 
down the street—and its loyal occupants win her over almost 
instantly. Those occupants definitely include Brochan Wood, 
the handsome flannel-wearing repairman who finds every 
excuse to stop by Ruby’s cottage with his tools. Ruby and Bro-
chan bond over everything they have in common, like their love 
of whisky, as well as their differences, and what starts out as a 
fun, breathless fling becomes more serious and meaningful for 
both of them. To make the situation more complicated, Ruby 
finds out that the Cosy Hearth is at risk of disappearing to make 
way for a chain restaurant whose owner has unique ties to Bro-
chan and his past. Bilow has written a romance that should be 
savored slowly, if only to thoroughly appreciate her poetic prose 
and immersive sense of place. While the third-act conflict may 
leave a little to be desired in terms of on-page resolution, the 
novel succeeds through the warm moments revolving around 
the community Ruby stumbles into making for herself.

A charming, lyrical debut about love and self-discovery.

MR. & MRS. WITCH
Bond, Gwenda
St. Martin’s Griffin (352 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  March 7, 2023
9781250845955  

About to say “I do,” a witch and a 
witch hunter have their true identities 
revealed, kicking off a kill-or-be-killed 
enemies-to-lovers romance.

Savannah Wilde and Griffin Carter 
have only been together for a year, but 

they’re ready to tie the knot despite their friends’ and family’s 
reservations. They’re also hiding some monumental secrets from 
each another: Savvy is a powerful witch with an organization called 
C.R.O.N.E., while Griffin works for a group called H.U.N.T.E.R. 
Both truths are revealed on their wedding day when the bride’s 
and groom’s sections come to blows. Now Griffin and Savvy have 
a new goal, and that’s to eliminate one another for the sake of their 
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rival organizations. As the pair meet over and over again in a series 
of dangerous situations, they start to notice a third presence that 
wants to eliminate both of them. Against their better judgement, 
Griffin and Savvy unite to defeat a common enemy. Their team-
work makes them realize that the attraction they felt and the love 
they shared over the course of their yearlong relationship were 
very real. At first, the obstacles to a happily-ever-after seem insur-
mountable. How do you overcome years of ingrained hatred for a 
group of people? The notion that two centuries-old groups could 
coexist peacefully as part of a happily-ever-after is a tall order that 
isn’t quite delivered. The worldbuilding is also rather slippery, with 
a host of acronyms that don’t make it completely clear what the 
witches and hunters do and how they operate. Savvy and Griffin’s 
story is buoyed by the way the narrative jumps back and forth in 
time, from the present day to moments they shared as they were 
falling in love. While the romance starts off charming and quickly 
rockets into a high-energy love story, the stakes are too high and 
the environment too confusing to fully absorb a reader. 

Interesting and quirky in concept but muddy in delivery.

TAKE THE LEAD 
Daria, Alexis
St. Martin’s Griffin (368 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Feb. 14, 2023
9781250817969  

Unlikely dance partners fall in love 
while filming a reality TV show.

Gina Morales has completed four 
seasons as a professional dancer on the 
popular reality dance show The Dance Off, 
and this season, she’s determined to win it 

all. Gina is confident in her dancing skills, but she knows court-
ing the viewers is a key element in making it to the finals. All she 
needs is a little luck landing the perfect partner, a person who can 
both dance and charm fans into voting for them. Gina is spirited 
away to Alaska to meet her new partner, Stone Nielson. He is the 
star of his family’s reality TV show set in the Alaskan wilderness. 
Stone considers himself an outdoorsman, not a dancer, but his 
parents ask him to appear on The Dance Off in an effort to help 
revive the family’s flagging brand. Gina and Stone are irresistibly 
attracted to each other, but Gina is determined to keep things 
professional. Her contract explicitly forbids the producers from 
forcing her into a “showmance”; she wants to avoid being stereo-
typed as a sexy, sassy Latina. When they get to Los Angeles for 
filming, instead of hating the hustle and bustle of city life, Stone 
finally has the space to be himself. He admires Gina’s strength 
of character, especially since he feels trapped in the lies meant 
to protect the reputation of his seemingly perfect family. Daria 
creates a rich, multilayered romance for Stone and Gina. They 
are different in every way, which requires honest communication 
and true sacrifice in order to achieve a happily-ever-after. The 
description of their dancing is joyful, sexy, and mimics the trust 
and intimacy they develop as partners and lovers.

This perfect romance will dance its way into the reader’s 
heart.

BEST SERVED HOT 
Elliot, Amanda
Berkley (368 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Feb. 21, 2023
978-0-593-33573-4  

A professional restaurant critic and 
an amateur food blogger put their taste 
buds to the test in Elliot’s delectable 
romance.

Julie Zimmerman is hungry, and 
not just for food. Aside from taste test-

ing the flavors of New York City as up-and-coming influencer 
JulieZeeEatsNYC, Julie is hungry for more—she wants to be 
a professional food critic. Her dream is to write for a major 
newspaper like the New York Scroll, but until then, she works as 
a personal assistant for Mr. Decker, a retired television execu-
tive. Julie can’t help but despise the lucky few who break into 
the food critic business, especially since they’re mostly wealthy 
White men. Cue Scroll newbie Bennett Richard Macalester 
Wright, a Dartmouth grad and perfect avatar of the privileged 
demographic Julie loathes. When Julie and Bennett meet at a 
food festival, they clash like oil and water. After their filmed 
altercation goes viral, the Scroll encourages Bennett and Julie to 
review restaurants together in order to “[continue] these con-
versations” about disparities in the food industry. Yet the more 
time they spend together, eyes closed in ecstasy over a mouth-
watering meal, the more Julie and Bennett can’t deny that 
they feel something more than hatred for one another. Fans of 
Elliot’s previous novel, Sadie on a Plate (2022), will adore the cam-
eos from familiar characters and welcome the enticing way the 
author describes every bite: “The sheer pleasure as he closed his 
eyes while chewing the duck, rosy and meaty in the middle and 
crispy-skinned on the outside, in one perfect bite with pickled 
and fresh beets. I didn’t have to look hard. It radiated out of 
his very soul.” Elliot leaves your stomach grumbling and your 
heart pounding, and it’s hard to discern what’s more delicious: 
the elaborate dishes or the couple’s simmering chemistry.

Elliot will leave you savoring every last word.

THE NEIGHBOR FAVOR
Forest, Kristina
Berkley (416 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Feb. 28, 2023
978-0-593-54643-7  

In this bookish romance, two people 
who fell for each other through email 
unknowingly become neighbors.

Lily Greene’s dream job is to edit 
children’s books, specifically fantasy 
books with Black characters reminiscent 

of The Elves of Ceradon by the pseudonymous N.R. Strickland, 
her favorite little-known book, which is out of print. On a whim, 
Lily emails the author and is shocked when he responds. They 
strike up a correspondence that grows increasingly personal…
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“Book-loving romantics will be charmed.”
the neighbor favor
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until he ghosts her. Months later, needing a date to her sister’s 
wedding, she decides to ask her new “fine as hell” neighbor, not 
knowing he’s the man who just broke her heart. Nick Brown 
thought he’d put N.R. Strickland behind him, but when his lit-
erary agent strikes a major deal to republish The Elves of Ceradon 
and write two sequels, he moves to New York City, where he 
knows Lily lives. He stopped emailing her so he could continue 
to protect his closely held anonymity, but he misses her. When 
he discovers that the cute neighbor who asked him on a date 
is in fact Lily, he has to figure out if he’ll disclose the truth or 
keep his distance. Although the story relies on formulaic plot-
ting, this romance has thoughtful portrayals of characters work-
ing on their self-esteem and learning to speak up for themselves, 
giving both leads room to grow. Realistic and interesting rela-
tionships between the leads and their families and friends add 
richness.

Book-loving romantics will be charmed.

http://kirkus.com
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LETTERS TO A WRITER 
OF COLOR 
Ed. by Anappara, Deepa & 
Taymour Soomro
Random House (272 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  March 7, 2023
9780593449417  

A loosely epistolary collection eluci-
dating the joys and challenges of being a 
writer of color.

Although the essays are titled using 
craft elements like structure or character, the majority of the 
pieces sprawl vividly beyond their stated intentions. For exam-
ple, Soomro’s wise and vulnerable essay, “On Origin Stories,” 
and Tahmima Anam’s devastatingly hilarious and poignant 
essay, “On Humor,” contain lessons on authenticity that are 
far more useful than an essay formally dedicated to the topic 
itself. In “On Character,” Tiphanie Yanique creates not just a 
lesson on craft, but also a gorgeously frank celebration of the 
power and knowledge people of color inherently bring to the 
page. “It is important to me,” she writes, “that I begin by mak-
ing plain that I am not revealing any damn thing to you, audi-
ence, that you do not already know….The gist: since before 
your own birth this wisdom of character development has 
been inside of you. The world destroyed you and your people 
before you in order for you to learn it. Do not let the world 
take it from you now.” Equally astounding is the generosity 
with which many of the contributors allow readers into their 
personal lives. Anappara, for example, candidly describes the 
self-loathing she felt while working on a novel by the bedside 
of her terminally ill sister, explaining how the writing both 
kept her sane and made her feel a kind of “madness.” Kiese 
Laymon writes about the cruelty he inflicted on himself and 
his loved ones while grappling with years of manipulation at 
the hands of his former editor. While the book is addressed to 
writers of color, artists of all races will benefit from the hon-
esty, profundity, and munificence radiating from each of these 
letters. Other contributors include Ingrid Rojas Contreras, 
Xiaolu Guo, Myriam Gurba, and Mohammed Hanif.

A stunningly personal and practical compilation of literary 
and life advice.
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9780525655114 
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Happy New Year! Here are 10 books I 
am looking forward to sharing this year. 

Spare by Prince Harry (Random 
House, Jan. 10): In a highly anticipat-
ed memoir, the Duke of Sussex chron-
icles his eventful life as a prince, father, 
humanitarian, and military veteran. 
Following the recent death of Queen 
Elizabeth II, Prince Harry’s book is 
sure to garner plenty of attention.

The Creative Act: A Way of Being by 
Rick Rubin (Penguin Press, Jan. 10): 
Who better to write a book about cre-
ativity than the iconic, open-minded 
producer who has worked with every-
one from Run-DMC and the Beastie 
Boys to Metallica and the Red Hot 
Chili Peppers? Good advice for the 
new year: “Learn, do, have fun: terrific 
encouragement for anyone embark-
ing on a creative project, no matter 
what it might be,” says our review.

Reckoning by V (formerly Eve En-
sler) (Bloomsbury, Jan. 31): Now known as V, the creator of 
The Vagina Monologues and author of In the Body of the World 
gathers her writing from the past five decades, creating 
what our review calls “an elegant and timely book.”

The Big Myth: How American Business Taught Us To Loathe 
Government and Love the Free Market by Naomi Oreskes 
and Erik M. Conway (Bloomsbury, Feb. 21): Merchants of 
Doubt was one of the most significant nonfiction books of 
the 2010s, so I’m excited about the latest Oreskes-Conway 
collaboration—“a timely, well-argued contribution to the 
literature of economic inequality and regulation,” accord-
ing to our review.

Who Gets Believed?: When the 
Truth Isn’t Enough by Dina Nayeri 
(Catapult, March 7): I loved Nayeri’s 
last book, The Ungrateful Refugee, a 
finalist for the Kirkus Prize. In her 
latest, the author presents what our 
reviewer calls “an unflinching, com-
pelling look at how ‘calcified hearts 
believe’—and disbelieve.”

The Teachers: A Year Inside Ameri-
ca’s Most Vulnerable, Important Profes-
sion by Alexandra Robbins (Dut-

ton, March 14): Similar in spirit to the author’s previous 
books—e.g., The Nurses, The Overachievers, Pledged, and 
Fraternity—this dispatch from the front lines of America’s 
schools is, our reviews says, “an important and eye-open-
ing book that all parents, teachers, and educational admin-
istrators should read.”

Poverty, by America by Mat-
thew Desmond (Crown, March 
21): Desmond’s first book, Evicted, 
a Kirkus Prize finalist and winner 
of the Pulitzer Prize, is one of the 
most significant works of popular, 
immersive sociology of the 21st 
century. This natural follow-up is 

“a clearly delineated guide to finally 
eradicate poverty in America,” in 
the words of our review (see p. 60).

Monsters: A Fan’s Dilemma by 
Claire Dederer (Knopf, April 25): 
The bestselling author of Poser and Love and Trouble returns 
with a probing examination of the fraught intersection of 
artists and their art. In a starred review, our critic calls the 
book Dederer’s “finest work to date” (see p. 56).

StewDio: The Naphic Grovel 
ARTrilogy of Chuck D by Chuck D 
(Enemy Books/Akashic, June 6): In 
a limited-edition box set, the icon-
ic hip-hop artist presents an ambi-
tious combination of prose and vi-
sual art, drawing from his personal 
journals. Chuck D brings the ener-
gy and passion that powered Public 
Enemy to these fiery social critiques 
of the pandemic era, the post-2020 
election chaos, and the early days of 

the Biden administration.
Sixty-One: Life Lessons From Papa, On and Off the Court 

by Chris Paul with Michael Wilbon (St. Martin’s, June 20): 
When he retires, NBA star Paul will be a first-ballot Hall 
of Famer, but this book isn’t focused on his career. Instead, 
he offers a moving tribute to his hardworking grandfather, 
the author’s “real-life superhero.” It’s a “fresh and refresh-
ing take on the athlete memoir,” says our reviewer.

Eric Liebetrau is the nonfiction and managing editor.

NONFICTION  |  Eric Liebetrau

a preview of 2023

Leah O
verstreet
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LOVE, PAMELA
Anderson, Pamela
Dey Street/HarperCollins (256 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jan. 31, 2023
9780063226562  

The iconic model tells the story of 
her eventful life.

According to the acknowledgments, 
this memoir started as “a fifty-page 
poem and then grew into hundreds of 
pages of…more poetry.” Readers will be 

glad that Anderson eventually turned to writing prose, since 
the well-told anecdotes and memorable character sketches 
are what make it a page-turner. The poetry (more accurately 
described as italicized notes-to-self with line breaks) remains 
strewn liberally through the pages, often summarizing the take-
away or the emotional impact of the events described: “I was / 
and still am / an exceptionally / easy target. / And, / I’m proud of that.” 
This way of expressing herself is part of who she is, formed 
partly by her passion for Anaïs Nin and other writers; she is a 
serious maven of literature and the arts. The narrative gets off 
to a good start with Anderson’s nostalgic memories of her child-
hood in coastal Vancouver, raised by very young, very wild, and 
not very competent parents. Here and throughout the book, 
the author displays a remarkable lack of anger. She has faced 
abuse and mistreatment of many kinds over the decades, but 
she touches on the most appalling passages lightly—though not 
so lightly you don’t feel the torment of the media attention on 
the events leading up to her divorce from Tommy Lee. Her trip 
to the pages of Playboy, which involved an escape from a vio-
lent fiance and sneaking across the border, is one of many jaw-
dropping stories. In one interesting passage, Julian Assange’s 
mother counsels Anderson to desexualize her image in order to 
be taken more seriously as an activist. She decided that “it was 
too late to turn back now”—that sexy is an inalienable part of 
who she is. Throughout her account of this kooky, messed-up, 
enviable, and often thrilling life, her humility (her sons “are true 
miracles, considering the gene pool”) never fails her.

A juicy story with some truly crazy moments, yet Ander-
son’s good heart shines through.

HUMANLY POSSIBLE 
Seven Hundred Years of 
Humanist Freethinking, 
Inquiry, and Hope
Bakewell, Sarah
Penguin Press (464 pp.) 
$30.00  |  March 28, 2023
9780735223370  

A history of humanist thought told 
through the lives of its major thinkers.

In this fascinating, well-organized 
journey through the evolution of humanism, Bakewell, award-
winning author of At the Existential Café and How To Live, 

introduces us to the men and women who have resisted reli-
gious dogma and fixed ideologies to carve out a way of think-
ing in which individuals occupy center stage. Humanists are 
freethinkers, following no predetermined path. They are com-
mitted to inquiry and formal education and believe that “the 
meaning of our lives is to be found in our connections and bonds 
with others.” Bakewell begins in the 14th century in southern 
Italy with Petrarch and Boccaccio, both of whom strove to 
cultivate “the joy in writing” and worked to enlarge and sal-
vage the “wrecked or sunken knowledge” embodied in classical 
manuscripts. The author then introduces us to such northern 
humanists as Erasmus and Montaigne, whose famous essays 
embraced “both [the] philosophical and personal,” along with 
the Enlightenment thinkers Voltaire, Diderot, and Hume, “the 
most intellectually merciless thinker of his time.” During the 
16th century, Bakewell writes, humanists became “less naively 
adoring of the past, and ever more interested” in human com-
plexity, fallibility, and uncertainty. Also making an appearance 
are Harriet Taylor Mill, Charles Darwin, T.H. Huxley, Frederick 
Douglass, Bertrand Russell, Matthew Arnold, E.M. Forster, and 
Vasily Grossman, among many others. Bakewell acknowledges 
anti-humanism as well—fascists in Italy, blasphemy laws, the 
contemporary zealots of artificial intelligence—and reflects on 
the challenges that a turbulent 20th century posed to overcom-
ing injustice through independent thought, moral inquiry, and 
mutual respect. Throughout, Bakewell frequently reminds us 
that humanism is always a “work in progress.” Ultimately, “his-
tory and the human world are neither stable and good on the 
one hand, nor hopelessly tragic on the other. They are our own 
work, so if we want it to proceed well, we have to exert ourselves 
to make it happen.”

A wonderfully learned, gracefully written, and simply 
enjoyable intellectual history of humanism.

PERMISSION TO SPEAK
How To Change What Power 
Sounds Like, Starting With 
You
Bay, Samara
Crown (288 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9780593238684  

A feminist approach to public speaking.
Drawing on her work with actors, 

academics, businesspeople, and politi-
cians, speech and dialect coach Bay makes her book debut with 
an encouraging, practical guide to public speaking for women 
who have learned that to succeed, they must strive to sound “like 
a straight, white, rich, remarkably large man.” Because of the 
restrictiveness of the patriarchy, many women have retreated into 
silence or developed tics such as upspeak, hedging, and apologiz-
ing. In chapters that cover topics including pitch, tone, accents, 
word choice, and emotion, Bay focuses on how voices connect to 
power. “When I say power,” she clarifies, “what I mean is respect. 
When I say power, what I mean is control over our bodies and our 

“A wonderfully learned, gracefully written, and simply 
enjoyable intellectual history of humanism.” 

humanly possible
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finances and our destinies. When I say power, what I mean is the 
opportunity to run the show and feel our feelings.” The author 
liberally sprinkles the text with lively anecdotes about her many 
clients as well as the findings of researchers. She offers exercises, 
such as breathing, guided meditation, throat relaxation, and find-
ing one’s optimum pitch, but she rejects the idea that women 
should artificially lower their pitch in order to sound powerful—
as Margaret Thatcher and Elizabeth Holmes did. That strategy, 
she warns, validates “the hierarchical system that says high voices 
belong to small, cute things, and low voices belong to power. 
The solution is to reject that.” Similarly, Bay rejects the idea that 
women should tamp down emotion if they want to be taken seri-
ously. When people speak with feeling, she writes, “they reveal 
that they are determined, angry, heartbroken, joyful, alive.” Audi-
ences respond to strength and warmth, and the author consis-
tently reveals her own warmth toward her readers. Coaching, she 
writes, involves “not facts but a huge hug of it’s-not-your-fault 
and you-are-not-alone validation, which is what I know actually 
frees our voices and allows for joy in communicating.”

A generous companion for building confidence.

A MINOR REVOLUTION
How Prioritizing Kids 
Benefits Us All
Benforado, Adam
Crown (384 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781984823045  

A law professor and father demon-
strates how keeping children at the fore-
front can ensure a robust society.

Benforado argues persuasively for 
the need to prioritize children’s welfare by the government, the 
law, businesses, and the community as a whole. Once the focus 
of progressive reformers, the rights of children have retreated 
into the background. No longer “in the vanguard,” the U.S. has 

“fallen behind other advanced nations on protecting children at 
every stage of development.” Benforado examines children’s 
lives from infancy to the cusp of adulthood, suggesting changes 
that could affect them profoundly. National parental leave, for 
example, would foster parent-infant attachment. Investing in 
early childhood education, as well as greater access to health 
care and housing, would lessen the economic inequality that 
impedes many children’s futures. “In America today,” writes the 
author, “one in six kids grows up in poverty. In our largest cit-
ies, one in seven has experienced eviction by the age of fifteen.” 
Benforado suggests reforms to the criminal justice system to 
account for the harmful impact of a parent’s incarceration, and 
he lays out the reasons we must reconsider harsh sentences 
imposed on young offenders. The author cites psychological 
and sociological studies to support his proposal of granting the 
vote to adolescents, who, he contends, are often more politi-
cally literate than many adults. Even partial suffrage would give 
young people input on issues that are particularly relevant to 
them; alternatively, their votes could be weighted based on age. 
Young people’s voices, perspectives, and leadership, the author 
believes, can bring about changes in areas beyond government. 

“On many issues,” he asserts, “young people may encourage us 
to rethink long-held assumptions, reform antiquated prac-
tices, and seize opportunities.” Citing researchers’ findings and 
abundant firsthand testimony, Benforado underscores his main 
point: Children are being victimized “not from our deliberate 
actions to disadvantage” them “but from our lack of awareness.”

A thoughtful and practical manifesto for large-scale 
reform.

http://kirkus.com
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THE GREAT 
DISPLACEMENT 
Climate Change and 
the Next American Migration
Bittle, Jake
Simon & Schuster (368 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9781982178253  

An urgent, perceptive analysis of how 
climate change is already changing where 
Americans live.

Though most readers worry about climate change, many 
assume that it will arrive in full force later in the century 
and wreak greatest havoc elsewhere in the world. They will 
quickly learn their error as journalist Bittle delivers expert 
accounts of seven humanitarian disasters, all within the U.S. 
and currently in progress. Only a few feet above sea level, 

“the thousand-odd islands that make up the Florida Keys 
are the first flock of canaries in the coal mine of climate 
change.” Illustrating with vivid stories of individuals who 
love the region despite its frequent hurricanes and floods, 
Bittle identifies Hurricane Irma (2017) as the tipping point. 
Its massive destruction of housing and infrastructure over-
whelmed relief efforts, many of which are still in progress. 
Oceans are also eating away the Louisiana coastline, which 
affects not just New Orleans and other cities, but also many 
of the “self-sufficient communities” that used to live in the 
now-vanishing bayous. Bittle mentions New York City’s 
encounter with Hurricane Sandy in passing, but he devotes 
an eye-opening chapter to Norfolk, Virginia, a coastal city 
whose streets flood at high tide. “The gradual blurring of the 
line between land and water, a process that was supposed to 
take centuries or even millennia, was happening fast enough 
that you could watch it with your naked eyes,” writes the 
author. There is cold comfort in the obligatory how-to-fix-it 
chapter. Even though “more than six million people in the 
United States lost their homes to climate disasters between 
2016 and 2020,” people continue to move to climate-endan-
gered regions. Most experts agree on a plan of action, but 
it requires decisive government action and spending money 
today to save it in future decades. Given the current political 
climate, this action may not be swift or expansive enough.

A simultaneously fascinating and unnerving report bril-
liantly delivered.

THE SHIP BENEATH THE ICE
The Discovery of 
Shackleton’s Endurance
Bound, Mensun
Mariner Books (416 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9780063297401  

A fifth-generation Falkland Islander 
chronicles the “journey to find the great-
est shipwreck of them all.”

Written in a brisk diary format, 
Bound’s exciting, dramatic book is very much a personal 
one. The author served as director of exploration on the two 
attempts to find Endurance, the famous vessel captained by 
Ernest Shackleton that sunk in Antarctica in 1915. The wreck 
rests 3,000 meters below the surface. After years of prepara-
tion, on Jan. 1, 2019, Bound and his team of 51 scientists set 
off for the east coast of the Antarctic Peninsula on an ice-
breaker, with its crew of 44, to find the ship. As Bound shows, 

“A simultaneously fascinating and unnerving 
report bril liantly delivered.”

the great displacement
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the trek was “a bold new step forward in subsea technology 
and, I thought, probably a challenge too far.” Maneuvering 
their way around shrinking icebergs, the author noted with 
sadness the small number of penguins, seals, and whales they 
encountered. Indeed, “the Antarctic Peninsula is the canary 
in the coal mine for climate change.” While testing their 
autonomous underwater vehicle, they almost lost it under 
the ice. After days of research, they set off for the Endurance. 
They faced numerous technical complications that required 
new parts to be flown in, but they finally reached the site 
and began exploring with the AUV. Unfortunately, the ship 
got stuck in the ice, the weather deteriorated, and they were 
forced to give up. However, on Feb. 1, 2022, they launched 
another expedition, this time featuring a Sabertooth diving 
vessel with a tilt camera. Late in the month, they arrived at 
the site area and began search runs. On March 5, Sabertooth 
found something 4 meters above the seabed. The author 
enthusiastically recalls when the team first saw the shape 
of the hull and then the bow. Then a shout: “That’s it. It’s 
the Endurance!” Remarkably, it was in a semi-intact state. 

Throughout, Bound nicely interweaves the fascinating his-
tory of Shackleton’s expedition into his own.

An entertaining true-life adventure tale perfect for naval 
aficionados and armchair expeditioners.

BANZEIRO ÒKÒTÓ
The Amazon as the Center of 
the World
Brum, Eliane
Trans. by Diane Whitty
Graywolf (416 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  March 7, 2023
9781644452196  

A Brazilian reporter offers a “destruc-
tured” portrait of the Amazon’s collapse in 
terms of biosphere and Indigenous culture.

In her second book, following The Collector of Leftover 
Souls: Field Notes on Brazil’s Everyday Insurrections, Brum adopts 
an unconventional form to her work as a way of shedding the 
uncomfortable colonial connotations of her own Whiteness. 
The author, who lives in Altamira, in the Amazon jungle, writes 
with enormous empathy about the Indigenous people who, 
over the centuries, have learned to regard the rapacious Whites 
as “enemies” who have largely destroyed the Amazon rainforest. 
Brum describes her work with other researchers in Altamira, 
where she has studied historical ecology, “the field of study that 
explores how humans have interacted with the environment 
across space and time….Part of the Amazon is a cultural forest, 
meaning it has been sculpted over the course of thousands of 
years, mainly by humans, but also by nonhumans, the ones we 
call ‘animals,’ through their interactions with the environment.” 
As the author shows, most of the Indigenous people of the 
rainforest have been decimated by disease and violence. Brum 
is keenly aware of the disconnect between the White rhetoric 
about “ecology” and the Indigenous practice of being one with 
the forest, and she writes fervently about the massive defores-
tation that has been ongoing for decades. The author excori-
ates the right-wing administration of Jair Bolsonaro, elected in 
2018, as having brought the country to a “climate emergency.” 
While connecting “with the forest and the women of the forest,” 
she writes, “deforestation, the destruction of nature, the con-
tamination of rivers with mercury and pesticides—this became 
a lived experience of violence within my own body as well.” A 
relentless critic, she asserts that “exploitation by white people 
in the name of ‘progress’ is a political operation meant to erase 
everything that existed before.”

A bleak, formidable chronicle of the increasingly defor-
ested world of the Amazon.

http://kirkus.com
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Life on the Edge of Adventure 
and Motherhood
Burhardt, Majka
Pegasus (304 pp.) 
$27.95  |  March 7, 2023
9781639363490  

A professional rock climber shares 
the challenges of maintaining her career 
after becoming a mother.

In this epistolary memoir, Burhardt 
shares the emotional challenges of becoming a mother while 
attempting to retain a sense of her own identity. Prior to 
becoming pregnant with twins, she was not sure if she wanted 
to have children. She and her husband had established suc-
cessful careers as rock climbers and mountain guides, and she 
was also working on Legado, “the organization I founded with 
$11,000 and a harebrained idea about combining science, con-
servation, and climbing.” Through a series of journal entries, 
Burhardt shares her inner thoughts about the changes she was 
facing as well as the toll her changing identity was having on her 
career and marriage. As the author confesses, she prided her-
self on being different, but the details of domestic life made her 
feel angry. Facing the daily realities of motherhood, she found 
herself increasingly resentful of her husband. She believed he 
wasn’t contributing equally to the household and had a “seem-
ingly incessant desire to tack on time away” to continue to climb 
for pleasure—something she could no longer do. Furthermore, 
after the deaths of several fellow rock climbers, the author felt 
fear as her husband continued to embark on dangerous treks. 
Burhardt also struggled with her fraught relationship with her 
mother, and she shows how she had to come to terms with the 
decisions her mother made regarding motherhood and her mar-
riage to Burhardt’s father. Regarding gender roles, Burhardt 
questions at whom her anger should be directed: her husband, 
herself, her father, or society—or some combination thereof. 
While new parents will find the feelings that Burhardt shares 
relatable, her negative comments and expressions of anger 
toward her husband and mother begin to feel repetitive, as the 
fault in her mind continues to lie largely with others.

Raw, passionate, and stinging.

THE DEAD ARE GODS 
Carson, Eirinie
Melville House (240 pp.) 
$27.99  |  April 11, 2023
9781685890452  

A deeply felt, searching examination 
of the feelings and memories provoked 
by the death of a best friend.

“Would I have been this person with-
out you? Would I have been bold and 
fearless without you by my side, provok-

ing me and laughing with joy when I succeeded at anything? 

I will never know, you were with me throughout my most 
formative years, you are so intrinsically linked to my mold-
ing that I cannot think about my fundamental traits…with-
out also thinking of you.” Carson and her best friend, Larissa, 
were a magical pair—not just tall and gorgeous, but also smart, 
funny, and very well-read Black models who shared a flat in 
London and went out to clubs, where people got in line to 
pay for their drinks. Their connection was intense, their love 
for each other radiant in the anecdotes and text exchanges 
included here. The decision to include the texts was inspired, 
since the friends’ silly nicknames for each other (“shmoo” and 

“shmoomies,” “poo head,” “poopoo,” and more) and their many 
declarations of love (“You’re my soulmate, do you know that?” 

“Of course I know that”) brilliantly evoke the particular flavor 
of the friendship. Carson was married and living on the West 
Coast with a husband and baby at the time of Larissa’s death 
at 32; at first, she was only told that she died in the bath. The 
author didn’t know her friend was involved with heroin, so 
when that was revealed, a whole new set of painful, unanswer-
able questions emerged. “You know the obsessiveness—weeks 
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“As elegant and moving as a grief memoir can be.”
the dead are gods
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spent poring over the minutiae of the days and hours prior to 
death, as if somewhere, hidden in plain sight, is the answer. 
Something you missed that could have prevented it all,” she 
writes. So many of us fully understand this obsessiveness, and 
in sharing the specifics of hers, Carson strikes a deeply reso-
nant chord.

As elegant and moving as a grief memoir can be.

FEARLESS WOMEN
Feminist Patriots From 
Abigail Adams to Beyoncé
Cobbs, Elizabeth
Belknap/Harvard Univ. (480 pp.) 
$35.00  |  March 7, 2023
9780674258488  

Historical study of the complexities 
of feminism in America.

Cobbs, a professor of American 

history and author of The Hello Girls: Ameri ca’s First Women Sol-
diers, highlights the lives of women, from the 18th century to 
the present, whom she calls “feminist patriots,” ascribing the 
term feminist broadly, to “people who fought for their own 
rights or those of others,” and patriot to mean someone “who 
has a love of country and a willingness to defend national val-
ues.” As she acknowledges, “some feminists were racists, just as 
some civil rights activists were sexists.” Her selections include 
the predictable—Susan B. Anthony, civil rights activist Mary 
Church Terrell, labor reformer Frances Perkins—and the sur-
prising: Equal Rights Amendment opponent Phyllis Schlafly, 
for one, who, Cobbs concedes, “can be seen as a classic anti-
feminist feminist.” In each chapter, organized chronologically, 
the author contrasts one woman who serves as “the face of 
feminism” with another who “experienced a dilemma to which 
reformers did not yet have solutions.” She also points out that 

“some of these problems exist to this day.” She pairs the outspo-
ken Abigail Adams, for example, with her contemporary, Abigail 
Bailey, whose husband abused her, sexually preyed on servants, 
and raped their daughter. Bailey had little legal recourse to sue 
for divorce, but she eventually successfully defended herself 
and her children. Cobbs looks at abolitionist Angelina Grimké 
and Harriet Jacobs, a slave, who both responded to their soci-
ety’s systemic violence. Mexican American activist Martha 
Cotera, who promoted the recognition of sexism, joins Yvonne 
Swan, who fought to claim self-defense for killing a rapist. 
Cobbs draws on memoirs to portray many of her lesser-known 
subjects, such as Muriel Siebert, who rose from being an under-
paid financial analyst to becoming the first woman with a seat 
on the New York Stock Exchange. The right to compete, learn, 
lobby, vote, earn equal pay, obtain equal legal protection, and 
be assured of physical safety are among the issues the author 
examines through the lives of her brave protagonists.

A fresh, well-researched perspective on women’s history.

PICASSO THE FOREIGNER
An Artist in France, 
1900-1973
Cohen-Solal, Annie
Trans. by Sam Taylor
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (624 pp.) 
$35.00  |  March 21, 2023
9780374231231  

A portrait of the artist as a lifelong 
foreigner.

Cohen-Solal, a professor at Bocconi 
University in Milan and author of Mark Rothko and Leo & His 
Circle, approaches the artist and his work through the lenses 
of history and sociology. She shows how Picasso’s status as a 
foreigner during his years of residency in France marked him 
out for “exclusion [and] stigma.” Her extensive research into 
French police files shows that Picasso was under constant Paris 
surveillance, suspected of belonging to an anarchist cult. The 
author makes explicit the link between the perceived threat of 
Picasso as an “alien suspect” and the fear of today’s migratory 
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caravans traversing Europe. A long survey of Picasso’s allies, 
collectors, and dealers shows how their non-French identities 
influenced the guarded reception of his art. His “otherness in 
French society as an “avant-garde artist” made him a target of 

“waves of xenophobia.” Picasso placed himself in a transnational 
geography and a worldwide history stretching back to antiq-
uity. Les Demoiselles d ’Avignon, for example, put into dialogue 
European and African art, classical and contemporary idioms. 
This cosmopolitan instinct is what drew him to Paris, a “city of 
exiles,” as a young man, but the mid-20th-century rise of totali-
tarianism in Europe and the fascist victory in the Spanish Civil 
War meant that he was constantly under threat. Cohen-Solal 
makes a strong case that Picasso’s expatriate identity largely 
determined the trajectory of his life and oeuvre. She refer-
ences specific works and exhibitions, including his masterpiece,  
Guernica, which signaled his “abrupt shift into political engage-
ment.” His later success and fame transformed him from pariah 
to patron of the arts. In his later years, he became a “protector-
benefactor-advisor” to French provincial museums, choosing 
the “genuine interest of the workers” over the “blasé corruption 

of ‘rich snobs’ in Paris.” By then, his role as a truly global artist 
was secure.

A robust, prodigiously researched art history.

BLACK HOLES
The Key to Understanding the 
Universe
Cox, Brian & Jeff Forshaw
Mariner Books (288 pp.) 
$28.99  |  March 28, 2023
9780062936691  

A new look at one of the universe’s 
most intriguing marvels.

Did gravitational waves, spilling 
from a black hole collision discovered in 

2015, signal the opening of a wormhole through space and time? 
This is just one of many profound questions previously asked 
only in science-fiction movies and now studied in scientific 
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circles as technology progresses. In their latest collaboration 
(Universal: A Guide to the Cosmos, The Quantum Universe, etc.), 
particle physicists Cox and Forshaw ask and answer many such 
questions. (Their answer to the above is a tantalizing “maybe.”) 
Black holes are the remains of massive stars that have collapsed 
under their own gravity. Until recently, they glowed “gently like 
faint coals in the cold sky,” so distant they existed only “at the 
edge of our current understanding.” In 1915, Einstein predicted 
their existence with the Theory of General Relativity, and the 
concept of “Hawking radiation” resolved an inaccurate view of 
them (that information disappears into them permanently, a 
belief challenged when physicist Stephen Hawking described 
black-hole radiation leaks). Are we close to an understanding? 
The authors think so. Inside black holes, principles of general 
relativity and quantum physics collide in such a way it is becom-
ing clear we live in a “quantum universe.” Cox and Forshaw 
believe that quantum computers will help us solve the last mys-
teries of black holes in what will be “the ultimate vindication 
of research for research’s sake: two of the biggest problems in 
science and technology” turning out to be “intimately related. 

The challenge of building a quantum computer is very similar 
to the challenge of writing down the correct theory of quantum 
gravity.” One way or another, they write, black holes are helping 
us see the exhilarating extent to which we are “constantly dis-
covering techniques that Nature has already exploited.”

A spellbinding cosmic exploration that resists collapsing 
under the weight of jargon.

MONSTERS 
A Fan’s Dilemma
Dederer, Claire
Knopf (288 pp.) 
$28.00  |  April 25, 2023
9780525655114  

What to do when we love the work 
and hate the life behind it?

Starting strong with a riveting chap-
ter on Roman Polanski—genius film-
maker, child rapist, Holocaust survivor, 

Manson family victim—critic and memoirist Dederer, author 
of Poser and Love and Trouble, locates the urgency of the ques-
tion of how to treat the work of “monster” artists and writers in 
the power of fandom. “When what you like becomes important, 
becomes defining, becomes an obsession, then an artist’s biog-
raphy has even more clout, more power, than before,” writes the 
author. “You have not just admired, not just consumed the art, 
you’ve become it.” Dederer’s analysis includes both usual and 
unusual suspects, often with remarkably original angles. In a 
chapter on Nabokov, Lolita, and Humbert Humbert, the author 
asks, “why did Nabokov, possessor of one of the most beautiful 
and supple and just plain funny prose styles in the modern Eng-
lish language, spend so much time and energy on this asshole?” 
Her answer, a blend of close reading and blind faith, is redemp-
tive. Some of Dederer’s monsters are women: those who aban-
don their children or commit acts of violence. Here, we get 
possibly the first-ever pairing of Sylvia Plath and Valerie Solanas. 
With regard to a little-known queer band that was first adored 
and then cancelled by their young fans, Dederer’s daughter’s 
friend admits, “I still listen to them, I still love them. Even after 
everything.” Yes, she thinks, exactly, and from there, the author 
works up to a blanket permission slip for inconsistency: “You do 
not need to have a grand unified theory about what to do about 
Michael Jackson….The way you consume art doesn’t make you 
a bad person, or a good one. You’ll have to find some other way 
to accomplish that.”

Bringing erudition, emotion, and a down-to-earth style 
to this pressing problem, Dederer presents her finest work to 
date.

“Bringing erudition, emotion, and a down-to-earth style to this 
pressing problem, Dederer presents her finest work to date.”

monsters
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Calling author Cheuk Kwan a globe-trotter would be 
an understatement. He writes that he has six places he 
calls home: Jiujiang, his ancestral village in southeast Chi-
na; Hong Kong, where he was born; Singapore; Tokyo; 
Berkeley, California; and Toronto, Canada. He speaks 
several Chinese dialects, French, Japanese, and, of course, 
English. To him, travel—and, in turn, migration—is life. 

From 2000 to 2003, Kwan traversed five continents 
to shoot Chinese Restaurants, a 15-part documentary se-
ries that captured the stories of Chinese immigrants who 
run eateries in surprising, far-flung locales like the heart 
of the Amazon, rural Saskatchewan, and the peaks of 
the Himalayas. Now, two decades later, Kwan recounts 
the personal, political, and historical aspects of his gus-
tatory odysseys in Have You Eaten Yet?: Stories From Chi-
nese Restaurants Around the World (Pegasus, Jan. 3), a writ-
ten companion to the film series. Originally published in 
Canada, Kwan’s current home, its U.S. edition offers “a 
heartfelt and entertaining culinary and historical survey 

of the Chinese diaspora,” our review notes. Kwan spoke 
with Kirkus via Zoom from Toronto; the interview has 
been edited for length and clarity.

How does it feel to see your book make its way out into 
the world?
I’m overjoyed. I never thought of myself as a writer, nor 
did I consider myself a filmmaker when I made the film 
series 20 years ago. I’ve been an engineer my whole life, 
but I just wanted to tell the stories of family-run Chinese 
restaurants around the world.

So becoming a filmmaker and an author are your sec-
ond and third careers?
I call them passion projects. There are a lot of things I 
wanted to do in life, but I was shunted into an engineer-
ing career by my parents. But I always loved photogra-
phy. Even in high school, I was president of the photog-
raphy club. In 1998, when I was 48, I had the chance to 
take a summer filmmaking intensive at NYU with all 
these young kids. But I thought, “I’m going to learn my 
craft.” It was great—when we were working on sound 
mixing, Steven Spielberg was working in the next booth 
over. And now I’m 71 and making my debut as an author. 
That comes after many years of considering myself a sto-
ryteller. Back in my youth, I co-founded The Asianadian, 
an Asian Canadian magazine on arts, politics and culture. 
My co-founders and I were trying to give a platform to 
writers and poets, and I was an editor and publisher well 
before I started working on this book.

When it came to writing the book, what did you want to 
capture in words beyond what you’d captured on film?
I thought a book would allow me to be more expansive 
and go deeper into the conversations I had with restau-
rant owners, bringing out a lot of things that a 25-minute 
episode would not do justice. The film was not research-

A filmmaker takes readers on a Chinese food odyssey in Have You 
Eaten Yet?
BY HANNAH BAE

Cedric Sam
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oriented; it was a journey of discovery. For example, in 
South Africa, I was almost like a psychologist to [Onkuen 
Ying, a restaurant owner in Cape Town], bringing her out 
of her cocoon. Eventually, she did open up [about Apart-
heid-era segregation policies between Chinese immi-
grants and South Africa–born diasporic Chinese].

As I visit these different countries, I have an affinity 
to these restaurant owners, and I tell a bit about my life 
story and cultural upbringing as a diasporic ethnic Chi-
nese. I thrive in bringing out these stories. We may come 
from different worlds, but we can meet together in the 
same conversation. 

How did you think about framing such a wide variety of 
stories?
It was very important to me that the marketing of this 
book didn’t say that it was about Chinatowns. I was very 
focused specifically on family-run Chinese restaurants, 
and I wanted to write about issues like assimilation and 
intercultural mixing—topics that are important to my 
life—with as much variety in the geography as possible. I 
wanted to avoid cliché and the obvious destinations like 
San Francisco or London. I mapped out my travels from 
year to year with the intent to cover the whole world. I 
got to five continents. 

When it came to the design of the book, I said, “No 
golden dragons, no red lanterns. I want to de-stereotype 
Chinese-ness.” When I shot my film, one of the best 
compliments I ever received was from a local who said, “I 
live in that city, and that is exactly how we live.” I wanted 
to bring to life the everyday moments in these Chinese 
restaurants, beyond the obvious. For example, if I were 
trying to capture local life in Paris, I’d never shoot the 
Eiffel Tower.

And food can be such a perfect vehicle for talking 
about religion or other ways of life, as you write in the 
section on Turkey.
When I visited Turkey in 1976, it inspired me when I 
found out that the only Chinese restaurant in Istanbul 
at the time was run by Muslim Chinese, which meant no 
pork. Food is a way in to talking about history and geog-
raphy, and I’ve been a good student of cooking from my 
mother. I know that pork is the most versatile meat in 
Chinese cooking, and its absence [at this restaurant] be-
came a way to write about migration, how Islam came to 
China, and Muslim Chinese ties to Turkey. When I met 
the Wang family [who run China Restaurant in Istanbul] 
and heard their stories, I learned I was of the same gen-
eration as the kids and that we had similar experiences of 

displacement, with me leaving Hong Kong and living in 
three different countries before I was 18.

The world has changed so much since you originally 
took these trips in the early 2000s. What did it feel like 
to revisit these journeys as you were writing during the 
pandemic? 
I wasn’t thinking about the pandemic and the racial up-
rising when I started writing, but as I was looking for a 
way to wrap the book up, the current wave of anti-Asian 
hate was happening. I mention my anti-racism work in 
the book, which has been a part of my life for a long time. 
I joined that social movement in my 20s, fighting for our 
identity and recognition as Asians in North American 
society. I had my awakening moments on identity dur-
ing the years I spent in Berkeley, where I dabbled in the 
Asian American fight for identity. Later, I was involved in 
Black Lives Matter. 

Looking at my whole timeline, I realized the present 
moment would work as the epilogue. My partner in ban-
tering [in this section] was Ken Hom [a Chinese Ameri-
can chef whose BBC TV series made him a celebrity in 
the U.K. and beyond], who probably left America be-
cause of racism. I didn’t want to be didactic, so I kept the 
tone casual. We spoke about how it felt for us, respective-
ly, to go back to Hong Kong, and [our] having that shared 
lived experience meant I didn’t have to explain things to 
him. I wanted to capture the journey of where I am and 
where we fit as members of the Chinese diaspora.

Hannah Bae is a Korean American writer, journalist, and illus-
trator and winner of a Rona Jaffe Foundation Writers’ Award. 
Have You Eaten Yet? was reviewed in the Oct. 15, 2022, issue.
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POVERTY, BY AMERICA
Desmond, Matthew
Crown (288 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 21, 2023
9780593239919  

A thoughtful program for eradicating 
poverty from the Pulitzer Prize–winning 
author of Evicted.

“America’s poverty is not for lack of 
resources,” writes Desmond. “We lack 
something else.” That something else is 

compassion, in part, but it’s also the lack of a social system 
that insists that everyone pull their weight—and that includes 
the corporations and wealthy individuals who, the IRS esti-
mates, get away without paying upward of $1 trillion per year. 
Desmond, who grew up in modest circumstances and suffered 
poverty in young adulthood, points to the deleterious effects 
of being poor—among countless others, the precarity of 
health care and housing (with no meaningful controls on rent), 

lack of transportation, the constant threat of losing one’s job 
due to illness, and the need to care for dependent children. It 
does not help, Desmond adds, that so few working people are 
represented by unions or that Black Americans, even those 
who have followed the “three rules” (graduate from high 
school, get a full-time job, wait until marriage to have chil-
dren), are far likelier to be poor than their White compatriots. 
Furthermore, so many full-time jobs are being recast as con-
tracted, fire-at-will gigs, “not a break from the norm as much 
as an extension of it, a continuation of corporations finding 
new ways to limit their obligations to workers.” By Desmond’s 
reckoning, besides amending these conditions, it would not 
take a miracle to eliminate poverty: about $177 billion, which 
would help end hunger and homelessness and “make immense 
headway in driving down the many agonizing correlates of 
poverty, like violence, sickness, and despair.” These are mat-
ters requiring systemic reform, which will in turn require 
Americans to elect officials who will enact that reform. And all 
of us, the author urges, must become “poverty abolitionists…
refusing to live as unwitting enemies of the poor.” Fortune 500 
CEOs won’t like Desmond’s message for rewriting the social 
contract—which is precisely the point.

A clearly delineated guide to finally eradicate poverty in 
America.

THE DEVIL’S ELEMENT
Phosphorus and a World Out 
of Balance
Egan, Dan
Norton (256 pp.) 
$30.00  |  March 7, 2023
9781324002666  

A disquieting study of what Foreign 
Policy called “the gravest natural resource 
shortage you’ve never heard of.”

Phosphorus was discovered in 1669 
by a German alchemist who observed a white, waxy solid that 
glowed in the dark and burst into flame “just a little above room 
temperature.” Egan, who won the Los Angeles Times Book Prize 
for The Death and Life of the Great Lakes, explains its most vital 
role: producing food. Two of three essential elements in fertil-
izer—nitrogen and potassium—are nearly inexhaustible. Not 
so with the third. When phosphorus runs out, plant growth 
stops, and feeding 8 billion humans requires massive amounts 
of fertilizer. Morocco and the Western Sahara hold 70% to 
80% of the world’s phosphate reserves, which may or may not 
run out in this century. After a short history of its production, 
Egan devotes most of the book to phosphate poisoning. All life 
requires phosphorus, including ancient blue-green algae. Thriv-
ing on a massive inflow of phosphate, they are destroying Amer-
ica’s rivers and lakes. They often cover bodies of water with 

“guacamole-thick,” toxic mats, and as they die, they suck out 
the oxygen, producing dead zones. Egan tells the tragic story 
of Lake Erie. For most of the 20th century, detergents, sewage, 
and industrial waste produced a widely publicized dead body of 

“A clearly delineated guide to finally 
eradicate poverty in America.”

poverty, by america
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water. The Clean Water Act of 1972 was a significant milestone, 
and by the 1980s, Lake Erie was clean. However, by the turn of 
this century, it died again, the result of the act’s one yawning 
exemption: agriculture. Massive phosphate-rich fertilizer from 
farms and manure from titanic feed lots poured into rivers that 
emptied into the lake. After recounting the havoc phosphate 
wreaks elsewhere, the author turns to possible solutions. We 
waste about 80% of agricultural phosphate, so there is room 
for improvement. Unfortunately, many current efforts are con-
fined to pilot projects—e.g., recycling sewage and manure—or 
are largely symbolic, such as banning phosphate from lawn 
fertilizer.

A fine account, worthy of fertile discussion, of yet another 
environmental disaster. 

PAT IN THE CITY
My Life of Fashion, Style, and 
Breaking All the Rules
Field, Patricia
Dey Street/HarperCollins (272 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Feb. 14, 2023
9780063048324  

A “famously impossible to corral” 
clothing stylist reminisces about her life 
as a one-of-a-kind New York fashionista.

Field learned to appreciate “quality 
garments and the value of an unrelenting work ethic” from a 
Greek-born mother who ran a successful dry cleaning busi-
ness on the Upper East Side of Manhattan. But rather than 
adopt the 1950s fashion sense her mother tried to instill in 
her, Field showed early on that her taste—which left no room 
for “cashmere sweaters, Mary Janes, A-line coats and Peter Pan 
collars”—was, in its eclecticism, “cool and fierce.” Meanwhile, 
her personal life, which later included friends from diverse 
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backgrounds as well as male and female lovers, began to mir-
ror her love of variety. Field’s first post-collegiate job was as a 
sales clerk in a discount department store, where she quickly 
revealed a flair for fashion merchandising and making all 
clothes, regardless of price tag, look enticing. “I love to make 
everything beautiful,” she writes, “be it a $3.99 blouse, a Payless 
shoe, or a Chanel tweed jacket.” Field later opened a small bou-
tique and discovered a passion for styling clients. Her epony-
mous second store became a mecca for disco lovers, music stars 
like Madonna and Lenny Kravitz, artists like Basquiat, and New 
York’s gay and trans demimonde. An ever widening social circle, 
increased exposure, and business success led Field into costume 
design for films, including Lady Beware, and hit TV shows Sex 
and the City and Emily in Paris. Of all the accomplishments she 
catalogs in this book, however, perhaps the most inspiring was 
fully coming into her own after more than three decades of self-
doubt. “It might have taken me until my sixties,” she writes, 

“but I was finally my own woman.” Fashion lovers and fans alike 
will love the author’s anecdotes and photos from a unique life 
spent at the intersection of art and trendsetting styles.

A bright, colorful memoir of an interesting life.

THE HUMANITY 
ARCHIVE 
Recovering the Soul 
of Black History From a 
Whitewashed American Myth
Fowler, Jermaine
Row House Publishing (384 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9781955905145  

An innovative reading of Black his-
tory, gracefully joining it to the larger his-

tory of all humankind.
As podcaster and “self-proclaimed intellectual adventurer” 

Fowler observes at the beginning of this rich book, there’s 
irony in the fact that the founder of Black History Month, 
Carter G. Woodson, believed we should study not Black his-
tory as such but “Black people in history.” It’s a subtle distinc-
tion, but nearly a century later, Woodson’s vision “sits in the 
bargain bin of education, the place a thing goes after losing 
its value—its essence, its very soul.” That Woodson is not 
better known supports Fowler’s vigorous program of prowl-
ing the stacks to look at pioneering literature and those who 
kept it alive—people such as Arthur Alfonso Schomburg, 
who gathered thousands of books on Black life, and Lerone 
Bennett Jr., whose 1962 book Before the Mayflower: A History 
of Black America “mainstreamed 1619 as the most important 
date in Black American history.” Fowler consistently turns up 
intriguing surprises. For example, the model for the kneeling 
figure in the Emancipation Memorial in Washington, D.C., 
who escaped from slavery in 1863, was the great-great-great 
grandfather of boxing legend Muhammad Ali, and the first 
donation for the memorial, dedicated in 1922, came from a 
formerly enslaved woman—ironic, again, since the memorial 

highlights not the enslaved but Abraham Lincoln, a White-
washing of history that devalues Black Americans’ vital role 
in their own liberation. Drawing on the work of Orlando Pat-
terson in the project of joining the particular to the univer-
sal, Fowler examines slavery as a worldwide phenomenon. “If 
we look back on such an all-pervasive human institution and 
assume we are incapable of committing such atrocities our-
selves, we will fail to prevent it in the future,” he writes. Given 
revanchist White supremacism and its insistence “that slavery 
was benign,” what remains is to counter untruthful narratives 
through constant self-education and well-formed knowledge, 
which Fowler accomplishes in this book.

A timely, powerful approach to history that looks into the 
past to find a path into a better future.

UNEARTHED
A Lost Actress, a Forbidden 
Book, and a Search for Life 
in the Shadow of 
the Holocaust
Frank, Meryl
Hachette (272 pp.) 
$29.00  |  April 11, 2023
9780306828362  

An unflagging hunt through the 
darkest period of Jewish history yields 

treasure for a passionate researcher.
“For my entire life, having grown up in a household where the 

Holocaust was everything and nothing, hugely impactful but 
rarely discussed, I had my own questions about what had hap-
pened to our relatives,” writes activist and ambassador Frank. 

“In fact, it nearly obsessed me, coloring my entire worldview.” 
Then, in 1996, when she was a young mother, her Aunt Mol-
lie showed her a slim book. Among its biographies of Yiddish 
actors murdered by the Nazis in Vilna, Lithuania, in 1941 and 
1942 was a section on perhaps the most fascinating of those lost 
relatives, a talented and courageous actor named Franya Winter. 
This book will be yours, her aunt told her, but do not read it. For 
years, Frank obeyed. In 2002, when she took her children and 
her 85-year-old mother to Vilna to see what they could discover 
about their family’s past, her course toward enlightenment was 
set. Any memoir of genealogical research tends to be a story of 
frustrating dead ends, amazing coincidences, mistaken iden-
tities, mysteries within mysteries, and moments of illumina-
tion—sometimes more than someone without a personal stake 
can fully appreciate or keep straight. That happens only rarely 
here; more notable is the way the horror of the Holocaust ups 
the ante on every discovery. Nothing stopped Frank as she trav-
eled back and forth to Europe and later Canada, peeling back 
the veil and ending the silence on mass killings, brutal betrayals, 
and foiled escapes as well as bright flickers of courage and rebel-
lion. She sifted through records across four continents, partner-
ing with archivists and translators. After the mystery of Franya 
was solved, new parts of the story emerged to yield unexpected 
satisfaction. Frank’s attitude and rigorous self-reflection will 

“A timely, powerful approach to history that looks into 
the past to find a path into a better future.”

the humanity archive
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be a beacon to the many people profoundly affected by genera-
tional trauma.

An unflinching project that succeeds as a small victory 
against the erasure of the Holocaust.

ZIG-ZAG BOY
A Memoir of Madness 
and Motherhood
Frank, Tanya
Norton (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9780393531886  

A mother chronicles how her young-
est son’s struggle with mental illness 
affected her understanding of what it 
meant to be a mother.

When Frank found her 19-year-old son Zach “tracing the 
wires of our defunct telephone circuit board” in their home 

because he believed they were under surveillance by “bad peo-
ple,” she knew something was wrong. Until that moment, Zach 
had been a well-liked, highly intelligent teen who had never 
showed any predisposition to mental illness. The doctors who 
examined him eventually settled on a diagnosis of schizophre-
nia, while Frank scrambled to find her otherwise high-function-
ing son the help and medication he required. Unfortunately, it 
quickly became clear that the antipsychotics meant to control 
his condition made other parts of his life much harder. While 
Zach contended with the difficult side effects—e.g., blurry 
vision, muscle spasms, and decreased cognitive capability—
Frank dealt with the “mental illness trauma” of witnessing her 
son’s decline. When he went off medication, the author sup-
ported his decision, not knowing that Zach was at the beginning 
of a stop-start drug cycle that, like homelessness and hospital-
ization, would continue through his adult life. Desperate to “fix 
my boy,” Frank did everything she possibly could to assist him, 
including moving back to their native England in hopes that his 
father and the British health care system could look after him 
better than the American system could. The author’s efforts 
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only made her realize that sacrificing for Zach put her relation-
ship with her beloved American wife at risk of rupture. Eventu-
ally, she found a measure of solace in a support group. “We agree 
that we are all mad, all disordered, all traumatized,” she writes, 

“and our loved ones are no different than anyone else.” As she 
explores the sometimes-painful limits of mothering, Frank can-
didly discusses the wisdom of letting go what cannot be healed 
or made whole in exchange for the gift of acceptance.

A heartfelt memoir about family, mental illness, and 
unconditional love.

THE PANDEMIC PARADOX
How the Covid Crisis 
Made Americans More 
Financially Secure
Fulford, Scott
Princeton Univ. (392 pp.) 
$35.00  |  May 16, 2023
9780691245324  

A senior economist at the Con-
sumer Financial Protection Bureau sur-
veys the financial consequences of the 

Covid-19 pandemic.
The good news: The pandemic took less of a toll on the 

economy than it might have. The bad news, and thus the paradox 
of the title: The economic damage will last. As Fulford shows in 
clear and accessible prose, the world as a whole was unprepared 
for a devastating pandemic; Americans, in particular “were not 
prepared for an economic collapse of this magnitude.” That lack 
of preparation continues, and willfully, since Americans still don’t 
have much interest in saving for a rainy day. However, where they 
might have suffered because of that unpreparedness, monetary 
policy in the form of stimulus and unemployment payments 
saved the day. Whereas in 2008 the response of the govern-
ment was timid, in this instance, Congress acted quickly to pass 
three major stimulus bills “more than five times larger than the 
response to the Great Recession.” Moreover, the relocation of 
much of the knowledge workforce from office to home remade 
the economic landscape, showing that there were new possibili-
ties in independence and entrepreneurship. Many of the ills of the 
pandemic are generational, since they mostly affect young people. 
Millennials have had to weather two major economic upheavals 
in their working lives, while those who are in school today lost 
educational ground, so that “the average student affected by pan-
demic schooling is likely to earn around 4.6 percent less over her 
lifetime than she would without the pandemic.” This adds up to 
$100,000 per person and more than $5 trillion over a generation. 
There’s no real way to catch up, Fulford writes, and though things 
will get better, the damage to the supply chain and inflation are 
something Americans will be weathering for years to come.

If you’re wondering about the dollars-and-cents effects of 
the virus, this book makes a lucid guide.

ALL THE KNOWLEDGE IN 
THE WORLD
The Extraordinary History of 
the Encyclopedia
Garfield, Simon
Morrow/HarperCollins (400 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9780063292277  

A wealth of research wrapped into an 
eccentric, charming package.

Garfield is the author of several 
appealingly unusual books, such as Mauve, about the history 
of purple, and Just My Type, about the history of fonts. His 
latest fits easily into this unpredictable canon, combining 
information, entertainment, and insight. Garfield is clearly an 
aficionado, and he takes us into his ever growing collection. In 
tracking the history of encyclopedias, the author maintains 
focus on the Encyclopaedia Britannica, the longtime gold stan-
dard. Launched in 1768, it mixed material from existing sources 
with original articles from the editors. Later editions also used 
specialized contributors. “In 1926,” writes Garfield, “George 
Bernard Shaw received $68.50 for his article on Socialism, while 
Albert Einstein received $86.40 for his piece on Space-Time.” 
However, notes the author, the Britannica was far from the first 
attempt to consolidate all knowledge. Of course, the ancient 
Greeks and Romans took several shots at the project, but for 
sheer scale, the winner is the Yongle Dadian, which was com-
missioned by Zhu Di, an emperor of the Ming dynasty in China. 
It had 11,095 manuscript volumes, so large that there was only 
one copy made. Garfield has a good time exploring the evolu-
tion of the encyclopedia. “What is and isn’t valued knowledge, 
and how best to present it, has been the recurring headache 
of every encyclopedia editor in history,” he writes. The author 
peppers the text with peculiar entries from various volumes. 
Despite his droll sense of humor, he consistently makes impor-
tant points about the fungible nature of knowledge and the way 
that language changes to reflect social trends. Hard-copy ency-
clopedias were eventually replaced, first with searchable CDs 
and, eventually, Wikipedia and other digital resources. In fact, 
Wikipedia “plundered huge amounts of Britannica’s (out-of-
copyright) eleventh edition as its core knowledge base,” writes 
the author. Even as paper volumes approach extinction, their 
legacy endures.

Garfield’s great affection for his subject shines through, 
making this book a pleasing, intriguing read.
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BAD MORMON
A Memoir
Gay, Heather
Gallery Books/Simon & Schuster 
(304 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781982199531  

A reality TV personality recounts an 
upbringing in a religion that she finally 
rejected.

“Everything in my life confirmed my 
identity, my faith, and my future. Until it didn’t.” It’s a simple 
declaration but hard won. Gay grew up in a Mormon family so 
deeply rooted in the faith that they were enrolled as “born in 
the covenant,” meaning that her parents were married in the 
temple. (“Born in the covenant: Mormon flex,” she writes with 
typically arch humor.) Her family wasn’t necessarily doctrinaire, 
but they were undoubtedly observant, while Gay was a born 
questioner and explorer. A prevailing metaphor comes early 
on when, forbidden to leave her yard as a very young girl, she 
opens the gate and is locked out, portending things to come. 
After typical adolescent experimentation, she was haunted by 
the thought that her parents would believe her to be “a bad 
seed.” The author structures her life story according to all the 
ways she failed, sometimes in her eyes but mostly in the eyes 
of others: bad daughter, bad missionary, bad wife, bad Mormon. 
As she reveals without sensationalism, it was her husband who 
failed, and it was the church that demanded that women accept 
subservient status and sexual violence. “We are taught to say no 
to a lot of things outside of our faith,” she writes, “but inside the 
faith, we are told only to bow our heads and say yes.” Eventually, 
a fellow Mormon woman advised her, with regard to that bad 
marriage, to “run, and don’t look back.” So she did, becoming 
the “bad ass” of the last part of her book, when she joined the 
cast of The Real Housewives of Salt Lake City and renounced the 
church “in the name of the Father, the Son, and Andy Cohen.”

A thoughtful, smart, and funny handbook for apostates.

WHATEVER NEXT?
Lessons From an 
Unexpected Life
Glenconner, Anne
Hachette (288 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9780306828706  

A nonagenarian member of the 
minor British nobility delivers a some-
times–self-satisfied, sometimes-moving 
memoir.

The takeaway from Glenconner’s memoir is that in many 
respects, it is quite smashing to be rich and entitled‚ the lat-
ter in both the sense of holding privilege and bearing a royal 
title. In the author’s case, the title comes from having married a 
man named Colin Tennant, bestowed with the sobriquet “Lord 

Glenconner,” who bought a Caribbean island and turned it into 
“a luxurious retreat, famous for its privacy, its glamorous visi-
tors and its parties. Among those visitors were Mick Jagger and 
David Bowie, of whose work she remarks, “I know the trans-
formative effect of great music and a thumping tune.” Calling 
herself “an unofficial agony aunt as well as a gay icon,” Glencon-
ner raises a matter that, she suggests, is of burning interest to a 
large audience—namely, “if Colin was gay or bisexual.” Granted, 
she notes, Colin did leave his entire estate to his male valet, but 
while she has no direct evidence, “I was painfully aware of the 
multiple affairs that he had with women.” Named lady-in-wait-
ing to her friend Princess Margaret, Glenconner enumerates 
some of the “lovely perks” that come with the job, including 
free passes to Wimbledon and Royal Ascot and gaining access 
to doctors devoted to the royal household. “I don’t have to go 
often as fortunately I am quite healthy,” she writes, “but it cer-
tainly makes getting one’s flu jab more of an occasion.” Less 
superciliously, Glenconner recounts the difficult fates of several 
of her children. While one son is the current Lord Glenconner, 
another died of AIDS and still another of hepatitis C, “a result 
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of his struggles with heroin addiction.” Though her book is 
often glancing, the author has clearly made much of life, even 
if the world today is “very different…from the one in which I 
was brought up.”

Will appeal to royal watchers and those who delight in 
tales of the idle rich.

WACO
David Koresh, the Branch 
Davidians, and a Legacy 
of Rage
Guinn, Jeff
Simon & Schuster (400 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Jan. 24, 2023
9781982186104  

The tragic rise and fall of a dangerous 
Christian sect.

Guinn’s well-rounded examination 
of the Branch Davidians begins in early 1993 during a 51-day 
federal siege on David Koresh’s heavily guarded compound. As 
the author recounts, a biblical prophecy that foretold the end 
of the world compelled Koresh and his followers to stockpile a 
large cache of weapons within the confines of the Mount Car-
mel Center, on a 77-acre plot of land outside of Waco. Having 
surveilled Koresh and his group for months, the government 
agents meticulously calculated their raid operation. In addi-
tion to chronicling the firefight and fire that killed 76 Branch 
Davidians, the author scrutinizes the legacy of the Davidian 
movement and the executive hierarchy that ushered in a suc-
cession of self-proclaimed modern-day prophets. Guinn natu-
rally focuses on Vernon Wayne Howell, a young man hungering 
for spiritual guidance. Believing that God “communicated with 
him,” he eventually transformed himself into David Koresh, 
the final leader of the Branch Davidian religious cult. Described 
as a man obsessed with the apocalyptic teachings of the book of 
Revelation, he demanded loyalty and frequently cited Scripture 
to justify his reprehensible behavior. His preoccupation with 
amassing fully automatic artillery for a looming “battle” drew 
the attention of federal officials. After an investigation, they 
attempted a surprise raid, but a leak put Koresh and his fol-
lowers on high alert, leading up to the seven-week impasse. In 
riveting detail, Guinn describes the high-tension ordeal, draw-
ing on a wealth of new information, including several eyewit-
ness accounts. As the author did in previous reports on Charles 
Manson and Jonestown, Guinn dives deeply into his subject to 
present a vivid combination of well-researched facts, personal 
testimonials, and controversial perspectives. A convincing and 
chilling coda to this investigation is the correlations Guinn 
draws among the Davidian compound raid, the 1995 Oklahoma 
City bombing, and the Jan. 6, 2021, insurrection.

An engrossing report on David Koresh and the endurance 
of cult culture.

AS WE EXIST 
A Postcolonial 
Autobiography
Harchi, Kaoutar
Trans. by Emma Ramadan
Other Press (144 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  March 7, 2023
9781635422849  

The daughter of Moroccan immi-
grants comes of age.

Novelist and sociologist Harchi makes 
her English-language debut with a simultaneously tender and pow-
erful memoir of growing up in eastern France as the only child of 
Moroccan immigrants. They worked as cleaners, arduous labor for 
which they felt exploited. Living in a community rife with violence, 
she was sensitive to her mother’s overwhelming fears, “and I began 
to fear, too.” Her parents refused to send her to the local elemen-
tary school with other immigrants’ children—the Arab boys were 

“thugs,” her mother thought, who ruined girls’ reputations. Instead, 
they got special permission to enroll her in what they believed 
was a better school in a different part of the city. When she was 10, 
they sent her to a private Catholic school, where Harchi was sub-
jected to bullying and racist behavior from classmates and teachers. 
Intent on protecting her parents, she never told them. “School,” 
she writes, “was simultaneously the great unhappiness of my life 
and the great happiness” of her parents’ lives. The oppression she 
felt at school and the hostility she experienced from French soci-
ety were mitigated when she was 17 and read The Suffering of the 
Immigrant, by French Algerian sociologist Abdelmalek Sayad. That 
book, she writes, gave “meaning, a miraculous meaning, for so long 
unattainable,” to her family’s life. Social theory, she came to believe, 

“had the same power as kisses, as plants and prayers, I mean the 
power to heal and transform.” Encouraged by a professor, Harchi 
decided to study social science at university. Realizing that educa-
tion threatened to pull her on a path away from her parents, she felt 
burdened by a sense of betrayal. Harchi recounts a painful struggle 

“to morally justify” her decision to pursue graduate studies in Paris 
and, finally, to be able to move forward, without guilt or sadness, 

“working only to make a future for us.”
A graceful, revelatory remembrance.

THE SECRET FILES
Bill de Blasio, the NYPD, 
and the Broken Promises of 
Police Reform
Hayes, Michael
Kingston Imperial (400 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9781954220447  

An investigative report on longtime 
efforts by the NYPD to resist reforms 
against abuse and for better accountability.

As the mayor of New York from 2014 to 2021, Bill de Blasio 
spent a considerable amount of time trying to put an end to the 

“A graceful, revelatory remembrance.”
as we exist
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NYPD’s long-standing “stop and frisk” policy, both “illegal and 
biased.” As investigative journalist Hayes writes, de Blasio “had 
staked his campaign on transforming the NYPD into a police 
agency that was more accountable to the public.” Just before 
Christmas in 2014, two officers were killed in Brooklyn, and 
the NYPD dug in its heels even more. De Blasio was placed 
in a dilemma: He couldn’t simply look past the police given 
his progressive base, and he was mindful of what happened to 
David Dinkins, one of his predecessors, when Dinkins tried to 
initiate similar reforms. De Blasio was serious about his efforts. 
When he landed on the City Council, he introduced legislation 
that expanded the purview of the Civilian Complaint Review 
Board—and again the NYPD resisted. The numbers speak for 
themselves. As Hayes observes, one report revealed that 83% of 
all people stopped by police were Black and Hispanic, far out 
of proportion to their share of the populace. Internal NYPD 
records indicate, furthermore, that of more than 2,000 com-
plaints of racial profiling, none was “substantiated,” and only 
12% of the complaints of abuse or misconduct brought before 
the CCRB ended in disciplinary action. Emboldened by the law-
and-order fundamentalism of former mayor Rudy Giuliani, the 
NYPD continued to thwart de Blasio and has been rewarded 
by his successor, Eric Adams, a former NYPD officer whose 
new anti-gun unit was found to be “mostly pulling over suspects 
in cars for minor infractions including tinted windows, drug 
possession and bogus license plates.” Those suspects, naturally, 
were mostly Black or brown.

A compelling case for top-to-bottom police reform, begin-
ning with genuine self-policing.

THE BLAZING WORLD 
A New History of 
Revolutionary England, 
1603-1689
Healey, Jonathan
Knopf (512 pp.) 
$35.00  |  March 7, 2023
9780593318355  

A wide-ranging study of the social and 
political makeup of 17th-century Britain.

Healey, a professor of social history 
at Oxford, offers an ambitious narrative stuffed with engaging 
detail about the social and political developments that led to 
the overthrow of the Stuart monarchy, restoration, and shift to 
a constitutional monarchy following the Glorious Revolution 
of 1688. With the explosion of the press and proliferation of 
free schools came “the rise of the literate middling sort”—i.e., 
those below the gentry class—who grew more politically active 
and opinionated and who were directly involved in challenging 
the authoritarian strictures of James I and his son, Charles I. 
The author is particularly insightful on the advancement of this 

“middling sort.” As challenges to the monarchy mounted, Parlia-
ment began to gain real power and became “the institutional 
voice of the new political classes.” Healey ably chronicles the 
suspenseful buildup to the shocking regicide of 1649 via two 

primary threads: republicanism, tinged with fervid anti-Cathol-
icism; and royal absolutism. The author gives a fair assessment 
of Lord Protector Oliver Cromwell, whose “unattractive Puri-
tanism, apparently vaunting ambition, and of course brutal con-
quest of Ireland helped taint republicanism for centuries and 
still does, to a point.” As Healey convincingly shows, “one of 
the great tragedies” of the time was that Cromwell “prevented 
the Republic being so much more.” In addition to his keen 
attention to the lives of ordinary citizens, the author includes 
portraits of many of the important thinkers and visionaries of 
the time, including Isaac Newton, John Locke, Francis Bacon, 
Samuel Pepys, and Margaret Cavendish, whose early science-
fiction novel provides the title for Healey’s book. “The political 
world we live in today, with regular parliaments and elections, 
ideologically defined parties [and] a vibrant press…was born in 
the seventeenth century,” writes Healey. “For this…the story 
told here remains fascinating and vital to this day.” Most read-
ers will agree.

An educative history and fresh civics lesson for a new 
generation.

ON PARCHMENT
Animals, Archives, and the 
Making of Culture From 
Herodotus to the Digital Age
Holsinger, Bruce
Yale Univ. (448 pp.) 
$40.00  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9780300260212  

A richly detailed and illustrated his-
tory of parchment.

A foundational work of Irish literature is the Táin, which 
records a war between two contending kingdoms sparked by a 
cattle-rustling raid. It is perhaps ironic that, in Irish legend, the 
Táin was first written on the skin of a “miraculous cow” once 
owned by St. Ciarán, a singular instance of “the identification 
and celebration of a particular animal whose hide becomes the 
pages of a specific book.” Never mind, writes Holsinger, that the 
cow was said to have died a natural death in old age while good 
parchment comes from the skin of younger cattle. (The youngest 
cattle yield a related material, vellum, whose name is related to 
veal.) Holsinger examines the long history of the use of animal 
skins to record literary, historical, and religious moments, cit-
ing, for example, the Greek historian Herodotus’ descriptions 
of the parchment scrolls he encountered while exploring Egypt—
though Herodotus himself wrote on papyrus, “the predominant 
medium of elite writing in the ancient world.” St. Paul, too, wrote 
on papyrus, but he collected parchment scrolls that he asked 
the disciple Timothy to bring to him. By Holsinger’s account, St. 
Augustine of Hippo was being more than metaphorical when he 

“imagines the heavens as a great membrane book, a firmamentum 
cloaked by the same pelles (skins) that clothe men after the Fall.” 
Throughout the text, the author enlists a vast array of sources, 
ranging from the work of the ancient Egyptians to the modern 
creations by the American artist Kate Nessler, who draws scenes 
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from nature on vellum and parchment. The processes involved 
may be off-putting to those who care about animal welfare, but 
Holsinger also examines efforts to source parchment ethically, 
avoiding what one activist calls “the inhumane treatment of ani-
mals upon whose backs we are literally writing and the sacred 
texts inscribed on these very skins.”

An engaging exploration of book history.

IF IT SOUNDS LIKE A QUACK...
A Journey to the Fringes of 
American Medicine
Hongoltz-Hetling, Matthew
PublicAffairs (336 pp.) 
$29.00  |  April 4, 2023
9781541788879  

A wry, wide-ranging investigation 
into the “alternative medicine” business 
and the dangers it poses.

In bygone days, fast-talking char-
latans sold snake oil from carnival stages. These days, quirky 
treatments pop up in the wilder corners of the internet, but 
the message—this stuff will cure anything, from baldness to 
cancer—is essentially the same. Hongoltz-Hetling, a George 
Polk Award–winning journalist and author of A Libertarian 
Walks Into a Bear, has a rollicking good time delving into strange 
treatments for which there seems to be no shortage of custom-
ers. He follows the careers of several “alternative” therapists 
and finds a recurring pattern. They claim that all diseases and 
ailments have a single cause; therefore, there is a single treat-
ment. The author calls this the One True Cure method, and it 
has the advantage of making everything simple and clear. Often, 
patients just want certainty, and the therapists are effective 
at citing spurious studies and cases. They also spin a convinc-
ing tale of how big pharma is actively working to keep other 
treatments off the market to protect their profits. These range 
from leeches to remove infected blood to lasers that can cure 
cancer (apparently, by killing the little bugs that cause tumors). 
Hongoltz-Hetling is not sure whether the therapists believe 
what they are saying or are just money-hungry hucksters. He 
sympathizes with the Food and Drug Administration, often 
overwhelmed by the flood of dubious products, although he 
notes that several of the therapists he interviewed ended up in 
jail. This is entertaining stuff, but there is a dark side. “Silliness 
crosses a line into toxicity if it harms the public health by con-
vincing people to forgo medical care,” Hongoltz-Hetling writes, 
and he provides a list of people he encountered in his research 
who died by opting for a fringe treatment. It is a sobering con-
clusion but a necessary one.

A walk on the weird side with an author who knows when 
to be funny and when to be serious.

SENTIENCE
The Invention of 
Consciousness
Humphrey, Nicholas
MIT Press (256 pp.) 
$24.95  |  March 14, 2023
9780262047944  

Exploring the philosophical, scien-
tific, and ethical questions of animal 
sentience.

Humphrey, a theoretical psycholo-
gist known for his work on the evolution of consciousness, 
poses the provocative thought that there needn’t necessarily be 
a connection between intelligence and sentience, the quality of 
being self-aware. He argues that numerous species of mammals 
and birds pass the test of sentience as readily as humans, and 
he wonders if consciousness as we regard it is an evolutionary 
accident confined to Earth. This is as much a philosophical as 
a scientific study, though he devotes careful attention to mat-
ters of biological and psychological development. The subtitle 
contains the pivotal word invention: why sentience emerged 
and how. Humphrey distinguishes between the terms sentience 
and consciousness and contends that while a great many animals 
may possess “cognitive consciousness,” true sentience depends 
on “phenomenal consciousness,” a product of natural selection. 
Humphrey’s arguments are both plausible and lucid, the prod-
uct of exhaustive research and decades spent weighing the pos-
sibilities. No less engaging are his ideas on animals as “natural 
psychologists.” He does concede, however, that his opinions put 
him in the minority and that his theory remains open to debate. 
Humphrey evaluates the objections of colleagues and addresses 
competing theories, including integrated information theory, 
panpsychism, and illusionism, none of which fare well under his 
scrutiny. Whether agreeing with him in full, in part, or not at 
all, the text is a stimulating exercise in experiment and specula-
tion. As a theorist, his approach offers a distinct “wow” factor. 
Although his expertise is deeper, as a writer on consciousness, 
he suffers somewhat when compared to Oliver Sacks or Alan 
Lightman. As with most intersections of science and philoso-
phy, there is a certain amount of esoterica involved as well as 
some semantic splitting of hairs. But held against his fascinat-
ing premise, these are minor quibbles.

Complex and sometimes counterintuitive concepts ren-
dered with admirable skill.
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I AM STILL WITH YOU
A Reckoning With Silence, 
Inheritance, and History
Iduma, Emmanuel
Algonquin (240 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9781643751016  

A pensive quest for the truths of a 
civil war in the author’s homeland of 
Nigeria.

On July 6, 1967, “after a year and a 
half of cataclysms,” Nigeria collapsed in a civil war based on 
ethnic divisions among the Hausa, Yoruba, and Igbo peoples 
that had long simmered under decades of British colonialism. 
The Igbo, Iduma’s people, occupied the region called Biafra, 
which calved off as a self-styled independent republic, caus-
ing the central government to declare war—which it called a 

“police action”—in order to keep Nigeria whole. After a geno-
cidal conflict that lasted more than two years, Biafra was reas-
similated into Nigeria. Born in 1989, Iduma grew up in a country 
where memories of the conflict were silenced. As he writes of 
his cohort, “we are a generation that has to lift itself from the 
hushes and gaps of the history of the war.” After living in New 
York for years, he returned to Nigeria to seek answers to his 
many questions, not least the fate of an uncle who disappeared 
during the war. How did the other young men of his family sur-
vive? The author concludes that they must have been protected 
by warlordlike military officers who threw some soldiers into 
battle as cannon fodder while keeping themselves far from the 
fighting. One refrain that Iduma’s father often voiced of his 
brother, he learns, was a simple question: “What if one day he 
returned from nowhere?” The chances of that remain slender, 
but, after all, other Biafrans lived in exile for years in places such 
as the nearby Ivory Coast before returning. In all events, Iduma 
is scarcely alone: A third of Biafran families, he reckons, “could 
speak of someone who did not return.” Though his own find-
ings are far from definitive, the author delivers a poignant story 
rescued from those silences and lacunae.

A powerful contribution to modern Nigerian history, par-
ticularly significant in an age of ethnic conflict around the 
world.

NEVER FAR FROM HOME
My Journey From Brooklyn to 
Hip Hop, Microsoft, and the 
Law
Jackson, Bruce
Atria (272 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781982191153  

What makes this appealing rags-
to-riches memoir so unusual is that the 
author is not a celebrity or star athlete. 

He’s an attorney for Microsoft.

However, that doesn’t make Jackson’s journey—from the 
public housing projects of Manhattan to launching his own 
entertainment law firm to his current role as associate gen-
eral counsel for Microsoft—any less impressive. The author’s 
storytelling is measured and remarkably evenhanded, whether 
he is relating how he convinced LL Cool J’s grandmother that 
he should represent the rapper or explaining how he put his 
career ahead of his family, hurting his marriage. Though he 
occasionally skimps on personal details, Jackson is passionate 
and engaging in his discussions of racial relations and diversity. 

“Diversity happens mostly at the recruitment and hiring stage, 
and it is crucial; but it is, in many ways, merely a prerequisite for 
the intensely hard work of inclusion,” he writes about feeling 
so lonely as a Black man at Microsoft that he nearly quit. “I’m 
sure that, if pressed, most of my colleagues would have strongly 
denied any racist tendencies whatsoever and defaulted to Hey, 
I got my life, and Bruce has his life.” Jackson’s story clearly shows 
why his life is so different from the lives of his White counter-
parts. Professors questioned his abilities because of his race and 
background. Police arrested him because of a glitch with his car 
insurance, and when he told his Microsoft co-workers about the 
experience, they didn’t believe him. “My world is different than 
your world once we leave this place,” he tells them. “That’s what 
some of you don’t understand; hopefully you understand it now.” 
By sharing his life story in this way, the author will open the eyes 
of some people while letting others feel seen for the first time.

Jackson’s well-crafted American success story is the kind 
of aspirational, warts-and-all tale that truly inspires.

AMERICAN RAMBLE 
A Walk of Memory 
and Renewal
King Jr., Neil
Illus. by George Hamilton
Mariner Books (256 pp.) 
$28.99  |  March 14, 2023
9780358701491  

A journalist recounts his walking 
journey through the “original heartland” 
of America.

After enduring both the pandemic and a frightening cancer 
diagnosis, King Jr., a longtime reporter for the Wall Street Jour-
nal, felt the urge to set out on a 330-mile walk from Washington, 
D.C., to New York City to get a better feel for the character of 
his nation. Though he notes that there is nothing heroic or news-
worthy about the walk, the author’s storytelling skills transform 
a seemingly insignificant trip into something revelatory. In just 
under a month, King trekked down back roads, across farm-
lands, and along riverbanks, meeting individuals from various 
walks of life. Alongside details about the adventure, he reflects 
on the history of this region of the U.S., sharing numerous keen 
insights and observations. At the beginning, King strolls past 
the Capitol, and he reflects on the Jan. 6, 2021 insurrection, an 
event still very fresh in the minds of many Americans. Cross-
ing the Mason-Dixon Line, King ponders what enslaved people 

“An enlightening book with lessons for us all.”
american ramble
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heading north along the same path may have thought about the 
country that treated them reprehensibly. While in Amish and 
Mennonite farm country, he receives a lesson in the renewal 
of the mind, pondering the values of nonconformity. Writing 
about Valley Forge, he considers the concept of perseverance, 
and later, he makes his own personal crossing of the Delaware 
River. Climbing a landfill in New Jersey, he mourns the exces-
sive consumerism of American society. But the author is largely 
optimistic. “As I went, day after day, opening myself to the 
people and places I encountered,” he writes, “I became in turn 
more open to those people and places….Absent the otherworld 
distractions buried in our phones or laptops, I could feel my 
capacity for awe and wonder grow exponentially with the days.” 
Readers who enjoyed Rinker Buck’s Life on the Mississippi should 
try this one next. Hamilton’s drawings complement King’s text.

An enlightening book with lessons for us all.

HIJAB BUTCH BLUES
A Memoir
Lamya H
Dial Press (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9780593448762  

A queer Muslim writer and organizer 
chronicles a life navigating between reli-
gion and culture. 

Lamya H faced discrimination 
throughout childhood and adolescence 

for being an immigrant in a “rich Arab country.” She felt invisible—
even evil—just like the spirits called jinn. At 14, she wanted to dis-
appear—not just because she felt different, but also because she 
understood the possible ramifications of her burgeoning sexuality. 

“Gay is a hush-hush thing, not to be talked about seriously, only to 
be used as an insult,” she writes. The Quranic story of Maryam, 
who “doesn’t like men,” gave the author courage, but when she 
began wearing hijab to honor Maryam, non–hijab-wearing girls dis-
missed her. As a Muslim college student in the U.S., Lamya faced 
constant scrutiny and discovered that Black and other immigrant 
friends endured similar mistreatment. “I notice that people who 
are white or appear to be white are on top of the pyramid here,” 
she writes, “just like they were in the country where my parents 
and brother still live, that sometimes this category of ‘appears to 
be white’ includes wealthy, worldly, light-skinned Arabs.” Profes-
sional life in New York brought the author into contact with a 
group of mostly straight Muslim feminists who helped her refine 
a nonbinary vision of God but could not offer her a truly inclusive 
space. Remembering Muhammad’s mission to build a “community 
of believers,” Lamya forged a circle of queer and nonbinary social 
justice activists, found life mentors among a group of LGBTQ+ 
Muslims, and unexpectedly fell in love with a White woman. Their 
relationship helped Lamya understand the importance of focusing 
on “curious, kind dialogue and to support those I love—instead 
of fighting to fend off racists, sexists, homophobes, transphobes, 
[and] Islamophobes.” As the author examines her evolving rela-
tionship to her religion, she also vibrantly explores what it means 

to live with an open-minded, open-hearted activist seeking to 
change the world for the better.

A hopeful and uplifting memoir.

NEXT!
The Power of Reinvention in 
Life and Work
Lipman, Joanne
Mariner Books (320 pp.) 
$28.99  |  March 21, 2023
9780063073487  

Changing one’s life is never easy, but 
this book provides a map to help chart 
the course.

Lipman was the editor-in-chief 
of USA Today, the deputy managing editor at the Wall Street 
Journal, and founding editor-in-chief of Condé Nast Portfolio, so she 
is well situated to offer career advice. The book comprises a wealth 
of stories about people who have made successful, and often radi-
cal, transformations in their professional lives. Many Americans 
are dissatisfied with their jobs, earning a steady income but feeling 
as if they should be doing something else. The author breaks her 
process into the steps of searching for alternatives, struggling with 
the possibility of leaping into the unknown, stopping for a period 
of consideration, and finally grasping the solution. In some cases, 
it can mean turning a hobby into a full-time career. Lipman pres-
ents the example of bestselling novelist James Patterson, who tin-
kered with writing for years while working in an advertising agency 
(his books have sold more than 400 million copies). Then there is 
the remarkable case of Alan Greenspan, who became a respected 
economist and head of the Federal Reserve after deciding that an 
early career as a jazz musician was not satisfying. Other people do 
not really know what they want to do, and Lipman suggests using 
an “expert companion” as a sounding board for ideas and not being 
afraid to pause during the process. “Taking a break—whether when 
you choose to stop or a break is forced on you—allows ideas to 
coalesce,” writes the author. “Only then do you come out the other 
side with the solution, completing the transition.” None of this is 
simple, but Lipman’s advice is practical and approachable, and the 
cases she cites are instructive. It adds up to a useful package for 
anyone thinking about the next step in their life.

Solid insights laid out in a clearheaded way.

THE IN-BETWEENS
A Lyrical Memoir
Loeb, Davon
West Virginia Univ. Press (280 pp.) 
$21.99 paper  |  Feb. 1, 2023
9781952271748  

Resonant tales of growing up biracial.
Loeb, an assistant features editor at 

the Rumpus, makes his book debut with 
an engaging coming-of-age memoir in 
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the form of lyrical essays. The son of a White Jewish father and 
Black mother, the author was raised by his mother after his par-
ents divorced. With his “sandy beige” skin, he was “the white 
boy in a family of Black boys and Black girls, of Black men and 
Black women, and years of being Black in this stoic world made 
my skin some kind of leprosy.” Loeb was one of only a few Black 
kids in school, which was especially troubling during Black His-
tory Month, when he felt singled out. Although he played with 
White boys and ate at their families’ tables, he became acutely 
aware of underlying racism. Loeb dealt with the awkwardness 
of adolescence by taking cues from the ways Blacks were por-
trayed in popular culture. “I had no balance between being Black 
and acting Black,” he writes. “The two were inseparable. I was 
just a replica of the things I saw on television.” The author viv-
idly recounts visits with members of his extended family, includ-
ing his Nana, the grandfather who taught him to fight, and the 
many boisterous cousins with whom he spent hot summers in 
Alabama. Even while they enjoyed childhood adventures, they 
also “learned about the danger of skin, how the hooded boogey-
men, as we called them, would come and get us.” The memoir 
gets its title from an essay on the perils of driving while Black. 

“The in-betweens,” Loeb writes, “are when the police officer 
is about to step to the window when I am watching him from 
the rearview mirror and unsure about what will happen next.” 
His mother tried mightily to prepare him for these moments: 

“Mom said that even though I was only half Black, one drop of 
the blood made me Black enough.”

Engagingly delivered, candid reflections on heritage and 
identity.

COURTIERS
Intrigue, Ambition, and the 
Power Players Behind the 
House of Windsor
Low, Valentine
St. Martin’s (384 pp.) 
$32.00  |  Jan. 24, 2023
9781250282569  

A behind-the-scenes look at the royal 
advisers to the British monarchy.

Where once the royal courtiers were 
men exclusively in black suits who came from the aristocratic 
dynasties and the elite schools in England, longtime royal cor-
respondent Low shows how current-day courtiers reflect the 
changing nature of the British monarchy itself. As portrayed 
in The Crown, longtime advisers to the monarchy—e.g., Alan 

“Tommy” Lascelles (1887-1981), who “began his service under 
Edward VIII when he was still Prince of Wales”—were palace 
insiders with real power (and outsize personalities). Lascelles 
served three kings, and as a veteran courtier, he was “just the 
man to break in the new Queen.” In the early 1960s, Rich-
ard Colville, the queen’s hardened stickler for tradition, was 
replaced by William Heseltine, who brought in a refreshing 
transparency with the media and initiated the attitude that “the 
palace would have to be less insular and more forward-thinking.” 

While the queen had a straightforward relationship with 
her courtiers—one former secretary noted, “the worst she’ll 
say is: ‘Are you sure’ ”—King Charles is less direct and prone 
to “internal backstabbing.” Edward Adeane did not get along 
with Princess Diana and tried to keep Charles from making his 
incendiary speech against the “brutalist trend in modern archi-
tecture” in May 1984; Adeane resigned soon after. Mark Bolland, 
who arrived in the late 1990s, deserves “much of the credit for 
the way Camilla has been transformed from supposedly the 
most hated woman in Britain to the country’s future Queen.” 
The queen’s most recent private secretary, Sir Christopher 
Geidt, attempted, unsuccessfully, to consolidate the offices of 
the many royals. The author also delineates Prince Andrew’s 
press mishaps as well as Harry and Meghan’s attempts to create 
their own narrative. Ultimately, concludes Low in this detail-
heavy narrative, “the courtier is there to guide, to open doors: it 
is up to the royal whether they walk through.”

Red meat for royal watchers; tedious for others.

THE CALIPH AND THE IMAM
The Making of Sunnism and 
Shiism
Matthiesen, Toby
Oxford Univ. (592 pp.) 
$34.95  |  March 14, 2023
9780190689469  

Deeply researched history of the 
divergence of Shia and Sunni Islam and 
its geopolitical implications.

The epicenter of the Shia and Sunni 
split lies in the middle of the always fiercely contested territory 
of Iraq, where the Battle of Karbala was fought in 680 B.C.E. 
On one side was an army led by Prophet Muhammad’s grand-
son, massacred by the forces of the second caliph, who would 
lead the newly established religion. Shia embrace the claim of 
Muhammad’s bloodline, Sunnis that of the caliphs, and both 
sides have solid reasons for their stances. Yet, global religious 
studies lecturer Matthiesen shows, “key doctrinal positions, 
such as the ideas that Sunnis accept the first four Caliphs and 
Shia only the Caliphate of Ali, developed over time, and some 
adopted a middle ground.” Furthermore, notes the author, Sun-
nis and Shia have lived side by side without conflict; when the 
two factions come to blows, it is often because enmity has been 
put into motion by outside powers and proxies. Russia, for 
example, supported the Assad regime in Syria as a “continua-
tion of Cold War ties,” taking part in a genocide that was “the 
result of the activation of communal memory in the context 
of civil war, regional polarization, foreign intervention and the 
institutionalization of sectarian identity in the modern state.” 
Meanwhile, the Islamic State group has attempted to rally the 
Shia in the Persian Gulf States to rise up against the hated Sunni 
Saudi Arabia even though many in the region consider IS “a 
Sunni vanguard against the Assad regime, Iran, and Shiism as a 
whole.” The competition for regional supremacy between Saudi 
Arabia and Iran may unfold in superficially religious terms, but 
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Matthiesen demonstrates that it goes far beyond merely sectar-
ian considerations—and the U.S. has not been shy about tak-
ing sides. The split may never entirely heal, but in Iraq, all sides 
have resisted intervention by American hands.

A lucid explanation of Islamic history in the context of 
both the ancient and modern worlds.

PARADISE NOW
The Extraordinary Life of 
Karl Lagerfeld
Middleton, William
Harper/HarperCollins (464 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9780062969033  

The opulent world of a celebrated 
designer.

As Paris bureau chief of Fair-
child Publications, where he oversaw 

Women’s Wear Daily and W, Middleton was an insider to the 
heady world—and business—of haute couture and a friend of 
renowned couturier Karl Lagerfeld (1933-2019). Born in Ham-
burg at the beginning of the Third Reich, Lagerfeld grew up in 
affluence and showed artistic talent early. In 1949, when Chris-
tian Dior staged a show in Hamburg, he went with his mother 
and came away dazzled. In 1952, he arrived in Paris and soon 
enrolled in classes for fashion illustration; in 1954, he was cata-
pulted to overnight success after winning the prestigious Wool-
mark Prize for a coat design. Hired first by Pierre Balmain, he 
later moved to Jean Patou, where he gained a reputation for 
his ability to show “how the DNA of a great designer could be 
tweaked, teased, and even tossed aside in order to create work 
that was completely new and relevant.” He carefully honed 
his public image: “tight ponytail, dark glasses, severe tailoring, 
expansive knowledge of history and culture, amusing, if bitchy, 
comments.” He loved to provoke; he loved being in the spot-
light; and, as Middleton amply shows, he loved luxury, inhabit-
ing one sumptuous apartment after another, filling them with 
art, antiques, and glamorous guests. To celebrate the launch of 
his first men’s fragrance, he held a buffet dinner for 900. Unlike 
some of his rivals, he eschewed drugs, alcohol, and promiscu-
ous sex, and he worked hard and obsessively. By the 1990s, he 
mounted about 15 collections per year at Chanel, Fendi, and 
his own house, Lagerfeld, and produced a burgeoning line of 
fragrances. With few criticisms, Middleton offers rich descrip-
tions of Lagerfeld’s designs, outfits, and extravagant shows 
as well as the famous, beautiful, and affluent people who sur-
rounded him: Anna Wintour, Paloma Picasso, Ines de la Fres-
sange, Claudia Schiffer, and a host of others.

An authoritative and admiring portrait of a fashion icon.

LUCK OF THE DRAW
My Story of the Air War in 
Europe
Murphy, Frank
St. Martin’s Griffin (480 pp.) 
$18.99 paper  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9781250866899  

The true World War II heroics that 
inspired the 1963 film The Great Escape. 

After Pearl Harbor, Murphy enlisted in 
the Army Air Corps because “it was clear…

that long-range bombing would play a major role in how the war 
would be fought.” Trained as a navigator, he was shipped off to an 
air base in England, part of a flood of young men, many still in their 
teens, who flew aircraft that were guinea pigs of sorts; it would 
be only a couple of years into the war that radar was sufficiently 
effective that Allied air crews could bomb on more than the rare 
cloudless days. As Murphy writes, crouched in a cramped B-17, he 
witnessed plenty of horrors as aircraft collided, were hit by anti-
aircraft artillery or Luftwaffe fighters, or crashed. After parachut-
ing into a German field, he was collected by police and sent to the 
infamous Stalag Luft III. Murphy’s portrait of how discipline was 
maintained in the camp is especially well crafted. For example, he 
writes about one captured general in charge who, coincidentally, 
had knowledge of the ULTRA code-breaking project but, despite 
constant interrogation by their captors, deprived them of “the 
biggest intelligence coup of the Second World War.” Unlike many 
late-in-life war memoirs, Murphy avoids most but not all clichés. 
He wears his flag on his sleeve, not surprisingly, and while much of 
his narrative concerns the horrors of combat and captivity (“Life 
never returned to complete normality, because ‘normal’ is a relative 
term”), he can also wax hyperbolic: “The world will never again see 
a sight to equal that of the United States Eighth AF in full battle 
array moving majestically through the skies over Germany toward 
the end of the Second World War.” Frank Murphy’s story in Luck 
of the Draw will be featured in the TV series Masters of the Air, from 
Steven Spielberg and Tom Hanks.

A good choice for students of Air Force history.

HOW TO THINK LIKE 
A WOMAN
Four Women Philosophers 
Who Taught Me How To Love 
the Life of the Mind
Penaluna, Regan
Grove (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 14, 2023
9780802158802  

A writer and journalist fuses her 
memoir with the forgotten writings of 

four female philosophers to carve an intellectual space that is 
all her own.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, Penaluna, a former editor at Nauti-
lus Magazine and Guernica, discovered the study of philosophy in 
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the university to be stiflingly sexist and systematically silencing. 
In this debut, she recounts her love for—and eventual separa-
tion from—both her academic discipline and her philosopher 
husband. She shares her narrative alongside accessible biogra-
phies and critiques of four “lost feminist philosophers”: Mary 
Astell, Damaris Masham, Mary Wollstonecraft, and Catherine 
Cockburn. Contextualizing the “woman question,” Penaluna 
punctuates the text with discussions of the male-dominated 
philosophical canon, women who had relationships with 
famous philosophers, and the teachings of various women intel-
lectuals. The book is full of interesting tidbits and thought-pro-
voking observations, but some sections are more compelling 
than others, and a sense of scholarly detachment infiltrates the 
author’s personal account. Still, Penaluna provides an incisive 
exploration of the forces that exclude women from the pursuit 
of knowledge and the ways that women sometimes abet their 
own oppression. Her reflections on academic life—often char-
acterized by loneliness, unease, and self-doubt—emphasize the 
tensions between the pursuit of objective truth and the indul-
gence of subjective sensibilities long considered the domain of 
women. Her work is an astute alternative to both the study of 
philosophy as currently practiced and its assumed classics, and 
Penaluna lays the foundation for a new genre—and commu-
nity—in which women can more easily participate in the life of 
the mind. Her story of rebuilding and reimagining personally 
and professionally demonstrates defiant independence from 
patriarchal prescriptions and their shame and an embrace of 
feminist anger, ambiguity, and diversity of thought. While the 
author struggles some to make all components work powerfully, 
the book is a solid, entertaining, and intellectually stimulating 
attempt at a new kind of work.

An occasionally tepid but ultimately satisfying, redemp-
tive reclamation of the female voice in the study of philosophy.

THE EDUCATION OF 
KENDRICK PERKINS 
A Memoir
Perkins, Kendrick with Seth Rogoff
St. Martin’s (304 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9781250280343  

A former NBA player reflects on les-
sons learned as a player, many centering 
on racism in professional sports and soci-
ety in general.

Now a sportscaster, Perkins left home just after high school, 
“leaving behind the ghost of my mama…who was murdered when 
I was five years old,” and the dim memory of a father who aban-
doned the family and “didn’t look back—a man from the tribe 
of Lot.” Though the author was well aware of the barriers facing 
Black people in Jim Crow Texas, he was somewhat surprised to 
find them in Boston, where he first played for the Celtics. Per-
kins was a top-quality player selected in the first round of the 
NBA draft, but he wisely points out that being great isn’t always 
enough when battling other great players from around the 

country. A wise older friend advised Perkins to stay strong while 
keeping his eyes on the future results of “years of excruciating 
work [needed] to remake my body, mind, and game to become 
a serious force in the league.” So he did, keeping a close eye as 
well on those barriers and learning about those who worked to 
pull them down. In the latter regard, he writes appreciatively of 
Bill Russell, who made a point of “never apologizing for being 
a strong, confident, powerful Black man,” and Kareem Abdul-
Jabbar, who embodied “a self-respect born from introspection 
and faith.” All spoke for social justice, providing a model that 
Perkins admits he tempered with problematic rage. “While on 
some level rage might be clarifying,” he writes, “its unpredict-
ability and intensity cause damage to its host and the people 
around him.” The author writes pointedly of the need for Black 
athletes to speak against injustice as they did in the 1960s 
before being silenced with money and endorsements—here, he 
singles out Michael Jordan—and to resist racism in all its guises.

A well-balanced blend of activism and memoir that looks 
far beyond the court and locker room.

FEMINA
A New History of the Middle 
Ages, Through the Women 
Written Out of It
Ramirez, Janina
Hanover Square Press (464 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9781335498526  

A well-documented study of several 
significant women of the medieval era.

Using archaeological discoveries and 
the objects and literature connected to these women, Ramirez, 
a BBC presenter and Oxford lecturer, seeks to comprehend 
their spheres of influence and expand their stories. Queens and 
abbesses, tradeswomen and artisans, monastics and mystics: 
The author demonstrates to a modern audience that, contrary 
to many traditional historical accounts, women in the Middle 
Ages had power, influence, and agency. “This book has focused 
on a handful of women who high light specific themes—diplo-
macy, artistic production, warfare, literacy and leadership—at 
particular moments throughout the medieval period,” she 
writes. “Every woman is a complex web of characteristics….It 
wasn’t just rich and powerful men who built the modern world. 
Women have always been a part of it, as has the full range of 
human diversity, but we are only now beginning to see what has 
been hidden in plain sight.” Ramirez presents an impressive 
array of evidence, including art, jewelry, coinage, needlework, 
and manuscripts. She begins each chapter with a “discovery,” 
which run the gamut from the minuscule (discerning a new fig-
ure for King Harold on the Bayeux Tapestry) to the dramatic 
(stealing the “priceless” Riesencodex, by Hildegard of Bingen, 
from the Soviets in the aftermath of World War II). Among 
other interesting characters, the author introduces us to Jad-
wiga, crowned “king” of Poland in 1384 and now a Roman Cath-
olic saint; and an unknown woman of African origin who was 

“A well-balanced blend of activism and memoir that 
looks far beyond the court and locker room.”

the education of kendrick perkins
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found in a Black Plague mass burial ground and whose bones, 
like others found nearby, “show evidence of health issues caused 
by living in a densely populated urban environment.” Ramirez 
also highlights new breakthroughs in archaeology and anthro-
pological study that have allowed researchers to uncover these 
hidden stories. Extensive, well-researched, and readable, this 
book invites us to reassess the historical record.

A great choice for any history buff.

RESPONDING TO THE RIGHT
Brief Replies to 25 
Conservative Arguments
Robinson, Nathan J.
St. Martin’s Griffin (384 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  Feb. 14, 2023
9781250777744  

An assortment of philosophical and 
factual responses to common conserva-
tive arguments.

Current Affairs magazine editor Rob-
inson, author of Why You Should Be a Socialist, is preaching to the 
choir, but he believes the choir could be better tuned. Too often, 
he argues, liberals are quick to dismiss right-wing assertions as 
ignorant or racist. Though he’s confident the right’s assertions 
are wrong, they ought to be faced head-on. The author urges 
liberals to read Ann Coulter, Dinesh D’Souza, et al. because 
their wrongness is often persuasive and well written. Through-
out, Robinson encourages readers to fact-check conservative 
arguments (the scientific literature they cite is often misread or 
unscientific) and be mindful of distracting rhetorical gambits. 
Ben Shapiro, one of his favorite targets, is fond of rapidly piling 
on assertions and dubious factoids that are almost impossible 
to separate and rebut. The bulk of the book is a run-through 
of 25 common points of debate that Robinson dismantles by 
calling out their rhetorical hyperbole (“taxation is theft and/or 
slavery”), disingenuous misreadings of history (“the Nazis were 
socialists”), willful manipulation of data (“labor unions hurt 
workers”), or outright bigotry (“transgender people are delu-
sional and a threat”). Contrary to the usual online squabbles 
(or Al Franken books) on such matters, Robinson’s approach is 
snark-free, and though he’s confident in his rebuttals, he never 
postures as superior. He makes good-faith efforts to find the 
strongest arguments on the right-wing side, and he is willing 
to acknowledge the intractability of some topics, particularly 
abortion. However, that acknowledgment doesn’t soften his 
resolve. There’s not enough room for him to fully debunk every 
argument, of course, and the lack of dedicated chapters on 
gun rights and corporate taxation seem like substantive omis-
sions. Still, the author is unquestionably knowledgeable of this 
fraught terrain. 

A reasonable, if by definition slanted, effort to wrest politi-
cal discourse away from Fox News patter.

CHOOSING FAMILY
A Memoir of Queer 
Motherhood and Black 
Resistance
Royster, Francesca 
Abrams (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781419756177  

A professor of English and gender and 
queer theory chronicles her experience 
building a family as a queer, Black mother.

When Royster and her partner, Annie, set out to adopt, 
they knew the process wouldn’t be easy. They spent months 
filling out a profile and rearranging their lives for the potential 
child and even more time waiting to be chosen. As the author 
recounts, they sought to create a new kind of family, one that 
could “expand the nuclear model of a family, rather than to repli-
cate it, in order to open up the boundaries to connect to a larger 
community.” They faced numerous challenges: “There is risk for 
us as queer women in an interracial house hold: the risk of los-
ing your earlier, edgier, critical self; the risk of isolation, caught 
between worlds; the physical vulnerability of homophobic and/
or racist violence against us in being public in our private joy; 
and the risks of the internalization of homophobia and racism.” 
Royster describes the difficult conversations they had with 
child care providers and other members of their community as 
advocates for their daughter. She shows how these crucial inter-
sections of their identity are precisely what allowed them to 
intentionally build a queer family model that was all their own. 
The text blurs boundaries, blending personal memoir artfully 
with thoughtful meditations on the intersections of mother-
hood, queer community, and Blackness. Royster includes expe-
riences of death and loss alongside those of birth and parenting, 
and she draws on the work of other writers, addresses her loved 
ones directly in letters, and travels back through her own family 
lineage, where she finds a history of matrilineal family-making 
that defied convention. As such, the book builds on an intergen-
erational lineage of powerful women whose strength Royster 
brings to her own mothering. “We were both more interested 
in gathering kin than making a baby,” she writes.

A potent love letter to community in all its forms.

THE PATRIARCHS
The Origins of Inequality
Saini, Angela
Beacon Press (256 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9780807014547  

A sometimes-belabored but mostly 
accessible argument that male domi-
nation is a cultural and not biological 
imperative.

Why have men held dispropor-
tionate power across societies and millennia? British science 
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journalist Saini, author of Superior: The Return of Race Science, 
combs through the archaeological and anthropological litera-
ture to examine leading theories. While patriarchy is widely 
seen in both human societies and the animal kingdom, there 
is plenty of variation in both realms, including greater or 
lesser degrees of inequality and of women’s participation in 
leadership. While some scientists—almost always men—have 
insisted that the patriarchy is the natural outgrowth of the 
biological fact that men are larger and stronger, the evidence 
more broadly points to cultural constraints. Usefully, Saini 
resurrects the once-forgotten work of anthropologist Marija 
Gimbutas, who examined Neolithic societies to adduce an 

“old Europe” centered on goddess worship and gender par-
ity—until it was conquered by a warrior society from the Eur-
asian steppes. This hypothesis of migration and submission 
was long disputed, but, as Saini notes, “remnants of ancient 
DNA point to the likelihood that it did happen,” perhaps 
4,500 years ago, when Stonehenge was built. Gimbutas has 
not been the only scholar to point to times, mostly ancient, 
when women’s roles were far higher up in the social hierarchy, 
as in the dynasties of ancient Mesopotamia and the traditions 
across later centuries of female warriors. Interestingly, Saini 
brings these traditions to the present by examining the sup-
posed gender equality instilled by the Bolshevik Revolution, 
which, though largely undone (and now officially disavowed 
by the Putin regime), did witness the phenomenon of more 
than 800,000 Soviet women fighting alongside men in World 
War II. From start to finish, Saini sounds a constant theme: 

“As far back as we can see, humans have landed on rainbows 
of different ways of organizing themselves, always negotiating 
the rules around gender and its meaning. Nothing was static.”

A useful resource for scholars and students of gender stud-
ies and cultural anthropology.

THE URGENT LIFE
My Story of Love, Loss, and 
Survival
Saint John, Bozoma
Viking (288 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9780593300176  

A successful marketing executive’s 
account of how her estranged husband’s 
terminal cancer diagnosis brought them 
together again and taught her to “live 

every day of my life with urgency.”
As Saint John shows, she and her husband, Peter, were very 

different people. She was the American daughter of middle-
class Ghanaian immigrants who had settled in Colorado; he 
was the son of working-class Italian Americans from Massachu-
setts. Even though she longed for a “Black Prince Charming,” 
she fell head over heels in love with Peter, who had no Black 
friends but had “a profound interest in the African American 
experience.” Together, they faced considerable opposition from 
Saint John’s father and from Peter’s family, who treated her like 

she was a mere “passing fancy.” Even cosmopolitan New York 
City, the place they called home, failed to provide a safe haven. 
Rather than be “swept up in that diverse city’s embrace,” they 
found themselves subjected to hostility from both Black and 
White strangers. Nonetheless, they overcame the challenges 
within their families and got married only to come face to face 
with their own interpersonal differences. As Saint John’s career 
brought new opportunities, her husband suffocated her and 

“advised me against following my gut.” After losing their first 
child during the birthing process, they had a second, seeking to 
fix a “broken” relationship. They separated and had other rela-
tionships until Peter was diagnosed with terminal cancer and 
given a short time to live. Faced with an urgency to “stuff years’ 
worth of memories” into Peter’s last days, the author came to 
the realization that his illness and death could serve as lessons 
in gratitude for the things and people in her life that she had 
not taken the time to appreciate. Tender and fierce, this book 
explores loss, interracial love, and the complexity of human 
emotion with humility, candor, and grace.

An intimately revealing and moving memoir.

OSCAR WARS 
A History of Hollywood 
in Gold, Sweat, and 
Tears
Schulman, Michael
HarperCollins (608 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9780062859013  

Behind the scenes at the Academy 
Awards.

Regardless of your interest in Hol-
lywood and awards season, this rich, deeply reported history 
has plenty to teach. New Yorker writer Schulman, author of 
Her Again: Becoming Meryl Streep, looks at the awards through 
a variety of lenses, including artistic, business, political, and 
cultural. “The Oscars are a battlefield where cultural forces col-
lide and where the victors aren’t always as clear as the names 
drawn from the envelopes,” he writes. The author illuminates 
these battles with compelling insider stories. His explanation 
of 1989’s “Worst Oscars Ever”—infamous for the raucous open-
ing featuring Snow White and Rob Lowe—reveals the micro-
managing influence of producer Allan Carr. Schulman also 
demonstrates Carr’s influence on other parts of the ceremony 
that continue today—e.g., announcing winners with “And the 
Oscar goes to…” and creating a fashion event where designers 
battle to get starlets to wear their gowns. The author shines 
brightest in his firsthand accounts. His coverage of the entire 
#OscarsSoWhite controversy, and changes that came with it, 
focuses on Academy President Cheryl Boone Isaacs and her 
decision-making. His reporting on the Moonlight/La La Land 
best picture mix-up definitively explains the hand movements 
that caused an accountant to give presenter Warren Beatty the 
envelope for best actress by mistake. Even when he seems like 
he’s gone too far, such as titling the chapter on Black Oscar 
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winners “Tokens,” Schulman’s incisive reporting backs up his 
hypothesis. “For McDaniel, for Poitier, for Berry, the Oscar 
came to symbolize not progress but false promise—a chance for 
Hollywood to congratulate itself and then go back to business 
as usual while the winner was left isolated and open to public 
attack,” he explains. And yes, Will Smith’s slap of Chris Rock 
makes it into the book but only in the afterword.

This Oscars history mixes all the expected glitz and glam-
our with enough industry intrigue to power an award-winning 
drama.

WE SHOULD NOT BE FRIENDS
The Story of a Friendship
Schwalbe, Will
Knopf (336 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9780525654933  

A veteran book editor recounts a 
long-lasting bond between seeming 
opposites.

“From the start it was clear that 
Maxey and I should not be friends,” 

writes Schwalbe, the author of The End of Your Life Book Club. 
Over time, the author, who “was friends with most of the other 
gays and lesbians” on campus at Yale, realized that his eventual 
friend Chris Maxey, a boisterous “jock,” was far less prejudiced 
that the author assumed. Their friendship grew only to be nearly 
killed when, seemingly as a joke, Maxey repeatedly shouted an 
anti-gay slur at other players during a beer-soaked pool game. 
Schwalbe was understandably hurt and angry, mostly at himself 

“for not saying anything, and for letting down my guard.” How-
ever, as the author demonstrates, Maxey is a complex, thought-
ful individual. Though a devotee of neoconservative military 
historian Robert Kagan and fully embedded in the macho cul-
ture of athletes, Maxey recognized his transgression even as he 
committed it. Life went on, and while Schwalbe and his other 
friends entered the arts and the professions, Maxey became a 
Navy SEAL, taking part in bloody operations in Panama and 
elsewhere. He married an admiral’s daughter, left the service, 
raised a family, and built a private school on the island of Eleu-
thera after a brief stint in corporate life. Schwalbe candidly 
recounts other misreadings of intention, the weathering of life 
events and illnesses, and finally, nearing 60, their accommoda-
tions to each other—though, on Schwalbe’s part, a reticence 
about expressing affection. Across decades, both men have 
taught each other tolerance for difference. “Maxey had helped 
me realize that people you don’t like aren’t always who you think 
they are, even when you are quite sure—and what’s more, even 
if they are, they may want to change,” writes the author.

An affecting, rewarding story of an unlikely friendship 
that, against all seeming odds, has endured.

THE ABSENT MOON 
A Memoir of a Short 
Childhood and a Long 
Depression
Schwarcz, Luiz
Trans. by Eric M.B. Becker
Penguin Press (240 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9780593490723  

A Brazilian writer and publisher mem-
orably chronicles his Jewish upbringing in 

São Paulo as an only child plagued by depression.
In this beautifully composed narrative, Schwarcz investi-

gates the undigested trauma from his postwar childhood, a time 
shadowed by the long-lasting guilt and depression of his Hungar-
ian Jewish father, András. During the Nazi occupation, András, 
urged by his father, Lajos, jumped from a train that was headed to 
Bergen-Belsen concentration camp. Lajos remained on the train, 
and he did not survive the war. András did not find out the details 
until two decades later, when he was living in Brazil. That tragedy 
led to András’ lifelong depression, insomnia, and other mental 
issues. Due to his father’s condition, the author felt duty-bound 
as an only child to ensure his parents’ happiness in a chaotic house-
hold. Suppressing his own emotional life took an enormous toll, 
and the author ably depicts the corrosive effects of generational 
trauma throughout this heartfelt, anguished work. Schwarcz, who 
endured years of psychoanalysis and various combinations of 
medications, looks back to when the first glimmers of his bipolar 
condition appeared. One of the few things that helped, he notes, 
was playing goalie in soccer, which gave him a degree of freedom 
that lifted him out of his chronic sadness. Another was books, a 
love that would ultimately lead him to success as a publisher. The 
author starkly delineates the manic episodes he endured as a young 
professional before finding proper care for his mental struggles, 
and his work is not a linear journey but one fraught by time lapses 
and silences. “For years now I’ve been living in a world of few words, 
in an ambiguous silence,” he writes. “It can be as soothing as it is 
oppressive and addictive. In this vacuum, my manias create alter-
nate realities, always much more imaginary than concrete.” Imagi-
nary or not, these stories will resonate with anyone dealing with 
depression, anxiety, mental illness, and/or generational trauma.

A riveting literary memoir.

SHIELDED
How the Police Became 
Untouchable
Schwartz, Joanna
Viking (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Feb. 14, 2023
9780593299364  

A legal scholar examines how Ameri-
can police forces protect themselves 
from accountability in instances of abuse 
or misconduct.

http://kirkus.com


Because police officers must make instant life-and-death 
decisions in the name of protecting the public from harm, mis-
takes are inevitable. However, police are rarely prosecuted as 
harshly, or even fairly, as everyday citizens. As UCLA law pro-
fessor Schwartz shows in this accessible study, when police offi-
cers make decisions that lead to avoidable harm, “there should 
be meaningful accountability for law enforcement officers and 
officials, and justice for their victims.” Indeed, she adds, while 
those cases illustrate police overreach and undeniable abuse of 
power, it is qualified immunity—the ability to evade punishment 
through legal protections of any action committed in the line of 
duty—that “has come to represent all that is wrong with our sys-
tem of police accountability.” An irony, perhaps, is that the poli-
cies and shields enacted by local governments—and there are 
thousands of them across the country—effectively keep those 
governments from controlling the police they employ. Those 
who resist calls for an end to qualified community, Schwartz 
notes, often claim that opening the police to lawsuits over mis-
conduct or abuse would bankrupt communities. Yet, she adds, 

“it is indemnification rules, not qualified immunity, that shield 
officers’ bank accounts.” In this astute, well-researched account, 
the author establishes that such lawsuits account for less than 
1% of the budgets of local governments, even as maintaining 
police forces accounts for 30%-40% of those budgets. More-
over, she adds, there are already safeguards against the misuse of 
the courts in such lawsuits, including established law that holds 
that “officers do not violate the Constitution if they act reason-
ably from the perspective of an officer on the scene,” which cer-
tainly would not have been the case in the matters of Trayvon 
Martin or Michael Floyd or George Floyd or Breonna Taylor or 
countless others.

A well-reasoned case for reforms to create a better system 
of police accountability.

LIMITLESS 
The Federal Reserve 
Takes on a New Age 
of Crisis
Smialek, Jeanna
Knopf (384 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9780593320235  

A wide-ranging study of the Fed-
eral Reserve and its almost unrestricted 
power over the U.S. economy.

“The Fed plays a quiet but critical part in shaping our every-
day lives,” writes New York Times financial journalist Smialek in 
this surprisingly—given its subject—readable account. To ful-
fill its mission of controlling inflation and employment levels, 
it essentially has the power to print money without much in 
the way of oversight. For example, “during the 2008 financial 
crisis, chair Ben Bernanke unilaterally approved a $600 billion 
bond-buying program to shore up crumbling markets.” This 
independence has made the Fed “the most powerful economic 
institution the modern world has ever known.” It has also come 

with the understanding that the Fed is apolitical, as Donald 
Trump discovered when he attempted to bend the institution 
and its head, Jerome Powell, to his will to make him look good 
during the economic implosion of 2020. The pandemic figures 
heavily in Smialek’s detailed, cogent account, as the author 
illustrates how the bankers and economists who run the Fed are 
quick to abandon ideology and theory for practical solutions 
to the problems they face. Some of the Fed’s governors tend to 
free market fundamentalism, but when faced with crisis, they 
allow for quantitative easing to increase the liquidity of banks. 
During the pandemic, the Fed reduced interest rates to zero 
and allowed foreign banks easier access to dollars in a package 
indicating that “the Fed was trying to say that it would do what-
ever it took to restore markets to normality.” In 2021, the Fed’s 
strategies kept the global economy from collapsing, “demon-
strating that the Fed’s powers could be wielded to address more 
of society’s challenges than anyone had previously imagined.” 
Today, as Smialek lays out in accessible prose, the Fed has a new 
battle to fight in attempting to curb inflation, which may bring 
about “another Fed evolution” in policy and practice.

The best book on the Fed in our time and a model of finan-
cial writing.

FOOLPROOF 
Why Misinformation 
Infects Our Minds and 
How To Build Immunity
van der Linden, Sander
Norton (368 pp.) 
$30.00  |  March 21, 2023
9780393881448  

A sharp addition to the why-people-
believe-weird-things genre.

An optimist and fine writer, van der 
Linden, professor of social psychology at the University of Cam-
bridge and an expert on human belief systems, explains why 
humans accept something as true or false and how they can fend 
off misinformation. Leaning heavily on the metaphor of misin-
formation as a virus infecting the mind and spreading from one 
person to another, the author proclaims the need for an effective 
remedy, perhaps a psychological “vaccine” against fake news. He 
begins by explaining why we are susceptible, discusses how false-
hoods persist, and then explains how to inoculate ourselves and 
others. Innumerable studies prove that debunking—i.e., pointing 
out the facts—almost never works. We must “prebunk” to fend off 
misinformation before it takes hold. Readers may squirm as the 
author shows how and why we accept nonsense. Humans embrace 
the familiar, so the easiest way to spread a lie is to keep repeating 
it. Despite the fact that there has been zero evidence to support 
their claims, roughly 75% of Trump voters “continue to believe 
that the 2020 elected was rigged.” If the moon landing was faked, 
400,000 NASA employees would have had to be “complicit in the 
conspiracy.” True to his assertion that facts are feeble, van der Lin-
den devotes the final chapters of this well-researched, psychologi-
cally astute book to the specific strategies of fakers (“Six Degrees 
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of Manipulation”) and a powerful argument for the effectiveness 
of delivering a small dose of misinformation in order to inoculate 
against a major infection. Studies show that it works, and readers—
or at least the 67% who are not suspicious of vaccines—can boost 
their immunity by playing a popular computer game that tests 
their ability to spread fake news. Google “bad news.” The author 
may be preaching to the choir, but it’s a message that bears repeat-
ing and continued deep consideration.

Insightful, convincing, instructive reading.

THE ODYSSEY OF PHILLIS 
WHEATLEY
A Poet’s Journeys Through 
American Slavery and 
Independence
Waldstreicher, David
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (496 pp.) 
$30.00  |  March 7, 2023
9780809098248  

A biography of the Phillis Wheatley 
focused on her poetry and the politics of 

Revolutionary-era America.
Waldstreicher, a history professor and author of Slavery’s Con-

stitution and Runaway America, documents Wheatley’s arrival in 
Boston on the slave ship Phillis, her purchase by Susanna Wheatley 
in 1761, her storied writing career, and her life after emancipation. 
The author’s primary focus, however, is Wheatley’s work, about 
which he offers many intriguing insights. This book, he writes, is 

“a joint exercise in history and literary criticism.” Waldstreicher 
argues that Wheatley gave “subversive and productive meanings” 
to her classical and neoclassical-inspired poetry, becoming both 
a “political actor and an artist of quality and note” in the 18th-
century world she inhabited, a world marked by the “abominable 
hypocrisy” of American slave owners who likened their oppres-
sion by Britain to slavery. For those familiar only with Wheatley’s 
often anthologized “On Being Brought From Africa to America,” 
the breadth and depth of her poetry will be a revelation, as will her 
correspondence with Samson Occom and George Washington; 
her intimate, lifelong friendship with Obour Tanner, an enslaved 
woman in Newport, Rhode Island; and the details of Wheatley’s 
trip with her enslaver’s son to London, where she stayed for six 
weeks in 1763. The attention that Waldstreicher pays to the com-
plexity of Wheatley’s identities as an African, a woman, and an 
enslaved person (among other identities) in his close readings of 
her poetry is sometimes missing from his discussion of her life. 
Questions like how much control Wheatley had over her own 
literary productions and their circulation while she was enslaved 
remain largely unasked. Given his focus on the political contexts 
and meanings of Wheatley’s work, Waldstreicher leaves room 
for future biographers to further examine Wheatley’s life as she 
became the “most famous African in North America and Europe 
during the era of the American Revolution.”

Wheatley’s poetry comes into sharper focus, but Wheat-
ley herself remains elusive.

THE CRISIS OF 
DEMOCRATIC CAPITALISM
Wolf, Martin
Penguin Press (496 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9780735224216  

A close look at the push-and-pull, 
often dysfunctional workings of democ-
racy and capitalism.

Distinguished financial journalist Wolf, 
author of The Shifts and the Shocks, opens by 

noting his generally pessimistic outlook, which enables him to be 
pleasantly surprised when things don’t go down in flames. “I have 
never taken peace, stability, or freedom for granted and regard 
those who do as fools,” he writes. Considering the rise of authori-
tarianism and the supremacy of predatory capitalism, he has rea-
son to be glum, but while he seldom brightens from his starting 
point, neither does he write off the democratic experiment as dead. 
Even so, he notes, “a liberal democracy is a competition for power 
between parties that accept the legitimacy of defeat.” A healthy 
capitalist economy is one that values things other than profit, 
which, the author argues, should not be the sine qua non of the 
reigning ideology but instead “a by-product of pursuing other goals, 
such as making excellent cars or providing reliable advice.” While 
the autocracies of Orbán, Erdogan, Xi, Putin, and Trump are 
essentially mediocre, combining “the vices of populism with the 
evils of despotism,” they can still prevail. But as long as capitalism 
does not slide into autarky and democracy does not devolve into 
authoritarianism, the joined system of democratic capitalism has a 
chance of thwarting the ambitions of, say, China, which by Wolf ’s 
account represents the greatest existential threat to the West. Chi-
nese officials do not necessarily want military dominance; rather, 
they seek to “make trade, commerce, and investment the founda-
tion of a Chinese-led global order.” In order to maintain a function-
ing system of democratic capitalism, Wolf argues for the renewal of 
a social contract that renounces nationalism and extends citizen-
ship as “the tie that binds people together in a free and democratic 
society,” creating a true level playing field.

A vigorous defense of democratic capitalism worthy of the 
name.

MADAME RESTELL
The Life, Death, and 
Resurrection of Old New 
York’s Most Fabulous, 
Fearless, and Infamous 
Abortionist
Wright, Jennifer
Hachette (352 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9780306826795  

A biography of the determined 
woman who battled misogyny to help women in need in 19th-
century New York City.
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Ann Trow (1812-1878) came to the U.S. from her native Eng-
land in 1831 with her husband and young daughter, hoping to 
make a living as a seamstress. Two years later, her husband was 
dead, she and her daughter were living in a Manhattan slum, 
and she was desperate to earn enough to support them both. As 
Wright recounts in a sharp, lively biography, Ann soon managed 
not only to support herself, but to become one of the wealthiest 
women of her time. From a local apothecary, she learned how to 
create pills that would bring on a miscarriage; it’s likely that he 
taught her, as well, how to perform surgical abortions. In 1836, 
she remarried, and she and her new husband set out to bolster 
her business as an abortion and birth control provider. She 
styled herself the faintly aristocratic Madame Restell, claimed 
she had learned medicine from her French grandmother, and 
advertised widely. Praised as a “female physician to the human 
race” and widely profiled by journalists who found her charming, 
Restell took up residence in a respected part of town, where her 
business thrived. In narrating Restell’s story, Wright chronicles 
the history of abortion in America, which became increasingly 
criminalized during the 19th century, as physicians, religious 
leaders, and politicians demanded control over women’s bodies. 
Restell was first arrested in 1839, spent two months in the noto-
rious Manhattan prison The Tombs in 1841, and six months in 
a penitentiary in 1848—where she was given unheard-of privi-
leges, such as wearing her own fashionable clothing rather than 
prison garb. Several times she was falsely accused by women 
of having botched their abortions, and even though her own 
lawyers prevailed, Restell’s reputation became tarnished. Now, 
when once again women’s access to reproductive care is being 
impeded, Wright’s well-researched biography is not only inter-
esting, but, sadly, timely.

A fresh contribution to women’s history.

DEADLY QUIET CITY 
True Stories From 
Wuhan
Xuecun, Murong
The New Press (320 pp.) 
$27.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781620977927  

On-the-ground reporting of the 
coronavirus tragedy that continues to 
unfold in Wuhan and the Chinese gov-
ernment’s severe authoritative response.

Rolling lockdowns are still ongoing in China, a harsh gov-
ernment imposition that Xuecun, nom de plume of Hao Qun, 
asserts has been a handy, efficient way for Xi Jinping and the Chi-
nese Communist Party to control its people. Since the Covid-19 
outbreak in Wuhan in late 2019, everyone has a QR code moni-
toring their health and legal status, allowing the government to 
physically remove citizens from their homes and jobs, herd them 
on buses, and lock them in isolation stations for long quarantine 
periods. The people are treated “like merchandise or livestock, 
destined for tightly guarded isolation centres—let’s call them 
concentration camps.” Xuecun came to Wuhan in April 2020, 

at the urging of his friend Clive Hamilton and despite the risk 
to himself, to chronicle stories by citizens, including that of Lin 
Qingchuan, one of countless doctors who contracted the virus 
while treating the patients in a community hospital with no 
medical or protection supplies. Lin offers a gruesome look inside 
the isolation stations and the power of neighborhood commit-
tees, and he reveals government attempts to cover up the severity 
of contagion and fudge the official numbers. In another heart-
breaking case, Jin Feng, a retired hospital custodian, chronicles 
how no hospital would care for her and her husband, and he died 
in miserable conditions. Other stories include that of Li, one of 
Wuhan’s “black motorcycle” operators who “transport people 
illegally”; Liu Xiaoxiao, a substitute teacher who reveals how the 
normally compliant middle class was shocked by the Jan. 23, 2020, 
government shutdown of the city; and Yang Min, bereft after the 
denial of care to her dying daughter. “She is critically ill,” writes 
the author, “but the hospital can provide no treatment….Yang 
Min has no choice but to drag her febrile daughter to another 
hospital.”

A shocking, heart-rending report from the front lines of 
the Covid-19 pandemic in China.

SAY THE RIGHT THING 
How To Talk About 
Identity, Diversity, and 
Justice
Yoshino, Kenji & David Glasgow
Atria (240 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781982181383  

How to communicate better about 
our personal and collective differences.

Yoshino and Glasgow, who founded 
the Meltzer Center for Diversity, Inclusion, and Belonging at the 
NYU School of Law, offer assistance on how to talk about the 

“social identities” we all demonstrate. “We are both gay men who 
spent our formative years in the closet,” they write. “During that 
time, we were desperate to talk about our own identities, but the 
words felt unspeakable, even to the people who mattered most in 
our lives. That suffocating silence led us to search for a more pow-
erful way of communicating.” Their guiding assumption is that 
such conversations intimidate many people and that confusion 
about how to “say the right thing” has become an obstacle to empa-
thy and mutual understanding. The authors skillfully explore seven 
key areas: how to avoid so-called “conversational traps,” build resil-
ience in dealing with differing points of view, cultivate curiosity 
about how others perceive the world, disagree respectfully when 
necessary, apologize authentically when wrongs are committed, 
apply the platinum rule (help others as they would prefer to be 
helped), and be generous to those who act in noninclusive ways. 
The authors’ advice has been extensively field-tested, and they are 
admirably nuanced in their identification of specific challenges 
to the promotion of constructive dialogue. Particularly effective 
are the discussions of how privilege can operate along different 
dimensions, how particular verbal strategies can diffuse tension 
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“A shocking, heart-rending report from the front 
lines of the Covid-19 pandemic in China. ”

deadly quiet city
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and build trust, and how wariness about others’ judgements can 
be mitigated. The highlight of the book, however, is the chapter 
on apologies, which offers vivid illustrations of those that did not 
work (usually because they deflected responsibility and sometimes 
even compounded an original insult) and those that did (by open-
ing collaborative possibilities for addressing harm and combatting 
ignorance). The authors successfully set forth a clear sense of how 
one might balance accountability for wrongs with compassion for 
those who have erred.

A sensitive and sensible handbook for encouraging posi-
tive conversations about identity.

A MESSAGE 
FROM UKRAINE 
Speeches, 2019-2022
Zelensky, Volodymyr
Crown (144 pp.)
$16.00  |  Nov. 29, 2002
9780593727171 

Ukraine’s president gathers 16 recent 
speeches, defiant and stirring, to rally the 
world to his embattled nation’s cause.

“We have chosen a path that leads to 
Europe, but Europe is not somewhere ‘out there.’ Europe is here, 
in the mind. And after it appears there, it will appear everywhere 
in Ukraine.” So said Zelensky in his inaugural address to the 
Ukrainian Parliament on May 20, 2019. It’s a moment worthy of 
Kennedy, Roosevelt, and Churchill. The author, a TV star before 
he entered politics, has extraordinary rhetorical range: One 
minute he appeals to the intelligentsia, the next to the ordinary 
people of his country, the next to the citizens of many nations. 
Since the invasion by Vladimir Putin’s forces, Zelensky has also 
taken to addressing the Russian people directly, in Russian, ask-
ing them of their war, “Who will suffer the most from this? The 
people. / Who does not want it more than anyone? The people. / 
Who can prevent it? The people.” His words become less mea-
sured following the discovery of the massacre at Bucha: “Russian 
mothers: even if you raised looters, how did they also become 
butchers?” Of Putin himself, Zelensky is largely dismissive, say-
ing in one instance simply, “He has forgotten the most important 
point. Evil always loses.” Several themes remain constant. One 
is Zelensky’s contrasting Russia under the yoke of its dictator 
with Ukraine, a free nation in which, in this war, everyone is a 
volunteer and Zelensky is the volunteer-in-chief, as Economist 
Russia and Europe editor Arkady Ostrovsky puts it in the fore-
word. Another is that while Russia may belong to Asia, Ukraine 
is indeed a part of Europe. Still another is that Ukraine will never 
submit. Borrowing a page from Hamlet’s soliloquy, Zelensky told 
a British audience: “Our answer is definitely, ‘To be,’ and to be 
free.” All proceeds for the book go to United24, the author’s “ini-
tiative to collect donations in support of Ukraine.”

Buy this book to honor Zelensky’s resistance to tyranny.

ROE
The History of a 
National Obsession
Ziegler, Mary
Yale Univ. (248 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jan. 24, 2023
9780300266108  

An accessible account of the legal issues 
surrounding Roe v. Wade and the many layers 
of controversy surrounding them.

The author of Dollars for Life: The 
Anti-Abortion Movement and the Fall of the Republican Establishment 
and other books about abortion and the law in America, Ziegler 
opens with the observation that Roe is the only Supreme Court–
adjudicated law concerning abortion. For example, part of the 
decision was overruled in the 1992 Planned Parenthood of South-
eastern Pennsylvania v. Casey decision. Still, “Roe has become the 
repository for the contradictions of the American abortion war,” 
which extend well beyond abortion: Does a woman have the right 
to control her own body? Does life begin at conception? Does 
the federal government have the right to make laws that should 
be the purview of individual states? Ziegler digs deep to look at 
novel approaches to litigation, with some anti-abortion groups, 
for instance, using the 14th Amendment to equate the unborn 
with the enslaved, with “their humanity denied by others who 
perpetrated acts of unspeakable violence against them.” Other 
interpretations have centered on science, with both pro-choice 
and anti-abortion activists insisting that the scientific evidence 
is on their side. Interestingly, Ziegler writes, the religious liberty 
aspect of Roe came to the fore relatively recently, when “conser-
vative Christian groups…framed legal abortion and LGBTIQ 
rights as forcing Christians to forsake their own beliefs.” Inter-
estingly, too, Roe was from the outset criticized as poorly framed. 

“Ruth Bader Ginsburg, who would become the Supreme Court’s 
most vocal defender of abortion rights, often argued that Roe 
went too far too fast and undermined the pro-choice movement’s 
earlier progress,” writes Ziegler. Following Roe’s overturning by a 
Supreme Court that has been revealed as a partisan rather than 
impartial body, a newly “robust popular constitutionalism” may 
arise by which states guarantee the right of choice through citi-
zen action.

As always, Ziegler is a clear explainer of a complex, gray-
shaded body of law.
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BIG TUNE 
Rise of the Dancehall 
Prince
Agostini, Alliah L.
Illus. by Shamar Knight-Justice
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 28, 2023
9780374389949  

A young Black boy finds a way to 
keep the music and joy alive in his Carib-

bean American community.
In Shane’s neighborhood, the weekend is a time for music 

and partying with family and friends. While everyone else 
dances, he collects cans with plans to turn them into money for 
his sneaker fund. Shane’s brothers think he’s too shy to dance, 
but Shane dances and sings when he’s alone in his room. After 
all, other family members are so much better. As he gets closer 
to his goal, he is excited and has all the moves. Unfortunately, 
when the next time for a gathering comes, the music speaker 
no longer works. Shane immediately decides to sacrifice his sav-
ings to ensure that the good times will continue. He is a hero to 
family and friends, and the revelers show their appreciation by 
passing the hat to replace his money. Finally, Shane overcomes 
his shyness and takes to the floor to sing and to dance with 
his loved ones. This lively, vibrant narrative has an infectious 
spirit, and Shane is irresistible. Grounded in a tightknit Jamai-
can American community, the story deftly incorporates visual 
and textual references to dance styles, food, and other cultural 
touchstones. The lush collages reinforce the text. Themes of 
joy, solidarity, and artistic expression are effortlessly woven 
throughout the words and images. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

An exuberant celebration of community that leaps off the 
page. (author’s note) (Picture book. 3-6)

FIONA IN THE SANDBOX
Alexander, Rilla
Hippo Park/Astra Books for Young 
Readers (32 pp.) 
$9.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781662640100 
Series: Hippo Park Pals 

Fiona the hippo and her brother, Herbert, join friends in a 
favorite activity: playing in the sandbox.

Fiona is thrilled about the sunshine, the warm sand, and the 
opportunity to play with her friends (who include a mouse, a 
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What I love most about my job is 
that the celebrations never seem to 
stop—we just feted the best of 2022, 
and now it’s time to look ahead to 
the 2023 titles we’re excited about. 
Read on for some kid lit you won’t 
want to miss—from poignant 
graphic memoirs to quirky picture-
book tributes to hats.

Two stunning picture books hon-
or those who make us what we are. 

In Zeno Sworder’s My Strange Shrinking Parents (Thames 
& Hudson, Jan. 10), the narrator’s Chinese immigrant par-
ents trade inches from their height 
in exchange for a better life for their 
son—a powerful metaphor for the 
sacrifices many immigrant fami-
lies make. With Remember (Random 
House Studio, March 21), two pow-
erhouse creators team up—Joy Har-
jo, the first Native American U.S. 
Poet Laureate, and Michaela Goade, 
the first Indigenous artist to win the Caldecott. Harjo’s 
stirring ode to all that shapes us—our ancestors, nature—
is made accessible by Goade’s transcendent illustrations.

With Very Good Hats (Rocky Pond Books/Penguin, Jan. 
10), adult novelist Emma Straub demonstrates that her 
creative gifts extend to the picture-book realm. She ar-
gues that anything can be a hat if looked at the right way 
(what is a roof if not a hat for a house, and doesn’t a doll’s 
shoe make a fetching cap for a finger?), while Blanca Gó-
mez’s winsome collage art amps up the whimsy.

While Straub and Gómez’s sto-
ry will keep kids giggling, Shadra 
Strickland’s picture book Jump 
In! (Bloomsbury, Jan. 31) will have 
them on their feet, ready to take 
Strickland’s invitation to heart. In 
this “moving, grooving snapshot 
of urban life,” to quote our review, 
members of a diverse, predomi-
nantly Black community spend a 
hot, fun-filled day jumping rope 

with joyful abandon.
Nonfiction makes a strong showing this year, too. In 

Kwame Alexander’s picture book An American Story (Little, 
Brown, Jan. 3), illustrated by Dare Coulter, a teacher gently 

but probingly explores the topic of slavery with students. 
This visual masterpiece is a stinging rebuke to anyone argu-
ing that it’s too difficult to teach children about our nation’s 
history of racism.

Some of my favorite new nonfiction pushes readers to 
reconsider the ordinary. Dan Santat’s graphic memoir, A 
First Time for Everything (First Sec-
ond, Feb. 28), centers on the au-
thor’s 1989 tour of Europe; rather 
than grand sites like the Louvre, 
it’s the small moments, in all their 
awkward, tender, and even roman-
tic glory, that take center stage. 
Likewise, after finishing Anita San-
chez’s compelling The Forest in the 
Sea: Seaweed Solutions to Planetary 
Problems (Holiday House, Feb. 21), 
middle graders won’t be on the 
lookout for anything so pedestrian as seashells on their 
next beach trip—it’s nourishing, life-sustaining seaweed 
that they’ll want to see.

Finally, readers eager to dive into the fantastical 
have plenty to anticipate, including a novel from Angie 
Thomas…yes, Angie Thomas. With Nic Blake and the Re-
markables: The Manifestor Prophecy (Balzer + Bray/Harper-
Collins, April 4), a gripping work set in Mississippi and 
rooted in African folklore, illustrated by Setor Fiadzigbey, 

Thomas moves away from realis-
tic YA but keeps the things readers 
have come to love about her books: 
an emphasis on family, a strong 
narrative voice, and deft use of hu-
mor. Lucy Strange’s Sisters of the Lost 
Marsh (Chicken House/Scholastic, 
Jan. 3) is a lush, atmospheric tale of 
a girl in search of her missing sib-
ling, threaded with themes of so-
roral bonds in the face of misogyny. 
M.T. Anderson’s Elf Dog and Owl 

Head (Candlewick, April 11), illustrated by Junyi Wu, fol-
lows a boy who encounters a series of creatures from other 
realms. Juxtaposing the bizarre—people with the heads of 
owls, a terrifying, giant, snakelike “wyrm”—with the mun-
danity of pandemic life yields a story that somehow feels 
all the more intimate for its odd subject matter.

Mahnaz Dar is a young readers’ editor.

CHILDREN’S  |  Mahnaz Dar

a preview of 2023
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turtle, and a frog) and share the numerous toys available. After 
inadvertently getting some sand on Herbert (“dig dig whoosh!” 

“Hey, watch out!”), Fiona pauses when she hits something hard 
and finds a toy dinosaur. She and Herbert imagine themselves 
digging for dino bones before coming up with further inventive 
scenarios, with Fiona creating a satisfying, delicious assortment 
of sand-based pies, cookies, and cakes. Black-outlined, flat, 
minimal cartoon drawings filled in with colored pencil in hues 
of purple, green, blue, and yellow emphasize the camaraderie 
of this playtime setting. The direct narrative depicts young sib-
ling hippos enjoying their sandbox play. Little ones will have no 
trouble connecting with the emotionally satisfying outcome 
of this seamlessly simple storyline with its underlying tones of 
friendship and sibling companionship. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

Relatable toddler fare that brings to life an activity beloved 
by many children. (Picture book. 2-5)

JACK THE LIBRARY CAT
Apollonio, Marietta
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 1, 2023
9780807537510  

After he upends a book cart, will an 
orange feline ever again be welcomed 
into the library? 

“Jack [sneaks] through the doors of 
the library each morning.” He accidentally knocks over the book 
cart after curling up on a shelf and dozing during storytime. So 
light-skinned Ms. Fisher, the librarian, who is “not a cat person,” 
posts a sign to keep Jack out. Pascal, a new-to-the-area, brown-
skinned boy with springy dark hair and red-framed glasses, 
accompanied by an aunt wearing a hijab, happily smuggles Jack 
in at every opportunity, finding clandestine nooks in which to 
read to the cat. When the librarian eventually discovers the 
guilty team, Pascal comes up with an idea that will keep every-
one happy—giving Jack a job as a reading companion. The text 
is accessible and fun to read, with humorous phrases (“this was 
the last whisker”). Art with a water-pastel feeling shows a spa-
cious, welcoming library full of diverse patrons. Jack’s sweetly 
crooked mouth and round eyes are endearing, as is his obvious 
enchantment with the library. An author’s note includes infor-
mation about animals as reading buddies and a brief history of 
cats living in libraries. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Read it and purr. (Picture book. 4-8)

HENRY, LIKE ALWAYS 
Bailey, Jenn
Illus. by Mika Song
Chronicle Books (48 pp.) 
$14.99  |  March 21, 2023
978-1-79721-389-7  

Change is hard for everyone.
Classroom Ten has a Big Calendar, 

and Henry likes how it never changes. 
But this week, the teacher, Mrs. Tanaka 

(who presents as East Asian), announces that their diverse 
class will have a parade on Friday. Henry points out that Friday 
is Share Time, so Mrs. Tanaka makes space for the parade by 
moving Share Time to Thursday. Henry, whose behaviors fall on 
the autistic spectrum and who presents as East Asian, has an 
especially hard time adjusting to this alteration in the sched-
ule. The rest of the week involves preparations for the parade, 
but Henry’s dread just keeps growing, so much so that he feels 
like there is a volcano in his stomach. Not even his friend Katie 
(who is brown-skinned) can make him feel better. On Friday, as 
the class gets ready for the parade, Henry seeks refuge in a quiet 
space and discovers a solution that will help someone else’s 
mood as well but, most importantly, also allow everyone to par-
ticipate in their “own way.” This balanced, well-crafted chapter 
book, based on A Friend for Henry (2019), includes moments of 
wry humor, if readers are paying attention. In gentle ink lines 
and muted-blue washes, the illustrations simultaneously convey 
the upset feelings brought on by these events and the directness 
of Henry’s desires, all handled with respect and empathy for the 
protagonist.

Deeply relatable reassurance for readers unnerved by 
change. (Early chapter book. 4-8)

EB & FLOW
Baptist, Kelly J.
Crown (224 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  March 14, 2023
978-0-593-42913-6
978-0-593-42914-3 PLB  

Suspended from school, seventh 
graders Eb and Flow find peace even as 
life doesn’t make it easy for them.

Ebony’s on her eighth suspension 
from Brookside Junior High, and 10 

days at home in her strict grandmother’s crowded house isn’t 
exactly where she wants to be, but with both parents all but 
out of the picture, it’s the only option. De’Kari goes by Flow, 
a nickname from his rapper father, but he wants to forge his 
own path. Yet hitting Eb over her dirtying his new sneakers 
makes him reflect during his 10 restless days at home on the 
type of person he wants to be—and on memories of his dad hit-
ting his mom. In parallel first-person verse narration, the two 
Black tweens reveal that they have a lot in common, including 
struggling with fathers away in the military. Throughout their 
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suspensions, they unknowingly stay so close to each other that 
they peacefully pass one another by during a snowstorm. Bread-
crumbs—sometimes heartbreaking, always poetic—scattered 
throughout the story gradually offer readers a path toward what 
really happened in the now-viral fight between the two, and 
as tensions escalate and extended families get involved along 
Brookside crew lines, the future is especially murky. A shared 
nightmare of the worst-case scenario puts a lot into perspective 
for Eb and Flow, returning optimism to the negotiating table 
and potentially pointing toward reconciliation.

A moving and layered story of reflection and connection. 
(Verse novel. 8-13)

ONE CHICKEN NUGGET 
Bentley, Tadgh
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins 
(40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-0-06-268982-5  

A monster’s passion for chicken nug-
gets is tested in this retelling of “The 

Legend of Sissa ibn Dahir,” an Indian folktale centered on the 
concept of exponential growth. 

Frank, a furry, purple monster, loves chicken nuggets, and 
he’s found the greatest nuggets in the world in Celeste’s food 
truck. But Celeste, a Black-presenting human, finds that Frank 
is bad for business, from his atrocious table manners to the 
way he scares away her paying customers. After trying a series 
of failed solutions—illustrated in comedic vignettes—Celeste 
launches a monthlong, double-or-nothing contest: Each day, 
the amount of nuggets participants must consume doubles, and 
the prize is free nuggets for life. Day 1 is easy (a single nugget!), 
but as the contest gets exponentially harder, more competitors 
drop out, leaving Frank as the last eater standing. Lively, ani-
mated illustrations depict daily crowds that watch to see if 
Frank can continue to eat millions of nuggets. By the final days, 
Celeste’s food truck is pushed to its limits, and even Frank has 
started struggling—especially when faced with the final day’s 
double-page-spread mountain of nuggets. Frank’s near-triumph 
and concession—what good are nuggets for life if one is thor-
oughly sick of them?—involve dynamic crowds and a delight-
fully monstrous belch. A final joke will tickle readers, and 
excellent endnotes contextualize exponential numbers. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

Delicious to the last morsel. (Picture book. 4-9)

THE HOSPITAL BOOK 
Brown, Lisa
Neal Porter/Holiday House 
(40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 21, 2023
978-0-8234-4665-0  

A child visits the hospital.
“When I went to the hospital, I cried 

nine times,” notes the brown-skinned 
narrator, who also appears in The Airport Book (2016). Her tears 
begin at the pain in her stomach, which causes her parents—one 
Black, one White—to rush her to the hospital. Other tearful 
moments include jostling painfully over a speed bump en route 
to the emergency room, fretting in a hectic waiting room, and 
feeling doctors press her stomach. And when she’s diagnosed 
with appendicitis, which requires surgery, she and her parents 
cry a little. At night, she cries because of funny smells, beeping 
machines, and loneliness, though a parent snores nearby. But 
some things aren’t scary—her hospital gown and bracelet and 
grippy socks, for instance. The narrator’s matter-of-fact tone 
and step-by-step descriptions of everything from admission to 
discharge (a cause for happy tears) are calming, and friendly doc-
tors and nurses offer further encouragement in speech-balloon 
dialogue. Cartoon illustrations gently depict procedures such 
as an ultrasound and IV insertion and add occasional humor, 
as when a passing Sherlock Holmes answers “Elementary” to a 
page for Dr. Watson. Framing the story by counting the number 
of times the protagonist cries—and doesn’t cry—is an inspired 
choice that acknowledges fears but also bolsters readers. A bus-
tling medley of racially diverse background characters invites 
readers to imagine their stories as well. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

A wonderfully effective, reassuring look at an often scary 
experience. (author’s note) (Picture book. 4-8)

THE LOVE OF THE MOONLIGHT
Buckner, Sarah
Illus. by Paula Ortiz
Soaring Kite Books (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781953859594  

A nighttime poem rooted in a city 
landscape, encouragement to be com-
passionate, and, of course, moonlight.

“If we loved, / much like the moon, / then would we / be as 
kind?” is the question—and challenge—posed here. Nameless 
people with varied skin tones and body types move through a 
city’s sleepy streets under the sliver of a moon. Moonlight is a 
peaceful comfort and combatant in the face of nighttime mon-
sters, portrayed as the scary shadows cast by an ominous coat 
rack. The palette of blues, reds, greens, and black is expertly 
shaded, conveying a dreamy mood appropriate to the sub-
ject. In one scene, it is implied that if more people acted with 
love like the moon’s, a person wouldn’t be stuck pushing their 

“Delicious to the last morsel.”
one chicken nugget
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broken car alone through the streets. On another page, the 
text “The moonlight makes us silhouettes, / and people of one 
race, / shining down on everyone / equally with grace” is paired 
with an image of a light-skinned person in bell-bottoms, a Black 
person with headphones and a hoodie, a portly White con-
struction worker, and a tan-skinned skateboarder. It’s an odd 
choice that reflects a flattening, outdated, colorblind approach 
to race. Though for the most part the ideas about treating oth-
ers with empathy are commendable and the illustrations are 
carefully crafted, it doesn’t make up for the text’s rather sim-
plistic approach to the differences that define us. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Art shines but words wobble. (Picture book. 3-6)

ISLAND OF SHADOWS
Calì, Davide
Illus. by Claudia Palmarucci
Creative Editions/Creative Company 
(32 pp.) 
$19.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-56846-388-9  

In a somber manner that is a tonal 
shift for Calì, he explores the nightmare 
that is extinction.

“In the forest with no name, between the river of wishes and 
the cascade of time, there’s an understory of sweet and scary 
dreams.” Riding on the back of his faithful companion, Dingo, 
Dr. Wallaby hunts down his Australian animal patients’ night-
mares. But a Tasmanian tiger’s “hollow” dreams perplex Dr. Wal-
laby until he finally realizes that the tiger is “dreamless,” which 
means that it is extinct. Palmarucci’s illustrations, which have 
the stiff formality and finely detailed lines of early scientific 
sketches of flora and fauna, echo the old-fashioned language 
and style of the text, translated from Italian. A culturally inac-
curate depiction of a “thorny” nightmare—an Aboriginal per-
son wearing a necklace of skulls and wielding a knife—strikes 
a disturbing note. Four vignettes picture several animals’ own 
nightmares, sketched horrors around a clearly frightened crea-
ture (readers may feel the same after viewing them—Where the 
Wild Things Are this ain’t). The tiger is shown being rowed to the 
Island of Shadows by a figure all in white. The yellow rocks and 
almost-black foliage on the bleak island make the grayed-out 
inhabitants—“the souls of animals, which are no more”—stand 
out. Calì’s final word—“From here, there is no return”—leaves 
readers on a distinct down note, as if The Lorax’s Once-ler had 
no seed to pass on.

A dark and depressing look at extinction that leaves no 
hope for the future. (labeled images of critically endangered 
species, works cited and inspirations) (Picture book. 10-14)

THE MERMAID PRINCESSES
Cameron-Gordon, Maya
Illus. by Mirelle Ortega
Harper/HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-0-06-320525-3  

Jealousy, rivalry…honestly, is that any 
way for a future mermaid queen to behave?

Undersea royals Anaya, Shante, and Kianna, who all pres-
ent Black, are all different—Anaya is kind, Shante is strong and 
courageous, and Kianna loves to learn. They are also strong-
willed and more than a little ambitious, which leads to lots of 
sparring over who is best suited to serve as the future queen. 
Their mother, the queen, is not amused with their bickering, 
telling the girls that a queen must be a loving sibling. The girls 
swim off and encounter a baby dolphin in need of help—work-
ing together to help the creature, they all learn a powerful les-
son. In the cheerful tradition of mermaid fantasies such as The 
Tail of Emily Windsnap (2003) by Liz Kessler, illustrated by Sarah 
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Gibb, and Mermaids Are Real (2020) by Holly Hatam, this story 
combines bright, jewel-toned colors and an upbeat narrative. 
The story is a bit predictable but enjoyable; the most memo-
rable part of the book is the appended list of fun facts about 
mermaids in African lore, such as stories of Mami Wata and 
Yemaya. Cameron-Gordon makes clear that though mermaids 
of color—like all mermaids—might be a fantasy, they’re one we 
all can share. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A satisfying addition to any little mermaid’s library. (Picture 
book. 5-9)

SISTER SPRING
Carroll, James Christopher
Creative Editions/Creative Company 
(16 pp.) 
$16.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-56846-384-1  

An artful celebration of a new season.
Readers are introduced to Sister 

Spring, a personification of the season, 
as a curious-looking young girl who starts 

her existence much like a seed coming up from the earth. Crea-
tures of all kinds come to watch her grow. She’s green and small, 

“with roots and sprouts and fingers and toes.” The animals and 
plants immediately “love…her up,” making her part of their 
environment. As she moves through nature, she calls to all to 
enjoy the season she represents (“She kissed the sky a fair sun-
rise / and sang the mourning dove; / she called the fog from the 
woods and bog / and charmed the trees abloom. / She sent the 
fishy off to school / and gave the cloud a shower”). The stunning 
art, which has a painterly look reminiscent of Gustav Klimt’s 
work, in particular his masterpiece The Kiss, is the star of the 
show. The images are especially remarkable when we’re intro-
duced to Sister Spring in all her glory, with warm tones of green 
and yellow, the rain surrounding her as a backdrop. Although 
older children will best appreciate the vivid verse, younger ones 
will be fascinated by the colorful illustrations, rich in details. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Joyful and lyrical; a lovely way to represent spring. (Picture 
book. 5-9)

THE PERIODIC TABLE 
OF ELEMENTS 
Understanding the 
Building Blocks of Everything
Chad, Jon
First Second (128 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  March 14, 2023
9781250767615 
Series: Science Comics 

An evil chemist’s oddly blocky for-
tress serves as the setting for a dream 

quest through the elements.

Well-prepared but afflicted with severe test anxiety, Mel 
falls asleep the night before a chemistry exam and finds herself 
in the Land of the Elements, helping blobby Hydrogen recover 
a book of spells, er, chemistry experiments snatched by the evil 
Elemancer. Traveling systematically through the Periodic For-
tress from Alkali Metals to Noble Gases, she’s forced to draw 
on her knowledge of molecular processes and each group’s com-
mon characteristics to get past a series of elemental monsters—
and, climactically, to face her fears as the sneering nemesis 
assaults her with pop-quiz questions: “How many elements are 
there?” “Is an element’s atomic number the same as its weight?” 

“What do you call it when matter changes from a solid to a gas?” 
Along with rooting for the young savant, readers will have chal-
lenges of their own to face, as Chad loads the script and art with 
information on atoms and atomic numbers, compounds ver-
sus mixtures, ionic and covalent bonding, isotopes, allotropes, 
radioactivity, the periodic table’s origins and organization, and 
how select elements of the 118 identified so far have been put to 
use. Mel, who like her comforting mom (the only other human 
figure) presents as Black, wakes up ready to tackle the ultimate 
test with new, and just possibly contagious, confidence in her 
preparation.

Solid gold. (table of elements, metric conversion chart, 
glossary, bibliography) (Graphic nonfiction. 11-15)

THE STORY OF THE 
SAXOPHONE
Cline-Ransome, Lesa
Illus. by James E. Ransome
Holiday House (40 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Feb. 28, 2023
978-0-8234-3702-3  

This collaboration spotlights the saxophone’s European 
birth and wide adoption by American jazz musicians.

Adolphe Sax, a 19th-century Belgian instrument maker’s 
son, both plays and invents instruments. Searching for a new 
sound—softer than a trumpet, louder than a clarinet—Adolphe 
tinkers and reassembles until his masterpiece is ready. Belgium’s 
arbiters reject the new instrument, and Adolphe moves to Paris. 
While French tastemakers initially pan it, the composer Hec-
tor Berlioz champions “le saxophon,” opining, “It cries, sighs, 
and dreams.” After hard-won integration into French military 
bands, other European nations adopt it, too. Napoleon III loses 
France’s war in Mexico accompanied by the instrument’s wails. 
Florencio Ramos, a musician in a Mexican cavalry band, obtains 
a sax and settles in New Orleans in 1884. The signature sound of 
the rechristened “saxophone” spreads there and beyond, insep-
arable from jazz’s early permutations. (Cline-Ransome avers 
that after Sidney Bechet picks up the sax, he forsakes his clari-
net.) A final spread summarizes jazz’s singular predisposition 
to musical contagion: “Coleman Hawkins heard Sidney play. / 
And Lester Young heard Coleman play. / And Charlie Parker 
heard Lester play.” While the anecdotal narrative adroitly por-
trays Sax’s perseverance as an innovator, the segue to American 
jazz gets shorter shrift. Cline-Ransome admirably amends this: 
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“A perceptive embrace of imagination and empathy.”
cloud babies

Endpapers, a jacket poster, and spot illustrations celebrate over 
20 diverse saxophone greats. Rich, sepia-toned spreads show-
case the saxophone’s shining complexity.

Engagingly links the jazz saxophone with its European 
roots. (Informational picture book. 4-8)

CLOUD BABIES
Colfer, Eoin
Illus. by Chris Judge
Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-1-5362-3107-6  

An imaginative girl faces a long hos-
pital stay. 

When Erin looks to the sky, she sees 
“cloud babies”: such quirky critters as “a dragon who had run out 
of puff ” or “a fox who was late for school.” One day, Erin feels 
sick and goes to the children’s hospital, a world of buzzing beds, 

beeping machines, welcoming staff, and new friends. There, 
spotting cloud babies provides comfort and a way for her and 
Dad to bond even when they’re apart. But back at school after 
her long stay, Erin feels different. She’s shorter than her class-
mates, and when she tells the class about cloud babies, her 
teacher turns them into a science lesson, stripping them of their 
joy. On follow-up “hospital days,” kids of all ages play together, 
but Erin and her classmates are all 6—too old for cloud babies, 
she decides, resolving to keep her “two worlds” of hospital and 
school separate. But she feels like she’s “floating somewhere in 
between” both. Then, Mom gets an idea….Colfer’s clear, gentle 
text will resonate with kids experiencing chronic illness and 
their parents alike as he explores the complexity of feeling alter-
nately accepted by and different from peers. Emphasizing the 
interplay of imagination and reality, Judge’s bright illustrations 
mingle expressive cartoon figures and realistic backgrounds. 
Erin and her parents have pale skin; other characters are racially 
diverse. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A perceptive embrace of imagination and empathy. (Picture 
book. 4-8)
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Jackie Ormes should be better known. She was the 
first Black woman cartoonist to be nationally syndicated 
in the United States. Her character Torchy Brown was the 
first Black woman character to star in a newspaper com-
ic. Her mass-produced Patti-Jo doll, based on her car-
toon character of the same name, was the first Black doll 
to have an extensive wardrobe. Her civil rights activism, 
which included producing fashion shows to raise money 
for causes, attracted the attention of the FBI. But a new 
children’s picture book promises to bring Ormes further 
out of obscurity. With lively words by Traci N. Todd and 
fun, highly detailed illustrations by Shannon Wright, Hold-
ing Her Own: The Exceptional Life of Jackie Ormes (Orchard/
Scholastic, Jan 3) tells the story of Ormes, her art, and her 

activism in a colorful and entertaining flourish that won-
derfully matches the unmistakable style and buoyant, de-
termined spirit of its subject.

Kirkus recently spoke with Todd via Zoom from her 
home in Chicago. The interview has been edited for length 
and clarity.

Why do a children’s book on Jackie Ormes?
My quick answer would be: Why not? She drew cartoons, 
which is a really accessible medium for children. She had 
this incredibly sparkly voice, which I tried to pay homage 
to in the book. Also, she loved children. For that age group, 
I just think she’s somebody that they can relate to as cre-
ative people themselves and as people who love to shake 
things up. Why not do a picture book? She’s a perfect sub-
ject for it. 

How does the picture-book format best serve the story 
of Ormes?
Picture books and comics have so much in common. They 
are a visual format, a visual medium supported by text. So 
that translation in and of itself felt like a one-to-one. The 
fact that the size and trim of this particular book sort of 
feels like a big comic panel, it’s large enough to showcase 
Shannon’s art. There are just a lot of good things about a 
picture book showcasing a person who was an artist, and 
not just an artist, but a comic strip artist. So, I think the 
format is a perfect fit.

Speaking of Shannon’s art, when I was doing my re-
search [for this book], I went and looked at Jackie Ormes’ 
papers [at the DuSable Black History Museum and Edu-
cation Center in Chicago]. There were patterns for her 
Patti-Jo doll. And there were newspaper articles and let-
ters. Some of those things have been incorporated into the 
art, which is incredible.

Are there limitations to the picture-book format in tell-
ing the story of Ormes?

Scholastic

WORDS WITH…

Traci N. Todd
Holding Her Own brings attention to a little-known, groundbreaking Black 
woman cartoonist
BY GINA MURRELL
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The only limitation is the length of a typical fixed-picture 
book because you have to decide what stays and what goes 
in terms of the details of her life. In terms of the type of 
information or the weight of information, I tend to write 
things that are a little heavier, even about happier topics, 
like Jackie Ormes. Like I said before, the picture book is 
just the perfect format because she was such a visual person. 
You want to see her art? Or do you want to see her? Yeah, so 
I think the limitations are few.

How did you come to partner with illustrator Shannon 
Wright?
That is the sort of something that’s handled at the publish-
er level. [My editor] talked about who the best fit for this 
book would be and decided on Shannon, and I just couldn’t 
be more thrilled. I’m also in publishing in my other job. I’m 
the publisher at a small children’s book press [Little Bee 
Books]. And typically, the way it works is that you get the 
author’s input, and there’s a lot of back and forth. That’s 
the way it’s worked on other books of mine. But in this case, 
I think everybody just knew that Shannon was the person. 
So, there was not a lot of back and forth in the case of Hold-
ing Her Own. And it’s worked out wonderfully.

What do you, as a Black woman writer, and Shannon 
Wright, as a Black woman illustrator, uniquely bring to 
the telling of Ormes’ story, and how was this reflected in 
your collaboration?
I would say that the two of us being Black women creators, 
that’s part of a constellation of things that make us unique-
ly qualified to tell this story. Like Ormes, Shannon is a car-
toonist, she’s a crafter, and she’s into dolls. I’m from Chi-
cago, where Ormes lived, and like Ormes, I worked in the 
comic book industry for nearly a decade. So, Shannon and I 
have a lot to bring to the table when it comes to telling Jack-
ie’s story. But as Black women in particular, I think we un-
derstand or have a specific sensitivity to the kinds of strug-
gles that Jackie had because they still exist today. On a dif-
ferent level, but they are still there today, both the sexism 
and the racism. It’s something that Shannon and I uniquely 
understand because of our intersections.

These intersections informed the point of view I took. I 
wanted to talk about Jackie as a little girl who took up space, 
especially when she was the age of the children who are 
reading the book or having the book read to them. I want-
ed to present a way of fighting injustice that is unlike a lot 
of what we see in historical accounts. Jackie wasn’t giving 
speeches. She was drawing. She was using her art. I thought 
about how important it was to have that kind of joyfulness 
in the struggle. And it was really important for me to tell 
the truth about the larger Black struggle that was going on 
and talk about the government and the FBI and how they 

were coming after Jackie, just trying to live. As a Black per-
son, I might be more inclined to “go there” than someone 
else might.

What impact would you like for Holding Her Own to 
have?
I hope children find this joyful. I certainly hope it brings 
more attention to Jackie’s story because she is so little 
known. I hope it’s inspiring for children. The whole book 
isn’t about fighting injustice, but the idea that there is no 
one way to fight is really important to me. So I hope that 
comes across. I hope children love seeing this image of a 
beautiful Black woman—I mean, fashionable to the nines—
and who raised that icon. And she was all about it. She in-
tegrated that into her design of her characters and into 
the way she chose to show up. Jackie Ormes is just such a 
unique figure. So I hope children are excited about discov-
ering her.

Gina Murrell is a Black queer librarian, writer, and copy editor in 
New York. Holding Her Own: The Exceptional Life of Jack-
ie Ormes was reviewed in the Nov. 15, 2022, issue.
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BIINDIGEN! AMIK 
SAYS WELCOME
Cooper, Nancy
Illus. by Joshua Mangeshig Pawis-Steckley
Owlkids Books (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-77147-515-0  

A large family of beavers visit their cousins.
Amik is excited to welcome his cousins—each of whom, per 

the backmatter, comes from a different Indigenous nation—but 
his younger sister, Nishiime, is nervous, wondering what they’ll 
be like. The cousins arrive bearing gifts to thank Amik’s fam-
ily for inviting them to their territory: dried muskeg tea, dried 
cranberries, a purple shell wampum, juicy maple twigs, straw-
berries, and a woven cedar headband. Amik is about to intro-
duce Nishiime, but she has disappeared! He and the cousins 
look everywhere. They ask the deer in the forest, fish swimming 
deep in the canals, a fox running over their dam, and a mother 
otter, but no one has seen her, and it’s getting dark. Finally, 
Nishiime comes out of hiding. She has realized that her cousins 

“are just like us, even though they live far away and have differ-
ent families.” Beavers’ importance to the natural world comes 
through, too; the canals that the beavers dig allow the fish to 
swim even in winter, for instance. Jewel-colored artwork gives 
drama to the illustrations and includes traditional Anishinaabe 
details. Text is sprinkled with Anishinaabe words, and a glossary 
is included. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A vibrant work laden with messages, from accepting dif-
ferences to fostering respect for the natural world. (Picture book. 
3-7)

THE GIRL FROM EARTH’S END
Dairman, Tara
Candlewick (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-5362-2480-1  

A girl with a green thumb uproots 
herself from her isolated island home in 
search of a rare plant to cure her dying 
papa. 

Twelve years ago, the Orange Boat 
(which hasn’t carried oranges since the 

Great Soil Blight) brought an unexpected delivery to Earth’s 
End, a forgotten corner of the Gardenia Isles. Neither of Hen-
na’s papas expected to receive a baby in the mail. Henna knows 
all about her family’s story, and she thought she knew everything 
about Papa Niall and Papa Joaquim too until she discovers sea-
sonal allergies aren’t what’s making Papa Niall sick this year but 
the resurgence of a terminal illness. Determined to save him, 
Henna embarks on a secret mission at St. Basil’s Conservatory, 
an elite horticulture boarding school where she hopes to find 
and steal from a heavily guarded repository the last remaining 
seeds of the nightwalker, a plant rumored to produce a miracle 
healing elixir. Humor and a suspenseful adventure balance the 

sensitive, aching exploration of loss. Sun-bronzed, dark-haired 
Henna lives in a racially diverse world. Henna; her genderfluid 
friend, P; and their roommate, Lora, who uses a wheelchair 
for mobility, face various barriers of accessibility at the school. 
Each of them has their own goals, but they learn to affirm and 
ally with one another to challenge injustice. Dairman’s care-
ful use of details sets up an emotionally fulfilling, bittersweet 
resolution. 

A coming-of-age story blossoming with tender honesty 
and hope. (author’s note) (Fantasy. 8-12)

THE BLUE UMBRELLA
Davison, Emily Ann
Illus. by Momoko Abe
Random House Studio (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-0-593-56957-3  

An umbrella offers shelter and fun on 
a rainy day.

A mysterious blue umbrella arrives, addressed to a child 
who presents as Asian, with black hair and tan skin. The child 
takes it out on a walk with Mom. Unexpected rain falls, and 
though the umbrella seems far too small, the protagonist man-
ages to share it with Mom. Soon they invite parkgoers to take 
shelter. Picnicking families, soccer players, a dog owner, a punk 
rocker, and others—diverse in terms of skin tone, hair texture, 
and age—laugh, talk, and stay dry together under the umbrella, 
which somehow expands to shelter all. When the sun comes 
out, the people leave feeling changed, having shared a moment 
of wonder, and go on to create a community garden (“a place 
for everyone”). The digital artwork done in a pastel palette 
plays with perspective and point of view. While Abe uses sim-
ple shapes, there’s a specificity to each person that makes the 
individual unique and interesting. The appealing illustrations 
will make readers want to join in the party and become part 
of this vibrant, welcoming community. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

An accessible approach to inclusion, sharing, and commu-
nity building. (Picture book. 4-7)

COOL GREEN
Amazing, Remarkable Trees
Delacre, Lulu
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-1-5362-2040-7  

This globe-trotting, poetic homage 
pays tribute to some of nature’s most 
unusual trees.

More than 73,000 species of trees exist on Earth, and, as 
Delacre explains at the end of the book, this volume focuses on 
some of the rarer 9,000 that most humans will never encounter. 
As told through a grandfather’s recounting to a granddaughter 

“A coming-of-age story blossoming with tender honesty and hope.”
the girl from earth’s end
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(brown-skinned and cued as Latine), with some unitalicized 
Spanish included, this work looks at trees such as General 
Sherman, a giant Sequoia in Tulare County, California; the Afri-
can baobab; and the rainbow gum, found in Indonesia, Papua 
New Guinea, and the Philippines. Remarkably, Delacre has 
incorporated leaves from the actual trees into the book’s vivid 
illustrations. Unfortunately, a sense of place is lost amid the 
verse (“its white hanging bells, / laden with sweet-sour scent, / 
lure bats from beyond”). It’s not until the backmatter, which 
includes a note from Delacre and a section on the importance 
of trees, that the locations and names of the trees covered are 
made explicit. There’s so much good information here that it’s a 
shame so much of it isn’t more effectively woven into the narra-
tive. Still, the material as a whole is a deep dive into a fascinating 
aspect of the natural world.(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A thought-provoking arboreal exploration. (websites, bib-
liography) (Nature picture book. 4-8)

I LOVE MY CITY
Desmarais, France & Richard Adam
Illus. by Yves Dumont
Trans. by Nicholas Aumais
Pajama Press (56 pp.) 
$21.95  |  March 28, 2023
978-1-77278-273-8  

Almost 70% of us will live in a city 
by 2050, so our urban past, present, and future are topics of 
interest.

Good questions are posed in this book translated from 
French, beginning with where and when cities were first con-
structed, but answers are often general: “a long time ago,” 

“often…near rivers, seas, or oceans.” Although suburbs are 
ancient, the authors begin their look at the suburbs “at the end 
of the 19th century.” A sunny view of environmental respon-
sibility prevails; threats like crime, overcrowding, or disease 
go unmentioned (or are mentioned only briefly), and the very 
greatest, climate change, is glossed over. The pages on public 
services have useful diagrams but fail to cite water shortages 
or to tell us how many (or few) global urbanites have access to 
potable water and sanitation; nuclear energy is not cited as an 
energy source, though coal is. Many brief summaries contain 
vast generalizations (“the city makes sure its roads and parking 
lots are well maintained”). A depiction of slums misleadingly 
shows large masonry houses in good repair, but the soft-edged 
illustrations are innovative, clear, and amusing. Humanized 
cat-citizens join diverse, funny-looking people in droll spreads. 
Famous landmarks form an unbroken cityscape on one spread, 
while people of various ethnicities, origins, and time periods 
make one continuous crowd on another. Information is inte-
grated into the illustration layouts.

An ambitious but somewhat generic guide to urban envi-
ronments. (glossary, further resources) (Nonfiction. 7-11)

THE SISTER SPLIT
Desombre, Auriane
Delacorte (256 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  March 14, 2023
978-0-593-56868-2
978-0-593-56869-9 PLB  

Sisters are doing it for themselves. 
(For diametrically opposite reasons.)

Twelve-year-old Autumn’s summer 
plans for exploring the delights of Man-
hattan with her best friend—going on 

hunts for the best pizza joints, ice cream parlors, and tea shops—
are ruined when her mother becomes engaged to Harrison (aka 
Harristinks), her boring boyfriend of two years who has a boring 
daughter of Autumn’s age called Linnea. The wedding will take 
place in only one month’s time. Suddenly, Autumn, her mother, 
and her college-bound brother are moving to East Hammond, 
Connecticut, and Autumn’s world is completely upended. She 
hatches a plan to break up the happy couple and recruits Lin-
nea to go along, tempting her with the idea that both families 
will be better off separate. Linnea seemingly agrees, but it turns 
out that she may have some plans of her own. The story is droll, 
if somewhat predictable, but overplays the self-centered bride 
trope to the point that readers may actively be rooting for the 
wedding to fail long after the shallow resolution that is sup-
posed to realign Autumn with her mother. Savvy and sympa-
thetic readers may question why Autumn is being deprived of 
visiting the best friend in the city whom she desperately misses 
when Harrison and Linnea took the train into the city weekly 
during the courtship. Main characters read White by default; 
there is a charming same-sex crush plotline.

An unexceptional story of family turmoil. (Fiction. 9-12)

NIGHT IN THE CITY
Downing, Julie
Neal Porter/Holiday House (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-0-8234-5206-4  

From a nurse to an emergency dis-
patcher, a look at the city dwellers whose 
work begins when the sun goes down.

Reading this book is like looking 
through a telescope—there are windows on nearly every page; 
some pages feature rectangular, windowlike vignettes of people 
at work. On the front cover, a taxi driver is visible through the 
side window of a cab, with a dog sitting up in the back seat. 
Above them, on an upper floor, a museum worker is doing some 
vacuuming, with dinosaur bones in the background. Many 
of the people can be seen only from a great distance, and the 
details we learn about them often come from just a few spare 
sentences: “The museum is closed, but the janitor and security 
guard are hard at work.” Downing’s blue-tinged, cozy artwork 
sometimes makes words almost unnecessary—in this case, the 
accompanying illustration says it all, a full spread showing the 
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janitor reaching up to dust the nose of a Tyrannosaurus rex skel-
eton. Most of the people who are working late seem to be smil-
ing, and while it’s difficult to find a message in the limited text, 
readers will close the book feeling that there’s joy to be found 
in every job and every schedule. The residents of this urban 
environment are diverse in skin tone. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

Will make readers fall in love with the city depicted within. 
(Picture book. 3-5)

APPLE PIE PICNIC
Duran, Alicia
Illus. by Brian Fitzgerald
Red Comet Press (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 21, 2023
978-1-63655-061-9  

In this cumulative tale, an apple tree 
that stands near the house where Rosa 
lives marks the passing of seasons and 
the flitting of critters.

Amid a wide patch of grass sits the apple tree, or el manzano, 
receiving the sun near a squat home adorned with a red roof. 
The rain, or la lluvia, sustains the tree, and the birds, or los pája-
ros, piece together a nest in the tree. Rosa’s cat, Dulce, and dog, 
Churro, cause mischief around the apple tree while bees pol-
linate the blossoms, which will bloom into small apples that will 
cling “from branch to branch.” Establishing a deliberate pace 
from the first line and writing in verse similar to “The House 
That Jack Built,” Duran chronicles the journey of an apple from 
flower to fruit with a modest dose of critter-based humor. The 
author scatters one-word, italicized Spanish translations of 
key words throughout that prove to be occasional distractions. 
Fitzgerald’s scruffy artwork replicates the precise rustic sensi-
bility evoked by the text. Lush greens, dabs of oranges and reds, 
and glimpses of earthy browns combine into portraits of rural 
serenity. When the apples appear ready to be plucked from the 
apple tree, Rosa and her family, depicted in varying shades of 
brown and cued as Latine, gather to bake an apple pie for a pic-
nic that everyone can join. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A charming slice of cheer. (translation of Spanish words, 
recipe for applesauce) (Picture book. 4-8)

OUR ROOF IS BLUE
Echenique, Sara E.
Illus. by Ashley Vargas
Charlesbridge (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 11, 2023
9781623542337  

A Puerto Rican girl and her storytell-
ing brother, Antonio, survive a powerful hurricane that rips the 
roof off of their home.

The trauma of the storm silences Antonio, and he is no lon-
ger able to share his gift of stories. A blue tarp covers the house 

until they can replace it with a new roof—a daily reminder of the 
storm and the damage it caused. Still, the siblings find joy in the 
situation, imagining that the blue hue cast by sunlight through 
the tarp is the water of the ocean or envisioning the shadows 
as macaws and herons in the jungle. The protagonist promises 
to help Antonio find his voice. Eventually, the roof is replaced, 
and Antonio regains his speech, ready to share his stories once 
again. In their newly mended home, the family finds a creative 
way to honor the blue tarp that sheltered them. The story and 
a note from the author bring an important focus to the contin-
ued recovery of Puerto Rico after devastating hurricanes such 
as 2017’s Irma and Maria and the challenges that Puerto Ricans 
continue to face as they rebuild. Vargas’ art has a scribbly, child-
like feeling that makes the tale relatable despite its potentially 
scary subject. The siblings and their parents have brown skin 
and curly brown hair. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Healing, both physical and emotional, is eased through the 
power of story. (hurricane and climate change information, 
ways children can help) (Picture book. 4-8)

BABAJOON’S TREASURE
Esnaashari, Farnaz
Illus. by Nabi H. Ali
Simon & Schuster (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-1-66590-188-8  

Miriam suspects that Babajoon has a secret life.
Every summer, Miriam spends a week of “magical adven-

ture” at Babajoon and Mamanjoon’s home. This year, after a pic-
nic prepared by Mamanjoon, Babajoon takes Miriam out for a 
special treat. As Miriam’s grandfather is paying, Miriam notices 
a mysterious gold coin fall from his pocket. Then, as they eat 
their rocket pops, Babajoon begins singing a beautiful song to 
the birds. Miriam suddenly realizes…he must be a pirate! Mir-
iam’s suspicion is seemingly confirmed when Babajoon takes 
Miriam to his friend’s store and speaks to him in a language that 
Miriam does not recognize. Concluding that they are speaking 
in a “pirate language,” Miriam becomes even more convinced 
that Babajoon has a hidden past. But when Miriam confronts 
Babajoon, the truth he tells the child about their Iranian ances-
try feels just as special as the one that Miriam imagined. Mir-
iam’s strong bond with Babajoon and earnest questions make 
for a lovable, relatable protagonist, while Ali’s art shimmers as 
the child’s vivid imagination comes to life. However, while the 
resolution of the protagonist’s confusion is charming, the idea 
that Miriam would not know Babajoon’s country of origin or at 
least recognize the sound of his mother tongue feels unlikely, 
especially given their closeness. Still, the story’s humor and 
heart manage to shine through this inconsistency. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

A heartfelt celebration of the magic of ancestry. (Picture 
book. 3-6)
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THE LAUGH
Evans, Fay
Illus. by Ayşe Klinge
Flying Eye Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781838740825  

When happiness is hard to find, how 
do you move on?

Evans tells the story of a “lady who 
had the loveliest laugh in the world.” There are many differ-
ent shades to her laugh; sometimes it is loud, other times quiet. 
Sometimes it is pretty; other times it is a bit wicked. It is often 
contagious and makes everyone around her join in. When she 
isn’t laughing, you still know it is there, in her eyes. Then, sadly, 
the lady dies, and her partner and daughter are left behind to 
try to find the laugh again, without success. Moving on seems 
impossible. Then, one day, out of nowhere, the laugh returns. In 
a simple metaphor for finding happiness again after the death 
of a loved one, this book sends a sensitive, focused message—
that laughter and joy are possible. The short text directs the 
metaphor, while the organically rough illustrations fill in par-
ticular details about this family, like the mother and daughter’s 
playing in the garden or building a blanket fort, as well as the 
sickness leading up to the mother’s passing. The ending appears 
abruptly as soon as the girl laughs again and leaves readers wish-
ing for even just a glimpse of what lies beyond this moment. The 
girl has light brown skin and reads biracial in the pictures; the 
mother is pale-skinned and the other parent is brown-skinned. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Heartfelt. (Picture book. 3-8)

OPPORTUNITY KNOCKS
Farizan, Sara
Scholastic (224 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781338827071  

An 11-year-old girl forms a friendship 
with a magical wish-granter.

Passionate about her school’s music 
program, Persian American Lila Moradi 
attempts to secure a bank loan to save it 
from being cut. She’s turned down—but 

while at the bank she finds an unusual box containing an old 
bronze key. Later, a golden door appears in her room, and a girl 
in a sparkly dress emerges. Felise, the personification of Lady 
Luck, will spend the next seven days glued to Lila’s side—but 
there is the risk of a curse if the possessor of the key becomes 
greedy or the key is stolen. Felise quickly realizes that Lila is 
not the typical power-hungry key finder, however: She is kind 
and generous, and she appreciates Felise more for her friend-
ship than her powers. However, Lila tends to focus more on 
what is lacking in her life rather than appreciating what she 
does have. The underlying messages of gratitude and creating 
our own luck by embracing opportunities are delivered with 

some heavy-handed preachiness by Felise. Meanwhile, wealthy 
megalomaniac industrialist Mr. Mammonton, who lost the key 
in the first place, is trying to get it back so he can use Felise to 
expand his business empire. The premise is simple, with mild 
humor, peril, and middle school hijinks. With or without magic, 
this is a story of a friend who helps a girl see the best in herself. 

A wish-granting genie story that leans into emotional 
themes. (Fantasy. 8-12)

A BUCKET OF QUESTIONS
Fite, Tim
Atheneum (56 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-1-66591-831-2  

Musician, singer/songwriter, and mul-
timedia artist Fite takes a headlong dive 
into the world of the absurd.

After being introduced to a bucket 
that looks empty but is in fact “FULL of 

QUESTIONS,” readers are asked a number of them. “Why do 
seals clap?” “Why do kids lose their teeth?” “What are hot dogs 
(actually) made of?” Each question is accompanied by three or 
four potential answers of varying silliness (“Hot dogs are made 
of lost teeth”). Meanwhile, wild typography and design and 
supremely busy black-and-white images give the entire book an 
outsider artist vibe comfortable with its own finely controlled 
chaos. Kids who balk at the lack of colors may find that the sole 
two-page spread of vibrant hues and shades at the heart of the 
book more than makes up for the dearth elsewhere. While each 
answer is silly, the questions act as prompts that could, if shared 
with inquisitive youngsters eager for discussion, lead to larger 
conversations or fun writing projects. And aside from an out-
of-place cutesy note to readers at the start (wherein the author 
describes himself as “100% pooky-pooky”), the title does a good 
job of respecting the intelligence and curiosity of its intended 
audience. Humans depicted are diverse. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

With the right kid in the right mindset, this escape into 
ludicrous answers may yield some very real explorations. (Pic-
ture book. 4-7)

TURTLES OF THE 
MIDNIGHT MOON
Fitzgerald, María José
Knopf (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  March 14, 2023
978-0-593-48870-6
978-0-593-48871-3 PLB  

An eco-mystery brings two girls 
together in Honduras.

Imbued with hints of magical real-
ism, this novel follows Barana and Abby’s 

unfolding friendship and places an environmental mystery at 
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the forefront. Both girls are 12, but they come from different 
worlds. Barana resides in Pataya, a small Honduran beach town 
where she knows everyone. Her priority is the leatherback 
turtles, especially Luna, a turtle she has a special connection to 
and looks for every year during nesting season. In New Jersey, 
Abby is mostly trying to work out how to survive the loneliness 
of sixth grade since her best friend moved away. When Abby’s 
doctor father has to spend a couple of weeks in Pataya for work, 
Abby begs to come along, eager to finally visit his home coun-
try (her mom is a White American). The two girls meet when 
Abby and Papi stay in Barana’s family’s guesthouse. They don’t 
get along at first, but eventually, the threat to the turtles’ nests 
from poachers leads them to work together to identify and 
catch the culprits. Although the story initially moves slowly, the 
vividly drawn Honduran setting makes up for the dragging first 
half. The coastal atmosphere is magical and enchanting, and the 
friendship between the main characters is very sweet. 

A character-driven mystery in which the setting pops out. 
(author’s note, map) (Mystery. 8-12)

HANGING WITH VAMPIRES
A Totally Factual Field Guide 
to the Supernatural
Fitzpatrick, Insha
Illus. by Lilla Bölecz
Quirk Books (128 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  March 28, 2023
978-1-68369-341-3 
Series: A Totally Factual Field Guide to 
the Supernatural, 1 

Everything you ever wanted to know about vampires—in 
history, literature, movies, and folk traditions.

A self-proclaimed horror fan provides a lively introduction 
to these undead bloodsuckers, making clear that such legends 
generally have deep roots. She points out that one’s image of a 
vampire will depend on where they might have encountered 
such characters. Was it in a book? A film? Classical or modern? 
She addresses readers directly, writing in a conversational tone 
as she describes attributes of vampires and offers a “handy cheat 
sheet” to recognize vampire neighbors (reassuring readers that 
this is a “totally made-up” situation). Another scenario provides 
ways to fight hypothetical vampires. There’s a recipe for “bat 
breath garlic bread,” instructions for composting, and a fill-in-
the-blank spooky story to write. Text boxes add scientific and his-
torical information. Chapter by chapter, Fitzpatrick digs down 
to unearth vampires in European history and myth and similar 
blood-sucking, shape-shifting characters from around the world. 
She imagines interviewing Vlad the Impaler (possibly the inspi-
ration for Bram Stoker’s Dracula) and Stoker. She explores vam-
pires in books (including YA lit), film, and television and looks at 
examples of queer representation and vampire stories featuring 
characters of color. Folklore-lover Bölecz is perfectly matched to 
this engaging survey. Her dramatic, slightly eerie spot drawings 
of vampires, bats, coffins, and a diverse array of ordinary humans 
break up the text and add to the fun. 

Fans of all things supernatural will be horrified—and 
highly entertained. (bibliography) (Nonfiction. 9-14)

THE MOON IS A BALL
Stories of Panda & Squirrel
Franck, Ed
Illus. by Thé  Tjong-Khing
Trans. by David Colmer
Gecko Press (76 pp.) 
$19.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-1-77657-493-3  

Panda and Squirrel team up in simple 
stories about a friendship.

Within this usually supportive and considerate odd couple, 
Squirrel is slightly more resourceful and reasonable; Panda often 
grumbles. Snail’s pace challenges their patience, and his “weird” 
(i.e., thought-provoking) questions just irritate Panda—though 
she later advocates curiosity herself. When Panda pretends to 
be cranky at being disturbed, Fox insultingly calls her black 
spots “grubby.” The pair find an unhatched egg and care for it; 
they pass a day discovering that no game suits both. When a 
fall gives Panda amnesia, Squirrel reminds her of all they’ve 
done together. Both are capable of deception and manipulation. 
They know that the moon is a sphere but not that the Earth 
is. They experience conflict, sadness, contentment, homesick-
ness, fear, embarrassment, and frequent annoyance. Minimalist 
illustrations break up the text on each page, adding lots of green 
and some touches of blue, red, and brown to a spare, expressive 
line that suits these spare tales. Frog and Toad, or Elephant and 
Piggie, they’re not; the characterization is simple, and they lack 
the closeness of the former pair and the verve of the latter, aim-
ing for more basic interactions. Still, the tales, translated from 
Dutch, are enjoyable and will hold readers’ attention.

Low-key friends and not-too-dramatic adventures can be 
enough sometimes. (Fiction. 5-10)

THE CHALK GARDEN
Garland, Sally Anne
Sunbird Books (36 pp.) 
$12.99  |  March 21, 2023
978-1-5037-6687-7  

An observant, nurturing child beauti-
fies her cement yard.

Eager to attract birds, Emma, a tranquil, light-skinned 
child, tries drawing images of plants and flowers on the wall 
using sidewalk chalk—to no avail. But everything changes 
when she discovers a wobbling slab of cement. Her dad, who 
shares her skin tone and features, moves the slab to reveal soil, 
roots, and wriggling worms. Hope stirs beneath the cement 
as Emma tends to the soil, plants slowly grow, and her father 
removes more slabs of cement. The yard slowly blossoms, and 
Emma creates a feeder, a nest, and other items to attract birds…
until her actions pay off. The outcome is less exciting than the 

“Fans of all things supernatural will be 
horrified—and highly entertained.”

hanging with vampires
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journey, and while some readers won’t be drawn in by this gentle 
story or its protagonist’s humble goal, curious, quiet children 
will appreciate it and may enjoy engaging in a discussion about 
what plants need to grow and what happens when the seasons 
shift. Illustrations are anchored in the off-white cement, with 
engaging contrast as plants begin growing and pollinators and 
helpful creepy-crawlies—ants, spiders, and ladybugs—arrive. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

For the patient, the protagonist’s world will be pleasing. 
(Picture book. 4-7)

PLUTO ROCKET
New in Town
Gilligan, Paul
Tundra Books (88 pp.) 
$13.99  |  Jan. 31, 2023
9780735271906 
Series: Pluto Rocket, 1 

Pluto Rocket is on a secret mission 
to “find out what life is really like here 
on…‘the neighborhood.’ ”

Joe Pidge, a cocky pigeon with a 
penchant for coining phrases, is the perfect guide for Pluto, a 
magenta rocket who has landed on Earth. But first, Pluto must 
change her hat because it is identical to Joe’s “super-flavio look.” 
After rejecting several ridiculous alternatives, Joe decides Plu-
to’s natural magenta- and purple-striped antennae are amazing 
and encourages her to refuse to blend in. Joe then takes Pluto 
to taste the best taco, but when they find Taco Terry’s closed, 
Pluto “formulate[s]” an alternative “out of thin air.” Wowing 
the neighborhood with her tacos, Pluto gets too much atten-
tion for someone on a secret mission, so Joe creates a pigeon 
disguise for her, but she still stands out. A jealous Joe tries to 
regain his status as the most outstanding pigeon. Although he 
is again super-flavio, Joe is sad that Pluto will return home at 
the end of her mission and recognizes that friendship, sealed 
with a hug, is what matters most. The story ends with a prom-
ise of a sequel when someone on Pluto’s planet wonders where 
she is. Uncluttered, colorful cartoon art helps tell this sweetly 
funny story of the eager adventurer Pluto and her guide, Joe, 
who transforms from braggart to best friend. 

Humor and dynamic characters create a tale of coopera-
tion, sharing, and friendship. (Graphic novel. 6-9)

SPACEMANATEE!
Gilstrap, Katie
Illus. by Alice Samuel
Magination/American Psychological 
Association (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-1-4338-4037-1  

Could there be a manatee on the moon?
“Anna Lee Manatee / lives in the sea. 

/ Her body is slow, / but her spirit is free!” After gazing at the 
sky, she decides that there is someone who looks just like her, a 
manatee—a magical manatee queen who explores outer space, 
at that—on the moon. When her friend, the loon, disagrees, 
Anna creates a rocket ship from kelp to prove him wrong and 
do some exploration herself. Atmospheric, purple-toned illus-
trations depict Anna’s outer space adventure. After an exhila-
rating ride, she reaches the moon, but there is no manatee to 
be seen—except herself. Hmmm….She gets an idea to leave her 
mark. When Anna returns to her ocean home, her friend the 
loon studies the sky. Will he see a manatee on the moon now? 
It’s a safe bet! While the overall story, aimed at inspiring young-
sters to try new things, seems a trifle forced and pedantic at 
times, the rhyming text is bright and charming, the characters 
are appealing and energetic, and the message is clear and acces-
sible, perhaps best suited for a therapeutic context or for inten-
tional social-emotional skill development. A note from clinical 
psychologist Julia Martin Burch explains that self-confidence 
comes about through exploration and mastering skills and chal-
lenges and offers ways for caregivers to foster such opportuni-
ties. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A whimsical, enjoyable tale designed to encourage self-
confidence. (glossary) (Picture book. 3-6)

DEAR MOTHMAN
Gow, Robin
Illus. by Rebecca Harry
Amulet/Abrams (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 21, 2023
978-1-4197-6440-0  

Grieving the loss of his best friend, 
an autistic transgender boy in a former 
coal-mining town in Pennsylvania dedi-
cates himself to finding a cryptid for the 
sixth grade science fair. 

Unlike Lewis, Noah only pretended to believe in Mothman, 
but he doesn’t have any other ideas for his project, because Lewis 
is all he’s thought about since the car crash three months ago. 
Desperate for evidence, he writes a note to Mothman in a journal, 
leaving it under a tree in his yard. The next morning, Noah finds 
the notebook open to his letter. Scared and yearning for a friend 
who understands him, Noah pours his heart into completing the 
project even though no one else believes in it. Written in first-
person verse and accompanied by pencil-sketch–style illustra-
tions, the text alternates between Noah’s reflective and earnest 
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letters to Mothman and his narration of his school and home 
lives. Throughout, Noah questions what it means to be a monster. 
His exploration of monstrosity ties together themes of loneliness, 
discrimination, self-identification, and community. He expresses 
the value and necessity of support while acknowledging the bar-
riers and challenges in seeking it. Gow captures the complexity 
of emotions that arise amid grief and self-discovery. Moments 
of humor, joy, and curiosity intertwine with heartache as Noah 
makes new friends and starts opening up about his queerness and 
gender identity. Noah is of Irish and Italian descent; Gow depicts 
ethnic diversity in the world around him.

Poignant and sincere. (Verse novel. 9-13)

A GREEN VELVET SECRET
Grant, Vicki
Tundra Books (256 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 7, 2023
9780735270121  

When a woman finds out she has 
terminal cancer, she embraces her fate 
with equanimity but tries to make sure 
her granddaughter will flourish after her 
death.

Gidge is a major force in Yardley’s life. 
She’s a former hippie who teaches Yardley to be the wild child 
she’s meant to be, accept others as they are, and, when troubles 
come up, leave them at the Pit of Despair, a gravel quarry where 
she likes to sit and reflect. As Gidge prepares for what is to 
come, she encourages 12-year-old Yardley to make friends her 
own age and use her talents helping out at the vintage store they 
frequent together. Gidge also has a personal goal no one in her 
family is aware of, something she hopes to accomplish before 
she leaves this Earth with a doctor’s assistance, and it leads to 
a mystery for Yardley to explore. There’s heart and hope in this 
slightly zany book that sensitively deals with death and grief. 
Yardley looks for Gidge everywhere, convinced that her spirit 
will come back and find her in another form. Yardley’s sense of 
loss is acute, and the path toward healing after Gidge’s passing 
is anything but straight. Characters are cued as White.

This unusual, heartfelt novel illustrates the grieving pro-
cess in all its messy and emotional stages. (Fiction. 10-14)

HOW DO BIRDS SING A DUET?
A Book About Bird Behavior
Grider, Clayton
Illus. by Srimalie Bassani
Flowerpot Press (36 pp.) 
$9.99  |  March 21, 2023
9781486725649 
Series: How Do? 

A plethora of facts to whet bird-watchers’ appetites.
From defining a bird and investigating migration to exploring 

woodpeckers’ habits (and tongues!), the process of gliding, why 

geese fly in a V and birds sing, and how birds make their nests, 
this is a pretty wide-ranging look at bird behavior. The format is 
a mixture of cartoons, speech bubbles, sticky notes, and taped-
in notes and diagrams that help break up the lengthier text in 
between and explain the trickier science such as thermals. The 
author’s tongue is firmly in cheek, asking, for instance, if wood-
peckers use game cameras to find insects in a tree. The illustra-
tions pick up on this, but many times the fictions in the pictures 
are not pointed out as such. For example, migrating birds are pic-
tured with packed bags, and chaffinches, which use spiderwebs 
in their nest building, are shown offering their thanks to a spi-
der. The pages aren’t always arranged according to specific topics, 
which can be confusing. A page featuring a large sticky note about 
waterbirds and seabirds includes info about owls and long-tailed 
tits (which aren’t even pictured). The humorous cartoons are 
sure to attract kids’ interest, though, and there are many amazing 
facts that kids can pull out to impress. Backmatter includes four 
profiles of national birds (U.S., India, New Zealand, and Nigeria) 
and thumbnails of 12 other nations’ national birds, all of which 
feature beautiful photos. Humans in the art are diverse.

A solid starting point for learning about birds. (make your 
own bird feeder) (Nonfiction. 5-10)

GO PIG OR GO HOME
Harrell, Rob
Dial Books (240 pp.) 
$14.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-0-593-53194-5 
Series: Batpig, 3 

A porcine superhero returns for his 
third graphic novel adventure.

Gary is back for more giggle-inducing 
escapades that unfold over two short tales. 
In the first, “Careful What You Wish For,” 

he worries about an upcoming history test. Instead of just staying 
home and studying, he goes out as Batpig, his alter ego, saving 
a magic-store owner from a vandal and in return being gifted a 
magical powder that will help him learn whatever he needs. Pre-
dictably—albeit with hilarious results—the spell does not go as 
planned, and a giant green squid clown, or squown, threatens his 
school and classmates. Will Gary admit that wishing for good 
grades is not the same as earning them? In the second offering, 

“Camp Danger,” Gary, along with pals Brook and Carl, is off to 
sleep-away Camp Moldy Snout. Carl and Brook make new friends 
easily, leaving Gary feeling left out. When a series of events leads 
a lake monster to frighten his fellow campers, Gary makes the 
pivotal decision to save the day, thus revealing his secret identity 
to the campers—and unbeknownst to him, his greatest adversary, 
The Butcher. Harrell’s newest installment is a full-color comic 
delight, going whole-hog (pun intended) on all things silly while 
maintaining the irresistible charm established by its predeces-
sors. Each tale conveys a gentle message alongside the humor. 
Animal and human characters coexist; humans depicted show a 
range of skin tones.

A consistent crowd pleaser for sure. (Graphic fiction. 7-12)
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WHEN YOU WERE NEW
Harris, Jennifer
Illus. by Lenny Wen
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 21, 2023
978-0-06-313719-6  

A little one’s journey from newborn 
to school-age child.

Unhurried text introduces two dot-
ing parents—one light-skinned, one-brown skinned—their dog, 
and their tan-skinned newborn with swaths of yellow-green and 
warm turquoise in a home nursery. Nature and home are the 
primary settings for the family’s quiet adventures: napping on 
a blanket at the beach, picking raspberries, and having fun in 
the rain. The mood is cozy, especially when the child and dog 
snuggle on a rug in front of a roaring fire. “When you were new” 
is, predictably, the periodic refrain. Its repeated use as the child 
grows up nudges at the idea of finding the “new” at every stage 
of life. The everyday moments, aside from a beach visit and car 
trip, are low or no cost, offering reminders of how the most spe-
cial memories can stem from the ordinary. Relaxed reading on 
the couch, tea parties, and picnics are the treasures here. Soft 
illustrations in a warm palette, portraying only the parents, 
child, and dog, give an intimate depiction of this tightknit fam-
ily and their loving bonds. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A calm, earnest memo on what matters in life. (Picture book. 
2-4)

THE WORLDS WE 
LEAVE BEHIND
Harrold, A.F.
Illus. by Levi Pinfold
Bloomsbury (256 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Feb. 21, 2023
978-1-5476-1095-2  

How do individuals shape the world 
around them?

Tommo’s friend Hex is the first per-
son to appear in this eerie illustrated tale. Hex is careless, impul-
sive, cognizant of the ways he often acts without thinking. On 
Monday, when a younger child tagging after the boys falls out of 
a tree and breaks an arm, her big sister blames them, especially 
Hex. She succumbs to the temptation for retribution offered 
her by an old woman whose cottage mysteriously appears in 
the ancient forest nearby. The result? Hex is removed from 
the world entirely. On Wednesday, Tommo leaves his house in 
the morning with the sense that someone he knew well is sim-
ply no longer; it’s as if he’d never existed. Finding his own way 
to the cottage, Tommo makes the horrific discovery of Hex’s 
spiderweb-wrapped form. An official looking woman informs 
him of an Unauthorized Temporal Reweave and arms him with 
a device to remove the old woman and her timeline interference 
from this corner of the world—but Tommo must find the cour-
age to use it. Pinfold’s fine-lined, chiaroscuro drawings—stars 

against the night sky, characters’ elongated faces and hands—
are perfectly in tune with Harrold’s reserved, unsettling nar-
rative voice. This original work, unfolding over the course of 
five weekdays, is reminiscent of William Sleator’s speculative 
fiction and will appeal to fans of Neil Gaiman’s Coraline. Char-
acters read White.

Compact and disquieting: a horror story with plenty of 
food for thought. (Fiction. 9-13)

DON’T TOUCH THAT FLOWER!
Hemming, Alice
Illus. by Nicola Slater
Sourcebooks Jabberwocky (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-1-72827-136-1 
Series: Bird & Squirrel 

Bird gives Squirrel a lesson in spring 
and the flowers that come with it.

Everyone’s favorite overly possessive squirrel, introduced in 
The Leaf Thief (2021), returns for a new seasonal tale. Happy to see 
the leaves back on their tree, Squirrel is surprised by odd sounds. 
Then a strange bird flies at Squirrel’s head. Squirrel runs to their 
friend Bird, who has all the answers: Those noises were a cuckoo’s 
call and a bumblebee, and the bird was a swallow—all are signs 
of spring. The duo discover a tiny yellow flower, which Bird says 
is another sign of spring. Squirrel asserts possession (of course) 
and proceeds to try to protect it. Squirrel wants to keep it from 
getting wet, but Bird explains the flower needs the rain. Squirrel 
tries to safeguard the flower from the bees until Bird says that 
bees help flowers. After Squirrel’s attempt to keep the flower safe 
under a bucket nearly kills it, Bird persuades Squirrel to leave the 
flower be…and the next morning, they wake to a wonderful sur-
prise. Hemming’s naïve squirrel and sage bird team up again for a 
giggle-inducing lesson about the natural world, brought to life by 
Slater’s energetic, bright, digitally created art, featuring endear-
ing, big-eyed characters. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A laugh-out-loud tale that also fosters respect for nature. 
(flower facts) (Picture book. 4-7)

THE AMAZING AND 
TRUE STORY OF TOOTH 
MOUSE PÉREZ 
Herreros, Ana Cristina
Illus. by Violeta Lópiz
Trans. by Sara Lissa Paulson
Enchanted Lion Books (48 pp.) 
$18.95  |  March 7, 2023
978-1-59270-359-3  

An examination of that universal milestone signaling matu-
ration—losing a tooth—that also offers a tongue-in-cheek his-
tory of tooth collection.

Tooth mice have been around for a long time. In the begin-
ning, they lived on thatched and then tiled roofs, catching the 

“Compact and disquieting: a horror story 
with plenty of food for thought.”

the worlds we leave behind
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baby teeth that youngsters threw upward. Woe to the child who 
missed the target; they would not get a replacement, and “if you 
can’t chew…you can’t grow!” Times change, and the narrative 
follows the adaptations brought on first by taller buildings, then 
by electricity (which led to the move to pillows and the introduc-
tion of gifts and notes). Thanks to the writings of Father Coloma, 
readers learn how the marriage of Madrid’s Tooth Mouse Pérez 
to an ant from northern Italy led to baby with “ant wings, like 
her mother.” Following the offspring’s immigration, American 
children mistook the collector for a fairy. Lópiz’s softly textured 
compositions, populated by Lionni-esque rodents, offer whim-
sical scenes that readers will linger over. In a brilliant parody 
of Diego Velázquez’s Las Meninas, Pérez’s daughters, decked out 
in cupcake liner skirts, confer in a candy shop that mirrors the 
setting of its inspiration. Herreros’ experience as a professional 
storyteller comes through clearly. Although the text, translated 
from Spanish and drawing from actual Spanish myths, may 
seem wordy, Herreros’ deadpan tone, second-person form of 
address, and folktale cadences will keep listeners rapt. The few 
humans depicted have skin the color of the page or appear light-
skinned. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A deeply humorous, beautifully imaginative celebration of 
growing up. (author’s note) (Picture book. 5-7)

SKYRIDERS
Holyoke, Polly
Viking (304 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-0-593-46441-0 
Series: Skyriders, 1 

A reluctant hero and her winged 
horse fight to save the empire when 
monstrous chimerae return to Prekalt.

Three hundred years ago, the chime-
rae were defeated; most people believe 

they aren’t coming back, but 13-year-old junior sky courier 
Kiesandra Torsun’s uncle is certain they will, and he has trained 
her and N’Rah, her skysteed, to fight with bow and arrow, tri-
wire, and botan. When chimerae attack their town, Uncle Dugs 
insists that Kie bring his great-grandfather’s manual about 
fighting chimerae to the emperor’s commanders in Pedarth 
before the Skyforce sets off. Shy Kie, who has trouble express-
ing herself and feels more comfortable with animals than peo-
ple, agrees to go, though she wonders, “Who is going to listen 
to a courier girl from nowhere?” She’s certain she’s not anyone 
special. However, Kie’s ability to mindspeak with all the sky-
steeds, not just her own, indicates that she is the Nexara, or con-
nector between species. Eventually, she shares this secret with 
friends she has come to trust, including Prince Shayn, Princess 
Halla, courier Topar, and groom Dessie. Ultimately, Kie’s abil-
ity helps a younger generation of cadets, grooms, and couriers 
assist the Skyforce in winning their desperate, violent fights 
against the scourge of chimerae. Readers, especially fans of Tui 
T. Sutherland’s Wings of Fire series, will enjoy this gripping fan-
tasy whose satisfying conclusion leaves the path open for the 

sequel. In this racially diverse fantasy world, Kie has golden 
skin and brown hair.

A thrilling series opener. (Fantasy. 9-13)

GUITAR
Houran, Lori Haskins
Illus. by Kaly Quarles
Kane Press (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-1-66267-005-3 
Series: Eureka! The Biography of an Idea 

A quick history of one of the world’s most popular musical 
instruments.

Playing to younger audiences and broad enough to include 
riffs on the Mesopotamian oud, central Asian tanbur, and the 
nyatiti—though placing the last generically in “Africa” and oth-
erwise sticking to European and American settings—Houran 
traces the guitar’s development. Starting with prehistory, her 
account ends, perhaps prematurely, with the boost electric gui-
tars gave to rock and roll in the 1950s, but that accords with 
her general theme about how solutions were sought and found 
in recent times for making the instrument loud enough to be 
heard in ensembles. Quarles opens with a racially diverse group 
of people (one in a hijab) listening to recorded music but con-
tinues with scenes of musicians who vary in terms of race, gen-
der, and historical era actually playing guitars of various design 
before closing with an equally inclusive if perfunctory gallery of 
six “Guitar Greats,” from Sister Rosetta Tharpe to Nancy Wil-
son. Young strummers will find a more thorough overview of 
guitar types as well as how the instruments are made and played 
in Patricia Lakin’s Guitar (2021), but here nods to inventors 
from Antonio de Torres Jurado to George Beauchamp as well 
as a labeled diagram of parts and a cutaway view of an acoustic 
body offer at least some specifics about how basic guitar design 
evolved. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A flurry of bright if sketchy lines, tuned more for budding 
historians than for musicologists or musicians. (Informational 
picture book. 6-9)

MOMMY TIME
James-Duncan, Monique
Illus. by Ebony Glenn
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-1-5362-1226-6  

Two young children show apprecia-
tion for their mother throughout a rou-
tine day.

As the morning begins, so does our young protagonists’ day. 
After Mom has gotten everyone out of bed, she begins their 
morning routine of combing “bushy hair,” dressing the children, 
and preparing breakfast. As Mom sends one child to school, 
she takes the other to a parent-and-child program, where they 

“A beautiful display of how mothers show 
up for their children in myriad ways.”

mommy time
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socialize and play their conga drums. Though it’s difficult to 
leave such a “gleeful time,” Mom and child make their way to 
the market, where it’s tempting to touch the brightly colored 
produce. A stop at the playground is just what’s needed before 
a midday nap while Mom handles household chores. Soon after, 
it’s time to pick up the older sibling from school, and on the 
way to after-school activities, the child fills Mom in on all their 
thoughts. As the day comes to a close, this tightknit Black fam-
ily—the children’s other parent now home—can be seen spend-
ing time in the kitchen, completing homework and eating 
dinner before bed. Soft, energetic digital illustrations portray 
a day in the life of a loving mother as she spends time with her 
young children. The mother’s love and care for her children is 
clear, and the little ones’ appreciation shines through the joy-
fully rhythmic narration. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A beautiful display of how mothers show up for their chil-
dren in myriad ways. (Picture book. 3-7)

A LLAMA IS NOT AN ALPACA
And Other Mistaken Animal 
Identities
Jameson, Karen
Illus. by Lorna Scobie
Running Press Kids (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 7, 2023
9780762478781  

A guessing game for readers who are a little hazy on the dif-
ferences between turtles and tortoises, dolphins and porpoises, 
and other often confused animal cousins.

“Croc or gator? Be a sleuth. / Guess who grins from tooth 
to tooth?” Not only are several of Jameson’s supposed clues—
for telling hares from rabbits, for instance, or bees from wasps 
and hornets—just as obscure as that one, but some of the solu-
tions on following spreads will leave young nature detectives 
as perplexed as they were before. Scobie’s cartoon crocodile 
actually leaves multiple teeth exposed when its jaws are closed, 
not just the “fourth” one the author specifies. Nor, the way the 
illustrator angles the two side-by-side reptiles, are the differ-
ences in their snouts (another distinction Jameson mentions) 
visible. The rest of the presentation is similarly phoned in; it 
seems unlikely that even very young children will ever confuse 
arbitrary pairings like puffins and penguins, the titular alpaca is 
shown not in full but only from chin up and really looks more 
like a sheep than a llama, and a teaser image of a toad leaping off 
a lily pad (“Frog or toad now hopping in?”) is just cheating given 
that toads don’t actually live in ponds. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

A promising premise sloppily handled. (Informational picture 
book. 5-7)

LITTLE DAYMOND LEARNS 
TO EARN
John, Daymond
Illus. by Nicole Miles
Random House (40 pp.) 
$19.99  |  $22.99 PLB  |  March 21, 2023
978-0-593-56727-2
978-0-593-56728-9 PLB  

How to raise money for a coveted poster: put your friends 
to work!

John, founder of the FUBU fashion line and a Shark Tank 
venture capitalist, offers a self-referential blueprint for finan-
cial success. Having only half of the $10 he needs for a Minka 
J poster, Daymond forks over $1 to buy a plain T-shirt, paints a 
picture of the pop star on it, sells it for $5, and uses all of his cash 
to buy nine more shirts. Then he recruits three friends to deco-
rate them with his design and help sell them for an unspecified 
amount (from a conveniently free and empty street-fair booth) 
until they’re gone. The enterprising entrepreneur reimburses 
himself for the shirts and splits the remaining proceeds, which 
leaves him with enough for that poster as well as a “brand-new 
business book,” while his friends express other fiscal strategies: 
saving their share, spending it all on new art supplies, or donat-
ing part and buying a (math) book with the rest. (In a closing 
summation, the author also suggests investing in stocks, bonds, 
or cryptocurrency.) Though Miles cranks up the visual energy in 
her sparsely detailed illustrations by incorporating bright colors 
and lots of greenbacks, the actual advice feels a bit vague. Day-
mond is Black; most of the cast are people of color. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

It’s hard to argue with success, but guides that actually do 
the math will be more useful to budding capitalists. (Picture 
book. 7-9)

TOGETHER FOR NEVER
Kaye, Marilyn
Holiday House (160 pp.) 
$16.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-0-8234-4612-4  

The prospect of a blended family 
does not appeal to a pair of 13-year-olds.

When eighth grade classmates Char-
lotte and Lily are thrown together on a 
beach vacation by their dating parents—
Charlotte’s newly divorced father and 

Lily’s longtime single mother—they overcome their antipathy 
long enough to plot against their parents’ relationship. Char-
lotte, whose footloose, pretty mother is away on tour with a 
young rock star, has been queen of her small domain at school 
and longs to connect with a group of high schoolers she sees 
at the beachside cafe (the ones Lily thinks of as “hoodlums”); 
Lily, a reader and science-fiction fan, is one of the many 
whom Charlotte and her friends have deemed in dire need of 
a makeover. Though the two couldn’t be more different, their 
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plan—pretending to get along and finding alternative romantic 
partners for their parents—unites them. Kaye’s thin but earnest 
plot may not offer the most original or robust telling, but the 
setup—the clash and conflict among children in families on the 
verge of a merger—is perennially appealing. The eventual rap-
prochement and resolution are satisfactory, if a bit pat. Little 
detail is given about the protagonists’ racial or ethnic identities, 
though the descriptions of the older teens is, by contrast, oddly 
specific.

Evanescently entertaining. (Fiction. 8-11)

RAINBOW LETTERS
A Book for Rainbow Babies
Kelley, Ceece
Illus. by Marina Halak
Soaring Kite Books (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781953859600  

A story for parents and their rainbow babies, children born 
after a miscarriage, stillbirth, or infant loss.

Looking down from a candy-colored world, the “rosy-
cheeked and sparkly-eyed” children who died during preg-
nancy or early infancy are overjoyed to learn about their new 
rainbow siblings. They write letters to convey their happiness, 
bring parents peace, and remind rainbow babies that they have 
loving siblings watching over them. The book concludes with 
a place for readers to write their own rainbow letter and tape 
in an ultrasound picture; also included is a message for parents 
from a licensed marriage and family therapist. The illustrations 
are cartoonish, depicting the lost children as preschool-aged; 
they and the families with rainbow babies are diverse. The 
lost children are shown living above our world in the clouds; 
however, there is no mention of religion. At times cloying, the 
rhyming text centers children, although much of the comfort 
will likely be absorbed by parents rather than youngsters. The 
book neglects to acknowledge that kids don’t have to define 
themselves merely by those who came before them, nor are 
they responsible for making up for past losses. That said, given 
that there are very few picture books that directly address this 
topic and fewer still that explore the impacts of these losses 
on families of color, it’s a title that will be appreciated by many. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

With few picture-book reflections of pregnancy and infant 
loss, this warmhearted title is welcome. (Picture book. 3-6)

THE NIGHT BEFORE EID 
A Muslim Family Story
Khalil, Aya
Illus. by Rashin Kheiriyeh
Christy Ottaviano Books (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-0-316-31933-1  

A Muslim boy is excited to help his 
grandmother make her traditional Eid 

ka’ak cookies for the first time.
Visiting from Egypt, Teita has brought special ingredi-

ents—ghee, dates, honey—sent from young Zain’s relatives, 
and the boy can’t wait to share the finished sweet treats with 
his classmates. Teita and Zain’s mother relate joyful stories of 
past Eid celebrations in Egypt, baking, singing, and giving out 
ka’ak to friends and neighbors. Teita explains the history of 
ka’ak, a delicacy “as ancient as the pharaohs.” When Zain acci-
dentally breaks the beautiful ka’ak mold, he’s upset, but Teita’s 
gentle encouragement helps him come up with an idea for a new 
design. Khalil’s descriptive prose is filled with culturally specific 
details, including the use of Egyptian Arabic dialect and refer-
ences to poetry, music, and food. Equally textured are Kheiri-
yeh’s illustrations, done in acrylic, oil, ink, spray paint, crayon, 
and pencil on watercolor paper. Complementary colors of teal 
and raspberry are festive and bright yet soft and comforting. 
Readers will enjoy following Zain and his black-and-white cat 
through the story; endpapers illustrate ka’ak ingredients and 
Eid lanterns. Zain’s classmates are diverse in terms of skin tone, 
ability, and religion. Backmatter includes information about 
Eid, the origin of ka’ak, and a recipe as well as an author’s note 
and photos depicting Khalil’s family celebrating Eid. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

A beautiful story of joy, tradition, and family. (Picture book. 
4-8)

THE NAME GAME
Laird, Elizabeth
Illus. by Olivia Holden
Tiny Owl (28 pp.) 
$16.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-1-910328-88-0  

Nothing like an unusual game to 
transform a boring day into a fun one!

An Asian-presenting child with light 
skin and straight dark hair is bored. “There’s no one to play 
with…and nothing to do,” the child exclaims, lying upside 
down on the couch with crossed arms, surrounded by art sup-
plies, toys, and more. A magpie taps at the window and catches 
the child’s attention, beginning an unusual series of interac-
tions that lead to a naming game. At the jaunty behest of the 
magpie, the child names him the Diamond Dodger; a nearby 
tree is named the Emerald Queen, and a crimson butterfly 
earns the appellation Ruby King. The game continues out-
doors as the child explores the neighborhood with a grown-up 
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and says, “Everything, everyone, needs its own name!” Laird’s 
lively, bouncy text conveys the child’s newfound enthusiasm 
for a game that lets them think of clever names and pairs well 
with Holden’s vibrant and varied palette. Each spread con-
tains details big and small that will encourage young readers 
to think up their own names. The endpapers even display a 
patchwork of flora and fauna that can be found in the spreads 
that follow. The perspective shifts are noticeable and dramatic, 
ranging from distant landscape scenes to big close-ups of the 
child’s face. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A satisfying story that just might spark ideas among 
explorers of all ages. (Picture book. 4-8)

MEESH THE BAD DEMON
Lam, Michelle
Knopf (304 pp.) 
$21.99  |  $13.99 paper  |  $24.99 PLB
March 21, 2023
978-0-593-37287-6
978-0-593-37286-9 paper
978-0-593-37288-3 PLB 
Series: Meesh the Bad Demon, 1 

The odd girl, or rather demon, out 
forms an unlikely group of friends who 

band together to save her community and celebrate each oth-
er’s differences. 

At Mount Magma Middle School, students attend classes at 
night where they practice breathing fire and molding lava. How 
could they not? Mount Magma is a community of demons! But 
young Meesh, who lives with her hardworking grandmother, 
would rather be a fairy and enjoy all things pretty and bright 
like her TV hero, Princess Nouna. She is teased and bullied at 
school for her preferences, but school takes a back seat to sur-
vival when a disaster turns everyone but her to stone. Meesh’s 
journey takes her to Plumeria City, the floating land of fairies, in 
search of help. There, she not only meets Princess Nouna, but 
sees how fairy reality compares to her idealized version. Among 
magical MacGuffins and fantasy realms, central themes around 
friendship and understanding take shape. Cute manga-style 
faces and enthusiastically clumsy flight sequences endear the 
cast to readers gradually and organically. As this is the first book 
in a planned series, not every character has a full arc, but readers 
will look forward to revisiting Meesh and her friends. Meesh 
is light-skinned with glossy black hair; the other cast members 
have diverse skin tones. 

Watching children overcome ingrained prejudices is as 
magical as any winged or fire-breathing creature. (Graphic fan-
tasy. 8-12)

LISTEN TO THE EARTH
Caring for Our Planet
Lemniscates, Carme
Tilbury House (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  March 28, 2023
9781958394045  

A call to be mindful of our planet’s 
capacity to absorb environmental damage.

Drawing on reports from the Global Footprint Network, 
Lemniscates bases her appeal on the notion of “Earth Over-
shoot Day,” “the date when human demand since the beginning 
of the year exceeds what the Earth can produce and absorb in 
an entire year”—July 28 in 2022, though how that date gets 
calculated goes unexplained. Urgently pointing out that “we 
are borrowing from our precious planet’s future,” she tallies a 
litany of changes in policy and behavior that, oracularly, “will 
move the date.” If all of her suggestions, from stopping the 
use of plastic bags to replacing fossil fuels in industrial pro-
cesses with “green hydrogen,” are broad, even worldwide, in 
scope, they are still valid agenda items and could, with some 
creative thinking, be locally, even personally, scaled. But an 
even larger list of actions in the backmatter comes off more 
like pie in the sky as the rewards take an arbitrarily specific 
turn: “If all the world’s people would dress warmly for cold 
weather and coolly for hot weather, we could move the date 
3 days.” The illustrations, rendered in watercolor, acrylic, and 
collage, open with smoke-shrouded industrial landscapes 
before moving to more uplifting scenes of racially diverse fig-
ures, mostly children, engaged in environmentally conscious 
activities. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Overwrought but with plenty of talking points for young 
eco-activists. (Informational picture book. 7-10)

SUPER PANCAKE
Lloyd, Megan Wagner
Illus. by Abhi Alwar
Knopf (176 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $7.99 paper  |  $19.99 PLB
Feb. 14, 2023
978-0-593-37844-1
978-0-593-37847-2 paper
978-0-593-37845-8 PLB 
Series: Super Pancake, 1 

Justice can be sweet—and slightly 
syrupy.

Peggy Pancake is an average elementary school student in 
Breakfast Town. She battles her snooze button, deals with her 
parents’ high expectations, and struggles to make the bus. She 
even has her own band of baddies to deal with, the Bacon Bul-
lies: Jan, Dan, and Stan. After she misses the bus, Career Day at 
Winifred Waffle Elementary School is already off to a bad start, 
but it picks up after a prank—Jan Bacon sneaking the contents 
of visiting Professor Egglentine Egg’s golden vial into Peggy’s 
lunch—gives Peggy powers. When Peggy stumbles upon the 
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Bacon Bullies picking on the new kid, Luc Croissant, she steels 
herself to stand up for him...then finds herself fighting back 
with superhero-quality moves! Luc declares her a superhero, 
and as they climb to a treehouse safe haven in the woods, she 
learns she really is one—she can fly, too! But as cool as it is to 
have superpowers, Peggy soon learns there is a downside—the 
evil Dr. Breakfast Sandwich wants more power, and his hench-
men will stop at nothing to get it for him, even if it means going 
after Peggy. The pencil-stroke art has a Dav Pilkey quality that 
Captain Underpants fans will adore, and the goofy appeal of 
crime-fighting breakfast foods is just too delicious to pass up.

A tasty treat that’s super fun to read. (character designs) 
(Graphic fiction. 6-10)

THE BRILLIANT CALCULATOR
How Mathematician Edith 
Clarke Helped Electrify 
America
Lower, Jan
Illus. by Susan Reagan
Calkins Creek/Astra Books for Young 
Readers (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-66268-006-9  

An account of the life of the first female electrical engineer 
in America.

Edith Clarke was born on a farm in Maryland in 1883, one 
of nine children. Her father died when she was 7, and when 
her mother died five years later, her uncle sent her to board-
ing school, where she was meant to learn “manners and music.” 
Instead, Edith studied algebra and geometry. When she inher-
ited money left to her by her parents, she enrolled in Vassar Col-
lege, graduating with a degree in mathematics and astronomy. A 
critical illness convinced Edith to go after her dreams, and she 
earned an engineering degree from the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology, but no one was willing to hire a woman engineer. 
She worked during the day computing calculations for a com-
pany building power lines, and she spent her evenings studying 
electrical current load in wires, which led to an invention, the 
Clarke Calculator—and a job as an engineer. Skillfully told and 
illustrated, this story is full of details and depth. The full-color 
images catch the eye and playfully include mathematical puz-
zles. Edith’s quotes are interspersed throughout, highlighting 
her love of math and her determination to succeed in a tradi-
tionally male field. This one will inspire and validate any readers 
who love mathematics and calculations, especially anyone who 
has felt marginalized within STEM fields. Edith and most char-
acters present White. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Rousing encouragement for readers—especially math-
minded ones—to follow their dreams. (author’s note; dia-
grams; timeline; glossary; information on other women 
mathematicians, engineers, and inventors; bibliography; pic-
ture credits) (Picture-book biography. 6-9)

JITTERBUG
Lüftner, Kai
Illus. by Wiebke Rauers
Trans. by Marshall Yarbrough
NorthSouth (32 pp.) 
$19.95  |  April 4, 2023
978-0-7358-4499-5  

Can a bug with rock in her heart ever 
find understanding in these intolerant woods?

One’s initial thoughts of ladybugs may conjure up images of 
sweet, cute, flimsy creatures. Lady B. Marie defies those stereo-
types. In spite of the disapproval of her father and the neigh-
bors, she’s into punk rock and loud guitars. And when all the 
other critters have been driven away by her solos, she refuses to 
feel down about it, happy to tear it up alone. Happily, a passing 
band hears her chords and is compelled to play along. Rauers’ 
artwork adeptly suits the mood of the piece, her Jitterbug a jean 
jacket–wearing rocker shredding the forest floor with the power 
of her jam. The visual gag of the bass guitarist stag beetle, horns 
emanating from his head like a death metal god, is glorious in 
and of itself. Unfortunately, while the overall story and artwork 
soar, the text, translated from German, is much weaker. Awk-
ward phrasing, rhymes, and scansion plague this cheery tale. 
Putting aside the question of why a rocking insect would go by 
a moniker reminiscent of a 1930s dance craze, the rhyming text 
is too often repetitive and herky-jerky. “And ever since then no 
one ever cries foul / Whenever the band starts to rock and howl.” 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Peppy pictures will rock you but cannot save this metal 
beetle from lackluster writing. (Picture book. 4-7)

TIM POSSIBLE & ALL 
THAT BUZZ
Maisy, Axel
Aladdin (272 pp.) 
$13.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781534492721 
Series: Tim Possible, 2 

Anxiety-ridden Tim and overly confi-
dent Tito, fourth grade best friends, are 
ready for another fantastic adventure, 
buoyed by Oskar, an inventor and self-

described “good-looking time-traveling dinosaur.”
Two new characters join them, Tim’s crush, Zoe A. Charms, 

“the nicest, coolest, most popular kid” at school, and his long-
time nemesis, William Woodrow “W” Wiggle the Third, “the 
richest, snootiest, most conceited kid in the Western Hemi-
sphere” and descendant of the town’s founder. Back from 
attending “a fancy-schmancy elementary school” abroad, W 
announces that he will sponsor My Most Talented Pet Compe-
tition, turning their school’s fun day into a high-stakes contest. 
W promises a “YouCube” broadcast and special guests, includ-
ing lightly disguised American Idol judges, like Simon Catwell 
and Lion L. Itchy, and Tim knows he must do something special. 

“Rousing encouragement for readers—especially 
math-minded ones—to follow their dreams.”

the brilliant calculator
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The Bug Brain Booster 3.0, one of Oskar’s creations, lets Tim’s 
pet Margot, an ordinary housefly, win the competition by doing 
amazing tricks, but it also sets off a bug invasion. Insect facts, 
action-filled fights, yucky food humor, and pages filled with 
black-and-white cartoons will grab lovers of quirky, off-the-wall 
comic books and graphic novels. Latine Tito adds a few Spanish 
words to the mix; Tim, W, and Zoe read as White.

An unbeatably humorous trio take on bugs and bullies in 
their latest zany excursion. (Fantasy. 8-10)

THE STORYTELLERS RULE
Mandin, Christy
HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 21, 2023
978-0-06-304735-8  

A metanarrative about creativity.
A gaggle of cute-as-a-button office supplies hatch a plan 

as an end-of-year writing assignment looms for Birdie, a light-
skinned girl. While the pens, pencil, marker, ruler, and eraser all 
have fun names, they mostly act as an ensemble. These anthro-
pomorphic Storytellers plant clues to help Birdie follow the 
three storytelling rules: Writers should pay close attention to 
the world around them, remember that putting something on 
the page is better than nothing, and know there’s only one per-
son who can tell your story: you. Birdie, unaware of her magic 
helpers, struggles for inspiration and energy but acts on the 
hints. The dialogue is rendered in a chunky black font, while 
text in a plain font shares a play-by-play on some spreads. A pal-
ette of warm, bright hues and neatly shaded illustrations calms 
otherwise busy scenes. The actual issue of writer’s block could 
be lost on some children, but they can enjoy the familiar wonder 
of walking in a park, working at a messy creation station, and 
letting one’s imagination take flight. After meandering outside 
and working through an idea jar, Birdie is ultimately motivated 
by a simple Post-it note reading “What if….” While there is 
beauty in this simple solution, it does not spell visual or nar-
rative intrigue for an already cerebral topic. For all the effort 
spilled onto these pages, nothing very interesting happens. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Underwhelming despite earnest efforts to inspire. (Picture 
book. 5-8)

TINY AUNT ISLAND
Matthews, Andy
Illus. by Peader Thomas
Red Comet Press (128 pp.) 
$14.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-1-63655-048-0 
Series: Gustav & Henri, 2 

Join Gustav the pig and Henri the 
dog on three wild new adventures.

When the two go rafting, Gustav 
steers their vessel into a storm for more 

excitement—to Henri’s chagrin. They wash up on shore, near 
a sign reading “DES ERT ISLAND,” and have a rare argument. 
Gustav embarks on a harrowing journey across the island to 
find civilization, while Henri stays on the shore and answers 
the question of who puts a sign on a seemingly deserted island. 
Another story finds the two completing a huge puzzle only for 
the last piece to fall down the drain. Gustav impulsively acti-
vates Henri’s “microlizer” and shrinks them both. The “sink-
splorers” retrieve the puzzle piece but are swept away into the 
sewer, caught in a “pie-rats’ ” net, and put on display in the “sew-
seum.” Will they escape before the microlizer wears off? In the 
final tale, Henri’s Great-Aunt Norma, an agoraphobic inventor, 
asks Henri to visit, so the two race over to her mansion only to 
be told by her robutler that she is out. But when the two enter, 
they find Aunt Norma’s walking stick and favorite hat. Detec-
tive Gustav is on the case! Thomas’ energetic, two-toned gray 
and orange cartoons bring this madcap graphic novel to life. 
Onomatopoeia, hilariously absurd situations, and clever word-
play will please readers moving on to longer graphic novels.

Another delightful outing with this dynamic duo. (Graphic 
novel. 7-10)

HIGH
Soar to New Heights
McGeachin, Jess
Welbeck Children’s (64 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781803380469  

An invitation to look up in order to 
look back down.

In a diffuse series of topical spreads, 
McGeachin assembles assorted side- and/or ground-level views 
of select trees, arboreal creatures (mostly Australian), birds and 
flying insects, aircraft, bird wing design, Himalayan peaks and 
wildlife, climbing gear, ancient temples, modern skyscrapers, 
clouds, constellations, and atmospheric layers—all in service to 
the proposition that high places “have a way of putting things 
into perspective and our home looks very fragile from up here.” 
Viewers will mostly have to take her word for it, as her illustra-
tions run to idealized natural settings or schematic galleries of 
images, aside from one aerial view of some relatively tidy defor-
estation and a later melodramatic scenario of a smoky world on 
fire. Also, a nonsensical notion that unless we stop punching 
holes in the atmosphere all our air will leak out into space and 

“be lost forever” makes the rest of her valid but vague warnings 
of the dangers of pollution and habitat destruction seem facile. 
Rarely seen human figures are stylized or light-skinned.

Not so much high concept as no concept, or no clear one 
anyway. (glossary, index) (Nonfiction. 7-9)
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MAKE MORE S’MORES
Mealey, Cathy Ballou
Illus. by Ariel Landy
Sleeping Bear Press (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 15, 2023
9781534111769  

A story of sharing and kindness—and 
s’mores!

The marshmallow has been “slowly 
turned and gently roasted” over glowing campfire coals. The 
graham crackers and the chocolate squares are ready. Roscoe 
the raccoon assembles his first s’more, but when Grizzly Bear 
arrives and asks, “Is that for me?” of course Roscoe shares and 
begins to roast two more marshmallows, one for his s’more and 
one for Grizzly’s second. When two black bear cubs beg for 
a snack, Grizzly Bear agrees to wait for a second s’more. The 
cubs lick the plate clean, and Roscoe, who still hasn’t had one 
bite, patiently and politely begins to roast more marshmallows. 
Unfortunately, his stick snaps, sending the marshmallows into 
the fire. When the cubs search for a new stick, they also find 
their mother, who wants to join the party. Grizzly groans, but 
Roscoe puts everyone to work, and they create and share “toasty, 
/ creamy, / sweet and gooey, / Crispy, / crunchy, / slightly chewy” 
s’mores. At the end of the night, the grateful guests tuck Ros-
coe in and leave him a thank-you note. Enhancing the rhymed 
text, lively illustrations feature expressive faces and highlight 
Roscoe’s gregarious nature, Grizzly’s grumbling, and the cubs’ 
awkward enthusiasm. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

One of the few things better than a gooey s’more—a warm, 
fuzzy friendship tale (about s’mores). (Picture book. 4-8)

TO THE OTHER SIDE 
Meza, Erika
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins 
(40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-0-06-307316-6  

Two Latine siblings set out on a journey north to the border 
between the United States and Mexico.

The older sister explains to the narrator that they are play-
ing a game—to win, they must cross the line. They must keep 
moving, stay out of the clutches of the monsters, and avoid get-
ting caught. The playful mood turns serious as the trip becomes 
perilous. The siblings rely on each other and persevere in order 
to reach their goal—a welcoming home on the other side. Clad 
in colorful masks to give them courage and speed, the siblings 
travel on foot, by bus, and by catching rides. The children are 
carried atop a freight train reminiscent of La Bestia, a danger-
ous network of northbound trains used for transportation by 
some migrants. Bright jewel tones—oranges, pinks, yellows, 
and more—used to depict the travelers’ masks and in landscape 
accents pop against the otherwise monochrome images, juxta-
posing the sweetness of childhood with their grim journey. The 
motif of the imposing steel bars of the Mexico–U.S. border wall 

appears throughout in the strong parallel lines seen in train 
tracks, shadows, the wings of the ominous “monsters” stalking 
the travelers, and images of the wall itself. Yet the story is ulti-
mately hopeful, gently providing probing insight into the lives 
of the youngest migrants. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A gorgeously rendered, heartbreaking look at one family’s 
immigration experience. (author’s note) (Picture book. 5-10)

THE SISTER SWITCH
Mlynowski, Sarah & Debbie Rigaud
Illus. by Maxine Vee
Scholastic (192 pp.) 
$15.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-1-338-62828-9 
Series: Best Wishes, 2 

It is Addie’s turn with the magic 
bracelet in this installment of the Best 
Wishes series.

Ten-year-old Addie Asante, a fifth 
grader in Columbus, Ohio, tells her tale in a letter to an 
unknown Lucy. Sandwiched in the middle between bossy, studi-
ous older sister Sophie, 12, and indulged little sister Camille, 5, 

“go-with-the-flow” Addie is used to suppressing her own desires 
to keep the peace with friends and family. When a mysterious 
package arrives with the bracelet and instructions, she puts it 
on at once, ignoring an enclosed warning from Becca, the pre-
vious holder of the bracelet, until it is too late. When, in an 
argument with Sophie, Addie wishes she weren’t the middle sis-
ter, the bracelet tightens, then glows and warms, and suddenly, 
the sisters have switched bodies—Addie is Sophie, Sophie is 
Camille, and Camille is Addie. Mayhem, confusion, twists and 
turns, and even laugh-out-loud hilarity ensue as each sister tries 
to cope with the changes. Addie can text with Becca for more 
information and warnings (including about the strange blond 
woman who wants the bracelet) but must find the solution her-
self. Of course, there’s a happy, heartwarming ending as Addie 
and her sisters share their feelings and come to understand each 
other. Now it’s Lucy’s turn. Addie and her family present Black 
in Vee’s drawings; Becca is Jewish and light-skinned.

Delightful, with just the right touch of magic. (Fantasy. 8-11)

WHAT DOES LITTLE 
CROCODILE SAY AT 
THE BEACH? 
Montanari, Eva
Tundra Books (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781774881552 
Series: Little Crocodile 

The protagonists of What Does Little Crocodile Say? (2021) 
return for a sound-filled day at the beach. 

Big Crocodile and Little Crocodile are on a camping vaca-
tion near the beach. As they ride their bike, “the bell goes dring 
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dring.” “The sunscreen goes squirt.” “The fish go blub.” “The 
hermit crab goes snip-snap.” Adult readers who enjoy reading 
with expression will have fun creating the sound featured in 
each scene, and young listeners will soon understand the story’s 
pattern and chime in with a “splash” for an incoming wave, a 

“tick tock tick” as Big Crocodile checks the time, and a “toot 
toot” when the ship in the harbor signals. “And what does Little 
Crocodile say” when it’s time to leave? “WWWWAAH.” As 
the day winds down, readers will notice a familiar bedtime rou-
tine. The pair shower and struggle with pajamas, dine al fresco 
with a cricket companion, and finally wish on a shooting star 
before retiring to their tent and sleeping bags. “And the moon 
says ‘good night.’ ” Reflecting the text well and adding details 
like seaside friends, veggie kebobs, and night sky constellations, 
delicate and whimsical colored pencil and chalk pastel illustra-
tions of the pair stand out against generally neutral backgrounds 
with minimal details; each enchanting page highlights a differ-
ent activity in this lovely day. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A feast for the eyes and ears, this beach and bedtime story 
will be read and reread often. (Picture book. 2-5)

THE CARE AND KEEPING 
OF GRANDMAS
Mook-Sang, Jennifer
Illus. by Yong Ling Kang
Tundra Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 4, 2023
9780735271340  

A grandchild describes what it’s like when a grandmother 
moves in.

No matter what your grandma’s “usual habitat” is, she might 
leave her home to live with your family, the helpful grandchild 
narrator explains, switching quickly from second person to first 
to describe their own experience. The child is enthusiastic and 
welcoming even as Grandma needs some time to get used to 
the new environment, setting up her room and finding places 
for all her plants. This grandma is a gardener, and the analogy 
carries throughout the book: Like plants, Grandma needs food, 
water, and “lots of light.” Kang’s illustrations do some heavy lift-
ing, reminiscent of Marla Frazee’s in their level of detail and the 
ways they support the text (and sometimes counterpoint it in 
humorous ways). Color is used effectively to communicate tone 
and mood; when Grandma is “a little wilted,” the palette shifts 
to a subdued gray, but most pages feature warm light and the 
plants’ various shades of green. Family members have tan skin; 
Grandma has short gray hair, while the others have dark hair. 
This specific story of a household gaining a new member is told 
in a broadly applicable way that will feel familiar to many fami-
lies. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Warmth and love shine through this tale of intergenera-
tional bonding. (Picture book. 3-7)

SONG OF THE SEA
The Graphic Novel
Moore, Tomm
Adapt. by Samuel Sattin
Illus. by Cartoon Saloon
Little, Brown (272 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  March 7, 2023
978-0-316-43891-9  

Ben and his silent younger sister,  
Saoirse, find themselves on an extraordi-
nary journey. 

Stills and some added bits of art reproduce the plot of 
Moore’s lovely, hand-drawn 2014 animated film, adding an 
introductory backstory about the children’s selkie mother. Six-
year-old Saoirse doesn’t speak, but she can produce a tune from 
the spiral seashell given to Ben by their mother, calling forth 
magical lights. As the siblings trek back from the city to their 
lighthouse home, they must defend themselves against Macha, 
the Owl Witch, and recover their mother’s selkie coat in order 
to save themselves, their family, and the faeries. Unattributed 
lines from Yeats’ “The Stolen Child” set the mood of magic and 
danger at the intersection of human and faerie. The rich palette 
in browns, blues, and greens, plus design elements hinting of 
swirls of Celtic knots and spirals, contributes to the sense of an 
enchanted countryside. The light-skinned children are sweetly 
drawn, with round faces, rosy cheeks, and large eyes. Less might 
have been more here: The narrative, carried by action and dia-
logue from the original script, has a sense of busyness that can 
overwhelm the awe and humor of the plot. Even so, the echoes 
of ancient tales reenacted by contemporary children in a fam-
ily struggling with loss and reconciliation offer something for 
thoughtful adventurers. A short tale about a couple who adopt 
a seal child is appended as a bonus. 

A bit of Celtic charm. (glossary) (Graphic fiction. 8-12)

THE ALCHEMY OF LETTING GO
Morrell, Amber
Whitman (288 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 1, 2023
9780807549377  

A tween girl is obsessed with bring-
ing her sister back from the dead.

Attempting to meld science, magic, 
and poetry into an uplifting mélange, this 
story instead labors through a flat-footed 
plot where little is earned and much is 

simply declared and whose characters are as two-dimensional 
as the dead bugs the protagonist collects. Seventh grader Juni-
per thinks the most important thing in life is science, and her 
one goal is to catch a Palos Verdes blue butterfly—an endan-
gered species—to add to the collection she and her older sister, 
Ingrid, began before Ingrid tragically drowned two years ear-
lier. On a class field trip, Juniper leaves the group to chase the 
butterfly and falls in the water. After being rescued, she finds a 

“Warmth and love shine through this tale 
of intergenerational bonding.”

the care and keeping of grandmas
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rock that glows green in her pocket. (Why? This isn’t explained. 
But apparently this rock can make plants grow.) Next, Juniper 
meets a talking lemur who lives in the run-down house next to 
hers. She also meets scientist and magician Artemis, who lives 
there too, and together they hatch a plan to bring Ingrid back 
from the dead. Juniper’s classmate Mateo, the new kid in town, 
loves poetry and also conveniently turns out to be a magician. 
Juniper’s first-person, present-tense narration is a series of stac-
cato declarative sentences delivering unearned insights that fail 
to draw readers into the story. Juniper and her family seem to 
default to White; Mateo is cued Latine.

Interesting premise, labored execution. (Fantasy. 9-12)

THE KINDEST RED 
A Story of Hijab and 
Friendship
Muhammad, Ibtihaj & S.K. Ali
Illus. by Hatem Aly
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jan. 10, 2023
978-0-7595-5570-9  

The creators of the bestselling The Proudest Blue (2019) 
return with a tale of siblings, friendship, and acts of kindness.

For picture day, Faizah wears a red dress that belonged 
first to Mama and then to her older sister, Asiya. Asiya does 
Faizah’s hair in puffs, Faizah pins Asiya’s hijab, and, with kind 
words from Mama, off they go to school, where Faizah finds 
she matches with her friend Sophie, who has light skin and red 
hair and is wearing a dress with red roses. Brown-skinned Ms. 
Ramirez asks the students to imagine the kind of world they 
want and to draw and label it. Faizah draws a kind world, and 
Sophie draws a superhero world. Then, at recess and throughout 
the day, they use their superpowers to make the world kinder, 
helping other kids and brightening their days. By picture time, 
everyone in class is smiling. But when it’s time for sibling pho-
tos, Faizah is upset to realize that, unlike the other sibling pairs, 
she and Asiya don’t match. Can her friends find a way to help? 
Helping others looks fun and rewarding in this sweet tale that 
empowers readers by showing them their actions can result in a 
world everyone would want to live in. This much-needed posi-
tive representation of a loving Black Muslim family is set within 
a diverse community, depicted with Aly’s characteristic expres-
sive energy and charm. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A loving and lovely celebration of the many ties—sisterly, 
friendship, communal—that bind. (author’s note) (Picture book. 
4-8)

HOW OLD IS A WHALE? 
Animal Life Spans 
From the Mayfly to the 
Immortal Jellyfish
Murray, Lily
Illus. by Jesse Hodgson
Big Picture Press (64 pp.) 
$21.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-1-5362-2975-2  

A detailed examination of the elastic 
life spans of animals on Earth.

The amount of time that animals have on our planet is inter-
esting but not as interesting as what they do with that time. 
That’s the key takeaway from an exhaustive, but never exhaust-
ing, book about how some animals have but a blink of a life span 
on Earth (one species of adult mayflies only lives five minutes) 
while others seem to live forever (the immortal jellyfish appears 
to regenerate to its birth state in a never-ending cycle). To “dis-
cover what these amazing animals make of their time on earth,” 
Murray looks beyond animals’ lives and deaths to explain how 
they maximize that time to keep their species going. Some ani-
mals, of course, are more fascinating than others, such as the 
monarch butterfly, whose life span is between two weeks and 
eight months but in that time makes a continental journey of up 
to 2,800 miles, exquisitely illustrated and lucidly explained over 
four pages. While it’s curious that humans are not on the list of 
27 species covered, there’s still an abundance of mind-blowing 
facts, particularly about the longevity of, say, the Greenland 
shark (400-year life span) or the glass sponge (11,000 years!).

Well-researched text and winning visuals anchor a fasci-
nating look at life spans. (labeled illustration of all the animals 
covered) (Nonfiction. 6-9)

STILLWATER AND KOO 
SAVE THE WORLD 
Muth, Jon J
Scholastic (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781338812312  

To save the world, first start small.
Koo the panda tells Uncle Stillwater 

they want to save the world. “That’s a very big idea,” the adult 
panda muses, not discouraging Koo but quietly suggesting the 
two of them attempt more manageable goals first. They do, 
beginning by tidying Koo’s messy bedroom, which Koo enjoys 
because putting things where they belong makes them feel 

“not so jumbled up.” The pair proceed with other small tasks: 
attending to their cat’s needs; baking a cake to welcome new, 
brown-skinned neighbors; riding bikes; and halting an oncom-
ing truck to allow a duck family to safely cross a road. They also 
discuss big questions throughout the day (do fish understand 
the vastness of the ocean? How do we deal with worries about 
the fate of the world?). Afterward, Stillwater rejoices in what 
Koo has accomplished, telling the little one, “Each time you do 

“A loving and lovely celebration of the many 
ties—sisterly, friendship, communal—that bind.”

the kindest red
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something good, you save the world a little bit.” Powerful words 
indeed, and mission accomplished! This beautifully told story 
makes clear that, with patient guidance, praise, and role model-
ing from loving grown-ups, children can learn to be kind and 
caring and to “save the world” in small, doable ways. The deli-
cate watercolor-and-pencil illustrations suit the lovely message 
and perfectly capture the bond between adult and child. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

A stunning, tender testament to the idea that small acts 
of kindness, one by one, make a huge impact. (author’s note) 
(Picture book. 4-7)

AS NIGHT FALLS
Creatures That Go Wild After 
Dark
Napoli, Donna Jo
Illus. by Felicita Sala
Random House Studio (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-0-593-37429-0  

Everything winds down at nighttime, right? Guess again.
Some creatures rouse when others snooze. This lively book, 

narrated in concise, rich prose, kicks off with animals who, by 
night, propel a voracious food chain. The chain starts with 
microscopic organisms and grows as increasingly larger beings 
prey upon smaller, weaker creatures in turn—and concludes in 
a full-page spread with a fierce-looking, stylized tiger reigning 
victorious atop the chain, depicted with prey floating within a 
cutaway shot of its abdomen. But, as readers discover when a 
young tiger-costumed child and their pajama-clad sibling appear 
on the pages following that scene, this book isn’t about noctur-
nal animals’ dining habits. It’s really about what children desire 
as night falls—to assert dominance over sleep, i.e., to cajole par-
ents into extra romps and snuggles before bed. Youngsters will 
easily relate to that notion and will be captivated by the ener-
getic, fanciful illustrations—created with gouache, watercolor, 
ink, colored pencil, and oil pastel—that explode in a dazzling 
array of colors as the creatures devour each other. The text plays 
with fonts, incorporating imaginative type settings throughout, 
enhancing visual interest. However, the juxtaposition between 
the dynamic scenes portraying the nighttime feeding frenzy 
and those depicting the children’s rambunctious sleep-delaying 
tactics might prove jarring, though the tiger is shown finally 
settling down, too. The family is tan-skinned. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A charming, energetic attention-grabber—but one that 
probably shouldn’t be read before bedtime. (facts about the 
animals named in the book) (Picture book. 3-6)

THE MANY 
ASSASSINATIONS OF 
SAMIR, THE SELLER 
OF DREAMS 
Nayeri, Daniel
Illus. by Daniel Miyares
Levine Querido (224 pp.) 
$21.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-1-64614-303-0  

A servant boy attempts to win his freedom by repeatedly 
saving his master as they travel the Silk Road.

At roughly age 12, Omar has led a hard life, having lost both 
his parents and the woman who cared for him after their deaths 
and now being chased away by the monks who once housed 
him for asking too many questions. For the price of six bolts 
of silk, they hand him off to Samir, a fellow Sogdian who calls 
himself the Seller of Dreams. Renamed Monkey, he is tasked 
with assisting Samir in trading. As the two head west with a 
large caravan across the Taklamakan Desert toward present-
day Tajikistan, Monkey learns Samir’s business tricks, though 
he often disapproves. He also meets blacksmith’s assistant 
Mara, the most beautiful girl he’s ever seen. Soon, though, it 
becomes clear that Samir faces more problems than just mak-
ing the next deal: He has wronged more than one person along 
the road, and assassins are after him. What follows is Monkey’s 
account of Samir’s brushes with death—and how Monkey him-
self may have contributed to Samir’s eventual demise. Filled 
with the multicultural hustle and bustle of the Silk Road, enliv-
ened by the unpredictable nature of unreliable storytellers, and 
adorned with whimsical, colorful illustrations, this is a strange, 
wondrous, and creative tale. Can family be found along the Silk 
Road, or will everyone ultimately betray you?

An enticing taste of a rich historical world. (author’s note, 
bibliography) (Adventure. 9-12)

THE GREEN GIRLS
Nicoloff, Loïc
Illus. by Antoine Losty, Alberto Zanon & 
Roberta Pierpaoli
Trans. by Percy Leed
Graphic Universe (144 pp.) 
$29.32  |  $14.99 paper  |  March 7, 2023
978-1-72846-036-9
978-1-72847-822-7 paper  

Inspired by Greta Thunberg, a teen living in Grenoble, 
France, starts a club to raise awareness about the perils facing 
the environment.

In this graphic novel translated from French, 13-year-old 
Emma and her friends Fadila and Lily, having dubbed them-
selves the Green Girls (with classmate Silas tagging along, 
too), plan to shine a spotlight on issues such as the pollution 
caused by container ships, the need to reduce our carbon foot-
prints, and the dangers of insecticides used to kill mosquitoes. 
Though Emma’s father’s position as the minister of industry 
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and trade complicates matters (to say nothing of his absentee-
ism in Emma’s life), the girls act on their dedication, taking 
part in a series of stunts with varying levels of destructiveness 
and danger (livestreamed spray-painting, interrupting a speech 
with a bungee-jumping demonstration). Plans go predictably 
awry, the bonds of family and friendship are tested, and a bud-
ding romance emerges. The subdued jewel-toned palette and 
delightful, expressive character renderings energize narrative 
interludes between more scientifically informative scenes, as 
Emma is frequently at the ready with her tablet to display in-
depth articles about the various issues introduced. Emma, her 
father, and Silas appear light-skinned in the illustrations, Fadila 
is brown-skinned, and Lily is darker-skinned. 

Readers will be drawn in by bright, approachable illustra-
tions and stay for the determination of these young eco-war-
riors. (Graphic novel. 9-14)

HAMMER
The Jungle Kingdom
Odin, Jey
Rockport Publishers (224 pp.) 
$13.99 paper  |  March 7, 2023
9780760381892 
Series: Hammer, 3 

Young Stud gains a new ally but has 
his prized bag snatched when he tele-
ports into a new kingdom.

The pseudonymous author barely 
nudges the main storyline forward but at least offers a fresh 
bevy of monsters in a new setting as he sends his reckless Swirl, 
a human boy, barreling through the jungle after a gang of bum-
bling nonhuman thieves—aided by a mysterious swaddled girl 
named Brymm with (natch) secret powers and an agenda of her 
own. Amid outsized sound effects, frequent exclamations of 

“crap!” and tangled, hard to make out action sequences drawn to 
extend invisibly far beyond the squared-off edges of the mostly 
monochrome panels, Stud battles past humongous turtle 
wolves, gator pigs, and other challenges on the way to a climac-
tic brawl with hulking, scarred Jungle King Brutus Elefanté. He 
still doesn’t get his bag back by the end, but no doubt he will in 
some future volume after walloping a few more foes with his 
outsized sledgehammer fist. The human or humanoid figures in 
this episode have varying skin tones and hair textures and col-
ors in the rare full-color chapter-heads; most of the manga-style 
volume is in black and white.

The pithy dialogue and punchy action, if not the plot, con-
tinue. (Adventure comic. 10-13)

I LOVE YOU MORE THAN 
YOU’LL EVER KNOW
Odom Jr., Leslie & Nicolette Robinson
Illus. by Joy Hwang Ruiz
Feiwel & Friends (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 28, 2023
9781250265647  

Husband-and-wife team and Broadway stars Odom and 
Robinson offer up an ode to the bond between parents and 
their growing children.

Starting with a Black couple—perhaps stand-ins for the 
authors—and their little ones, the book portrays racially diverse 
families joyously engaged in a variety of activities (breastfeed-
ing, cuddling on the couch, blowing bubbles in the park) as 
their babies mature. Addressed from parent to child (“Do you 
remember / when we first met? / It was a moment / I won’t 
soon forget”), the tender verse exudes love and reassurance, 
while Hwang Ruiz’s bright digital illustrations depict everyday 
moments. Toasty yellows, browns, and tans, along with vibrant 
greens and purples, make each page glow with an effervescent 
warmth that feels like a cozy embrace. Many books are devoted 
to the bond between parents and babies, but this one celebrates 
the transition from baby to toddler and toddler to big kid. The 
rhyming text lends itself well to emerging readers as well as to a 
bedtime read for the very young. The book depicts a variety of 
families, including some with parents who appear to be same-
sex as well as a parent who uses a wheelchair. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A gentle testament to one of the few things that never 
changes—a parent’s love. (Picture book. 2-7)

PEW!
The Stinky and Legen-Dairy 
Gift From Colonel Thomas S. 
Meacham
Ogren, Cathy Stefanec
Illus. by Lesley Breen
Sleeping Bear Press (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 15, 2023
9781534111936  

A literal big cheese’s trip to the White House. 
In 1835, Col. Thomas S. Meacham, a landowner in Sandy 

Creek, New York, wanted to give a gift to President Andrew 
Jackson—something that would “show off the talents of his 
farming community.” He decided to prepare a very large cheese, 
a 1,400-pound cheese to be exact. “Four feet in diameter, two 
feet thick” (the illustrations take a bit of liberty on exaggerat-
ing cheese size—unless everyone back then was only 4 feet tall), 
the cheese made its way along rivers and canals until it reached 
its final destination in January 1836: the White House. There, 
it sat in splendor in the entrance hall slowly being consumed 
until, in the ensuing hot, humid summer, it began to stink. A lot. 
The president decided to have a cheese party on Washington’s 
birthday, Feb. 22. Ten thousand people came, and the cheese 

“A gentle testament to one of the few things 
that never changes—a parent’s love.”

i  love you more than you ’ll ever know
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was finally finished. This narrative competently imparts the 
facts and relays the basics of cheesemaking. The illustrations 
vary among double-page spreads, spot illustrations, and single-
page images, and while they are historically accurate in their 
depictions of dress and architecture, they lack a certain pizzazz 
overall, simply mirroring the narrative. Most people, includ-
ing Meacham, are White; a few people of color are shown but 
mostly as workers (probably enslaved people). (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A slice of history, accurately presented. (further informa-
tion, facts about cheese, selected sources) (Informational picture 
book. 6-9)

HUSH, LITTLE ROCKET 
O’Hara, Mo
Illus. by Alexandra Cook
Feiwel & Friends (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 21, 2023
9781250828064  

“Hush, Little Baby” gets a fresh set of 
lyrics with illustrations to match as two 

rockets zoom around our solar system before bedtime.
On the inviting cover, a large, pointy rocket flies above a 

smaller, rounder one; their peaceful, serene expressions are a 
pleasing contrast to the speed at which they’re evidently mov-
ing through the solar system, starting near the sun and visiting 

“each planet friend” on their “bedtime flight.” The new lyrics to 
this familiar tune match the meter perfectly and provide a space 
fact for each planet (e.g., Venus “spinning backward ’cause it’s 
upside down”). Illustrations include accurate details as well, 
such as a rover on Mars and Uranus’ tilt. The darkness of space 
makes the bright colors of the planets, moons, and stars pop. 
Like the rockets, the planets have cheerful expressions, with 
round dots for eyes and a small curve for a smile. By the time 
the two rockets “rub our nose cones and say, ‘Good night,’ ” 
readers won’t be able to resist doing the same before drifting 
off to “cosmic dreams.” Backmatter includes more information 
about the solar system, the Milky Way, and each planet. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

A stellar twist on an old lullaby. (Picture book. 0-4)

THE MOTH KEEPER 
O’Neill, K.
Random House Graphic 
(272 pp.) 
$21.99  |  $13.99 paper  |  $24.99 PLB
March 7, 2023
978-0-593-18227-7
978-0-593-18226-0 paper
978-0-593-18228-4 PLB  

A girl learns about herself and the 
wider world as she takes on the mantle 

of Moth Keeper.

When Anya takes her Moth Keeper vows, she knows it 
means spending nights alone in the desert being a beacon, 
guardian, and companion to the Moon-Moths. Given as a 
reward by the Moon-Spirit, the Moon-Moths pollinate the 
Night-Flower tree, which confers special blessings to the noc-
turnal community. Anya thrives at first, but the vast darkness 
and an ancient ghost gnaw at her. Worse, the abundance and 
warmth of the sun-village are irresistible. Can Anya fulfill her 
vows to protect her friends, found family, and the Moon-Moths, 
or will everything be lost with the rising sun? Expressing quiet 
resilience, this story lifts up nature’s symbiotic relationships 
and the power of community. Inspired by the alpine landscapes, 
flora, and fauna of Aotearoa New Zealand, the illustrations 
revel in the contrast between nighttime indigo and glowing des-
ert colors. At times the storytelling is carried by detailed word-
less spreads; at others, oral storytelling is woven into the larger 
narrative. The characters present with a diverse range of skin 
tones as well as a mixture of human and animal features. Anya 
has golden tan skin, wide golden eyes, black eyebrows, and a 
mane of golden fur that extends into foxlike ears. One character 
has albinism, and one walks with the use of a cane.

A nature-based coming-of-age story aglow with the light 
of loving bonds and communal living. (author’s note, sketches) 
(Graphic fantasy. 8-12)

SHALL WE DANCE?
Page, Robin
Beach Lane/Simon & Schuster (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 21, 2023
978-1-66591-605-9  

A gallery of wild creatures that 
dance—some to attract mates, some for 
no known reason at all.

Page portrays 15 of her brightly hued 
animal subjects in balletically posed pairs or larger groups but 
leaves 16 more to strut their stuff alone—which is particularly 
disappointing when she writes so enticingly of how, for instance, 
blue-footed boobies “high-step” together and a properly dazzled 
female calliope hummingbird will join a male in flight. Still, in brief 
but exact descriptive language, with occasional anthropomorphic 
flights (no, Asian forest scorpions probably don’t actually “tango” 
nor humpback whales “waltz”), she tallies a great range of steps, 
displays, gestures, sounds, postures, and other behaviors…not all 
of which are exclusively performed by males (springboks of both 
sexes, for example “pronk”). Better yet, some, such as the pranc-
ing gait of sifakas and the synchronized leaps of spinner dolphins, 
aren’t associated with mating and so, she suggests, may be just for 
fun. That observation plus naturalistic portraits, digitally rendered 
and resembling collages, add further bounce to her terpsichorean 
premise. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A high-stepping reminder that we aren’t the only ones who 
can put on a show. (source list) (Informational picture book. 7-9)
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CONNOR CROWE 
CAN’T LET GO
Pearlstein, Howard
Illus. by Stefani Buijsman
Clavis (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  March 28, 2023
9781605377315  

Sometimes it’s hard to let go.
Connor Crowe loves many things: his parents, his sister, his 

dog. But top of the list is his electronic tablet. He plays games 
from morning until night (and after he is supposed to be asleep) 
until one day the tablet becomes fused to his hands. Initially 
Connor is thrilled—just think of all that extra game time! But 
he soon realizes the many limitations of having his hands per-
manently affixed to something. After a frenzied round of wish-
ing to “LET GO!” Connor wakes up; the sticky tablet was just 
a dream, but its lesson lingers. Connor now focuses on his fam-
ily—he doesn’t “miss his tablet at all.” The book’s message is a 
sound one but posits the issue of reliance on electronic devices 
as all or nothing. The pacing is rushed, denying young readers 
the opportunity to consider the ramifications of having a gam-
ing tablet permanently attached to their hands. Watercolorlike 
illustrations also underplay the downside of Connor’s predica-
ment, as the vignettes of him attempting to change clothes, eat, 
and use the bathroom are small. Ultimately, the story falls short 
of its potential. Connor has light skin and a mop of red hair, his 
sister has brown skin and dark hair, and their parents have skin 
the white of the page. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Solid messaging about overdependence on technology is 
limited by weaknesses in pacing and visuals. (Picture book. 4-7)

CHILDREN OF THE 
BLACK GLASS
Peckham, Anthony
Caitlyn Dlouhy/Atheneum (368 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-1-66591-313-3 
Series: Children of the Black Glass, 1 

Siblings Tell and Wren journey down 
the mountain alone to the sorcerers’ 
home to save their father’s life.

When their father wounds his only 
good eye mining sorcerer’s glass from the mountain, village 
rules say he must heal in 30 days or be left on a glacier to die 
following a farewell ceremony. The children will be separated 
to live with adults who will beat them and treat them like ser-
vants. But Tell is 14, almost old enough to travel to the town of 
Halfway like the other men. They go once a year to sell black 
glass and bring back provisions for the harsh winter. Tell is 
determined to sell the sorcerer’s glass himself so he can make 
enough money to get medicine for his father and keep his family 
together. His 12-year-old sister, Wren, sneaks away to join him. 
But when they stumble on a dangerous plot to take over Half-
way—one that also puts their entire village in great danger—Tell, 

Wren, and their new Halfway friends must unravel the scheme 
and try to save everyone. The central concept of this debut 
novel from screenwriter Peckham is intriguing but execution 
is lacking, and the to-be-continued ending is unsatisfying. More 
of a play-by-play than a fully realized novel, the book features 
characters who lack depth and circumstances that are often too 
convenient. This harsh world includes child and animal abuse. 
Characters are presumed White.

A series opener that skims the surface. (Fantasy. 10-14)

CAMERON BATTLE AND THE 
ESCAPE TRIALS
Perry, Jamar J.
Bloomsbury (320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Feb. 28, 2023
978-1-5476-0725-9 
Series: Cameron Battle, 2 

Cameron Battle returns to Chidani 
for some unfinished business.

Cameron and his closest friends, 
Zion and Aliyah, are now seventh graders. 

But Cameron is too focused on saving his mother and learning 
what happened to his father to concentrate on school. Desper-
ate to get back to Chidani, despite his grandma’s telling him to 
wait, Cameron decides to develop a plan to go back and seek 
the resolution he needs. While trying to assemble clues and 
information from The Book of Chidani to devise said plan, Cam-
eron also has to deal with Vince, a bully at his new school, as well 
as growing romantic feelings for Zion. Cameron learns from 
the Book that Descendants like him have special abilities. This 
makes him eager to uncover and tap into his own powers, which 
he hopes will help him defeat those intent on harming those 
he loves. Before he can accomplish this, however, Cameron 
and his friends get pulled through a portal back to Chidani—
along with Vince, who is in need of rescue. The three friends 
now have to figure out how to face and, if necessary, conquer 
gods with their own agendas, one of whom is still set on waging 
war. Perry continues Cameron’s emotional journey of discovery 
and growth in a work centering Black characters that, thanks to 
previously established worldbuilding details, flows well and has 
clearly defined characters. Readers should be familiar with the 
first volume to fully appreciate this one.

A sentimental, action-filled fantasy. (Fantasy. 8-12)

“A sentimental, action-filled fantasy.”
cameron battle and the escape trials
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COLLABORATIONS 
Pilkey, Dav
Color by Jose Garibaldi
Graphix/Scholastic (224 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Nov. 29, 2022
978-1-338-84662-1 
Series: Cat Kid Comic Club, 4 

His 21 froglets’ messy bedrooms have 
caused harried papa Flippy the fish to can-
cel today’s Cat Kid Comic Club meeting. 

“It’s the WORST DAY of ALL TIME!”
That doesn’t stop the fun in this fourth entry in Pilkey’s 

nth-degree zany series. Breathless reporter Sarah Hatoff is on 
hand to admire Wendy and Raine’s wholly fictitious biography 
of their father; Summer and Starla’s autumnally themed haiku-
and-photographs sequence; Gilbert and Curly’s Frogzilla comic; 
and more. These minicomics are, per established pattern, inter-
spersed with scenes of the froglets explaining their processes, 
cleaning (creatively), and, in the case of self-appointed director 
and agent Melvin and Naomi (respectively), trying to find their 
better selves. The volume’s theme allows readers to contem-
plate both creative collaboration and sweet Poppy’s gentle dem-
onstrations of how small acts can have great impacts. As before, 
Pilkey deftly balances quiet life lessons with sheer loopiness for 
a winning, kid-friendly romp. The formula allows him to show-
case solid technical advice and different modes of storytelling 
within a frame that advances a family story—and he makes it 
look easy. Human characters are rare; Hatoff presents White 
and the cameraman, Black, and human comics characters are 
depicted as racially diverse.

Wise, funny, and whiplash-inducing: Pilkey delivers again. 
(notes & fun facts) (Graphic fiction. 8-12)

GLORIA’S PROMISE 
(AMERICAN BALLET THEATRE)
A Ballet Dancer’s First Step
Preiss Glasser, Robin & Jacqueline Preiss 
Weitzman
Random House Studio (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 21, 2023
978-0-593-18100-3  

Gloria will need determination to 
achieve her ballet dreams.

On a snowy day in the city, Gloria and her mom (both 
brown-haired and brown-skinned) are headed somewhere 
important, leaving extra time because they cannot be late. On 
the long, slow subway trip, Gloria silently tells herself, “You’ve 
got this.” Finally they arrive at their destination, the Lawrence 
A. Wien Center for Dance and Theater. Gloria is there to audi-
tion for the ballet school along with many other racially diverse 
children. Gloria is attentive to everything she sees and hears 
as she prepares for the audition. A teacher demonstrates the 
required steps, which Gloria follows carefully, but everything 
stops when she falls. She tearfully asks to try again and this time 

performs well. But she is worried about the outcome and waits 
impatiently for that all-important letter. Fancy Nancy illustra-
tor and former dancer Glasser’s lively, detailed artwork allows 
Gloria’s every emotion to come through in her facial expres-
sions and body language and accurately depicts the ballet moves 
as characters glide, soar, and flow across the pages. Young read-
ers are privy to Gloria’s thoughts as they follow her through the 
entire process and will admire her spirit and root for her all the 
way. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A delightful, inspiring introduction to the world of dance. 
(Picture book. 5-8)

THE WHISPERING PINES
Preller, James
Illus. by Kevin Keele
Scholastic (192 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781338810448 
Series: EXIT 13, 1 

Two siblings discover something is 
not quite right at an eerie roadside motel.

Eleven-year-old Ash McGinn is on 
a road trip with his parents, his pesky 

13-year-old sister, Willow, and their goldendoodle, Daisy. The 
McGinns see a seemingly fortuitous billboard for the Exit 13 
Motel (pets welcome!) and decide to stop. Before long, Ash and 
Willow realize that the crumbling motel is more than just run 
down; it’s downright spooky: Alarmingly red-eyed animals peek 
out from a foreboding forest, a giant wolf seems to be stalking 
them, and the desk clerk appears to have the ability to magi-
cally heal himself. In the midst of the bad vibes, the siblings are 
happy to meet Justice, an upbeat young girl whose family has 
also checked in. Will the trio of fast friends be able to escape 
the dangers at this haunting hotel? Preller’s series opener is an 
appealing mix of briskly paced chapters alongside black-and-
white comics panels. Just right for Goosebumps fans, this com-
pulsively readable (although at times exposition-heavy) offering 
builds a delightfully creepy atmosphere and leaves readers 
with many burning unanswered questions; expect vociferous 
demands for the sequel slated for later this year. Ash and Wil-
low’s father has freckled skin and is of Scottish ancestry, while 
their mother has light brown skin. Ash has blond hair; both kids 
appear light-skinned in the illustrations. Justice is Black and 
uses crutches due to spina bifida.

Intriguing both in plotting and format. (Graphic hybrid. 7-12)
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SPRING IS FOR 
STRAWBERRIES
Pryor, Katherine
Illus. by Polina Gortman
Schiffer (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-0-7643-6571-3  

Join families in this town as they embrace the seasons and 
eat locally via their farmers market.

Lyrical verse with plenty of rhyme and alliteration guides 
readers through the year. While “winter is for waiting,” spring 
is for planting and sprouting and then shopping for “strawber-
ries, / staining lips heart red,” sugar peas, and leafy greens at the 
farmers market. Spring is also for lemonade, and the lilac sunset 
behind an informal baseball practice radiates with the vibrancy 
of late spring and summer. Summer is for fruit that’s sweet and 
juicy enough to “slurp” down: “peppers, melons, corn on the cob, 
/ a rainbow of tomatoes.” Fall brings cool winds, golden leaves, 
jack-o’-lanterns, and feasts along with apples, beets, and squash. 
Winter arrives again, with evergreen wreaths, snowflakes, a 
cupboard full of summer’s bounty, the dismantling of the farm-
ers market, and a new round of waiting for springtime blooms. 
Throughout the year, illustrations with a palette reflecting the 
ripest produce show a growing friendship between two chil-
dren, one of whom is Black-presenting, the other of whom is 
light-skinned. The community is racially diverse; a character is 
depicted using a wheelchair. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A delightful blend of friendship, fresh food, melodious lan-
guage, and luscious illustrations. (information about straw-
berries and eating seasonally and locally) (Picture book. 4-8)

THE ELEPHANT WHISPERER
Ragsdale, Linda
Illus. by Cat LeMaster
Flowerpot Press (36 pp.) 
$16.99  |  March 21, 2023
9781486726998 
Series: Peace Dragon Tales 

Let’s talk about the elephant in the 
room.

Artie, a brown-skinned boy with dark, 
curly hair, imagines his feelings are colorful elephants. There’s a 
red elephant that represents anger, a green elephant that repre-
sents anxiety, a purple elephant that represents frustration, and 
so on. Like his feelings, the elephants are sometimes small and 
manageable but other times grow and stampede, causing Artie 
to act out, too. Ironically, Artie notes, for animals with such 
large ears, the elephants don’t always listen, but he finally has 
a brilliant idea: He should be the one to listen to them instead. 
Listening to his emotions helps Artie better voice his emotions, 
shrinking the elephants and resulting in fewer stampedes—and 
fewer outbursts from Artie. The text is effective, although 
backmatter to help direct readers and their caregivers to better 
express and understand their emotions is sorely missed. While 

bright and cheerful, the artwork looks rudimentary and may 
remind some of the early days of digital picture book artwork. 
While the messaging and story are strong, the execution leaves 
a lot to be desired. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Well told, but a few missteps detract from the tale. (Picture 
book. 4-8)

PILAR RAMIREZ AND THE 
CURSE OF SAN ZENON
Randall, Julian
Henry Holt (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Feb. 28, 2023
978-1-250-77412-5 
Series: Pilar Ramirez Duology, 2 

A gutsy tween faces mystical dangers 
to protect the ones she loves and bring 
peace to the island of Zafa for good in 
this duology closer.

It’s been almost a year since Pilar Ramirez, now 13, defeated 
demons and escaped from Zafa, the magical world inhabited 
by Dominican legends and influenced by the ruthless real-life 
dictator Rafael Trujillo. Unsure of how and when to break the 
news of the reappearance of her cousin Natasha, who had been 
missing for 50 years and presumed dead, Pilar is still grappling 
with the terror of what she experienced in Zafa while learning 
to hone her newly acquired bruja powers. Pilar is excited to tag 
along on a trip to the Dominican Republic with her family and 
her sister’s professor (who played an instrumental role in the 
previous volume), hoping to find more answers about her her-
itage and abilities there. It’s no relaxing vacation however, as 
Pilar immediately begins experiencing unsettling visions and is 
soon contacted by Carmen, her dear Zafan friend who happens 
to be a ciguapa, a mythological being from Dominican folk-
lore. Up against terrifying new enemies, Pilar returns to Zafa to 
find the answers she’ll need to protect her family from sinister 
supernatural danger. Pilar celebrates her Afro-Latina heritage 
and is open about her desire to improve her Spanish; she uses 
Spanish words and phrases liberally throughout the story, add-
ing to the text’s delightful rhythm and flavor. 

Dominican lore brings a fresh perspective to a thrilling 
tale. (Adventure. 9-13)

IN THE PALM OF MY HAND
Raudenbush, Jennifer
Illus. by Isabella Conti
Running Press Kids (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 14, 2023
9780762479870  

This picture book seems to contain 
everything in the world.

Everything in this story is connected to everything else. An 
acorn, held by a child, appears on the opening pages: “Within 
it grows a forest.” Following a spread of trees in a wood, we’re 
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told, “And within that forest / towers an oak tree, tall and grand.” 
Scientifically minded adults may be reminded of an atom, too 
small to see but filled with quarks and neutrons and electrons. 
Later, the child catches a raindrop and starts to imagine where 
it came from—from “the depths of the sea” to a rain cloud to 
the child’s hand, and if it had landed back in the ocean, it might 
have kept traveling to a distant shore. Conti’s illustrations 
show the child watching that shore through a spyglass. Some 
of the items in the illustrations are a little frightening, like the 
rain cloud, painted in the heaviest blues and grays and blacks. 
But they’re beautiful, too. The fields of grass appear to contain 
every shade of green. Every item in the book, even a grain of 
sand, is as beautiful in both its simplicity and complexity. The 
child and other characters who appear are light-skinned. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

Readers will close this book loving their small part of the 
world a little more. (Picture book. 3-6)

LOST CAT! 
Rayner, Jacqueline K.
Clarion/HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$19.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-328-96720-6  

Not all (cats) who wander are lost.
Frontmatter pages are key to under-

standing this clever picture book nar-
rated by a light-skinned child with straight black hair who 
worries when their cat, Fred, goes missing. If readers notice that 
the cat bed depicted on the copyright page is filled with travel 
books and brochures rather than toys, perhaps they will deduce 
that Fred isn’t lost but instead indulging his sense of wanderlust 
as he sprints across the title page. The narrator doesn’t grasp 
this aspect of Fred’s character, however, and the next spread 
shows the child’s distress when he skips dinner. The follow-
ing spread introduces superb use of ironic counterpoint as text 
delivers straightforward narration of all the places Fred is not 
while accompanying digital illustrations rendered in grayscale 
with judicious use of red detail show readers where Fred actu-
ally is (sneaking through a hole in a fence, driving a big red car, 
etc.). Ensuing pages continue to allow readers to know more 
than the narrator does as Fred appears lounging on a beach and 
visiting international landmarks—until he encounters a UFO. 
The extraterrestrials onboard the flying saucer then see one 
of the narrator’s lost-cat signs and return Fred home in time 
for dinner. Background characters are diverse. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A fantastically fun feline frolic. (Picture book. 3-8)

ROTO AND ROY
To the Rescue!
Rinker, Sherri Duskey
Illus. by Don Tate
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 21, 2023
978-0-316-53504-5 
Series: Roto and Roy, 2 

Roto the helicopter; her pilot, Roy; 
and Red, their pup, are back to save the day.

A bad storm has caused mayhem and destruction. Amid tor-
rents of rain and gusty winds, Roto and Roy take to the skies to 
help. They see a semi dangling dangerously off a cliff and work 
together to hoist it back onto the road (“[Roy] holds steady, / 
sure and still / while Roto aims / her hoist with skill”). Then they 
see a car stuck in rising floodwaters, with a family stuck inside. 
Roto keeps her beams trained on the vehicle while Roy swoops 
down in a rescue basket to save the family. Their teamwork is 
unrivaled: “With strength, control, and nerves of steel, / this 
awesome team is just unreal!” Rinker’s energetic rhymes pulse 
with suspense and bravado. With broad shoulders, oversized 
hands, and a square jaw line, brown-skinned Roy is the epitome 
of a superhero. The strategically placed comic panels help pace 
the action. Tate plays with perspectives, showing dramatic 
scenes from an overhead view before switching to low-angle 
shots showing Roto and Roy coming to the rescue. Characters 
are diverse. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Nature can be intense; (super)heroic teamwork puts 
things right in this thrilling tale. (Picture book. 5-8)

THE CAT, THE OWL AND THE 
FRESH FISH
Robert, Nadine
Illus. by Sang Miao
Trans. by Catherine Ostiguy & Nick Frost
Milky Way (36 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Feb. 14, 2023
978-1-990252-17-4  

This owl and pussycat won’t be sail-
ing away together anytime soon, and readers wouldn’t have it 
any other way.

Anchored in the center of a small pond sits a rowboat with 
a basket of fish. When hungry Gray Cat comes along, a nearby 
owl offers to make a deal: If Gray Cat will only remove the log 
trapping the owl’s claw, the owl will tell the cat who owns the 
boat and fish. Alas, the covetous kitty has eyes only for the deli-
cious prize, so the owl starts telling tall tales. When the owl says 
it saw a rock “moving toward the pond as if it had legs,” Gray Cat 
decides to use a rock as a steppingstone. Next the owl claims to 
have seen both a bucket and then a crate moving toward the 
boat, and Gray Cat uses them to get closer. And when the owl 
mentions a log, the cat unthinkingly frees the bird’s claw…and 
finally the true owner of the fish is revealed. Gouache, water-
color, and pencil give this tale, translated from French, a classic, 

“Aesop himself would be pleased with this original 
parable of brains outsmarting greed.”

the cat, the owl and the fresh fish
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almost old-fashioned look in the vein of the early Little Golden 
Books, albeit with some heady design choices. Meanwhile, the 
smartly led storytelling eschews moralizing in favor of letting 
actions speak for themselves. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Aesop himself would be pleased with this original parable 
of brains outsmarting greed. (Picture book. 3-6)

CAN I RECYCLE THIS?
A Kid’s Guide to Better 
Recycling and How To 
Reduce Single-Use Plastics
Romer, Jennie
Illus. by Christie Young
Viking (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-0-593-20407-8  

What is recycling? Why and how should we do it?
Romer, a lawyer, Environmental Protection Agency admin-

istrator, and plastic bag foe, published a comprehensive and 
well-received guidebook to recycling for adults in 2021. Now 
she and her illustrator return with this lively edition aimed at 
young readers. In a conversational voice, she explains the need 
for recycling—to conserve natural resources and avoid con-
tributing to our garbage problem. Romer clearly explains the 
process, describing the procedure and equipment used in big 
recycling centers. Even with all the sorting and smashing, not all 
the potentially recyclable materials will be reused—a business 
must want to buy them. In order for the plastic to be reused, the 
materials will need to be melted, extruded into strips, and cut 
into tiny pieces called nurdles, the basis for new plastic things. 
Finally, Romer provides extensive examples of what can and 
cannot be recycled, depending on the facility, and what read-
ers might use instead of single-use plastic. Here, she returns to 
her long-running campaign against plastic bags. Plastic bags 
recycled at grocery stores do have a market, but her advice to 
bring your own bag is still sound. All of this is engagingly illus-
trated with Young’s amusing spot images; the depictions of 
anthropomorphized bottles, cereal boxes, and other items brim 
with personality. There are plenty of books about recycling for 
this audience but few with such instant appeal. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Robust material to get the next generation of environ-
mentalists on the right path. (author’s note, further resources, 
glossary) (Informational picture book. 5-9)

WHEN A FRIEND NEEDS 
A FRIEND
Roozeboos
Scholastic (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781338813944  

Friends know when to be there and 
when to provide space.

Aya’s friend Oskar loves to build 
things with whatever materials are at 
hand. When they are together, they 

make up fanciful stories about his creations. They also like to 
take walks to a construction site where a relative of Oskar’s 
works. Occasionally, Oskar goes through periods where he’s in 
a sad mood. This time, it lasts awhile. Aya wants to cheer him 
up but isn’t sure how. The construction workers tell Aya that 

“sometimes Oskar has big feelings” and needs space to experi-
ence them. While they’re apart, Aya sends Oskar paper airplane 
notes, and Oskar builds a treehouse. Eventually, Oskar feels 
better, and the two friends visit the construction site for a spe-
cial treat. This story of friendship through emotional times has 
an easygoing pace and tone. It’s thematically appropriate, but 
ultimately there’s not much to this tale. The collage-style art 
is cartoon- and childlike, “constructing” the scenes in mostly 
muted hues. Part of the unresolved impression comes from a 
lack of definition to the central problem; the brief author’s note 
says the story was inspired by a friend who “struggles with sad-
ness” and is meant to encourage children “to embrace all their 
emotions.” Oskar is light-skinned, Aya has dark brown skin, and 
other characters are diverse. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A pleasant but vague take on grappling with big feelings. 
(Picture book. 4-7)

GRAYSEN FOXX AND THE 
TREASURE OF PRINCIPAL 
REDBEARD
Savage, J. Scott
Illus. by Brandon Dorman
Shadow Mountain (256 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-1-63993-103-3 
Series: Graysen Foxx, School Treasure 
Hunter, 1 

A long-lost treasure eludes the grasp 
of a determined adventure seeker. 

Fifth grader Graysen Foxx is on the hunt for the trove of 
Principal Redbeard. The rumored collection of confiscated toys, 
comic books, trading cards, and old-school gaming devices has 
been lost to the ages, but Graysen, who reads White, is deter-
mined to uncover its location. Unfortunately, his nemesis, Raven 
Ransom, a redheaded fellow fifth grader, hopes to find the trea-
sure for herself and will stop at nothing to claim it. Graysen is 
ready for action, feats of derring-do, and the occasional brain 
teasing puzzle. With third grade twins Maya and Jack Delgado 

“Robust material to get the next generation 
of environmentalists on the right path.”

can i recycle this?
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as his allies, The Gray Fox is on the hunt, with Red Raven, her 
Second Grade Spy Network, and ruthless sixth graders looking 
at every turn. The riff on Indiana Jones and Uncharted for the 
middle-grade set works well enough, peppered as it is with effu-
sive verbiage that will get pulses going right from the start. The 
problem comes when the novel needs to keep up that pace: The 
high stakes and rollicking action get a bit cumbersome when 
breathlessly and repeatedly recounted at the same pitch. The 
modulation is off a bit, making the novel feel too long. Still, 
Graysen is an engaging protagonist, and his world is charming 
enough that readers will likely stick with it. Names signal ethnic 
diversity in the supporting cast. Final art not seen.

A strong premise let down by its execution. (Adventure. 8-12)

IN BETWEEN 
Sayre, April Pulley with Jeff Sayre
Beach Lane/Simon & Schuster 
(40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-1-5344-8781-9  

A celebration of transitions in the animal world.
The late April Pulley Sayre documents the in-between 

moments of animal lives in this posthumously published poem 
and photo album co-authored by her husband, Jeff. In words 
and pictures, they demonstrate preparations, waiting, antici-
pation, even some trepidation—animal experiences that their 
human readers will surely share. Ground squirrels, chipmunks, 
and raccoons peek out from hiding places. There are takeoffs, 
flights, and landings featuring a chickadee, a robin, a blue jay, a 
red-tailed hawk, a wood stork, flamingos, and a whale leaping 
from the water. Some images show animals in families: robins 
in a nest, squirrels, Canada geese, two groundhogs. Many depict 
young animals, not quite prepared to go out in the world, “awk-
ward,” “unsteady,” “almost ready.” A green darner dragonfly still 
perched on its previous nymph form—“body transformed, / but 
not yet gliding.” The close-up images are crisp and clear, the 
word choice is precise, and the poem flows smoothly—April 
Pulley Sayre has a well-deserved reputation for combining visu-
als and text to encourage a child’s awe at the natural world, and 
this exemplary work is a shining example. The animals are not 
identified, but most will be familiar to young American readers.
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Wondrous and wonderful, for reading and thinking and 
sharing. (Picture book. 4-8)

THIS IS A STORY
Schu, John
Illus. by Lauren Castillo
Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-5362-0452-0  

To find just the right book—that is 
the question and the answer.

“This is a word. This is a word on a page. This is a page in 
a book.” A light-skinned family—two children and their care-
giver—visits the library and finds a whole world of words, pages, 
shelves, and books waiting for readers to discover them and 
unlock their secrets. The older child, lying on their tummy, 
reads their book, enraptured. Other enthralled kids are there, 
too—“with minds full of questions…with ideas to explore…
with hopes for the future…with imaginations ready to spark,” 
all caught up in the words in their own selected books, some of 
which readers may recognize. This brief, very simply told tale 
clearly makes the point that readers often forge meaningful 
connections with books. It also expresses the idea that a story 

“helps us understand…everything!” While this is a lovely notion, 
it’s a vague, idealistic (and not necessarily true) one that young 
children may not fully grasp—though they’ll relate to the idea 
of losing themselves in beloved books. The soft illustrations, 
created with ink, watercolor, and pastel, suit the gentle narra-
tive. They depict racial diversity; one child is shown wearing a 
yarmulke. The children’s librarian is light-skinned. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

A slightly lofty but sweet tribute to a book’s ability to cre-
ate deep, lasting connections with readers. (Picture book. 4-8)

SEVEN GOOD YEARS
A Yiddish Folktale
Smith, Shoham
Illus. by Eitan Eloa
Trans. by Ilana Kurshan
Kalaniot Books (32 pp.) 
$19.99  |  March 21, 2023
9798986396521  

Riches are in the eye of the beholder.
Tuvia, an impoverished porter, encounters a green-garbed 

stranger with bright pink skin who promises him “seven good 
years,” to commence whenever he chooses. Tuvia’s wife, Sorka, 
wants them to begin immediately; magically, a pile of gold 
appears behind the family hut. The seven years fly by. When the 
benefactor returns to tell Tuvia that time’s up, he’s surprised the 
couple still wear tattered garments and reside in their shabby 
hut; the gold is still piled high. Sorka explains they spent the 
money only on their children’s education and want the rest 
donated to those “less fortunate.” The benevolent stranger 
takes it away. But the next morning, more gold is piled in their 
yard, and—readers learn—“another seven years began.” This 
humorous, ambiguous, slightly confusing tale, translated from 
Hebrew and expressed in a bouncy oral-storyteller’s voice, is 
based on a story published in the early 1900s by renowned Yid-
dish author Isaac Leib Peretz and, per the backmatter, “reflects 
Peretz’s appreciation for the simple piety of Eastern European 
Jews and his interest in Jewish folktales and values.” It’s a con-
versation sparker about how being rich really means being 
satisfied with what you already have. The lively cartoonish illus-
trations are colorful but seem unsuited to a folktale and give no 
real sense of time or place. Tuvia’s family is light-skinned. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)
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A niche offering that may find appreciative audiences in 
Jewish-school or synagogue-library collections. (Picture book. 
5-8)

MY BRAIN IS MAGIC
A Sensory-Seeking 
Celebration
Sooful, Prasha
Illus. by Geeta Ladi
Soaring Kite Books (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781953859617  

A vivacious young narrator takes readers on a tour of their 
sensory-seeking brain.

The protagonist, a brown-skinned, bespectacled child who 
sports a blue jumper dress and striped leggings and wears their 
short brown hair in two buns, explains their “magic” brain, 
which they compare to a variety of animals. When their brain 
feels like a bee, it makes them buzz about. When their brain 
is an octopus, they want to “touch everything!” When their 
brain is a lion, it’s time to be loud. These and other behaviors 
are presented as a part of the magic of their brain. The child 
also mentions calming activities that they do when their brain 
becomes overwhelmed. The tone is positive and nonjudgmen-
tal even when the child is crashing into mom and dad or making 
a soap bubble mess. This story would be relatable and validating 
to many young readers with ADHD, autism, or other neurodi-
vergence that leads them to exhibit sensory-seeking behaviors 
(examples in Sooful’s author’s note include a desire for move-
ment or oral sensory input, like cold or crunchy foods). This 
celebration of neurodivergence (though it never uses the word) 
promotes safe ways for young kids to get their sensory needs 
met. The text is pithy but lively, good for reading aloud. The art 
is expressive and colorful, with lots of warm pinks and oranges. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A sweet, energetic book that can help neurodivergent kids 
understand their brains better. (Picture book. 3-7)

BRAVO, AVOCADO!
Stiefel, Chana
Illus. by Anna Süßbauer
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-0-06-307698-3  

A food-based frolic focused on 
acceptance.

Noticing a sign for “Today’s Spe-
cials” at the farmers market, Avocado longs to be special, too, 
and tries to discover what sets her apart. She attempts dancing 
lessons with Tomato, pulling funny faces with Pumpkin, and 
even a makeover, but nothing works. When Avocado cries out 
in exasperation, she summons none other than Toaster, who 
tells Avocado to look in the mirror and find what about her is 

already special. It works, and Avocado scrawls a sign with all 
her good points, such as her bravery and generosity, all for the 
low price of $1. Given that the goal is purchase and consump-
tion, Avocado’s mission, taken to its logical conclusion, feels a 
bit off. (Fortunately, while human legs and hands of varied skin 
tones travel across the pages, no foods ever leave the story for a 
shopper’s basket.) Attentive readers may wish all the characters 
sought acceptance for their own community gain instead of for 
sales appeal. Still, those able to detach from this subtext will 
enjoy the ride and find conversation starters about self-worth. 
Bright, chunky art has wide appeal, and the rampant food puns 
will entertain adults even if they are lost on children. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Well intentioned though slightly off-kilter in its messaging. 
(Picture book. 4-6)

SOON, YOUR HANDS
Stutzman, Jonathan
Illus. by Elizabeth Lilly
Knopf (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-0-593-42707-1  

As children grow, they learn to use 
their hands to manipulate and create 
while their minds grasp ever more com-

plex ideas.
A parent speaks directly to a child, telling them how their 

small hands fit perfectly in the larger adult hands. “But soon, 
your hands will grow. And learn.” The child will be able to do 
things that are practical, messy, bold, and creative and find 
splendid new experiences in the wider world. Then the parent 
can let go. But, for now, those small hands still need the strength 
and encouragement of a loving parent. Stutzman’s poetic text is 
a sweet, warm, somewhat abstract testament to parents’ protec-
tive love, enhanced by Lilly’s loose, quirky pen, ink, and water-
color illustrations, which provide needed, concrete expressions 
of the theme. They depict three diverse families, neighbors in 
three attached row houses. Two Black adults, of different skin 
tones, head one family with a Black child. A brown-skinned 
couple parent a child who wears hearing aids; the family is cued 
as Latine. A light-skinned working parent and older adult (per-
haps a grandparent) care for a light-skinned child. A page of 
framed, labeled photos of the children as adults appears toward 
the end—the narrator’s hopeful predictions for their futures. 
Sharp-eyed readers will notice carefully crafted details in the 
vignettes that depict each family’s unique qualities and what 
they share—namely, their love and closeness. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Beautifully tender and thoughtful. (American Sign Lan-
guage glossary) (Picture book. 4-9)
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MY STRANGE 
SHRINKING PARENTS 
Sworder, Zeno
Thames & Hudson (40 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Jan. 10, 2023
978-1-76076-295-7  

A symbolic manifestation of a very 
real sacrifice.

Muted colors and stunning, intri-
cately textured illustrations set a solemn 
tone as the narrator’s Chinese immigrant 

parents are introduced. The unnamed narrator explains that “all 
children believe their parents to be strange,” yet he insists that 
his are “more unusual than most.” His parents’ love is unques-
tionable; both do “their best to hold [him] safely above the daily 
troubles they faced.” For his third birthday, his parents barter 
with the local baker; the narrator reveals that the price for a 
beautiful cake is two inches from both parents’ height. The same 
price is paid year after year for the narrator’s tuition, school uni-
forms, and supplies, causing the parents to continually shrink 
as their child inversely grows. The narrator examines both 
the charms of being smaller (“there was more room for danc-
ing in the kitchen”) and the heartaches—condescension from 
others and his own resentment for the discrimination they all 
face for being different. The boy, now a man, cares for his tiny 
aging parents, making sure they live in comfort in a dollhouse. 
This deceptively simple tale is laced with profound, beautifully 
wrought truths. As a parent himself, the narrator offers a tender 
reflection on his mother and father: “Though our lives may be 
humble / we are giants within.” (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A clever and poignant tribute to the love of all those who 
made the journey. (author’s note) (Picture book. 9-14)

THE DREAM TRAIN
Poems for Bedtime
Taylor, Sean
Illus. by Anuska Allepuz
Candlewick (88 pp.) 
$19.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-5362-2834-2  

Original poems to read at twilight, at 
bedtime, and after.

Taylor sticks largely to traditional nighty-night topics and 
tropes, from sleeping animals, the moon, and the sound of rain 
to the titular train and (with a proper nod to Robert Louis Ste-
venson’s “The Land of Counterpane”) the transformation of 
rumpled bedcovers into an undiscovered country. Given the 
plethora of sleep-themed poetry titles out there, this one may 
not stand out on a crowded shelf, and the soporific tonality 
does suffer some interruptions—notably in a catalog of “Sleep 
Stealers” (“And, just when your eyes / fill with flickers of sleep, / 
they’ll set off a car alarm / out in the street”) and verses about 
a “Cave Bear’s Snore” (“A volcano’s pretty scary. / So’s a lion’s 
roar”)—but overall Taylor makes effective use of rhyme, rhythm, 

and repetition to weigh down young eyelids: “Moonrise. Bat 
flies. Night skies. Sleepy sighs. / Teddy eyes. Beddy-byes. Lulla-
bies. Shut your eyes.” Allepuz follows suit with twilit and moon-
lit scenes of drowsing wild creatures mixed with softly textured 
tumbles of family groups (including one with an adult using a 
wheelchair and holding a child on their lap) and variously hued 
children cavorting, getting ready for bed, or floating into dream-
land beneath starry skies. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Not the most compellingly slumberous collection out 
there but adequate for the purpose. (Picture-book poetry. 4-6)

TIGER & CAT
Tee, Allira
Berbay Publishing (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-1-922610-50-8  

Sometimes you have to leave to dis-
cover where home is.

Tiger and Cat are inseparable: They 
dance, play, eat, drink tea, and explore 
together. Then Tiger tells Cat he must go 

to Tiger Camp to “earn [his] stripes” and become a “real tiger.” 
Cat’s protestations that he has stripes and is a tiger already don’t 
help; both friends are heartbroken. Time passes. Cat continues 
the activities she once enjoyed with Tiger, while Tiger learns 
to live “wild.” Cat stops everyone she encounters who wears 
stripes, finally meeting a young, brown-skinned girl named 
Susie wearing a tiger costume. After hearing Cat’s sad tale, Susie 
transcribes a message that the feline dictates, which Cat recites 
aloud to an absent Tiger at bedtime. That night, Tiger dreams 
Cat tells him how much she misses him. The next day, Tiger 
returns, admitting that “Tiger Camp just wasn’t for me!” Tiger 
accepts his identity as it is, realizing he doesn’t have to change. 
This gentle Australian import conveys the empowering message 
that we should be proud of exactly who we are. Unfortunately, 
the writing is amateurish and sentimental, though the charac-
ters are sympathetic. The pleasant, delicately colored line draw-
ings nicely capture expressive Tiger and Cat’s sweet, enduring 
bond, but readers’ understanding may be hampered somewhat 
if they don’t know the meaning of the idiomatic expression 

“earning one’s stripes.” (This book was reviewed digitally.)
An important life message inexpertly conveyed. (Picture 

book. 4-7)

“A clever and poignant tribute to the love of 
all those who made the journey.”

my strange shrinking parents
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IF I WERE THE MOON
Terry, Jesse
Illus. by Jacqueline East
Schiffer (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-0-7643-6570-6  

A lullaby about watching out for the 
ones you love.

An anthropomorphic full moon shines down on a White 
blond child in purple boots and a blue dress as they have adven-
tures with their animal friends: a rabbit, a goose, and a little ele-
phant. Their bicycle doesn’t need a headlight with the moon’s 
light, and they can see fine to row a boat out on the sea. (Though 
they sport helmets on the bike, there are no life jackets in sight.) 
The moon lets down a swing, and they ride it up to the pillowy 
clouds atop the moon. The final fantastical scene—“If I were 
the moon. / I’d fly you home / on outstretched wings”—shows 
the four friends riding atop a huge barn owl as it swoops them 
back home again. The last spread shows the reality: the child 
snuggled in bed with three stuffed animals, an owl taking off 
from a branch outside the bedroom window. While parents-to-
be and those with very young children may feel comforted by 
the message in the song-turned–picture book, their children 
are not likely to get the message at all, especially since it is never 
clear who the I is referring to. They will be more drawn by the 
softly colored illustrations that seem lit from within by both 
the moon and the fireflies festooned throughout the pages. The 
joy on the characters’ faces is evident and infectious, though 
some of the verses are hard to read against the background. A 
website link allows readers to hear Terry’s song. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A mediocre jump from song to picture book. (Picture book. 
4-6)

MOUSEBOAT
Theule, Larissa
Illus. by Abigail Halpin
Viking (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-0-593-32735-7  

It can be hard to find home again.
On a trip to the lake house, young 

Faye addresses someone absent. Clues 
reveal it to be Faye’s Mama. Without her presence, the house 
feels empty. “Dad does everything different,” and the quiet 
between them reverberates, too. In a move to connect with 
Mama, the child sets off in a boat labeled “Faye & Mama’s 
Mouseboat.” In sparse but moving text, Theule explores the 
soft, somber moments of grief. The dynamic changes, not only 
between the absent and the present, but between those left 
behind as well. Halpin’s detailed watercolor, colored pencil, 
and digital art captures the tone and narrative progression of 
Faye’s story. Out on the stormy water, where not only can Mama 
be heard, but her voice is all-encompassing, the typography 

switches over to all caps, giving the moment an intimate feel. 
The reassuring message—“YOU’RE GOING TO BE OKAY. 
BE BRAVE. I LOVE YOU”—boldly placed across the spread 
will be felt deeply in Faye’s and in readers’ hearts. Halpin ren-
ders this cathartic moment in a more abstract style, as vignettes 
of memories are overlaid on Faye’s figure, depicted in orangey-
red hues. Faye returns to shore and Dad’s arms. Together, the 
pair look at photos, and the bedroom wallpaper behind them 
blurs into inky scenes of memories—a synthesis of past and 
present. Characters present as Asian. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

A soothing, reassuring look at loss and life. (Picture book. 4-8)

WOMBAT, THE 
RELUCTANT HERO
Trimmer, Christian
Illus. by Rachel Gyan
Roaring Brook Press (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 21, 2023
9781250788573  

What makes a hero?
Wombat is clean, tidy, and orderly. 

Not so her “disheveled,” “bedraggled” 
neighbors, Wallaby, Wallaroo, and Kangaroo, who, like Wom-
bat, are native to Australia. She observes that this summer 
is especially hot and dry, and levels in the water hole are low. 
Taking matters into her own paws, Wombat dons special gear 
and uses her powerful claws to dig deep underground until 
she strikes water, thus replenishing the hole’s supply and earn-
ing her pals’ relieved gratitude. Next evening it’s hotter; more 
animals surround the water hole, which is depleted once more. 
Wombat digs furiously and locates water again; everyone cheers. 
A greater threat looms the following afternoon when Koala 
alerts Wombat to a raging bush fire. This time she demonstrates 
heroism by inviting all her neighbors into her burrow, offering 
them safety and refuge when their homes are destroyed. When 
the fire subsides, they join forces and rebuild their community, 
bringing a satisfying conclusion to a sweet story about friend-
ship and cooperation—and reminding readers that true heroes 
assist others whenever they’re needed and without having to 
be asked. An author’s note includes fascinating true facts about 
wombats that inspired this story. The lively, textured digital 
illustrations are colorful, their bright hues foreshadowing a 
hopeful outlook at story’s end. Wombat is portrayed as expres-
sive and gruffly determined, her underground home, cozy and 
warm. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Welcome evidence that heroes come in all sizes, colors, 
shapes, and species. (illustrator’s note) (Picture book. 4-7)

“Welcome evidence that heroes come 
in all sizes, colors, shapes, and species.”

wombat, the reluctant hero
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EVERY DAY’S A HOLIDAY
Winnie’s Birthday 
Countdown
Wade, Stef
Illus. by Husna Aghniya
Running Press Kids (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 3, 2023
978-0-7624-7818-7  

A family makes the most of every day 
of the year through big and small celebrations.

Several days after turning 5, Winnie can’t wait until her next 
birthday, but there are 362 days until then. So her mother comes 
up with a way to encourage Winnie to appreciate the days in 
between birthdays. “Happy National Popcorn Day!” Winnie’s 
mom declares on Jan. 19. The pair share the same high energy 
throughout the yearlong celebration of holidays. The ambitious 
project is lovingly designed to stretch from Winnie’s fifth to 
sixth birthdays, which could be inspiring to some caregivers or 
enough to make some feel like underperformers at large. Though 
the tone is upbeat, the selection of holidays seems random. 
Silly, sweet festivities like Send a Card to a Friend Day (Feb. 7) 
and Kick Butt Day (the second Monday in October) dominate, 
though Patriot’s Day, Veterans Day, and Independence Day are 
also part of the mix, along with Lunar New Year and Passover, cel-
ebrated with, respectively, Winnie’s classmates and her neighbors. 
Mexican, Polish, Chinese, Japanese, Spanish, and Indian cuisines 
are shared during various food appreciation days, though Black 
culture and celebrations aren’t acknowledged. The busy art, in a 
warm, bright color scheme, is effective, with a blend of vignettes 
and full-page images. Winnie and her family are brown-skinned; 
her community is a diverse one. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A cheery though scattered invitation to appreciate the cal-
endar year. (list of included holidays) (Picture book. 4-6)

TREES
Haiku From Roots to Leaves
Walker, Sally M.
Illus. by Angela Mckay
Candlewick (48 pp.) 
$19.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-5362-1550-2  

Adopting the haiku form, Walker 
examines trees, from seed to crown, 

from ancient times to modern.
In 10 sections, verses—sparsely punctuated and without 

initial capitalization—vary in function, alternating the oblique 
delivery of facts with often lovely metaphor. The section 

“What’s in a Name?” begins factually: “scientific names / (two-
word Latin tongue twisters) / prevent confusion.” The next 
verse shifts whimsically: “Ginkgo biloba: / hungry mouths chomp 
chewy greens— / dinosaur salad.” Walker’s imagery is deft, as 
in these assonant lines: “covered with gray fur / pussywillow 
catkins cling: / kittens on slim twigs.” The scope is impressive; 
sweeping across eons, from ancient tree ferns to urban forests, 

Walker covers seed reproduction, the nutritive function of 
xylem and phloem tubes, leaf biology, environmental symbiosis, 
and forest habitats. Mckay’s gouache illustrations emphasize 
stylized charm over visual verisimilitude, sidestepping oppor-
tunities to visually extend the distilled text. A tree’s concentric 
growth circles, well explained in the backmatter, get a cartoon-
ish treatment, while the “Leaf Laboratories” section chiefly 
presents leaves as indistinguishable blobs on branches. Simple 
labels might have allayed confusion between xylem tubes and 
phloem tubes. People in treehouses and parks are diverse. An 
excellent six-page informational section expands on the text’s 
10 topic areas. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Despite some misalignment between form and content, 
an attractive, informative presentation. (timeline, informa-
tion on trees, author’s note, glossary, bibliography, books, 
websites) (Informational picture book/poetry. 6-9)

LOVE IS LOUD 
How Diane Nash 
Led the Civil Rights 
Movement
Wallace, Sandra Neil
Illus. by Bryan Collier
Paula Wiseman/Simon & Schuster 
(48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jan. 10, 2023
978-1-5344-5103-2  

Diane Nash led thousands and helped to pass the Voting 
Rights Act.

Born in 1938, emerald green–eyed and well-loved Nash 
learned from her mother, father, and grandmother to value unity 
over division and expect equal treatment, regardless of locale or 
circumstance. When Nash moved from Chicago’s South Side 
to her grandmother’s home in segregated Tennessee, she real-
ized that if she wanted equality, she had to fight for it. Peacefully. 
She learned to combat racism through sit-ins and marches and 
by confronting politicians who would dismiss her if they could. 
The second-person narrator speaks directly to Nash, reciting in 
lyrical, sometimes rhyming prose how she systematically fought 
for African American freedoms and rights throughout her life. 
This picture-book biography illustrates how Black women of 
the civil rights movement, like Nash, who had just as much 
impact as men like Martin Luther King Jr. and John Lewis, 
have received much less attention than they deserve. Collier’s 
moving, stylized, recognizable watercolor and collage illustra-
tions capture the love that surrounds Nash that strengthens her 
resolve to show her love to the next generation, including her 
own unborn child, steadfastly pursuing social conditions that 
would build a better future. Wallace’s text lends buoyancy to 
the narrative, making it a memorable read-aloud. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A poignant and powerful portrayal of the life and work of 
an unsung civil rights activist. (author’s and illustrator’s notes, 
timeline, video interviews, further reading, quote sources, bib-
liography, historical photographs) (Picture-book biography. 7-11)
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HOW TO CATCH A 
GARDEN FAIRY
A Springtime Adventure
Walstead, Alice
Illus. by Andy Elkerton
Sourcebooks Wonderland (40 pp.) 
$10.99  |  March 28, 2023
9781728263205 
Series: How To Catch… 

A fairy tending their garden manages to survive a gaggle of 
young intruders.

In halting cadences typical of the long-running—and 
increasingly less amusing—How To Catch… series, the startled 
mite—never seen face-on in Elkerton’s candy-colored pictures 
and indeterminate of gender—wonders about the racially 
diverse interlopers: “Do they know that I can grant wishes? 
/ Or that a new fairy is born when they giggle?” The visual 
action rather belies the sweetness of the verses, the palette, the 
bright flowers, and the multicolored resident zebras and uni-
corns, as after repeated, elaborately designed efforts to trap or 
even shoot (with a peashooter) the fairy come to naught, the 
laughing children are escorted out of the garden beneath a ris-
ing moon. The encounter ends on a (perhaps unconsciously) 
ominous note. “Hope they find their way back sometime,” the 
butterfly-winged narrator concludes. “And just maybe next time 
they’ll stay!” (This book was reviewed digitally.)

The premise is worn gossamer thin, and the joke stopped 
being funny, if it ever was, long ago. (Picture book. 5-7)

ALL RISE
The Story of Ketanji 
Brown Jackson
Weatherford, Carole Boston
Illus. by Ashley Evans
Crown (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9780593650165  

A praise song for the U.S. Supreme Court’s first Black 
woman justice.

Using “She rose” or “Ketanji rose” as refrains, Weather-
ford retraces in pithy evangelical bursts the general course of 
her subject’s early life and career—from being elected “mayor” 
of her junior high school to shrugging off slights to her name 
and race, levitating past a guidance counselor’s doubts about 
her getting into Harvard (where she ended up editing the law 
journal as a graduate student), and, as a federal judge, coming 
to the attention of Presidents Barack Obama and Joe Biden on 
her way to the judicial top. Leaving further character analysis 
and biographical detail to others, the author then just quotes 
Jackson that she is “standing on the shoulders of my own role 
models” and closes by positioning her as “a role model for chil-
dren everywhere.” Evans follows suit in scenes of the buoyantly 
smiling justice at various ages and with her childhood and adult 
families by adding portraits of Shirley Chisholm, Maya Angelou, 

and other Black women who overcame obstacles. A letter from 
the author to her granddaughter (“and all of our daughters”) 
closes out the book. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A distinctly purposeful profile. (timeline) (Picture-book biog-
raphy. 6-8)

YOU ARE MY PRIDE 
A Love Letter From Your 
Motherland
Weatherford, Carole Boston
Illus. by E.B. Lewis
Astra Young Readers (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 10, 2023
978-1-63592-387-2  

A love letter to humans, all of whom 
originated in Africa.

Told in second person by Africa herself, this evolution story 
opens with images of landscapes as the narrator announces, 

“I am the mother of all humanity / I have a long history and a 
longer memory.” What she remembers most of all is “you, / my 
offspring of all colors / in all corners of the earth.” In beauti-
fully evocative free verse, she reminds us of “our timeless bond,” 
and as she progresses through time, the illustrations show dif-
ferent landforms and then a hominid sitting in the mouth of a 
cave. The narrator emphasizes humans’ survival and the things 
Mother Africa provided that enabled them to live through dif-
ficult conditions: caves for shelter, forests for food, intelligence 
to outwit predators. Lewis’ gorgeous, dreamlike watercolors 
sharpen as they move closer to contemporary life. The book’s 
title has a double meaning: In one image, a lioness closes in on a 
swift-moving herd of gazelles while the narrator articulates her 
love for these animals, “but,” she says, “you, child, are my pride.” 
By labeling humans with the collective noun for lions, Africa 
claims all of us as her family and also makes clear that we are the 
creation of which she is proudest—an inspired use of wordplay. 
An appended evolutionary timeline will spark further scientific 
research. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A strikingly illustrated, innovative story of human evolu-
tion at the intersections of science and art. (Informational picture 
book. 4-10)

http://kirkus.com
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THE DAY THE RIVER 
CAUGHT FIRE
How the Cuyahoga River 
Exploded and Ignited the 
Earth Day Movement
Wittenstein, Barry
Illus. by Jessie Hartland
Paula Wiseman/Simon & Schuster 
(48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 28, 2023
9781534480834  

A testament to the 1969 Cuyahoga River fire, which helped 
to spark Earth Day and the environmental movement.

The fire itself was quickly doused and only a minor news 
story (the Cuyahoga, located in Cleveland, Ohio, having already, 
the author notes, caught fire 13 times since 1886), but thanks 
in part to crusading Detroit Mayor Carl Stokes—and, really, 
the times—it proved a tipping point in the history of environ-
mental legislation and activism. In occasionally imprecise but 
vivid prose punctuated by incendiary KABOOMs, Wittenstein 
explains how the river became a “toxic soup of wood, metal, 
chemicals, oil, and even animal body parts” ripe for combustion, 
as were rivers in other industrial cities (“They were KABOOM-
ING out of control!”). “People,” he writes, “finally opened their 
ears and eyes. They were tired of holding their noses.” But 
despite ending the main narrative with an optimistic observa-
tion that the river is clean enough today for fish to survive in 
it, he closes with an author’s note that offers a strong reminder 
that pollution and climate change remain deadly challenges: 

“This is not a movie. This is the world we have created.” Between 
views of prehistoric mastodons splashing in the unspoiled river 
and modern picnickers catching and cooking a fish (which is 
actually legal now), Hartland depicts racially diverse groups of 
firefighters, officials, marchers with signs in various languages, 
tourists in boats, and city dwellers in increasingly cleaned-up 
settings. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A lively account of a watershed event. (timeline, source 
notes, resource and organization lists, photo, map) (Informa-
tional picture book. 7-9)

NELL PLANTS A TREE 
Wynter, Anne
Illus. by Daniel Miyares
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 31, 2023
978-0-06-286577-9  

Linked stories about the planting 
and multigenerational use of one tree 
unfold in rhythmic verse.

Before children reach for the branches 
and climb a tree, Nell, a young Black child, 

holds a seed. Before awestruck children find a nest filled with 
eggs and watch them hatch, Nell plants the seed. Before children 
race from the house to the tree, before a child finds a perfect 

spot for reading under the tree, before sacks of pecans are col-
lected and sweet pies are baked, Nell nurtures the seedling with 
sunlight and water, then plants the tree. Playful, lovely text 
alternates between quickly flowing verses on spreads with the 
children at their grandmother’s home and slower, methodical 
verses accompanying images of a young Nell planting the tree. 
As Nell grows from a young mother to a grandmother, with 
the same white house in the background, the tree also grows 
and grows until it shelters several generations of Nell’s family. 
Readers will delight in watching as time goes back and forth, 
showing connections between past and present in nature and 
in the family. Pen-and-ink, gouache, and collage illustrations in 
a muted, nature-inspired palette give a slightly old-fashioned, 
atmospheric feel to this rich portrayal of an African American 
family rooted to the land. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Gorgeous images and text chronicle joyful childhood 
experiences—a future classic. (author’s and illustrator’s notes) 
(Picture book. 4-8)

HAROLD THE ICEBERG 
MELTS DOWN
Wyzlic, Lisa
Illus. by Rebecca Syracuse
Feiwel & Friends (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 21, 2023
9781250830623  

Lettuce talk about meltdowns.
Harold, a head of iceberg lettuce, is 

a worrywart. He’s learned from a documentary that icebergs 
are melting. (Harold doesn’t understand what he really is: His 
sticker with the words iceberg lettuce has partially peeled off; he 
sees only iceberg.) Harold voices his concerns to his sympathetic 
fridge mates, who suggest ways to cope with his anxiety, but 
not before he’s tried escaping his dire future. Finally, a head of 
bok choy tells Harold what he really is and that lettuces don’t 
melt; a tomato concedes, however, that real icebergs do. This 
leads Harold to galvanize his friends into save-the-planet mode. 
While lively, this story perhaps tries to accomplish too much 
by attempting to dovetail the reality of one kind of meltdown—
that occurring to icebergs because of global warming—into 
another (that facing children in the form of overwhelming 
emotions) in a less-than-seamless manner. Additionally, though 
the narrative includes solutions to both problems, adults will 
have some explaining to do. Many kids won’t know what a 
documentary is and may also miss the tale’s whole humorous 
punning point if they’re unfamiliar with the term iceberg lettuce; 
many may also be unaware of the melting-iceberg crisis. The 
stratagems for handling stress are useful, though, and the color-
ful, cartoonish digital illustrations are energetic and expressive. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Some fun, with worthwhile points raised. It may even 
get some kids to try lettuce. (Harold’s tips to combat climate 
change; Harold’s tips for cooling down) (Picture book. 4-7)

“Gorgeous images and text chronicle joyful 
childhood experiences—a future classic.”

nell plants a tree

http://kirkus.com
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LOVE MAKES A 
GARDEN GROW
Yoo, Taeeun
Paula Wiseman/Simon & Schuster 
(40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-1-5344-4286-3  

A child helps their grandfather with 
his garden through significant life changes.

To the little protagonist, Grandfather’s garden feels big, 
with many flowers in the yard, bonsai trees on the balcony, 
and even a greenhouse. They spend time together reading 
about how to care for flowers, but sometimes the child feels 
like Grandfather cares more about his plants. That all changes 
when Grandfather gives the child a birthday present: a pot full 
of peonies, the protagonist’s favorite flower. As the peonies 
grow, so does the child, and Grandfather and grandchild spend 
more time together taking care of the peonies. Time goes on, 
Grandfather moves out of his big house to a small apartment, 
and the child becomes an adult, moving far away, but Grandfa-
ther finds a way to send love and a piece of home to comfort the 
grandchild. Based on the author’s childhood memories, this is a 
sweet story of an intergenerational relationship and a beautiful 
reminder that love can be expressed through actions, drawings, 
gifts, and time spent together. Emphasis on big life changes will 
resonate with readers of all ages. The simple text is brought to 
life with bright, cozy illustrations that capture the changing 
of time well. Both Grandfather and the child present as Asian. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A tender tale of how love and home can reach us even 
through life changes. (author’s note) (Picture book. 4-8)

A-TRAIN ALLEN
Younge, Lesley
Illus. by Lonnie Ollivierre
Sleeping Bear Press (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 15, 2023
9781534111837 
Series: Own Voices, Own Stories 

A Black child rushes through the city to meet his grandmother.
Meet A-Train Allen, who takes his time getting to school in 

the morning but is known for speeding back home (it’s said that 
he can traverse the city faster than the subway—hence his nick-
name). A-Train Allen flies through the park, past the big kids 
playing basketball and the older men playing chess. As fast as he 
may be, he’s careful when he crosses the street. Barreling down 
the pavement, he responds to passersby with, “Got somewhere 
to be, got somewhere to be!” Depicting a busy, diverse city remi-
niscent of New York, Ollivierre’s illustrations are all brightness 
and movement as the boy weaves through crowded streets. 
A-Train Allen doesn’t slow until he reaches the elevated train 
station, where the tracks are vibrating with the arrival of a train. 
Soon after, his grandmother emerges with a kiss and buckets of 
praise for her grandson, who seems to beat her to the subway 

stop daily. Now that he’s reunited with his grandmother, A-Train 
can enjoy a safe and supervised walk home. Younge’s bouncy text 
makes dynamic use of color, font, and vocabulary (A-Train Allen 

“bolt[s],” “dash[es], and “skid[s]” on his way home) for a tale of 
vitality and verve that will resonate with fans of The Quickest Kid 
in Clarksville (2016) by Pat Zietlow Miller, illustrated by Frank 
Morrison. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A sweet tale worth slowing down to read. (Picture book. 4-8)

http://kirkus.com
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THERE GOES THE 
NEIGHBORHOOD
Adia, Jade
Disney-Hyperion (432 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-1-368-08432-1  

Three friends concoct an elaborate 
ruse to spare their beloved neighbor-
hood from the crushing effects of gen-
trification in Adia’s politically charged 
debut. 

Change is creeping across Rhea, Malachi, and Zeke’s South 
Los Angeles community. Mom-and-pop shops are closing their 
doors, rising rents and evictions are pushing people out of their 
homes, and a growing influx of overpriced, mostly White-
owned businesses are altering the landscape. When Zeke’s 
apartment building becomes the latest battleground, thanks 
to a planned 60% rent increase, the tightknit group of 15-year-
olds decides to act by playing into White fears of Black and 
Latine folks like them. The plan: whip up rumors of a fake gang 
named SOSI taking over the block to scare away any would-be 
gentrifiers. Soon enough, the trio’s efforts to promote the gang 
through social media pay off. Then the death of Zeke’s landlord 
is pinned on SOSI, and the fabricated scheme has serious unin-
tended consequences. Meanwhile, a couple of new kids—Mar-
ley and Lou—move into the bougie side of the neighborhood, 
ingratiating themselves into the friends’ lives and threaten-
ing to alter their tightknit relationships. Equally strong in its 
magnetic messiness and potent candor, the novel plunges into 
discussions of youth activism, capitalism-fueled displacement, 
and racism’s myriad forms with fierce vision and conviction. 
A robust cast of characters diverse across various dimensions 
gives voice to contemporary perspectives on community-ori-
ented social justice and performative wokeness. Though it loses 
steam near the end, this one’s a much-needed read.

Plain terrific. (Fiction. 13-18)

SPIN by Rebecca Caprara ..................................................................126

THE MEMORY EATER by Rebecca Mahoney .................................... 132

THE IMMEASURABLE DEPTH OF YOU 
by Maria Ingrande Mora ................................................................... 135

DIFFERENT FOR BOYS by Patrick Ness; illus. by Tea Bendix ......... 135

INTO THE LIGHT by Mark Oshiro.................................................... 136

A DOOR IN THE DARK by Scott Reintgen ....................................... 138

THE NEXT NEW SYRIAN GIRL by Ream Shukairy ....................... 140

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

THE MEMORY EATER 
Mahoney, Rebecca
Razorbill/Penguin (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-0-593-52460-2 
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By the looks of things so far, this 
year is shaping up to be a memora-
ble one for teen literature, with in-
triguing new releases by beloved es-
tablished writers and exciting debut 
authors alike. Here are 10 upcoming 
releases you won’t want to miss.

Highly Suspicious and Unfairly 
Cute by Talia Hibbert (Joy Revolu-
tion, Jan. 3): The first book in a new 
imprint from husband-and-wife 

team David and Nicola Yoon is the YA debut of bestsell-
ing adult romance author Hibbert, known for her inclu-
sive, body-positive writing. This charming rom-com about 
two Black British teens is hilarious and heartwarming.

The Girl I Am, Was, and Never Will Be: A Speculative 
Memoir of Transracial Adoption by Shannon Gibney (Dut-
ton, Jan. 10): Gibney, a Black biracial woman adopted by 
White parents, breaks new ground with this genre-defying 
work combining fiction and memoir. It interweaves her 
search for her biological parents with an imagined story of 
what might have been.

Unraveller by Frances Hardinge 
(Amulet/Abrams, Jan. 10): Hardinge, a 
Royal Society of Literature Fellow, win-
ner of multiple awards, and the creative 
mind behind numerous utterly original 
works, returns with an emotionally in-
sightful book set in a speculative fic-
tion world that explores the power of 
hatred manifested as curses and the 
complexities of our darker feelings.

Iron Wolf by Siri Pettersen, translated 
by Tara Chace (Arctis Books, Feb. 21): Norwegian fantasy super-
star Pettersen follows her internationally popular Raven Rings 
trilogy with a new series set in the same ancient Norse universe. 
Juva hunts wolves, whose blood has magical powers. When her 
family is threatened by the immortal vardari, buried secrets 
come to life.

She Is a Haunting by Trang Thanh 
Tran (Bloomsbury, Feb. 28): This eerie, 
atmospheric debut is set in a house 
whose ghosts carry the weight of gen-
erations of complicated colonial his-
tory. Philadelphia teen Jade Nguyen 
is in Vietnam visiting her largely ab-
sent father when she is drawn into ex-
ploring a painful legacy.

Different for Boys by Patrick Ness, 
illustrated by Tea Bendix (Walker 

US/Candlewick, March 14): Ness is 
known for unflinchingly tackling dif-
ficult subjects with sensitivity, and 
this novella is no exception. Set in a 
conservative town where being out 
and proud isn’t exactly the norm, it 
explores the impact of internalized 
homophobia on high school boys’ re-
lationships.

Saints of the Household by Ari Tison (Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, March 28): Debut author Tison (Bribri) presents 
an intriguing novel told through a creative blend of prose, 
verse, and Bribri stories that add symbolic depth. The 
story centers Indigenous Costa Rican American brothers 
growing up with a physically abusive father and question-
ing their conceptions of self.

Funeral Songs for Dying Girls by 
Cherie Dimaline (Tundra Books, 
April 4): The latest from Dimaline 
(Métis), an exceptional talent who 
won a Kirkus Prize for The Marrow 
Thieves, follows Winifred, whose fa-
ther works in a crematorium. While 
exploring the cemetery where her 
mother is buried, she meets the ghost 
of a girl who died nearby.

Throwback by Maurene Goo (Zan-
do, April 11): Readers can always 

count on Goo to deliver teen romance with sincerity and 
substance. Her newest book looks 
at a mother-daughter relationship 
complicated by time travel. Saman-
tha Kang ends up back in the 1990s, 
attending high school with her own 
mother. A crush further complicates 
this already sticky situation.

Those Who Saw the Sun: African 
American Oral Histories From the Jim 
Crow South by Jaha Nailah Avery 
(Levine Querido, May 16): Avery, a 
journalist with a background in law, 
documents the voices of African American elders. Shar-
ing their experiences of life in the segregated South, they 
offer today’s young readers a critically important window 
into recent history.

Laura Simeon is a young readers’ editor.

YOUNG ADULT  |  Laura Simeon

a preview of 2023
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BRIGHTER THAN THE SUN
Aleman, Daniel
Little, Brown (400 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 21, 2023
978-0-316-70447-2  

Pulled between her feelings of obliga-
tion to her family and the lure of her own 
dreams, Sol must find a way to straddle 
both political and personal borderlands.

Sol means sun in Spanish, and it 
embodies the effervescent young woman 

Sol strives to be. But her name is short for Soledad, which 
means solitude and represents not only the feast day on which 
she was born, but the isolation she has felt since her mother 
died. By virtue of her birth, she is the only U.S. citizen in her 
family, so she can attend a high school across the border from 
Tijuana—and even one day a U.S. university, something she has 
long dreamed of. For now, though, it also means she’s the only 
one eligible to work in the States. As her family struggles with 
grief, Sol shoulders the burden of supporting them financially. 
On the one hand, living with friends on the California side of 
the border opens up opportunities to cultivate new relation-
ships and renew old ones. On the other hand, she misses see-
ing her family every day. The push and pull between her desires 
and obligations in both Mexico and the U.S. turns the border 
into a liminal space that represents the dichotomy and tension 
it requires to balance between being Sol and Soledad. Though 
outside tensions build to a climactic moment, the story’s heart 
lies within Sol’s first-person stream-of-consciousness narration. 

A coming-of-age narrative with no easy answers but in 
which hope blooms. (Fiction. 13-18)

QUEEN’S CATACOMBS
Bartlett, Jordan H.
CamCat Books (384 pp.) 
$19.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-0-7443-0776-4 
Series: The Frean Chronicles, 2 

The second entry in the Frean 
Chronicles sees its protagonist trying 
to redefine her role as the queen of an 
unequal queendom. 

Former country girl Jacqueline is 
the new Queen of Frea, and only four months after winning 
the grueling Contest of Queens, she must now contend with 
the ins and outs of ruling. She soon realizes she is but a pup-
pet for the powerful women in the Council of Four, doing their 
bidding in exchange for news about her mother and her men-
tor, Master Leschi, both kept captive in a location unknown to 
her. The councilors are the ones who hold the real power in the 
queendom and who are standing in the way of Jacs’ enabling 
real change to bring equality to the Lower Realm, but brew-
ing discontent among young men and an underground move-
ment threaten the peaceful facade of the Upper Realm. Along 

with Connor, her boyfriend and Royal Advisor, plus her loyal 
group of courtiers and Queensguard knights, Jacs must uncover 
the queendom’s hidden secrets before it collapses around her. 
Featuring a multinarrative structure, compelling female char-
acters, intriguing magic, and the politics of an unjust matriar-
chal society, this sequel follows Jacs’ ongoing journey toward 
empowerment, with momentum growing toward the open end-
ing. However, the gender dynamics of the worldbuilding feel 
superficially conceived and unconvincing. Main characters are 
assumed White; most of Jacs’ friends are queer women. 

Bumpy worldbuilding but otherwise a compelling sequel. 
(map) (Fantasy. 14-18)
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“A coming-of-age narrative in which hope blooms.”
brighter than the sun
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GIRL OUT OF TIME
Boyer, Clyde
Girl Friday Books (368 pp.) 
$12.95 paper  |  March 7, 2023
9781954854222  

Science fiction with an environmen-
tal message.

Eighth grader Anna Armstrong’s 
dreams of space travel seem remote after 
her parents die in an accident. That is, 
until she moves from Boston to her Uncle 

Jack’s Indiana farm and meets an international crew of farmers 
and scientists dedicated to growing ideas in addition to food. 
Science-minded Anna is drawn to their work in sustainable 
agriculture, and her aptitude for applied science is quickly put 
into action as she adjusts to her new life and school. But strange 
lights and noises from the sky lead to her surprising discovery: 
Mara Banjoko Lee, an unexpected visitor from the future who is 
a time traveler on the run. Mara begins to train Anna, and their 
tentative bond grows during their boot camp–style sessions. 
While dealing with the ambiguous threat of aliens Mara calls 
the Others, the fallout of Mara’s time travel, portals to other 
worlds, wormholes, and potential damage to the timeline, the 
stakes are high, but the author’s tendency toward observation 
and description over action results in uneven pacing. Accessible 
language, a young protagonist, and center-stage warnings about 
Earth’s precarious future could make this STEM-themed read 
appeal to middle-grade environmentalists, but the slow plotting 
requires patience and may deter less advanced readers. Anna is 
cued as White; Mara’s middle name may indicate some West 
African heritage.

More ambitious than adventurous. (Science fiction. 12-16)

SPIN 
Caprara, Rebecca
Atheneum (400 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-1-66590-619-7  

Arachne, the rash mortal who dared 
to value her weaving skills above those of 
the goddess Athena, explains herself in 
this verse rendering drawn from Ovid’s 
cautionary tale in Metamorphoses.

Young Arachne is bowlegged, ridi-
culed as ugly, and her family is poor and illiterate. “Don’t let 
fools define you,” her wise, loving mother tells her. “There are 
other ways / to make your voice heard.” Arachne will express 
hers through weaving. Watching her mother place a woven 
offering on Athena’s altar and sensing the goddess’s indiffer-
ence, she wonders if the Olympian weaver has ever done any-
thing to earn their worship. Her mother’s patient lessons and 
her own persistence ultimately make Arachne a weaver. After 
Arachne acquires a longed-for sibling, baby brother Photis, and 
a true friend, Celandine, life sweetens for a while. However, 

as the girls near marriageable age, cascading tragedies engulf 
Arachne’s family, and Celandine is sexually assaulted. The girls 
flee to Celandine’s cousin’s city. Arachne’s bitter contempt for 
capricious deities who rape, impregnate, then abandon the 
humans they fancy grows as she struggles to understand her 
own romantic feelings for Celandine. Meanwhile, her weav-
ing brings her renown—and Athena’s enmity. Gifted poet and 
storyteller Caprara keeps readers engaged, varying the pace, 
cadence, and emotional shading of Arachne’s passionate refu-
tation of the gods’ ruthless exercise of power and privilege. 
Her own anger serves her purposes; if speaking truth to power 
exacts a high price, it’s one she’s willing to pay.

Exciting, richly textured, thought-provoking fare. (Verse 
novel. 12-18)

MOVEMENTS AND MOMENTS
Ed. by Eismann, Sonja, Ingo Schöningh & 
Maya
Drawn & Quarterly (264 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Nov. 15, 2022
9781770465619  

This graphic nonfiction collection 
of stories by authors and artists of the 
Global South depicts Indigenous women 
activists in their fights for social, educa-

tional, and ecological rights.
Selected as part of an open call by the Goethe-Institut Indo-

nesien intended to help rectify the bias in which voices receive 
the most exposure, the eight stories compiled here highlight 
local and lesser-known historical and contemporary Indigenous 
feminist leaders challenging colonial and post-colonial norms 
and oppressive labor practices and taking climate action. In 

“Let the River Flow Free: Women Defenders of the Cordillera,” 
by Gantala Press, illustrated by Nina Martinez, people unite in 
2020 to deter the Philippine government from building a dam 
that would devastate their ancestral lands. “Mama Dulu,” writ-
ten and illustrated by Citalli Andrango and Cecilia Larrea, and 
translated by Renata Duque, showcases Kichwa leader Dolores 
Cacuango’s fight to dissolve indentured servitude in late-19th-
century Ecuador, a legacy that inspires to this day. Overlapping 
themes in each of the stories represent broader, more common 
struggles and include detailed, often horrific systemic treat-
ment and cultural suppression and erasure, highlighting how 
these Indigenous activists led the way to rebellion and change 
through organization and often in community with other 
women. A variety of illustration styles are brought together by 
complementary color palettes while maintaining a distinct tone, 
creating a unique reading experience for each story.

An engaging, authentic, and raw collection of spirited 
advocacy. (artist bios) (Graphic nonfiction. 15-adult)

“Richly textured, thought-provoking fare.”
spin
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Fire is the great civilizer, the mastery of 
which, many anthropologists believe, propelled 
our evolution from protohominids to modern 
humans. Fire is also the great destroyer of civi-
lizations, whether the palaces of Troy or the lit-
tle town of Lytton, British Columbia, which was 
burned to the ground on June 30, 2021.

Born in Ontario and long a resident of Alberta, 
Dorothy Bentley paid close attention to events in 
the neighboring province. “I was noticing a lot of 
fires throughout North America, particularly in 
British Columbia, as well as California,” she tells 
Kirkus in a Zoom conversation from her home 

near Calgary. “The summer temperatures seemed 
to be lasting longer and reaching new highs—in 
Lytton, it rose to 49 degrees [120 F]. I was inter-
ested in issues around biodiversity, and I started 
thinking about trees and forestry and how all that 
was related to and perhaps feeding into the forest 
fire problem.”

Then Lytton exploded into flames, leveling 
the town. Having survived a devastating fire in 
her former home in northern Alberta, Bentley be-
gan to work on a novel intended for middle school 
readers. The first character to come to mind was 
a teenager named Tamarack Tess, who embodied 
many of the author’s concerns: A biodiversity and 
environmental activist, she is also a born organiz-
er with a keenly analytical mind and a gentle, in-
viting nature.

Bentley wrote a story centering on Tess. But 
then, thinking more about the complexities of 
climate change and the many people involved—
some members of Canada’s First Nations whose 
homeland Lytton lies in, some people who make 
their living logging the forests or fighting fires—
she broadened her cast of characters. Tess re-
mains central to the final novel, Escape From the 
Wildfire (James Lorimer, Jan. 1), but the protago-
nist is now 14-year-old Jack, whose devotion to 
gaming, riding his mountain bike, and leaving 
piles of dirty laundry on the floor for his mother 
to pick up slowly transforms to a more thought-
ful stance thanks to Tess’ example. (It doesn’t hurt 
that Jack is smitten with her.)

Tess recruits Jack to help the high school’s Bio-
diversity Club set up a website. Meanwhile, Jack’s 
older sister, Quinn, decides to put off going to 

Rachel*Ellen Photography

BEHIND THE BOOK

Escape From The Wildfire
Real events overtook fiction as Dorothy Bentley was writing her YA novel 
in the summer of 2021
BY GREGORY MCNAMEE
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college in order to make some money working in 
the logging business. The forest is tinder-dry, and, 
as Jack observes from his window, “the mountains 
across the Fraser River no longer had any snow”—
and this in late winter, a fact that, the still-callow 
Jack reckons, will just mean that his mountain-
bike haunts will have dry trails, easy to navigate. 

“I was inspired by a picture I saw of a dirt bike 
rider,” Bentley recalls, “but I thought that would 
really limit what a boy could do as far as what trail 
he can ride on—and besides, two of my kids are 
into mountain biking.”

Jack is beginning to find himself in a time of 
hormone-driven teenage confusion, inspired by 
Tess’ “care about the world” and guided by an Eng-
lish teacher to write, as Bentley puts it with an 
ominous hint of what’s to come, “like your house 
is on fire.” Bentley did the same, finishing a first 
draft of Escape at the end of that bone-dry, hot 
summer of 2021, caught up in an ever larger nar-
rative.

By that time, the real Lytton was gone, swept 
away by a huge fire of unknown origin. Bentley 
works several possibilities of how the fire started 
into the story, adding a layer of mystery, but cli-
mate change and the loss of biodiversity stand at 
the center of all of them.

So, too, is Jack’s Lytton now turned to ash and 
rubble, and with it, all he had ever known: “I was 
exhausted and panicked,” he recounts. “Like the 
low point of a game, my life in Lytton was gone.” 
Jack’s father, a firefighter, is busy battling a series 
of cataclysmic blazes that show no signs of abat-
ing. Tess and her family move to a distant village 
to the north, while Jack’s mother takes him to 
Victoria, a big city to which he feels no attach-
ment and where he has no friends.

As Bentley had experienced herself after the 
fire in Alberta, “Everyone suffered with one 
form or another of trauma or PTSD.” Counsel-
ing helped, as it helps Jack and the other former 
inhabitants of Lytton, who, in real life as in her 
novel, are now rebuilding—and rebuilding to 
withstand the next fire, which is sure to come. As 
Jack proclaims, defiantly, “I wasn’t a victim. I was 
a survivor.”

Escape From the Wildfire began life as a novel 
for younger readers, but as she revised it, Bent-

ley recast her story as a YA novel, allowing her to 
explore the teenage emotions and moods—love, 
disaffection, bewilderment—that her characters 
experience. The story also is full of action, some 
quite frightening, that, as our reviewer notes, 
makes it of appeal to even reluctant readers. “Jack 
himself is not a reader or very keen on writing at 
the beginning of the story,” Bentley says, but a 
little inspiration, and the maturity that survival 
brings, changes his life.

Bentley’s novel has been strongly praised. 
Meanwhile, though busy promoting her book, 
she’s working on a story meant for those middle 
school readers for whom she originally intended 
Escape. Will it remain in that category? Dorothy 
Bentley smiles and says, “We’ll have to see.”

Gregory McNamee is a contributing editor. Escape 
From the Wildfire was reviewed in the Nov. 1, 2022, 
issue.
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THE WITCH AND 
THE VAMPIRE
Flores, Francesca
Wednesday Books (368 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 21, 2023
978-1-250-22051-6  

Once best friends but now natural 
enemies, a witch and a vampire fight their 
way through a dangerous forest together 
as their romantic feelings rekindle.

Ava was turned into a vampire two 
years ago and has been locked in the attic of their towering 
home by her mother and stepfather ever since. She retained 
her Root witch powers, which her mother has been siphoning 
to hide the fact that she too is a vampire. Flame witch Kaye 
believes Ava, her former friend, is responsible for her mother’s 
death, and Kaye wants revenge. When Ava finally manages to 
escape and flee into the forest in search of the vampire queen, 
Kaye goes after her. The pair make an uneasy pact to travel 

together to a village deep in the forest, although Kaye secretly 
plans on betraying Ava. They soon learn the forest is even more 
threatening than expected, and they grow closer once more as 
they protect each other. This tale attempts a mashup of “Rapun-
zel,” paranormal creatures, queer romance, and a fantasy world. 
It falls flat, though, due to its repetitive writing and underde-
veloped worldbuilding. Alternating first-person chapters give 
insight into the leads, but other characters are one-dimensional. 
There is a lot of infodumping and yet also too much that isn’t 
explained, which makes the reading experience more frustrat-
ing than exciting. Kaye has light beige skin, and Ava’s is tawny.

An ambitious premise let down by poor execution. (Fantasy. 
12-18)
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THE COLDEST WINTER 
I EVER SPENT
Jacobus, Ann
Carolrhoda Lab (352 pp.) 
$19.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-1-72842-395-1  

An 18-year-old cares for her termi-
nally ill aunt while she manages her own 
sobriety and depression.

Del lives with her endearing Aunt Fran 
in San Francisco. Her deceased mom was 

bipolar, and her dad, emotionally removed from his family, works 
in London. Del plans on college in September, but as of June 2015, 
she’s working at her aunt’s art gallery, volunteering for a suicide 
prevention hotline, and creating collages. In a brutally honest, 
first-person narrative, Del describes her ongoing battle with 
depression, her past substance abuse, and her suicide attempt at 
boarding school. Now she attends Alcoholics Anonymous meet-
ings and takes her meds. She also wants a relationship with child-
hood friend Nick. But this summer will test her ability to cope 
with her difficult life: Nick’s retinitis pigmentosa is worse, he 
doesn’t immediately reciprocate her romantic feelings, and Aunt 
Fran, in remission from breast cancer, is diagnosed with terminal 
colon cancer. Del becomes her caregiver, but when Fran brings up 
assisted suicide, Del must examine her own feelings about it. The 
difficult subject matter is expressed in forthright language; teens 
interested in mental and physical health will closely follow Del’s 
interactions with her family, fellow AA attendees, Nick, the crisis 
line callers, and Fran’s hospice coordinator, who helps Del under-
stand the place of death within human existence. San Francisco 
forms a strong backdrop to this thought-provoking novel. Main 
characters read White.

Honestly and courageously explores sensitive topics. (con-
tent warning, suicide resource, author’s note, discussion ques-
tions) (Fiction. 13-18)

BY WATER
The Felix Manz Story
Landsel, Jason & Richard Mommsen
Illus. by Sankha Banerjee
Plough (144 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  March 21, 2023
978-1-63608-053-6 
Series: Heroes of the Radical Reforma-
tion, 1 

An ambitious biography—in graphic-
novel style—of an early Anabaptist martyr.

Intriguing watercolors—evocative of both Hieronymus 
Bosch and 1970s op art—precede the opening pages. Each of 
nine subsequent chapters begins with one calligraphic title page 
and one page of pseudo-medieval art. The first chapter grabs 
readers’ attention by depicting beheaded saints—heads held in 
their hands—and showing several frames of a gang of boys beat-
ing another boy and calling him a bastard. A young, bloodied 

Felix Manz speaks plainly of his absentee father, who was a 
priest. A double-page spread gives an overview of the setting of 
Manz’s childhood in the church-ruled city of Zurich, known for 
its mercenary fighters. Readers meet Manz’s devoted mother, 
join a crowd celebrating Zurich’s patron saints, learn of Manz’s 
privileged schooling, and glimpse his nascent religious fervor. 
The chapters that follow use accessible language and abundant 
visual cues in softly colored, action-packed art. Other historical 
figures come into play as Manz journeys from eager university 
student to zealous reformer to renegade leading an intentional 
Christian pacifist community. Under penalty of death, Manz 
refuses to stop performing adult baptisms—considered hereti-
cal—and he utters some of Jesus’ final words as he dies. Despite 
the thoughtful introductory note from Landsel and abundant 
backmatter, readers who lack a background in Christian theol-
ogy and Reformation-era history may be perplexed.

Engaging but best understood by initiates. (historical fig-
ures, timeline, historical notes, Felix Manz’s hymn, bibliogra-
phy) (Graphic nonfiction. 13-18)

“Courageously explores sensitive topics.”
the coldest winter i  ever spent
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WAKING FIRE
Louise, Jean
Inkyard Press (400 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jan. 10, 2023
978-1-335-42857-8 
Series: Waking Fire, 1 

In a world where dragons are gods 
and war is closing in, one girl must find 
the fire within to save those she loves. 

Sixteen-year-old Naira lives in Lagusa, 
a secluded desert village, with her parents 

and twin brother, Nez. Rumors are swirling that Waldyrian war-
lord Sothpike and his Vra Gool Dambi, an army of the dead, are 
closing in on Lagusa when Naira ends up trapped outside the vil-
lage walls. There, she encounters a woman known as the Mistress, 
a follower of Sothpike who can control the Vra Gool Dambi. 
Naira narrowly escapes being killed, but the Mistress arrives 
at Lagusa soon after, demanding that the village folk hand over 
their children or face an attack. It is up to the people of Lagusa 
to save themselves, though Naira’s world will be permanently 
altered in the process. This world is dynamic, an original, well-
developed, high-fantasy setting. Details flesh out the lore well, 
such as when Naira prays with her father and lights incense or 
when she learns why the village people burn their dead. The 
action scenes are captivating and propel the story forward. Lou-
ise’s attempts at romance are not as successful, however. Naira’s 
and Nez’s respective romantic storylines feel forced, with accel-
erated timelines that come across as juvenile compared to the 
rest of the novel. The characters have varying shades of brown 
skin.

A vibrant fantasy debut that delivers fast-paced adventure 
and unexpected surprises. (Fantasy. 13-18)

THE MEMORY EATER 
Mahoney, Rebecca
Razorbill/Penguin (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-0-593-52460-2  

Just over 200 years ago, a ship arrived 
at a small seaside community in Maine 
carrying human passengers who had lost 
their memories—and the monster that 
had stolen them.

Now, 17-year-old Alana Harlow, whose 
ancestor magically trapped the Memory Eater in sea caves, is the 
last Harlow in Whistler Beach. After her grandmother’s death, 
Alana took on the responsibility of maintaining the Memory Eat-
er’s seal—rocks revealed at low tide that must be fed with blood 
from the Harlow family line. She also runs the family business, 
taking clients to the Memory Eater’s cave to have unwanted 
memories removed and supervising the process to make sure 
each person emerges safely. After suffering a terrible accident 
in the cave a few months prior, Alana is desperate to prove her-
self to the town council, but when she realizes that gaps in her 

memory can’t simply be attributed to trauma, she confronts 
the Memory Eater only for the creature to overwhelm her and 
escape from its prison. Central to this haunting, emotionally 
driven narrative are the mingled themes of grief, love, and self-
ishness, all of which bear down on Alana as she tries to fix her 
mistakes and shoulder her guilt alone. The cast members, who 
are diverse in race and sexual identity, are vividly drawn. White, 
bisexual Alana’s relationships with her best friend and ex-girl-
friend, both of whom support and care for her, are particularly 
compelling. 

An eerie tale offering equal measures of fright, angst, and 
emotional catharsis. (Fabulism. 13-18)

FIGHTING IN A WORLD 
ON FIRE
The Next Generation’s Guide 
to Protecting the Climate 
and Saving Our Future
Malm, Andreas
Adapt. by Jimmy Whipps & Llewyn  Whipps
Verso (272 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781804291252  

What can young people do to protect 
the climate and safeguard their futures? 

Swedish scholar Malm’s provocative 2021 book, How to Blow 
Up a Pipeline, is adapted here for a teen audience. Four hefty 
chapters chart a progressive path for a young would-be environ-
mental activist, with information presented through a global 
lens. “The Problem With Business-as-Usual” both explains the 
current sad situation and begins the argument for an activism 
that goes beyond peaceful protests. “Learning From Past Strug-
gles” looks at previous social movements as possible templates 
for action. These include Gandhi and anti-colonialism, Iran in 
the 1970s, and the U.S. civil rights movement. “Breaking the 
Spell” unpacks the moral implications and effectiveness of tac-
tics like pipeline demolition and other acts of sabotage, such 
as deflating the tires of SUVs, a strategy espoused by the Tyre 
Extinguishers, a group founded in the U.K. Finally, “Fighting 
Despair” makes a strong and cogent case for hope despite the 
prevalent dire predictions about climate. Sidebars peppered 
throughout highlight individual components of the movement, 
like the youth-led group Fridays for Future founded by Greta 
Thunberg in 2018 and the Standing Rock protests. There are 
also many compelling black-and-white photographs, and a 
series of discussion questions concludes each chapter. All these 
features increase accessibility for a younger readership, though 
many of the author’s views are controversial. 

A persuasive, if provocative, polemic tackling an impor-
tant subject. (organizations and resources, writing prompts 
and discussion questions, image credits) (Nonfiction. 13-18)

“Haunting.”
the memory eater
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ENTER THE BODY
McCullough, Joy
Dutton (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-0-593-40675-5  

Beneath a theater stage, a group of 
girls gather. 

Girls from some of Shakespeare’s 
most famous plays appear here as ghosts, 
sharing the traumas they have endured as 
the Bard’s works are retold from the per-

spectives of these lost women. The focus is primarily on Juliet, 
Ophelia, and Cordelia; they are joined by Lavinia, the daughter 
of Titus Andronicus, as well as other women. One by one, they 
allow readers and each other into their worlds of pain result-
ing from living within the patriarchy. What happens when they 
are given a chance to retell their stories? McCullough is undeni-
ably skilled with verse, and she utilizes a fascinating structure 
for the book, with poetry that is intercut with descriptions of 
the setting written in the style of theatrical directions. These 
evoke the feeling of being in the audience. These interludes are 
then intercut with dialogue among the protagonists, discussing 
the narrative elements of their own tales. But the metatext is 
at times more compelling than the emotional truths. There is 
no denying that the important messages here are shared with-
out compromise, especially when touching on sexual and famil-
ial violence, but the story struggles at times with making each 
character’s voice distinct. Nevertheless, their potent anger at 
the cruel injustices they have suffered at the hands of men is 
important and comes across clearly even as character develop-
ment is occasionally sacrificed. 

A theatrical experiment with meaning. (content warning, 
dramatis personae, author’s note, timeline) (Fiction. 14-18)

THREE DROPS OF BLOOD
McNeil, Gretchen
Disney-Hyperion (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 21, 2023
978-1-368-07215-1  

Aspiring young actress Kate’s tedious 
filing job becomes more dramatic than 
she bargained for when she witnesses a 
double homicide.

Kate Williams, a freckled, plus-size 
White girl, didn’t always dream of being 

an actress, but after a fluke audition lands her a co-starring role 
on Dirty Pretty Teens, she knows it’s what she was born to do. A 
controversy that leads to the show’s cancelation collides with 
her parents’ discovery of her plans to skip college, forcing her 
to take a job filing papers at her best friend Rowan Chen’s dad’s 
law firm to prove herself. She works in the dungeon—the secure 
room where high-profile clients’ confidential files are stored—
and tries to avoid awkward encounters with Rowan’s brother, 
Ty, whose heart she broke. When Kate is the only witness to 

an incident in a neighboring office that leaves two men dead, 
but no one is willing to believe her, she must convince them or 
watch a killer go free. This Rear Window adaptation features a 
fresh main character with realistic and relatable interpersonal 
issues that lend charisma to what is a sometimes overly detailed 
text and a contrived plot that takes a while to get going and ends 
rather abruptly. Readers will understand and appreciate Kate’s 
struggle to be taken seriously and how it conflicts with her need 
for guidance and support. Secondary characters are a mixed bag 
in terms of how well developed they are.

A slightly uneven but snarky, high-energy thriller with 
abundant wit. (Thriller. 14-18)
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LUCHA OF THE NIGHT FOREST
Mejia, Tehlor Kay
Make Me a World (368 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  March 21, 2023
978-0-593-37836-6
978-0-593-37837-3 PLB  

A teen comes of age in an unforgiving 
world of monsters, gods, and wretched 
humanity. 

Sixteen-year-old Lucha Moya lives 
in the harsh world of Robado, a city 

divided into haves and have-nots, with a drug-addicted mother 
who constantly leaves her and her younger sister, Lis, to fend 
for themselves. Thankfully, Lucha’s seemingly innate abilities 
allow her to make a living hunting monsters. But after their 
mother’s most recent disappearance, Lucha and Lis end up 
homeless, trapped in a situation that ends with Lucha’s mak-
ing a bargain with El Sediento, a figure that haunts nightmares 
but whose very existence shows that there is a whole world out 
there for her to discover. Next thing she knows, Lucha is on 
the run with her sister and Paz, the gorgeous and mysterious 
acolyte of a forbidden goddess. As Lucha’s growing powers put 
her center stage in a centurieslong feud between two gods, she 
must choose between being a pawn or an important player in 
a life-and-death power play. Mejia’s latest features the author’s 
hallmark lush prose and rich fantasy trappings as it tells a cap-
tivating story in a Latin American–coded world. While some 
elements of the worldbuilding could have been more fully 
fleshed out, this story is inspiring and empowering, existing in 
the intersections between destiny and choice, history and myth, 
with strong roots in family bonds as well as a budding queer 
romance between Lucha and Paz. 

Spellbinding. (Fantasy. 12-18)

CLASH OF FATE AND FURY
Menard, Rachel
Flux (416 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  March 21, 2023
978-1-63583-082-8  

More adventures in the strange and 
fascinating world introduced in Game of 
Strength and Storm (2022).

This duology closer continues to riff 
on Greek mythology. Despite Gen’s win-
ning the contest, the cruel conjoined Red 

and Crystal Empresses of Olympia named her the loser. They 
plan to hold her father hostage while Gen steals the Cerberus 
and golden apples from neighboring empire Elysium. Gen, 
joined by StormMaker siblings Castor and Pollux as well as Bale, 
Pollux’s servant companion; thief Adikia; and deaf MetalBender 
Flek, heads off, knowing her actions will incite a war. The heart 
of this volume is relationships rather than adventures, and com-
bined with the largely one-dimensional characterization, this 
makes for a less appealing read. Close third-person narration 

provides insights into Gen’s, Pollux’s, and Castor’s minds, while 
the rest of the team seems to exist primarily to propel the plot 
forward. Gen and Pollux fixate on their relationship, compli-
cated by Gen’s MindWorker powers that are triggered when 
they kiss, while Castor thinks about money and power—and 
sometimes Adikia. Those occasional softer moments are sub-
sumed by her inability to show empathy for others, however. 
Readers may find it hard to cheer for the team even if they are 
already invested in the characters who are diverse in fantasy 
races and species. 

An intriguing setting but let down by limited character 
development. (Fantasy. 13-18)

RISING CLASS
How Three First-Generation 
College Students Conquered 
Their First Year
Miller, Jennifer
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (352 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-0-374-31357-9  

Journalist Miller follows three first-
generation college students through the 
2019-2020 academic year and beyond.

All are politically liberal from low-income backgrounds and 
conservative areas. Briani, the daughter of a Dominican mother 
and undocumented Mexican father, left Lawrenceville, Georgia, 
for the Ivy League: New York’s Columbia University. Conner 
and Jacklynn, a White couple, navigate a rocky long-distance 
relationship; Conner attends Columbia, while Jacklynn attends 
community college back home in Ozark, Missouri. The ever-
green challenges of making friends, dealing with homesickness, 
and managing heavy workloads are compounded by additional 
stressors, including impostor syndrome, pressure to make par-
ents’ sacrifices count, and the gulfs between their backgrounds 
and those of their more privileged—and occasionally oblivi-
ous—classmates. Conner and Jacklynn discuss growing up with 
family members who experience mental illness and addiction. 
The Trump administration’s harsh rhetoric and policies around 
immigration figure frankly in Briani’s poignant discussions of 
racism and her parents’ political conservatism. Family members’ 
supportive and occasionally opposing viewpoints illustrate the 
complex ways that being a first-generation student affects the 
whole family. Interspersed news headlines detail the arrival 
of Covid-19, which further highlights economic inequalities 
and upends the trio’s educations, and the protests surround-
ing George Floyd’s murder, which highlight racial inequality. 
Though the frequent perspective and topic shifts occasionally 
feel disjointed, they also reflect a chaotic year rife with tough 
issues. The book ends on a hopeful note, emphasizing the stu-
dents’ resilience.

Many students will feel seen; others will find their eyes 
opened. (author’s note) (Nonfiction. 13-18)
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OVERTURNED
The Constitutional Right to 
Abortion
Mooney, Carla
ReferencePoint Press (64 pp.) 
$32.95  |  Feb. 1, 2023
9781678205126  

A concise overview of a currently 
newsworthy topic.

Centered around a controversial sub-
ject that has gained momentum due to 

the Supreme Court’s ruling in Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health 
Organization, this title starts with that controversial decision, 
then backtracks to briefly explore the history behind abortion 
rights in the U.S. The second chapter describes the lead-up to 
the June 24, 2022, ruling, explaining legal principles, the dissent-
ing opinion, and other context for understanding the originalist 
interpretation of the Constitution. Next, the book moves on to 
the responses in various states. Chapter 4, “Feeling the Effects,” 
looks at the impact on individuals, helping readers understand 
the complexities of the health decisions individuals face, the 
reasons why people choose to terminate a pregnancy, and dif-
fering religious views. The aftermath of the ruling—responses 
by employers, struggles for access to abortion pills through 
the mail, and more—is the focus of the fifth chapter. Finally, 

“The Push for New National and Interstate Laws” looks ahead 
to what is to come in terms of legislation and increased divi-
sions between states. Clearly designed for report and classroom 
usage, the book includes primary documents as well as quotes 
from experts in various fields. This compact guide written in 
accessible language with ample color photos and infographics 
will be helpful for reports. Though somewhat limited in scope, 
it’s a solid starting point for research. 

A practical, fact-filled volume for research and classroom 
usage. (photo credits, source notes, organizations, further 
research, index) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

THE IMMEASURABLE 
DEPTH OF YOU 
Mora, Maria Ingrande
Peachtree Teen (352 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-1-68263-542-1  

Exiled to live with her father, 15-year-
old queer girl Brynn faces a summer 
without the internet, her phone, or her 
friends.

When Brynn’s parents divorced, her 
father left Ohio to live off the grid on a houseboat in Florida. 
She hasn’t seen him since fifth grade, but now she is spending 
the next three months alone with him, all because she shared 
a post on Tumblr that she should have deleted, a post she now 
regrets. In the bayou, Brynn meets Skylar, a hot girl with sharp 
edges and a secret—she died five years ago. As Brynn gets to 

know Skylar, she hyperfixates on learning the truth about the 
circumstances surrounding her death. This haunting, heart-
breaking, and healing coming-of-age story explores disability 
and mental illness by centering a character who is learning to 
acknowledge and navigate feeling overwhelmed by anxiety as 
well as ashamed of her diagnoses, which include OCD, ADHD, 
and seasonal affective disorder. Mora represents truthful, 
thorny complexity in Brynn’s relationships with her parents, 
who are supportive and hold themselves accountable for their 
mistakes. Themes of connection and community equally affirm 
the value of in-person and online relationships. Experiencing 
time away from screens helps highlight rather than dismiss 
the beauty and significance of Brynn’s engagement in artistic 
expression within fan communities. Main characters are White; 
there is racial diversity in the supporting cast. 

Raw and compassionate. (author’s note) (Paranormal. 14-18)

DIFFERENT FOR BOYS 
Ness, Patrick
Illus. by Tea Bendix
Walker US/Candlewick (104 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-5362-2889-2  

Four friends grapple with their 
identities.

This is a brief story about [blank], 
[blanks], and [blanking]. In a bold move 

that may irritate censorious adults, Ness puts what readers can 
only imagine are all kinds of curse words, slurs, and descrip-
tions of sexual acts behind black boxes in the text that, in a 
fourth wall–bending move, all the characters are aware of. Ant 
Stephenson and his friend Charlie Shepton have been experi-
menting sexually for a long time, under the guise of just need-
ing some release because neither of them have girlfriends yet, 
but Ant finds himself wanting to kiss his friend, something that 
is definitely against the rules—after all, wouldn’t that mean 
they are gay? Meanwhile, when Mr. Bacon, their cool AP his-
tory teacher, reconfigures the classroom setup, seating Ant and 
Charlie together with genial football player Josh Smith and the 
boys’ former friend, Jack Taylor, now a drama kid, the foursome 
have to deal with the fact that Jack is obviously gay, threaten-
ing Ant and Charlie’s secret. Rough pencil sketches add to the 
heightened emotion, reflecting the jagged, difficult emotional 
realities of the apparently White boys who know that while 
queerness is technically OK, especially for certain girls and in 
more liberal cities, it’s as taboo as it’s ever been among the tra-
ditionally masculine boys of eastern Washington. The brevity of 
this story adds to its power, distilling the plot to its most neces-
sary, brutal, loving elements.

[Blanking] masterful. (Fiction. 14-18)

“Heart breaking and healing.”
the immeasurable depth of you
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HIDDEN SYSTEMS
Water, Electricity, the 
Internet, and the Secrets 
Behind the Systems We Use 
Every Day
Nott, Dan
Random House Graphic (272 pp.) 
$23.99  |  $17.99 paper  |  $26.99 PLB
March 14, 2023
978-0-593-12536-6
978-1-984896-04-9 paper
978-1-984896-05-6 PLB  

A graphic exploration of select parts of our large-scale 
infrastructure.

Nott presents a pictorial examination of three potentially 
fascinating engineered networks—the internet, the electrical 
grid, and fresh water distribution. His definition of a hidden 
system as “something we don’t notice until it breaks” is valid 
enough, and in clearly and repeatedly demonstrating how the 
three are, for all their benefits, also historical and ongoing 
sources of “inequality and environmental harm,” he performs 
a valuable service. But for all the careful research and efforts 
to lighten the tone with verbal and sight gags, the narrative’s 
chopped-up quotes and generalized observations, infrequently 
leavened by specific incidents or examples, slow the pacing to a 
crawl despite the seemingly endless parade of informal, largely 
monochrome, blue line drawings, which are packed into small 
panels and neither animate the discourse nor look often enough 
beyond localized details to capture a sense of the three systems’ 
overall size and complexity. Still, if end users who stay the course 
don’t come away with much clearer big pictures of what hap-
pens when they press keys, hit switches, and turn faucet handles, 
they’ll be more mindful that each of these acts comes with past 
and current legacies of colonialism, displaced populations, eco-
nomic and class inequities, hidden agendas, and systemic rac-
ism. The human figures suggest racial and ethnic diversity.

Heavy going but does focus as much on social costs as 
structures and functions. (sketch pages, endnotes, bibliogra-
phy) (Graphic nonfiction. 12-16)

BOY IN A WHITE ROOM
Olsberg, Karl
Trans. by Larisa Villar Hauser
Chicken House/Scholastic (256 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781338831849  

A science-fiction thriller translated 
from German about a boy trapped in a 
virtual world. 

The teen wakes up locked in a silent, 
white, square room, devoid of memo-

ries. He can’t smell anything, has no sense of touch, and when 
he tries to speak, his robotic voice sounds computer-generated. 
He eventually learns from a man who introduces himself as his 

father that he is a 15-year-old named Manuel, lives in Hamburg, 
and is the survivor of a kidnapping attempt during which his 
mother was killed and he was left for dead, his body damaged 
beyond repair. Through new technology, his father was able 
to rescue his brain, and, after a series of operations, Manuel 
is now able to survive a primarily virtual existence in a simula-
tion of Middle-earth created especially for him due to his love 
of Tolkien’s books. But the more Manuel interacts with the 
outside world through the internet (with the help of Alice, his 
voice-activated virtual assistant), the more he comes to ques-
tion whether he is being told the truth about what happened 
and who he really is. Carefully crafted, thought-provoking ques-
tions about identity, self, and humanity are interwoven with 
heavy-handed elements pulled from The Lord of the Rings and 

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland to tell a punchy, fast-paced story 
that doesn’t quite coalesce into a convincing, cohesive whole in 
its rushed ending. The largely racially ambiguous characters are 
minimally described.

An intriguing if uneven journey of self-discovery. (Science 
fiction. 13-18)

INTO THE LIGHT 
Oshiro, Mark
Tor Teen (448 pp.) 
$19.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-1-250-81225-4  

An edge-of-your-seat mystery with 
speculative elements.

Seventeen-year-old Manny only cares 
about one thing: watching a show broad-
cast for local audiences in California with 
Deacon Thompson, a man from Christ’s 

Dominion church who claims he saves children. In the back-
grounds of these videos, he hopes to catch glimpses of Elena, his 
sister. It’s how he keeps track of her and knows she’s well—until 
the day he learns from the news that a body has been found out-
side a religious camp, and he spirals. Manny is homeless and 
has been hitchhiking rides with strangers for the past year, but 
ever since meeting the Varela family near Fresno, he sees a new 
possibility for his future and maybe his sister’s; that is, if the 
body isn’t hers. In its gripping and raw exploration of White 
saviorism and the predatory ways White adults in positions 
of power are able to endanger children of color, this mystery’s 
proximity to reality is viscerally nauseating, a testament to the 
author’s skill. The initially confusing nonlinear timeline and 
points of view are eventually clearly shown to be deliberately 
disorienting; everything about the storytelling feels surgically 
intentional. As they grew up without knowing their family of 
origin, Manny and his sister aren’t sure of their background but 
believe they are Mexican like the Varelas. Manny, along with 
many other characters, is queer.

An important and searing read on the value of family, 
agency, and belief. (author’s note) (Mystery. 14-adult)

“An important and searing read.”
into the light
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ESCAPE ’56
Panchyk, Richard
Triangle Square Books for Young 
Readers (224 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781644212530  

A Budapest family reluctantly pulls 
up deep roots to flee in the wake of the 
1956 Hungarian uprising.

This account of a once-prosperous 
family struggling under the postwar 

Communist government centers on the relatively sheltered 
world of 10-year-old Erzsébet Molnár, with point-of-view shifts 
allowing ugly incidents—like Russian troops shooting people 
down at random—to be witnessed by older characters. The tale 
largely tracks the slow sea change as Erzsi’s parents go from 
chafing at the drab, enforced conformity of daily life and recall-
ing better days before the war to accepting that, for all that they 
love their country, the best chances for a fresh start and safety 
for their two daughters lie in flight. So it is that they join the 
thousands of other refugees who make their way over the bor-
der to Austria in the wake of the uprising’s violent aftermath. 
From there, Panchyk seems in a hurry to finish his story, as he 
quickly sends the Molnárs to a waiting apartment in America—
on the strength of a letter from a relative urging them not to be 
like the Jews who had a chance to escape Hungary but refused 
to run from the Nazis because they didn’t want to leave their 
material assets behind (a judgment that is not questioned in 
the text)—and closes upon their arrival, largely prior to actu-
ally encountering difficulties with money, language, and cultural 
differences.

A stressful refugee journey relayed unevenly. (Historical fic-
tion. 12-14)

LOLA AT LAST
Peterson, J.C.
HarperTeen (400 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Feb. 28, 2023
978-0-06-306018-0  

A modern-day Lydia Bennet learns to 
love the outdoors and her own company.

Lola Barnes comes alive when she’s 
the center of attention, even though the 
attention isn’t entirely positive. Which is 
how she ends up accidentally setting off 

a flare gun on a boat at a party where her former best friends 
have snubbed her. The boat, which belongs to her sister and 
brother-in-law, is seriously damaged, and Lola is presented with 
a choice: participate in Hike Like a Girl, the summer wilder-
ness program her brother-in-law sits on the board of, or face 
criminal charges. Meanwhile, Kat, Lola’s twin sister, is distant, 
and Ezra Reuben, Lola’s old lab partner, seems to pull back 
every time Lola tries to get close. Over the course of the sum-
mer, Lola must deal with blisters, a poop shovel, and her own 

culpability in her damaged relationships, but she also finds new 
friends, new love, spectacular vistas, and the peace that comes 
with being comfortable in her own skin. Austen fans will appre-
ciate the parallels with Pride and Prejudice, but familiarity with 
the novel is not required to enjoy this tale of a selfish party girl 
growing into someone who is still exuberant but more generous 
and responsible. Central characters are White.

An engaging read for anyone who’s used to being underes-
timated—by others as well as themselves. (Fiction. 12-18)

SHARE BETTER AND 
STRESS LESS
A Guide To Thinking 
Ecologically About 
Social Media
Phillips, Whitney & Ryan Milner
MITeen Press/Candlewick (176 pp.) 
$19.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-5362-2874-8  

Careless posting can produce unpre-
dictably harmful repercussions—and come 

back to hurt us—say the authors of this adaptation of their 2021 vol-
ume for adults on digital ethics, You Are Here. 

Two university professors who specialize in communication 
in online environments offer teens advice on navigating the digi-
tal world. Short-term thinking is presented as a central problem. 
Comparisons of online “information pollution” with elements 
from nature such as the redwoods and hurricanes and concepts 
like the biomass pyramid help make the authors’ points acces-
sible. Stressing and sharing can become a vicious circle: Anxious 
doomscrolling ratchets up worries, and some then share bad 
news impulsively without checking its accuracy or considering 
the consequences. The authors advocate shifting one’s perspec-
tive, benefiting from what’s known as the overview effect; their 
explanation of real-life and online context is widely applicable. 
Media users should also know how their content is monetized, 
how information is weaponized against marginalized groups, 
and why the motto “don’t feed the trolls” allows bias and hatred 
to flourish. The writing strives for a chatty, not-too-serious tone 
and avoids scolding, but experts and their research are often 
cited, validating the information. Text boxes labeled “reflection” 
invite readers to make personal, experiential connections to the 
authors’ points, as do anecdotes, direct questions, a (somewhat 
confusing) overarching narrative about fictional teens and their 
online interactions, and interludes with authorial comments 
and exchanges.

Offers sensible steps for foreseeing and minimizing dam-
age to ourselves and others on social media. (source notes, bib-
liography, index) (Nonfiction. 14-18)
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STRICTLY NO HEROICS
Radley, B.L.
Feiwel & Friends (368 pp.) 
$19.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-1-250-81847-8  

Seventeen-year-old Riley Jones 
becomes a henchman.

When a Super harasses her friend 
Javira Neita at the vegan burger place 
where they work, Riley, who is a Normie, 
retaliates with a faceful of frozen veggie 

burgers. Fired for assaulting a customer and in need of money 
for therapy for her anxiety, Riley finds Hench, the only company 
willing to take her on. Working as a henchman becomes her way 
to lash out against a society that favors those with superpowers. 
At first, Riley is thrilled to join the squad, but her bubble bursts 
when she discovers their true purpose: Instead of striking down 
arrogant heroes, henchmen are trained to miss all their shots, 
acting incompetent to stall for time and disrupt their villainous 
clients’ plans. The situation grows more complicated as Ame-
lia Lopez, a scientist hunted by a villain called the Ferocious 
Flamer, uses her last moments to give Riley her research on 
mysterious Project Zero. Riley is torn between playing it safe 
and taking up Amelia’s torch. Radley explores how it feels to 
be the little guy through the allegorical lens of superpowers: 
Superemacist ideology has many parallels readers will recognize 
from the real world, and the setting doesn’t come across as a 
fictional dystopia due to this grounding in social issues. Riley’s 
journey in this world populated with queer and racially diverse 
characters is both thrilling and galvanizing.

A call to action as much as a piece of entertaining fiction. 
(Science fiction. 14-18)

A DOOR IN THE DARK 
Reintgen, Scott
McElderry (368 pp.) 
$19.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-1-66591-868-8  

This dark fantasy duology opener has 
a magic school, a death, and five students 
who find themselves stranded in the 
wilderness. 

Ren Monroe is a promising student 
wizard at Balmerick, a private school in 

the city of Kathor. Along with her best friend, Timmons, Ren 
is one of the few welfare students attending on a scholarship, 
and despite being one of the most accomplished people at the 
school, finding a placement in one of the top houses is proving 
difficult and is a hurdle in the way of the secret mission Ren has 
set out to accomplish. When a portal spell goes awry and Ren, 
Timmons, and four other students from different walks of life 
are thrown together into the Dires, an uncharted land where 
the last dragons lived, one of them ends up dead and the rest 
need to learn to work together to make their way back home 

before they succumb to the harsh environment or the terrifying 
revenant following them. This may well be the chance Ren was 
looking for to prove her worth. Placing elements of a locked-
room mystery and an original magic system within the familiar 
trappings of a school for magic, this is a no-holds-barred tale 
of revenge, atonement, and the pursuit of justice set in a world 
diverse in skin color and social classes. Ren is a protagonist for 
the ages: equal parts smart, calculating, and ruthless, forming a 
lethal package as an avenging angel. 

Truly fantastic. (Fantasy. 14-18)

WHAT MAKES A 
SUPERSTAR ATHLETE?
Roland, James
ReferencePoint Press (64 pp.) 
$32.95  |  Jan. 1, 2023
9781678204846  

A roundup of platitudes about the 
general behaviors and mindset required 
to become, and excel as, a sports 
professional.

Tucking in inspirational comments 
from active or recently active athletes—from NBA standout 
Stephen Curry and Olympian gymnast Simone Biles to altru-
istic wrestler John Cena—Roland reveals that success can’t be 
achieved through shortcuts and that, guess what!, achieving 
stardom requires not only toughness, confidence, and many 
hours of practice, but good eating and sleeping habits, the abil-
ity to learn from failure, and large numbers of supporters, from 
parents to teammates and coaches. (Toward the end he allows 
that all of this could be applicable to nonathletic aspirations too 
but doesn’t pursue the topic.) While these reminders push back 
against facile narratives of those born with a magic touch, the 
realities of bullying parents or trainers—not to mention other 
potential costs of years of obsessive focus, including sexual 
abuse, personality disorders, financial obligations, and the rest—
that many superstars have weathered in their journeys to the 
top go unmentioned, as do the huge odds against even qualify-
ing for the Olympics or reaching a pro level in any sport. Promi-
nent figures featured in the narrative and the sparse assortment 
of photos are diverse in race and gender.

Big dreams do merit nurturing—but not in this trite, 
superficial way. (source notes, organizations and websites, fur-
ther research, index, picture credits) (Nonfiction. 12-18)
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CLIMATE CHAMPIONS
15 Women Fighting for Your 
Future
Sarah, Rachel
Chicago Review Press (224 pp.) 
$16.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-64160-700-1 
Series: Women of Power 

Fifteen women, each in her own way 
an environmental advocate, set examples 
for those interested in climate science 

and justice.
Climate change is a crisis that the individuals profiled in this 

book tackle head-on with urgency and hope. As Sarah assures 
readers in her introduction, there is still time for us to make 
necessary changes. The book is organized into three sections: 

“Challenge the System,” “Hold Fast to Science,” and “Take a 
Stand for Justice,” with miniprofiles of additional trailblazers 
as well as helpful contextual information (e.g., “What Does a 
Conservation Biologist Do?”) appearing in text boxes. Taken 
together, the chapters demonstrate the breadth of ways to get 
involved, no matter one’s age or professional background. Many 
of the subjects—including Wanjiku Gatheru, a young Rhodes 
Scholar and the daughter of Kenyan immigrants to the U.S.; 
Trimita Chakma, an Indigenous woman from Bangladesh who 
is a feminist advocate for grassroots organizations; and Tori 
Tsui, a documentary filmmaker from New Zealand and Hong 
Kong who is an activist for diverse representation—point out 
that those in the Global South who are most affected by climate 
change also have the least to do with creating these problems. 
Each subject’s social media handles are included, and terms such 
as eco anxiety, environmental justice, climate resilience, and intersec-
tional environmentalism are explained in context. This compact 
and useful resource effectively highlights critical voices.

An inspiring collective biography that is also an empower-
ing call to action. (resources, podcasts, recommended reading, 
notes) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

THE RENAISSANCE OF GWEN 
HATHAWAY
Schumacher, Ashley
Wednesday Books (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-250-84024-0  

This year, Madeline’s Renaissance 
faire summer is one of new friendships, 
budding romance, and self-discovery.

Growing up with parents who work 
the Ren faire circuit, traveling around 

the country in an RV and going to online school, Madeline lived 
in a warm bubble until her mother’s death last year. When she 
and her dad arrive in Oklahoma, she meets teen bard Arthur, 
who happens to be the son of the faire’s new owners—and is 
determined that she play the role of princess. Still grieving and 

guarding herself against potential pain, Madeline tries to hold 
Arthur at a distance despite their day trip adventures, vulner-
able conversations, and magnetic chemistry. This is a welcome 
modern coming-of-age story about unfolding, letting go, and 
growing up. Madeline is initially self-conscious and hyperaware 
of her larger size, but Schumacher eschews storylines in which 
fat characters end up slim and transformed. Madeline learns 
that she deserves to take up space and appreciate her body as 
it is without shedding (or wanting to shed) a single pound. All 
the relationships are complex and nuanced, including those 
between Madeline and her father, her newfound friends, and 
her closest friend, Fatima. Madeline and Arthur read White; 
Arthur’s dads are in an interracial relationship, and there is 
diversity in the supporting cast. Readers will welcome this story 
about a leading lady who doesn’t have to be skinny to love her-
self or to be loved.

A skillfully written and appealing romance with a powerful 
and refreshing message. (Romance. 12-17)

SO YOU WANNA BE A 
POP STAR?
A Choices Novel
Sergi, Zachary
Running Press Kids (224 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 7, 2023
9780762480821  

Can there be a balance between artis-
tic authenticity and business-minded 
compromise?

Five teen singers have reached the 
finale of the latest reality show, one that offers the winner a 
deal with a major record label. Each performer represents a 
very different genre of pop, and each has specific strengths. 
During the finale, the five sing as a group, and their song goes 
viral. The winner is: surprise! All of them! They are offered a 
group deal: Either they perform together as the Jeweltones, or 
they get nothing. But can their disparate styles (and personali-
ties) mesh into a cohesive whole? Or will they crash and burn? 
Readers alternately follow two of the group members: sensitive, 
folksy singer/songwriter Everly, who is White and Jewish, and 
bold, bombastic Vinny, a gay, Italian American budding drag 
queen. (The other group members are diverse in race and sexual 
orientation.) Some of the topics realistically presented here 
are body positivity; health issues; the pressures of male beauty 
standards; sexism, racism, and homophobia in the fickle music 
industry; and how social media branding is both essential and 
severely toxic. Like Sergi’s previous work, Major Detours (2021), 
the choose-your-own-adventure format allows readers to flavor 
their experiences as they wish, developing the characters’ rela-
tionships and musical tastes and even creating a drag persona.

An engaging, interactive story that musically minded read-
ers will especially enjoy. (reading guide, personality profiles) 
(Fiction. 13-18)

“A skillfully written and appealing romance.”
the renaissance of gwen hathaway

http://kirkus.com


1 4 0   |   1  j a n u a r y  2 0 2 3   |   y o u n g  a d u l t   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

MIDNIGHT STRIKES
Shahnaz, Zeba
Delacorte (448 pp.) 
$19.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  March 14, 2023
978-0-593-56755-5
978-0-593-56756-2 PLB  

A 17-year-old girl is stuck in a time 
loop in a secondary fantasy world. 

It’s the kingdom of Ivarea’s 400th 
Anniversary Ball, and Anaïs is supposed 
to find a husband from a prominent 

house to elevate her family’s status. But as a Proensan nobody, 
Anaïs has been shunned by every eligible bachelor, although 
infamous Infante Leopoldo Cardona seems surprisingly inter-
ested. Then midnight strikes, an explosion leads to untold 
destruction, and Anaïs dies...only to wake up unharmed in her 
bedroom earlier that same day, believing it was all a dream—but 
when midnight comes, it all happens repeatedly. As the only one 
who ever remembers the tragic events that seem destined to 
take place, Anaïs works tirelessly to figure out who is behind 
the attack and how to prevent it while reliving that terrible day 
countless times. But the more she investigates, the more she 
uncovers the hidden truth about her kingdom’s magic and its 
history—as well as about Leo, who has more to him than his 
wayward facade suggests. Shahnaz’s gripping debut is a twisty 
story in a fantasy setting in which the names, physical descrip-
tions, and language point to a Spanish-inspired background. 
While the romantic storyline is underdeveloped, the overall 
story progresses carefully, slowly unveiling a plot full of courtly 
intrigue with a determined lead character whose personal 
agency is the focus.

Riveting, time-looping fun. (map) (Fantasy. 14-18)

THE SEA IN YOU
Sheron, Jessi
Iron Circus Comics (224 pp.) 
$15.00 paper  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-63899-111-3  

Goth teen Corinth meets a fierce 
and curious mermaid in this retelling of 

“The Little Mermaid.”
High schooler Corinth lives in a sea-

side town and has loving parents, includ-
ing a Deaf mom with whom she signs, 

but no real friends outside of her emotionally abusive boyfriend, 
Seth. One day, while cleaning up garbage on the beach, Corinth 
is pulled under the water by a mysterious blue mermaid, whom 
she soon befriends. The two become very close—close enough 
that mermaid Skylla decides to use dangerous magic to become 
human so she can be with Corinth. Corinth and Seth appear 
White; in her human form, Skylla has light-brown skin and 
wavy brown hair. Corinth is short and curvy, while Skylla is tall 
and muscular. The art style is cute and colorful, and the mer-
maid’s design is pleasingly piscine. This offering is successful 

as a fairy-tale retelling, keeping the original’s major beats but 
fleshing out the modern characters and their world, making it 
feel fresh. This is clearly a love story but without a romantic kiss 
and featuring the liberal use of the word friend to describe the 
relationship between the female leads. Some readers may find 
this disappointing, while others may appreciate that the love 
between Skylla and Corinth does not require typical romantic 
labels.

An endearing book that is simultaneously fun and moving. 
(Graphic fantasy. 13-18)

THE NEXT NEW 
SYRIAN GIRL 
Shukairy, Ream
Little, Brown (416 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-0-316-43263-4  

When the lives of Syrian American 
Khadija and Syrian refugee Leene collide, 
an unlikely friendship pushes them to 
fight for their truths in this debut told in 
alternating first-person voices. 

Khadija is privileged, growing up in Detroit’s upper-crust 
Syrian Muslim community. Beneath the perfect facade, her fam-
ily life is broken. She finds her escape at the boxing gym with 
her crush, Younes, a Somali American boy, and dreams of travel-
ing the world with her Tunisian American best friend, Nassima. 
When Khadija’s mother decides to host refugees Leene and her 
mother, Khadija is not pleased at first. Meanwhile, Leene is just 
trying to hold herself together, still reeling from her traumatic 
experiences in Syria and during her journey to America. Though 
at first both are hesitant and prickly, Khadija and Leene eventu-
ally find themselves in a budding friendship, one that remains 
genuine and solid as both girls fight against inner demons and 
an unforgiving world. Khadija’s experiences in the Syrian Amer-
ican community will ring true to those from similar upbringings. 
Her family problems and her feelings of being an outsider give 
dimension to her character, but those struggles pale in contrast 
to Leene’s that are unfolding alongside them. The framing of 
Leene’s story never feels exploitative, however, and Shukairy 
respectfully portrays the horrible realities faced by many refu-
gees. She gives both girls a nuanced space and identity. 

A story of friendship and family that finds hope through 
heartbreak. (Fiction. 13-18)

“Respectfully portrays the realities faced by many refu gees.”
the next new syrian girl
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SUICIDE
When It Happens to Someone 
You Know
Szumski, Bonnie
ReferencePoint Press (64 pp.) 
$32.95  |  Feb. 1, 2023
9781678203542  

Advice from an author who has expe-
rienced it herself on surviving the suicide 
of someone close. 

Szumski provides a personal look at 
dealing with the suicide of a loved one. The mother of a teen 
who died by suicide, she draws on her own experience as well as 
interviews and written accounts from other survivors. She pro-
vides sympathy, encouragement, and sensible advice, encourag-
ing survivors to understand the pain of the suicidal person and 
to remember them with love. Chapter by chapter, she moves 
from immediate responses—“How Can It Be?” and “What 
Happened?”—to the process of grief. She describes ways oth-
ers often respond to someone who is grieving a suicide and 
ways that can be more helpful. Finally, she talks about adjust-
ments people make and how they move on, though the grief 
never really goes away. The writing is direct and straightfor-
ward, including a variety of examples. Quotes from survivors 
demonstrate the wide range of people’s reactions and coping 
strategies. The author incorporates up-to-date statistics and 
statements from therapists and researchers. Subheadings, pull 
quotes, text boxes, and stock photographs showing people of 
different races and ages break up the narrative. The backmatter 
includes source notes, websites for finding help, and resources 
for further research. With suicide being the third leading cause 
of death among teenagers, this is a much-needed addition to 
the self-help shelf.

A brief guide offering solace and helpful guidance. (photo 
credits, index) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

MADE OF STARS
Voris, Jenna
Viking (368 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-0-593-52521-0  

A pair of thieves turn vigilantes when 
an external force threatens their home 
planet of Nakara in this Bonnie and 
Clyde–inspired science fiction. 

Eighteen-year-old Shane Mannix and 
17-year-old Ava Castor are partners in 

crime. After Shane’s recent, traumatizing stint in a brutal space 
prison, they’re working together to exact revenge for Shane’s sake 
and, while doing so, become infamous as Ava has always dreamed. 
Meanwhile, on the other side of the law, earnest 18-year-old 
Cyrus Blake, a recent graduate of Opia’s Air Force Academy, 
hopes to carve a place for himself within the ranks of privileged 
classmates while trying to avoid being tempted by handsome 

Lark into breaking the rules until a devious plan from a rogue 
military leader to further oppress their homeworld sets Shane, 
Ava, and their crew on a collision course with Cyrus. Voris’ 
action-filled debut follows antiheroes Shane and Ava on their 
murderous, extremely violent space escapades against tyranny. 
Also central is Cyrus, whose yearnings for Lark and for doing 
the right thing clash with truths he unveils. A few odd chapters 
offer flashbacks of Shane and Ava’s first encounter but don’t 
add much to the overall tale, and while the setting has intrigu-
ing elements of political and social unrest, the world at large is 
underdeveloped. A bittersweet end promises more. Cyrus and 
Shane are assumed White; Ava is from a mixed fantasy race 
background. 

An uneven tale of revenge, infamy, and thievery in space. 
(Science fiction. 15-18)

KURT VONNEGUT
The Making of a Writer
Wakefield, Dan
Triangle Square Books for Young 
Readers (304 pp.) 
$23.95  |  Dec. 13, 2022
9781644211908  

A penetrating view of the life, work, 
and character of a renowned writer, art-
ist, playwright, and countercultural icon.

Wakefield, editor of Vonnegut’s col-
lected letters and short stories as well as a personal friend of 
the late author, incorporates dozens of the former as well as 
extracts from speeches and personal memories into a present-
tense, second-person encomium that slides smoothly over some 
rougher spots—notably fractured relationships with certain 
publishers and agents as well as both of his wives. But readers 
who are still, after so many years, encountering Vonnegut’s edgy, 
profane, often hilarious writing in high school or later will find 
links aplenty between his early experiences and later works and 
themes alongside ample documentation of his devastating and 
even now timely attacks on warmongers and, as the author of 
several perennially challenged books, self-appointed censors. 
The epistolary passages make up for a relative paucity of direct 
quotes from the books in providing a sense of his voice, and 
the notes for an undelivered talk that close the main narrative 
(the editor adds on substantial reminiscences and acknowledge-
ments) do capture his characteristic sensibility and wit: “And 
how should we behave during this Apocalypse? We should be 
unusually kind to one another, certainly. But we should also stop 
being so serious. Jokes help a lot. And get a dog, if you don’t 
already have one….I’m out of here.”

Sympathetic, authoritative, and readable. (photo credits, 
index) (Biography. 13-18)
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MISSING DEAD GIRLS
Walters, Sara
Sourcebooks Fire (240 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  Feb. 28, 2023
978-1-72823-413-7  

A girl from Philadelphia becomes a 
magnet for secrets and lies.

Tillie is new to the conservative, 
insular town of Willow Creek, working 
as a summer lifeguard at the local coun-
try club, when she meets Madison. Their 

attraction is immediate, and they quickly become inseparable 
despite warnings that Madison is dangerous. Both have their 
complicated pasts: girls they’ve kissed and loved, love they’ve 
lost, darkness that follows them. Tillie learns that Madison isn’t 
out, and to protect her privacy, she helped rich playboy Elliot 
escape accusations of sexual assault, claiming he was with her 
at the time. Tillie and Madison plot justice and revenge against 
Elliot but wind up caught in a dangerous dynamic. The story’s 
abrupt end will likely have readers searching for more pages 
given the surprising twist without any firm resolution. Never-
theless, Tillie and Madison’s relationship is full of physical pas-
sion; they have an intense magnetism that will draw in readers. 
Some of the violence and death require suspension of disbelief 
at points, but the writing is solid and includes some great lines, 
and the story centers female power and darkness in ways that 
many will welcome and embrace. Most characters default to 
White; one important secondary character is Korean American.

The compelling story makes this a page-turner. (Thriller. 
14-18)

STATELESS
Wein, Elizabeth
Little, Brown (400 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-0-316-59124-9  

Intrigue and danger in the air and 
on the ground make for an exciting read 
that is steeped in interwar history.

In late August 1937, Stella North, 17, 
is representing Britain by flying in a race 
against other young pilots to promote 

peace in Europe. As the only female flyer, and one who does not 
feel like a true Brit (she’s originally from Russia, having left as a 
3-year-old refugee, but she keeps that fact hidden), she has a lot 
to prove. Racing from England to Belgium, Stella witnesses two 
planes nearly collide midair, with one flying away undamaged 
and one plummeting into the sea. Was it really murder? The 
competitors include a pilot representing Nazi Germany, an Ital-
ian who is a close friend of Mussolini’s son, a Jewish pilot from 
the Netherlands, and an anti-fascist pilot from France: Could 
one of them be trying to eliminate the competition? Unlikely 
alliances form as Stella and her fellow pilots try to solve the 
mystery and stay alive, all unfolding against the backdrop of an 

ever more frightening political landscape. The aeronautic and 
historical details woven into the story make for informative and 
fascinating reading. The ending will feel bittersweet, as readers 
know that many of these new allies will shortly be on different 
sides of a horrific war.

A thrilling, terrifying read. (map, competitors and destina-
tions, author’s note, sources) (Historical mystery. 12-18)

“A thrilling, terrifying read.”
stateless
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IMHOTEP OF ANCIENT KEMET
Aire, Ekiuwa
Illus. by Simbarashe Langton Vera &
Anastasia Kyrpenko
Our Ancestories (44 pp.) 
$19.99  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Dec. 1, 2022
9781777117993

This illustrated children’s book offers 
a biography of a famous architect and 
doctor and places his and Egypt’s legacies 
in the context of African history.

Imhotep was born and raised in ancient Kemet, a nation 
that would one day become Egypt. The child of an architect, 
Imhotep was curious at a young age and constructed small 
mastabas, precursors to pyramids, modeled after the one 
his father built. Even as a youngster, Imhotep began making 
advances, challenging contemporary thought about structure 
and materials. Aire’s tale follows Imhotep from childhood to 
his later years as he rose to the position of vizier to King Djoser. 
Most of the details about the architect’s life focus on science, 
but other elements depict the common belief in Egyptian dei-
ties, such as crediting Imhotep with solving a flood problem 
by recognizing a god’s anger that his temple had been ill cared 
for. Much of Aire’s solid biography is told in simple sentences 
with accessible vocabulary complemented by a glossary and 
pronunciation guide in the opening pages. In the end pages, 
the author provides denser descriptions of Imhotep’s accom-
plishments and how the polymath shaped Egyptian civiliza-
tion with his progressive techniques in architecture, medicine, 
and writing. Further discussion of Egypt’s history situates the 
civilization in context with the people of ancient Nubia as well 
as the Middle East. Vera and Kyrpenko’s detailed illustrations 
portray a diverse Kemet, with people of many different skin 
colors sharing the same civilization and culture. The digital 
paintings show the hairstyles and clothing frequently depicted 
in hieroglyphics, grounding the child-friendly style in history. 
Most pages feature Imhotep’s cat for children to find in the 
background, enticing young lap readers to stay focused on 
the images while their parents read the text aloud. Imhotep’s 
natural curiosity and childlike questions should resonate with 
young readers, and Aire’s lyrical prose (“The people were des-
perate for food, water, and hope”) is likely to appeal to adults, 
especially with repeated readings. Older independent readers, 
especially those who love ancient Egypt, are sure to gain a new 
perspective by following this historical figure.

An illuminating account of an early genius.

THE MOST EXCELLENT IMMIGRANT by Mark Budman ..............145

SING, MAMA, SING by Anne Delgado; illus. by Elen Khalatyan .. 146

PROTECTRESS by Kendra Preston Leonard .................................... 153

REEF ROAD by Deborah Goodrich Royce ........................................ 157

REFUGEE by Pamela Uschuk .............................................................159

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

SING, MAMA, SING 
Delgado, Anne
Illus. by Elen Khalatyan
Quiet Trail Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $11.95 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  Sept. 27, 2022
9798986466590
9798986466583 paper
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LET’S BE FRANK
A Daughter’s Tribute to Her 
Father, the Media Mogul 
You’ve Never Heard Of
Biondi, Frank with Jane Biondi Munna
River Grove Books (212 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Sept. 20, 2022
9781632995797

Biondi Munna shares her deceased 
father Biondi’s stories about the rise of 
premium television in this debut memoir. 

After graduating from Harvard Business School, Biondi 
spent a few years in investment banking before shifting to the 
television industry, including a stint at the Children’s Television 
Workshop. In 1978, after a few years in the business, he took a 
job at an up-and-coming pay-cable channel called HBO. Read-
ers may not recognize Biondi’s name, but over the course of his 
long career, he served as the CEO of not only HBO, but also Via-
com and Universal. Biondi Munna notes that “he seemed to be a 
part of every major media development in the early ’80s into the 

’90s—from the consolidation of media conglomerates, to the 
supremacy of content and the rise and fall of Blockbuster.” Bion-
di’s own stories—from securing permission for the 2009 movie 
The Hangover to film at Caesar’s Palace in Las Vegas to playing 
doubles tennis against Donald Trump in 1999—are presented 
with the assistance of his daughter, Biondi Munna, who provides 
commentary and occasional narration; Biondi recorded inter-
views for the book during his final illness in 2018 and 2019. “I hit 
one of the best two-handed backhands I’d ever hit in my life,” he 
remembers at one point with practiced elegance. “The ball rock-
eted over the net, waist-high….Trump lost his balance and fell 
on the red-brown clay, dirtying his pristine tennis whites.” The 
celebrity cameos are fun, but the most intriguing anecdotes deal 
with behind-the-scenes industry players, such as Merv Griffin 
and Viacom owner Sumner Redstone. Overall, this book serves 
not only as a daughter’s celebration of her father, but also as a 
solid history of the entertainment industry of a certain era. 

An often amusing and well-presented look at showbiz 
through the eyes of a TV executive.

TRANSFORMING DISRUPTION 
TO IMPACT
Rethinking Volunteer 
Engagement for a Rapidly 
Changing World
Ed. by Bolton, Doug, Beth Steinhorn, 
Jerome Tennille & Craig Young
Amplify Publishing (240 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Nov. 1, 2022
9781637552865

Experts in volunteer engagement 
discuss post-pandemic strategies in this essay collection, edited 
by journalist Bolton, consultant Steinhorn, corporate strategist 
Tennille, and tech businessperson Young.

Myriad business books cover work-
place performance and interactions. 
The category conjures Ricky Gervais’ 
clueless David Brent trying to manage 
his hapless employees on the brilliant 
British TV series The Office. Kirkus In-
die recently reviewed three offerings 
that explore workplace dynamics, with 
one focusing on the tantalizing sub-
ject of office gossip. We look forward 
to more entries on navigating the ever 
shifting workplace in 2023. 

Bryan Gillette’s Epic Performance 
provides lessons from 100 endurance 
athletes and business executives on 

“reaching your peak.” Gillette presents 
five “pillars”: Envision, Plan, Iterate, 
Collaborate, and Perform. The advice 
in Iterate includes “Practicing when 
it doesn’t matter pays dividends when 
it does matter,” and “You get what you 
inspect, not what you expect.” Our re-
viewer calls the work “an outstanding 
performance playbook.”

In Harmony at Work, Susan Spero com-
pares harmonious dealings with colleagues 
to music composition and ensembles. 
Work relationships, the author writes, 

“become more interesting when we have 
the skills to vary their tempo, volume, and 
structure,” even though “we may have no 
idea why it is so easy to make beautiful mu-
sic with some people, and why other inter-
actions may sound so out of tune.” Accord-
ing to our critic, the volume delivers “a re-
freshingly creative examination of how to 
work well with others.”

Gossip can transmit significant infor-
mation and serve a valuable purpose in a 
company, argues Dominique J. Darmon in 
Have I Got Dirt for You. “Let’s say that you 
know that your boss…has a reputation for 
hitting on a record number of employees,” 
Darmon writes. “If a new, young colleague 
comes to work for your department, and…
you notice the sleazebag flirting with her 
but choose to say nothing, you will even-
tually be judged quite poorly.” The book 
deftly looks at gossip as a key method of communication. “A 
sharp, lucid, and compelling study of a relatable but rarely dis-
cussed topic,” our reviewer writes.

Myra Forsberg is an Indie editor.

INDIE  |  Myra Forsberg

navigating the 
business world
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Like many other sectors throughout the world, the “intricate 
tapestry of volunteerism” was affected by the Covid-19 pandemic 
and by national conversations on social justice and systemic rac-
ism. Events of 2020, the editors assert, “transformed that fabric—
completely unraveling some sections, fraying other areas, and 
adding entirely new threads throughout.” This book offers 19 
essays by people who responded to this fact by approaching the 
sector from a “new perspective.” The authors range from com-
munity activists to academics, and the essays are roughly divided 
into four thematic sections. The first, “Landscape of Disrup-
tion,” stresses the lasting consequences of 2020 that will rever-
berate for years to come, from economic crises to racial inequity. 

“Rethinking Strategy” and “Rethinking Engagement” center on 
new strategies and practices related to volunteerism; for instance, 
in Steinhorn’s essay, “Redefining Community in a Hybrid World,” 
she urges volunteer coordinators to foster a sense of community 
in the face of challenges of the Covid-19 pandemic. The book’s 
final section, “Rethinking Impact,” highlights the need for 
engagement with volunteers, who, “when leveraged effectively,” 
are essential to building “an organization’s capacity to accomplish 
its mission.” Despite its range of authors, the book’s prose style 
is consistently engaging, drawing on real-life examples and best 
practices, and it’s accompanied by a rich network of footnotes. 
Some may find it a bit heavy on corporate perspectives, but those 
engaged with faith-based organizations and civic engagement 
will still find representation. The book’s emphasis on issues per-
taining to Black, Indigenous, and other people of color as well 
as immigrants and refugees is particularly noteworthy. As volun-
teer training director Wendy Vang-Roberts notes in her essay on 
racial equity, “achieving racial equity is lifelong work,” and it’s 
shown to be central to volunteerism’s long-term viability.

An important guidebook to rethinking volunteer work in 
the 21st century.

THE MOST 
EXCELLENT IMMIGRANT 
Stories
Budman, Mark
Livingston Press (138 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book  |  Oct. 20, 2022
9781604893342

Russian immigrants in America pon-
der the meaning of life, navigate super-
natural experiences, and search for lost 
treasure in Budman’s story cycle.

This collection centers on a man known only as “the inter-
preter of dreams and afflictions”—a semiretired, Russian-born 
Jewish engineer now living in Boston, where he works as an 
online medical interpreter for Russian-speaking patients. He 
and his unnamed wife, in their spare time, help care for their 
two young granddaughters. In these meandering stories, the 
interpreter recalls his family’s history in the Soviet Union, 
where they weathered persecution and exile; conveys gentle life 
lessons to his grandchildren; observes the medical melodramas 
of the patients; stages whimsical funerals for a goldfish and a 

tick; and, in the fraught title story, confronts a mass shooter 
at an immigrant community center. Some of his adventures 
are wondrous: He tries out a variety of eternal-youth potions 
but gets cold feet when he recalls how callow and selfish young 
people are; receives dream visitations from biblical patriarch 
Joseph, who dispenses terse advice; and hones his talent for 
floating up to the ceiling. Intertwined with his narrative is a 
subplot about Piotr Osipovich Voronin, a penniless Russian 
immigrant in Brighton Beach, Brooklyn, who hopes to recover 
priceless pearls hidden in ornate pillows that his aunt mailed to 
America, and Penelopa Belkina, a strapping young woman from 
Odessa, Ukraine, who uses her computer-hacking skills to help 
Piotr locate the pillows—in return for a hefty cut of the loot. 
Their quests introduce them to oddball Americans, including 
someone with a fair-sized arsenal who also collects teddy-bear 
figurines and an unemployed woman enduring the purgatory 
of job-search seminars. Eventually, the quest leads to the inter-
preter’s doorstep—after he buys one of the fateful pillows.

Budman crafts a story collection that reads more like a novella, 
exploring coherent, resonant themes, such as the exhilaration 
that immigrants feel regarding America’s opportunities and their 
bafflement at its alienating culture; the deep changes in perspec-
tive wrought by aging; and the uncertainties of attempting to 
communicate with and understand other people. His fictional 
world has a Dostoevskian feel to it; its characters are steeped in 
metaphysical rumination and spiritual yearnings, which lead to 
material calculations and occasional eruptions of shocking vio-
lence. Full of mordant wit, colorful characters, and disorienting 
swerves, Budman’s text brims with evocative detail when relating 
squalid realism—“He spent his fiftieth birthday the night before 
cursing his fate in heavily accented English, drinking stale Diet 
Coke mixed with a few drops of leftover vodka, munching on 
his last Triscuit,”—and bizarrely matter-of-fact magical realism: 

“The Green Man stands alone on the sidewalk of a new housing 
development where every house is at least half a million in Earth 
money….His eyes are undiluted anthracite with speckles of white. 
His skin is poison-green, the color that makes you think of an 
industrial spill.” The result is a dazzling read with true philosoph-
ical depth amid wild flights of fancy.

A set of captivating tales of strangers in a very strange land. 

ESCAPING THE FUTURE
Crozier, Adam
Self (310 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $10.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
July 7, 2022
9798986465616
9798986465609 paper

In this SF adventure for middle-
grade readers, some resourceful tweens 
hop through time as they try to return 
home while striving to save Earth from 

an alien invasion.
Twelve-year-old Nic Walker is miserable about his parents’ 

decision to move from their Southern California home to San 
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Jose, far away from his best friends, Sophia and Tate. Forlorn 
and sullen, he is riding his bike to visit his childhood pals for 
the last time when the afternoon is shattered by a “black saucer-
shaped aircraft” falling from the sky, seemingly in combat with 
a “gigantic crystal.” As both vessels appear to crash in the hills, 
Nic races to get Tate, a video game whiz who wants to be a pilot, 
and Sophia, a science nerd who likes to build robots. Together, 
the three go on one last adventure to investigate the downed 
spacecraft. They find the crystal ship first and catch sight of 
military personnel carrying the body of “a massive humanoid 
reptile, twice the size of a human.” The second vessel appears 
to be of human design and conceals an even greater mystery: 
a time machine. The friends cannot resist a short trip into the 
future, where they meet Nadezda Wright, who is attempting to 
prevent a past alien invasion of Earth, and her granddaughter, 
Zoe, who is craving pals her own age. The travelers also receive 
some bad news. The time machine can only take them to the 
future, so their return to their own time is likely to be challeng-
ing. Crozier’s tale of a time-travel quest is original and exhilarat-
ing, and his young heroes are appealingly scrappy and inventive. 
The future landscapes they travel as they bounce through time 
are plausibly imagined, and the fight scenes are blessedly free 
of death and gore. If it is not quite believable that Dungeons & 
Dragons and space pilot video games have prepared the friends 
for everything they have to do, from flying spaceships at sub–
light speed to breaking into an alien prison, the rollicking fun 
will make it easy for readers to suspend disbelief.

A warmhearted and engaging tale of time travel and 
friendship.

LANDLORD BY DESIGN 2
Moves To Make and Paths 
To Take for Real Estate 
Investing Success
Currie, Michael P.
Beachrock Publishing (232 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  $8.99 e-book  |  Sept. 14, 2022
9780995303706

Currie offers a primer on the basics 
of real estate investing.

In his first book, Landlord by Design 
(2016), the author, a real estate investor and landlord, tackled 
residential property management. This second work goes into 
what it takes to be successful at property investment. Instead of 
focusing on a few strategies in that area, however, Currie paints 
with a broad brush; the book’s brief, easy-to-read chapters touch 
on virtually every type of real estate investment vehicle, includ-
ing room rentals, vacation rentals, house flipping, condominium 
investing, land purchases, fractional ownership, and others. A 
particularly low-risk strategy, Currie says, is “house hacking,” 
which he describes as “buying a property, living in part of it, and 
renting out the rest.” The book also includes useful information 
about key fundamentals, such as securing mortgages, real estate 
agents, mortgage brokers, bankers, and insurance. The book’s 
36 chapters are short and to the point, and Currie is careful to 

present balance, assessing risks and benefits. When discussing 
real estate location, for example, the author offers a solid list of 

“main points to remember when looking at the economy of an 
area.” In a chapter concerning vacation rentals, Currie includes 

“common risks” as well as valuable tips on what questions to 
ask prospective vacation renters. In an intriguing discussion of 

“zero-down real estate investing,” he shares his own experience 
and provides seven ways to invest without making a down pay-
ment. Some topics, such as joint venture deals, syndication, and 
crowdfunding, may extend beyond the capabilities of the average 
real estate investor, and because of the abbreviated format, the 
book addresses these subjects as well as others in only a cursory 
manner, so additional investigation will likely be required. The 
prose style is informal and breezy, and Currie seamlessly weaves 
his investing experiences into the chapters, with relevant exam-
ples and lots of bulleted lists. Still, readers should be aware that 
these experiences are mostly limited to the Canadian real estate 
market, and although his observations and suggestions may be 
broadly applicable, prospective real estate investors must take 
local regulations into account.

A useful overview of property investment opportunities.

SING, MAMA, SING 
Delgado, Anne
Illus. by Elen Khalatyan
Quiet Trail Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $11.95 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Sept. 27, 2022
9798986466590
9798986466583 paper

Moments between mothers and children are celebrated in 
this debut rhyming picture book.

A brown-skinned, curly-haired mother sings to a bundled 
baby. A mother wearing a blue hijab gazes at her child with love. 
A White, blond-haired mother croons as she rocks her baby in 
a crib. Mothers from many different cultures and walks of life 
are united by their love for their kids, who range from infants to 
toddlers. Even on pages where there is conflict—“Keep, Mama, 
keep / me close to your heart. / Our bond will be tested, / but 
won’t come apart”—the love between mother and child is clear. 
With Delgado’s soft rhymes and short stanzas, the lulling pat-
terns of the lyrics make this a perfect bedtime read-aloud for 
young children. Khalatyan’s illustrations are a treat for the eyes. 
They feature themed colors that unite the backgrounds and 
clothing, portraying mothers and children with a wide range of 
skin tones. All the parents perform acts of caring, and most of 
them share a similar body shape. There’s the implication that 
one mother is teaching her child sign language, showing her 
little one the sign for more. The contrast between the text and 
the bold backgrounds feels tailored to the youngest lap readers, 
who may trace the details around the words—music notes in 
many cases but also various patterns lifted from clothing—with 
small fingers as their parents read them the enjoyable story. 

A sweet, love-filled lullaby with a wonderfully diverse 
group of mothers and kids.

“A sweet, love-filled lullaby with a wonderfully 
diverse group of mothers and kids.”

sing, mama, sing
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MESSAGE IN A MATCHBOX
Memories of a Childhood 
in Tehran
Fashandi, Sara
Self (294 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  $10.99 e-book  |  June 1, 2022
9781737581468

A poignant chronicling of an impov-
erished childhood in Iran. 

Mohsen Fashandi grew up in Tehran, 
where his family of five lived in a small 

single room without electricity. They didn’t own a refrigerator 
until he was 15, and a TV came when he was 18. As a little boy, 
being rich “meant having a full stomach,” a temporary bliss he 
never took for granted. His father was a cobbler who eked out a 
meager income, and his mother contributed by sewing clothes 
during a time when it was unusual for Iranian women to work. 
It was his mother’s dream to be a homeowner, and when the 
family finally bought a house, she sold some of her wedding jew-
elry in order to afford it. But the home created an “immense 
financial burden,” and the family rented space to seven tenants 
to make ends meet. Despite all these hardships, Mohsen’s sto-
ries are remarkably cheerful, movingly told by his sister, author 
Fashandi. He was an especially resourceful boy—he taught him-
self how to become an electrician and later left for the United 
States to study electrical engineering after failing the Iranian 
college entrance exams twice. He endured terrible tragedies, 
including the sudden death of his first love, Banu, when she was 
only a little girl, heartbreakingly conveyed by the author: “My 
heart dropped inside my chest. I couldn’t understand what was 
wrong, but I knew from Banu’s unmoving form that something 
terrible must have happened. Her lips were blue, and her long 
black hair hung off her limp neck in thick, wet strands.”

The 26 stories cover Mohsen’s life from 6 to 23 and sensi-
tively chart the maturation of an increasingly confident young 
man. Fashandi’s love for and fascination with her brother radi-
ate from every page—this is as much an endearing homage as it 
is a historical remembrance. At the very beginning of the book, 
she calls her brother an “interesting, jovial, yet hardworking 
man,” and this is precisely what her affecting portrait commu-
nicates in a series of expertly crafted vignettes. Moreover, the 
author vividly depicts the onerous weight of poverty and the 
feelings of vulnerability it engenders. On rare occasions, the 
author shows Mohsen in despair, wondering sadly about the 
cruelty of life. Here, he expresses his sense of both anguish and 
indignation over the death of his younger brother, Majeed, who 
died when he was 9 months old: “I thought of those elderly 
woman who said that he was a special boy, and children with a 
cowlick like his would be returned to God soon. This had made 
me so angry. I couldn’t understand why God would bother to 
give Majeed to us if He was planning on taking him back in such 
a short time. Did God like to see us suffer?” This is an uncom-
monly moving reminiscence, uplifting and melancholy by turns. 

A thoughtful, tender series of youthful recollections. 

CAUGHT IN A TRANCE
A Tale of Hypnosis 
and Reincarnation
Fitz-Gerald, David
Self (287 pp.) 
$4.99 e-book  |  Sept. 30, 2022

A 19th-century New Yorker has the 
power to hypnotize and explore past 
lives in the final volume of Fitz-Gerald’s 
Adirondack Spirit series, following Wak-
ing Up Lost (2021). 

Moses Munch lives with his extended family in a small, 
upstate New York farming town. Moses has a job, a wife, and 
a teenage son. However, his primary interest is what he calls 

“trancification,” or hypnosis, which he uses to help friends and 
family—many of whom have their own supernatural pow-
ers—uncover forgotten memories and past lives. This, in turn, 
allows them to understand themselves better. “I don’t like 
keeping secrets, but there are some things one doesn’t speak 
of in a small town, like the fact that Ma sees ghosts and can 
communicate with the dead,” Moses explains. With his wife 
Lovina’s reluctant assistance, Moses manages to hypnotize 
himself; he’s immediately enthralled and wants to spend more 
time with his spirit guide and learn about people he used to 
be in past lives. Lovina tries to discourage him, concerned 
about the risks, and his son, Silas, an aspiring minister, relies 
on prayer to keep all the participants safe. Moses also learns 
that his mother and a neighbor are helping formerly enslaved 
people escape to Canada. He acquires a new antagonist in the 
person of Armand Bartholomieux, a Frenchman who moves 
into town with the intention of seducing as many women as 
possible. Moses and Bartholomieux are at odds from their first 
meeting, and the rivalry only intensifies when Bartholomieux 
acknowledges that he considers Lovina to be the ultimate 
potential conquest. Matters come to a head when Moses gets 
caught in one of his trances and is unable to move or speak. It 
all ultimately leads to a climactic battle.

The book effectively stands on its own while also fitting 
well into the series; as such, both new readers and fans of the 
Munch family’s past adventures will find themselves able to 
engage with the story. Fans of mainstream historical fiction 
who are willing to engage in mild suspension of disbelief are 
most likely to enjoy it, and past readers of the series will find 
it a satisfying conclusion. Fitz-Gerald has built a vibrant his-
torical setting for his characters, bringing the 19th century 
to life and seamlessly working real-life figures into the fic-
tional narrative, such as radical abolitionist John Brown. The 
supernatural elements of the story are handled effectively, 
following a cohesive internal logic that won’t leave readers 
with too many questions; the characters debate theological 
and philosophical points without drawing readers’ interest 
away from the book’s plot. The enmity between Moses and 
Bartholomieux is a bit predictable, but it brings appealing 
depth to the characterization of Moses, who’s on good terms 
with nearly everyone else in the book. The story has a satis-
fying resolution, leaving the various players at a moment of 
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transformation for themselves and their town—and it also 
comes at a historical inflection point.

A solid historical novel that effectively explores questions 
of good and evil.

FIRE MARKER MAN
Flower, Andrew
Self (332 pp.) 
$13.99 paper  |  $7.99 e-book
9798986770505

A historical novel focuses on an Irish 
immigrant family’s fragile and combus-
tible American dream.

In Flower’s tale, Irish farmer Robert 
Gillian loses his two youngest children 
during the blight in Ireland and starts 

afresh in New York City. A scene depicting his family’s suffer-
ing during the Irish famine cuts to his imprisonment in a New 
York jailhouse in 1869. The book unravels the threads leading 
up to Gillian’s grim fate, showing the dangerous lengths he goes 
to as the protector and provider of his family. Gillian becomes 
a fireman for “White Flag” Engine Company Five, making 
friends with the recently freed African American Clancy and 
the Native American Katonah. Gillian’s drunk and complacent 
foreman, Brian Denny, appears wealthy despite the poor status 
of the company. Gillian is haunted by a strange figure with a ter-
rifically scarred visage, “a man and bug at once!”—John Mahon. 
Through Denny and Mahon, Gillian eventually becomes a “fire 
marker man,” putting down plaques for the Chelsea Surety 
Company at its insured buildings—while also carrying out more 
sinister activities for the business. His wife, Aileen, and daugh-
ter, Mary, tackle the difficulties of working at an exhausting tex-
tile company, while his son, Patrick, fends off bullies and learns 
to become a druggist. Gillian gets wrapped up in the complexi-
ties of arson, firefighting, the Civil War, and individual quests 
for revenge. A powerful family narrative of tragedy and hope 
emerges in Flower’s novel along with the age-old American 
question: How can the exploited pull themselves up from their 
bootstraps without exploiting others? When Gillian becomes 
wealthy enough to buy a mirror, he is forced to look at him-
self and question his own authenticity and moral convictions. 
Despite occasional obscurities regarding 1800s fire safety sys-
tems in the United States, the novel weaves an engaging story 
with strong characterizations. The book’s absorbing themes—
questions of justice and morality in building wealth—are press-
ingly relevant today.

An engrossing family tale that balances poignant reflec-
tions with 19th-century action.

HOLDIN POTT
Ghosh Ippen, Chandra
Illus. by Erich Ippen Jr.
Piplo Productions (34 pp.) 
$19.95  |  $11.95 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Sept. 22, 2019
9781950168064
9781950168057 paper

A lonely little kitchen pot doesn’t know what to do with his 
lid-rattling emotions in Ghosh Ippen’s picture book.

Little Pott, a small cooking pan, wants to be like his father, 
Holdin Pott, a stoic pressure cooker, who says, “Sadness, anger, 
I keep ’em inside / along with tears I never cried. / At times I fear 
I’ll overflow, / but that’s my way, it’s what I know.” Little Pott 
tries hard to contain his own sorrow and rage when he’s bullied 
by other pots and pans, but the heat of his emotions reaches 
the boiling point, and the explosive result leaves him fright-
ened and confused. What will Holdin Pott do? Ghosh Ippen, 
a child psychologist specializing in childhood trauma, has cre-
ated multiple gentle and thoughtful picture books informed by 
her clinical work and practice, including Once I Was Very Very 
Scared (2018) and You Weren’t With Me (2019). Readers should 
know that her messages are for parents, too: Here, Holdin Pott 
looks beyond Little Pott’s messy outburst, recognizing the need 
for his son to learn how to safely express his feelings and that 
he’s loved. Illustrator Ippen’s lively pots and pans, in stove and 
countertop settings, are an offbeat, expressive delight; each 
full-page, border-to-border image is well integrated with clear, 
rhyming text.

A simple story with visual appeal and a well-crafted message.

SCRIPTCAKE SECRETS
The Top 10 Mistakes Novice 
Screenwriters Make and How 
To Fix Them
Gill, Lovinder
Gillder Frontier (208 pp.) 
$23.95 paper  |  $5.99 e-book  |  Oct. 13, 2022
9780978854317

A professional screenwriting instruc-
tor shepherds would-be scribes around 
common hazards of his chosen field in 

this debut writing guide. 
Gill has taught screenwriting for 20 years at such institutions 

as Drexel University in Pennsylvania and Glendale Community 
College in Arizona, and he’s noticed a common pattern among 
his students. First-time screenwriters are generally excited and 
full of ideas—until they hit a wall: “It feels good until they get 
somewhere between pages 20-30,” he notes. “Then, they run 
out of things to write about. Why is there nowhere else to go? 
Why is it so short? Where is the rest of the story? What do they 
do now?” There are plenty of possible reasons why screenwrit-
ers can feel stuck or why their screenplay isn’t working, but Gill 
asserts that he’s figured out the 10 most common mistakes that 

“The book’s absorbing themes—questions of justice and morality 
in building wealth—are pressingly relevant today.”

fire marker man
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account for most of their woes. From the pitfalls of the concept-
only screenplay—featuring an idea but no story—to the clutter 
of unnecessary characters and pointless scenes, Gill takes the 
reader through each mistake in turn, explaining how they come 
about and how writers can fix them, cut them, or avoid them 
entirely. Gill’s prose is smooth and conversational, and he has a 
way of explaining his concepts that will stick in readers’ mem-
ories. For example, he warns screenwriters not to select their 
genre before figuring out the emotional arc of the story—a mis-
take he describes as “writing from the outside in”: “Choosing a 
concept (or even a genre) first is like creating cake-shaped icing 
(concept) that you hope the actual cake (story) will fit into.” The 
book is divided into problems in the first half and fixes in the 
second, effectively breaking things down before building read-
ers back up. Scattered throughout are 44 “screenwriting truths” 
that offer quick bits of wisdom. Readers frustrated with their 
past screenwriting efforts will certainly come away with a new 
way of approaching future scripts. 

A comprehensive and well-presented set of writing tips.

LUCKY AT BAT
Goldenberg, Alisse Lee & Joseph Goldenberg
Illus. by Erin Cutler
Koehler Books (144 pp.) 
Dec. 20, 2022
9781646638598

A middle-grade novel focuses on a boy, 
his pet rat, and a shared love of baseball.

Lucky is one lucky rat. Rescued by 
a woman with a 10-year-old boy named 
Jack, he lives a fairly stress-free life with 
his brother, Gus-Gus, as household 

pets. The rats can talk to each other, having conversations that 
humans only hear as squeaks. When baseball season starts, Jack 
introduces them to baseball on TV, and Lucky loves it. It gets 
even better when Jack starts Little League, bringing Lucky to 
the games with him. There, Lucky is befriended by Fred, a dog 
who explains the rules of baseball to him. Lucky, it seems, has 
found his calling, becoming the team mascot and soon giving 
Jack and his fellow players signals from the sidelines. This leads 
Jack’s team, the Bulldogs, to victory over the Devil Rays, its 
archenemies. It also causes Danny, one of the Devil Rays’ play-
ers, to threaten Lucky, with the boy subsequently throwing a 
baseball and injuring the little rat. Soon, Lucky is on the mend 
and back at the baseball field, where Jack and his friends Dayna 
and Trevor lecture Danny about hurting helpless animals. In 
a climactic game, the Bulldogs again face the Devil Rays. The 
Goldenbergs, a mother-and-son team, have concocted a sweet 
tale of friendship not only among three wiser-than-their-years 
kids, but also between Jack and his two pet rodents. There are 
some nice descriptions throughout the book—Jack “smelled of 
candy, French fries, and home,” says Lucky in one captivating 
passage—and Cutler’s simple illustrations at the beginning of 
each chapter help draw a picture of the clever rat and his antics. 
There are some moments when Jack and his friends seem more 

mature than 10-year-old kids would be. For instance, when 
Trevor and Dayna come to visit after Lucky is injured, they 
bring doughnuts. “We come bearing gifts,” Dayna says, a rather 
grown-up phrase for someone her age. But that’s a minor quib-
ble. This is a largely delightful story about children and pets 
with a few life lessons thrown in for good measure. 

A cuddly, intelligent rodent becomes the hero of a sports 
tale that oozes charm.

RESURRECTION 2020
Guggenheim, Herb
Ecclesiastes Press (399 pp.) 
$29.95  |  $9.95 paper  |  $0.99 e-book
March 8, 2022
9798429431871
9798420507391 paper

In this SF novel, reluctant time trav-
elers bounce back and forth between 
the present day and the 1964 New York 
world’s fair.

University professor Skip Gershwin loses his job and his 
condo on the same day in 2019. The 62-year-old man moves in 
with his Austrian friend Gudrun Frege, who just got a teach-
ing gig at Vertex College in Maryland. Gershwin has barely 
unpacked when two Vertex professors stop by with an old-
school, reel-to-reel tape recorder. They want him to listen to 
sounds from the 1964 world’s fair in Queens more than a half-
century ago; he’s a known enthusiast who attended the event 
as a boy. He quickly learns that the recording somehow sends 
him and anyone else listening to it back in time to 1964. Gersh-
win, along with Gudrun and former students Marcel Miller and 
Hester Finn, intermittently hops back to 2019 without warning. 
They face such hurdles as a time traveler stuck in ’64 and a run-
in with a malicious teen seemingly intent on hurting someone at 
the world’s fair. But time is unexpectedly short, as an “aperture” 
that’s closing soon may strand them all in the past for good. 
While it’s volume three of a trilogy, Guggenheim’s dialogue-
heavy novel is a stand-alone. The engaging story is smartly sim-
ple, limiting the action to two time periods and predominantly 
taking place at the world’s fair. But the tale skimps on common 
time-travel dilemmas, namely the butterfly effect. There are no 
space-time paradoxes here that Gershwin and company must 
take responsibility for. Nevertheless, the author focuses on cru-
cial subject matter, such as Marcel, who’s a Black man, facing 
racist authorities in ’64. There’s likewise hard-hitting political 
satire, as a never named American president makes his way into 
the narrative—the tale delivers an unmistakable parody of a 
real-life former leader (he uses orange concealer). A slight twist 
in the final act deftly complicates the story’s time traveling and 
spawns an effective open ending. 

A diverting tale that favors vivid characters and topical 
social issues over SF elements.
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BECOMING A WARRIOR
My Journey To Bring A 
Wrinkle In Time to the Screen
Hand, Catherine
Bold Story Press (286 pp.) 
$32.99  |  $19.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Oct. 25, 2022
9781954805330
9781954805286 paper

In her memoir, producer Hand 
recounts bringing A Wrinkle in Time to 

the big screen.
In the fall of 1963, persuaded by her school librarian, Hand 

read Madeleine L’Engle’s classic novel and immediately fell in 
love with the characters along with the message and the spirit 
of the book. Envisioning it as a film even then, Hand wrote a 
letter to Walt Disney asking him to create the movie. She never 
sent the letter, and when Disney died in 1966, she decided she 
would eventually make the film herself. In 1976, the author 
began her career in the entertainment industry as a receptionist 
in screenwriter Norman Lear’s office. The memoir chronicles 
the 50-plus years it took for Hand’s dream to materialize, during 
which she formed a special relationship with L’Engle after they 
first met for lunch in 1979 to discuss the optioning of the movie 
rights. Though every part of the tale is connected to Hand’s 
wider goal to honor L’Engle’s book, the memoir itself is a fasci-
nating account of Hand’s life. Born into a family intimately con-
nected to American politics (her father was recruited as Lyndon 
B. Johnson’s assistant when he was a Senate majority leader), the 
author often toggled between entertainment and politics, and 
more recently, she worked for the Obama administration as the 
deputy director of communications for the Office of Personnel 
Management. Though the memoir dwells too long perhaps on 
the minutiae of the moviemaking process and the numerous 
people involved in her Wrinkle journey, it paints such a compel-
ling picture of Hand’s love for the novel the reader can’t help 
but rejoice when the Ava DuVernay–directed film finally began 
preproduction in 2016. Throughout, Hand is an insightful nar-
rator and candid about the production and reception of the film.

An uplifting tale about the highs and lows of realizing a 
lifelong dream. 

SUBURBAN MONSTERS
Hawkins, Christopher
Coronis Publishing (227 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  $6.99 e-book  |  Oct. 21, 2022
9781937346126

The suburbs are a breeding ground 
for malevolent entities and hideous 
sights in this debut collection of horror 
short stories.

In “Green Eyes,” the first of 13 tales, 
an outcast at school lives alone with her 

mother. The two have an unusual remedy when one of them is 

sick, which only turns scarier as the story continues. Through-
out this collection, the seemingly harmless either precedes 
something sinister or proves to be the source of horror. For 
example, Phil works at Darryl’s comic-book store in “Origin 
Story.” It’s hardly surprising when their conversations entail 
hypothetical superpowers, until it leads to a frightening real-
ity. In the same vein, the tales’ settings are familiar, typically 
welcome places, such as a retail store, a nighttime beach, and 
a kids’ birthday party. Hawkins grounds so many of these sto-
ries by integrating relevant concerns, from low-income hous-
ing to body-image issues. Bullying, too, plays a part in some of 
the characters’ lives, including the blue-collar narrator of “Car-
penter’s Thumb.” After he crushes his thumb with a hammer 
swing, his co-worker Carl laughs mercilessly, just one sign of 
the two men’s increasingly destructive relationship. Narratives 
will draw readers into characters’ mindsets; even when they’re 
nameless or they fear something intangible, it’s easy to tremble 
right alongside the players. That’s certainly true for Carol when 
her young daughter becomes obsessed with a cult children’s 
show in “The Stumblybum Imperative” (“The screen was awash 
with bright colors as the characters huddled in their costumes…
Oversized heads made of felt and foam pressed together, barely 
fitting inside the frame”). Although Carol finds herself mesmer-
ized as well, it’s still unsettling when one of the bubbly, plushy-
costumed Stumblybums turns inexplicably erratic right there 
onscreen. The author’s pithy writing churns out chilling scenes 
that feed on suspense and don’t linger on the gory bits for long. 
Regardless, the book’s highlight is the potent, cringe-inducing 

“Storms of the Present.” In it, one person goes to terrifying 
lengths to lose weight—and that’s merely the beginning of a 
dark descent. 

An assortment of jolts, abominations, and shaken nerves 
that readers won’t soon forget.

AMERICAN SCHOLAR
Horrigan, Patrick E.
Lethe Press (248 pp.) 
$20.00 paper  |  March 1, 2023
9781590217368

In Horrigan’s novel, a gay academic 
reflects on past and present relationships.

In New York City, professor and 
author James Fitzgerald has just had a 
successful reading from his latest novel, 
American Scholar. Then the sister of Greg-

ory Lenda, a long-ago ex—to whom James dedicated his book—
shows up, throwing him off-kilter and into reminiscence. The 
narrative alternates between James’ reflective roaming across 
the city in present-day 2016 and his forays into academia and 
gay culture in 1987. Eighties-era James, who goes by Jimmy, 
meets the charismatic Gregory at a gay men’s study group; the 
two quickly develop a strong connection and start dating. The 
naïve Jimmy struggles to navigate Gregory’s history of mental 
illness, his own feelings about sex, and his dissertation on (real-
life) early-20th-century critic F.O. Matthiessen, a closeted gay 

“An uplifting tale about the highs and 
lows of realizing a lifelong dream.”

becoming a warrior
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man. In the present, James reflects on tension with his husband, 
Fran; visits his younger boyfriend, Snyder; and stops by Grego-
ry’s old house in midtown Manhattan. The book has a pensive, 
dreamlike quality to it; the flashbacks will feel natural to any-
one who’s taken similar long evening walks. But there’s also a 
captivating intensity throughout, from Gregory’s dark, urgent 
personality to the no-punches-pulled depiction of the effects 
of HIV and AIDS on the gay community in the late ’80s. James’ 
other relationships are well limned, including those with col-
lege friends and fellow study-group members. Both Horrigan 
and his protagonist are literature professors with Columbia 
doctorates, and this sometimes breeds dry, academic passages. 
Still, it’s intriguing to follow Jimmy’s fascination with Matthies-
sen, whose life serves as a historical parallel to aspects of Jimmy 
and Gregory’s relationship. Above all, readers will recognize the 
ache of the absence of a great love: After considering Virginia 
Woolf ’s assertion that life is “a procession of shadows,” James 
thinks, “He wanted to speak about ghosts. Shades. Shadows. 
Hauntings. (Was that just another way of saying, he wanted to 
write about Gregory?)”

A haunting, complex look at love, gay history, and the pas-
sage of time.

LYRICAL BLISS IN TUSCANY
The Bel Homme Quartet: 
Book Three
Irish, Cindy
Enoch Publications (408 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  Aug. 24, 2022
9781942627043

An Italian pop opera star’s world 
gets upended when he meets an Ameri-
can singer in this third installment of a 
romance series.

Nico Biviano has years of fame and a notable “player” rep-
utation under his belt at the outset of Irish’s tale. As a beloved 
opera star from Pisa, Italy, he enjoyed international stardom 
until he surprised his fan base by joining the pop opera group 
Bel Homme. Now, “Bel Homme was number one in the world, 
and he was proud to be a part of it all.” His career move was 
motivated in part by the opportunity to meet more attrac-
tive female fans. But Nico has not been able to focus on this 
aspect of the job ever since he met Gina Madonni, a singer/
songwriter from America, at a band mate’s wedding. Though 
Gina is caught in the clutches of a controlling manager named 
Scott, the two singers experience an undeniable attraction. 
When Bel Homme hires Gina to be the opening act for its 
tour, she finally sees the possibility for her big breakout—and 
a chance to spend countless hours with Nico. But instead of 
immediately doting on her like other men, Nico provides end-
less pointers and criticisms for each of Gina’s performances, 
which makes her question his intentions. Is it possible for 
Nico to leave behind his checkered dating history to be the 
man she needs him to be? Can they figure out how to be 
together when they’re from different countries? And finally, 

can Nico make peace with her wish to never have children? 
The novel offers a delicate balance of tenderness and conflict 
for two individuals attempting to resist an irresistible love. 
Romance connoisseurs will delight in the story’s classic ele-
ments of sexuality, emotional satisfaction, and inner turmoil. 
Irish effectively builds the tension between Nico and Gina 
while creating impeccable moments for its release. Although 
the plot lacks some key background information and occa-
sionally becomes distracting during a few tangents, the author 
skillfully develops the main characters while prioritizing a sen-
suous pull for readers.

A charming tale for romance lovers who enjoy a lyrical 
game of cat and mouse.

MAIL ORDER COWBOY
James, Victoria
Entangled: Amara (364 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book  |  Dec. 27, 2022
9781649373120

A widowed mom inherits a run-down 
ranch and develops complicated feelings 
for the man who helps fix up the property.

James’ novel opens with Hope Rob-
erts’ new ranch hand quitting. He’s 
received a better offer of employment 

from a wealthier ranch owner. Much to her mortification, the 
young cowboy reveals his reasons for leaving within earshot of 
Dr. Dean Stanton, the incredibly handsome and wealthy phy-
sician who happens to be the son of the man who hired Hope’s 
employee. Not only that, but Dean is also the doctor who 
treated Hope’s now-deceased husband, Brian, who had cancer. 
Ever since Brian’s death, there’s been tension between Hope 
and Dean. Much to her surprise, Dean offers to fill in as the 
new hand around the house, but Hope is adamantly opposed. 
Given Dean’s duties as a physician, his responsibilities for his 
own rural home, and their icy relationship, it just doesn’t make 
sense. Even so, Dean seems to think his assistance is the best 
solution (“There’s no way you’ll find a more qualified cowboy 
than me”). He convinces her to let him complete one home 
improvement, and before she knows it, he’s turning the entire 
property around and winning over both Hope and her young 
daughter, Sadie. Hope refuses to acknowledge the feelings she 
begins to develop for him, worrying instead about all the rea-
sons she thinks they could never be together, no matter how 
hard Dean tries to convince her otherwise. Told alternately 
from Hope’s and Dean’s perspectives, the opposing narratives 
slowly reveal the protagonists’ complicated personal histories 
and the obstacles they face in pursuing their own happiness. 
A seemingly lighthearted read with much attention centered 
on the characters’ physical attraction to each other, the novel 
also tackles weightier topics like mortality, parental responsi-
bilities, grief, and guilt. Chock-full of details about ranch living 
and the endless work required for maintaining remote rural 
residences, the story remains focused throughout on the push 
and pull between the two main characters. Despite the tale’s 
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formulaic and predictable trajectory, readers will enjoy accom-
panying Hope and Dean on their heartwarming journey.

An enjoyable country-Western love story best suited for 
fans of second chances.

FINDING GENE KELLY
Jean, Torie
Sunset and Camden Creative (374 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  $3.99 e-book  |  Sept. 20, 2022
9780578380766

A New Englander dreams of opening 
a pastry shop in Paris, but life gets in the 
way in Jean’s debut romance. 

Twenty-six-year-old Evie O’Shea flees 
to France from her home in Tallow, Massa-
chusetts, in part because of her toxic rela-

tionship with her mom. Evie finds her hometown to be “a place 
where my overbearing, high-society Southern belle of a mother, 
Caroline, reminds me what a constant disappointment I am for, 
well, everything.” She also suffers from debilitating endome-
triosis, which forces her to make dramatic changes in her life. 
While in Paris, she contends with her anxieties over her broth-
er’s upcoming wedding and her mother’s desire for her to have 
a suitable date. After a surprise visit from Liam Kelly, a child-
hood crush, her world turns upside down. They decide to go on 
a “fake date” to the wedding, but first, they decide to practice 
being a couple so they aren’t thrown by each other’s fake flirting, 
and a real romance begins to bloom. Liam and Evie’s banter is 
full of light wordplay, as when Evie makes tea: “Just letting off 
some steam, don’t mind me.” “Oh man, how long have you had 
that one brewing?” However, Evie’s endometriosis flares cause 
her self-esteem to plummet: “I had somehow wrapped my dis-
ease around my identity.” Eventually, though, Evie develops a 
profound awareness “that home isn’t exactly a place for me. It’s 
a person. It always has been.” Jean’s portrayal of the easy, relaxed 
relationship between the two longtime friends intermingles 
effectively with Evie’s frustrations. Jean also effectively relates 
the sexual tension between characters and shares the main char-
acters’ thoughts and dreams with readers along the way. Jean’s 
knowledge of Paris, and a sprinkling of French phrases, gives 
the setting a feeling of authenticity.

A heartwarming novel of love triumphing over life’s struggles.

THE PHONE
An Unruly Collection of 
Second Chances
Ed. by Komp, J.
3 Bird View (294 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  Dec. 15, 2021
9781088003442

This genre-spanning anthology 
explores grief using antiquated tele-
phone technology.

If you could call up the dead, what 
would you say? This book’s title references Itaru Sasaki’s wind 
phone, a conceptual sculpture that allows people to hold one-
way conversations with the dead via an unconnected tele-
phone booth. Versions of “the Phone” crop up in each of these 
stories, often appearing literally out of thin air: on a beach 
outside of a school for magic; in the corner of a supernatu-
ral customer service representative’s bedroom; in the middle 
of a Kyoto, Japan, railway station. The Phone is accompanied 
by a plaque with the inscription “For What Is Left Unsaid.” A 
woman, uncertain of how to raise an adoptee alone, uses the 
Phone to try to call his dead father, knowing he can’t say any-
thing back. A group of kids in Louisiana breaks into a local, 
abandoned house only to have the Phone follow them myste-
riously from room to room. Two Martian colonists return to a 
mostly deserted Earth looking for male genetic material and 
encounter the Phone amid the rubble of civilization. These 28 
stories by 20 authors crisscross genres, from satirical retellings 
of Greek myths to realistic, present-day stories and specula-
tive works set on alien worlds. A few contributors are emerg-
ing authors, and there are some prolific writers of horror and 
fantasy represented, including Jonas Saul and Russell Nohelty. 
While a few of the tales are disappointingly straightforward, 
the anthology—edited by Komp—is admirably cohesive as a 
whole. The pieces are generally short, allowing readers to leap 
from premise to premise and genre to genre in the space of a 
few pages. With each appearance of the Phone, the object’s 
metaphorical weight grows heavier and heavier, and the 
myriad ways in which characters lose people—to accident, to 
Covid-19, to environmental collapse—accumulate at a fright-
ening pace. More than the sum of its parts, the book works as 
a crowdsourced meditation on loss and loneliness in an era of 
instant connection.

An eclectic and engaging collection probing the silence on 
the other end of the line.
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POPCORN COMES TO SCHOOL
The Story of a Kitten 
in Kindergarten
Koplow, Lesley
Teddy Bear Circle Publications (32 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Aug. 1, 2022
9781088058664

A kitten accidentally visits a classroom—and inspires empa-
thy—in this illustrated children’s book featuring collages.

When Wilson puts down his backpack in the deli on his 
way to school, he doesn’t notice Popcorn the kitten slipping 
inside. As he arrives at school, he feels little cat claws through 
the fabric and he tells his grandmother: “Nai Nai! I have Pop-
corn!” But she misunderstands, encouraging him to eat the 
treat at snack time. Wilson asks his friends for aid in taking 
care of the kitten during their kindergarten day, and soon 
several classmates attempt to help the feline. Wilson tries to 
confess to the teacher, but just like Nai Nai, Ms. Aniyah mis-
understands. At circle time, Wilson accidentally topples Pop-
corn onto the floor, where, frightened, the kitten scratches a 
classmate. After wrangling the kitten and sending the injured 
student to the nurse, Ms. Aniyah uses Popcorn’s arrival and 
behavior to talk about sequential order as well as acting out 
due to fear. The next day, after Wilson returns Popcorn to 
the deli, Ms. Aniyah turns the experience into a teachable 
moment, asking the children to write letters about their own 
fears and behaviors to Popcorn. Koplow’s book is filled with 
empathy, not only for the lost feline who strikes back out of 
fear, but also for the classmates who all experience Popcorn’s 
visit differently. Wilson’s class is diverse; the students’ felt-
and-paper faces are many colors, and their choices of whether 
to wear a face mask or not give a sense of immediacy to the 
moment in which the tale takes place. Bright colors and tex-
tures fill each page, and some of the child-written letters 
make appearances as part of the author’s collages. The text 
frequently uses complex sentence structures, and the font 
size changes from page to page, making this better suited as 
a read-aloud in a kindergarten classroom than for indepen-
dent perusing. The mistake over Popcorn’s name and Wilson’s 
snack should elicit grade-school giggles, and Ms. Aniyah’s 
assignment could easily extend to real-world classrooms 
inspired by the appealing story.

An engaging and accessible feline tale about feelings, well 
suited for school use and discussion.

PROTECTRESS 
Leonard, Kendra Preston
Unsolicited Press (208 pp.) 
$8.18 paper  |  $5.99 e-book  |  Feb. 1, 2022
9781950730636

In this ingenious novella-length 
prose poem by Leonard, Medusa finds 
herself at the epicenter of a modern-day 
feminist power struggle. 

“Medusa was raped. / Medusa was 
not raped. / Medusa was given rohyp-
nol,” read the opening lines of the pre-

lude to this contemporary retake on Greek mythology. The 
language addresses issues of rape culture, particularly the way 
survivors are scrutinized rather than protected in the press and 
social media. Enter Medusa, known as Duse to her friends. She 
and her gorgon sisters inhabit the city and work regular jobs. 
Medusa happens to be a humanities professor, but she’s also 
a guardian of women (“Like Batman, she will always be a vigi-
lante”). But the famous gorgon has a problem; Athena is coming 
for her. Here, Athena is a symbol of “misplaced feminism”—a 
goddess who favors and supports the patriarchy. Medusa wants 
Athena to change voluntarily and feel remorse for the harm 
that she, as a “slut-shaming bitch,” has caused other women. A 
confrontation between Duse and Athena comes in the form of 
an assembly attended by all manner of mythical beings. Leon-
ard’s novella astutely examines the consequences of “cruelty 
between women.” Leonard’s message is a positive one of com-
passion and self-empowerment—and this resonates in her sim-
ple, stirring use of language: Medusa chooses to forge “a path 
from the past to power.” And goddess Hera says, “I can create 
real sanctuaries for women, places of protection, ways of power.” 
This book urges women to care for one another and reconsider 
the ways their perceptions of female identity are shaped. Fans 
of contemporary rewrites of ancient mythology, like Margaret 
Atwood’s exploration of society’s double standards regarding 
women in The Penelopiad (2005), will be particularly intrigued 
by this astute debut offering by Leonard. And although some 
knowledge of the classics would be helpful, newcomers can still 
enjoy a captivating storyline.

A clever, illuminating feminist take on Greek mythology.

WRATH OF EVE
Evil Has Met Its Match
Lowell, David W.
Bowker (156 pp.) 
$5.99 paper  |  $0.99 e-book  |  Aug. 31, 2022
9780990805748

Eve and Serpent clash and connive in 
Lowell’s satire. 

Adam and Eve are kicked out of the 
Garden of Eden after hearkening to Ser-
pent—aka the devil—and his promise 

of godlike knowledge, and then sentenced by the Archangel 

“A clever, illuminating feminist take on Greek mythology.”
protectress
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Gabriel to serve Serpent in hell for 50,000 years. Restored to 
his native form as a fallen angel with horns, Serpent takes a 
shine to Eve, and he proposes a deal: Eve will be reincarnated 
on Earth to bring about the destruction of Atlantis; in exchange, 
Serpent will get her into heaven. By marrying into Atlantean 
royalty and cultivating a lust for money and power in her chil-
dren, she duly instigates a nuclear exchange, but the treacherous 
Serpent reneges on the bargain. Informed by Gabriel that her 
only hope of heaven is to work off her mountainous bad karma, 
she reincarnates once again—this time in 21st-century Boston, 
with the task of heading off a looming nuclear war. That’s a 
tall order given her circumstances as the financially struggling 
daughter of an abusive, alcoholic single father. However, with 
the help of a healer next door and some righteous computer 
hacking, Eve sets out to foil a shadowy corporate conspiracy 
by a secret society. Lowell’s irreverent countermythology feels 
like a sardonic revamp of Paradise Lost, taking a very flawed Eve 
through a gonzo redemption arc toward responsibility and self-
lessness. His characters are colorful and energetic—if not espe-
cially believable—and his prose is punchy and raucous: “You 
gotta admit we’ve had some crazy fun times together,” chortles 
Serpent to Eve, reminiscing about her time with him in hell. 

“Like when I barbecued all those little freaks of nature out in 
Andromeda….God knows what those things were, but they 
hopped like corn kernels in a hot skillet.” Eve, as a character, is 
cunning, feisty, and ready at a moment’s notice to take a chain-
saw to an adversary—an implausible but entertaining hero for a 
tongue-in-cheek epic. 

A rollicking sendup of Abrahamic origin stories featuring a 
tough, sharp-tongued mother of humankind. 

CLARA IN A TIME OF WAR
McGroarty, C.J.
Atmosphere Press (378 pp.) 
$18.99 paper  |  $7.99 e-book  |  Sept. 18, 2022
9781639884315

The effect of the American Revo-
lutionary War on soldiers’ wives, family 
members, and friends is at the heart of 
McGroarty’s debut novel.

In 1777, the second year of the con-
flict, Clara Fletcher is trying to do her 

best running her husband Malachi’s family farm in the Penn-
sylvania Colony while he’s off fighting. One day, her 12-year-
old son, Jamie, bursts into the main house and tells her that 
an unconscious man is in their barn. After Clara nurses him 
back to health, the evasive man finally reveals himself to be a 
man named Declan O’Reilly, but his reasons for being in Ches-
ter County remain a secret. He soon becomes a key part of 
Clara and Jamie’s lives, causing Clara to question her relation-
ship with the absent Malachi, who dragged her away from her 
beloved home in Philadelphia to a rural community. McGro-
arty’s narrative, though unevenly paced, takes its protagonist 
on an engaging path that conveys how earth-shattering events 
are felt on a local level. The novel shines in how it develops 

attachments between characters; the blossoming romance is, 
of course, central, but perhaps more compelling is the rela-
tionship between Clara and Naomi, her close friend that lives 
with them and displays no judgment regarding Clara’s situa-
tion. The insights into Declan’s mysterious war work and the 
uncertainty surrounding untrustworthy characters in Clara’s 
community may leave readers wanting to know more, but the 
overall level of detail is sufficient to drive the wider plot. The 
passages in which Clara briefly returns to Philadelphia are par-
ticularly exciting, but the entire novel has a keen sense of his-
torical accuracy that will entice readers who have an interest 
in the Revolutionary War period.

A compassionate portrayal of a woman whose quiet life is 
thrown into turmoil.

THE ANTIDOTES
Pollution Solution
Mechael, Patty
Bold Story Press (242 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Sept. 20, 2022
9781954805248

In debut author Mechael’s middle-
grade series starter, a team of fifth grad-
ers use their aptitude for science to keep 
their families, friends, and others safe. 

Marylander Girgis “Gir” Orenson-
Gobrial is a whip-smart, headstrong boy 

with his marine biologist father’s knack for science. Gir starts 
to be concerned when his talkative dad is eerily quiet one morn-
ing before asking Gir about an important-sounding missing 
research notebook. After his father mentions that dangerous 
plastic-eating bacteria are releasing toxins into Chesapeake Bay, 
Gir becomes very concerned, and so does his classmate Izi, a 
timid girl who recently moved to the United States from Japan. 
Together, the pair found the Antidotes, a team of passionate 
kids who all got through a recent unspecified pandemic and 
who swear to do all they can to keep anything similar from hap-
pening again. They find creative ways to raise awareness and 
stop the spread of illness. Over the course of this novel, the 
characters, both children and adults, feel sympathetic and real, 
and readers of all ages will find someone who’s relatable in these 
pages. Mechael’s timely, poignant, and urgent novel grapples 
with familiar issues that have plagued the entire planet in the 
past few years as well as serious problems that may lie ahead. It 
comes complete with pictures, maps, charts, as well as accessi-
ble explanations of potential solutions to environmental issues. 
The novel also effectively touches on other serious themes, 
including gender bias and corporate greed. Mechael seems to 
understand what it was like to be a concerned preteen in recent 
years—although, notably, neither Covid-19 nor a specific year 
is ever named in the novel. Overall, though, the story provides 
cautious hope for the future. 

An important, appropriate novel for young readers in a 
rapidly changing world.
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CAT’S CAFE
Melotte, Ralls C.
FriesenPress (327 pp.) 
9781039133518
9781039133501 paper

A woman struggles with challenges 
on the 19th-century American frontier in 
Melotte’s debut historical series starter.

Catherine Callaway is poised on the 
edge of losing both the hope and the 
naïveté that originally brought her to the 

wilds of 1879 frontier Idaho to set up a cafe with her husband, 
Patrick: “Drawn in by the attention, romance, and promise of 
adventures to come, she hadn’t imagined how hot, dirty, dusty, 
and wild the West really was,” readers are told. “It had fright-
ened her some but, as a new, good Christian wife, she felt bound 
to abide by her husband’s decisions and hoped everything would 
work out.” Living in the little town of Eagle Rock has been a dis-
illusioning experience for her; the streets are sometimes full of 
violence, the sheriff seems useless to prevent it, and the demure 
cafe of her dreams has become a busy saloon. That saloon is also 
a disappointment to the town’s mayor—a wonderfully hissable 
bad guy named Luther Armstrong who wants business to go to 
the rival drinking establishment he’s bankrolling. His plan: If 
Patrick should have an “accident” and drown in the Snake River, 
his “arrogant, aloof ” wife will certainly pack her bags. It turns 
out that tragedy has a markedly different effect on Catherine 
than he—or Catherine herself—could have predicted. Melotte 
kicks off this trilogy in zippy, energetic style, filling his story 
with genuine frontier lingo (helpfully footnoted) and keep-
ing the language of most of his characters eye-openingly salty. 
The dramatic center of the story—Catherine finding the inner 
strength to take on a pile of troubles—is handled with an engag-
ing sense of compassion. At one point, when a character assures 
her that she has more friends in town than she thinks, every 
reader will truly feel it, and they’ll very much want to stay with 
the series as it goes forward.

A zesty and occasionally touching story of a woman con-
fronting crude realities of a new life.

INFERNAL FALL
Mitchell, Bryan Timothy
Descendant Publishing (299 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $0.99 e-book  |  Oct. 17, 2022
9798986987811

After inadvertently plummeting to 
Hell, a man must pass all nine of its levels 
to make it back home in Mitchell’s debut 
fantasy novel.

Daniel Strong’s hike up Grandfather 
Mountain in North Carolina isn’t just to 

take in the scenery. The former Army soldier–turned–university 
student plans to propose to his girlfriend, Kristine Groves, at 
the summit. But inside a cave, he finds a peculiar stone that 

somehow opens a hole in the ground into which he falls. Once 
reoriented, he sees a place that doesn’t quite look like Grand-
father Mountain and quickly runs into ghostlike “shadow-man” 
Beau and soul-harvesting, reptilian-eyed demon Charles. Beau, 
whose job is to help dying people cross over to their afterlife, 
thinks it’s his fault Daniel is now down below. He shouldn’t be, 
since he’s still alive—something that Charles picks up on right 
away. Rather than take Daniel to a “soul trial,” in which a judge 
would determine what specific Hell (out of nine) would be his 
eternal home, Charles opts to take him to Satan, which is the 
best chance Daniel has of returning to Earth. That means going 
through all nine Hells that make up the underworld until they 
reach its ruler. Beau, lending assistance however he can, tags 
along while ever skeptical Daniel just wants to see Kristine 
again. The trio drop into pit after pit on their volatile journey, 
putting them face to face with any number of demons. Unex-
pectedly, however, the greatest threat is Azrael, the Angel of 
Death, who may be hunting Daniel simply to kill him.

Mitchell’s tale is a pronounced contemporary take on 
Dante’s Inferno. The levels here are the same as the circles 
of Hell, starting with Limbo and passing through Gluttony, 
Heresy, and others. There are recognizable characters as well, 
including ferrymen Charon and Phlegyas, along with such 
demons as Asmodeus and Azazel. This book, which closely 
follows Daniel, Beau, and Charles on their trip south, moves at 
a steady beat since the three have no reason to linger in any of 
the Hells. This affords plenty of room for meticulous charac-
ter development; Daniel, for example, has serious anger issues 
and is the first person to swing in confrontations. His link to 
humanity and his earthly home is the Holy Spirit, which func-
tions essentially as a disease in Hell and which he may lose if 
he lets his rage completely take over. Although each of the trio 
battles his own inner turmoil, they also bump heads with one 
another, especially as Beau insists that demon Charles can’t be 
trusted. Their dialogue rarely feels like banter; it’s more about 
keeping Daniel alive until they reach the next pit of Hell. The 
author concisely depicts the group’s perpetually treacherous 
path, including the Heretics’ Yard in the Sixth Hell: “Radia-
tion pressed into his flesh like countless invisible knives….
stone buildings billowed smoke from windows and cracks.” 
The novel features a satisfying wrap-up with a hint of perils 
to come. 

A remarkable cast of characters guides readers across a 
terrifying but compelling landscape.
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“Melotte kicks off this trilogy in zippy, energetic style.”
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FROM SCRATCH.
Adventures in Harvesting, 
Hunting, Fishing, and 
Foraging on a Fragile Planet
Moscow, David & Jon Moscow
Permuted Press (336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  $14.99 e-book  |  Oct. 25, 2022
9781637584026

An actor, producer, and director 
recounts his tour of various countries’ 
cuisines and economic challenges. 

David Moscow, star of the cable television series From 
Scratch, combines his dual love of food and international travel in 
this whirlwind gastronomic adventure in search of food sources, 
history, cooking styles, botany, and biology. Together with his 
creative partner and father, Jon, Moscow spent four years visit-
ing 20-plus countries in search of the most vivid atmospheres, 
agriculturally challenging environments, and interesting food-
related stories he could find. Each culinary jaunt results in an 
unadulterated, smart, beautifully rendered, and often thrilling 
entry to a travel journal that begins in New York with lessons 
on oyster cultivation in the Long Island Sound and ends with a 
pizza tasting in Naples. In South Africa, Moscow explores the 
region’s economic inequalities while learning about its native 
foods from a pair of seasoned chefs. One chef introduced the 
author to the delicacies of “boiled and blowtorch-seared sheep’s 
head” while they “bonded over my repulsion.” (Everyone’s tastes 
vary, and even Moscow calls some dishes “gut-turning.”) The 
American is gleefully welcomed in Malta to forage for snails and 
fish for octopus while learning that the region’s potable water 
resources are roughly 50% reliant on desalination plants. He 
hunts for feral pigs in Texas, scouts out a memorable elk dish 
from a Wyoming food truck, discusses sustainability options 
with a cafe and bakery owner in the Philippines, cooks scallops 
in Iceland, and learns about some of the over 2,800 native vari-
eties of potato in Peru from a “potato whisperer.” Moscow gets 
his hands dirty harvesting mushrooms in Finland before fishing 
for anchovies on the Amalfi Coast and comparing pizza styles 
in Naples. 

Moscow lavishes his evocative descriptions on every local 
dish and landscape (on Iceland: “Trees give context to your own 
size, but there—with only the volcanoes and glaciers and fjords 
to measure yourself—you just feel incredibly small”). He also 
has clearly done his homework in researching these far-flung 
locations. Each section is a history lesson as well as an informed 
discussion on food sourcing, preparation methods, and the eco-
nomic and climate conditions enhancing (or threatening) each 
area’s ecosystem: “The economics of South Africa’s impover-
ished, landless majority has also led to poaching by large cartels, 
which can hire local people to do the actual poaching. We’ve 
heard about the rhinos, but not about the macadamias, avo-
cados, oranges, etc. There is a huge security industry of cam-
eras and fencing set up to catch bands of burglars who pull up 
with trucks in the middle of the night and clean out a harvest.” 
While depicting the ways food moves from farm to table in 
each country, Moscow’s narrative opens up larger conversations 

on more serious issues of food-production hurdles and critical 
global current events, like monocultures, wildlife preservation 
efforts, and harmful overfishing. Included are 10 recipes for 
favorite meals from the author’s journeys, like “Trout Piscator,” 

“Da Michele Pizza Dough,” “Acorn Fritters,” and “Snails in Mal-
tese Landscape.” This is delicious, adventuresome entertain-
ment for the mind, soul, heart, and stomach.

A dynamic, ruminative journal for food lovers and arm-
chair globe-trotters.

MINERVA PEARLSTAR AND 
THE DRAGON’S HEART
Riddle, Sharron
Manuscript 

The second entry in a YA series that 
combines Norse mythology and magic-
school fantasy.

Fourteen-year-old red-haired Minerva 
Pearlstar is a heksen, or witch, who’s a stu-
dent at a magical boarding school called 
Asgard. There, she shares a room with 
her best friends, Alice and Nancy, and her 

talking mynah, Count Gracula. The school is just outside Mid-
gard, Maine, a replica Viking village that disguises a town full of 
magical beings—including elves and shape-shifting mages—as 
a tourist attraction. In the book’s opening scene, Minerva finds 
an unusual, blood-red gemstone at the bottom of a frigid lake 
while practicing Skulling, a Quidditch-like underwater sport, 
with her school team. The stone feels oddly warm and seems 
to pulsate, and she immediately senses that it’s important—and 
dangerous. What follows is an action-filled tale of battles and 
intrigue among magical factions, pitting the followers of the 
powerful witch-queen against those who are secretly working 
to foil her evil plans, including Minerva and her friends. Mean-
while, Minerva is ensnared in a magical bond with the queen’s 
son, Prince Thorn, whom she initially detests. The story offers 
numerous twists as Minerva makes surprising discoveries about 
the histories of the gods, mages, and heksen; her role in their 
ancient prophecies; her teachers’ and friends’ true forms and 
abilities; and a clandestine romance. The magic-school setting 
and numerous fantasy creatures—such as gargoyles, kelpies, 
undines, fairies, gnomes, nymphs, and the horrifying, undead 
draugr—are likely to particularly appeal to fans of the Harry 
Potter series. Those who are unfamiliar with Norse mythology 
or haven’t read the previous installment, Minerva Pearlstar and 
the Weavers of Fate (2022), may have difficulty making sense of 
the complicated backstory, which is only explained in bits and 
pieces. Overall, though, the writing is vivid, the action engaging, 
and the characters well drawn. Readers will be eager to find out 
about Minerva’s next adventure. 

A fast-moving fantasy tale with memorable, engaging 
characters.
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REEF ROAD 
Royce, Deborah Goodrich
Post Hill Press (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Jan. 10, 2023
9781637584965

Royce’s murder mystery, involving gen-
erational vengeance in the time of Covid-
19, would make the ancient Greeks proud.

In 1948, 12-year-old Noelle Huber 
was brutally murdered in Pittsburgh. 
The case was never solved; her older 

brother, Matthew, was a perennial suspect but was never 
charged. Shift now to Linda Alonso in Palm Beach, Florida. 
It’s 2020; she and her Argentina-born husband, Miguel, have 
two young kids and a shaky marriage. Enter “the writer,” 
whose identity we won’t learn until later. The chapters toggle 
between “The Wife” (Linda) and “A Writer’s Thoughts.” The 
writer, we learn—because as the narrator, she tells us so—is 
a moderately successful mystery writer also living in Palm 
Beach, a loner and a stalker and more than a little scary. And 
let us not forget Miguel’s older brother, Diego, who shows up 
on the Alonsos’ doorstep after many years when he was pre-
sumed dead. Royce is a wicked good writer (“Diego had carved 
out pieces of each of the children’s hearts and inserted himself 
inside”). Her portrait of Linda Alonso is good, but her portrait 
of the writer is even more impressively creepy. Shall we call 
her Nemesis? A very clever gimmick is that the writer is cer-
tainly meant to be a stand-in for Royce, the author behind it 
all. This is meta with a vengeance, a story about telling a story, 
and fascinating for students of that stuff. Another clever trick 
is that characters that we have a bias to trust, like Linda, may 
not be so trustworthy. If this is dirty pool, the reader will have 
to decide. And there are some serendipitous developments, as 
the writer is the first to admit. But overall, the gears of this 
clever plot mesh like those of a Swiss watch. There is some 
time shifting, but the chronology works out in the end.

A truly absorbing mystery by a writer at the top of her game.

JUSTYCE SCALES OF THE 
OTHERLY AND OBSCURA
Rrae, Norma
Archway Publishing (262 pp.) 
$35.95  |  $17.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
June 26, 2022
9781665722827
9781665722810 paper

A YA fantasy novel about a teen-
age girl who finds herself trapped in a 
strange place—or maybe just a halluci-

nation of one.
Debut author Rrae’s protagonist, Lucille “Luci” Amberly 

Flask, has just turned 16, having celebrated her birthday by 
going on a trip with her mother, Ruth, to Liard Hot Springs. 
She received a Canon Rebel T3i camera with which she snaps 

pictures as her mom drives them home. Then she sees some-
thing odd on the roadside: a missing person poster on a bill-
board with her face on it. Soon, a dense fog rolls in and the car 
crashes. When Luci can’t find her mother, she wonders if this 
is all really happening or if it’s just a “daymare”—hallucinatory 
events that she experiences on occasion. Soon, Luci is talking 
to someone who calls themselves Grentsth, the gatekeeper of 

“The Otherly,” a parallel world that features magic and talking 
animals. She’s told she can’t leave The Otherly until she com-
pletes three trials, but all she really wants to do is find Ruth and 
go home to her father, brother, and friends. However, Luci is 
also informed that her mother is actually someone named Keres, 
who has history in The Otherly. Rrae has Luci interact with 
numerous strange beings on her quest, from a man who speaks 
only in questions to an elephant who wears jewelry and warriors 
made of sticks and stones. While the querulous man is about as 
frustrating as one would imagine, the environment in which he 
and the others live offers readers a seemingly endless supply of 
surprises, and Luci moves through them all at a swift, consistent 
pace. Although the main character’s goals seem simple enough 
at the beginning, events take a truly unexpected turn when Luci 
is finally reunited with Keres. This plot turn does require an 
explanation that readers may find a bit lengthy, but it effectively 
breathes additional life into an already imaginative tale.  

A twisty, lively romp through a bizarre world.

AUGUSTA
Ryker, Celia
Rootstock Publishing (230 pp.) 
$18.99 paper  |  Jan. 3, 2023
9781578691203

In this novel inspired by the chal-
lenging life of the author’s grandmother, 
a woman is left to raise her four children 
alone during the 1920s.

Augusta Young is born “near the 
turn of the twentieth century” to a 

hardscrabble Arkansas farm family. At the age of 12, enter-
ing the eighth grade—the only one of her siblings allowed to 
remain in school this long—she is excited about receiving her 
diploma at the end of the term. But there is an unanticipated 
upheaval ahead for her. The mother of her best friend, Clara 

“Cookie” Church, has taken ill. Shortly after the graduation 
celebration, Augusta begins helping Cookie’s family, taking 
on the household chores Betty Church can no longer handle. 
When Betty dies, Augusta’s parents marry off their 13-year-old 
daughter to Cookie’s newly widowed father, Simon. Despite 
Augusta’s objections, the deal is set. Initially, Augusta finds 
Simon to be a caring and devoted husband. For the first time, 
she has store-bought clothes and ample food—until the price 
of cotton crashes. At 15, Augusta is pregnant and forced to 
move to Detroit with Simon. Poverty-stricken, they take up 
residence in a two-room tenement apartment. Over the next 15 
years, Augusta confronts overwhelming obstacles, ultimately 
struggling to support her four children on a food server’s 
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“A historically evocative period drama that’s 
poignant and disquieting.”

augusta
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salary after Simon leaves her and the kids. The depth of her 
travails—and the heart of the engaging story—is revealed in 
Ryker’s haunting first chapter, where readers are introduced 
to a 20-something Augusta walking the streets of Detroit. She 
is hoping to get a glimpse of her fourth child, the little girl she 
gave up for adoption so that she could keep the other three. 
The bulk of the novel fills in the blanks of how she arrived 
at this shattering moment. Smooth-flowing prose carries the 
tale forward at a steady pace, although without any year mark-
ers, it is sometimes difficult to tell how much time has passed 
between chapters. Nonetheless, farm and city vignettes create 
vivid images of time, place, and economic class, and Augusta 
emerges as a formidable woman in the face of daunting odds. 

A historically evocative period drama that’s poignant and 
disquieting.

AMERICAN JOURNEY
My Life In Art
Sassone, Marco
Arti Grafiche Press (362 pp.) 
9780935194159

Sassone candidly chronicles his 
upbringing in Italy and his remarkably 
successful career as an artist.

In 1942, Sassone was born in Campi 
Bisenzio, a small town in Tuscany not far 
from Florence. Artistic talent ran in the 

family—his father was both a singer and a painter, though he 
was frustrated by his lack of success. A “rebellious kid” moved 
by a “spirit of independence and foolhardiness,” Sassone found 
a youthful solace in drawing and painting, a “legitimate escape 
from the humdrum of everyday life,” as well as a reprieve from 
troubles, a sanctuary affectingly described in this fascinating 
remembrance. By the time he was in high school, he was a seri-
ous student of art—he studied with and was deeply influenced 
by the painter Silvio Loffredo. Eager to expand his artistic 
horizons, he traveled to California by way of London and New 
York, enjoying a meteoric rise in the art world. The prestigious 
Wally Findlay Gallery exhibited his works; he was invited to 
the 1978 Oscars; and celebrities like Tina Turner admired his 
art. Ultimately, he became so famous, his work so valuable, that 
he was plagued by the illicit selling of forgeries. The author 
treats the reader to more than an account of a memorable art 
career; he provides an astonishingly forthcoming, even confes-
sional peek into the personal world of an artist at the height of 
his power, including his chaotic romantic life. Sassone never 
refrains from sharing his opinions, often critical of contem-
porary artistic convention, reliance on mass media, increasing 
conformity, and obsession with profit, opining, “It all seemed 
to me like smoke and mirrors. Come to think of it, a lot of the 
art I see these days in museums and galleries is mostly smoke 
and mirrors—flashy things that appeal to the superficial eye.” 
This is a captivating autobiography of an extraordinary life, as 
dramatic as it is accomplished.

A gripping memoir that luminously captures an artist’s life.

THE HOLLOW BOYS
The Dream Rider Saga: Book 1
Smith, Douglas
Spiral Path Publications (381 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $19.99 paper  |  $0.99 e-book
Oct. 9, 2022
9781928048329
9781928048275 paper

In Smith’s fantasy series starter, a 
teenage superhero faces the gravest peril 
of his young life when two near-immortal 

figures start kidnapping young boys off the streets. 
Seventeen-year-old billionaire graphic novelist Will Drey-

cott’s biggest secret is that when he sleeps, he becomes the 

“A captivating autobiography of an extraordinary 
life, as dramatic as it is accomplished.”

american journey
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Dream Rider—a masked vigilante whose ability to enter the 
world of other people’s dreams allows him to help solve crimes 
by feeding the information he collects to journalist Harry Lyle, 
who passes it on to the police. While awake, Will is a mild-
mannered, successful creative artist, effectively trapped inside 
his tower in Toronto due to agoraphobia that began when his 
parents went missing eight years ago. After Harry asks for his 
help to investigate the disappearance of a number of house-
less boys, Will meets Case, a 16-year-old girl whose younger 
brother, Fader, has been kidnapped. Case is desperate for help 
to save her sibling, and although she doesn’t trust the cops, she 
feels a connection with Will. As the pair start to fall for each 
other, they tangle with the fabled witch Morrigan and her lover, 
Marell, who have dark plans for the boys they’ve abducted and 
who possess powers that the Dream Rider fears he can’t face. 
Smith’s introduction to the Dream Rider Saga is a multilayered 
fantasy that pays homage to familiar superhero tropes—includ-
ing the Batman-esque orphaned, rich vigilante—while adding a 
nice dose of magic and mystery to the mix. The story is char-
acter-driven and richly developed, highlighting Will’s fears of 
facing his enemies alone (“He was the only person left to stop a 
crazed super villain. And he didn’t have the slightest clue what 
to do”), Case’s ongoing struggle to avoid vulnerability, and the 
villainous Morrigan’s inner conflict. Other characters display 
uncanny powers like Will’s, and the mystery surrounding Will’s 
parents’ disappearance provides tantalizing information for 
future installments. 

A fun supernatural tale with well-developed characters 
and a touch of romance.

REDDING UP
More Stories of Furnass
Snodgrass, Richard
Calling Crow Press (400 pp.) 
$29.95  |  $9.95 paper  |  $7.95 e-book
Nov. 15, 2022
9781736599464
9781736599471 paper

Snodgrass presents a collection of 
linked short stories that revolve around a 
failed steel town in Western Pennsylvania. 

As the author observes in a prefatory note, the once-
booming steel mills in the Keystone State began to go bust 
in the 1980s, and with that lost prosperity, an entire way of 
life vanished. Here, he offers elegiac tales set in his strug-
gling fictional town of Furnass, outside Pittsburgh; one of 
them, “Coda,” is a short story, while the others, including 
the titular work, are novella-length. In the first, Her Father’s 
Daughter, Jennifer Sutcliff seems set on severing her ties with 
Furnass forever; she reorganizes the real estate company that 
her father, Dick, built and controversially sells the land upon 
which he built it to an industrial park—a move that her mother 
feels is a dismissal of her father’s legacy. Jennifer then sets her 
sights on Pamela DiCello, the woman for whom Dick left his 
wife, and discovers a legal way to divest her of the trust Dick 

established for her. However, Jennifer finds herself moved by 
Pamela’s account of her relationship with Dick as well as her 
attachment to the place in which she lives: “I left a luxurious 
all-expenses-paid town house and way of life in upscale Seneca 
to live in this narrow frame insul-brick-covered hundred-year-
old house in a dying mill town….This was my parents’ house, 
Jennifer; after they both passed I had trouble thinking about 
it just sitting here on its lonesome.”

Snodgrass affectingly portrays an increasingly obsolete 
notion—an unbreakable attachment to one’s home—in a world 
of peripatetic cosmopolitanism. However, the stories aren’t 
simply set pieces meant to present a philosophical theory; 
the author provides a powerful defense of locality by train-
ing his attention on a particular locale and not an abstruse 
polemic. Herein lies the principal strength of Snodgrass’ collec-
tion, in that he presents a series of protagonists trying to flee 
their homes but who are drawn back by powerful, if mysteri-
ous, forces. For instance, in the book’s title story, Allison Lyle 
returns to Furnass from Washington, D.C., in order to settle her 
recently deceased father’s “haphazard estate.” She hires local 
Kevin McCallum to clean out a chaotic, overstuffed basement; 
he’s depicted as essentially the opposite of Allison, as someone 
who’s so attached to Furnass that he labors to preserve its dis-
appearing past. Allison finally learns that she never really knew 
her father; he had a secret life, one that was admirably honor-
able. But instead of pride, this discovery fills her with a “tremen-
dous feeling of loss, a feeling that she had missed something 
important in her life.” It’s a revelation that Snodgrass movingly 
relates, and it’s one that readers will find especially poignant, as 
Allison lives something of a secret life of her own. Overall, this 
assemblage of stories is one that’s as timely as it is thoughtful—
a meditative counterweight to stories by authors preoccupied 
with wanderlust. 

A poignant and intelligent set of tales that effectively the-
matizes the importance of place.

REFUGEE 
Uschuk, Pamela
Red Hen Press (104 pp.) 
$16.96 paper  |  $9.99 e-book  |  May 10, 2022
9781636280196

Uschuk’s poetry collection calls out 
authoritarianism and social injustice. 

This moving set of poems offers 
messages of hope as it addresses timely 
issues. It’s divided into four sections—

“Skull Song,” “Axis,” “Liquid Book of 
the Dead,” and “Speaking of Angels and Ghosts”—and deals 
with a broad spectrum of hurt, including that felt by refu-
gees, victims of racism, people struggling with cancer, and 
victims of domestic abuse. The opening poem, “A History 
of Morning Clouds and Contrails,” exemplifies Uschuk’s 
distinct style, melding political outcry with a deep immer-
sion in nature. The landscape she depicts is one drained by 
its struggles: “Feel the warmth of an otter’s last dive / before 
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ice takes the river. Police sirens / fade like contrails across 
the exhausted heart of this land.” Meanwhile, poems such as 

“Intraperitoneal Chemo” offer an affectingly visceral tableau 
of cancer treatment: “the port sewn / onto my lower rib to 
pour toxins into my emptied womb.” Despite such challeng-
ing themes, a note of positivity rings true throughout, with 
one speaker declaring, “I will not border on hysteria but will 
work on a poem to feed all of us.” One of the most powerful 
poems, “Cracking One Hundred,” ingeniously juxtaposes the 
migration of the monarch butterfly with the emigration of 
people from Central America. Its opening line provocatively 
reads, “Near the border, preschoolers worry about butter-
flies. / How can they fly over the wall?” The poem memora-
bly closes with an image of butterflies arriving from Mexico 
on the White House lawn, “on bright rose petals tended 
by hands / the same color as earth that nourishes them.” 
Uschuk’s writing addresses worldwide injustices, although 
many salvos are clearly aimed at the Trump presidency, with 
elegant, razor-sharp lines such as “this poem doesn’t have 
anything to do with comb-overs / or glacier eyes or gray suits 
signing laws a jaguar wouldn’t stop to sniff.” Still, this is also a 
spellbindingly compassionate collection rooted in the belief 
that redemption remains possible: “Earth carries us, heals 
our wounds as we spin on the hub of desire.”

A mordantly tender triumph rich with natural imagery.

FORTY TO FINISH
Cycling to Victory on the 
TransAmerica Bicycle Trail
Walsh,  Larry
Cabin Fever Press (354 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Sept. 15, 2022
9781647046156

A man encounters lofty mountains, 
dusty plains, vicious animals, kind strang-
ers, and enervating doubts on a cross-coun-
try bicycle race in this twisty travelogue.

After losing his pharmaceutical sales job, Walsh entered 
the 4,200-mile TransAmerica Bike Race from Astoria, Ore-
gon, to Yorktown, Virginia. At 57 years old, with little training 
and a heavy, steel bike—dubbed Tank—that was outclassed by 
the weightless carbon-fiber rides of competitors, he hoped 
not to win but to finish in under 40 days at a still grueling pace 
of 100-plus miles a day. His account emphasizes the vulner-
ability of the bicyclist’s body as he wore himself out on climbs; 
kept a wary eye out for storms and places to shelter; survived 
close calls with reckless drivers; whistled past grizzlies and 
buffalo only to fall prey to a yappy white dog; turned gaunt 
from burning 7,000 calories a day; and coped with debilitat-
ing saddle sores. (“I stripped down, buck naked, lathered my 
butt with Desitin, and doused it with baby powder.”) It’s also 
a vivid homage to the friendly small towns and historical sites 
Walsh passed through and to the subculture of bike race fan-
dom, from the church hostels that gave competitors beds to 
the “dot watchers” who tracked their GPS signals and greeted 
them with provisions. And the volume offers vexed insights 
into “the true meaning of life.” Starting off with the urge to 
follow his “passion,” the author had “lost that spark” by the 
time he reached Eureka, Kansas, where he found himself 

“grinding at the monotonous sameness of it all” before bedding 
down in a cockroach-infested motel room. Routine travel 
arrangements take up excessive space in the book, but Walsh’s 
prose is often colorful and evocative, whether it’s painting gor-
geous landscapes—“As day succumbed to dusk, the rugged ter-
rain, deep-set ravines, and rocky cliffs grew more prominent 
around me, like monsters coming to life in the dark”—or banal 
threats. (“Armies of bugs filled the air, battering me incessantly. 
Eighteen-wheelers sped by, forcing me to the shoulder. I was 
compelled to ride over road debris on the shoulder because 
I didn’t feel safe swerving into the traffic lane.”) Bicycling 
enthusiasts will find here an enjoyable depiction of the sport 
and its devotees’ yearnings.

A rambling but well-observed and engrossing account of 
competitive bicycling and its spiritual overtones.
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A FERAL CHORUS
White, Matthew J.
Helvellyn Press (305 pp.) 
$4.99 e-book  |  April 4, 2023

In this novel, an underachieving car 
salesman embarks on an adventure in 
order to save his marriage, ending up with 
far more than he bargained for.

Guy Hastings is an unambitious car 
salesman in Houston who dropped out 
of law school with only a year to go. He’s 

more than simply unmotivated—he seems to have abandoned 
incentive for the sake of a permanently arrested development. 
As his disgruntled wife, Whitney, puts it: “You’re like some col-
lege kid, whiling your way down the Guadalupe in an inner tube.” 
But he suddenly discovers a reservoir of untapped energy when 
Whitney announces her doubts about the marriage and forces 
a “trial separation.” Desperate to salvage his “dire marital situa-
tion,” he jumps on an opportunity to make some quick cash to 
impress Whitney—his Uncle Harry, a lawyer, just recently died, 
and Willis Delaney, an old client, swindled him out of $200,000. 
Harry’s wife, Imogen, asks Guy to find Willis and recover the 
money. For his efforts, she promises him half the pot. In White’s 
comically free-wheeling tale, Guy accepts the challenge and 
heads to Florida in search of his bounty. There, he meets Percy 
Templeton, a peculiar winemaker down on his luck, and the 
pair embarks on a series of absurd escapades. The author art-
fully combines the lighthearted and the serious—much of the 
story is a pure, delightful farce, but there is also a thoughtful 
core of genuine emotional drama. Guy is finally confronted by 
the true failings of his life, and he comes to some impressively 
profound conclusions about the nature of his ennui as well as his 
marriage. This is a genuinely funny book, cleverly inventive and 
winsomely eccentric, but also a psychologically intelligent one 
that furnishes a serious reflection on the meaning of ambition. 

A thoroughly enjoyable tale, both entertaining and 
provocative.

SONG OF HERSELF
Wiley-Jones, Rhonda
Atmosphere Press (388 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  $7.99 e-book  |  Sept. 7, 2022
9781639885503

During a trip to India, a young Ameri-
can woman searches for a path that hon-
ors her unique strengths and individuality 
in this novel set in the early 20th century.

Twenty-three-year-old Fiona Weston 
and her 17-year-old brother, Will, are 

anticipating a great adventure. Their aging uncle Louis Weston, 
too frail to travel, has asked the siblings to take his highly 
prized quarter horses to India, where they will sell these valu-
able mares to the British Indian military. But before they are 
able to board the ship in San Francisco Bay, tragedy strikes in 

the form of the massive 1906 earthquake. Will is killed, and 
Fiona is faced with making the trip on her own, accompanied 
only by Jacob Enapay, a Native American enlisted by her uncle 
to help tend the horses and handle India’s quarantine arrange-
ments. The voyage across the Pacific and Indian oceans is ardu-
ous. Onboard the ship, Fiona, a highly skilled horsewoman and 
sales negotiator, finds herself subjected to the same ridicule, 
condemnation, and restrictions she experienced back home in 
Iowa for her independence and participation in a profession 
dominated by men. In India, the horses are placed in four-
week quarantine, and Fiona and Jacob, who have developed 
a star-crossed romance, must temporarily part. She travels to 
Calcutta to wait out the quarantine and meets Quaker mis-
sionary David Newman, a recent widower with four children 
and a personal agenda, and Ameera Anand, a beautiful Hindu 
woman who will become her mentor and close friend. Wiley-
Jones packs her narrative with a plethora of captivating themes 
and images that expose Fiona and readers to India’s cultures, 
religions, and styles (Women “wrapped their silhouettes with 
sarees in every color from ruby red to sapphire blue, and mari-
gold to lemon yellow”) as well as the building Indian resent-
ment toward British imperialism. Then there is the chaos of 
Calcutta, which the author describes in vivid detail, capturing 
the city’s history, topography, sounds, smells, and foods. Fiona 
is a complex character who repeatedly turns to Walt Whit-
man’s Leaves of Grass for inspiration and guidance in her search 
for her own center. Although her constant angst becomes wea-
risome, readers watch her grow into an intriguing, formidable 
woman determined to chart her own course. Unfortunately, 
the story ultimately leaves some loose threads dangling. 

An engaging period drama overflowing with historical tidbits.
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“Cleverly inventive and winsomely eccentric.”
a feral chorus
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Se e n  &  He a r d
BY MICHAEL SCHAUB
BOB DYLAN APOLOGIZES FOR BOOK-SIGNING CONTROVERSY

Bob Dylan has apologized after it was revealed that “hand-signed” cop-
ies of his latest book weren’t hand-signed at all.

The legendary singer/songwriter and winner of the Nobel Prize in lit-
erature issued a statement on Facebook saying that he regrets using an 
autopen—a mechanical device that reproduces signatures—to autograph 
copies of The Philosophy of Modern Song, his collection of essays about 
popular music, as well as a series of art prints. The special editions of the 
book sold for $599, and Dylan’s use of an autopen came to light after people 
who purchased the book began comparing the signatures in online forums.

In the statement, Dylan said that recurring vertigo prevented him from 
personally autographing the books.

“[D]uring the pandemic, it was impossible to sign anything and the ver-
tigo didn’t help,” he wrote. “With contractual deadlines looming, the idea of using an auto-pen was suggested to me, along 
with the assurance that this kind of thing is done ‘all the time’ in the art and literary worlds.

“Using a machine was an error in judgment and I want to rectify it immediately,” he continued. “I’m working with Simon & 
Schuster and my gallery partners to do just that.”

Simon & Schuster announced that it would issue refunds to customers who bought the special editions of the book.

FAMILY DONATES $100K TO DEFUNDED MICHIGAN LIBRARY

A Michigan couple has donated $100,000 to a library that was defunded by 
voters after it refused to remove LGBTQ+ books from its shelves, Bridge Michi-
gan reports.

Andy Wierda and Tracie Wierda, the owners of a tavern in Jamestown 
Township, Michigan, decided to support the Patmos Library financially after 
residents of the town voted to deny the library millage—property tax revenue—
twice last year. Conservative activists were upset that the library refused to ban 
books including Gender Queer by Maia Kobabe, Kiss Number 8 by Colleen AF 
Venable (illustrated by Ellen T. Crenshaw), and Spinning by Tillie Walden. 

Andy Wierda announced the donation on Facebook, writing, “Ultimately, 
this isn’t about a library. This is about one group of people trying to impose 
their will over another. The Patmos Library happens to be the battleground this time.”

Last August, after the first vote to deny millage, romance author Nora Roberts donated $50,000 to the library, saying, “I find 
the idea of librarians—who offer community services beyond reading—facing threats and attacks, a community library facing 
defunding both appalling and sad.”

Because of the Wierdas’ donation, the library will now be able to stay open until early 2025, according to Bridge Michigan. 
“Now, it is time to put our money where our mouth is,” Wierda wrote on Facebook. “I also want to encourage those of you that 

may have been sitting on the fence to get your checkbooks out too.”

Michael Schaub, a journalist and regular contributor to NPR, lives near Austin, Texas.
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“Them that’s born in wedlock are blessed by the Lord. Them that’s 
born out of wedlock are cursed as bastards.” So sputters the woman 
Molly Bolt calls Mom, revealing one of many secrets that the young girl 
will learn in the early pages of Rita Mae Brown’s 1973 novel, Rubyfruit 
Jungle. Some have to do with lineage, some with things that happen to 
grown-ups in war and behind closed doors. But most have to do with a 
dawning sexual awareness that leads Molly to realize, in a moment fore-
shadowed by foreskin, that her destiny lies with women and not men.

Book-smart and gifted at gaming a system in which she’ll always be 
an outsider, Molly explores that sexuality through her teenage years. 

She has a passionate relationship with a popular girl, cut short when her adoptive parents transplant her from 
Appalachia to Florida, then picks up the thread without dropping a stitch, courting a cheerleader. When Molly 
is 16, her father dies, but not before telling her, “People are silly about sex. But if you’ll take a word of advice 
from your old man—do it all you want but be quiet about it.”

Molly gets the first part right, but she’s not quiet enough, expelled from college when her relationship with 
a fellow coed is discovered. By that time, in the early 1960s, Molly isn’t shy of calling 
herself a lesbian, though Mom has uglier words for her. So it is that Molly finds her-
self in faraway New York, where, through adventures and misadventures, she enters 
film school and battles the misogyny of faculty and students alike—and, with a few 
encounters that Freud would have called “polymorphously perverse,” finally emerges 
in a liberatory world where she might make a life on her own terms.

Published by a small press after rejections by dozens of publishers, Rubyfruit 
Jungle was received not as a picaresque novel to shelve alongside Moll Flanders and 
Tristram Shandy but as a kind of softly “dirty” book in the Fear of Flying vein. Still, it 
went on to sell some 70,000 copies, enough to attract the attention of a major house 
that reissued the novel in 1975. It’s seen many printings and reissues since, hailed as a 
classic of feminist writing and a pioneering work of lesbian literature.

“My real life pretty much follows the book,” Brown told a reporter soon after it was published. Many years 
later, though, she told another writer that Rubyfruit Jungle wasn’t really a roman à clef, though it drew on 
aspects of her life and she hoped readers would see the humor in it—in short, just that picaresque element 
that figures in Molly’s journey. Despite the book’s reception, Brown has long rejected binary categories, writ-
ing in an introduction to the latest edition, “There are no lesbians or transgender people or fill in the blank. 
There are only people.…We’re everything and everybody.” Readers will find in it what they will—including, 
one hopes, things no longer seen as transgressive as they were half a century ago, and with plenty of resistance 
to things as they once were, told with a laugh.
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APPRECIATIONS  |  Gregory McNamee

Rita Mae Brown’s Rubyfruit Jungle at 50

Roger Ressm
eyer-Corbis-VCG

 via G
etty Im

ages

Rita Mae Brown

http://kirkus.com


           Presents 
Star-Studded Kirkus Best Books of 2022!

Picture Books

H
C

 9
7

8
1

2
5

0
2

2
0

9
5

0

H
C

 9
7

8
0

3
7

4
3

1
4

2
0

0

H
C

 9
7

8
1

2
5

0
2

5
9

6
2

2
 |
 P

B
 9

7
8

1
2

5
0

2
5

9
6

3
9

H
C

 9
7

8
1

2
5

0
6

2
4

1
4

7

H
C

 9
7

8
0

3
7

4
3

1
4

3
7

8

H
C

 9
7

8
1

2
5

0
2

4
6

7
3

8

H
C

 9
7

8
1

2
5

0
1

7
4

9
4

9

H
C

 9
7

8
1

2
5

0
7

7
4

9
3

4

H
C

 9
7

8
1

2
5

0
8

1
6

5
5

9

H
C

 9
7

8
1

2
5

0
8

4
2

0
5

3

H
C

 9
7

8
1

2
5

0
7

7
7

1
6

4

Middle Grade

Young Adult

H
C

 9
7

8
1

2
5

0
8

4
6

5
2

5

     Imprints of Macmillan Children’s Publishing Group

           Presents 

Kirkus December Back Cover Ad.indd   1 11/2/22   2:32 PM


