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As you read this, the new year is in full swing, and we’re all looking forward 
to the multitude of literary offerings headed our way. (See the section edi-
tors’ columns in our Jan. 1 issue for a preview of the most-anticipated titles 
for adults and young readers.) But as I write this it’s still mid-December, the 
holidays are just on the horizon, and, as I do annually, I’m taking one last 
backward glance.

Boy, am I glad that I did. Because I read so much fiction, I usually try 
to catch up on the nonfiction front. I’ve picked up two biographies that 
come highly recommended by Kirkus’ critics and others. Both are superb 
and worth spending time with this winter or whenever the paperbacks land 
later this year.

The literature of the Holocaust is vast, but every individual story adds 
to a fuller portrait of this unique 20th-century horror (more important 
than ever in a time of increased antisemitism). Jonathan Freedland’s The 
Escape Artist: The Man Who Broke Out of Auschwitz To Warn the World (Harper/ 
HarperCollins, Oct. 18) is the story of Rudolf Vrba, a Slovakian Jew who 
was born Walter Rosenberg in 1924 and sent to Auschwitz in 1942, just as 
the Nazis’ Final Solution—the systematic mass extermination of Jews—was 
shifting into overdrive at the camp.

As the title indicates, Vrba was one of the relatively few prisoners to 
escape Auschwitz, and Freedland’s account of that exploit is every bit as hair-
raising and dramatic as you might expect. Vrba’s postwar life was surprising and troubling, too, 
as he criticized the many leaders who failed to act when they understood the scale of the Nazi 
atrocities. But The Escape Artist is also a chillingly detailed examination of how Auschwitz oper-
ated, shining a light on the dark characters and twisted rules that made the death camp so efficient 
and so terrifying. In a starred review, our critic called it the “powerful story of a true hero who 
deserves more recognition,” and the book was a finalist for the Baillie Gifford Prize, a U.K. award 
that honors excellence in nonfiction.

In a very different key is a fall 2022 biography by Jennifer Homans, Mr. B: 
George Balanchine’s 20th Century (Random House, Nov. 1). Homans, the dance 
critic for the New Yorker, is a former professional dancer and the author of an 
acclaimed history of ballet, Apollo’s Angels. Here, she brings to life one of bal-
let’s greatest choreographers and most complex characters: the co-founder of 
the New York City Ballet. 

What a life story! Balanchine was born in Russia under the czar; survived the 
deprivations and social upheavals of the Russian Revolution; traveled through 
post–WWI Europe, absorbing its rich cultural influences—all before immi-
grating to the United States in 1933. Barely settled in New York, he surrounded 
himself with Russian and European émigrés, along with wealthy American bal-

letomanes, and founded the School of American Ballet (1934) and the New York City Ballet (1948), 
where Balanchine’s dances are still performed today. (His Nutcracker remains a holiday staple.) He 
made ballet a vital form of art and entertainment for American audiences.

Homans has done copious research on her subject, who died in 1983, but what really distin-
guishes Mr. B are the glorious prose and deep intelligence that radiate from each of its 614 pages. 
(How does Homans make readers see this ephemeral art form in the mind’s eye, as if we were there, 
watching it performed onstage?) “The definitive account of a remarkable and flawed artist,” our 
critic called it, and even for a casual ballet fan such as myself, it’s absolutely enthralling. 

Cover photo by 
Jacob Blickenstaff

FROM THE EDITOR’S DESK  |  Tom Beer
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RIVER SPIRIT
Aboulela, Leila
Grove (400 pp.) 
$27.00  |  March 7, 2023
978-0-8021-6066-9  

A young woman struggles for inde-
pendence alongside a nation.

Akuany is a child when her Sudanese 
village is raided, her father killed. She 
is able to survive when Yaseen, a young 
merchant who had been visiting from 

Khartoum, takes her along with him, thereby tying their fates 
irrevocably together. Aboulela’s latest novel is set in the late 
1800s, when Sudan was still under Ottoman rule, though the 
cracks in that empire were beginning to show. A leader springs 
up, quickly gathering followers; he has proclaimed himself the 
Mahdi, or redeemer, prophesied in Islam. But Yaseen, who gives 
up his inheritance as a merchant to study the Quran, has little 
faith in this leader. Aboulela’s nuanced descriptions of Sudan’s 
history—colonial, social, and religious—are the best parts of 
this rich and moving novel. Even as England vies for domin-
ion over Sudan, even as Aboulela writes about the changes in 
power, her prose never turns heavy-handed. Akuany is renamed 
Zamzam, and as her country grows increasingly violent, her 
own fortunes are tumultuous, as she is sold into and out of 
slavery, ever loyal to Yaseen, who at first thinks, “My love for 
Zamzam is a burden,” and, not long after, “She is not a burden 
but a gift. It is wrong to think otherwise.” But while Aboulela’s 
handling of Zamzam and Yaseen’s relationship is vivid, even 
captivating, she doesn’t manage the novel’s plot with quite the 
same verve. The pacing often feels off. Tragic or violent events 
take place with little warning or fanfare, and a side story about 
a Scottish painter isn’t fully integrated into the rest of the book. 
Still, there is a great deal to admire in Aboulela’s work.

A captivating—if imperfect—account of colonialism, 
Islam, and the burgeoning nation of Sudan.

fiction
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BIRNAM WOOD by Eleanor Catton .....................................................8

THE NATURE BOOK by Tom Comitta ................................................. 9

IRON CURTAIN by Vesna Goldsworthy..............................................12

EVERYBODY KNOWS by Jordan Harper ..........................................12

WHAT HAPPENED TO RUTHY RAMIREZ by Claire Jiménez ..........18

LONE WOMEN by Victor LaValle ..................................................... 20

THE LOST WIFE by Susanna Moore ...................................................22

STERLING KARAT GOLD by Isabel Waidner .................................... 28

IN MEMORIAM by Alice Winn ........................................................... 28

THE WHITE LADY by Jacqueline Winspear ....................................... 28

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

LONE WOMEN
LaValle, Victor
One World/Random House (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  March 21, 2023
9780525512080 

http://kirkus.com


A COUNTRY YOU CAN LEAVE
Angel-Ajani, Asale
MCD/Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Feb. 21, 2023
978-0-374-60405-9  

A Black, biracial teen and her Rus-
sian mother navigate their tumultuous 
relationship in a California desert trailer 
park.

She’s Black and her mother is Rus-
sian, and the gulf between them is as wide, hot, and seemingly 
impenetrable as the Mojave Desert, but 16-year-old Lara Mon-
toya-Borislava knows what people expect of her: “Girls like 
me end up being girls like my mother.” Lara is not much like 
Yevgenia, she doesn’t think, but the circumstances of their lives 
keep throwing them up against each other, testing that theory 
and fraying the rough edges of their relationship. A peripatetic 
life of poverty as Yevgenia moves from one man to the next has 
landed them in the blast furnace of the Oasis Mobile Estates, 
a trailer park in the California desert, where Lara begins to 
confront the question of whether she will follow her mother’s 
scorched-earth path. The focus of this sharp, observant debut 
novel, which deftly blends humor and hard truths while exam-
ining economic inequities and the emotional toll they take, is 
the fraught mother-daughter connection, the push and pull 
between Yevgenia, who spouts grand ideas about love, men, and 
casual sex, and Lara, who is taking her first real steps toward 
adulthood. The women clash on many fronts, Yevgenia arguing 
that class divisions loom larger in America than racial divides, 
while Lara bears the brunt of casual racism. When Lara finds 
herself attracted to a handsome older neighbor, their battles 
escalate. On occasion Yevgenia seems too colorful to be true—
writing down life lessons in a book for the daughter she peri-
odically abandons seems out of character for her, as do her 
frequent taunts about her daughter’s sexual inexperience—and 
a side plot about Lara’s quickly abandoned search for her Cuban 
father feels superfluous. But Angel-Ajani makes you care about 
Lara’s tentative steps to a hard-won freedom.

Sharp observations and insights about a stormy mother-
daughter bond and a bracing examination of poverty in 
America.

THE REFUSAL CAMP
Benn, James R.
Soho Crime (264 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  March 14, 2023
9781641294515  

Nine robust stories that present the 
myriad faces of war and its collateral 
damage, corporeal and moral.

Benn’s collection is temporally 
diverse but thematically unified. The 
author of the long-running Billy Boyle 

World War II mystery series, he keeps his resourceful mili-
tary sleuth in the wings but includes a handful of Billy-adja-
cent narratives. “Billy Boyle: The Lost Prologue” has a twisty 
plot involving murder, Norwegian gold, and a German spy. It 
stands alone as a thriller but also provides a backstory to the 
2006 series kickoff. The haunting title story revisits Malou 
and Lena, two female characters from the Boyle series, prison-
ers working in a Nazi factory and struggling to survive. “Irish 
Tommy” depicts a different kind of war on the crime-ridden 
streets of Boston, with Police Lt. Daniel Boyle, Billy’s uncle, 
at the center of the action. Benn’s writing throughout is con-
fident, each story long on period and military detail and fully 
immersed in its chosen era. Freed from the requirement of 
a whodunit, character relationships land with more impact. 
These are full-bodied adventure tales, each creating a fully 
realized world with three-dimensional people, reminiscent of 
classic genre stories of a bygone era. Other entries are set dur-
ing the American Revolution and the final days of the Korean 
War as well as Benn’s bailiwick, World War II. “Glass,” an 
offbeat 1960s crime story with an SF flavor, is an homage to 
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If you made that common New 
Year’s resolution to read more in 
2023, it would be a great idea to start 
with some short story collections. 
I’m a completist, someone who 
hates leaving books unfinished, but 
I’m also often overwhelmed by all 
the new books I can’t wait to read, 
so I’m trying an experiment this 
January: reading just a few stories 
from a number of different books. 

Here are some of the ones on my pile:
This Time, That Place by Clark 

Blaise (Biblioasis, 2022): Blaise is 
a name I’ve known for years but 
never read, and this career-span-
ning retrospective is a great place 
to start. Born in North Dakota 
to Canadian parents, he’s lived in 
both Canada and the U.S. with his 
late wife, Bharati Mukherjee, and 
our review says his work “can feel 
old-fashioned, but in a good way. 
The stories have an autobiographi-
cal buzz and intensity.” We call the stories “fiercely and 
smartly observed; Blaise is, as Margaret Atwood puts it 
in her foreword, ‘the eye at the keyhole…the ear at the 
door.’ ” 

Cursed Bunny by Bora Chung; translated by Anton Hur 
(Algonquin, 2022): Who can resist a title like that? This 

is South Korean author Chung’s 
first book to be translated into Eng-
lish, and it was shortlisted for the 
International Booker Prize. There’s 
a woman who finds a talking head 
in her toilet and another who gets 
pregnant from taking too much 
birth control medication. “Wom-
en’s bodies are literally disfigured by 
social expectations or cultural pres-
sures,” according to our starred re-
view. “Money, old age, technology, 

and intergenerational trauma ruin plenty of things, too.…
Whether borrowing from fable, folktale, speculative fic-
tion, science fiction, or horror, Chung’s stories corkscrew 
toward devastating conclusions—bleak, yes, but also wise 
and honest about the nightmares of contemporary life.”

A New Race of Men From Heaven by Chaitali Sen (Sara-
bande, Jan. 17): In her first book of short stories, fol-

lowing the novel The Pathless Sky 
(2015), Sen creates characters in 
search of connection. “In these 
stirring, understated stories, the 
intersections of ethnicity, reli-
gion, and gender raise the stakes 
for the characters—so that when 
the reasons for their disconnec-
tion are finally revealed, it’s often 
a double whammy,” according to 
our starred review. “Almost every 
story here is a study in restraint, 
Sen’s considerable talent evident in her ability to wring 
meaning from the smallest details.”

The Faraway World by Patricia Engel (Avid Reader 
Press, Jan. 25): The stories in Engel’s latest collection take 

place in New York, Cuba, and Co-
lombia, and most “have a pair of 
characters at the center, the inter-
section of their lives sizzling like 
crossed wires,” according to our 
starred review. There’s a 16-year-
old girl who has to deal with her 
twin sister’s disappearance and a 
manager of a Home Depot in up-
state New York who has a Colom-
bian mail-order bride. Our review 
says, “You wouldn’t think a rela-

tionship that starts out with ‘To be honest, all the girls 
on the website looked really similar,’ and ‘It didn’t bother 
me to sleep with him’ is going to turn out to be a love 
story”—but it is.

Call and Response by Gothata-
one Moeng (Viking, Jan. 31): This 
debut from Botswanan writer Mo-
eng examines the experiences of 
women at different stages of life; 
there are schoolgirls, college stu-
dents, women with young children, 
and widows, all grappling with “the 
inevitable question of how to live,” 
according to our starred review. “A 
lovely debut brimming with deep-
ly felt and well-rounded stories.”

Laurie Muchnick is the fiction editor.

FICTION  |  Laurie Muchnick

a smorgasbord of stories
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Stephen King. And “The Secret of Hemlock Hill” follows the 
discoveries of a modern-day Civil War fanatic.

Top-notch adventure fiction with a retro feel.

THE LAST KINGDOM
Berry, Steve
Grand Central Publishing (400 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9781538720998  

Will mad King Ludwig II of Bavaria 
wreak havoc on the new world order 
from beyond his 137-year-old grave? Not 
if Cotton Malone has anything to say 
about it.

Malone, who retired from the Magel-
lan Billet of the U.S. intelligence service after 12 years to open 
a bookstore in Copenhagen, still takes the odd freelance job 
with the CIA, and this one is a doozy. Derrick Koger, CIA chief 
of special operations, wants to recover a missing book and a 
document Ludwig set great store by. So do a number of other 
players: Prince Stefan von Bayern and his brother, Albert Wit-
telsbach, Duke of Bavaria, relatives who might plausibly claim 
to be the materials’ rightful owners; Marc Fenn, grand master of 
the Guglmänner (think secessionist KKK Bavarians); ex–CIA 
killer Jason Rife, founder of a fearsome organization called the 
Scythe; and inevitably the consulate general of China. Readers 
agile enough to pick their way through the historical tidbits and 
action sequences veteran Berry crams into every chapter will 
eventually discover, along with Malone, that Ludwig had his eye 
on a prime piece of real estate well outside his borders that’s 
become exponentially more valuable for the raw materials an 
extended this-much-is-true endnote observes are actually there. 
Ad hoc alliances are forged and broken, double crosses drive up 
the body count, inventive, overcaffeinated set pieces are teed 
up at a breakneck pace, and two different secret codes will keep 
puzzle solvers busy as Malone does his level best to disprove his 
own hard-won wisdom: “Hotshots never survived long.”

About what you’d expect if James Bond were an American 
who consulted with the CIA. Bring it on.

THE LOST AMERICANS 
Bollen, Christopher
Harper/HarperCollins (352 pp.) 
$30.00  |  March 14, 2023
9780063224421  

Following the sudden death of her 
brother, Eric, in Cairo, where he was 
working as a weapons technician for a 

“boutique” defense firm, New York fun-
draiser Cate Castle sets out to prove he 
did not kill himself.

Official word is that Eric was drunk, depressed, and delu-
sional when he tossed himself off the third-floor balcony of his 

hotel. Cate, knowing in her heart that he would never kill himself, 
goes to Egypt to chase down the truth, prompted by a mysteri-
ous postcard from him. In Cairo, she immediately gets a whiff 
of the danger she is in when a young man posing as her airport 
driver attempts to abduct her. In due course, she learns that Eric 
was caught in the middle of a secret weapons deal. When his 
firm, Polestar, offers Cate’s needy mother and ailing stepfather 
in Massachusetts a sizable settlement, she reluctantly gives in to 
demands that she sign a nondisclosure agreement prohibiting her 
from airing her grievances or questioning Polestar employees. But 
acting on impulse, sure she is getting close to what happened, she 
continues her investigation—under the watchful eye of authori-
tarian President Abdel Fattah el-Sisi’s secret police. Cut from 
the same mold as Robert Stone’s great political thrillers with its 
international intrigue, darkly atmospheric setting, and compro-
mised characters, Bollen’s novel is afloat in self-recrimination. 

“We used to sell weapons to fight wars,” says a disillusioned for-
mer colleague of Eric’s. “Now we fight wars to sell weapons.” The 
scarcity of civil rights in contemporary Egypt is captured to shad-
owy effect, extending to the targeting of gay citizens like Cate’s 
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guide and driver, Omar. Bollen, author of Lightning People (2011) 
and Orient (2015), takes real risks with the story, making it more 
haunting than the reader may be prepared for.

A gripping thriller with lingering emotional effects.

BIRNAM WOOD 
Catton, Eleanor
Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(432 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 7, 2023
9780374110338  

An eco-activist group in New Zea-
land becomes entangled with an Ameri-
can billionaire in Catton’s first novel 
since the Booker Prize–winning The 
Luminaries (2013).

Mira Bunting is the brainchild behind Birnam Wood, an 
“activist collective” of guerrilla gardeners who plant on unused 

land (sometimes with permission) and scavenge (or steal) mate-
rials to grow food. Mira is a “self-mythologising rebel” whose 
passions are tempered only somewhat by Shelley Noakes, who 
sees herself as Mira’s “sensible, dependable, predictable side-
kick.” This role is starting to chafe—as is the lack of money—
and Shelley plans to leave Birnam Wood. Just as Shelley’s about 
to cut ties, Mira makes an announcement: On a recent scout-
ing trip near Korowai National Park, she located a farming 
property owned by a Kiwi farmer named Owen Darvish, tem-
porarily abandoned due to a recent earthquake. This land is 
soon to transfer ownership from Darvish to an uber-rich tech 
CEO looking for a spot to doomstead. When the business-
man, Robert Lemoine, catches Mira scouting on the land, he 
offers to bankroll the group to the tune of $100,000 since the 
act will help his bid for New Zealand citizenship. What could 
go wrong? Catton swirls among perspectives, including those 
of Mira, Shelley, Lemoine, Darvish and his wife, and a former 
Birnam Wood member called Tony, whose aspirations to fame 
look within reach as he suspects he’s got a major scoop con-
cerning Lemoine’s real motives. In many ways, the novel is as 
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manages to also be a wildly fun read.”

birnam wood
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saturated with moral scrutiny and propulsive plotting as 19th-
century greats; it’s a twisty thriller via Charles Dickens, only 
with drones. But where Dickens, say, revels in exposing moral 
bankruptcy, Catton is more interested in the ways everyone is 
cloudy-eyed with their own hubris in different ways. The result 
is a story that’s suspended on a tightrope just above nihilism, 
and readers will hold their breath until the last page to see 
whether Catton will fall.

This blistering look at the horrors of late capitalism man-
ages to also be a wildly fun read.

THE NATURE BOOK 
Comitta, Tom
Coffee House (272 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  March 14, 2023
9781566896634  

A magnum opus about the planet 
using only found text.

In a preface, Comitta describes their 
methodology for creating this dizzying 
environmental collage: “I have gathered 
nature descriptions from three hun-

dred novels and arranged them into a single novel.” At the end, 
Comitta lists the 300 novels they scavenge, which range from 
Philip K. Dick’s Maze of Death to William Faulkner’s Absalom, 
Absalom! The book is divided into four parts along thematic 
lines—“The Four Seasons,” “The Deep Blue Sea,” “The Void,” 
and “The Endless Summer.” Initially, the descriptions of the 
natural world read like a kind of Creation story: “At about the 
same time, the days grew short and the nights grew long. The 
light a little less each time. Dark at half past seven. Dark at 
quarter past seven, dark at seven.” Occasionally, these scenes of 
nature are punctuated by conflict: sometimes conflict between 
animals, such as a beaver and an otter, while at other times the 
environment itself turns hostile—an early sequence in which 
a storm leaves several pheasants injured or dead is especially 
haunting. This is also, notably, a landscape without humans. 
The narrative voice is both omniscient and prone to metaphor, 
as in this evocative description of the onset of winter: “It was 
happening again: the end of the world.” Footnotes change the 
tone and allow for moments of wry humor: “The wolves were 
bad that winter, and everyone knew it.” This novel sometimes 
feels like a work of installation art, and Comitta’s author’s note 
describing their methodology in assembling it is fascinating, 
revealing the patterns and processes underlying the book.

A dynamic and singular reading experience.

VENCO
Dimaline, Cherie
Morrow/HarperCollins (400 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9780063054899  

A coven of diverse modern-day 
witches must band together to discover 
their seventh and final member before 
they’re hunted down.

Lucky St. James’ life has been any-
thing but lucky. Born to the wildly icono-

clastic and troubled Arnya, a member of Canada’s Indigenous 
Métis people, Lucky was largely raised by her paternal grand-
mother, Stella, after her mother’s early death and her father’s 
disappearance “down an opioid drain hole.” Now in her late 20s, 
she’s trying to hold a job, manage Stella’s increasing dementia, 
and stare down her and Stella’s impending eviction from their 
Toronto apartment. Lucky’s life seems impossible—and then 
she finds the spoon. Tiny, ornamental, adorned with a witch 
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caricature and labeled SALEM, the spoon seems nothing more 
than a curio, but, unbeknownst to Lucky, it marks her as the 
sixth and penultimate member of a coven of contemporary 
witches who are about to change her life forever. Meena, the 
descendent of one of the original Salem witches; Wendy, an 
Anishinaabe woman who has outgrown reservation life; Morti-
cia, a goth terrified of aging into suburban femininity; Lettie, a 
young Creole mother fleeing an abusive relationship; and Freya, 
a trans girl from a fundamentalist Christian family, are ready to 
welcome both Lucky and Stella into their unconventional fam-
ily circle, but there’s a catch. There’s a seventh witch who must 
be located before the circle can be completed—but no one 
knows who she is, she could be anywhere in North America, and 
Lucky and Stella must find her within 17 days. As if this weren’t 
enough pressure for the bemused but hopeful Lucky and her 
relentlessly sprightly grandma, there’s the added wrinkle of 
Jay Christos, a ruthless member of the ancient witch-hunting 
brotherhood the Benandanti who is hot on their tail. A pro-
pulsive read full of intriguing detail, this novel is well written, 
engaging, and, more than anything, enjoyable. If the dichotomy 

between the feminine (good) and masculine (bad) is a bit stark, 
this is made up for by the genuine affection the reader will feel 
for Dimaline’s irreverent, badass witches as they battle for the 
future of their family and the future of the world, one and the 
same in Dimaline’s inclusive vision.

Fast, fun, and full of charm(s).

DEVICE FREE WEEKEND
Doolittle, Sean
Grand Central Publishing (288 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9781538706596  

A social media mogul invites six old 
college friends to his private island for a 
tech-free reunion. What could go wrong?

Stephen Rollins is puzzled when he 
receives a fancy invitation from Ryan 
Cloverhill, his awkward Bardsley College 

ex-roommate and now founder and CEO of a popular Facebook-
like social networking platform. It’s been almost 20 years since 
any of the seven friends have seen each other. Why has Ryan 
now asked them—Stephen, who’s never been married; his for-
mer love Emma, who’s divorced; straight, married social media 
influencers Beau and Lainie; and gay married couple Will and 
Perry—to spend an all-expenses-paid Labor Day weekend with 
him on remote Sham Rock near Puget Sound? After a joyous 
first evening of reminiscing over dinner and drinks, the group 
members wake up, hungover, to find the host gone. Also miss-
ing are the phones that they handed to Ryan before entering 
his house. Left in their place is a tablet with the words “Unlock 
Me!” on the screen. The first half of Doolittle’s latest thriller 
neatly sets up an intriguing Agatha Christie–like premise (think 
And Then There Were None); but as the friends (and the reader) 
discover Ryan’s true intentions, the plot begins to unravel as 
quickly as Ryan’s dark scheme. Although the novel touches on 
the addictive, damaging nature of technology and social media, 
the author ironically relies too much on techie bells and whis-
tles, and not enough on character development and motivation, 
to propel his not very believable storyline. A device-free week-
end indeed!

Clever concept, disappointing execution.

A MOST INTRIGUING LADY
Ferguson, Sarah
Avon/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$27.99  |  March 7, 2023
9780063216822  

Against a backdrop of upper-class 
Victorian life, a quiet young woman turns 
out to be a talented sleuth.

A second collaboration between the 
Duchess of York and historical romance 
writer Marguerite Kaye focuses on the 
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younger sister of their original creation, again a real person 
about whom very little is known. The book proceeds in a series 
of episodes set between 1872 and 1877, over which time the 
romance between Lady Mary Montagu Douglas Scott, age 21 at 
the outset, and one Col. Walter Trefusis, is sparked and proceeds 
to its real-life outcome. This time out, the imaginary nature of 
these episodes seems more noticeable. The plot hinges on Lady 
Mary’s unusual ability to sense the character and thoughts of 
others, enabling her to solve domestic mysteries of one sort and 
another. The most well-developed and believable of these inci-
dents is the first, in which Lady Mary, with Col. Trefusis’ sup-
port, finds a noblewoman’s missing brooch, presumed stolen. 
Though Trefusis and she clearly begin to fall in love, stubborn 
obstacles in their own personalities will (of course) keep them 
apart. A woman as out of kilter with the conventions of her time 
as was her older sister, Mary is determined to avoid matrimony 
in any case. “Can’t you understand, Mama? I don’t want to be 
a dutiful wife. I don’t want to have to love, honour and obey a 
husband at any price. I don’t wish to be an—an appendage to 
my husband. I want to be something more than simply a wife.” 
She will get her chance. In a final incident, Lady Mary gets the-
atrical training and goes undercover to solve a theft of docu-
ments of national importance lost by her friend the colonel in 
the course of his mysterious employment. This giddy episode 
includes some fun moments with a Victorian girl gang and its 
scar-faced, carrot-topped leader, Queenie Divers.

Richly evokes the estates, house parties, and diversions of 
the Victorian period.

HOURGLASS
Goddard, Keiran
Europa Editions (208 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Feb. 14, 2023
9781609458171  

A story for fans of Jenny Offill and 
Marguerite Duras.

The narrator of British poet God-
dard’s debut novel is a writer who falls 
in love with an editor who publishes one 
of his quirky essays. The book highlights 

the way they meet and marry, and the contours of their relation-
ship, through fragmented narrative. It is a tantalizing concept 
decently executed. For every lovely flourish of language, there 
is an odd moment that goes on a beat too long, such as early 
in the courtship, when the protagonist asks his lover to “push 
a bit of chewed-up potato into [his] mouth as if [he] were a 
baby bird,” and she does. To each their own when it comes to 
intimacy—and at the very least the vulnerability is admirable, 
as is the poetic gambit of the second person. Goddard’s use of 
the “you” address as a device throughout the book, as if the nar-
rator is writing an extended letter to his beloved, works until 
it doesn’t. It makes sense to clarify the writer’s thoughts and 
feelings in certain moments, to show him understanding parts 
of their love story anew in hindsight, but it wears thin when 
he narrates events for the sake of the reader that the beloved 

would have been aware of as a participant, as in that time at the 
cafe, that other time at the bar, at dinner, at the party, at the pub. 
It does, however, offer readers the immediacy of a voyeuristic 
gaze. As a result, the story moves swiftly and elliptically in and 
out of reverie. Eventually the narrator slips into a malaise that 
reads as both idiosyncratic and relatable and touches on every-
thing from the nature of labor and class to the role of media in 
our lives to living in an aging body. A funny and smart, insightful 
and strange story about time, memory, and grief.

This is a lyrical meditation on love as well as storytelling 
itself.

“This is a lyrical meditation on love 
as well as storytelling itself.”

hourglass
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IRON CURTAIN 
A Love Story
Goldsworthy, Vesna
Norton (336 pp.) 
$28.95  |  Feb. 14, 2023
9781324021728  

A woman abandons her Soviet life in 
pursuit of an ill-fated romance.

In the early 1980s, Milena Urban-
ska is living comfortably as the daugh-
ter of one of the most powerful men in 

an unnamed Russian satellite state. After a gruesome accident 
takes the life of her boyfriend, Milena withdraws from social 
life, retreating instead into her work—first as a student, then 
as a translator. Years later, a brief tryst with cocky English poet 
Jason Connor shakes Milena out of her solitude. She falls in 
love and decides to trade her now claustrophobic-feeling life in 
the East for a shiny new life in the West. In England, Milena 
finds the transition jarring. She and her now-husband live in 

bohemian conditions, and she struggles daily to grapple with 
the perplexing value systems held by her capitalist neighbors. 
Milena narrates the story somberly from some future vantage 
and alludes frequently to the misfortunes that await her. (“I had 
a momentary premonition that this story would not end well”; 

“I could not know yet that London would be a city of sorrows 
for me.”) Indeed, disillusionment and betrayal come, though all 
the anticipation might blunt the impact for some readers. The 
novel—which often reads as a Soviet-era reimagining of the 
Medea myth, in which a foreign woman uproots her life for love 
only to be met with treachery—is imbued with a certain fatal-
ism. (Milena casts a shadow over her bid for independence right 
in the first chapter, when she asks, “How do you rebel when 
even your rebellion is anticipated?”) Fatalism notwithstand-
ing, this is an absorbing novel marked by Goldsworthy’s humor, 
intelligence, and talent for making the familiar strange.

A gripping tragedy about love and betrayal set near the end 
of the Cold War.

EVERYBODY KNOWS 
Harper, Jordan
Mulholland Books/Little, Brown 
(352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Jan. 10, 2023
9780316457910  

Edgar winner Harper’s deep dive into 
a netherworld of murder and sexual per-
version among LA’s elite power wielders 
evolves from noir fiction into a knotty 
morality tale.

Mae Pruett whitewashes celebrity clients’ ugliest imbro-
glios, from an inconvenient black eye to a drug overdose, for 
a crisis-management firm specializing in “black bag PR.” For-
mer cop Chris Tamburro works for a high-end security firm 
that stretches the definition of protection to include physical 
violence. They both accept that they are complicit in secrets 
and lies but they love the adrenaline rush of their work. Then 
Mae’s co-worker Dan Hennigan is killed under circumstances 
she finds suspicious though her bosses don’t, or won’t. Coin-
cidentally, Chris’ boss offers him what initially seems a choice 
assignment, to use his old police connections to investigate 
Dan’s killing. But why is the client’s identity a secret? Soon the 
former lovers are secretly working together without their com-
panies’ knowledge, connecting a growing list of murders to Jef-
frey Epstein–style sexual outrages, questionable land deals, and 
a host of other unsavory dealings by men of seemingly untouch-
able clout. As the bodies accumulate, a pregnant 14-year-old 
becomes the “bloody glove—the objective correlative, the one 
real thing you can point to that makes the lies feel solid.” Harp-
er’s physical descriptions of LA and set pieces with minor char-
acters are cinematic, evoking classic films like The Big Sleep and 
Chinatown. While Harper’s take is more graphic and emotion-
ally bleak, his writing is witty, elegant, even funny, as in Mae’s 
hilarious solution for that inconvenient black eye. The heart of 
the story lies in Mae and Chris’ relationship. As they fall back 

http://kirkus.com


 

in love, they each lose the cynical edge they’ve always relied on. 
They begin to weigh what ethical boundaries they won’t cross, 
or stomach others crossing, and what price each is willing to 
pay in the future.

A mesmerizing whodunit, escapist yet thought-provoking.

WEYWARD
Hart, Emilia
St. Martin’s (336 pp.) 
$27.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781250280800  

Three generations of women strug-
gle against the bounds of patriarchy in 
this debut novel.

Over the course of centuries, the 
Weyward women of Crows Beck in 
Cumbria, England, have shared a com-

mon gift: the ability to connect deeply with and seemingly 
communicate with nature, particularly animals. But they are 
also all victimized and controlled by men in a variety of ways. 
In 1619, healer Altha is put on trial for witchcraft after hav-
ing been seen near a field where a farmer is trampled by his 
cows and because her own mother was suspected of being a 
witch due to her involvement in treating people in the village. 
Hundreds of years later, in the early 1940s, Violet Ayres chafes 
against the heavy-handed scrutiny and control of her father 
and struggles to learn more about her mother, Elizabeth Wey-
ward, who died under mysterious circumstances when Violet 
was young. In the present day, Kate Ayres has fled her abu-
sive live-in boyfriend before he can discover that she’s preg-
nant, taking refuge in her great-aunt Violet’s cottage as she 
attempts to rebuild her life and protect herself and her baby. 
Although the women’s connection to nature at times feels like 
an unneeded dose of the supernatural in this already gripping 
novel, the ways in which they are subjected to the whims and 
cruelties of male dominance are chilling and realistic. Readers 
probably won’t be especially surprised by some of the twists of 
the story, but this is nonetheless an engaging novel that cap-
tures the ways patriarchy has sought to limit women for all of 
history and the ways women have found to carve out freedom 
for themselves.

Thoughtful and at times harrowing, this novel is a success-
ful blend of historical fiction and modern feminism.

THE GOD OF ENDINGS
Holland, Jacqueline
Flatiron Books (480 pp.) 
$29.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781250856760  

Following a vampire across more than 
200 years, this novel considers “whether 
this world and life in it is a kindness or an 
unkindness, a blessing or a curse.”

At the age of 10, Anna faces illness 
and death daily as an epidemic sweeps 

through her town. After the deaths of her father and brother, 
and when she’s at her sickest, her grandfather arrives. Just as 
she’s about to succumb to the illness that killed her whole fam-
ily, he transforms her into a vampire like himself. When she asks 
him why he did it, he replies: “This world, my dear child, all of 
it, right to the very end if there is to be an end, is a gift. But 
it’s a gift few are strong enough to receive. I made a judgment 
that you might be among those strong few, that you might be 
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“Thoughtful and at times harrowing, this novel is a successful
blend of historical fiction and modern feminism.”

weyward
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Kashana Cauley’s darkly comic debut novel, The Sur-
vivalists (Soft Skull Press, Jan. 10), opens with a meet-
cute that speedily takes a dystopian turn. Aretha, who’s 
an accomplished lawyer but can’t afford to buy a home 
in Brooklyn, falls for Aaron, an attractive man running a 
bustling high-end coffee business out of his brownstone. 
She moves in even though he and his two housemates are 
stashing guns and preparing for some unnamed catastro-
phe. Fair trade?

Cauley has written comedy for The Daily Show With 
Trevor Noah and The Great North and maintains a hugely 
successful Twitter feed (@kashanacauley) filled with her 
sardonic takes on the news. In this interview, edited for 
length and clarity, Cauley spoke from her current home 
in LA about how guns, race, and economic precarity fed 
into the book’s themes and whether we as a society are 
obsessively prepping to defend ourselves against the 
wrong crises.

This book takes on a lot of social anxieties: housing, 
relationships, climate, race, the workplace. Was there 
a particular issue that prompted you to write a novel 
around all of that?

I grew up in a household of people who stockpiled food 
and guns. They were afraid that if something happened, 
the government wouldn’t have their backs, or that their 
neighbors wouldn’t. But it metastasized into this big, al-
most all-encompassing fear. When I was living in New 
York, [I read] articles about people who were doing that 
kind of thing in the middle of New York City. There was a 
West Village couple in their 20s on a block of, like, estates, 
stockpiling guns. These folks were also afraid of something, 
but I wasn’t sure what it would be. New York, to me, was 
such a neighborly, friendly, warm place. I wasn’t afraid of 
anyone. I thought people were great there. So I wanted to 
write something about somebody who felt alone, who felt 
afraid, even in the midst of a city, who didn’t really know 
what to do with those feelings. Who just kept going fur-
ther and further down a rabbit hole.

Did you ever develop any sort of comfort level with 
guns yourself? 
I never did. I found my parents’ guns when I was 12, and 
I was horrified. My sister was 6 at the time. We were just 
like, “Why do you have these?” I guess I’ve never recov-
ered from that.

Coffee is central to a lot of the novel—it’s wrapped up 
in ideas about productivity, status, and stress. You’ve 
done your research on it.
In the early aughts, there was this third wave of coffee mak-
ers who were moving past Starbucks. It seemed exciting. I 
started talking to baristas about where they were sourcing 
beans. I wanted to include all of it in the book because I 
thought it was just such a fun, dynamic world, producing 
this thing that I could not live without. 

Coffee is also competitive. It was kind of the calling 
card of the professionals I hung out with when I was a cor-
porate lawyer: We could have coffee at 4 p.m., we could 

A writer for The Daily Show With Trevor Noah delivers a funny debut 
novel—with some pretty serious themes
BY MARK ATHITAKIS

M
indy Tucker

WORDS WITH…

Kashana Cauley
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have coffee at 7 p.m., we could be up all night. We could 
work harder. There is something very competitive about 
coffee and seemed to fit a hyped world where people were 
worried about things.

There are a lot of worries, but the main ones involve 
Aretha’s career as a lawyer and being able to find a 
stable home. Were you thinking about this as a millen-
nial issue or a bigger one? 
I think it is a broader thing, more of a human thing. I do 
belong to a generation of people that does seem particular-
ly preoccupied with debt. We simply do not make enough 
money to own a home, especially in New York. When I 
was there, everybody was just worried about being kicked 
out because of rent increases—and that kept happening to 
my friends and me over and over and over again. So there 
was this precarity. But this is happening across the country.

Aretha is a successful lawyer, but she feels increasingly 
less stable at her job. Was your experience as a lawyer 
similar? 
When I practiced law, I was part of the first generation of 
people who were probably not going to make partner. It 
was pretty clear—and I went to a fancy law school and ev-
erything—that it was not going to happen. They had been 
extending the partner track. It was supposed to be five to 
eight years in our parents’ generations, eight to 11 for ours, 
and then it just sort of never happened. It was very cut-
throat and very competitive and kind of awful. That part 
of it is completely autobiographical. 

There’s also a racial element to this—the novel makes 
a distinction between White survivalism, which is tied 
up in entitlement and grievance, and Black survival-
ism, which is more about self-defense. Aretha’s Black 
housemate Brittany says, “No one gives a shit about 
Black people. All we have is ourselves.”
I was thinking about that before I started this book. I read 
everything I could about the Bundys [a family of White 
separatists at the center of a 2014 armed standoff with fed-
eral authorities over fees owed for their use of public land], 
which I thought was completely different from the scene I 
grew up in. I can’t imagine taking over federal land, stock-
piling arms, and just sitting there for like six weeks until 
they kick you out. That doesn’t work for me; I end up dead. 
[In the novel] there’s one White guy in the house and for 
most of the book, he is much more comfortable being the 
physically armed one than anyone else. He doesn’t think 
anything’s going to happen to him. But the survivalism I 
grew up in was more internal—just hunkering down and 

protecting ourselves. It is not a showy thing. We’re not 
here to demonstrate that we’re tougher than you.

Without giving away the ending, the novel becomes a 
kind of anti-dystopian story. The real crisis isn’t the one 
the characters prep for. By focusing on imaginary prob-
lems, we miss the real ones.
I don’t think that hunkering down in our own little cor-
ners is going to produce the society we want. It’s not going 
to improve a lot of these things people are worried about. 
But I also think, on top of that, there’s just a natural hu-
man desire for community and connection. In the house, 
even though they want to be armed and they want to be 
separate, they want to have each other on some level. The 
book was trying to balance this want for connection with 
this desire to be safe. I think a lot of people are doing that 
in real life. 

You’ve also done comedy and sitcom writing. How 
much of a difference is there between writing for televi-
sion and writing a novel?
The tone is obviously very different. But one thing they 
have in common that I like is outlining, figuring out where 
you’re going with the story. I’m not really a seat-of-your-
pants type. I like an Act 1, an Act 2, and an Act 3. I like 
knowing where I’m going to end up.

Mark Athitakis is a journalist in Phoenix who writes about books 
for Kirkus, the Washington Post, the Los Angeles Times, and 
elsewhere. The Survivalists received a starred review in the Nov. 
15, 2022, issue.
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better served on this side of things than the other. I thought 
you might find some use for the world, and it for you.” The years 
that follow are difficult and often wrought with loss for Anna. 
She lives many lives over the centuries and eventually takes 
on the name Collette LaSange, opening a French preschool 
in Millstream Hollow, New York. Chapters alternate between 
Anna’s life beginning in the 1830s and her current life in 1984 
as Collette. Notable points of tension arise when Collette tries 
unsuccessfully to sate her hunger, which is becoming increas-
ingly unbearable, and as her interest in the artistic growth of a 
student named Leo deepens. Through decadently vivid prose—
which could have been streamlined at times—this hefty novel 
meditates on major themes such as life, love, and death with 
exceptional acumen. The final questions in the book—“How 
presumptuous is the gift of life? What arrogance is implicit in 
the act of love that calls another into existence?”—serve as an 
anchor to meditations on these themes found throughout.

A new and contemplative take on the vampire novel.

MURDER YOUR EMPLOYER
The McMasters Guide to 
Homicide
Holmes, Rupert
Avid Reader Press (400 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Feb. 21, 2023
978-1-451648-21-8  

A new novel from the man who wrote 
Swing (2005), Where the Truth Lies (2003), 
and “Escape (The Piña Colada Song).”

When Cliff Iverson tries—and fails—
to murder his toxic boss, he is apprehended almost instantly. 
But instead of taking him down to the station, the “cops” who 
catch him whisk him away to the McMasters Conservatory 
for the Applied Arts. Set in a secret location, this very exclu-
sive institution boasts a bucolic campus, three (unpublished) 
Michelin stars, and a comprehensive education in assassination. 
Cliff is there as a scholarship student, and much of the novel 
is addressed to the benefactor who made it possible for him 
to become a more effective murderer. There are also entries 
written by faculty and administrators as well as scenes follow-
ing the educations of Dulcie Mown and Gemma Lindley, two 
other students. Once Cliff, Dulcie, and Gemma graduate, we 
follow them into the world as they scheme to complete their 
thesis projects—that is, as they attempt to “delete” their tar-
gets. There are a lot of genres happening at once in this novel. 
The debt to British boarding school stories is obvious, although 
the vibe is very different when the students aren’t adolescents 
finding themselves and their places in the world but, rather, full-
grown adults playing water polo and enjoying sumptuous meals 
as they learn best practices for taking lives without getting 
caught. The journeys of Cliff, Dulcie, and Gemma unfold like 
mysteries in reverse. And, while the story is set in the 1950s, the 
plot and dialogue are much indebted to the screwball comedies 
of the 1930s. If this sounds like a lot, that’s because it is a lot. 
Everything about this book is a lot—if not too much. Holmes 
asks readers to suspend disbelief from the get-go, and he just 
keeps asking for more blind credulity as the narrative advances. 
Maybe more significantly, Holmes seems incapable of passing 
up an opportunity to be cute or clever. There are so many puns. 
This tendency slows the narrative in a way that almost invites 
readers to look for plot holes, of which there are many.

Fun for readers who think that murder is cute. 

HEART BONES
Hoover, Colleen
Atria (368 pp.) 
$14.39 paper  |  Jan. 31, 2023
9781668021910  

A 19-year-old Kentucky girl—the 
product of a one-night stand—finds her 
addict mother dead and ends up spend-
ing the summer in Texas with her father 
and his family.

http://kirkus.com


After a lifetime of active neglect from her mother, Beyah 
Grim comes home one day from her shift at McDonald’s to find 
her dead on the sofa, needle still in her arm. All the child sup-
port money sent by her father has been spent on her mother’s 
addictions. The system has failed her. She taught herself to use 
a stove at age 6 and did whatever was necessary throughout her 
life to make sure there was food on the table. She’s vowed never 
to become like her mother, and volleyball is her way out—all she 
needs is a place to stay for two months until her full ride to Penn 
State begins on Aug. 3. So when she’s quickly evicted from the 
trailer she and her mother shared, she calls her father; he books 
her a ticket on the earliest possible flight to Houston. When 
she arrives, she discovers that Alana, her father’s wife of a year, 
has a daughter named Sara who’s just a little older than Beyah 
and a summer house on the beach on Bolivar Peninsula, where 
Beyah and her father head straight from the airport. Once 
Beyah settles in, Sara and her boyfriend, Marcos, begin trying 
to set her up with their friend Samson. Pegging the guy as a rich 
douchebag, Beyah soon realizes there’s more to him that he lets 
on and that despite his purported wealth he is just as damaged 

as her. This is the story of a summer love affair as Beyah and 
Samson get to know one another, sharing their darkest secrets 
until Samson’s past catches up with him. Hoover spends a lot of 
time dissecting class prejudices against a gossamer backdrop of 
summer love that evolves to become much more.

A thoughtful exploration of how poverty impacts people’s 
choices and blurs the lines between good and bad behavior.

OUR BEST INTENTIONS
Jain, Vibhuti
Morrow/HarperCollins (352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  March 14, 2023
9780063278783  

Coming-of-age drama meets subur-
ban thriller in a debut novel driven by the 
question: What happens when people’s 
best intentions threaten to cause more 
harm than good?
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Angela Singh wrestles with the typical teenage travails: 
worrying over the distance growing between her and her best 
friend, Sam McCleary; managing an unrequited crush on Sam’s 
brother, Henry; training to stay competitive on the swim team; 
and navigating an often fraught relationship with her single dad, 
who’s been raising her on his own since she was 6. However, her 
world is turned upside down when, walking home from swim 
practice one day, she finds Henry on the football field, having 
been stabbed in the abdomen. The affluent town of Kitchewan, 
New York, becomes enmeshed in a web of social politics, gos-
sip, and backroom power plays as everyone attempts to defend 
their innocence. Or perhaps the incident merely uncovers the 
racial and economic tensions that always existed in the town, 
especially as Chiara Thompkins, a Black teenager, emerges 
at the center of the drama. Angela, whose memory of finding 
Henry remains blurry, must navigate her torn loyalties to her 
family and friends, self-preservation, and her sense of justice as 
she grows more deeply entangled in the community’s investiga-
tion into what exactly happened that day at the school. Rotat-
ing among multiple perspectives and moving backward and 

forward in time, the novel intertwines teenage drama with an 
incisive intersectional exploration of the complexities of inter-
generational immigrant families, class, and racism. Jain tackles 
the novel’s themes effectively and subtly for the most part, espe-
cially in the beginning. The final chapters seem rushed, diluting 
the complexity and drama that made the first two-thirds so riv-
eting and resulting in a too-tidy ending.

A powerful, story-driven exploration of some of today’s 
most pressing social issues.

WHAT HAPPENED 
TO RUTHY RAMIREZ 
Jiménez, Claire
Grand Central Publishing (240 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 7, 2023
9781538725962  

A story of family, fury, a missing girl, 
and what society doesn’t see.

Twelve years ago, 13-year-old Ruthy 
Ramirez disappeared after track practice 
one day, never to be seen again. Left in 

the black hole where there is “no such thing now as a map” are 
the women in Ruthy’s family, who never get over her loss. Told 
from the alternating perspectives of Ruthy’s younger and older 
sisters, Nina and Jessica; her mother, Dolores; and Ruthy herself, 
this is a story of the fights women encounter and the ways they 
survive, set in a Pentecostal Puerto Rican community in Staten 
Island. More than a decade after Ruthy’s disappearance, Jessica 
is convinced she’s seen her on Catfight, a reality TV series where 
women literally fight their cast-mates to stay in the town house 
where they’re filming and win the grand prize. Jessica and Nina 
begin binge-watching the show, analyzing every detail about the 
woman onscreen, comparing her with their memories of Ruthy 
and their expectations of whether a near-homeless raging alco-
holic is the woman Ruthy could have grown up to become. They 
try to keep this secret from their diabetic mother, but their plan 
unravels when Dolores figures out that they’re not heading off 
to a retreat for young Christian women but are instead driving 
to Boston, where the show is filmed. The three end up road-
tripping together, along with a friend, and it’s Dolores, not her 
daughters, who schemes her way into a nightclub where the 
Catfight girls will perform. There’s a delightfully subversive and 
maverick quality to the way first-time novelist Jiménez gives her 
characters the freedom to tell the truth as they see it, whether 
it’s Dolores negotiating with God in expletive-laden prayers or 
Nina explaining the fallout of graduating from college with an 
expensive biology degree only to end up folding lingerie for a 
toxic White boss. The book’s humor alongside Jiménez’s will-
ingness to include everything from pop culture to intergenera-
tional trauma is the reason this book is a page-turner.

Jiménez brings bravery to the page, and it’s her strong 
storytelling and humor that make this an outstanding debut.
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BLACK WOLF
Kent, Kathleen
Mulholland Books/Little, Brown 
(400 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Feb. 14, 2023
9780316280211  

Spies, nuclear scientists, and a serial 
killer collide in the twilight of the Soviet 
Union.

It’s 1990. As the Soviet Union crum-
bles, four CIA agents are sent to Belo-

russia, ostensibly to offer America’s financial assistance to the 
newly independent country but in truth to evaluate the stability 
of the republic and to see who might be stepping into the power 
void. The youngest agent, Melvina Donleavy, has a more spe-
cific assignment still—to confirm whether three Iranian men 
are seeking to acquire nuclear weapons or uranium. Mel has a 
unique gift: She is able to recall the face of any person she has 
ever seen, and identify them, even within a crowd of hundreds. 

As the agents seek to make connections and uncover informa-
tion in Belorussia, Mel keeps her own counsel, helped by an 
American expatriate scientist named William Cutler. After a 
young secretary Mel was attempting to befriend is found dead, 
the agents learn that women have been disappearing around the 
city. Mel, whose father was a cop, begins to suspect that there’s 
a serial killer in action. When she crosses paths with the Black 
Wolf, KGB chief Martin Kavalchuk, Mel’s life and the lives of 
her colleagues are soon in peril. To complete her mission, she 
will have to endure arrest, torture, and captivity—and the serial 
killer who has become obsessed with her. Kent’s novel is based 
on real-life people and events in the gritty Belorussia of this 
era, and the characters and their experiences are well drawn 
and complex. At the same time, the story moves well; the ten-
sions are high; the climax action-packed. Kent brings her gift 
for building strong and complex female characters, honed in 
the Betty Rhyzyk series, to Mel, who is younger, softer, and still 
just as much a survivor.

A well-crafted spy novel married to a serial killer mystery 
equals lots of dark drama.

“A well-crafted spy novel married to a serial 
killer mystery equals lots of dark drama.”

black wolf
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GONE AGAIN
Kent, Minka
Thomas & Mercer (239 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  March 7, 2023
9781662505393  

A woman’s disappearance unleashes 
a series of shocks, some of them buried 
for many years, from a master of dysfunc-
tional family values.

This isn’t the first time Celia Guest 
has gone missing. As one of three daugh-

ters of Jim Fielding, a draconian police officer in Cross Beach, 
Florida, she tried running away from home when she was 15. Her 
escape lasted only a few hours before her father caught her and 
shipped her off to the Heavenly Soldiers Reformatory, a night-
mare site where young sinners were washed clean by the Church 
of True Believers. The second time—her taking off from Cross 
Beach College and going into hiding—was much more successful 
except for its effect on her sisters, Genevieve and Celeste, who 
felt that she’d abandoned them. But the third time is the poisoned 
charm. The day after a 40th birthday party during which her bud-
dies in Schofield, Connecticut, shower her with unwanted gifts 
to celebrate their friendship and an anonymous correspondent 
tells her, “YOU DON’T DESERVE ANY OF THIS,” she leaves 
a note for her significantly older husband, hospital administrator 
Rob Guest, assuring him that she’s gone out on an errand and will 
return shortly, and takes off without a backward glance. To the 
surprise and resentment of her husband, pastor’s son Brad Jacobs, 
Genevieve launches a frantic search for her missing sister. As 
Kent skips gleefully between the present and selected highlights 
from the sisters’ pasts, Genevieve uncovers enough evidence to 
earn their relations a permanent spot in a chamber of horrors.

So many opportunities for misdeeds that even fans will 
find it hard to predict the next one, or the one after that.

ALL THAT IS MINE I CARRY 
WITH ME
Landay, William
Bantam (336 pp.) 
$28.99  |  March 7, 2023
9780345531841  

A woman vanishes, leaving her kids 
to wonder whether their father is a 
murderer.

It’s 2015, and author Philip Solomon 
has spent two years in search of an idea for 

his next project. Inspiration finally strikes while he’s out for drinks 
with his childhood friend Jeff Larkin. In 1975, Jeff ’s younger sister, 
Miranda, came home from school to find the Larkins’ Newton, 
Massachusetts, house locked and her mother, Jane, missing. Jane’s 
purse was still in the front hall, so Miranda assumed she was run-
ning an errand. Hours passed, though, and Jane failed to return 
before night fell and Miranda’s brothers, Jeff and Alex, and father, 
Dan, arrived home. The cops and Jane’s sister, Kate, suspected 

Dan—a greedy, philandering criminal defense attorney—of foul 
play; without proof, however, the district attorney couldn’t charge 
Dan, and the investigation went cold. Construction workers found 
Jane’s body in 1993, but it provided no clues. As adults, the Larkin 
children now stand divided: Alex believes Dan’s claims of inno-
cence, while Jeff and Miranda do not. Although the novel begins 
with Phil as its narrator, Landay breaks the Larkins’ tale into a 
series of “books,” each set in a different era of the case and featur-
ing a different storyteller and style. This approach allows Landay 
to explore how Jane’s disappearance—and Dan’s presumed guilt—
impacts key players over the course of their lives but regrettably 
also leaves most characters half-sketched and bleeds what should 
be a riveting mystery of tension and drive.

Devastating family drama that adds up to less than the 
sum of its parts.

LONE WOMEN 
LaValle, Victor
One World/Random House 
(304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  March 21, 2023
9780525512080  

A woman heads to Big Sky Coun-
try with some unusual baggage—actual, 
metaphorical, and psychological.

As LaValle’s beguiling, genre-blend-
ing fifth novel opens, it’s 1915, and some-

thing so awful has happened to Adelaide Henry’s parents that 
she’s set the family’s California farmhouse ablaze with their 
corpses inside. With little but rumor to go on, she high-tails 
it to Montana, believing the state will be welcoming toward a 
young Black woman with farming skills and an urge to erase an 
ugly past. Early on, she seems proven right—the residents of 
Big Sandy are friendly, supportive, and not too inquisitive about 
what’s inside her unusually heavy steamer trunk. But in time 
the region’s secretive nature comes into view, starting with a 
woman with four blind children who prove to be at the center of 
a host of deceits. And once the contents of that steamer trunk 
are unleashed, Adelaide is further pushed into self-preservation 
mode than she already was as the sole Black woman in a very 
White and very cold place. LaValle is prodigiously talented at 
playing with stylistic modes, and here he deftly combines West-
ern, suspense, supernatural, and horror—his prose is unfussy 
and plainspoken, which makes it easier to seamlessly skate 
across genres. But LaValle’s fluidity when it comes to style is 
balanced by a focused thematic vision: Through Adelaide (and 
that steamer trunk), he explores isolation and division across 
race, within families, and through communities. Her struggle 
to find her place is complicated by everyone being tight-lipped 
and eager to create pariahs. (“The silence is the worst part of 
this suffering,” as Adelaide puts it.) The closing chapters get 
somewhat knotted as LaValle labors to corral a Pandora’s box 
full of plot points. But the novel overall is a winning blend of 
brains and (occasionally violent) thrills.

Acrobatic storytelling, both out there and down-home.
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“A woman heads to Big Sky Country with some unusual 
baggage—actual, metaphorical, and psychological.”

lone women
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THIRST FOR SALT
Lucas, Madelaine
Tin House (272 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  March 7, 2023
9781953534651  

Australian writer Lucas’ debut charts 
the tides of love, memory, and longing as 
it explores not why love ends but how it 
ebbs and flows.

The novel opens with the narrator’s 
discovery, found through online sleuth-

ing, that a former lover is now a father. She casts back to when 
she was 24, on vacation with her mother at Sailors Beach. Swim-
ming alone, she encounters Jude, a former actor almost 20 years 
her senior who lives nearby and restores furniture. Their attrac-
tion is immediate, like an undertow. The narrator, an aspiring 
writer, whom Jude calls “Sharkbait,” then “love,” quickly trades 
her dreams of travel for the desire that Jude awakens in her, 
making “everything suddenly unbearably erotic, alive.” Their 

intimacy is compelling in its urgency while also leaving room for 
silence as they navigate the tension between Jude’s perspective 
that love is “a gift” and the narrator’s understanding of it as a 

“need.” When they find a dog on the beach, it becomes a stand-in 
for their bond, as a child would; and though the narrator dreams 
of a baby, she finds herself counseling Maeve, a potential rival, 
about a pregnancy. Throughout, the narrator reflects on her 
relationship with her mother; at times, these passages eclipse 
the love story: “As a child, I’d imagined her as something diffuse, 
like vapor or air. Nec essary, and all around me, but somehow 
elusive, ungraspable.” Water imagery is everywhere, threaten-
ing to make the novel’s metaphors predictable: Orgasms are 
waves, as is grief, and the ocean and the shore are lovers. While 
Lucas’ meditation on relationships is masterful, the ending falls 
flat—in a book where love leaves an indelible mark, it’s hard to 
believe that the final conflict sets its characters adrift.

Though its metaphors are familiar, Lucas’ portrayal of love 
and desire exerts a wonderful pull.

http://kirkus.com
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SELL US THE ROPE
May, Stephen
Bloomsbury (240 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  Feb. 21, 2023
978-1-63973-143-5  

Fiction mingles with fact in this off-
beat account of the young Joseph Stalin 
rubbing up against leading Marxists in 
London in 1907.

Turned away by Denmark and Swe-
den, Russian revolutionaries including 

Rosa Luxemburg, Leon Trotsky, and Maxim Gorky have con-
verged on foggy and filthy London for the 5th Congress of the 
Russian Social Democratic and Labour Party. Stalin, going by 
the name Koba (after the Robin Hood of Georgian folklore), is 
a monster in the making at age 29, “eyes burning from beneath a 
perpetual frown.” His words to live by: “Don’t allow yourself the 
luxury of mercy.” But he also can be, of all things, a mensch in 
protecting an abused boy in whom he sees reflections of his own 
childhood. And he’s a lovable loser in his flirtation with 19-year-
old Elli Vuokko, a (fictional) Finnish lathe worker who is funny, 
spirited, and possibly more calculating than him. “Free nations 
can only evolve out of streams of blood!” she declares, playing 
to the crowd. But though the novel exposes the stark contra-
dictions of communism at every turn, May is less interested in 
political theory than comic spectacle: “The future is arriving 
and it is wearing skirts and knows how to dislocate your shoul-
ders.” That said, Koba’s past deeds, one in particular, darken 
the narrative. “The living come and go, but the dead never leave 
you,” he says. “Everyone you kill hangs around, plucking at your 
sleeve, wanting to be acknowledged, refusing to be forgotten.”

A subtly menacing portrayal of the future tyrant and mass 
killer.

A LIKELY STORY
McMullan Abramson, Leigh
Atria (352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-9821-9924-1  

Father and daughter novelists with 
a strained relationship each struggle to 
realize their dreams.

In the wake of her mother Claire’s 
death, Isabelle Manning has a goal, and 
it’s a lofty one: publish a novel and make 

her esteemed novelist father, Ward, proud. But when Isabelle 
turns 35 and is no closer to being published, her goal begins to 
feel like a far-off dream: “Isabelle was the daughter of a real 
artist, a famous artist, and she was of him, his genetic material 
tucked deep in the fibers of her own DNA. It was difficult to 
exaggerate how exceptional it had felt to be the only child of a 
world-renowned writer. And how much it had fucked with her.” 
For his part, Ward does not seem concerned with Isabelle’s fail-
ure or particularly burdened by any sort of familial responsibility. 

Supplied with a hefty ego, Ward is more worried about not 
being able to finish another novel before he dies and how his 
fame will live on after him: “Ward felt a surge of melancholy 
that he would not get to read his own obituary, which he very 
much hoped would include the phrase ‘greatest novelist of our 
time’ with the absolute minimum number of modifiers.” Believ-
ing her father to be seriously ill, Isabelle’s desire to make Ward 
proud takes on a new urgency, and, when she discovers a gift her 
departed mother left her, Isabelle’s ethics start unraveling. The 
story is told by switching between the past and the present and 
through five voices—those of Isabelle; Ward; Claire; Isabelle’s 
on-again, off-again best friend, Brian; and a manuscript whose 
author is slowly revealed. In a novel largely about the creation of 
novels, McMullan Abramson avoids the pitfalls of jargony writ-
ing for the in-crowd and instead crafts a universal story about 
family, dreams, and the stories that linger long after we are gone.

Complex characters weigh the benefits of sacrificing their 
morals to achieve a lasting legacy in this well-told tale.

THE LOST WIFE 
Moore, Susanna
Knopf (192 pp.) 
$27.00  |  April 4, 2023
9780385351430  

A family is caught in a vortex of 
violence.

Based partly on a woman’s account 
of her abduction along with her chil-
dren during the Sioux Uprising in 1862, 
Moore’s novel is a tense, absorbing 

tale of adversity and survival. One August day in 1855, 25-year-
old Sarah Browne flees her abusive husband in Rhode Island, 
headed west to meet a childhood friend in the Minnesota Terri-
tory. Her journey is long and arduous: A freight boat crawls with 
rats, mosquitoes cover her with bites. She is hungry, filthy, and 
uneasy with the freedom that she so desperately desires. She 
feels, she reflects, “adrift on a great river, and adrift in my mind.” 
Finally arrived in Shakopee, she learns that her friend had died 
months before. Though bereft, Sarah proves herself resource-
ful: Soon she finds a job, and then she finds a husband: Dr. John 
Brinton, the town’s physician. Like all of Moore’s characters, 
including Sarah, he harbors secrets. Moore picks up Sarah’s 
life again in 1862, when, with the couple’s two children, they 
have moved from Shakopee to a home near the Yellow Medi-
cine reservation, where Brinton becomes the resident doctor. 
As in her novel One Last Look (2003), set during the British Raj, 
Moore’s interest is oppression: Here, of Native Americans by 
ruthless, bigoted Whites intent on driving them from their land 
or exterminating them. As Sarah forges friendships with tribal 
women, she becomes increasingly aware of the corruption and 
injustice that blight their lives. Federal agents have cheated 
Indians out of compensation for the sale of 24 million acres of 
land. Without those funds, Indians are starving and disease is 
rampant. Revolt is inevitable, erupting into a grisly massacre. In 
Sarah, Moore has imagined a brave, perceptive woman with no 
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illusions about the hypocrisy of those who proclaim themselves 
civilized. Fearlessly defiant, she emerges as the moral center of 
Moore’s compelling novel.

A devastating tale rendered with restrained serenity.

HELLO BEAUTIFUL
Napolitano, Ann
Dial Press (400 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 14, 2023
9780593243722  

Who do we deserve to love and be 
loved by?

Drawn into the orbit of a tightknit 
family upon falling for Julia, the eldest 
of the four Padavano sisters, William 
Waters experiences the kind of family 

solidarity, affection, and sense of belonging he never had with 
his own dysfunctional parents. William developed an (initially) 

effective coping strategy during his lonely childhood and 
devotes his energies toward succeeding in the only place he feels 
comfortable: the basketball court. College sweethearts, Julia 
and William marry and begin a life together directed mostly by 
Julia’s wishes for stability and status; the plan and relationship 
are derailed by William’s gradual decline into a crippling depres-
sion. Julia and William divorce, and William distances himself 
from their infant daughter, Alice, too. Relationships between 
and among William and all of the Padavanos rupture and realign 
over the ensuing decades as Napolitano spins a saga of familial 
love, deception, and hope for healing while adeptly highlight-
ing each family member’s unique position in the narrative. Each 
of the Padavano girls is finely described—there’s Julia, who’s 
straightforward and driven; Sylvie, dreamy and romantic; and 
twins Cecelia (artistic) and Emeline (the sensitive moral com-
pass of the group)—and it is entirely plausible that the girls 
envision themselves from time to time as the March sisters 
from Little Women. (Rounding out that parallel is the presence 
of a dreamy, poetic father and a hardworking, long-suffering 
mother.) More subtly, the influence of Walt Whitman is felt 

“Napolitano’s characters can break your heart 
as they work to mend their own.”

hello beautiful
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throughout the book, from epigraph to end, as characters come 
to terms with their roles in an evolving universe. As in Napoli-
tano’s recent Dear Edward (2020), heartbreaking circumstances 
shatter the lives of relatable human characters who are unpre-
pared for the task of building a meaningful life.

Napolitano’s characters can break your heart as they work 
to mend their own.

THE ANGEL MAKER
North, Alex
Celadon Books (336 pp.) 
$23.99  |  Feb. 28, 2023
978-1-250-75786-9  

The aftereffects of a series of vio-
lent attacks reverberate through several 
families over multiple generations in this 
British thriller.

Katie Shaw lives with the guilt of not 
having walked home with her brother, 

Chris, after high school on the day he was attacked by a stranger 
with a knife. Chris has never fully recovered from the assault, 
which left him with multiple visible scars; he’s turned to addic-
tion and become homeless. Seventeen years after the attack 
on Chris, Alan Hobbes, a retired philosophy professor who’d 
had so much money he hadn’t really needed to work, is found 
stabbed to death in his bed. While investigating the crime, 
Det. Laurence Page finds footage from a security camera that 
shows a man in Hobbes’ apartment shortly before his death—
and recognizes the man as Chris, whose assault Page had also 
investigated. Even as the police name her brother as a suspect 
in Hobbes’ murder, Katie hears from her mother that Chris 
has disappeared after a period of stability, seemingly afraid 
that someone’s following him. Given that Katie has also begun 
to fear that she’s being followed, she reluctantly believes her 
mother’s story and starts her own search for her brother. Even 
as Det. Page pieces together Hobbes’ history, which included 
a horrific childhood, and revisits the attack on Chris, Katie is 
forced to confront the idea that what happened to her brother 
all those years ago might not have been a random act of violence 
after all. North’s latest thriller does not disappoint, weaving an 
intriguing cast of characters across multiple time periods into a 
story rich with layers and plot twists and perfectly suspenseful 
pacing. 

A delightfully bone-chilling tale.

DIARY OF A 
MALAYALI MADMAN
Prabhakaran, N.
Trans. by Jayasree Kalathil
Deep Vellum (336 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9781646052073  

Five stories by the most prominent 
living writer in the Malayalam language 
of southwestern India.

“My protruding cheekbones give me 
the look of a poor person, but, if you pay attention to my walk 
and bearing, you will see that I am from a well-to-do family.” So 
says Georgekutty, 22 years old. Georgekutty has one surviving 
brother of five, Babychayan, who has big plans for both making 
money and accumulating power. Worried that one cannot serve 
both God and Mammon—many of Prabhakaran’s characters are 
Christian, if often only nominally—Georgekutty wants nothing 
to do with Babychayan’s plan, and the sight of a villager mur-
dered for political reasons sends Georgekutty into hiding in the 
wilderness. The title of this opening story in Prabhakaran’s col-
lection, “Wild Goat,” is meaningful, for what are goats if not sac-
rificial victims? In the following story, a psychologist attempts 
to tease out the truth behind a patient’s mad—or is it truthful—
ideation about a remote temple served by seven female priests. 

“Usually, it was people with long-standing alcohol problems or 
some kind of brain injury causing memory impairment who 
made up such elaborate imaginary experiences,” muses Vivek, 
who shares an office with an enigmatic doctor who doesn’t do 
much to help clear things up. “Pigman” shares notes with both 
Ovid and Orwell—and perhaps H.G. Wells, too—in depicting 
the strange transformations on a pig farm, while the title story 
echoes Russian writers such as Dostoyevsky and Gogol, both 
specifically name-checked, with the diarist blending onrushing 
existential grumbling with a delightful shaggy dog (or, better, 
shaggy monkey) yarn. Prabhakaran often only hints at the ante-
cedent details behind his characters’ predicaments, leaving the 
reader to guess at why they do what they do, and those prob-
lems are many as they negotiate mental illness, violence, and the 
kind of family dynamics that can send anyone up a tree.

A collection that makes one want to have more of Prabha-
karan, little known to English-language readers.

ONCE WE WERE HOME
Rosner, Jennifer
Flatiron Books (288 pp.) 
$27.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-250-85554-1  

During World War II, Jewish chil-
dren are given to Catholics to raise by 
parents desperate to save them from the 
Nazi killing machine.

The book opens with Roger, a French 
Jewish boy hidden in the Convent of 

“A delightfully bone-chilling tale.”
the angel maker
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Sainte Marie de Sion. It’s 1946, and he remembers his bap-
tism and forced Catholic religious training, even as he knows 
he’s Jewish. A second story begins in 1942 when Mira Kowalski 
and her infant brother, Daniel, are hastily cleaned up by their 
mother and taken to live with a childless couple in the Polish 
countryside. Mira is renamed Anastzja Wójcik and her brother, 
Oskar. These children, too, are converted to Catholicism and 
steeped in the church. As they spend their formative years in 
hiding, memories of Jewish homes and rituals and parents 
fade, and in Oskar’s case, are never formed. All are orphaned 
by Nazi violence. At war’s end the protectors of all three chil-
dren want to keep them, but Jewish activists successfully claim 
them as their own. Who is stealing whom? The children’s sto-
rylines converge in Israel in the late 1940s and carry through 
to 1968, becoming interwoven with that of Renata, a British/
German archaeologist with her own hidden, traumatic past. 
The characters mature and find careers and love but remain 
deeply unsettled by their mixed pasts. What is Roger’s faith tra-
dition? How does Oskar reconcile himself to being ripped from 
the only parents he remembers? And what about the grief of 

the Polish couple whose charges are forcibly resettled in Israel? 
“What is a mother if not a nesting box?” asks a character toward 
the book’s conclusion. Oskar finally reconnects with the only 
parents he remembers, and new surprises about parentage con-
tinue through to the end.

A carefully crafted and heartbreaking book.

MONSTRILIO
Sámano Córdova, Gerardo
Zando (336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  March 7, 2023
978-1-63893-036-5  

A mother despondent over the death 
of her son employs a bloody dose of mag-
ical realism to bring him back to life.

In this wicked debut novel, Sámano 
Córdova combines queer themes touch-
ing on identity, kink, and consent with 

http://kirkus.com


Latin American mysticism for an unusually visceral coming-
of-age tale. In New York, an 11-year-old Mexican boy named 
Santiago dies, leaving his mother, Magos, and father, Joseph, 
in terrible grief. Magos defiantly carves a piece of her son’s 
lung from his body, returning with it to Mexico City. As in a 
folktale, Magos’ guardianship of her bloody talisman breathes 
new life into it, resulting in a hungry rat-thing that eventually 
grows into a doppelgänger for her son she names Monstrilio, or 
M, complete with fangs, claws, fur, and a mysterious vestigial 
limb. It’s a true grotesquerie on the surface, although the body 
horrors and violent trespasses to come are primarily spring-
boards to explore the inner lives of these characters—Magos; 
her best friend, Lena; Joseph; and finally young and ravenous 
M himself—and their transformations in the face of love and 
loss. Magos, resolutely determined to keep her monster alive, 
is enabled by Lena, one of Mexico’s youngest surgeons, whose 
emotional blinders, medical ethics, and rationalizations blind 
her to M’s true nature. Back in New York two years after his 
divorce, Joseph has found love with Peter, a financial analyst 
who believes M is merely Joe’s son from an earlier marriage. As 
Joseph and Peter plan their wedding and Magos throws herself 
into a career as a celebrated performance artist, M is growing 
into a young man, complete with not only the turmoil and ten-
sion that coming-of-age brings, but a growing realization about 
his own ferocious, ravenous nature. As his sexual conquests and 
appetite evolve, self-realization turns to self-fulfillment. Decid-
ing who to root for in this Kafkaesque myth may prove perplex-
ing for readers, but there’s no doubt there’s nothing quite like it.

A Promethean fable about reconstruction, reinvention, 
and the occasional human-sized snack.

STARS IN AN ITALIAN SKY
Santopolo, Jill
Putnam (336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Feb. 28, 2023
978-0-593-41917-5  

When two Italian Americans plan to 
get married, they uncover a decades-old 
secret about their families.

Cassandra, a marketing director for a 
fashion company, is deeply in love with 
Luca, an artist. Although their families 

are both originally from Italy, Cass feels that they live in two 
different worlds—her family is working class, while Luca’s is 
wealthier and has their own vineyard. When he proposes, Cass 
knows that their love for each other is enough to bridge what-
ever gaps exist between their families. What she isn’t count-
ing on, however, is the secret that’s revealed when Luca asks 
his grandfather and Cass’ grandmother to sit for a portrait 
together—it turns out that their families are connected in a way 
she never imagined. Cass’ modern-day New York City story isn’t 
the only love affair here—Santopolo also weaves in the story 
of Giovanna and Vincenzo in Genoa, Italy, in 1946. Their love 
affair was intense but brief, as the tumultuous political climate 
and their opposing families tore them apart. Santopolo, known 

for moving, passionate love stories like The Light We Lost (2017) 
and Everything After (2021), creates another emotional read 
about love lost, love found, second chances, and forgiveness. 
Giovanna’s life in post–World War II Italy is richly described, 
full of detail about her job at her family’s tailor shop and the 
luxurious Italian desserts and coffee she’s able to try after years 
of wartime scarcity. Cass’ and Giovanna’s points of view work 
together seamlessly even though they’re separated by about 60 
years.

A romantic, sweeping story that’s satisfying and heart-
breaking at the same time.

KÜNSTLERS IN PARADISE
Schine, Cathleen
Henry Holt (272 pp.) 
$26.99  |  March 14, 2023
9781250805904  

The plight of Jewish intellectu-
als evicted from their homes by Hitler 
meets the plight of Los Angeles families 
trapped in their homes by the pandemic.

“ ‘I do not believe in life after death,’ 
Mamie said. ‘I sometimes have trouble 

believing in life before death: it is all so improbable.’ ” With 
her usual bounty of witticisms and aperçus, Schine takes on 
the recent plague year from the perspectives of two protago-
nists. Mamie Künstler is a 93-year-old violinist who came to 
Los Angeles from Vienna in 1939 with her parents, Austrian 
Jews who became fixtures in the Hollywood émigré community. 
Eighty-some years later, Mamie lives in a bungalow in Venice 
with her long-time companion, Agatha, “a person of indeter-
minate age and indeterminate nationality whose job descrip-
tion was both indeterminate and, as far as Julian could tell, 
all-encompassing.” Julian is Mamie’s grandson, age 24. When 
we meet him, he is lolling around New York pursuing esoteric 
hobbies, such as transcribing the screenplays of Kurosawa. 
Desperate to jump-start his life, Julian’s parents send him to 
the West Coast to help Mamie, who has recently fractured her 
wrist, and Agatha, whose driver’s license has been suspended. 
Not long after Julian arrives, he’s trapped by lockdown. “I’m ter-
rified, pissed off, and bored,” he tells his grandmother. “That is 
a perfect description of my childhood, Julian. Uncanny.” As the 
relationship between the two develops, as the rhythms of quar-
antine take over, including the ubiquitous “jingling tray” of the 
cocktail hour(s), Mamie begins to share the stories of her youth, 
which feature well-known real people such as Otto Preminger, 
Arnold Schoenberg, and, most importantly, Greta Garbo. 
Meanwhile, Julian is awarded a pandemic romance, allowing 
Schine to revisit the unpleasant social rituals of 2020 and ’21 
with characteristic wryness: “With the languorous timing of a 
stripper, Sophie detached one elastic from one ear, the other 
elastic from the other ear. She batted her eyelashes at him, then 
slowly, slowly lowered the mask as if it were a veil, an exotic veil.”

Dreamy, drifty, and droll, studded with lush botanical 
description and historical gems. Schine’s many fans will enjoy. 
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“A romantic, sweeping story that’s satisfying 
and heartbreaking at the same time.”

stars in an italian sky
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HE SAID HE WOULD BE LATE
Sullivan, Justine
Henry Holt (304 pp.) 
$27.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-250-84285-5  

The problem of the privileged but 
lonely new mother gets an interesting 
treatment in this debut novel.

Liz Bennett’s daughter, Emma, is 
just over a year old. Her husband, Arno, 
works long hours at a banking firm in 

downtown Boston while Liz and Emma are sequestered away 
in sleepy, static Wellesley. Liz exhibits some classic, troubling 
signs of extreme postpartum depression: She feels no connec-
tion with her daughter, feels smothered by the responsibility, 
and suffers from insomnia. Remembering her own, detached 
mother, however, she lashes out at anyone who suggests she is 
struggling. After finding a business-oriented text from Arno’s 
female co-worker that includes a kiss-face emoji, Liz spirals. 

She focuses all her discontent onto the possibility that Arno 
might be cheating. And, with the addition of a nanny to her life, 
Liz is able to spend hours on this obsession, neglecting almost 
everything else and self-medicating the resulting anxiety with 
alcohol. There is a dark humor to Liz’s version of reality. She 
sometimes seems to know how outlandishly out of control she 
is, while other times she is cringingly funny in her self-delusion. 
The source of her mental state is a multifaceted mystery—how 
much is attributable to her crummy past, how much is off-kilter 
hormones, how much stems from some truly strange and con-
trolling behavior from Arno that nonetheless gives no actual 
clues to his fidelity? A therapist, a few loose ends, and some bad 
advice from neighbors and friends add to the tension. Sullivan’s 
sly inversion of the cheating-husband story investigates the real 
beginnings and endings of such tales, though, in doing so, it 
pulls the punch readers might expect.

A recursive, psychological suburban mystery.
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STERLING KARAT GOLD 
Waidner, Isabel
Graywolf (192 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781644452134  

A Londoner is the subject of a surreal 
trial in this kaleidoscopic novel.

Sterling Beckenbauer knows a thing 
or two about loss. “Lost my father to 
AIDS, my mother to alcoholism,” they 
reflect. “Lost my country to conservativ-

ism, my language to PTSD.” And after they’re set upon outside 
their flat in Camden Town in London by several bullfighters, 
they’re in danger of losing their freedom—while later, at a 
football match, they’re accosted by two police officers dressed 
as club officials who inform them that they’re being arrested 
for assaulting the bullfighters. (They later learn they’re also 
being charged with “forcing arresting officers to go to Hendon, 
Travel Zone 4, on a Saturday.”) The timing couldn’t be worse 
for Sterling, who’s just about to launch the latest installment of 
Cataclysmic Foibles—“a quarterly series of DIY artists’ plays”—
with their “bestie,” Chachki Smok, a costume designer. Things 
then take a turn when Sterling learns that they’ll be allowed 
to stage the next play, but only if it also functions as their trial. 
And as for that trial, it’s presided over by a judge who’s “  a tall, 
blue-bodied frog, spindly, with the head of a fledgling bird,” and 
the spectators include “a pig in a religious habit” and others 
with “frog-shaped white hearts beating in, or on, their funnel-
shaped chests.” Add to all this a time-traveling doppelgänger, a 
spaceship, and a “PINK SPIRE WAKING UP APROPOS OF 
NOTHING AND COMING FOR ME WITH ITS CRUS-
TACEAN LIMBS AND ITS HAIR-FINE JETS,” and you 
have a novel that defies the laws of literary physics—Waidner 
seems incapable of not surprising their readers, and the novel, 
despite its serious themes, seems like it had to be incredibly 
fun to write. Still, it’s a sobering look at the way underrepre-
sented communities—migrants, nonbinary people—are treated: 

“They know what it’s like to be on the receiving end of a system 
poised against them; to be positioned as the aggressor, the dan-
ger, when having nothing, nothing, on the other side.” This novel 
is part Franz Kafka, part Hieronymus Bosch, and part Monty 
Python, but mostly it’s completely sui generis. And it succeeds 
on every level a novel can.

Dizzying, unsettling, and extremely smart.

IN MEMORIAM 
Winn, Alice
Knopf (400 pp.) 
$29.00  |  March 7, 2023
9780593534564  

Love between two young men is 
tough enough in 1914; the fact that they 
are both fighting in World War I makes 
it…tougher.

The two moneyed teens, Sidney Ell-
wood and Henry Gaunt, are boarding 

school students in England just before the Great War begins. 
Between them, they harbor enough secrets to propel the plots 
of several books, and one of the wonderful aspects of Winn’s 
debut is that, just when you think you’ve settled into a tender 
literary novel, its revelations and surprises begin to unfurl at an 
impressive pace that reads more like a thriller. Sidney is Jewish 
but thoroughly denies it; Henry, or Heinrich, has lived in England 
for most of his life but is half German, a dangerous fact as the war 
begins. Winn lovingly re-creates British boarding school life dur-
ing this era, the camaraderie among the boys but also the snarling 
viciousness of the place. Sidney and Henry love one another but, 
perhaps understandably, have little ability to assess each other’s 
feelings, much less possess any insight about how to express their 
love. To prove their British bonafides and to compensate for 
the accusation that his uncle is a German traitor, Henry’s fam-
ily encourages him to enlist. Sidney, obsessed with Tennyson’s 
empire-loving verse and enamored with Henry’s bravery, also 
signs up. Neither of them are yet 19, the youngest age England 
accepts its soldiers. Winn’s battle scenes are hair-raising and ter-
rifying, but her portraits of Sidney and Henry are intimate and 
evocative. They are two very young men who know so little of 
the world and then suddenly know its deep depravity thanks to 
the war. Watching them search for each other across a damaged 
Europe makes for a love story that’s hard to forget.

A powerful, deeply imagined debut.

THE WHITE LADY 
Winspear, Jacqueline
Harper/HarperCollins (336 pp.) 
$24.99  |  March 21, 2023
9780062867988  

A poignant story of courage, misog-
yny, and misused power.

In 1947, Elinor White lives in a vil-
lage in Kent in a grace-and-favor house, 
rewarded for her service to the crown, 
and keeps her own counsel. A farmwork-

ers’s cottage nearby is home to the Mackie family: Jim, Rose, 
and little Susie, who befriends the wary Elinor. Jim comes from a 
family of notorious London gangsters, and when they want him 
to return to the fold, they’ll resort to violence to convince him. 
In interspersed chapters we learn about the background that 
Elinor keeps to herself: She was a spy during both world wars. 

“A powerful, deeply imagined debut.”
in memorium
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m y s t e r yBack in 1914, in Belgium, 10-year-old Elinor, youngest daugh-
ter of a Belgian father and English mother, tries to catch a boat 
to England along with her mother and sister, Cecily, before the 
German advance, but they’re too late and return to their home, 
now under occupation. Some time later, a mysterious woman 
named Isabelle approaches their mother and recruits the two 
girls to spy on the Germans. It’s easy for schoolgirls to appear 
innocuous as they count the number of trains that pass by their 
village. The sisters are trained in sabotage and self-defense. Eli-
nor is a natural, but Cecily is not, and when Elinor kills two Ger-
man soldiers trying to rape her sister, Isabelle smuggles them 
out to England—where Elinor faces another war, decades later, 
by working with the Special Operations Executive and return-
ing to Belgium. Now she hopes her contacts from those days 
will save Jim from the clutches of the Mackie family. Her war-
time experiences come back to haunt her, leaving her unable to 
trust anyone. In the end, it’s the gangsters who tell her the truth 
that will shatter her world and give her hope for the future.

A tense history-based thriller filled with anguish and 
suspense.

FOUR LEAF CLEAVER
Day, Maddie
Kensington (288 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Jan. 24, 2023
978-1-4967-3565-2  

Murder disrupts a reality show that’s 
being filmed at a small-town pancake joint.

Robbie Jordan, owner of Pans ’N 
Pancakes, is pleased as green punch when 
a national production company decides 
to film its St. Patrick’s Day episode of 

Holiday Hot-Off in her rural Indiana cafe. She decks the walls 
with shamrocks and listens carefully as producer Tara Moore 
ticks off the rules: All recipes must include Hoosier Brewing 
Company’s Irish stout, everything must be cooked on the spot, 
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and no baking in an oven is allowed. Tara’s such a stickler for 
detail that Robbie’s surprised when neither she nor her assis-
tant, Jaden Routh, turns up at the restaurant the morning of the 
shoot. Surprise turns to agitation when Jaden arrives without 
his boss and finally gives way to panic when Robbie discovers 
Tara dead in her B&B. There are so many suspects with so many 
motives, from rivals whose recipes Tara stole for her cookbook 
to production company hopefuls who are after her job, that 
Robbie can hardly concentrate on the asparagus specials she 
wants to offer on her spring lunch menu. But much as she’d like 
to keep her mind on her cafe—and on her plans for starting a 
family with her husband, Abe—Robbie can’t resist the itch to 
investigate, with results that should surprise no one.

A cafe cozy plus a TV-show cozy equals no value added.

IRISH KNIT MURDER
Ehrhart, Peggy
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9781496738851  

A widow and her best friend are once 
again magnets for murder.

Since the death of her husband, 
Pamela Paterson has raised her now–col-
lege age daughter in their home in Arbor-
ville, New Jersey. A knitter with little 

regard for outward appearances, she supplements her income by 
editing articles for Fiber Craft magazine. Her best friend, fash-
ionista Bettina Fraser, is a reporter for the local weekly whose 
husband, Wilfred, prepares excellent meals that are enjoyed 
by both Bettina and Pamela. At a St. Patrick’s Day dinner for 
seniors, the friends are treated to a concert by Isobel Lister, the 
black sheep of a wealthy family with deep roots in the commu-
nity. When Isobel’s found dead after the concert, Pamela and 
Bettina, no strangers to murder, decide to do a little sleuthing. 
Pamela’s love life takes an interesting turn when the neighbor 
she likes becomes suddenly available and the handyman she 
hires to fix her screens turns out to be a wealthy man tired of his 
high-powered job who wants to take her out for a lavish dinner. 
Isobel, it seems, was not very popular with most of her family 
except for her niece Imogene, who’s joining Pamela’s knitting 
group. Bettina wants a scoop and Pamela wants answers as they 
discover and discard promising prospects. When they find the 
murdered body of Isobel’s sister-in-law, Barb Lister, the pres-
sure is on to unmask a killer who could strike again.

The tempting descriptions of food eclipse both the likable 
characters and the mystery.

DEATH OF A BOOKSELLER
Farmer, Bernard J.
Poisoned Pen (288 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  March 7, 2023
9781728267722  

A persistent Middlesex police offi-
cer plunges into the surprisingly cut-
throat world of bookselling in this savory 
reprint first published in 1956.

Ever since helping him home after a 
night spent drinking too much, Sgt. Jack 

Wigan has become a friend of Michael Fisk, who’s repaid the 
favor by teaching him a good deal about the trade in valuable 
old books. The lessons and the friendship end abruptly when 
Fisk is stabbed to death in his flat. The most prominent clue is 
one that’s gone missing: a copy of Keats’ Endymion that the poet 
had inscribed to himself in celebration. A run-in Wigan has with 
Fred Hampton, a rival book runner who’s always on the lookout 
for titles he can sell to collectors, makes him wonder if Hamp-
ton, whose violent temper is well known among other book 
runners, from “Charlie Boy” North to beautiful, brutal Ruth 
Brent, got carried away and killed Fisk. Seconded to DI J. Saggs 
of the Brabant CID, he helps assemble the evidence for an air-
tight case against Hampton. Even after Hampton’s conviction, 
however, Wigan has doubts about whether he’s really guilty, and 
his misgivings grow as the date of the execution looms. Enlist-
ing North as his paid helper, he casts a wider net his superiors 
clearly don’t approve of and soon discovers unsavory behavior 
among so many runners that it’s a good thing their fellowship 
has had 70 years to recover from Farmer’s canny imprecations.

Not a unique treasure but a welcome pleasure for fans of 
classic British mysteries.

THE GIRL WHO TOOK WHAT 
SHE WANTED
Handler, David
Mysterious Press (337 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9781613163849  

Finally it can be told: Celebrity ghost-
writer Stewart Hoag, writing ostensibly 
in 1994, tells all about an abortive assign-
ment in 1989 that left four people dead.

The ratings for Being Nikki, the pio-
neering reality TV series featuring famous-for-being-famous 
Nikki Dymtryk, are tapering off, and the producers want its 
third season to be its last. What’s up next for the beautiful 
23-year-old? She’s been approached to write a sexy romance that 
will have readers waiting for the sequel as they wonder which 
characters are based on real-life people like her sister, Lisa, a 
talented fashion designer who’s devoted herself to exactly one 
client, her kid sister; her parents, top Hollywood attorney Jack 
Dymtryk and soap-opera star Pam Hamilton; Jack’s brother, 
business manager Kenny Dymtryk, and his straightlaced wife, 
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Enid; and the ex-spouses, lovers, and hangers-on who hover in 
the family’s wake. Nikki, who has no intention of sitting down 
at a keyboard, has nixed every ghostwriter who’s been pitched 
to her, but she takes to Hoagy and his anchovy-eating bas-
set hound, Lulu, so quickly and wholeheartedly that you just 
know things are going to go badly—especially once Hoagy’s 
ex-wife, Tony-winning actress Merilee Nash, phones him from 
right around the corner and expresses an urgent wish to meet. 
Though it’s hard to imagine a more innocuous assignment, 
Hoagy gets a terse message, “IF YOU WRITE THIS BOOK 
YOU WILL DIE.” As fans of this appealing franchise will know, 
he’ll survive the coming fray in much better shape than those 
other members of the supporting cast

Smooth, brightly written, professional-grade beach 
reading.

A MIDSUMMER 
NIGHT’S SCHEME
Kincaid, Harper
Crooked Lane (288 pp.) 
$26.99  |  March 21, 2023
9781643856308  

The murder of a playboy may not be 
as hard to solve as the personal problems 
that pop up for an amateur sleuth along 
the way.

Actor Chad Frivole, a legendary 
lothario, has returned to his childhood home, D.C. suburb 
Vienna, Virginia, and reviews are mixed. While some who knew 
him from long ago are willing to turn the other cheek, the local 
women are less forgiving. Quinn Caine barely remembers Chad, 
but she may be the only one, since she notices that, at Chad’s 
big comeback reintroduction, her lifetime friends Ella Diaz, 
Corri Rypka, and Senya Petrova all look as if they remember 
Chad’s face from a shared dart board. Quinn is surprised by the 
level of vitriol, though maybe it’s because Aiden Harrington, 
her detective boyfriend, is as easygoing as he is easy on the eyes. 
Chad’s determination to make amends is cut short by his hor-
rifying death right before Quinn’s and her cousin Daria’s eyes. 
Getting locked in a car with seven deadly snakes is a tough way 
to go, and pretty clearly a murder, but the suspects seem as 
numerous as the snakes themselves. Quinn’s amateur investiga-
tion is ably assisted by Daria, a church novitiate, until the latter 
has a bit of trouble of her own. Sister Daria, nee Lizzy Caine, is 
close to taking her vows when she meets someone who gives her 
second thoughts. As Quinn labors to support both the investi-
gation and her cousin, a third problem is thrown in the mix: Her 
brother Bash’s potential conversion to Judaism is taken poorly 
by their folks. Oy. All these problems have Quinn working dou-
ble-time to solve the case and support her family.

Interesting intersections differentiate this cozy series.

MURDER SERVED NEAT
Klump, Michelle Hillen
Crooked Lane (320 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9781639102341  

A woman who barely escaped her 
first foray into murder with her life 
comes back for more.

Samantha Warren, who gave up jour-
nalism for catering with a specialty in 
cocktails, is busy whipping up Fourth 

of July libations at a local festival in Highlands, Texas. In the 
middle of the festivities, organizer Patty Davis, best friend of 
Samantha’s mother, has an altercation with Angela Clawson, 
an accomplished fundraiser. A disagreement over a deal to use 
property belonging to Highlands’ German Lodge—a century-
old club “dedicated to preserving the rich German Texas heri-
tage in the region”—to create a tennis center comes to blows. 
When Angela is found dead, Patty is the first to be suspected. 
Samantha’s natural desire to help prove her mother’s friend 
innocent involves her with Patty’s son, Martin. The childhood 
friends had a falling-out in college and haven’t spoken since. 
Samantha is loath to tell her boyfriend about the murder since 
David, a lawyer who helped her when she was in trouble, wants 
her to keep her nose clean. Luckily for Samantha’s search for 
other suspects, the imperious Angela raised a lot of money and 
made a lot of enemies. She was furious with her son and daugh-
ter-in-law and threatened to cut them out of her will in favor of 
her daughter, Christina. When Samantha and her partner, Beth, 
are asked to cater the funeral meal, she seizes the chance to ask 
questions and overhear choice tidbits. The occasion also puts 
her in danger from the killer.

Plenty of feuds, food, and drink offer plenty of opportuni-
ties for investigations and recipes.

STANDING DEAD
Mizushima, Margaret
Crooked Lane (288 pp.) 
$28.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781639102440  

Brutal acts and baffling mysteries 
threaten the peace of an idyllic mountain 
community.

Colorado deputy sheriff Mattie Wray 
and her sister, Julia, have ventured south 
to the Mexican village of Pueblo del Sol 

to visit their mother, Ramona. Given Mattie’s pending wedding 
to veterinarian Cole Walker, this should be a celebratory occa-
sion, but it turns tense when Ramona’s friends greet her suspi-
ciously and explain that their mother is missing along with her 
husband, Juan Martinez. Could the unsolved murder of Mattie’s 
felonious father decades ago be connected to Ramona’s disap-
pearance? When Mattie gets back on the job, a missing person 
report sends her, with K-9 sidekick Robo and her friend Stella 
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“Brutal acts and baffling mysteries threaten the peace 
of an idyllic mountain community.”

standing dead
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LoSasso, a detective in the local sheriff ’s office, into the Colo-
rado pine forest, where they make a horrifying discovery: Juan’s 
corpse, roped to a tree. Someone has apparently followed Mat-
tie north from Mexico with vengeance on their mind. On the 
heels of this bizarre crime, Cole discovers another: the appar-
ent poisoning of several horses. The eighth entry in Mizushi-
ma’s series is distinctive as ever in its authentic Western flavor 
and its affection for animals. Robo is an integral part of an inves-
tigative team, ferreting out valuable evidence, and the poignant 
equine mystery is a major plot thread. After Mattie receives a 
creepy letter from someone identifying themselves as “a friend 
of your father’s” that confirms a connection to Ramona’s disap-
pearance, more twists and dangers await. Though Mizushima 
front-loads her tale with multiple backstories, an abundance 
of supporting characters, and a handful of mysteries, her lucid 
prose and caring cast should again captivate readers, new and 
old, and keep them engaged in the complex mystery.

Intrepid, compassionate sleuths unravel a tangle of cold-
blooded crimes.

MURDER AT AN IRISH BAKERY
O’Connor, Carlene
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9781496730817  

A sweet assignment turns sour for 
dessert-loving Garda Siobhán O’Sullivan.

A bakery housed in a small-town 
flour mill is hosting a TV baking com-
petition being funded by an anonymous 
benefactor and featuring famous Irish 

baker Aoife McBride, who recently had a “freak-out” at a Fan 
Club Appreciation Day. The show gets off to a rocky start when 
a man chanting “Sugar kills!” gets his sweaty nose powdered by 
Aoife, who says she only wants to help him look better on TV; 
shortly afterward, he has some kind of attack that sends him 
to the hospital. Once the show starts filming, the hosts seem 
intent on setting the bakers against each other. The protes-
tor’s death in the hospital prompts an investigation as William 
Bains, a closemouthed solicitor who represents the anonymous 
funder, arrives with messages and packages containing secret 
weapons to help with the next round. After four hours in which 
contestants are free to bake whatever they want, some master-
pieces emerge, but so does the dead body of Aoife, facedown in 
a cherry pie. Two accidental deaths seem a bit much, and the 
solicitor, who might have provided answers, has vanished. Siob-
hán’s husband, DS Macdara Flannery, who’s even more addicted 
to sweets than she is, takes over the case. The show goes on, if 
only to keep all the suspects in town while the married sleuths 
look to the past and present for motives.

Plenty of likely prospects and an endless supply of sweet 
treats brighten the path to the solution.

THE RAVEN THIEF
Pandian, Gigi
Minotaur (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  March 21, 2023
9781250805010  

A former magician uses her expertise 
to solve an impossible murder.

Call it magic, mentalism, or some-
thing else, but a love for all things illu-
sory links Tempest Raj’s family, from 
Tempest’s past as a Vegas act to her cur-

rent work with her dad constructing the Secret Staircase series’ 
eponymous conveyances. After wrapping a job at Lavinia King-
sley’s home, Tempest and her family, including her Grandpa Ash, 
are invited to the house to celebrate Lavinia’s new beginnings: 
Her home renovation is going hand in hand with her recent 
separation from author Corbin Colt, whom she’s divorcing. 
Lavinia is a bit of a personality, insisting on a full séance to 
mark the figurative death of Corbin from her life, but, as these 
things so often do, the figurative soon becomes literal as Corbin 
appears and dies midséance. How did he materialize, and who 
knew he’d be there and wanted him dead? Tempest is freaked 
out and frustrated: She wouldn’t even have been there if her 
friend and fellow illusionist Sanjay hadn’t been orchestrating 
the woo-woo action. Worse still is that Grandpa Ash appears to 
be the police’s primary suspect, which makes no sense because 
all eight attendees were holding hands throughout the time of 
Corbin’s murder. But then, things that look like they shouldn’t 
make sense are really the specialty of illusionists, aren’t they? 
Tempest applies her knowledge of the tricks of the trade to the 
puzzle of Corbin’s death, highlighting the howdunit as much as 
the whodunit.

Heavy dual concentrations on setup and illusion make this 
installment more tricky than substantive.

A TEMPEST AT SEA
Thomas, Sherry
Berkley (368 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  March 14, 2023
9780593200605  

Murder on the high seas adds a twist 
to a bigger game of international intrigue 
in the new Lady Sherlock novel.

Still in hiding after having faked 
her own death in Cornwall, secret 
sleuth Charlotte Holmes is on the RMS 

Provence, working a shipboard mission whose successful com-
pletion will let her return to her life. Lord Ingram Ashburton, 
her friend and now lover, is onboard, too, as are some other 
allies and family members. Thomas also adds a new group 
of characters to the chessboard, any of whom may be in the 
criminal syndicate run by Holmes’ nemesis, Moriarty, or have 
ties to a homicide that occurs on the ship on a stormy night. 
Told from a third-person perspective that largely stays by Lord 
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Ingram’s side as he is drafted into the investigation while trying 
to keep Charlotte from being discovered, the novel occasion-
ally switches to Charlotte’s sister Livia’s anxious point of view. 
Charlotte herself is more of a cipher in this installment, with 
the reader as ignorant of her thoughts or actions as most of the 
people onboard. While her personality and behavior remain 
consistent with the earlier books—though she’s more expres-
sive about her feelings for Lord Ingram—the nonlinear plot and 
the numerous scenes without her keep the reader at a distance. 
We do not always know what Charlotte has done and learned 
in the process of looking for clues until the final reveal. Remi-
niscent of forced-proximity stories like Christie’s Death on the 
Nile or the game and miniseries Clue, the novel is an entertain-
ing read for its wheels-within-wheels structure and the drips of 
knowledge we are given.

Fans of the Victorian lady detective will enjoy her 
resurrection.

r o m a n c e

BARBARIAN’S PRIZE
Dixon, Ruby
Berkley (304 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9780593639450  

One of the last remaining unmated 
human women on an ice planet hopes to 
stay single.

Tiffany was one of a group of women 
kidnapped from Earth by evil aliens 
intending to traffic and enslave them. 

Their ship crash-landed on a small, icy planet where they were 
saved by a welcoming community of kind blue aliens consisting 
mostly of men. In order to survive the unbearably cold temper-
atures, both blue aliens and humans must implant themselves 
with a symbiotic creature called the khui, which has a second-
ary function of “resonating” when two people are a perfect 
match. It’s now 18 months after the crash, and almost all of the 
women have found mates and started having babies. Salukh is 
different from the other men fiercely competing for Tiffany’s 
attention because he treats her like a friend instead of an object 
to be won. He’s patient, kind, and sure that Tiffany is his mate 
even if they haven’t yet resonated. However, she is terrified of 
being mated after having been sexually assaulted by the aliens 
who kidnapped her. For Tiffany, the very thought of resonating 
and being forced to accept a mate is abhorrent. She’s tired of her 
choices being taken from her and is determined to learn how 
to survive on her own. Tiffany’s journey involves letting herself 
recover at her own pace, which includes slowly trusting Salukh 
with both her story and her body. Salukh, like most of the aliens 
in the series, is a perfect fantasy of a romantic partner, willing to 

patiently provide whatever his lover desires. Dixon’s world con-
tinues to evolve, with the newly blended community of human 
women and alien men struggling with the problems of feeding 
and housing their growing clan. Tiffany and Salukh’s romance 
shows how even in a world of fated mates, consent and willing-
ness to enter into a relationship are still important.

A sweet, sexy story about healing and love.

THE PORTRAIT OF A DUCHESS
Peckham, Scarlett
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  March 7, 2023
9780062935632 

An unexpected duke and his surprise 
duchess shock society.

When Cornelia Ludgate ran away to 
Gretna Green to elope with Rafe Good-
wood, it was out of desperation. Unlike 
the other couples at the anvil, however, 
they were mostly friends, there just for a 

quick marriage of convenience to free her from being the ward 
of her awful uncle. Though their trip inspired strong mutual 
attraction (and a consummation of the same), they went their 
separate ways the next day. She grew into her talents as a painter 
and a notorious activist, and he became a renowned horse 
breeder and a secret anti-monarchist. When they finally meet 
again 20 years later, Rafe has become the Duke of Rosemere 
through a series of accidents. And that means that Cornelia 
is, secretly, a duchess. It turns out she needs their marriage of 
convenience again, to come into an inheritance, which means 
they need to go public with it. They’re both willing to do so 
in a radical way, using their new visibility to unsettle the insti-
tutions they despise. But to convince everyone it’s true that 
they’ve been secretly married for the last two decades, they’ll 
have to spend a lot of time together, and that quickly rekindles 
a lot of feelings they’ve both been avoiding—and want to keep 
ignoring. In exploring these feelings, readers won’t believe it’s 
possible, but somehow the second book in Peckham’s Society 
of Sirens series pushes more boundaries than The Rakess (2020) 
did. And though an explicit ménage à trois early on will sur-
prise some historical romance readers, it’s more than just really 
steamy (though it is that!). It’s also the setup for a romance 
that respectfully imagines what a poly happily-ever-after could 
have looked like in 1797 and that also celebrates complicated 
human emotions. Cornelia, who is biracial, is another of Peck-
ham’s trademark rule-breaking heroines, and readers will enjoy 
watching her explore ways to be herself within the framework 
of the genre. Rafe is not quite as well developed a character but 
is winningly sweet, and even when the plot falters a bit, their 
connection carries the book.

An open-minded duke and duchess find true love together 
and spread the heat around.
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“One of the last remaining unmated human women 
on an ice planet hopes to stay single.”
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nonfiction
A STRANGER IN YOUR 
OWN CITY 
Travels in the Middle 
East’s Long War
Abdul-Ahad, Ghaith
Knopf (320 pp.) 
$30.00  |  March 14, 2023
9780593536889  

A Guardian correspondent and Iraqi 
native travels through the Middle East 
to attempt to make sense of an endless 

bloodbath.
Abdul-Ahad’s account begins on a poignant note as he 

evokes a school photograph taken in 1991, just before the first 
Gulf War, that captures a group of early adolescent friends. 

“Who was a Shia, and who was a Sunni? How many were kid-
napped and how many killed? How many members of militias 
and how many in exile?” The youngsters in the photograph were 
poets, businesspeople, engineers, doctors, an architect—and 
none live in Baghdad, so none are able to help in the author’s 
quest to travel among contending groups. Nothing is quite as 
it seems, and certainly nothing is as pat as the Western experts 
tucked away in the Green Zone would have it. Many of Iraq’s 
divisions are the result of European intrusions, but it goes much 
deeper: “We in the Middle East have always had a healthy appe-
tite for factionalism,” writes the author, whether it involves 
individualism, tribalism, or true political unrest. That faction-
alism is multivariate, hinging on opportunity and survival, as 
when members of a tiny militia ostensibly opposed to the Syr-
ian regime “help maintain government oil supplies in return 
for their villages being spared from bombardment and being 
allowed to siphon oil for themselves.” The author also shows his 
people’s astonishing capacity for suffering: Sunnis and Shias live 
side by side, breathe the same air, speak the same language, and 
yet spill each other’s blood over banners 1,500 years old. The 
ruins are everywhere, Abdul-Ahad writes meaningfully as he 
returns to his homeland, but still “the killers—bandits, insur-
gents, militias, soldiers—would keep travelling, deploying new 
tactics, implementing new horrors under different names, but 
they all remain the same people—Iraqis.” All will fail, he writes, 
but not before inflicting maximal, vengeful, useless damage.

A sobering, blistering frontline account of internecine 
warfare in a region crying for peace.
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GETTING OUT OF SAIGON by Ralph White ....................................61

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

THE UNDERTOW 
Scenes From a Slow Civil War
Sharlet, Jeff
Norton (302 pp.) 
$28.95  |  March 21, 2023
9781324006497 
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THE BOOK OF 
ANIMAL SECRETS
Nature’s Lessons for a Long 
and Happy Life

Agus, David B.
Simon & Schuster (352 pp.) 
$28.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781982103026  

What wild animals can teach humans 
about health and longevity.

In this highly readable book, Agus, 
a professor of medicine and engineering and author of The 
End of Illness, shows what we can learn from animals’ ability 
to adapt. Though advances in technology in the past century 
have extended our life expectancy, the use of technological 
devices, such as computers and smartphones, has also led us 
to suffer from preventable “diseases of civilization,” including 
high blood pressure, heart disease, and obesity. These problems 
stem from our increased stress, lack of exercise, and unhealthy 
eating habits. Among the many intriguing lessons Agus imparts: 
why the domestication of dogs has benefited both them and 
humans; how the navigational skills of birds can help reduce 
cognitive decline; the benefits of studying giraffes to keep our 
blood pressure in check, and elephants and chimps in the fight 
to preserve our memory, beat cancer, reduce our risk of develop-
ing Alzheimer’s and cardiovascular disease, and even be better 
parents. “Unlike overprotective, helicoptering humans today,” 
writes the author, “the chimp mothers are permissive; they let 
their offspring play and fall down….Overprotective parents 
raise less confident kids who grow up with less self-esteem than 
they would have gained from parenting that gave them a sense 
of autonomy.” Agus also chronicles how bats and ants can teach 
us how to be better team players; rhinos exemplify how making 
small changes in our environment can have a large impact; jel-
lyfish and dolphins demonstrate how to prevent neurogenera-
tive decline; and examining the personalities of pigs can help 
us manage chronic pain. Even voles, those burrowing, seem-
ingly timid creatures, can teach us about bonding and friend-
ships. Agus supports his claims with research findings, and, at 
the end of each chapter, he includes a “Creature Cheat Sheet” 
about ways we can incorporate the discussed adaptations and 
techniques into our own lives.

Illuminating, practical strategies for living a healthy, pro-
ductive life.

GOD’S EX-GIRLFRIEND
A Memoir About Loving and 
Leaving the Evangelical 
Jesus
Amodeo, Gloria Beth
Ig Publishing (260 pp.)
$18.95 paper  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9781632461476  

A former Evangelical Christian reflects 
on her decision to abandon the church.

Amodeo was a freshman at Fairleigh 
Dickinson majoring in theater arts and creative writing when 
she met and befriended Cate, an Evangelical Christian and a 
staunch member of Campus Crusade for Christ. Having grown 
up in a frantic household with no moral center, Amodeo, inex-
perienced and insecure, longed for purpose, connection, and 
community. She was also desperate for a release from the emo-
tional trauma of her mother’s “prescription pill addiction.” She 
became Cate’s vision of the ideal candidate for religious con-
version, especially after the author intimately shared her hopes 
and fears. Through a series of lesson plans and intensive training 
meetings, Crusade members taught Amodeo how to integrate 
herself into social circles, gain the group’s trust, and then fol-
low Jesus’ “Great Commission” by proselytizing about the joys 
of Evangelical Christianity. She emerged as a militantly focused 
believer, openly cheerleading her belief system and focusing 
on converting as many of her friends and colleagues as pos-
sible through the “strategic empathy” tactics she was taught. 
Amodeo writes with a smooth combination of brutal honesty 
and wry humor. Her chronicle of Cate’s subtle manipulation 
and “intimidating sense of judgement that she swung around 
when she was debating morality or anything that made her feel 
righteous” is both sad and disturbing. The author’s epiphany 
arrived after a particularly eye-opening, monthslong Summer 
Project program and a series of requirements from the church 
that conflicted with her identity as a woman who believed in 
free will. Furthermore, she writes, she was experiencing “an 
attraction to other women that whipped through my mind, a 
bisexual identity I hadn’t allowed myself to have.” Religious 
readers with open minds will appreciate Amodeo’s candidly 
written personal journey, whether they condone her decisions 
or not.

An enlightening, cautionary tale about the seductive, 
sometimes manipulative strategies of Evangelicalism.

“An enlightening, cautionary tale about the seductive,
sometimes manipulative strategies of Evangelicalism.” 

god’s ex- girlfriend
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Two of America’s most urgent 
social issues are police corruption/
brutality and the incarceration ep-
idemic. Of course, they are inex-
tricably linked, feeding back and 
forth in a depressing cycle of pov-
erty, violence, and despair. It’s abun-
dantly clear that widespread reform 
is needed, channeling federal and 
state money away from increased 
militarization of police officers and 

toward public health, mental health, and rehabilita-
tion initiatives. In addition, police must be held ac-
countable for mistakes and any instances of racism or 
prejudice against the citizens they are sworn to serve.

I’m pleased to highlight two important January 
books that address these issues: One is focused on po-
lice malfeasance in Oakland, California, and the oth-
er chronicles the history and current decrepit state of 
one of America’s most notorious prisons: Rikers Is-
land in New York.

In The Riders Come Out at Night: Brutality, Cor-
ruption, and Cover-Up in Oakland (Atria, Jan. 10), Polk 
Award–winning journalists Ali Winston and Darwin 
BondGraham follow the corruption that infected the 

Oakland police department 
for so many years, dispro-
portionately affecting mar-
ginalized communities. As 
our critic notes, “It didn’t 
take the killing of George 
Floyd to convince minority 
communities that in most 
places in America, the po-
lice are the enemy. This was 
especially true of Oakland, 
California, with a large Black 
and Latine population bru-
talized by a White-led police 
force.” The authors pres-

ent a rigorously reported picture of what can happen 
when police act like vigilantes and fail to be prosecut-
ed when it is warranted. “The wholly timely—if surely 
controversial—lesson that the authors draw, in a time 
of reform, is that all police departments require at least 
some outside, civilian monitoring,” our critic says. “A 

fiercely argued case that the police can’t be trusted to 
police themselves—and that such policing is essential.”

One of the other main elements plaguing our deep-
ly flawed criminal justice system is the sheer num-

ber of people locked up in 
prisons that are, to put it 
bluntly, hellholes. Argu-
ably the most notorious 
of these squalid deten-
tion centers is the subject 
of Rikers: An Oral History 
(Random House, Jan. 17) by 
Graham Rayman and Re-
uven Blau. In a starred re-
view, our critic describes it 
well: “A multivocal tour of 
hell on Earth: the infamous 
prison complex that is ‘out 
of sight, hard for visitors to 

reach, closed, and foreboding’.…Rikers isn’t so much a 
jail or prison as a series of them, with facilities for mob-
sters, murderers, shoplifters, youth offenders, and the 
mentally ill—but sometimes with such populations in-
termixed. No one, it seems, is quite clear on what Rik-
ers is supposed to do: Is it to rehabilitate or to punish?”

Based on more than 100 interviews over two years, 
the text is a kaleidoscopic picture of truly deplorable 
conditions. One need only look at some of the chap-
ter titles to get a sense of the horrors contained with-
in: “It’s a Different Type of Plantation Mentality,” “I’ve 
Walked With the Razor in My Mouth,” “Factory of De-
spair,” “People Made Weapons Out of Bones,” “Serious 
Violence Is Routinized.” None of this is easy reading, 
but it should be required for any concerned citizen—
and certainly anyone who doesn’t believe that the 
ubiquity of incarceration is one of our nation’s gravest 
ills. As our reviewer notes, “If there were ever an argu-
ment for prison reform, it’s in these pages.”

Eric Liebetrau is the nonfiction and managing editor.

NONFICTION  |  Eric Liebetrau

on police and prisons

Leah O
verstreet
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TRAIN BEYOND 
THE MOUNTAINS
Journeys on the Rocky 
Mountaineer
Antonson, Rick
Greystone Books (288 pp.) 
$27.95  |  April 18, 2023
9781771644860  

Tracking a train tour through west-
ern Canada.

In his fifth travel book, Antonson, 
who has ridden on trains in 35 countries, recounts his trip 
with his 10-year-old grandson, Riley, aboard the Rocky Moun-
taineer. “My motivation,” he writes, “was to enjoy the simplic-
ity…meandering through time to the soothing rhythm of the 
tracks, with few responsibilities. Such a temptation begs for an 
accomplice.” They began in Banff and continued west through 
Kamloops, Vancouver, Whistler, and Quesnel before termi-
nating in Jasper. Then they took a three-day road trip back to 
Banff along the Icefields Parkway. As a former vice-president 
of the Great Canadian Railtour Company, which operated the 
Rocky Mountaineer, and former president and CEO of Tourism 
Vancouver, Antonson is clearly familiar with the history of the 
terrain. Throughout this page-turning text, Antonson capti-
vatingly shares his extensive knowledge of the region, includ-
ing historical legends of the area; the geological history of the 
Rockies and possibly bleak future given current climate trends; 
Indigenous traditions and culture; the impact the exploration 
and settlement of the land by immigrants from Europe and Asia 
had on the landscape; and accounts of the discrimination and 
exploitation that Indigenous and Chinese people experienced 
as workers during the construction of the Canadian railways. Of 
course, the author also describes the stunning natural bounty 
they witnessed, including abundant wildlife, emerald lakes, 
and towering mountains. Antonson and Riley also communed 
with fellow travelers, nearly all of whom were fascinated by the 
experience. As the train manager related, “an older man from 
the Netherlands told me when he looked around the world, he 
decided there were two highlights he wanted to experience. 
This was one. Next, he was determined to see the pyramids in 
Egypt. Imagine that—his final travel dreams were the pyramids 
and the Rocky Mountaineer.” In addition to passing along the 
benefits of travel, Antonson captures how their adventure led 
to “newfound understandings of one another.”

An enthralling portrait of a nostalgia-tinged pilgrimage.

TOP BILLIN’
Stories of Laughter, Lessons, 
and Triumph
Bellamy, Bill with Nicole E. Smith
Amistad/HarperCollins (240 pp.) 
$27.99  |  April 25, 2023
9780063237629  

The comedian and actor’s life story.
Bellamy’s narrative isn’t quite a fairy 

tale, but it could definitely be a Lifetime 
movie. For much of the book, the author 

engagingly details the early milestones of his life: growing up 
poor in New Jersey, ditching his computer science studies at 
Rutgers (“It was boring as hell and required having a solitary 
focus”), and finding himself on the fast track in a good-paying 
marketing job at a tobacco company before giving it up to pur-
sue comedy. “Anytime I could bring a laugh or levity to a situa-
tion, I’d do it gladly,” he writes. “Making people feel good was 
my calling and I was damn good at it, if I do say so myself.” It’s 
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a fair self-assessment but not quite the anything-goes material 
that made him a must-see music and acting personality in the 
1990s. Bellamy offers a few behind-the-scenes revelations—e.g., 
when he hung up on Janet Jackson because he thought it was a 
prank call, or how Michael Jackson’s handlers rejected most of 
his questions for an interview. Many readers may feel that Bel-
lamy is holding something back, especially when discussing his 
love life. “A real man will never kiss and tell, but I will confirm 
that my life certainly played out like a movie,” he writes. “As 
you’re ascending into the stratosphere of fame, women are like 
stars in a clear night sky because they suddenly appear every-
where.” The reason for the caginess comes toward the end, as 
he discusses slowing down his career to stay home with his kids. 

“I want to produce content that reflects the positive side of the 
Black experience,” he writes of his eponymous production com-
pany. It’s an admirable quest to maintain your values as a role 
model, which Bellamy certainly does, especially when discuss-
ing racial issues, but it cramps his style as a storyteller.

Bellamy’s tale of success is inspirational but slightly 
sanitized.

WOLFISH
Wolf, Self, and the Stories 
We Tell About Fear
Berry, Erica
Flatiron Books (432 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9781250821621  

A writer meditates on the place of the 
wolf in the world and in the imagination.

“I am not an academic nor a scientist, I 
am just one animal trying to see another.” 

So writes Berry, who opens with an unhappy story of a wolf that 
was collared by biologists and was clearly known to them yet 
was gunned down outside a small town in northeastern Oregon. 
Some 30 wolves have died at human hands in Oregon since the 
Yellowstone wolf reintroduction program began. From Yellow-
stone, individual animals and small packs have radiated outward 
to Idaho, Montana, and the eastern Pacific Northwest. Along 
the course of her narrative, Berry examines both their move-
ments and the reactions of humans, sometimes based on the 
supposed need to protect livestock from predation but mostly 
out of fear. Humans fear what they don’t know, and wolves cer-
tainly count, even though the incidence of wolves’ attacking 
humans is extremely rare. Wolves, conversely, have every reason 
to fear humans; says one Canadian biologist whom Berry inter-
views, “If you experience something life-threatening, you are a 
different animal the very next day.” The author ranges widely 
among the body of biological facts and mythology to paint a 
portrait of wolves that sometimes threatens to turn into a data 
dump, with a page here devoted to Indo-European linkages of 
wolves to unruly teenage warrior initiates and a page there to 
the psychological origins of lycanthropy. Even if the material 
is sometimes scattered, Berry offers some intriguing insights: 

“What if the werewolf is not shackle but solution?” While her 
book doesn’t quite measure up to those by Barry Lopez and 
Rick McIntyre, it’s less a field report—though Berry does travel 
into wolf country, meaning mostly human country populated 
by men, mostly, who would rather “shoot, shovel, and shut up” 
than welcome wolves back—than a kind of extended essay on 
what wolves mean.

Occasionally digressive but worthy addition to the litera-
ture surrounding wolves.

GENTLEMAN BANDIT
The True Story of Black 
Bart, the Old West’s Most 
Infamous Stagecoach Robber
Boessenecker, John
Hanover Square Press (352 pp.) 
$29.99  |  March 14, 2023
9781335449429  

A writer with a fascination for the 
storied crimes of the Wild West turns to 
the stagecoach robber of history and lore.

http://kirkus.com


English-born Charles Boles had gone west seeking fortune, 
failed, returned to the Midwest in time to serve with distinc-
tion in the Battle of Vicksburg and Sherman’s March to the 
Sea, and then gone west again. Somewhere along the way, he 
decided it was less strenuous work to hold up stages, and so he 
did. As Boessenecker recounts, an early exploit was a robbery of 
a stagecoach on the twisty seaside road near Mendocino, Cali-
fornia, where, according to some passengers, he told the driver, 
politely, “Please throw out the box and the mail bags.” Boles 
later left a taunting poem directed at Wells Fargo, the owner 
of the loot. The politeness and witty literacy—he had excelled 
in childhood in “reading, writing, and penmanship” as well as 
Bible study—of the unknown robber offered the local press 
a field day in recounting tales of the “gentleman bandit,” aka 
Black Bart. The outline of Boles’ career is well known. How-
ever, as Boessenecker observes, it’s so shot through with legend, 
courtesy of inventive journalists, that much of it is just plain 
wrong. The author helpfully corrects many of the myths—e.g., 
that a supposed run-in with a nefarious Wells Fargo agent had 
sent Boles careening off into a life of vengeful crime, when 
there’s no evidence to support the assertion. While serving up 
a lively account of Black Bart’s career, Boessenecker does the 
math to conclude that Boles committed 32 holdups—three, 
daringly, after he’d done time in San Quentin for the previous 
29. Following that last blast, Boles disappeared in the late 1880s, 
never to be seen again, conjectured to be working mine claims 
in Mexico or ranching in Arizona. As Boessenecker concludes, 

“the fate of Black Bart, the poet highwayman, remains one of the 
great mysteries of the Wild West.” 

An entertaining, well-researched foray into the life of a 
well-known but legend-layered outlaw.

WHAT LOOKS LIKE BRAVERY
An Epic Journey Through 
Loss to Love
Braitman, Laurel
Simon & Schuster (288 pp.) 
$27.99  |  March 14, 2023
9781501158506  

Memoir of a young life punctuated 
by devastating grief.

“I am extraordinarily privileged in 
nearly every way, but what I’m most 

grateful for now is my parents’ belief, passed down like any 
other inheritance, that there’s more beauty in the world than 
horror.” So writes Braitman, director of the Writing and Story-
telling Program at the Stanford University School of Medicine 
and author of Animal Madness, who experienced plenty of hor-
ror in childhood, as her father, a surgeon who wanted more than 
anything else to be an avocado rancher, found himself stricken 
with an aggressive bone cancer. It was a “death sentence in 1981,” 
when “chemotherapy for bone cancer was new and toxic, still 
in the experimental stage.” Though he outlived the odds, he 
eventually succumbed. Braitman writes movingly about how 
he kept appearing in often wonderful ways in her life, such as 

the bespoke stitches he left as his signature in the hearts of his 
patients. “The book of the heart is immortal,” she writes. “Or at 
least it’s longer than we think.” His death, like all deaths, was an 
occasion for lack of closure, and it did not help much in prepar-
ing the author for the deaths of other loved ones. There are a 
few unsatisfying turns as Braitman grasps for direction and love 
against the knowledge, hardly secret, that everyone we know 
will die and everything we know will disappear, but eventually 
she resolves herself, mostly, to that truth. Some moments are 
a little forced, but, after a spell of world traveling, earning a 
doctorate, racking up honors and achievements, and, most of 
all, enduring the ordinary griefs of life, the author has prevailed. 
One of her closing realizations is worth the cover price alone: 

“There is no such thing as happily ever after. There is only hap-
pily sad or sadly happy.”

An affecting investigation of loss, sorrow, and the search 
for meaning.
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THE THRESHOLD
Leading in the Age of AI
Chatrath, Nick
Diversion Books (304 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9781635767988  

A corporate coach examines the qual-
ities needed for leaders in the AI era.

The premise is undeniably interest-
ing: The development and spread of 
AI systems requires a radical change in 

corporate leadership strategy. However, Chatrath, a former 
McKinsey consultant, misses an opportunity to break new 
ground. While he presents some colorful ideas, the text never 
finds a real nexus between leadership style and AI. The author 
spends most of the book setting up a model for leadership in 
2023; key elements include cultivated stillness, independent 
thinking, embodied intelligence, and mature consciousness. All 
of these concepts are useful, but Chatrath doesn’t provide fresh 

insights. If the author had espoused this philosophy in the era of 
command-and-control management, it would have been radical, 
but today, the business section is packed with books about the 
importance of self-awareness and emotional connections. As 
for the “threshold” of AI emerging, that point occurred quite a 
few years ago. Chatrath offers a few intriguing anecdotes about 
AI, but there is a distinct lack of detailed analysis on how AI 
affects business—even though there are enough businesses 
who have integrated AI into their operations to constitute 
a wide-ranging research base. The author looks at the limita-
tions of AI, especially in making complex, layered decisions, but 
he never delves deeply into the actual process of how human 
leaders should decide whether and when to overrule AI propos-
als. He discusses the difference between true wisdom and the 
manipulation of mountains of data, noting that leaders are most 
effective when they find social purpose in themselves and their 
companies—something that AI systems cannot do. However, 
most readers with an interest in the intersection of business and 
tech have heard these arguments before. The result is a book 
full of feel-good sentiment that is short on useful advice.

AI and leadership is an important field, but Chatrath fails 
to makes the necessary connections.

RADICAL BY NATURE 
The Revolutionary 
Life of Alfred Russel 
Wallace
Costa, James T.
Princeton Univ. (552 pp.) 
$39.95  |  March 21, 2023
9780691233796  

A fresh portrait of one of the most 
important naturalists and explorers of 
the 19th century.

Most historians give Alfred Russel Wallace (1823-1913) 
equal credit for discovering natural selection, although he 
remains in Darwin’s shadow. This outstanding biography aims 
to change that. As Costa, a biology professor and author of 
Darwin’s Backyard, recounts, Wallace, not wealthy like Darwin, 
left school early to earn a living. Fascinated by natural history, 
he spent years collecting and reading before deciding to travel 
to Brazil, supporting himself by selling specimens. After four 
years and sending back thousands of specimens, he returned 
as a respected member of British scientific circles, winning 
support for research in the East Indies. Costa provides fasci-
nating, highly detailed accounts of these expeditions, during 
which Wallace killed, skinned, preserved, packed, and shipped 
more than 100,000 specimens. Unlike many collectors, he paid 
them close attention, recording their behavior, distribution, 
and relationships to similar species and making groundbreak-
ing discoveries in biogeography, sexual selection, and protec-
tive coloration. He sent home torrents of writing, including his 
famous letter proposing natural selection. This revelation dev-
astated Darwin, who had mulled over the idea for two decades. 
Priority for a discovery goes to whomever announces it publicly, 

“A superb biographical rehabilitation of 
an indispensable natural scientist.” 

radical by nature
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which Darwin failed to do. Unwilling to adopt the usual tactic—
i.e., announce quickly and claim sole credit—he published Wal-
lace’s paper together with his own early writing. Neither caused 
a stir, but Darwin immediately began writing On the Origin of 
Species. Wallace always gave Darwin full credit for natural selec-
tion, dedicated books to him, and carried on extensive corre-
spondence. Aware of his money difficulties, Darwin and friends 
successfully lobbied for a government pension. All cringed after 
1870 when Wallace took up spiritualism and claimed that only 
mysteriously creative forces, not natural selection, could pro-
duce the human brain. Although scandalized, they continued to 
respect his scientific talent, but this may have been the kiss of 
death for scholars, leading to his demotion from the Victorian 
pantheon.

A superb biographical rehabilitation of an indispensable 
natural scientist.

BIRDGIRL 
Looking to the Skies 
in Search of a Better 
Future
Craig, Mya-Rose
Celadon Books (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 28, 2023
9781250807670  

A coming-of-age memoir from an 
environmentalist and avid birder.

Craig, a 20-year-old British Bangla-
deshi birder and diversity activist, begins by attempting to identify 
when she first became involved with “twitching” (bird-watching). 

“I don’t remember when I became obsessed with birds; it seems 
to me as though I’ve been birding forever,” she writes. “Given 
that my parents took me on my first twitch when I was nine days 
old, it’s easy to see why I might feel that way.” The author intro-
duces us to her family and then dives into her lifelong obsession 
with bird-watching, which “has never felt like a hobby; it’s not a 
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Gun violence continues to 
plague us every day in America. 
Countless books have addressed 
the issue from a variety of angles, 
but few are as powerfully concise 
and thought-provoking as the 
aptly titled Bloodbath Nation by 
Paul Auster, with photographs by 
Spencer Ostrander (Grove, Jan. 
10). In this elegantly structured 
combination of history, memoir, 
current affairs, statistical analy-
sis, polemic, and photojournalism, 

the author and photographer deliver what our starred review 
calls “a harrowing, haunting reflection on the routine slaughter 
wrought by guns.” I spoke to Auster and Ostrander via phone 
from their respective homes in Brooklyn; our conversation has 
been edited for length and clarity.

Tell me about the germination of this project.
Spencer Ostrander: I was outraged about another mass 
shooting, but I didn’t want to make victims or victims’ fami-
lies relive the trauma. I started going around and taking pho-
tographs of some of the locations of the shootings. After 
about a year, Paul asked if he could write the text, and that’s 
when it became a collaboration. I wanted these photos to 
make Americans think about their everyday life. Sadly, these 
places are everywhere in the U.S.

Given the disheartening frequency of gun violence, how 
did you decide which photos to include and what his-
torical elements to highlight?
Ostrander: I looked up every mass shooting around the 
country. However, I didn’t want to make an encyclopedia, so 
I thought, which photos would showcase a specific area and 
stick in people’s collective memory?

Paul Auster: Mass shootings 
are just a sliver of what goes on 
with guns. I wanted to look at 
the whole history of America 
and guns, which goes all the 
way back to the Colonial period. 
We’re talking about a state of 
armed conflict from the begin-
ning, with the Native American 
population that the British were 
usurping and then the imposi-
tion of slavery.

You describe the Second Amendment as “an ambigu-
ously worded, bizarrely punctuated sentence that sat 
quietly on the first page of the Bill [of Rights] and was 
largely ignored for most of our history.” Why has it be-
come such a flashpoint today?
Auster: Interestingly, the Black Panthers had a fundamen-
tal role in changing attitudes about what guns were for in the 
U.S.—self-defense rather than just shooting animals in the 
woods. The irony is that the White right learned from the 
Black left about how to reframe the issue. So much of what 
happens in America comes down to race. Think about the 
spectacle of Black young men striding along the streets of 
Oakland carrying loaded weapons. It scared White America 
so much, but the Panthers did it to protect themselves. The 
Oakland police force was almost entirely White, and there 
were tremendous racial divisions and unfairness in that city. 

Let’s discuss outrage and residual trauma. How can we 
approach the issue without falling into despair?
Auster: Entire communities are forced to deal with it, and 
it seems like America is constantly in mourning. This is a big 
problem, and I’m not proposing that we can solve it over-
night or anytime in the foreseeable future. The flaw is in a 

In Bloodbath Nation, an acclaimed novelist teams with a 
photojournalist to explore gun violence in America
BY ERIC LIEBETRAU

Spencer O
strander
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government system where the minority can control the ma-
jority. When you have an Electoral College in which you can 
elect presidents who don’t win elections—and when you have 
a Senate in which Wyoming, which has 500,000 people, and 
California, which has 40 million, have the same number of 
representatives—this is not democratic. Consequently, a few 
fringe fanatics can guide the conversation. There are more 
people who want gun control then there are people who have 
a blind allegiance to the Second Amendment.

What Spencer and I have talked about endlessly is that 
our goal in writing this book is to present the issue in such a 
way as to open up the possibility for conversation in the coun-
try. I don’t think even the most die-hard believer in the Second 
Amendment thinks that it’s OK for 40,000 people to be killed 
by guns every year. If we see that this is a legitimate health cri-
sis, maybe we can figure how to make changes that will at least 
make America safer. No other country has this problem.

Deep systemic issues will take years to properly ad-
dress, but what else can we be doing to slow down the 
violence?
Auster: Outright bans don’t work. There’s already 400 mil-
lion guns circulating, so it’s too late to stop it. We have to co-
operate. But maybe it’s gotten so bad that a turn is coming 
down the road. The midterm elections at least partially dem-
onstrated that people don’t want utterly crazy people in gov-
ernment. On another note, I’m glad you talked about the pho-
tos, because they’re an essential part of the book.

Talk more about the photos.
Auster: The reason why I think these photographs are so bril-
liant is they force the viewer to use their imagination. They’re 
anonymous places with not much to distinguish them, these 
ugly little spots on the American landscape. But each place 
witnessed such mayhem and chaos and violence, and it makes 
you think about how it can erupt anywhere, at any time. By 
alternating chapters of prose with portfolios of photographs, 
you get a pause from the text, which is very intense, and you 
can commune with yourself about what you’ve been absorb-
ing. If one reads the book with an open heart, one will have an 
emotional as well as intellectual experience.
Ostrander: If it was only words, it would be so dense. If it 
was only photos, it would come off as pretentious. Paul and 
I are not interested in true crime, and I’m not an ambulance-
chaser photojournalist. We didn’t want to make this book; we 
needed to. It was extremely difficult. Paul has said that this is 
the hardest book he’s ever written. 
Auster: By far. I don’t use a computer, so Spencer provided 
me with tons of research from the internet, and I must have 
bought 20 books on gun violence. But I didn’t want to go on 

and on, so I kept boiling down the prose in order to stick to 
the essence of what I was trying to say. In the first two chap-
ters, I told stories about myself because I wanted to establish 
my credentials as someone qualified to write this book and not 
just some novelist from Brooklyn with his head in the clouds. 
My family was destroyed by gun violence. When someone is 
gunned down in your family, you never get over it. You’re hor-
rified for the rest of your life, and it perverts whatever is pure 
and good in you into something broken. We are committing 
grievous injustices against one another that resound through 
the ages. They’re not just isolated little crimes that go away. 

Spencer, can you share more about your travels for this 
project?
Ostrander: At one site, I saw a groundskeeper and told him I 
was doing a book about gun violence, and he said, “Thank you. 
I met a survivor whose husband got shot in Las Vegas.” He 
was happy that people are going to be talking about this. As 
I continued to work, my outrage grew. You meet families and 
understand that this is not an abstract idea. This is real.

How can we move forward?
Auster: I don’t care who those other people are. As long as 
they’re not completely crazy, I would talk to them. However, 
they have to be rational enough to be able to abandon their 
own ideas for a second. Stop grinding your ax, and listen to 
someone else. I know this little book isn’t going to change 
everything, but I’m hoping that it will get people to start re-
thinking this issue.

Bloodbath Nation received a starred review in the Dec. 1, 2022, 
issue.
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pastime I can pick up and put down but a thread running through 
the pattern of my life, so tightly woven that there’s no way of pull-
ing it free and leaving the rest of my life intact.” While following 
her journey from her first Big Year (“a calendar year in which you 
try to see as many species of bird as possible within a given geo-
graphical area”) to her family’s trips to seven continents, we wit-
ness Craig finding her identity, balancing her life as “birdgirl” and 
ordinary teen, and growing her influence as an environmental 
advocate. Although the descriptions of her travels and countless 
interesting birds are eye-opening and fascinating, it’s the author’s 
sharp focus on how bird-watching became an important part of 
the family’s process of working with her mother’s mental illness 
that makes the text stand out from other birding memoirs. From 
the use of their “Craig Family Harmony Index” on extended trips 
through numerous doctor’s visits and medication changes, Craig 
and her family have remained devoted to each other. “Today, we 
have no expectation that traveling or anything else is going to 
make Mum’s mental health situation go away,” she writes, “but 
we are better as a family when we do it.”

An excellent mix of travelogue, memoir, and advocacy.

BIRCHERS 
How the John Birch 
Society Radicalized the 
American Right
Dallek, Matthew
Basic Books (384 pp.) 
$32.00  |  March 21, 2023
9781541673564  

Historical study of the resentful fig-
ures who helped take over one of the 
world’s oldest political parties.

Any student of American political culture is aware of the 
John Birch Society, and few can dismiss the impact of this 
fringe group on current national politics. Founded in 1958 by 
Republican Robert Welch, the organization laid the ground-
work for Donald Trump’s capture of the Republican Party. 
From the beginning, Birchers have maintained a witches brew 
of hyperpatriotism, anti-communist paranoia, religious moral-
ism, racism, antisemitism, violent invective, apocalyptic con-
spiratorial fantasies, and “raw hate.” In addition to an astute 
history of the John Birch Society, Dallek, a professor of history 
and political management and the author of Defenseless Under 
the Night and The Right Moment, examines its heirs, including 
Phyllis Schlafly, Pat Buchanan, Alex Jones, the tea party, and, 
of course, Trump. The author makes an irrefutable case that 
the JBS “did more than any other conservative entity to pro-
pel this extremist takeover” by Trump, et al. While written in 
the typical uninflected voice of contemporary histories, the 
book effectively demonstrates how one can “see, in COVID 
denialism, vaccine disinformation, America First nationalism, 
school board wars, QAnon plots, and allegations of electoral 
cheating, a movement from the 1960s, long thought dead, 
casting its shadow across the United States.” Though the 

“Birchers were hardly the only movement that helped to radi-
calize conservatism and the Republican Party,” Dallek credits 
the JBS with stoking the proliferation of “a host of canny suc-
cessors that put extremist themes, ideas, and techniques into 
general circulation.” The author’s freshest discovery is that 
the Anti-Defamation League skillfully succeeded in infiltrat-
ing the JBS as “part of a sprawling, informal coalition seeking 
to discredit the Birchers”—even if it failed to eliminate the 
poison that continues to infect the GOP.

A timely, critically important contribution to the history 
of our present political and constitutional crisis.

“A timely, critically important contribution to the history
of our present political and constitutional crisis.” 

birchers
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THE EMOTIONAL LIVES 
OF TEENAGERS
Raising Connected, Capable, 
and Compassionate 
Adolescents
Damour, Lisa
Ballantine (256 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9780593500019  

Solid reassurance for parents of 
teenagers.

Psychologist Damour, author of two parenting books about 
raising girls, Untangled and Under Pressure, and mother of two 
teenage daughters, draws on 30 years of clinical experience to 
offer a practical, thoughtful guide for parents. From the begin-
ning, the author asserts that uncomfortable feelings are not 
things that should be prevented or that need to be quickly ban-
ished. “Mental health,” she explains, “is not about feeling good. 
Instead, it’s about having the right feelings at the right time and 

being able to manage those feelings effectively.” Teenagers nor-
mally experience “pronounced highs and lows,” resulting from 
profound neurological changes, and their efforts to separate 
from parents and develop their own identity can make them 
seem hostile and self-absorbed. Throughout the book, Damour 
offers examples of the problems that parents and teenagers 
bring to her practice and the strategies that she proposes to 
help parents cope with their own distress and to help teenagers 
find healthy ways to express and control their emotions. Biol-
ogy and socialization account for differences in the ways chil-
dren express emotions, with girls more likely encouraged “to 
express sadness and fear,” repress anger, and “talk about feelings 
when they are upset.” On the other hand, “we teach boys to sup-
press feelings of vulnerability, expect them to be aggressive, and, 
when they’re distressed, encourage them to use distraction or 
to find other ways to tough it out.” Both boys and girls, however, 
benefit from talking—even venting—naming their emotions, 
and having a parent actively listen: “By the time teens are telling 
us that they feel anxious or angry or sad or any other emotion 
they choose to put into words, they’re already using an effective 
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strategy for helping themselves cope with it.” Damour offers 
advice on how to deal with a range of issues, including teens’ 
risk-taking, experiencing harassment, feeling low self-esteem, 
and expressing a nontraditional gender identity.

A calm, wise, and empathetic guide to a difficult period for 
both adolescents and parents.

ONCE UPON A TOME
The Misadventures of a Rare 
Bookseller
Darkshire, Oliver
Norton (256 pp.) 
$27.95  |  March 14, 2023
9781324092070  

An antiquarian bookseller shares 
tricks and quirks of the trade.

Books about bookshops are popular, 
as Shaun Bythell’s diaries on life at the 

helm of Scotland’s largest secondhand bookshop have proved. 
Darkshire adds to the genre with this frequently hilarious work. 
On a whim, the author answered an ad for Henry Sotheran Ltd, 
a London antiquarian bookshop that opened in 1761, with its 
smell of old books, “a faintly unsatisfied smell, as if they’re all 
distantly aware that they’ve missed their chance to be a world-
wide smash hit.” He accepted the shop’s offer to take part in 
their two-year training program even though “the wages for an 
apprentice bookseller seemed to have been frozen around when 
the Old Curiosity Shop opened for business in 1840.” In sections 
that correspond to subject classifications, Darkshire describes 
his years working at the shop. Among the characters populat-
ing this work are colleagues such as James, the man who trained 
him and watched over the shop with “suspender-clad perspicac-
ity,” and the “cryptids,” or customers, who fit neatly into one 
of three categories: “They have never purchased a book….They 
are peculiar enough that you have doubts they are real….They 
repeatedly return to the scene of the crime as if drawn by a lure.” 
Then there are the shop’s oddities, from mysteries such as the 

“books hurling themselves from shelves when no one is present” 
to the Sotheran Curse, which began in the late 19th century 
after the last Henry Sotheran was killed by a tram, “which I 
think we can all agree was rather thoughtless of him.” The book 
is a series of anecdotes, which occasionally makes for choppy 
reading, but Darkshire makes up for this minor quibble with 
considerable, often dark humor. For example, in his description 
of bookbinding methods, he notes, “it is technically possible to 
bind a book in human leather, but the practice is frowned upon.”

A delightful portrait of “the ugly stepchild of the antiques 
business or the art world.”

THE CHILE PROJECT
The Story of the Chicago 
Boys and the Downfall of 
Neoliberalism
Edwards, Sebastian
Princeton Univ. (368 pp.) 
$32.00  |  May 23, 2023
9780691208626  

The history of the economic shock 
that accompanied the right-wing mili-
tary coup in Chile in 1973.

In 1955, the U.S. State Department launched a project in 
which Chilean economists were trained in the free market 
fundamentalism of Milton Friedman. When Augusto Pinochet 
overthrew the government of Salvador Allende, “the first Marx-
ist politician to be freely elected as a head of state in any country,” 
the “Chicago Boys,” as they were called, went to work undoing 
Allende’s socialist reforms and installing policies that included 
the privatization of social security, the use of school vouchers, 
and the abolition of thousands of regulations. As Edwards, a 
professor of economics and former chief economist for Latin 
America and the Caribbean at the World Bank, writes, the 
economists “would soon find out how different pontificating 
from the ivory tower was from actually implementing policies 
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aimed at changing decades of entrenched policies.” Still, Chile 
eventually found its footing as a bastion of neoliberalism, and in 
the early 2000s, “Chile became, by a wide margin, the wealthi-
est nation in Latin America.” The nation was also marked by 
predatory capitalism and shocking inequality, a situation that 
was just fine by Friedman but was anathema to the working 
people of Chile—and was “a serious weakness that was mostly 
ignored by the architects of the model and that would come to 
haunt them.” Additionally, given that neoliberalism is globalist, 
Chile was long hampered in international trade by its status as a 
pariah nation thanks to the very military dictatorship that had 
brought the Chicago Boys to the fore. For all its successes, neo-
liberal Chile came to suffer from the failure of privatized social 
security. With the election of the leftist activist Gabriel Boric 
to the presidency in 2021, Chile is now abandoning many Chi-
cago tenets in order to “move away from markets and competi-
tion.” Throughout, Edwards maintains a detailed yet accessible 
narrative.

A closely argued study of the merits and demerits of free 
market economics in action.

BYRON
Ellis, David
Reaktion Books (192 pp.) 
$19.00 paper  |  March 6, 2023
9781789146820  

The eventful, peripatetic life of a cel-
ebrated poet.

Literary scholar Ellis, author of 
Byron in Geneva, draws on an abundant 
trove of sources—11 volumes of letters 
and journals, seven volumes of poetic 

works, and many biographies—to produce a succinct, authori-
tative life of George Gordon Byron (1788-1824). A member of 
the House of Lords, as a young man Byron harbored political 
ambitions, but he found his talents were best suited to litera-
ture. Although the poet was long considered one of the sublime 
Romantics, Ellis agrees with many recent critics who deem him 
a great comic writer with “a strong feeling for situations which 
have comic potential and an understanding of what makes for 
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comedy in human character.” The convolutions of his own life 
seem like a comedy of errors, as he juggled affairs, passionate 
infatuations, a short-lived marriage to the quickly disillusioned 
Annabella Milbanke, financial troubles, and literary aspirations. 
By the time he embarked on a grand world tour in 1809, he had 
fathered two children, at least one by a servant in his mother’s 
home. During this period, “his style of living was unusually, not 
to say frantically, dissipated.” Money spent on gambling, liquor, 
carriages, horses, servants, boxing and fencing lessons, and 
various other expenses left him continually in debt. Ellis offers 
perceptive readings of Byron’s works, including Childe Harold ’s 
Pilgrimage, partly a “travel diary (in verse),” which catapulted the 
young poet to fame when it appeared in 1812; The Corsair, which 
was published two years later; and Don Juan. Byron is indelibly 
linked with the circle of friends who gathered in Geneva in 1816: 
Percy Bysshe Shelley, Mary Godwin, and the persistent Claire 
Clairmont, who had set her sights on Byron after his break with 
Milbanke. In permanent exile from England, he died, probably 
from malaria, in Greece.

A brisk, insightful literary biography.

THE MAGICK OF PHYSICS
Uncovering the Fantastical 
Phenomena in Everyday Life
Flicker, Felix
Simon & Schuster (288 pp.) 
$27.99  |  March 21, 2023
9781982170608  

A fresh, above-average entry in the 
science-is-fun genre.

From the beginning, Flicker, lecturer 
in physics and astronomy at Cardiff Uni-

versity, equates science with magic. Throughout history, a per-
son able to produce blazing light from a crystal was considered 
a wizard. Today, a light-emitting diode in a flashlight can do that. 
Familiarity may spoil matters in a lengthy science course, but 
Flicker is anything but boring. Throughout the book, Flicker 
mixes basic science with oddball phenomena. He explains that 
cosmologists study the universe, while particle physicists study 
the infinitesimal quantum world. In between lies the middle 
realm, which many popular writers ignore. This is Flicker’s spe-
cialty: condensed matter physics, the study of solids, liquids, 
gases, and plasma. It’s a fascinating arena. Of course, solids are 
solids, and liquids flow, but many solids—e.g., lead, cheese—can 
flow, and scientists still debate whether glass is a liquid or solid. 
Boats float on a liquid, but they float on air if it’s dense enough. 
Plasma is matter whose atoms have lost or gained electrons and 
become charged. “Plasma is the predominant state of condensed 
matter throughout the universe; stars are great balls of the stuff,” 
writes the author. Condensed matter physicists love phase tran-
sitions: solid to liquid, liquid to gas, gas to plasma. Almost all liq-
uids shrink when they freeze, but water expands; that ice floats 
is a lifesaver. If oceans froze from the bottom up, Earth would 
be a permanent ball of ice. It takes a lot of energy to boil water, 
but “it takes about ten times more energy to turn 100°C liquid 
water into steam as it does to heat the water from room tempera-
ture to 100°C.” A vital source of energy, steam still drives 85% of 
the power generated on Earth. The author consistently provides 
clear explanations of complex phenomena, including thermody-
namics and entanglement. Readers unfamiliar with college phys-
ics will share Flicker’s wonder, if not full understanding.

Popular science that is entertaining but not dumbed-down.

ALL THE TIME IN THE WORLD
Gierach, John
Simon & Schuster (224 pp.) 
$27.99  |  March 21, 2023
9781501168659  

The dean of fly-fishing turns in 
another celebration of the free, unfet-
tered life spent working a quiet stream.

Though Gierach confesses to enjoy-
ing a good practical joke, he allows that 
sometimes—as with the case of an errant 

rubber snake—they go a bit too far. Moreover, they can lead to a 

“Popular science that is entertaining but not dumbed-down.” 
the magick of physics
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bad-karma jinx. “At a certain age,” he writes sagely, “you’ve made 
so many dumb mistakes that you’re able to identify the kind of 
faulty thinking that leads up to them.” Snake stowed away, his 
fishing game immediately improved, and he notes that “although 
fishing is no longer really about success, catching fish is still some-
how right at the heart of the game.” The author catches fish with 
the best of them, and in this collection of sketches, he takes us to 
some fine waters—perhaps the most inviting of them in Alaska, 
where he found gigantic rainbow trout and the little-known 
sheefish. “They’re good to eat, but they don’t freeze well for ship-
ping, so few outside Alaska have ever tasted one,” he writes. The 
more remote the stream, the better, and the more knowledgeable 
the angler, the better as well. On that note, Gierach opines on 
the best flies for different occasions, such as the Turle knot that 
he whipped up on a New Brunswick salmon river only to have 
his Mi’kmaq guide study it “from every angle,” then retie it “with 
a Turle knot that, I thought, looked exactly like mine” but that 
yielded success in the form of two fish. The author also describes 
bespoke fishing rods and the excellence that underlies their mak-
ing as well as the need for an angler to know how to read weather 

and avoid unnecessary danger. On that note, Gierach, ever self-
effacing and pleasantly conversational, confesses to good luck, 
dodging both fires and deadly floods through both caution and 
dumb luck.

Just the thing for any fan of fly-tying and artful casting.

AVOCADO ANXIETY
And Other Stories About 
Where Your Food Comes 
From
Gray, Louise
Bloomsbury Wildlife (288 pp.) 
$24.00  |  April 18, 2023
9781472969637  

An exploration of the backgrounds 
of our favorite fruits and vegetables and 
examination of ways to minimize the car-
bon impact of what we eat.
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Gray is a journalist based in Scotland who specializes in 
food and environmental issues, and she is not afraid to get her 
hands dirty. Her acclaimed 2016 book, The Ethical Carnivore, 
recounted her year of eating meat and fish that she had killed 
herself. In her latest, she writes about her journey across Britain 
visiting farms and suppliers to track down the origins of the pro-
duce in her local supermarket—and to assess the environmental 
effects. “The fact is that eating most things nowadays makes us 
anxious,” she notes. “Never before have we had so much food 
to eat, watched so many cookery programs or read so many 
cookery books. Yet, for many people, food is not a source of joy 
but a source of worry.” Thankfully, the author finds plenty of 
positive stories, including farmers who are changing their grow-
ing practices for soil restoration, the resurgence in foraging for 
wild foods, and experimentation with new varieties. Gray also 
engagingly investigates the history of potatoes, bananas, toma-
toes and, of course, avocados. She acknowledges the difficulty 
in working out the environmental footprint of foods, especially 
the carbon costs of transport, and she is wary of the emphasis 
that some environmental activists put on buying only locally 
grown food, which can hurt struggling producers in developing 
countries. It all makes for a complex equation requiring toler-
ance and trade-offs. Gray advises that readers stay informed, 
make the best decisions you can, keep an open mind, and don’t 
attack other people for their choices. She concludes each chap-
ter with an illustrative, unusual recipe; the honey roast toma-
toes on toast sounds particularly tasty. 

With comprehensive research and intelligent, fair-minded 
writing, this is an informative, optimistic read.

STILL LIFE WITH BONES 
Genocide, Forensics, 
and What Remains
Hagerty, Alexa
Crown (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 14, 2023
9780593443132  

An anthropologist recounts sifting 
through the remains left by horrific crimes 
in Guatemala and Argentina.

There have been numerous books on 
forensic anthropology in the last two decades, when DNA stud-
ies and other techniques have been refined for field and labora-
tory studies of crime. Clea Koff ’s The Bone Woman, for instance, 
describes research in Rwanda, Bosnia, and other killing fields. 
Hagerty’s first book fits neatly in this tradition, distinguishing 
itself from other entries by its musings on the nature of politi-
cal violence. The governor of Buenos Aires Province put it most 
graphically in the days of the military dictatorship: “First we 
will kill all of the subversives, then we will kill all of their col-
laborators, then those who sympathize with subversives, then 
we will kill those that remain indifferent, and finally we will kill 
the timid.” Fortunately, the regime collapsed before his vision 
could be realized; unfortunately, many thousands of Argentin-
ian citizens died, and Hagerty has worked diligently to identify 

them. The bloodbath was even worse in Guatemala, where, “in 
a country of eight million people, there were 200,000 dead” 
after years of government massacres meant to suppress civil 
unrest. As Hagerty uncovers mass graves and crawls into burial 
pits and remote caves full of bones, she reflects on the nature 
of her work, particularly how difficult it is to isolate single vic-
tims in a jumble of remains. “The excavation is three-dimen-
sional, sculptural, a Rubik’s Cube,” she writes. Things become 
more clinical and even less human while cutting away pieces of 
bone in order to study the DNA, a reliable means of connect-
ing a body to a name—“and with a name, a body can be given a 
proper burial.” Hagerty is soulful but unsentimental, and she 
closes with just the right conundrum: With so much knowledge 
of horrific crimes, how can one return to “the manicured lawns 
and temperature-controlled archives of the university”?

A powerful meditation on life, death, and sorting out what 
can be saved of death in life.

AN ADMIRABLE POINT
A Brief History of the 
Exclamation Mark!
Hazrat, Florence
Godine (176 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  March 28, 2023
9781567927870  

The history of a much-maligned 
punctuation mark.

In her first book, Hazrat notes 
that many writers have warned against 
using the exclamation point because 

it “provides cheap emphasis.” As the author notes, it “grabs 
our attention, whether we want it to or not, and it exists in 
nearly every language. Early civilizations developed a system of 
signs—comma, colon, period, other punctuation marks came 
later—to help us understand the anatomy of sentences. In 1399, 
a Florentine lawyer and politician combined the dot and apos-
trophe, but its use was inconsistent. The “earliest mentions” 
of the exclamation point first appeared in English in 1551, and 
Ben Jonson’s 1765 Dictionary definition increased its influence. 
After a discussion of the ups and downs of tonal punctuation 
over time and grammar’s role in punctuation, Hazrat turns to 
Anton Chekhov’s story “The Exclamation Point.” She gleefully 
notes that in 45 of Elmore Leonard’s novels, there are only 49 of 
them. Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children has 2,131, and Tom 
Wolfe’s Bonfire of the Vanities 2,400! Hemingway’s The Old Man 
and the Sea contains only one. Hazrat offers up a lot of punctua-
tion trivia as well as information about the other marks, includ-
ing the “infamous interrobang,” which is “not really a new mark 
at all, but rather two old ones squeezed together.” Hazrat also 
looks at Richard Artschwager’s sculpture Exclamation Point; 
he called it the “prince of punctuation.” Theodor Adorno lik-
ened the mark to a “soundless clashing of cymbals.” Hazrat 
notes the preponderance of the exclamation point in comic 
books, poster art, and political advertising. The author notes 
with chagrin Donald Trump’s “proclivity for the frenetic use 

“A powerful meditation on life, death, and sorting 
out what can be saved of death in life.” 

still life with bones
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of !” and follows its role in the digital world. “Among all glyphs,” 
she writes, the bold mark is “most available, and most versatile, 
the most recognisable and most ironic.” In the end, its job is to 

“attend to admiration” and “point out wonder.”
A delightfully sprightly and pun-laden history.

THE WONDER PARADOX
Embracing the Weirdness of 
Existence and the Poetry of 
Our Lives
Hecht, Jennifer Michael
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (368 pp.) 
$29.00  |  March 7, 2023
9780374292744  

A guide to finding meaning and con-
nection through poetry.

Poet and historian Hecht, author of 
Doubt and The Happiness Myth, launches an ambitious investiga-
tion into how spiritually inclined nonbelievers seeking a mean-
ingful alternative to organized religion’s dogma can find it in 
poetry. “Many of us who are happy to live outside religion still 
suffer from a lack of things religion gives its members,” writes 
the author. “It seems to me the remedy to this suffering is a shift 
in the way we think about ritual and the poetry of our lives.” In 
laying out the possibilities, she writes, “I want to tempt you to 
compile a clutch of poems for holidays, events, practices, and 
emergencies. I’ll show you how to gather and get to know them, 
how to take them into your daily life and your heart.” Through-
out 20 thematically focused chapters—e.g., “On Decisions,” 

“On Weddings,” “On Coming-of-Age”—Hecht shares anecdotal 
stories from a wide variety of individuals. As each reflects on 
their specific struggles or dissatisfaction, the author offers a 
particular poem as a balm. Though somewhat random, Hecht’s 
poetry selection is expansive, ranging across centuries and cul-
tures. Among the dozens of poets she enlists are Rumi, Rilke, 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Robert Frost, Pablo Neruda, Maya 
Angelou, and Joy Harjo. Hecht’s premise is thought-provoking 
and intriguing, and the book will appeal to avid readers of Eliza-
beth Gilbert, Julia Cameron, Anne Lamott, and similar authors. 
However, Hecht’s writing often lacks those writers’ grounded, 
open-hearted clarity, and the text, though studded with insight-
ful commentary, often wavers unevenly between conversational 
guidance and abstruse rumination. “I think if we want to know 
ourselves and the world we are floating in, we have to risk swim-
ming out past the breaking waves,” she writes. “It’s deep out 
there, but to switch metaphors, the task is not to solve anything, 
but to find out what happens when we try to live the questions.”

For spiritual seekers, a loosely inspirational invitation to 
reconsider the role of poetry in life.

CRASH LANDING
The Inside Story of How the 
World’s Biggest Companies 
Survived an Economy on the 
Brink
Hoffman, Liz
Crown (304 pp.) 
$30.00  |  March 7, 2023
9780593239018  

How the pandemic affected big 
business.

Former Wall Street Journal senior reporter Hoffman began 
to investigate the economic response to Covid-19 at the onset 
of the pandemic. Building on that initial reporting, she has 
interviewed more than 100 executives in key industries to find 
out how they handled the crisis and “the grief, social unrest, and 
general anxiety it fomented.” The author’s purview includes a 
wide swath of major companies in various sectors, including 
travel, hospitality, finance, and manufacturing. Delta, Ford, 
Hilton, Airbnb, and Goldman Sachs are among those whose 
leaders faced confusion and mounting stress as they became 
increasingly aware of the intensity and duration of the pan-
demic. “Executives who were used to three-year plans were 
making decisions on the fly,” writes Hoffman, “only to have 
to amend them days later, time and again.” American Airlines 
executives, for example, at first thought they didn’t need a gov-
ernment bailout, but as travel abated and cases mounted, they 
quickly found themselves begging for one. Many executives 
were frustrated by their negotiations with the federal govern-
ment “about what it would take to forestall economic carnage.” 
Secretary of the Treasury Steven Mnuchin favored loans; some 
executives lobbied for grants. Union demands further compli-
cated those conversations. Moreover, as executives weighed 
decisions affecting their employees’ well-being, they found 
themselves facing ever changing, and often contradictory, pub-
lic health guidance. Hoffman details the legislative process that 
led to the $2 trillion CARES Act and the Paycheck Protection 
Program, which began mired in partisan conflict, with Demo-
crats favoring protections for workers and municipal govern-
ments and Republicans siding with big business. As Hoffman 
sees it, the economic impact of the pandemic could have been 
much worse. As for top executives, “they became more com-
municative and transparent, found their voices on policy issues, 
and reestablished connections with their workers that they had 
lost” during the previous decade.

A well-informed perspective on a devastating crisis.
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BOTTOMS UP AND THE 
DEVIL LAUGHS
A Journey Through the 
Deep State
Howley, Kerry
Knopf (256 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 21, 2023
9780525655497  

A provocative look at the culture of 
intelligence and its subversions.

“The thing on which you will one day 
focus all of your anxiety is not the thing you know, today, to fear,” 
writes New York magazine feature writer Howley. Today, many 
Americans fear immigration along the border. While the major-
ity of Americans loath the idea of a border wall for political and 
aesthetic reasons, an architect goes deeper, remarking that the 
thought of a no-wall world is a Protestant one, “an idea against 
ethnic clannishness.” Instead of tribalism, we fear terrorism, 
at least the foreign variety, and have built a huge intelligence 
machine to try to contain it. As Howley reckons, a petabyte of 
data, printed out, would fill 24 million filing cabinets, and “at one 
intelligence agency, one petabyte of classified data accumulates 
every year and a half.” This amassed data is barely skimmed, and 
only a handful of specialists know enough to determine what’s 
secret and not. Enter leakers such as Chelsea Manning, Edward 
Snowden, and Reality Winner, all of whom were young: “None of 
them had hit thirty-one on the day they blew the whistle.” What 
prompted them to release that classified data to outlets such as 
the morally ambiguous Julian Assange was partly because they 
had time on their hands, partly because security procedures were 
lax, but mostly, it seems, because they were convinced that the 
data revealed evil. Conspiracy theory underlies their work, but 
it’s better supported than the QAnon-ish theories that give How-
ley her book’s title. In all events, notes the author, whereas it used 
to take the CIA, FBI, or other government agency to ferret out 
crimes, in the modern culture of self-promotion, people such as 
the Jan. 6 rioters now gladly out themselves: “Somewhere along 
the way we had lost the knack for anonymity.” Pair this book with 
Matthew Connelly’s The Declassification Engine.

A literate, readable meditation on the surveillance state 
and its discontents.

FAT OFF, FAT ON
A Big Bitch Manifesto
Kent, Clarkisha
Feminist Press (264 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  March 7, 2023
9781952177743  

A Nigerian American writer and 
culture critic chronicles her life and 
experiences as “a dark-skinned, fat Black 
woman who is bisexual and disabled.”

Kent grew up in a “shitty family” in 
which she became the target of a cruel, womanizing father who 

hounded her for being too fat and too Black. Her mother’s 
church became another source of oppression, and she was bom-
barded with “gender essentialist propaganda” and shaming from 
the “fatphobia-fueled purity culture.” The author’s eventual 

“escape” to the University of Chicago brought with it struggles 
against a privileged (White) system that forced her off the pre-
med track her parents favored and into English and media stud-
ies that were more “my lane.” Even as her self-esteem improved, 
Kent still battled lingering depression, later diagnosed as bipo-
lar disorder, which caused her to gain weight. Then she suffered 
a debilitating sports injury and fell into an even darker place. 

“Internalized ableism and internalized fatphobia landed me in 
a weird space with my physical therapist,” she writes, “and sent 
me down a spiral that almost ended with me dying by suicide.” 
Fortunately, during the healing process, Kent found lifesaving 
friendships and began exploring her sexuality. A post-collegiate 
move to California brought her into unexpected contact with a 
bisexual older sister, who helped her understand how “the psy-
chological, spiritual, mental, emotional, and physical effects of 
sexual abuse complicate how Black girls…navigate the world.” It 
also became the place where a crush on an old college friend 
returned “like a UTI” and become the love that transformed 
the distorted notions of beauty and sexuality that still haunted 
her. Candid and unabashedly snarky, Kent’s narrative about 
surviving trauma, racism, homophobia, and misogyny—and 
learning how to honor the “fat-ass body” she had been taught to 
hate—is both courageous and fabulously outrageous.

A frank, fierce, and funny memoir and social critique.

UNLIKELY HEROES
Franklin Roosevelt, His Four 
Lieutenants, and the World 
They Made
Leebaert, Derek
St. Martin’s (496 pp.) 
$32.50  |  Feb. 28, 2023
978-1-250-27469-4  

A deep examination of the four fig-
ures who were central to the presidency 
of Franklin Roosevelt.

As a political leader, Roosevelt played his cards close to his 
chest and never forgot a slight, however minor. Three men and 
one woman served him well in this stance, forming a kind of 
Cabinet within a Cabinet. Indeed, FDR’s official Cabinet was 
often hapless in selling the administration’s ambitious pro-
grams: “Attorney General Cummings had no wish to campaign 
because he was eyeing a Senate-confirmed appointment to 
the Supreme Court. Secretary of State Hull didn’t like making 
speeches, and made them ponderously anyway, while Com-
merce Secretary Roper had faded into invisibility. Treasury 
Secretary Morgenthau, according to Farley, was too nervous 
to use in any capacity.” As Leebaert—founding editor of Inter-
national Security and author of Grand Improvisation and Magic 
and Mayhem—demonstrates, that left Harry Hopkins, Harold 
Ickes, Henry Wallace, and Frances Perkins to do the work. All 
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were staggeringly intelligent, and most were flawed in surpris-
ing ways: Ickes once “seduced his stepdaughter,” Perkins was a 
melancholic married to a husband haunted by bipolar disorder, 
and Wallace harbored a desire to be president himself. When 
Roosevelt took power at the height of the Great Depression, 
he “identified the large established government departments 
that he believed vital to recovery: Agriculture, Interior, Labor, 
and Treasury.” Not surprisingly, the four stalwarts took leader-
ship and, in one way or another, helped bring about recovery. 
Without stretching the point to hyperbole, Leebaert is good at 
adducing current themes in past history, including regional divi-
sions, racism, inequality, trickle-down economics, and a politi-
cized and obstructionist Supreme Court. Interestingly, thanks 
largely to Wallace and Perkins, FDR paid close attention to 
rural America, a lesson Democrats might learn today, and to 
battling segregation by, among other things, refusing govern-
ment contracts to companies that engaged in discrimination.

A nuanced study of reformist government in action and its 
behind-the-scenes players.

THE WATCHMAKER’S 
DAUGHTER
The True Story of World War 
II Heroine Corrie ten Boom
Loftis, Larry
Morrow/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$28.99  |  March 7, 2023
9780063234581  

A fresh account of anti-Nazi resistance.
During World War II, Corrie ten 

Boom (1892-1983) became a national 
hero in the Netherlands for her actions, which saved the lives 
of hundreds of Jews. Arrested late in the war, she and her fam-
ily suffered terribly in concentration camps, and several of her 
relatives died. A devoted Christian whose faith never flagged, 
she combined charity work with her profession as a watch-
maker before the war and continued her good works until her 
death. Unlike many survivors, she publicly forgave her oppres-
sors, even the worst of the concentration camp guards. After 
the war, she set up rehabilitation centers that supported sur-
vivors but also welcomed countrymen who were unemployable 
due to their support of the Nazis during the occupation. Ten 
Boom’s bestselling 1971 memoir, The Hiding Place, was made into 
a 1975 film, and her many Christian-themed books, as well as 
biographies by other writers, are still in print. Loftis, bestselling 
author of nonfiction spy thrillers, wondered if there was any-
thing he could add. Fortunately for readers, he turns up diaries 
and letters from others in ten Boom’s circle as well as a trove 
of photographs that enable him to tell a detailed, moving story. 
Despite the heroism of the Dutch resistance, three-quarters of 
Holland’s Jews were killed, a higher percentage than in Belgium 
and France. Reports of genuine heroes like ten Boom are not 
in short supply, but they are nonetheless inspiring stories about 
a small minority whose sacrifices, although worthy of acclaim, 
played a marginal role in the Allied victory or in mitigating 

the Holocaust. This is a solid addition to the literature about 
these heroes. The author also includes an informative section 
at the end titled “The Rest of the Story,” which chronicles “the 
accomplishments of those not necessarily connected to the ten 
Booms, but central to the overall Dutch World War II story.”

A story of unbelievable suffering and courage that deserves 
to be told.

THE HARD PARTS
A Memoir of Courage and 
Triumph
Masters, Oksana with Cassidy Randall
Scribner (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9781982185503  

A Paralympics champion shares her 
journey from tragedy to greatness.

Masters was born in 1989 in Ukraine 
with a host of birth defects caused by her 

mother’s radiation exposure following the Chernobyl nuclear 
disaster. “My legs don’t stand straight because I’m missing the 
weight-bearing bones below my knees, which makes walking 
awkward and slow on the bones I do have in there,” writes the 
author. “I was also born missing the enamel on my teeth, part 
of my stomach, my right biceps, and one kidney. The other 
kidney sits in the wrong spot in my body.” Relinquished to the 
government by her birthparents, she was further scarred by her 
experiences in abusive orphanages. At age 7, she was adopted 
by Gay Masters, an unmarried American speech pathologist. 
After relocating to the U.S., she began a series of grueling sur-
geries, including hand procedures and the removal of both legs 
above the knee. Despite difficulties assimilating to American 
culture, her unquenchable athletic spirit blazed on as she began 
adaptive rowing at age 13. The sport proved to be a “lighthouse 
through the violent storms, signaling the way to survival.” She 
worked her way into competitions in pararowing, cycling, cross-
country skiing, and biathlon, and she represented the U.S. in 
the Paralympic Games, winning a groundbreaking succession 
of awards and endorsements. She has won 17 Paralympic med-
als, the most of any athlete in the Winter Games, and she also 
posed nude in ESPN’s 2012 Body Issue. While the story of her 
lifesaving adoption is heartfelt and touching, the author’s jour-
ney to unprecedented athletic success is the thrilling heart of 
the memoir. Narrated in amiable yet urgent prose, the text fully 
depicts her earnest struggle for identity and fight to overcome 
abandonment issues. Her confident story about overcoming 
odds also serves as a powerful teaching tool for younger readers 
facing similar circumstances.

An inspirational, empowering chronicle of athletic 
strength and personal resiliency.

“An inspirational, empowering chronicle of athletic
strength and personal resiliency.” 

the hard parts
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ENCHANTMENT
Awakening Wonder in an 
Anxious Age
May, Katherine
Riverhead (224 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9780593329993  

A journey to reawaken the wonder 
and awe within us all.

When May, the author of Wintering 
and The Electricity of Every Living Thing, 

realized her feeling of extreme exhaustion and isolation in the 
wake of the Covid-19 pandemic wasn’t disappearing anytime 
soon, she set out to uncover the sense of awe she remembered 
accessing so readily as a child. At the heart of this memoir are 
the author’s often rocky attempts to figure out enchantment, 
which she defines as “small wonder magnified through meaning, 
fascination caught in the web of fable and memory.” Each sec-
tion of the book—“Earth,” “Water,” “Fire,” and “Air”—brings 
the author closer to that sense of wonder. May chronicles her 
experiences swimming in the ocean, beekeeping, and watching 
meteor showers, among other quotidian joys. Featuring lyrical 
writing and clear open-mindedness, the narrative will speak to 
anyone feeling lonely in the modern world. May shows us that 
enchantment is present all around us—in our shared cultural 
histories, the names of wildflowers, and natural phenomena—if 
we only allow ourselves to look. However, “if we wait passively 
to become enchanted, we could wait a long time.” The active 
pursuit of wonder does not demand extreme, specialized cir-
cumstances but rather the ability to look at the world with an 
open heart and mind. Simple knowledge can provide its own 
kind of wonder as well. “You do not need to walk in the wilder-
ness to make contact with the wild,” writes the author. “If you 
know your stories—if you understand the mythologies of your 
land—then you can leap from a sunlit stroll with your dog into 
the ancient, chthonic wood.” This book will appeal to fans of 
Ross Gay’s two collections of essays, Inciting Joy and The Book 
of Delights.

May’s pursuit of enchantment will resonate with anyone 
feeling burned out or disconnected.

IT’S NO PUZZLE
A Memoir in Artifact
Mazza, Cris
Spuyten Duyvil (192 pp.) 
$20.00 paper  |  March 15, 2023
9781956005653  

Novelist and memoirist Mazza exam-
ines an archive of family photos to recon-
struct the lives of kinfolk, real and surmised.

It turns out, with respect to the title, 
that it is a puzzle: You never know what mysteries lie behind 
a seemingly innocent image. Mazza’s family was photo-happy, 
and she had the task, after her mother died, of scanning “her 

many thousands of color slides beginning in 1950, taken before 
she went back to snapshots in 1982, and to digital in 2005.” The 
work helped her to wrestle with grief over the deaths of her 
mother and a beloved dog but also to shelter herself in 2018 from 

“the looming end of democracy, apparently as hopelessly chaotic 
as the collapse of my beloved dog’s body.” The author unearths 
numerous thought-provoking questions: What to make of her 
father’s Leica-snapped photos in occupied Germany at the 
end of World War II? Why did only seven slides survive from 
a storied family trip to Maine? To the latter, Mazza ventures an 
entirely sensible answer: “Sometimes 35mm film didn’t engage 
in the camera’s sprockets when loaded, so it wouldn’t advance 
when wound after each shot.” The author makes fruitful pop-
culture connections between the events of her life and whatever 
was happening on TV. If she didn’t necessarily wish that “my 
camp-counselor, swimming-coach, girl-scout-leader Mom was 
more like June Cleaver,” she finds plenty of semiotic meaning in 
the adventures of the Beaver and his cohort. Mazza also delivers 
a few shocks—e.g., finding a photo of her mother in blackface. 
She shows how the racism of yore survived in her own time (“for 
all the long-haired blue-jeaned activists of all races and genders, 
there were enough tie-and-blazer white boys born into a prep-
school privilege that maintained their version of meritocracy”), 
underscoring the idea that life is complex and messy.

Photographic archaeology turns up long-hidden secrets 
and interesting meditations on the unexplored corners of life.

THE ANGEL MAKERS
Arsenic, a Midwife, and 
Modern History’s Most 
Astonishing Murder Ring
McCracken, Patti
Morrow/HarperCollins (336 pp.) 
$29.99  |  March 14, 2023
9780063275034  

Slowly unfolding tale of death by poi-
son in early-20th-century Hungary.

In Hungarian farm country, writes 
longtime journalist McCracken, spring is the time of year when 
farmers pull muscles, suffer accidents, and wear themselves to 
the bone. In a village called Nagyrév, an herbalist and midwife 
known as Auntie Suzy administered potions to deal with every-
thing from diarrhea to heart palpitations. She also kept a stock 
of arsenic, about which she bragged to a local member of the 
gentry, “There is enough in here to kill one hundred men. No 
doctor could ever detect it.” When people, mostly very young 
children and middle-aged men, began to die, it helped that Aun-
tie Suzy was the de facto doctor and coroner, ascribing death not 
to her medicine but to consumption and other maladies. When 
suspicion finally landed on her, she defiantly called herself not 
a murderer but “an angel maker” and then “spilled forth what 
was to her not a confession, but a manifesto on the role of a 
midwife.” Meanwhile, other women divined that poisoning was 
a good way to get rid of their enemies, and between 1914 and 
1929, authorities believed, hundreds of victims died in Nagyrév. 
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Some suspects walked, others swung at the end of a rope, others 
committed suicide. The story is not unknown, but neither has 
it been stretched out to this length—and yet it’s not quite com-
plete. McCracken might have done more to tease out themes of 
class, racism, and sexism, and often the narrative loses dramatic 
tension, feeling more like a police report than a thriller. Where 
there is action, it is often weighted with unnecessary observa-
tions: “She sank her spoon into the meaty soup. She knew she 
would nap better after a hearty meal.” A judicious trimming and 
attention to such matters would have helped the text.

Though a tiny footnote in a violent time and place, 
McCracken’s story holds some small interest to true-crime 
buffs.

WELCOME TO THE CIRCUS OF 
BASEBALL
A Story of the Perfect 
Summer at the Perfect 
Ballpark at the Perfect Time
McGee, Ryan
Doubleday (272 pp.) 
$29.00  |  April 4, 2023
9780385548403  

ESPN writer and radio commentator 
McGee recounts a sentimental educa-

tion in the front office of a minor league baseball team.
It was 1993, and McGee, fresh out of college and living with 

his parents, was desperate for a job. He auditioned for ESPN only 
to be dismissed by sports-journalism pioneer Al Jaffe. Nonethe-
less, McGee, author of The Road to Omaha and Sidelines and Blood-
lines, was determined to find a career in sports, so he traveled to 
a “Baseball Job Fair” in Atlanta to make his case. He managed to 
sign on with the Asheville Tourists, who played in “a perfectly 
picturesque All American throwback minor league ballpark.” 
Though only paid $100 per week, McGee was pleased with his 
new job, especially since he had enjoyed minor league baseball 
since he was a kid. The author’s account opens with a very funny 
sideshow moment involving “Captain Dynamite,” who, for $500, 
blew himself up in his “Exploding Coffin of Death.” Among other 
colorful characters populating the narrative, McGee recounts 
the exploits of a 57-year-old former pitcher–turned-coach nick-
named Tomatoes for his florid complexion and known for “his 
legendary and unprecedented ability to eat an entire pizza 
while also gnawing on a plug of Red Man chewing tobacco while 
washing it all down with a beer.” Most of the team could have 
come out of Ron Shelton’s great film Bull Durham, with similarly 
grim chances of making it to the majors, while McGee himself 
chronicles his blundering from task to task, miscounting ticket 
sales here and cooking hot dogs there. Throughout, the author 
delivers entertaining set pieces, including an improbable dust-up 
between league mascots. Near the end, McGee has harsh words 
for the greedy MLB owners who, in 2021, cut 40 minor league 
teams “because they had been deemed unnecessary.”

A picaresque, funny account of a side of lesser-rung base-
ball too little represented in the literature.

THE STORIES WHITENESS 
TELLS ITSELF
Racial Myths and Our 
American Narratives
Mura, David
Univ. of Minnesota (312 pp.) 
$24.95 paper  |  Jan. 31, 2023
9781452968438  

Fiery critique of how the semantics 
and signifiers of Whiteness maintain 
comforting historical illusions while 

upholding structural racism.
In this wide-ranging and deeply felt narrative, Mura moves 

confidently among American history, literary critique, and 
social analysis, laying bare the secret terrors and coded defenses 
of being Black in America. Now in his 60s, the author brings 
a blended perspective to his subject. “I come to race as a San-
sei, a third-generation Japanese American…mine was a family 
that fervently believed in an assimilation into Whiteness. The 
internment camps criminalized my parents’ race and ethnicity.” 
This background informs his central argument about the artifi-
ciality of traditional (White) narratives, dependent on smoth-
ering Black perspectives and experience under the crushing 
oppression of White supremacy. “The problem isn’t what white 
people have done to Black people,” writes the author, “but that 
Black people keep remembering what white people have done—
and somehow that harms white people and victimizes them.” 
Mura brackets the text with the police killings of Philando Cas-
tile and Daunte Wright, both of which occurred in Minnesota, 
the author’s home state. Such violence, he writes, is “a direct 
result of the ways that whites have enforced and interpreted the 
dictates of race, the ways whites have tried to script not only 
their own lives but the lives of people of color.” Mura examines 
the foundational racism of Jefferson and even Lincoln as well 
as the post–Civil War establishment of the Lost Cause myth as 
the legal underpinnings for Jim Crow. Other topics include the 
prescience of James Baldwin and how novelists including Jona-
than Franzen and Toni Morrison choose to address race. Mura 
combines academic discourse, historical and literary analysis, 
and polemical outrage; the chapters build to a crescendo, using 
rhythm and repetition to return to uneasy, fundamental truths 
about American racial mythologies. While his discussion can be 
overly repetitive or didactic, it captures the guardedness that 
necessarily informs Black life in contemporary America.

A highly useful, educative tool to navigate our weaponized 
racial discourse.

“A picaresque, funny account of a side of lesser-rung  
baseball too little represented in the literature.” 

welcome to the circus of baseball
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SIXTY-ONE
Life Lessons From Papa, On 
and Off the Court
Paul, Chris with Michael Wilbon
St. Martin’s (256 pp.) 
$29.99  |  June 20, 2023
9781250276711  

The upbringing and values that 
shaped one of the best players in the 
NBA.

Writing with longtime ESPN writer 
and TV host Wilbon, it’s clear that Paul isn’t interested in 
merely recapping his basketball career, which is ongoing and 
will lead to induction into the Hall of Fame when the time 
comes. Instead, the book is a tribute to Paul’s grandfather 
Nathaniel “Papa” Jones, who owned a gas station in Winston-
Salem (“as far as we knew, his station was the first Black-owned 
gas station in North Carolina”) and whom Paul considers to be 
his “biggest influence” and “my real-life superhero.” From the 
author’s loving depiction, it’s easy to see why. Growing up, Paul 
spent countless hours at the gas station absorbing his grandfa-
ther’s example of hard work, a value Paul applied to his basket-
ball career to great effect in high school and as a star at Wake 
Forest and in the NBA. Papa’s “stained hands were legendary,” 
he writes, “and had more of an impact on our family and com-
munity than anything I can do on a basketball court.” In 2002, 
their community was shattered when Papa was murdered at the 
age of 61. In Paul’s next high school game, he scored 61 points in 
honor of his grandfather. That game serves as the primary narra-
tive thread, with Paul leaving and returning to it every few chap-
ters as he fills in the context around it. By the time the game 
is over, Paul has demonstrated clearly to readers how much his 
formative years mattered to him. The author also seeks to con-
vey this to his two children. One of the more moving aspects of 
the book is when Paul shares his experiences with his children 
in an attempt to mitigate the reality-distorting privilege that 
comes from having him as their father. Throughout, the author 
movingly passes along the love he received from Papa and the 
rest of his family.

A fresh and refreshing take on the athlete memoir.

MOMFLUENCED
Inside the Maddening, 
Picture-Perfect World of 
Mommy Influencer Culture
Petersen, Sara
Beacon Press (328 pp.) 
$27.95  |  April 25, 2023
9780807006634  

A deep dive into the ever growing 
“momfluencer” culture.

Being a mother has always been an 
extremely difficult job, but it has become even more so in the 
age of social media. Petersen, a journalist who has been studying 

and writing about mommy blogging since the early days, intro-
duces us to the more recent phenomenon of momfluencers, 
who present their role as mothers on various sites—mainly 
Instagram—to sell sponsored products or sometimes their 
own product lines. Their mothering lives look perfect: clean 
and stylish houses, cute and well-behaved children, handsome 
and affluent husbands. The images and the accompanying sto-
ries set standards that few women can achieve, though many 
women want to. Petersen admits to being of two minds about 
momfluencers. As a mother of three, she finds it hard to resist 
the allure of domestic perfection, but she readily acknowledges 
that the picture has more to do with marketing than reality. 
Within the burgeoning industry, there are numerous types of 
momfluencers, such as the “trad mom,” the “cool mom,” and 
the “minimalist mom.” As the author notes, “the single feature 
that unites most of them is a celebration of the nuclear fam-
ily and traditional gender roles.” The industry is also predomi-
nantly White, which has led to a backlash. Petersen looks at 
several sites developed by women of color aimed at presenting a 
more realistic picture as well as sites for women to share snarky 
comments about momfluencers. In the final pages of the book, 
Petersen stumbles upon the best way to escape from the mom-
fluencers and their envy-generating performances. On a holiday 
with her happily imperfect family, she deleted the Instagram 
app. She did not want to know, “and the not knowing was bliss.”

With an investigative eye and a sense of humor, Petersen 
sheds needed light on a key part of the social media landscape.

BOOTSTRAPPED 
Liberating Ourselves 
From the American 
Dream
Quart, Alissa
Ecco/HarperCollins (288 pp.) 
$27.99  |  March 14, 2023
9780063028005  

A contrarian rebuttal of the notion 
that wealthy Americans deserve every-
thing they have and that the “poor are 

responsible for their own poverty.”
Building on her previous book, Squeezed: Why Our Families 

Can’t Afford America, journalist Quart, head of a nonprofit called 
the Economic Hardship Reporting Project, dissects the notion 
of bootstrapping, “a shorthand term I am using to describe…
every-man-for-themselves individualism.” As the author amply 
demonstrates, that doctrine of individualism has been a long-
standing, deeply ingrained trope in American life. To demon-
strate that fact, Quart examines aspirational literary works by 
writers such as Horatio Alger and Laura Ingalls Wilder, the 
latter of whom, writes Quart, painted a portrait in her Little 
House series of rugged self-reliance even as her father “was not 
such a great farmer and thus leaned on his neighbors for help 
far more than Wilder tended to admit in her books.” Emerson 
and even Thoreau are called on the carpet and found wanting, 
too, before Quart moves on to modern rallying cries such as the 
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mindfulness movement, carefully instilled in corporate culture 
not to produce generations of Buddhist saints but instead to 
urge people to become more productive. Within this system, 
far too many people rely on a “dystopian social safety net” in 
order to make it from paycheck to paycheck or even to stay 
alive, whether visiting warming stations to keep from freezing 
to death in winter or free dental clinics to offset the fact that 

“fewer than half of American dentists accept Medicaid.” Against 
these harsh realities, which she reports on cogently and without 
rancor, Quart proposes a more meaningful safety net of cooper-
ative work and mutual aid, whereby workers pool their capabili-
ties and time to produce needed and sustainable things while 
being their own bosses—a situation that, she notes, reflects 
dependence, independence, and interdependence all at once.

A provocative, important repudiation of gig-economy cap-
italism that proposes utopian rather than dystopian solutions.

UPSHIFT
Turning Pressure Into 
Performance and Crisis Into 
Creativity
Ramalingam, Ben
Flatiron Books (320 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781250792952  

How to foster positive responses to 
stress.

Ramalingam, a specialist in interna-
tional crisis management and executive director of the United 
Kingdom Humanitarian Innovation Hub, draws on research 
in neuroscience and psychology, as well as his own experiences, 
to offer practical advice on how to respond to stress and pres-
sure. “With too little stress and pressure,” he asserts, “we become 
disengaged, de-motivated, and unfulfilled.” On the other hand, 
moments of crisis may inspire us “to transcend our limitations, 
and to overcome the inertia of habits, the weight of accepted 
practices, and the thick treacle of institutional memory.” He 
counters the assumption “that stress and pressure kill perfor-
mance and creativity” by examining many real-life examples—
from Capt. Chesley Sullenberger to Greta Thunberg—to show 

“how there are in fact liberating opportunities to be found even 
in the most extreme of conditions.” Ramalingam identifies 
three traits that foster creativity under stress: mental attitude 
(“our subjective assessment of whether something is a threat 
or a challenge”); our ability to engage in original thinking; 
and our having a sense of purpose. He further identifies six 
styles of “upshifting”: Challengers explore problems to look 
for “novel adaptations to the new reality rather than expect-
ing reality to adapt to their beliefs.” Crafters, such as Thomas 
Edison, bring creativity and skill to develop practical solutions 
to problems. Connectors forge networks to provide support 
and insight. Combiners build bridges between disciplines and 
translate different areas of knowledge. Corroborators pose 
questions, explore approaches, and assess the consequences 
of actions. Conductors bring the skills of orchestra leaders to 

problem-solving in areas beyond music by instilling courage, 
creating space to improvise, and sharing a sense of the big pic-
ture. Ramalingam is encouraging throughout the book, urging 
readers to reframe problems and believe in their own innate 
abilities to enact change.

A reassuring guide to empowerment.

DON’T THINK, DEAR
On Loving and Leaving Ballet
Robb, Alice
Mariner Books (304 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9780358653332  

A freelance journalist and former 
ballet dancer reflects on her complex 
feelings about ballet, femininity, and the 
female body.

Robb, author of Why We Dream, 
wanted to be a ballerina from the time she was a small child. At 
age 9, after two rejections, she became a student at the pres-
tigious School of American Ballet. She never joined the ranks 
of professional ballet dancers, but even as an adult, she found 
she could not “unlearn the values of ballet” that glorified—and 
exaggerated—feminine traits such as “thinness…stoicism…
silence and submission.” The author examines her SAB expe-
riences alongside those of famous ballerinas, many of whom 
worked with SAB founder and unofficial patron saint, George 
Balanchine. Famous for bringing athleticism to ballet, he also 
exercised strict control over every aspect of his dancers’ lives. 
Robb observes that this structure, though occasionally over-
bearing, has saved many women—including African American 
ballet star Misty Copeland—from their own dysfunctional 
backgrounds. At the same time, ballet’s (racist) equation of 
beauty with Whiteness has also forced female dancers of color 
to make humiliating compromises—e.g., painting their faces 
and arms White to just “blend in.” The discipline required to 
dance ballet also offers women “the perverse pleasure of abdi-
cating responsibility,” as it inculcates passivity. For example, in 
the 1940s and ’50s, British dancer Margot Fonteyn, for example, 
allowed herself to be underpaid, and ballerinas like Gelsey Kirk-
land sacrificed their health to maintain the emaciated physique 
that ballet—and choreographers like Balanchine—demanded. 
Still others, including Copeland, sacrificed broken bones, torn 
ligaments, and other injuries to practice their art. At once a 
tribute to the art form that shaped her and an exploration of a 

“beautiful pain cult,” this engaging book will appeal to dance lov-
ers and anyone interested in the entangled nature of patriarchy, 
race, and ballet.

An elegantly incisive, meditative work.
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“An elegantly incisive, meditative work.” 
don’t think, dear
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WAKE UP WITH PURPOSE!
What I’ve Learned in My First 
Hundred Years
Schmidt, Sister Jean Dolores with 
Seth Davis
Harper Select/HarperCollins (240 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9781400333516  

The 103-year-old nun, famed for her 
courtside presence at multiple NCAA 
men’s basketball tournaments, serves up 

anecdotally driven lessons for life.
“Thank you, God, for all our blessings and the chance to 

serve You. But goodness gracious, can’t we make March Mad-
ness just once?” So writes Sister Jean, as she’s known, who 
doesn’t shy away from opining about the mixed quality of the 
coaches with whom she’s worked as the longtime chaplain for 
the Loyola Chicago Ramblers. Neither does she shy from puns 
or pronouncements on all sorts of matters, from the utility of 
the iPad for studying Scripture to the power of positive think-
ing and even self-praise (“As I nod off, I pat myself on the back 
for all the good things I’ve done that day”). As the author writes, 
assisted by longtime CBS college basketball guru Davis, those 
good things include simply waking up, purpose or no. Clearly 
beloved by Loyola’s students and players—who, she notes, are 
religiously diverse, with a large Muslim population—Sister Jean 
is both deeply religious and fond of poking fun at life’s foibles, 
not afraid to go toe-to-toe with the likes of Charles Barkley. On 
that note, she is solid in her courtside commentary, as when she 
breaks down some of the key moments in the team’s historic 
run to the Final Four in 2018. Throughout, she acknowledges 
that her constant presence next to the bench has made her an 
icon, though she pokes fun at herself as well, saying, “Let’s face 
it, people love little old ladies!” Clearly people love underdogs, 
too, and though Loyola Chicago went for three decades with-
out making it to March Madness, they’ve had a good run in the 
last few years thanks to strong coaching and, of course, excel-
lent players.

A pleasure for college basketball fans, especially those of 
religious inclination.

INTO THE GROOVE 
The Story of Sound 
From Tin Foil to Vinyl
Scott, Jonathan
Bloomsbury Sigma (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 9, 2023
9781472979827  

Chronicling sound recording from 
its 19th-century origins to the present 
day.

An audio geek’s delight, this engross-
ing history of music and voice recording 

is as wide-ranging and thorough as one could want. Though the 

sheer, exhaustive detail involving design, method, style, format, 
and contributions of the legions of those involved in research 
and development and invention can be daunting, it’s necessary 
to be complete. Scott, a respected music writer whose previous 
book was The Vinyl Frontier, builds on (and credits) the work 
of others—not least such books as Oliver Read and Walter L. 
Welch’s From Tin Foil to Stereo—but he has his own knack for 
doggedly unearthing crucial information and etching it into a 
vibrant, mostly linear narrative. Scott stresses the point that 
invention has as many versions as fathers, and he offers sug-
gestions for late-19th- and early-20th-century recordings read-
ers can find online. Although the author claims that his book 
is not “a comprehensive directory, dictionary, [and] glossary of 
the early recording industry,” which could fill several volumes, 
one suspects it will be more than enough for all but the most 
ardent high-fidelity aficionado. Scott concludes with an expan-
sive, 40-page section, “Miscellany of the Groove,” that should 
satisfy die-hard crate diggers and audiophiles. The author, who 
has been collecting records since he was 7, concurs with the 
conviction of all those who grew up with vinyl LPs that analog 
sound remains warmer, richer, and more soul-stirring than any 
digital marvel, for all their convenience, could ever be. Vinyl, he 
insists, is the format for engaging with music in a deeper way, 
for immersion, for listening and doing nothing else. He notes 
the irony that, “in a sense…digital technology [is] trying ever 
harder to recreate analog sound,” but he concludes that, ulti-
mately, format doesn’t matter. Only the music does.

Scott spins a history told with near-perfect pitch.

THE UNDERTOW 
Scenes From a Slow 
Civil War
Sharlet, Jeff
Norton (302 pp.) 
$28.95  |  March 21, 2023
9781324006497  

Nightmarish dispatches from the 
camps of the “Trumpocene.”

At the epicenter of Sharlet’s account 
is Ashli Babbitt, the woman who was 

killed while attempting to breach the Capitol during the insur-
rection on Jan. 6, 2021. She was, writes the author, “a fool who 
pursued her own death,” but then adds, “And yet, the rest of us 
might say the same of ourselves.” That’s a debatable proposi-
tion, but what isn’t debatable is how Babbitt, wholly commit-
ted to Trumpism, has been converted into a martyr, a symbol 
of MAGA vexillology: “Ashli Babbitt was processed, made pro-
ductive, almost immediately after her death, transformed right 
away into yet another flag, like a new tarot card in the deck 
of fascism.” If Sharlet tries to give her a touch of a pass—she 
was someone’s daughter, once a little girl who loved horses—
it comes back to doing the wrong thing in the wrong place at 
the wrong time. Babbitt is the subject of constant debate and 
remembrance among the people Sharlet encountered as he 
traveled around the country, a journey that led him to lay out a 
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sharp, distressing portrait of a chaotic future: MAGA America 
is pumped up for, even eagerly anticipating, civil war, egged on 
by self-serving fundamentalist preachers, undergirded by anti-
semitism and QAnon dogma, and manipulated by Trump, who 

“fused his penchant for self-pity with the paranoia that runs like 
a third rail through Christian conservatism, the thrilling prom-
ise of ‘spiritual war’ with dark and hidden powers.” It seems 
perhaps an odd digression for Sharlet to begin his account with 
a meditation on the subversive hidden meaning of the Harry 
Belafonte song “Day O!” but in the end, it all makes sense—far 
more so than the MAGA devotee who cursed Democrats for, as 
he confusedly asserts, “outlawing abortion.”

A frightening, wholly believable vision of an American 
cataclysm to come—possibly soon.

CRACK-UP CAPITALISM
Market Radicals and the 
Dream of a World Without 
Democracy
Slobodian, Quinn
Metropolitan/Henry Holt (352 pp.) 
$29.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781250753892  

A review of libertarian threats to 
democracy and a debunking of the myth 
that nation-states govern the world.

In this richly documented exposé, Slobodian, professor of 
the history of ideas at Wellesley and author of Globalists: The 
End of Empire and the Rise of Neoliberalism, describes the think-
ing behind attempts to create pockets of unfettered capitalism 
that turn citizens into consumers and governments into after-
thoughts. Free market radicals, writes the author, long for “an 
agile, relentlessly mobile fortress for capital, protected from 
the grasping hands of the populace seeking a more equitable 
present and future.” This utopia is to be achieved using “zones 
of exception” where taxes are minimal, if not wholly eliminated, 
government regulations have been eviscerated, labor laws are 
nonexistent, and investors can conceal their assets. These duty-
free districts, charter cities, innovation hubs, gated communi-
ties, enterprise zones, and tax havens currently number over 
5,400 around the world, and more than 1,000 have appeared 
in the past decade. “Capitalism works by punching holes in the 
nation-state,” writes Slobodian, so that the “the lineaments 
of a future society without a state [can] come into definition.” 
The author draws on the ideas of such “neoliberal luminaries” 
as Milton Friedman, Paul Romer, and Balaji Srinivasan, noting 
their fascination with the political fragmentation of the Middle 
Ages and the capital-friendly confines of Hong Kong, Singapore, 
Liechtenstein, and Dubai. Slobodian also explains how their 
ideas have intersected with development corporations in Lon-
don; the gated community of Sea Ranch in California, whose 
planner called it “a kibbutz without the socialism”; the oppor-
tunities posed by the dissolution of the Soviet Union; and the 
cryptocurrency fantasies of tech libertarians. Behind many of 
these anarcho-capitalists’ most revered examples, however, are 

tightly organized authoritarian regimes, as opposed to govern-
ment’s absence. This, though, is simply another reason to reject 
democracy.

An insightful piercing of the veil of nation-states to reveal 
capitalism’s frightening, anti-democratic tendencies.

YOU COULD MAKE THIS 
PLACE BEAUTIFUL
Smith, Maggie
One Signal/Atria (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  April 11, 2023
9781982185855  

The noted poet digs further into life 
after divorce.

The title of this book is the last line 
of Smith’s 2015 poem “Good Bones,” 
which went viral. Unfortunately, “my 

marriage was never the same after that poem.” The author first 
charted her response to the pain of her husband’s infidelity in a 
series of Twitter posts that became a well-received book called 
Keep Moving. Then came Keep Moving: The Journal, and now, this 
memoir tracking Smith’s attempt to heal herself. Formally, it 
has much in common with This Story Will Change, Elizabeth 
Crane’s recent book on the same topic. Both Crane and Smith 
employ the popular technique of using many short sections with 
long, ironic, and/or repeating titles. Here, there are 12 chapters 
titled “A FRIEND SAYS EVERY BOOK BEGINS WITH 
AN UNANSWERABLE QUESTION,” suggesting a dozen 
different possible responses, and there are four chapters titled 

“THE MATERIAL,” which ask whether this book can be of 
any value to others. Smith combines these elements with other 
narrative gimmicks, such as addresses directly to the “Reader,” 
single quotes from other writers floating on a page, italicized 
sections, and a few of her own poems. Some readers will skim 
these sections, but without them, this would have been more 
of a magazine article than a full book. The highlight of the text 
is the author’s children, Violet and Rhett. They say such great 
things, both funny and sad, blessedly not metafictional, often 
profound. “A few months after my husband moved out of the 
house,” Smith reports, “I was trying to calm and reassure Rhett, 
then six years old, at bedtime. He said, ‘I know, I know. I have a 
mom who loves me, and I have a dad who loves me. But I don’t 
have a family.’ ” It’s arguably the most memorable passage in 
the book.

As a wise woman once entreated herself, keep moving.
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“An insightful piercing of the veil of nation-states to reveal
capitalism’s frightening, anti-democratic tendencies.” 
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AFRICATOWN
America’s Last Slave Ship 
and the Community It 
Created
Tabor, Nick
St. Martin’s (384 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9781250766540  

Historical study of the last shipment 
of enslaved Africans to America, who 
created a thriving town outside Mobile, 

Alabama, after the Civil War.
As the purported last slave ship to sail from West Africa to 

American shores, the Clotilda, which arrived in 1860, was recov-
ered from the Mobile Delta in 2018. As Tabor recounts, even 
though the trans-Atlantic slave had been illegal since 1808, the 
wealthy slave owner Timothy Meaher managed to purchase 110 
Africans from the Kingdom of Dahomey, in present-day Benin, 
in 1859. Yet Meaher was never prosecuted, skirting the authori-
ties on the cusp of the Civil War. Diligently tracing the stories of 
those original handful of enslaved people, the author, focusing on 
the story of Cudjo Lewis, “the most famous survivor of the Clotil-
da’s voyage,” lays out their original plan to return to Africa. When 
that didn’t come to fruition, they bought some land and started 
a town. Despite hindrances to Black voting and racist practices 
in Alabama, the community grew. In 1927, after visiting the town, 
Zora Neale Hurston “wove her research…into a sixteen-page 
essay” that was published in The Journal of Negro History. Though 

“Hurston’s original material accounted for only a small fraction of 
the piece,” it nonetheless brought further notoriety to the town. 
However, industrial development by International Paper in the 
1930s, and then Scott Paper the following decade, contributed 
to the increasing degradation of the local environment. As the 
author shows, alongside ecological problems, the local residents 
endured ongoing poverty and political disenfranchisement. “The 
situation in Africatown was a crystalline example of environmen-
tal racism,” he writes. Fortunately, in 2012, activists got the town 
added to the National Register of Historic Places, beginning a 
process of cleanup and preservation. Tabor’s detailed history is a 
good complement to Ben Raines’ The Last Slave Ship.

A sharp portrait of a unique American town that stands as 
“a stark symbol of self-determination.”

B.F.F.
A Memoir of Friendship Lost 
and Found
Tate, Christie
Avid Reader Press (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781668009420  

A memoir about the author’s lifelong 
struggle with female friendships.

In this intensive yet refreshing self-
analysis, Tate, the author of Group: How 

One Therapist and a Circle of Strangers Saved My Life, dissects the 
nature of her bonds with women. The author recalls ghosting 
most of her friends in Texas when she relocated to Chicago for 
college, then letting all of her graduate school friendships “wither, 
quickly and fatally,” in favor of placating an alcoholic boyfriend. 
As Tate demonstrates, this legacy extends back to grade school, 
when she sacrificed bonds with girls for popularity and dating, all 
while dealing with low self-esteem, shame, and anxiety. Nearing 
50, Tate reflects on a lifetime of friendships from which she had 

“withdrawn, drifted away, lost touch.” She also let insecurities 
about her relationships with her mother and sister distort what 
could have developed into significant bonds with other women. 
Therapy sessions only helped so much, barely addressing Tate’s 
internalized fears of female competition or jealousy or allowing 
her to disarm “the lie of my own unworthiness.” In 1998, the 
author met older, wiser Meredith at a 12-step recovery program 
meeting in Chicago, and her future brightened. After Meredith 
coached her to perform the “emotional labor” necessary to con-
front her issues, they enjoyed an immensely rewarding friendship 
for over a decade, until Meredith’s terminal cancer diagnosis. 
Tate’s chatty exposition tends to blunt some of the heftier core 
points about the importance of unpacking one’s psychological 
baggage and the value of establishing deeper interpersonal bonds. 
Nonetheless, after making cathartic amends to several of the 
people she ghosted along the way, the author clearly appreciates 
and respects the idea of female friendship and holds herself fully 
accountable for her mistakes. Readers will grasp the amount of 
work it takes to cultivate and preserve these kinds of bonds.

A meaningful, memorable journey from inner pain to hon-
est, open, and enduring friendship.

THIS ISN’T GOING TO 
END WELL
The True Story of a Man I 
Thought I Knew
Wallace, Daniel
Illus. by William Nealy
Algonquin (224 pp.) 
$28.00  |  April 11, 2023
9781643752105  

A chronicle of an inspiring relation-
ship profoundly shaken by suicide.

Novelist Wallace’s first work of nonfiction examines his 
deep connection to illustrator and outdoor adventurer Wil-
liam Nealy (1953-2001), who was also the author’s brother-in-
law and an intimate friend and mentor. Wallace was a teenager 
when he first met Nealy, who had just recently begun dating his 
sister, Holly. They would eventually marry, and they remained 
mutually supportive through Holly’s struggles with debilitating 
arthritis and Nealy’s bouts with depression, until his death at 
age 48. Wallace traces their enduring friendship and the many 
escapades they shared together, from fishing expeditions to 
illicit drug runs across state lines, and he deftly reveals Nealy’s 
expansive range of interests and accomplishments. He was also 
a kind of MacGyver, continually building and fixing just about 
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anything. More significantly, the author relates how Nealy’s gre-
garious and adventurous approach to living influenced his own 
life and eventual career as a writer. “He was the one who would 
give me the idea for the life I ended up living, even if what I 
ended up doing was nothing like him or what he did,” writes 
Wallace. “He showed me how it was done: experience, imagine, 
then create. Every book I’ve written is dedicated to him in invis-
ible ink. I doubt I would have written a one of them without 
him, or that I ever would have considered being an artist at all.” 
Though there were signs of Nealy’s mental struggles in the final 
years leading up to his death, it wasn’t until several years later, as 
Wallace reluctantly read through Nealy’s private journals, that 
the long-standing severity of his condition became fully evident, 
bringing into question much of what he thought he knew about 
the man. “There were three or four copies of his suicide notes 
there as well,” writes Wallace. “His driving license, his passport. 
My heart felt as if it were floating in my chest.”

A bold and compassionate exploration of male friendship 
and the devastating impact of suicide.

WHERE WE MEET THE WORLD
The Story of the Senses
Ward, Ashley
Basic Books (320 pp.) 
$30.00  |  March 28, 2023
9781541600850  

An overview of the five traditional 
senses, plus a few others.

“A sense can be defined as a faculty 
that detects a specific stimulus by means 
of a receptor dedicated to that stimulus,” 

writes Ward, director of the Animal Behaviour Lab at the Uni-
versity of Sydney and author of The Social Lives of Animals. Light 
activates receptors in the retina, and taste receptors “coat our 
tongues,” but nothing happens without the brain, which con-
verts electrical impulses into our sensual experiences. Colors 
do not exist; we see “red” because that’s how the brain inter-
prets certain electrical wavelengths. As the author shows, the 
brain evolved for survival, not accuracy. It can’t handle every 
sensory input, so it seeks patterns, takes shortcuts, cuts corners, 
and sees, hears, tastes, or smells what it expects on the basis of 
past experience. Ward devotes the most space to vision. “Sight 
involves a vast number of sensory receptors…and consumes 
more of the brain’s resources than all the rest of our senses com-
bined,” writes the author. Despite writing and sign language, 
sound remains preeminent in human communication. A mol-
ecule becomes a smell or taste when it hits a receptor inside our 
nose or mouth, and smell is responsible for up to 80% of our 
taste. As the Covid-19 pandemic demonstrated, losing the abil-
ity to smell limits the pleasure of eating. Long before language 
evolved, touch was the primary means by which humans com-
municated, and it remains essential for taking in information on 
our surroundings and registering pain. It’s also the indispensable 
catalyst for relationships. We constantly touch those around us, 
and infants require touch to develop normally. Ward also notes 

how scientists have no doubt that other senses exist. Balance, 
for one, is no mean feat and requires its own specialized organ 
in the ear. Many animals sense Earth’s magnetic field in order to 
navigate, and Ward describes some studies that demonstrate its 
presence in humans.

Enjoyable popular science.

GETTING OUT 
OF SAIGON 
How a 27-Year-Old 
Banker Saved 113 
Vietnamese Civilians
White, Ralph
Simon & Schuster (320 pp.) 
$28.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781982195175  

A retired banker makes his memoir 
debut with a unique, gripping story from 

the Vietnam War.
As the final days of U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War 

sputtered to their ignominious end, White, age 27, was told by 
his boss at Chase Manhattan that he was being transferred from 
Bangkok to Saigon, where his job would be to close the branch 
and ensure the safety of the top-level Vietnamese employees. “I 
had a primitive affection for Saigon,” he writes, imagining that 
he would be “following in the footsteps of Somerset Maugham, 
Graham Greene, Joseph Conrad.” But when he arrived in April 
1975, he learned that all 53 employees would be executed when 
the North Vietnamese took the city—not if, but when. Mat-
ters were seriously complicated by the fact that the delusional 
American ambassador to South Vietnam, Graham Martin, was 
making it nearly impossible to arrange evacuations. Lucky for 
the Vietnamese employees of Chase, White’s “basic view was 
that if you thought you couldn’t do something, you were prob-
ably right, whereas if you thought that you could, you stood a 
decent chance of pulling it off.” He set his mind to getting the 
employees and their families—113 people—to safety, even if 
he had to steal a plane to do it. “I was a guy who struggled to 
resist an idea once it lodged in my mind,” he writes. “Whether it 
was buying something, doing something, going somewhere, or 
drinking something, I was anxious until I bought it, did it, went 
there, or drank it.” As he chronicles how he built his rescue plan 
and navigated the streets of the city with a briefcase contain-
ing a revolver and $25,000 in cash, White’s persona seems like 
something out of a Terry Southern or Ian Fleming novel—as 
does his writing.

White tells his inspiring story with wit, panache, humility, 
and a captivating sense of time and place. A fantastic read.
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“White tells his inspiring story with wit, panache, humility,
and a captivating sense of time and place. A fantastic read.” 
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HOW DATA HAPPENED
A History From the Age 
of Reason to the Age of 
Algorithms
Wiggins, Chris & Matthew L. Jones
Norton (336 pp.) 
$30.00  |  March 21, 2023
9781324006732  

A wide-ranging examination of the 
evolution of statistics, mathematics, and 
data.

When did our personal information become a commod-
ity manipulated by algorithms? How did marketing become 
so intrusive? Why does every transaction add another piece to 
our digital trail? Wiggins, a professor of applied mathematics 
at Columbia and chief data scientist at the New York Times, and 
Jones, a Guggenheim fellow and history professor at Columbia, 
track the process over several centuries, reiterating and expand-
ing a course they teach. Governments have always wanted to 
know how many people they ruled, but near the end of the 18th 
century, the idea took hold that statistics could reveal rich detail 
about a society, including averages and deviations from norms. 
Military and industrial applications evolved, and the first com-
puters were designed to turn raw figures into useful outcomes. 
When the internet and e-commerce arrived, there was a quan-
tum leap in data collection, with new math techniques to under-
pin the concept of “data science.” Government-run surveillance 
systems collected vast amounts of personal material, manifested 
in customized, targeted advertising. Wiggins and Jones point 
out that all this happened without much public discussion, and 
they worry about the impact on privacy and democracy. “We 
don’t have to use algorithmic decision systems, even in contexts 
where their use may be technically feasible,” they write. “Ads 
based on mass surveillance are not necessary elements of our 
society. We don’t need to build systems that learn the stratifica-
tions of the past and present and reinforce them in the future.” 
The authors propose remedies, including the revision of the 
legal provisions that give platforms immunity from the effect of 
user-generated content, but they admit that reining in the tech 
giants will be difficult. The real value of the book, however, is 
that it provides important background for understanding the 
road behind and the path ahead.

An informative dive into the history of statistics and data, 
providing context for the debate over information and who 
controls it.

FOOL PROOF
How Fear of Playing the 
Sucker Shapes Our Selves 
and the Social Order―and 
What We Can Do About It
Wilkinson-Ryan, Tess
Harper Wave (288 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9780063214262  

How to find a fruitful path between 
gullibility and paranoia.

Wilkinson-Ryan, a professor of law and psychology, is well 
situated to investigate the social and personal implications of 
scams, cons, and tricks. The difference between being robbed 
and being conned is that with the latter, the victim has somehow 
contributed to their loss. Consequently, it generates feelings 
of humiliation and self-belittlement. Often, the psychological 
pain relates to the sense that the trust holding society together 
has been taken away, replaced by cynicism and suspicion. It is 
a potent construct, and the author explores it from a variety 
of perspectives. “The goal here,” she writes, “is not so much to 
spot the con but to renegotiate its meaning.” Along the way, she 
examines a range of psychological games and research experi-
ments, including the well-known prisoner’s dilemma and the 
interesting tragedy of the commons, where there is an inter-
section of self-interest, trust of others, risk, and reward. A per-
sonal example that she recounts involves a student who claimed 
to have suffered a death in the family and therefore needed 
an extension on an important assignment. Was it a plea from 
someone who needed support or a lie designed to manipulate 
her compassion? Wilkinson-Ryan unpacks this to demonstrate 
how the optimal decision can be made by assigning metrics to 
assess the potential gain and loss of each path. This helps clarify 
the choices as well as the crucial impact on the decision-maker. 

“The point is, you can feel cheated, but you don’t have to,” she 
writes. “The question is not whether threats exist but which 
ones deserve your attention. The prospect of playing the fool 
doesn’t have to feel existential.” It’s a wise conclusion based on 
well-reasoned analysis.

This intriguing study of the psychological dynamics of 
scams shows how one can live with integrity in a sucker’s world.

IT’S ALWAYS BEEN OURS
Rewriting the Story of Black 
Women’s Bodies
Wilson, Jessica
Hachette Go (320 pp.) 
$29.00  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9780306827693  

A deeply intimate critique of system-
atic racist and sexist inequities behind the 
so-called health-and-wellness industry.

“Health has been connected to white-
ness for over a century, it’s nothing new,” writes Wilson, a 
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self-described “regular-degular” dietician. She continues: “Colo-
nialism, white supremacy, and capitalism ensure that people 
assigned Blackness will never fit within the confines of Health.” 
Written “specifically for Black women,” the author’s first book 
makes the case for “putting Black women at the center of the 
narratives, rather than having our stories filtered through a 
white lens.” Wilson rewrites the narratives surrounding Black 
women’s bodies and maps a collective and individual reclama-
tion of Black joy. After the introduction, the author presents 
three sections. The first, “Live, Laugh, Love,” features chap-
ters such as “It Isn’t Diet Culture, It’s White Supremacy” and 

“Too Much, Yet Not Enough: Restriction.” The second section,  
“ ‘Solutions’/Having a Body Is Hard,” digs deeper into the myriad 
perils of body image and “the impacts of pathologizing people’s 
bodies,” and the final third, “A New Story,” is dedicated to Black 
joy. Wilson peppers her arguments with dashes of humor, and 
her directness, acerbic tone, and honesty about her personal life 
and struggles with seizures make for compelling reading. Many 
of the author’s arguments and insights are undeniable, and she 
unpacks them with both originality and candor—e.g., “Health 
disparities are not solved by teaching people how to cook qui-
noa and put sliced almond on salads.” She recounts her experi-
ence at the 2021 Gwyneth Paltrow’s In Goop Health summit, 
which gave “a glimpse of what it would mean to live a life of 
ease” but made her sick. She also references recent significant 
moments, such as Mo’Nique’s 2021 Instagram live video on 
respectability. The most-repeated line Wilson tells her clients 
is to eat more food, in hopes that they will “enjoy it without 
overthinking it.”

This fiery polemic and celebration stands out among con-
temporary books on the subject of Black women’s bodies.
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children’s
ANCIENT NIGHT by David Álvarez with David Bowles; 
illus. by David Álvarez ...................................................................... 64
THE BOOK THAT NO ONE WANTED TO READ by Richard Ayoade; 
illus. by Tor Freeman ............................................................................65
WOO HOO! YOU’RE DOING GREAT! by Sandra Boynton ............... 68
PITCH PERFECT AND PERSISTENT! by Caitlin DeLems; 
illus. by Alison Jay ................................................................................70
TOTAL GARBAGE by Rebecca Donnelly; illus. by John Hendrix ....... 71
STICK AND STONE ON THE GO by Beth Ferry; 
illus. by Kristen Cella ...........................................................................74
GLOBAL WARNING by Steven B. Frank ...........................................74
JULIA AND THE SHARK by Kiran Millwood Hargrave; 
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ONE DAY by Joanna Ho; illus. by Faith Pray .....................................78
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ANIANA DEL MAR JUMPS IN by Jasminne Mendez ....................... 82
THE SNOWCAT PRINCE by Dina Norlund ...................................... 84
YOU ARE HERE Ed. by Ellen Oh ....................................................... 84
DREAM BIG, LAUGH OFTEN by Hanoch Piven & 
Shira Hecht-Koller; illus. by Hanoch Piven....................................... 86
CALLING THE MOON Ed. by Aida Salazar & 
Yamile Saied Méndez .......................................................................... 88
THE RED EAR BLOWS ITS NOSE by Robert Schechter; 
illus. by S. Federico .............................................................................. 89
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These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

CALLING THE MOON
16 Period Stories From BIPOC Authors
Salazar, Aida & 
Yamile Saied Méndez
Candlewick (368 pp.) 
$22.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-1-5362-1634-9 

A DUPATTA IS . . .
Abbas, Marzieh
Illus. by Anu Chouhan
Feiwel & Friends (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 11, 2023
9781250820945  

A dupatta contains multitudes. 
A child with light brown skin and short hair admires a 

dupatta, an oversized scarf worn throughout the South Asian 
subcontinent and beyond. While the narrator first refers to 
the dupatta as “fabric,” they are quick to add that it is also so 
much more. A dupatta is a “swooshing, swashing” sound; it 
is the scent of spices and incense. A dupatta can serve many 
purposes, including providing protection from rain and wind, 
veiling a person’s face, and even rocking a baby to sleep. In the 
hands of a child, a dupatta can be a plaything. But whether it 
is from Quetta or Kashmir, whether worn in weddings or dur-
ing political speeches, whether used for blanket forts or prayer, 
and whether embellished with “beads, lace,” or “sequins,” above 
all, “a dupatta is identity.” Very similar in form to Kevin Noble 
Maillard’s Fry Bread (2019), illustrated by Juana Martinez-Neal, 
this rhythmic description of a dupatta’s importance in a South 
Asian Muslim family is an affectionate homage. Vibrant illustra-
tions feature large-eyed individuals with a variety of skin tones, 
though only female-presenting characters are shown actually 
wearing a dupatta. Some metaphors feel like a stretch, but gen-
erally, the book’s warm, well-chosen language depicts a joyful, 
accurate representation of a dupatta’s multigenerational impor-
tance in family life. (This book was reviewed digitally.) 

A lyrical, multisensory celebration of a South Asian gar-
ment. (more information on the dupatta, glossary) (Picture book. 
3-6)

ANCIENT NIGHT 
Álvarez, David with 
David Bowles
Illus. by David Álvarez
Levine Querido (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-1-64614-251-4  

In Álvarez and Bowles’ folkloric col-
laboration, the moon stands alone in the 
vast night sky, tended by caring Rabbit 

and envied by clever Opossum.
Amid the stars, the moon—resembling a large, round jug—

sits, radiant with a milky white light. Rabbit keeps the moon 
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luminous, journeying up and down the Great Ceiba’s trunk to 
collect aguamiel, the “precious, glowing nectar that brims in the 
heart of the first and holy maguey” (an agave plant). When the 
moon wanes and dims, Rabbit pours aguamiel into it to return its 
lustrous light. Covetous Opossum strikes, cracking the moon to 
sap the aguamiel. Observing the darkened night sky, Rabbit finds 
Opossum drinking the nectar. “Foolish Opossum, what have you 
done?” Rabbit yells out. Filled with regret, Opossum heads deep 
into the earth to gather a mighty fire. From there on, the tale of 
Rabbit and Opossum slips into a cozy truce, altogether expected 
yet richly gratifying. Bolstered by the ethereal, whimsical text, 
the plush, incandescent acrylic and oil paint artwork gathers 
the subtleties and splendors of nighttime and the plant life that 
surrounds Rabbit and Opossum. Together words and images 
tug readers along at a measured pace. An excellent authors’ note 
underscores how common strands and crucial differences from 
wide-ranging Mesoamerican legends and myths furnish the inspi-
ration at the roots of this tale. Publishes simultaneously in Span-
ish. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Like a mighty dream recalled from time gone by. (Picture 
book. 4-8)

BABA’S GIFT
A Persian Father’s Love of 
Family
Amini, Ariana Shaheen & Christina 
Maheen Amini
Illus. by Elaheh Taherian
Little Bigfoot/Sasquatch (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
978-1-63217-323-2  

A father tells his six children about his 
journey from Iran to a new life in America.

Baba gave each of his children a middle name from his 
homeland. As they look at the moon from their home in Cali-
fornia, Baba remembers the moon that illuminated his nights 
as a boy in Iran. As he dances with his children on the beauti-
ful floral Persian carpet—the one his mother packed in his big 
suitcase when he left for America—the young narrator asks 
him about his home in Iran. Tracing “the swirling indigo and 
pomegranate colors of the carpet,” Baba tells them about the 
lush gardens, loving neighbors, warm summer nights, and fam-
ily walks after dinner beneath the moon. Though he adored his 
home, he was curious about the rest of the world. When asked 
why he didn’t teach them Farsi, Baba is honest, revealing, “It 
was too painful. The language reminded me of all I left behind.” 
The authors deftly capture both the hardship of leaving home 
and the opportunities Baba gained as he became a doctor. The 
choice to focus on the Persian carpet is inspired; Taherian’s 
vibrant cut-paper collages show the floral patterns from the car-
pet extending and surrounding the characters, complementing 
the text and conveying Baba’s love for his children, Iran, and his 
family. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A poignant story woven with a reminder that no matter 
how far we journey, family is always with us. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE BOOK THAT NO 
ONE WANTED TO READ 
Ayoade, Richard
Illus. by Tor Freeman
Walker (128 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-5362-2216-6  

Comedian and actor Ayoade explores 
storytelling and books themselves.

Readers are quickly introduced to 
the premise: The narrator of this book…

is the book itself. Directly addressing the audience, the narra-
tor waxes philosophical about judging books by covers before 
plunging readers into a story told in second person about a child 
who finds “a particular Book That No One Wanted To Read” on 
a library shelf. Interspersed with imagined, telepathic dialogue 
between reader and book, this delightfully droll work casually 
covers everything from footnotes to story structure; informa-
tion about excess unwanted books being “pulped” by publishers 
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Last year, we reported that actor 
Channing Tatum would be producing 
and starring in a film based on his pic-
ture book The One and Only Sparkella 
(Feiwel & Friends, 2021), illustrated 
by Kim Barnes. Our tweet spawned 
a Twitter thread full of tongue-in-
cheek comments that Tatum had 
achieved the dream of many hard-
working authors who spend years in 
the query trenches. Point made—in 

publishing, doors easily open for celebrity authors, regard-
less of the quality of their literary work. 

It can be tempting to dismiss picture books by well-
known actors or athletes as vanity projects. But to reject all 
of them as fluff is ill-advised; think of 
the great books we would miss out on, 
like singer/actor Buffy Sainte-Marie’s 
Still This Love Goes On (Greystone Kids, 
2022), illustrated by Julie Flett. Named 
a Kirkus Best Picture Book and a New 
York Times/New York Public Library 
Best Illustrated Book, this soaring 
tribute to Indigenous traditions, na-
ture, and family will be read for years 
to come. And it’s not the only one. I’ve come across several 
other thoughtful, appealing recent picture books by authors 
known primarily for their achievements in other arenas. 

Having stepped back from her sporting career, tennis 
star Serena Williams segued seamlessly into a kid-lit career 
with The Adventures of Qai Qai (Feiwel & Friends, 2022), il-
lustrated by Yesenia Moises. The story sees a Black baby 
doll come to life to give her owner a boost of confidence 
before a dance recital; the titular character is based on Wil-
liams’ daughter’s plaything, which has a large social media 
following. The tale is both affirmation for uncertain young-
sters and a testament to children’s vibrant imaginations. 

Fellow tennis champion Naomi Osaka has also entered 
the kid-lit arena. In The Way Champs Play (Harper/Harper-
Collins, 2022), illustrated by Kamala Nair, the young ath-

letes of Play Academy (an organiza-
tion founded by Osaka to give girls 
opportunities to pursue sports) strut 
their stuff on the polo field, the bas-
ketball court, the soccer pitch, and 
elsewhere; this peppy work makes it 
clear that cultivating a positive atti-
tude and being a team player are what 
matter most.

Con Pollo: A Bilingual Playtime Adventure (Feiwel & 
Friends, 2022), by talk show host Jimmy Fallon and actor/
singer Jennifer Lopez, illustrated by Andrea Campos, in-
vites readers to join an endearingly blobby chicken in ac-
tivities ranging from dancing to visiting the library. Spanish 
words are interspersed, making for a charming, lively intro-
duction to the language.

Though Stacey Abrams is best 
known for her political work—includ-
ing two gubernatorial runs—she’s also 
an accomplished novelist and chil-
dren’s book writer. In Stacey’s Remark-
able Books (Balzer + Bray/HarperCol-
lins, 2022), a companion to Stacey’s 
Extraordinary Words (Balzer + Bray/
HarperCollins, 2021), both illustrated 
by Kitt Thomas, a young bibliophile 

helps her immigrant classmates connect with reading—and 
in turn is encouraged to embrace her inner athlete. Based 
on reimagined events from Abrams’ childhood, this is an 
upbeat ode to the power of literature, community, and 
friendship.

The Green Piano: How Little Me 
Found Music (Anne Schwartz/Ran-
dom, Jan. 10), written by Roberta 
Flack with Tonya Bolden, illustrat-
ed by Hayden Goodman, is a rhyth-
mic, rollicking account of the sing-
er’s childhood. Centered on a “rat-
ty, beat-up, weather-worn” piano 
on which young Roberta perfected 
her craft, it will motivate budding musicians and introduce 
children to Flack.

The Kindest Red: A Story of Hijab 
and Friendship (Little Brown, Jan. 10), 
written by Olympic medalist Ibtihaj 
Muhammad, a fencer and the first 
American athlete to compete while 
wearing a headscarf, and S.K. Ali, il-
lustrated by Hatem Aly, revisits the 
characters introduced in The Proud-
est Blue: A Story of Hijab and Friend-

ship (Little, Brown, 2019). This warm and much-needed de-
piction of a Black Muslim family follows young Faizah as 
she learns about the importance of community and bonds 
with big sister Asiya on picture day at school.

Mahnaz Dar is a young readers’ editor.

PICTURE BOOKS  |  Mahnaz Dar

celebrity picture 
books reconsidered
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leads to a gag about the book not wanting to be recycled into 
toilet paper. The design is clean, with different fonts effectively 
used to maintain speaker clarity, and facts about books blend 
beautifully with wacky, tongue-in-cheek illustrations. The 
character “you” is a reader stand-in with a humorous compos-
ite depiction (and so lacks race, gender, or any other identity, 
though other people depicted throughout are diverse in skin 
tone). In many ways a spiritual successor to B.J. Novak’s The 
Book With No Pictures (2014), the book (and Book, the charac-
ter) will encourage readers to approach literature with a sense 
of play. 

Lovingly crafted metafictive silliness both experimental 
and engaging. (Illustrated fiction. 8-12)

THE PEARL HUNTER
Beck, Miya T.
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
978-0-06-323819-0  

In this story set in a fantasy Japan 
many centuries ago, Kai faces dangers as 
she tries to save her sister from dying.

On the day of her ceremonial solo 
dive, part of becoming an official pearl 
diver, Kai wakes up from an ominous 

dream in which her twin, Kishi, got trapped behind a transpar-
ent undersea barrier. Dismissing it, she goes about her day, div-
ing for mussels. But on her last dive, Kai’s nightmare becomes 
a reality when Kishi is swallowed by the bakekujira or ghost 
whale. Determined to save her sister, Kai searches for the whale 
only to almost lose her own life. After being rescued by Ryu-
jin, the Dragon King, who takes her to sea goddess Benzaiten, 
Kai pleads for help in bringing her sister back. Benzaiten says 
Kai must first bring her the pearl belonging to Dakini, the Fox 
Queen. Kai embarks on a journey toward Sky Mountain, the 
foxes’ meeting place, along the way encountering bandits, a 
scheming general, the vicious Crows of the Eternal Night, and a 
new friend. Filled with elements of Japanese culture, including 
myths and legends, this is an exciting, fast-paced adventure with 
lots of twists and turns. Topics of grief, family, friendship, and 
belonging are at the forefront of Kai’s journey and growth, with 
classism and other prejudices shaping many characters’ lives. 

Readers will want to dive into this story full of magic and 
adventure. (map, sources, glossary) (Fantasy. 8-12)

THE NOTE WHO FACED 
THE MUSIC
Bonilla, Lindsay
Illus. by Mark Hoffmann
Page Street (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-64567-631-7  

It’s important to hit all the right 
notes.

A tan-skinned musical composer with puffy black hair 
is busy at work on his next musical masterpiece when Half 
Note, a music symbol denoting two beats, feels unappreci-
ated. Half Note is jealous of the more commonly used Quarter 
Note (one beat) and Eighth Note. Although the other musical 
symbols attempt to calm and comfort Half Note, she decides 
to run away. The next day, Composer needs Half Note and 
panics when he realizes that she’s gone. The other notes and 
musical symbols try to find her, but it’s only when they try to 
play her favorite song, “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star,” without 
her—with terrible results—that she comes running back. The 
story’s humor—which is largely based on “dad joke” puns—is 
completely dependent on readers’ musical knowledge. The art-
work, a mix of acrylic and colored pencil, attempts to add some 
allegrezza to the piece, and while it’s not unsuccessful, it’s facing 
an uphill battle. Music teachers and musically minded caregiv-
ers may find some value in this story, but it will likely be too 
specialized for general readers. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Amusing but a little off tempo. (glossary) (Picture book. 6-8)

THE CITY TREE
Boss, Shira
Illus. by Lorena Alvarez
Clarion/HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 4, 2023
9780358423416  

Dani forms a bond with the sole tree that is planted in their 
urban neighborhood. 

“In front of Dani’s building was a hole. Sometimes dusty, 
sometimes puddly. And sometimes wild with bits of green.” A 
double-page spread, mostly in muted pastels, shows a foliage-
free urban setting of adjoined buildings. But soon a truck pulls 
up, and two people plant a tree in that hole. For brown-skinned 
Dani, the tree is a source of joy—when birds arrive, the child 
is woken by their beautiful songs instead of truck noises. The 
tree helps predict the weather, protects Dani from “noise and 
grime,” and even offers friendship as the protagonist confides 
in it. Quiet, lyrical text describes the ways that typical urban 
sights and sounds change with the arrival of the tree; this is a 
good introduction to the concept of greening city streets for 
the youngest children. The text pointedly makes this tree more 

“special” to Dani than the more “magnificent” trees in the park. 
Depicting small details of lives lived inside and outside the 
apartments, the vibrant illustrations invite lengthy examination. 
The ending double-page spreads are a delightful combination 
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of metaphors and vivid art as each season the tree continues 
to make the neighborhood a joyful place to live. Tranquil and 
calming, this is an ideal bedtime read. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

A soothing tale of a tree that helps transform a community. 
(information on street trees, resources) (Picture book. 3-6)

WOO HOO! YOU’RE 
DOING GREAT! 
Boynton, Sandra
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-0-316-48679-8  

What’s better than a cheerleading 
chicken?

Are you ever blue, unsure, tired, or overworked? Do you 
ever feel lost or overwhelmed? This uplifting book, expressed 
in delightful, jaunty verse, explains how to lift your spirits 
pronto: What you need is a booster chicken telling you’re 
doing great even when you’re not so confident, as when you’re 
learning or practicing a new skill, for instance. Your feathered 
champion will be right there, encouraging you all the way, with 
a loud “WOO HOO!” that’ll keep you going and remove any 
doubt you’re super terrific. But what if your cheerful chick 
errs and doesn’t do what it set out to do? Don’t worry—your 
cheery chicken just needs a reminder that everyone makes mis-
takes. That alone is a pep talk, enhanced by the wisdom that 
making mistakes allows everyone to learn and demonstrate 
they did their best. So forgive yourself, chickens! But the best 
thing is…instead of relying on someone else—like a chicken—
to strengthen your ego, say a generous daily “WOO HOO!” to 
yourself. This riotous book hits all the right notes and does so 
succinctly and hilariously. The energetic, comical illustrations, 
in Boynton’s signature style, will elicit giggles and go far to make 
the book’s important point. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

WOO-HOO! This is the perfect way to foster healthy self-
esteem in little ones. (Picture book. 3-6)

AMELIA GRAY IS 
ALMOST OKAY
Brody, Jessica
Delacorte (432 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-0-593-17372-5  

Identity struggles, moving, and navigat-
ing relationships with family and peers are 
at the center of this middle-grade novel.

Amelia Gray, who prefers blending 
into the crowd, is experiencing her 39th 

last day of school—that’s approximately one new classroom 
per month. Surprisingly, Amelia’s life is actually fairly routin-
ized; for example, she and her itinerant handyman dad pick 
a different subject to master via YouTube in each new town. 

When they arrive in their latest town near Pittsburgh, Ame-
lia notices that each student’s yearbook picture is captioned 
with their crowning achievement. She aims to find her spe-
cial skill over summer break. Amelia flits from one hobby to 
the next, trying her hand at track, journalism, and even drama, 
using a different name for each. Trouble ensues when her dog, 
Biscotti, has a run-in with Ketchup, the dog belonging to Finn, 
another new kid. Schedule conflicts and other mishaps also 
create a challenge for Amelia as she attempts to keep her mul-
tiple identities hidden. The lives she and her dad have built 
together since the death of her mother in childbirth may be 
about to change forever as Dad begins to put down roots. The 
novel would have benefited from stronger character devel-
opment to bolster readers’ emotional connections with the 
themes touched on, including the search for identity during 
the preteen years, peer relationships, and single-parent fami-
lies’ experiences. Main characters read White.

Skims the surface in exploring commonly addressed issues. 
(Fiction. 9-12)

EAT YOUR SUPERPOWERS!
How Colorful Foods Keep You 
Healthy and Strong
Buzzeo, Toni
Illus. by Serge Bloch
Rise x Penguin Workshop (80 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-0-593-52295-0  

Colorful foods are good for us!
Using a wide variety of foods engag-

ingly organized by color, this title introduces healthy eating, 
showing 25 fruits, vegetables, nuts, and grains that can keep us 

“strong, healthy, smart, and full of energy.” The clean design will 
make this easy to share even with preschool readers and listen-
ers. Each spread introduces a single food set against a plain white 
background. The name, in bold capital letters in the appropri-
ate color, introduces a short sentence explaining what the food 
does for our bodies. “KIWIS help your brain think quickly and 
clearly.” The name of the important nutrient is listed below in 
much smaller letters, in this case vitamin C. Each food is illus-
trated with a photograph enhanced with Bloch’s personifying 
additions. Dancing Brussels sprouts, bespectacled grapes, and 
an eggplant wearing a surgical mask are just a few of the amus-
ing illustrations. The urinating blueberry will especially delight 
the intended audience. For picky or allergic eaters, the author 
even suggests food alternatives that can serve the same healthy 
purposes; both figs and broccoli, for example, help keep your 
bones strong. A chart labels a child’s body with the foods that 
nourish each part or process. Buzzeo’s long experience in writ-
ing for young readers shows. This is simple, entertaining, and 
effective. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Nutrition for the nursery and early elementary school set. 
(Informational picture book. 3-7)

“Simple, entertaining, and effective.” 
eat your superpowers!
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SOMETHING HAPPENED TO 
OUR PLANET
Kids Tackle the Climate 
Crisis
Celano, Marianne & Marietta Collins
Illus. by Bhagya Madanasinghe
Magination/American Psychological 
Association (40 pp.) 
$19.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-1-4338-4072-2  

Friends bravely address climate change concerns.
Intended to assuage children’s worries about the climate 

crisis, this story begins with familiar information: on trees, ris-
ing ocean temperatures, reuse versus recycling. After planting 
a few trees, the narrator, who presents Black, and their diverse 
friends search their school for reuse opportunities. They land 
on lunch trays, advocating a switch from disposable to reusable 
trays—eventually convincing the PTA to fund their idea. Anxi-
ety is presumably alleviated by action. But are these trays metal? 
Were the old ones paper? What about water, energy, and deter-
gent to wash the new ones? Unaddressed. Readers are twice 
misleadingly assured that “If we do our part, nature heals itself.” 
Backmatter, in a small font, admits that “climate-fueled disas-
ters” are a current crisis, contradicting the narrator’s mom’s 
false assurance that “these [climate] changes won’t hurt us 
now.” The author acknowledges in a note that systemic action 
(government, industry) is necessary, but it is never mentioned 
in the story. Voting is not a recommended action step in the 
backmatter. Earth-toned illustrations are appealing—though 
in one scene, the kids appear to snorkel submerged. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Attempting to counter mental stress, this tale instead 
offers dubious comfort. (glossary, sample child-parent ques-
tions, website with more information) (Informational picture book. 
4-8)

KEEP DANCING, LIZZIE CHU
Chan, Maisie
Illus. by Natelle Quek
Amulet/Abrams (256 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-1-4197-5992-5  

A poignant tale about a girl and her 
cherished grandfather. 

Living in Glasgow with Wai Gong, 
her maternal grandfather, Scottish Chi-
nese Lizzie Chu doesn’t have the typical 

life of a 12-year-old. Lizzie’s mom died during childbirth, and 
her father was never in the picture. Now she’s a young caregiver, 
managing the house and school; Wai Gong hasn’t been himself 
since Grandma Kam died. Is his grief diminishing his interest in 
life and increasing his focus on Guan Yin, the Chinese goddess 
of compassion and mercy? When Lizzie’s Vietnamese Welsh 
friend Chi Pham appears dressed as Princess Leia for Comic 

Con, Wai Gong, seeing her flowing robes, mistakes her for the 
deity. Lizzie enlists Chi to play the role of Guan Yin in order to 
inspire Wai Gong to make the trip to the legendary Blackpool 
Tower Ballroom where he and Grandma Kam first met in the 
’80s. It was their grandparents’ final, unfulfilled wish to return 
and dance the cha-cha again. Chan combines realities of Asian 
British life with stories from Chinese mythology, forming the 
backdrop for a chaotic, hilarious road trip to Blackpool with 
Lizzie, Wai Gong, Chi, Chi’s older brother (their driver), and 
Tyler, her other best friend. Just like the Monkey King in The 
Journey to the West, they overcome enormous obstacles to make 
this dream come true. Even more touching is Lizzie’s journey 
toward understanding her grandfather’s probable dementia and 
learning to ask for help. 

A layered, emotionally resonant story. (author’s note) 
(Fiction. 8-12)

IT’S BOBA TIME FOR PEARL LI!
Chen, Nicole
Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins 
(368 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Feb. 28, 2023
978-0-06-322861-0  

A celebration of amigurumi, boba, 
and creativity.

In California’s Silicon Valley, Taiwan-
ese American rising seventh grader Pearl 
Li sometimes feels like she’s an outsider. 

While her parents, who have a financial software startup com-
pany, and her mobile app developer sister, a high school junior, 
love to talk about all things tech and coding, Pearl’s passions 
lie in arts and crafts, particularly crochet and making adorable 
amigurumi dolls. Amid the strip malls of Sunnydale, Boba Time 
is a refuge for Pearl. Owned by the exuberant Auntie Cha, it’s a 
welcoming place where Pearl feels full support for her creative 
endeavors. When competition from a flashy new Taiwanese 
dessert chain and rising costs—both business and personal—
put the future of Boba Time in jeopardy, Pearl hatches a plan to 
raise money and help save it. But being a 12-year-old entrepre-
neur will take support from her parents or resorting to secrecy 
and half-truths. Chen’s ode to the pursuit of one’s passions 
effectively captures tween yearnings and misadventures they 
may bring. Pearl is a compelling protagonist, and the diverse 
cast of secondary characters brings additional emotional depth. 
Narrative parallels weave together themes: Several characters’ 
struggles with cultural and linguistic fluency mirror Pearl’s feel-
ings of exclusion in her tech-centered family. Boba Time, with 
its more traditional ambiance and practices, and the handmade 
ways of fiber arts butt up against modern counterparts. The 
book’s genuine tone and appreciation of craft, culture, and 
community will capture readers’ attention. 

A well-crafted tale filled with heart. (glossary, recipe) (Fic-
tion. 8-12)
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THE HOUSE SWAP
Clark, Yvette
Harper/HarperCollins (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Feb. 28, 2023
978-0-06-303453-2  

A tender story of two girls navigating 
complicated family lives. 

Allie, with her red hair and fair, freck-
led skin, is the overlooked middle child 
of a family living in Oxfordshire. Blond-
haired, blue-eyed Sage is an only child 

living near the ocean outside Los Angeles. Their families have 
decided to swap houses for their vacation, but Allie’s dog’s ill-
ness delays her family’s departure, allowing the girls to meet 
in person. Although their personalities are polar opposites, 
they text and FaceTime, confiding in each other about their 
situations: Allie feels overshadowed by both her talented older 
brother and her exuberant 6-year-old sister. Her pain is palpa-
ble as her anger toward her siblings grows, and she resents Mum 
and Dad’s hands-off parenting style. Sage believes her parents 
are heading for divorce, and she is terrified of this possibility 
and determined to figure out what is going on in their marriage. 
The chapters alternate between the two girls’ first-person per-
spectives; both fear that voicing their worries out loud might 
make them real. Having the support of a new friend provides 
Allie and Sage with the courage to act on their problems, teach-
ing them that talking about hard things is better than keeping 
everything bottled up. A captivating connection to World War 
II code-breaking at Bletchley Park mirrors the theme of the 
importance of finding out the truth. This novel provides two 
poignant storylines that illustrate the value of learning to have 
hard conversations.

A gentle look at emotional growth. (historical note) (Fiction. 
8-12)

WHEN THINGS AREN’T GOING 
RIGHT, GO LEFT
Colagiovanni, Marc
Illus. by Peter H. Reynolds
Orchard/Scholastic (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781338831184  

A simple strategy for lightening the 
weight of worries, doubts, fears, and frustrations.

For all that Reynolds depicts a young child (brown-skinned, 
with Afro-textured hair) walking along a road shedding bags and 
other luggage in the simply drawn illustrations, Colagiovanni’s 
allegorical wordplay seems addressed more to audiences that are 
old enough to see their lives in abstract terms. “One day, for no 
particular reason, nothing was going right. Absolutely, positively, 
NOTHING was going right. So…I decided to go left.” The deci-
sion alone allows a box full of worries—depicted as small, red 
monsters—to be left behind…followed by a bag of hairy green 
doubts and, at the bottom of a high-diving platform, both a 

suitcase of jagged orange fears and a backpack of beaky yellow 
frustrations yelling, “You can’t do it!” and “Give up already!” But 
after taking the plunge and suddenly realizing that going left 
eventually made everything go right, the narrator discovers that 
all the embodied bugaboos have shrunk so much that it’s easy to 
take them up again. Though it wraps up a bit neatly, those grap-
pling with their own anxieties may find Colagiovanni’s words of 
wisdom useful. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A little easy-peasy but not bad advice. (Picture book. 6-11)

WINGS, WAVES & WEBS
Patterns in Nature
Cranfield, Robin Mitchell
Greystone Kids (36 pp.) 
$18.95  |  April 18, 2023
9781771646765  

An introduction to patterns, as seen 
in nature.

Starting with spots and stripes, this 
book walks young readers through a variety of patterns they can 
find in the world outside. Though the concepts build in sophisti-
cation (exploring ideas such as radial symmetry) and the narration 
even dips into more abstract topics (a spread about the pattern of 
ocean waves notes that sound and light waves are invisible), the 
text is always clear and concise. With each spread devoted to 
a pattern type, the prose defines the pattern and explains why 
some occur in nature (e.g., the mirror symmetry of a butterfly’s 
wings help it fly, while “snugly-tiled hexagons” make a honey-
comb a “safe and sturdy” home for honeybees). The illustrated 
examples of each pattern type (mostly isolated images on solid 
backgrounds) are just as accessible as the text. Simple and bright, 
the artwork pleases the eye as much as it invites young readers to 
try their hands at copying patterns in their own drawings. The 
end result is a thoroughly grounded introduction that takes read-
ers a step beyond shape recognition. The final spread depicts a 
cheerful nature scene and encourages readers to identify as many 
patterns as they can. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A surefire way to get children excited about observing 
their world. (Picture book. 2-7)

PITCH PERFECT AND 
PERSISTENT! 
The Musical Debut of 
Amy Cheney Beach
DeLems, Caitlin
Illus. by Alison Jay
Calkins Creek/Astra Books for Young 
Readers (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 21, 2023
978-1-66268-008-3  

A profile of the early life of a 19th-century musical prodigy.
As a child, Amy Cheney Beach (1867-1944) hummed in 

perfect pitch and sang an entire anthem at age 2 to amazed 
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family and friends. Ironically, her music-teacher mother, who 
had “strong religious beliefs” and didn’t want her child draw-
ing attention to herself, was one of her biggest obstacles to 
progress. DeLems presents the ongoing battle and the child’s 
perseverance with an abundance of strong verbs: Aunt Franc, 
who ultimately intervened, “plopped” the 4-year-old on the 
piano bench. “Mama objected. Aunt Franc persisted. And Amy 
pounced into action.” Three original waltzes flowed out. Jay’s 
New Hampshire landscapes channel Grant Wood’s painting 
The Midnight Ride of Paul Revere, with its saltbox homes and 
curving pathways. The crackle varnish on her oil compositions 
lends an aged appearance appropriate to the subject. Jay creates 
energy and interest by displaying classical composers dancing 
through the sheet music as Amy practices and Mother Goose 
characters skipping through dynamic musical staves as the girl 
composes her own melodies for the nursery rhymes. Readers 
see multiple images of her beautifully poised hands as she plays 
at her Boston Music Hall debut, indicating the fullness of her 
sound. The narrative concludes with that performance at age 16, 
but extensive backmatter covers the rest of her life. Amy was 
White, as are most of the characters depicted. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Carefully chosen details paint a portrait of a remarkable 
young person. (author’s note, photographs, timeline, glossary, 
bibliography, websites, places to visit, picture credits) (Picture-
book biography. 5-10)

TOTAL GARBAGE 
A Messy Dive Into Trash, 
Waste, and Our World
Donnelly, Rebecca
Illus. by John Hendrix
Henry Holt (160 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781250760388  

A study of trash, past, present, and 
future.

Brief descriptions of a “trash museum” 
and a library of discarded books introduce this entertaining but 
hard-hitting look at what we toss, where it goes, and how we 
can do better. Focusing throughout on Europe and the Ameri-
cas, Donnelly misses the chance to compare 19th-century U.S. 

“waste-pickers” to children picking trash today in India or South 
Africa. But she produces mounds of data, makes connections to 
various cultures throughout history, art, and archaeology, and 
raises crucial questions about environmental values, capitalism 
and profit motives, and the future. Making the topic personal, 
Donnelly addresses readers directly. Depressing statistics and 
sections discussing the consequences of irresponsibly disposing 
of waste, as well as environmental justice and racism (people of 
color and impoverished communities are disproportionately 
affected by issues with garbage), are gloomy, but Donnelly’s 
clear, engaging writing also lights up the many pages on health, 
science, and human behavior, on positive actions that families 
and communities can take, and on industrial responsibility (but 

none on U.S. government regulatory authority or fossil fuel sub-
sidies). Whimsical, informative, detailed teal-tone line draw-
ings add to a captivating and important book.

A fact-filled and fascinating dumpster dive of a book. 
(author’s note, timeline, selected resources) (Nonfiction. 10-14)

ZERO WASTE
How One Community Is 
Leading a World Recycling 
Revolution
Drummond, Allan
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (40 pp.) 
$19.99  |  March 21, 2023
9780374388409 
Series: Green Power 

A small town in Japan has become famous for its zero waste 
plan.

This latest in Drummond’s Green Power series, which 
explores successful sustainability projects, highlights a Japanese 
town committed to careful recycling, reuse of what they have, 
and reduction of further purchasing. As always, he tells his story 
in ways that will connect with his audience. Using clear, con-
versational prose punctuated with cheerful, color-washed pen-
and-ink drawings and even some speech bubbles, he describes 
two children’s visit to their grandmother in Kamikatsu. They 
help her sort her recycling into different bins: nine for paper, 
six for plastic, five for metals, six for glass, and so on—nearly 50 
different kinds of waste in all! Along the way, they learn about 
the differences among the materials. Grandma introduces and 
translates several relevant Japanese proverbs. Later, they visit 
the massive public recycling center, and Grandma recaps the 
history of the town’s zero waste project. As a young mother 
(clad in flowered bell-bottoms), she, too, unthinkingly threw 
trash away. But after the town’s dump and incinerator were 
deemed environmentally hazardous and closed, she and oth-
ers began to work to reduce their waste stream. Their goal was 
to become a zero waste town by 2020. They recycle more than 
80% of their waste and have become a model known around the 
world. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Charmingly encourages our own environmental efforts. 
(author’s note with photographs, further reading) (Informational  
picture book. 5-9)

MY POCKET BATHROOM
Du, Yan
Illus. by Erin Vasessa
Yeehoo Press (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 8, 2023
978-1-953458-54-4  

A girl finds relief in the unlikeliest of 
places.

When you live in the big city in a small 
apartment with your parents and little sibling, privacy can be hard 

“A fact-filled and fascinating dumpster dive of a book.”
total garbage
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Jerry Pinkney, winner of numerous Coretta Scott King 
Medals and Honors, winner of the Children’s Literature 
Legacy Award, and the first African American winner of 
the Caldecott Medal, passed away in October 2021. He 
left behind a lustrous body of work, an industry he helped 
change for the better, an artistic dynasty—and the near-
ly finished manuscript of his memoir. Just Jerry (Little, 
Brown, Jan. 17) describes growing up in a close-knit Black 
neighborhood in Philadelphia, his struggles with dyslex-
ia, and his beginnings as an artist. Editor Andrea Spoon-
er worked with Pinkney for some 10 years on the book, 
and she met with Kirkus via Zoom from her New York 
office to discuss its evolution. (As we spoke, she sipped 
tea from her work mug, which commemorates Pinkney’s 
Caldecott-winning gem, The Lion & the Mouse.) The con-
versation has been edited for length and clarity.

What was the first book you and Jerry worked on?
The first book that we started together from scratch was 
The Ugly Duckling (Morrow/HarperCollins, 1999), which 
was a Caldecott Honor. I like to think that set the tone 
for a very strong, successful relationship. Jerry pretty 
much watched me grow up; I was in my 20s when I start-
ed working with him. I was still very young and naïve in 

the business. He was such a mentor to anyone that he 
came in contact with, and yet he was still willing to lis-
ten to and respect a kid in their 20s trying to tell a mas-
ter what might work better. That’s so much a part of who 
Jerry was. 

Could you talk a little bit about the development of 
Just Jerry?
He’d had a contract for an autobiographical picture book 
at another publisher, but the draft had been sitting there 
for years. When I read it, I completely understood why 
the publisher didn’t know what to do with it. There wasn’t 
a simple singular story arc there that could deliver much 
of substance in a picture-book format. And the style of 
writing was somehow distant from a child’s voice. He was 
in his 70s at that point, and it was utterly different than 
anything else he’d ever attempted to write. But what I saw 
in this original text were these discrete images of places, 
objects, and people that seemed fundamental to how a 
young, brilliant artist was able to discover and pursue his 
talent. I immediately started to envision a chapter book—
even though I knew that would be a real stretch for Jerry 
from a writing standpoint—but I couldn’t let go of the 
idea that each chapter could show different key moments 

ON THE COVER

Remembering Jerry Pinkney (1939-2021)

Pinkney’s longtime editor reflects on the creation of Just Jerry, the 
author/illustrator’s posthumous memoir
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of his young life that allowed him to develop this aware-
ness of his skill and to find a space to develop it. I talk-
ed to Jerry about the heavy lifting that would be involved 
in the writing, especially to try to develop a kid-friendly 
voice. And he was always game for a challenge. That was 
one of the great things about working with Jerry: He nev-
er sat back and [said,] “I know how to do this. Don’t tell 
me what I’m doing.” He just always wanted to be learn-
ing more and pushing himself to do more. And of course, 
writing was something that he always struggled the most 
with. I think he felt that it was his life’s crowning achieve-
ment to try to grapple with that struggle. 

The initial vision was for the book to be highly illustrat-
ed, but Jerry died before most of that work was done. 
I was very sad that Jerry was not going to be able to fulfill 
[the original] vision. But once we started laying it out with 
sketches, it felt very natural and alive. In the book, Jerry 
is always scribbling and sketching. A lot of people think 
of Jerry as a painter, right? That’s what he made his name 
on, his watercolor paintings. But he said to me, “I always 
think of myself as a draftsman first. I don’t think of myself 
as a painter, I think of myself as a draftsman.” And when 
you read the book, you totally understand it. So there was 
something that felt right about honoring the origins of his 
skill with these scribbly, sketchy drawings.

Did you have time to talk about any of these decisions 
with him? 
He had tossed some ideas [about the title] my way, and I 
had taken those and created my own brainstorming list. 
And then he sent me a long list back. I pulled out “Just Jer-
ry” because that was a quote from his mother that was one 
of his very favorites. I noticed that when he sent back his 
ideas, a lot of them started with “Just Jerry.” He had talked 
to his wife, Gloria, about it, too. And she had said that was 
one that he was very fond of. He had his sketchbook, as al-
ways, with him in the hospital, with notes in it. And Gloria 
said he had put a star or two by “Just Jerry.” 

What are you hoping kids will take from the book?
Jerry and I weren’t necessarily going into it with the goal 
that the book was going to get all kinds of awards or any-
thing—it was a story that needed to be told. And it was a 
challenge he needed to accomplish in his life. Jerry want-
ed children to see how important it was to pursue your in-
terests and your passions in the face of whatever challeng-
es you may encounter. He felt that if he could do it, you 
could do it, too, and that’s what I want kids to get out of 
the book really: to feel inspired. Jerry felt that his dyslexia 
shaped who he was, and not necessarily in a bad way. He 
wouldn’t have asked to grow up with dyslexia if he had a 

choice, but he did feel ultimately that the struggles drove 
him into his art in a way that really empowered him.

What do you miss most about working with Jerry?
There is something about the way that he connected with 
people, with everyone that he spoke to. Even if it was just 
a five-minute phone call about some logistical thing re-
garding work. When he said, “How are you,” he said it in 
a way that you knew he really wanted to hear about what 
was going on—it wasn’t just niceties. There was a genuine 
sort of authentic care that Jerry had for every person he 
was interacting with as well as the project you were work-
ing on. It was never just a job, which is why he was always 
willing to go back and do a revision if you asked for it; he 
always felt he had room to grow. I said to Gloria, “You 
know what? Jerry would be really proud of [this].” And she 
told me, “No, no, he wouldn’t be proud.” And I was like, 

“Oh, you’re so right. You’re right, but he would always say, 
‘I’m very pleased.’ ” 

Vicky Smith is access services director at Portland Public Li-
brary in Maine. Just Jerry received a starred review in the Nov. 
1, 2022, issue.
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to come by, so Po treasures the one place she knows she can find it: 
the bathroom. However, she is often interrupted by family mem-
bers in need of the facilities. Things take a magical turn when she 
hears a noise coming from the bathroom and sees a purple-haired, 
brown-skinned woman proclaiming that she is Lady Violet, Po’s 
toilet guardian. Lady Violet gives Po a tiny purple castle that trans-
forms into a private bathroom whenever the girl chants a special 
verse. Seeing people waiting in line for public restrooms, Po wishes 
to share the joys of a private sanctuary, so she plants her castle and 
out sprouts a bathroom tree with “flower bathrooms, pineapple 
bathrooms, library bathrooms.” Her plan is a success, but she is 
left wondering of the whereabouts of Lady Violet. The whimsical, 
first-person narrative will engage readers, as will the art. Featur-
ing big-eyed characters, the bright, textured cartoon illustrations 
pop with movement. The book concludes with a fascinating note 
about bathroom gods in mythologies around the world. Po and her 
family have black hair and olive complexions; their community is a 
diverse one. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A quirky yet tastefully done tale about the ivory throne. 
(Picture book. 5-8)

STICK AND STONE 
ON THE GO 
Ferry, Beth
Illus. by Kristen Cella
Clarion/HarperCollins (96 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
978-0-358-54938-3 
Series: Stick and Stone 

More fun with Stick and Stone!
The BFFs whose exploits were 

chronicled in two earlier picture books 
(2015, 2021), illustrated by Tom Lichtenheld, have joined the 
graphic-novel universe. This second graphic novel starring the 
duo, after Stick and Stone Explore and More (2022), is divided into 
two chapters, each followed by appealing, simple activities. 
The first chapter finds the pals picnicking with friends near a 
cave. Timid worrywart Stone has misgivings, but those issues 
are resolved satisfactorily. Once over those hurdles, Stone con-
fronts spelunking, a word he loves (as will readers) until he learns 
what it entails. Stone’s not into cave exploring, but what he 
discovers when he finds himself in a cave are unexpected—and 
not entirely unpleasant—surprises and, afterward, a burgeoning 
new friendship. In the second chapter, Stone effects a daring 
rescue as he extracts Stick from the jaws of an overly enthusias-
tic puppy, an adventure that leads the pair to adopt a “pet” that 
undergoes a spectacular transformation, necessitating a tender 
farewell. This charmer is chock-full of humor, heart, adventure, 
and the joys of friendship. Stick and Stone are endearingly 
winning characters with distinctive, expressive personalities. 
Kids will savor the dynamic, funny digital illustrations; follow 
the panels and speech bubbles easily; and appreciate the font, 
which varies with the narrative’s onomatopoeia.

Readers will go for these pals who stick together in a bond 
as solid as stone. (Graphic fiction. 6-9)

GLOBAL WARNING 
Frank, Steven B.
Clarion/HarperCollins (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  March 21, 2023
978-0-358-56617-5  

The intrepid middle schoolers who 
took a case to the U.S. Supreme Court in 
Class Action (2018) aim higher.

Again challenging credibility but 
delivering a bracing lesson in motiva-
tional civics, Frank unleashes his quartet 

of seventh grade crusaders—with new allies and legal coaching 
from a nonagenarian neighbor—on the climate crisis. Motivated 
by frightening signs of climate change and incidents of heedless 
pollution, 12-year-old Sam Warren and his friends determine 
that the quickest way to short-circuit impending catastrophe 
would be a constitutional amendment guaranteeing the right to 
a planet free from “pollution and unnatural warming.” All they 
have to do is get a proposal through Congress and then have it 
ratified by three-quarters of the states. The first turns out to 
be relatively easy…but the second becomes a nail-biting cam-
paign against a negotiated deadline that tests the ingenuity of 
the young eco-warriors and finally forces them into a desperate, 
spectacular, last tick public protest. Along with a reference to 
the Juliana v. United States climate suit and other real-life exam-
ples of youth activism, Frank slips actual figures into the cast, 
some thinly disguised (West Virginia Gov. Jim Law, a congress-
person whose initials happen to be AOC) and others not (like 
the indomitable Greta Thunberg), and rounds off the buoyant 
close with an annotated list of constitutional amendments—all 
28 of them. Names and other cues point to a racially diverse cen-
tral cast.

Implausible but engagingly suspenseful—and not, tanta-
lizingly, actually impossible. (Fiction. 10-13)

WOMBATS! GO CAMPING
Frost, Maddie
Viking (96 pp.) 
$12.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-0-593-46529-5 
Series: WOMBATS!, 1 

A tale of two different ideas of camp-
ing leads to an adventure full of surprises.

Wombat BFFs Albert and Pickles 
are headed on a camping trip. Albert 
is the more practical-minded and out-

doorsy type, while Pickles is more about modern comforts. 
Their different expectations lead to some mild disagreement 
until Pickles stumbles across a baby koala in the woods. The 
wombats also come across their platypus friend Platters, who 
is in the woods looking for a legendary and dangerous Woolly 
Moon Beast. This adventure is gentle and light, both in explor-
ing the divergent interests of its central duo and in the search 
for the koala’s mother. Pickles has an exaggerated, reactionary 

“Readers will go for these pals who stick 
together in a bond as solid as stone.”

stick and stone on the go
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personality that will elicit the most laughs. This graphic novel 
is rife with humor, from Pickles’ hilariously over-the-top fear of 
the unknown to the baby koala’s frequent mispronunciations to 
characters randomly popping up out of the scenery. Layouts are 
clearly arranged and easy to follow. Both Albert and Pickles are 
winsome protagonists—mature, self-reliant Albert is clearly at 
home in nature, explaining how to read a compass and describ-
ing the wonders of nature, while Pickles shows a willingness to 
try new things despite trepidation. The protagonists respect-
fully acknowledge each other’s preferences and value their 
friendship.

The virtues of seeking and leaving one’s comfort zone are 
both on display during this amusing outdoor trip. (Graphic fic-
tion. 6-9)

THE NOT-QUITE-PERFECT 
PASSOVER
Gehl, Laura
Illus. by Olga Ivanov & Aleksey Ivanov
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 26, 2023
9780807571699 
Series: Ruby Celebrates!, 4 

Things don’t go as expected at an 
eagerly anticipated seder.

Dad has good and bad news for Ruby. The good: Their family 
will host the first seder this year. The bad: Their family will host 
the first seder. Why is this bad news? Bubbe broke her leg, and 
hosting is a lot of work. But Ruby can’t wait to start. All must 
be perfect for Bubbe. But little brother Benny messes every-
thing up in his efforts to help—it’s his fault the seder won’t be 
perfect, Ruby moans. At one point, Dad points out Ruby’s own 
mistakes, making her even more upset. But eventually, every-
thing gets done, Benny is assigned a doable task to perform at 
the seder, and the guests arrive. But what’s this? Not-quite-per-
fect surprises occur—and everyone loves them! Bubbe, in a leg 
cast, even asks Ruby to help her prepare “a not-quite-perfect 
seder” next year—and Ruby generously credits Benny for the 
seder’s nonperfect success. This lightweight, mildly humorous 
tale makes the clichéd point that all will work out well if you 
simply try your best—a good point that feels rushed in the tell-
ing. The illustrations are colorful and cheery, but characters’ 
faces are bland and not individualized. Dark-haired Ruby’s fam-
ily seems to be a single-parent household. Ruby and most of the 
family members are light-skinned; a child seder guest has dark 
skin. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Not quite perfect by any means but a serviceable Passover 
story. (note about Passover) (Picture book. 4-7)

HUSH-A-BYE NIGHT
Goodnight Lake Superior
Godin, Thelma Lynne
Illus. by Katie Eberts
Sleeping Bear Press (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 15, 2023
9781534111745  

A family experiences the coming of evening on the shores 
of Lake Superior.

This colorful, simple tale combines a rhyming narrative 
with a repeating “hush-a-bye” refrain: “Hush-a-bye, sun. / Hush 
hush-a-bye, sky.” “Hush-a-bye, eaglets. / Hush-a-bye, nest.” As 
the text singsongs, the full-page, double-spread illustrations 
show the Lake Superior shore, each page turn highlighting vari-
ous animals and plants that inhabit the area as the sun slowly 
sets, the sky and water change color, and the family settles in 
to roast marshmallows. While the rhythm may be calming, it 
doesn’t breathe anything new into the genre. An iteration of the 
iconic Goodnight Moon, it lacks that story’s nuance and magic. 
While competent enough, the illustrations merely reflect the 
text rather than extending it. Overall, the story lacks sparkle, 
and it’s hard to see how it will appeal to readers not already 
familiar with the shores of Lake Superior. But by all means, take 
this book on a family camping trip to the shores of Lake Supe-
rior, especially for going-to-sleep reading. A brief field guide at 
the end of the book offer more information about the plants 
and animals mentioned within. One of the parents depicted 
is light-skinned and blond, while the other is brown-skinned 
and black-haired; their children are black-haired and brown-
skinned. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Will appeal to readers who know and love Lake Superior. 
(Picture book. 3-5)

I PRAY YOU’LL BE . . .
Hall, Hannah C.
Illus. by Catalin Ardeleanu
WorthyKids/Ideals (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-1-5460-0333-5  

Parents enumerate the traits they 
pray their child will have in life.

Every parent hopes for the best for their child, but best means 
different things to different people. For this small, tan-skinned 
family, success is rooted in God and biblical teachings: “take the 
narrow road,” “grow righteousness,” “speak the truth in love.” 
Ardeleanu’s brightly colored, imaginative illustrations round out 
the at times opaque text; “I pray you’ll give in secret, / but your 
kindness will be bold” shows wrapped gifts floating down on 
parachutes from a blimp. But they can’t always illuminate the text. 

“I pray you’ll sharpen others / (maybe learn to juggle swords?)” 
shows two children in armor juggling swords, but readers’ take-
away lesson isn’t at all clear. Other messages may be concerning: 
A page about being brave and not letting fear rule you because 
God is always near could lead to kids’ thinking it’s OK to take 
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Books for middle-grade read-
ers target that stage between early 
childhood, when adults are typically 
revered as omnipotent superheroes, 
and later adolescence, when increas-
ingly autonomous teens begin to rec-
ognize their parents for the flawed 
and entirely mortal human beings 
that they are. This shift in percep-
tion can be a rude awakening for all 
parties involved. 

During the upper elementary and middle school years, 
children grapple with a growing awareness of the impact of 
the outside world on their home lives and the precariousness 
of any feelings of security. So it’s no wonder that family life in 
all its permutations forms the focus of so much literature for 
this age range; the power of family bonds is undeniable. 

These thoughtful forthcoming releases explore myri-
ad aspects of family life and the ties that hold such sway 
over our psychological well-being. While the subject mat-
ter may seem heavy, these books describe situations many 
young people experience directly or indirectly, and they are 
all written in a developmentally appropriate way that offers 
comfort and hope.

Cookie Monsters by Erika J. Kend-
rick (Little, Brown, Jan. 17): Since the 
loss of Brooklyn’s mother, her father, 
grandmother, and therapist have lov-
ingly supported her. But the upcoming 
World Scouts Alliance cookie sale com-
petition—in which she ranked second 
last year—brings home how much has 
changed. Dad passes on Mom’s cookie 
binder, a tangible symbol of her moth-
er’s caring involvement and a resource 
that helps Brooklyn rally.

The Lost Year by Katherine Marsh 
(Roaring Brook Press, Jan. 17): Being 
stuck at home during the pandemic 
gives Matthew time to help GG, his 
Ukrainian great-grandmother, sort 
through her possessions—and leads 
to the discovery of family history 
connected to the Holodomor, a 1930s 
famine with lasting repercussions. 
The insights gained from unearthing 
these secrets form the foundation for 
a deep, life-changing bond between 
Matthew and GG.

World Made of Glass by Ami Polon-
sky (Little, Brown, Jan. 17): Seventh 
grader Iris faces the pain both of her 
beloved Dad’s impending death from 
AIDS and the realization that many 
people in 1987 New York City—people 
she trusted—hold fearful and prejudi-
cial attitudes toward the disease and 
those who have it. She channels her 
grief into activism, finding meaning 
and fellowship in ACT UP meetings.

The In-Between by Katie Van Heidrich 
(Aladdin, Jan. 17): This memoir in verse 
relates a challenging time during the au-
thor’s seventh grade year, when pover-
ty forced her, her younger siblings, and 
her mom to live in a motel outside her 
school district. Housing insecurity, di-
vorced parents, keeping her living situa-
tion a secret at school, and other stress-
ors add up, but resilient Katie finds her 
way through it all.

Lasagna Means I Love You by Kate 
O’Shaughnessy (Knopf, Feb. 21): The 
death of Mo’s grandmother, Nan, 
leaves her without a caretaker. She 
lands in foster care, and although the 
foster parents she settles in with are 
kind, Mo craves a deeper sense of con-
nection. She pours her heart out in let-
ters to Nan and finds solace in creating 
a website where she features recipes 
connected to people’s family stories.

When Sea Becomes Sky by Gillian 
McDunn, illustrated by Yaoyao Ma 
Van As (Bloomsbury, Feb. 28): Bex and 
her brother love exploring the natural 
world of their beautiful island, keen-
ly observing changes to the environ-
ment, particularly the recent impact 
of drought on the salt marshes. This 
summer, a surprising discovery leads 
Bex to try to unravel a mystery, and af-
ter avoiding a painful truth leaves her 
stuck, she learns to trust and open up.

Laura Simeon is a young readers’ editor.
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risks since God will always save them. Another page encourages 
kids to “Sing because God gives you breath, / not to get awards.” 
Are awards bad? Is pursuing passions wrong? The ABCB rhyming 
scheme keeps the pages turning, and the children depicted are 
racially and ethnically diverse, though all have similar body types.  
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A mixed message/muddle of a parental prayer. (Religious pic-
ture book. 3-7)

JULIA AND THE SHARK 
Hargrave, Kiran Millwood
Illus. by Tom de Freston
Union Square Kids (224 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-1-4549-4868-1  

A 10-year-old girl from Cornwall 
faces the truth about her mother.

Only child Julia is spending the sum-
mer with her parents at the Unst light-
house in the Shetland Islands. Her father 

was hired to automate the lighthouse’s light, and her mother, a 
scientist, wants to find the rare Greenland shark, a species that 
can live up to 400 years. On a trip into the village, Julia meets 
Kin, whose family owns the combined laundromat/library. Julia 
soon realizes that Kin is being bullied by the local boys because 
his parents are from India. No stranger to bullying herself, as 
she was targeted by girls because of her weight, Julia (who is 
White) and Kin develop a friendship based around looking at 
the stars through Kin’s father’s telescope. Then Julia’s mother, 
who’s been repeatedly turned down for grants to fund her shark 
expedition, begins exhibiting more erratic behavior. Even as her 
father tries to reassure Julia that it is just a phase, she senses her 
mother’s withdrawal and thinks that if she can find the shark by 
herself, her mother will get better. Written in the first person 
with a compelling dry wit, this story addresses the tough topics 
of bullying and bipolar disorder with poise and empathy. The 
potent illustrations, rendered starkly in black, white, and yellow, 
put it in a class by itself. Often spanning double-page spreads, 
these masterpieces of design create a powerful atmosphere that 
deepens, enriches, and fortifies the narrative.

Outstanding. (further reading, resources) (Fiction. 9-13)

MY BUNKMATE 
HATES PUPPIES
Hay, Sam
Illus. by Ria Maria Lee
Disney-Hyperion (144 pp.) 
$14.99  |  April 25, 2023
978-1-368-08442-0 
Series: Camp Lil’ Vills, 1 

The first in a new early chapter book 
series that reimagines Disney baddies as 
youngsters.

It’s the first day of a new session at Lilliputian Villages Sum-
mer Camp, run by a former evil sorcerer with help from his 
daughter, Bloom. While the campers are a mix of witches, were-
wolves, and fairies, it isn’t clear what category Bloom falls into, 
though she has magic capabilities. Bloom welcomes her new 
bunkmates, including a dog-hating little girl with black-and-
white hair named Cruella. The name of the series, Camp Lil’ 
Vills, might clue readers in to its premise: Each book features a 
childhood version of a famous Disney villain, in this case, Cru-
ella De Vil from One Hundred and One Dalmations. Young Cruella 
tries to turn a cuddly magical creature into a hat, so, in an effort 
to teach her empathy, Bloom and her friend Benji transform 
Cruella into a Dalmatian—a plan that goes about as well as read-
ers aware of adult Cruella’s exploits might expect. Featuring lots 
of whimsical phrases (“laughing our spell-socks off ”), the story 
is predicated on readers’ familiarity with Cruella—though even 
ardent Disney fans may find the featherweight plot a bit lack-
luster. Characters’ race and ethnicity aren’t described in the text. 
In the black-and-white art, characters have skin the white of the 
page; Benji presents Asian.

Unlikely to enchant even readers who get the joke. (Fiction. 
6-9)

THE WORLD AND 
EVERYTHING IN IT
Henkes, Kevin
Greenwillow Books (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-0-06-324564-8  

Young children are always figuring 
out their place in the universe.

Accompanied by Henkes’ signature charming watercolors, 
presented in panels outlined in brown, the spare, quiet prose 
differentiates between the “big things and little things in the 
world.” This work goes beyond many similar concept books by 
encouraging children to consider the enormity of the sea, the 
sun, and the moon in contrast to “little animals. Tiny flowers. 
Pebbles. Things so small you can’t see them.” The last sentence 
is pictured with an empty box. Children may question this rep-
resentation of infinitesimal objects, leading adults to start a dis-
cussion about atoms or bacteria. Kids have an innate interest in 
their surrounding world and the science that explains it. This 
book will work on several levels. At its simplest, it’s a consider-
ation of big and little that will be enhanced by the pictures. On 
another level, connections between Earth and space, between 
sea and land, or between animals and humans may become the 
focus. The diverse children pictured will invite readers to place 
themselves in the scenarios Henkes presents: holding “a little 
animal” or noticing a patch of the big sun “on the rug on your 
floor.” Perfect for family reading, this will also work with groups 
at schools or libraries. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A contemplative picture book to help young readers under-
stand the reality of their world. (Picture book. 3-6)
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WHO WILL U BE?
Hische, Jessica
Penguin Workshop (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 11, 2023
978-0-593-38502-9  

U said it!
The diminutive lowercase letters 

attending Ms. Bracket’s School for Lit-
tle Letters, located in New York City, 

embark on a “Find Yourself Field Trip” and observe letters every-
where—on signs, on T-shirts, and more. When personable U, the 
story’s protagonist, talks to a letter in a book at the New York 
Public Library, she realizes how powerful and important letters 
and words are; a discussion with a letter on a sculpture spell-
ing out the word hope inspires optimism. When it’s her turn to 
share her field-trip experiences, U recaps her conversations and 
the lessons learned, namely, be yourself, or, in U’s case, be U. Her 
decision about who to be when she grows up should please read-
ers, though the heavy-handed lead-up to that conclusion may 
confound them. The story is cute, though a bit thin, with a lofty 
message that may go over kids’ heads. However, the humorous, 
inventive illustrations are appealing, with playful use of typog-
raphy and fonts; many colored images are pleasingly set against 
monochromatic line drawings. The adorable, exuberant stu-
dent letters and teacher have spindly limbs, dots for eyes, and 
small, curved mouths. Ms. Bracket, who resembles a squiggly, 
yellow piece of pasta, wears a “hair” adornment. Children may 
be spurred to take part in their own creative lettering activi-
ties—collages for example. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Somewhat cerebral but brimming with visual charm—and 
likely to spark ideas in the artistically minded. (Picture book. 4-7)

ONE DAY 
Ho, Joanna
Illus. by Faith Pray
HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-0-06-305692-3  

A mother marvels at her young son.
With dark flowing hair and deep complexion, the mother 

lovingly cradles her sleeping baby (both are Asian-presenting). 
Observing the infant’s hair, she notices it “feels like / dande-
lion fluff against my fingers.” She hopes that the same hair will 

“tumble across your head” while he embarks on adventures one 
day. We see the little one a few years older now, wearing a pair 
of wings and leading a boat through foam-crested waves. Next, 
readers again see the smiling infant as the mother observes 
how his tiny feet “feel like warm rolls / wrapped in the palms 
of my hands.” The next scene depicts the boy as a toddler ten-
tatively testing the waters on a beach as the mother advises 
him to “Take your time, sweet boy. / Your courage will be born 
through fear.” In another scene, the mother tells the hiking boy 
to “break through vines that bind old growth” and to remember 

“Your heart is a compass.” Brimming with parental affection and 

whimsy, the narrative continues in the same vein. The mother’s 
gentle observations of the boy’s different traits are followed by 
her hopes and dreams for his future. Pray fills every inch with 
soft textures and colorful prints, creating stunning images that 
match the text’s warmth. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An affirming and enchanting love letter from parent to 
child. (Picture book. 3-5)

KITTY AND CAT
Opposites Attract
Hokkanen, Mirka
Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-1-5362-2367-5 
Series: Kitty and Cat 

Sometimes it takes a little while for opposites to attract.
Using just a word or two per page, Hokkanen tells a story 

of burgeoning friendship. An “old” black cat (with a white 
circle around one eye) is snoozing unsuspecting when the fam-
ily introduces a “new” white kitten (with a black circle around 
one eye). The old cat is understandably “grumpy,” while the new 
kitten is quite “happy” to have giant cat furniture to explore. 
The kitten is, of course, “energetic”; the cat is “exhausted” just 
watching the little one’s antics. The troubles ramp up when the 
cat is “asleep” and the kitten is “awake.” The kitten chomps on 
cat’s fluffy tail. Cat retaliates, pushing kitten out through the 
cat door. The cat is “inside,” while the kitten is “outside” (in the 
rain). Finally, the cat brings the “wet” kitten in to lick it “dry.” 
Relations still take a while to thaw, but they bond over dinner. 
Unfortunately, the cats’ owners aren’t done introducing new 
family members. The concise text, made up entirely of oppo-
site words, is effective, while the digitally created illustrations 
of the protagonists will make cat lovers smile; together, text 
and art convey a simple story of the developing relationship 
between the new fur-siblings. Human faces aren’t portrayed; 
readers see only a pair of light-skinned arms. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Brevity is the soul of wit in this endearing tale of two kit-
ties. (Picture book. 2-5)

BE WILD, LITTLE ONE
Hope, Olivia
Illus. by Daniel Egnéus
Bloomsbury (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 11, 2023
978-1-5476-1126-3  

Hope’s debut book is a bit of encour-
agement for kids to enjoy the natural 

world.
Readers follow along as a light-skinned child with short 

brown hair sporting blue shorts and a striped T explores the 
world around them. “Wake up early. Don’t be shy. / This bright 
world can make you FLY! / Be wild, little one.” In this scene, the 
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child is reminiscent of Thumbelina, a tiny figure curled inside 
a poppy watching an array of butterflies. “Make the world / 
your own playground. / Fill it with a noisy sound” shows the 
child perched in the curve of an elephant’s trunk as they lead 
a noisy stamping parade of elephants. Readers are encouraged 
to explore the world—from the skies to the seas to the tops of 
trees—all the while being wild. It’s clear that imagination plays 
a key part in this book. Egnéus’ illustrations delight, from the 
child flying atop a white bird to dangling in a basket under a 
dandelion puff balloon. The “dance with fireflies” is especially 
delightful. Rich patterns and vibrant colors keep the pages 
turning along with the rollicking rhyming verse. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Each page is an enticement to get outside and explore. (Pic-
ture book. 3-7)

MIRROR TO MIRROR
LaRocca, Rajani
Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins (352 pp.) 
$16.99  |  March 21, 2023
978-0-06-304747-1  

When anxiety creates a wedge 
between sisters, how far will they drift 
apart? 

Twelve-year-old identical twins Maya 
and Chaya face life side by side and have 
boundless love for each other. Maya is 

superstitious, a perfectionist, and struggles with anxiety. Chaya, 
the younger twin, is freer and more easygoing and looks up to 
her sister. Their Indian American family’s life includes drama, 
with the girls’ constantly arguing parents feeling strain in their 
marriage, the stark contrast of a carefree 6-year-old brother, 
and family friends who know too much about everything. Writ-
ten in verse in the girls’ alternating voices, the novel immedi-
ately shows readers the differences in mindset between the two 
sisters. LaRocca deftly uses music as an emotional soundtrack 
for mental illness: Both girls excel at classical piano, yet Maya’s 
perfectionism pushes her to harm herself. Protective Chaya 
switches to musical theater to reduce the competitive burden 
on Maya, but this backfires, increasing the anxiety levels for 
both. The verse form crystalizes the action, growing with the 
pressures these girls put on themselves. Seeing the same events 
through the eyes of each twin provides a glimpse into the insidi-
ous nature of unchecked anxiety. The ending is realistically 
untidy, yet clearly, hope has overpowered shame and guilt in this 
imperfect family. 

A lyrical story that delves into the emotional truths of 
mental illness. (Verse fiction. 10-14)

100 MIGHTY DRAGONS ALL 
NAMED BROCCOLI
LaRochelle, David
Illus. by Lian Cho
Dial Books (40 pp.) 
$19.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-0-525-55544-5  

Addition and subtraction with cruciferous-named dragons.
“High on a mountain near a deep dark cave,” 100 dragons 

fly, swoop, play, and blow fire across the pages. Though they 
vary by shape, color, and size, the fiery creatures all go by the 
name of Broccoli. A blistering wind blows away half of the drag-
ons, leaving 50. Soon after, 10 dragons decide to go on a cruise 
and become “professional surfers in Hawaii.” The number of 
dragons rises and falls as a series of non sequitur events—and 
opportunities for readers to practice their addition and subtrac-
tion—continue: “5 dragons took a rocket to the moon. 2 of the 
dragons from West Virginia returned.” The total number left 
is in bold within the spare narrative. While the pace and the 
emotional tone stay even throughout the story, Cho’s colorful 
portrayals offer comedic magic and flair. Readers will be capti-
vated by the antics of each Broccoli. The pudgy dragons’ quirky 
expressions will elicit plenty of giggles. Eventually only one red 
Broccoli is left, solemnly retreating into the cave for the winter. 
It is spring that welcomes Broccoli back, followed by 100 baby 
dragons. This time none of the infants are named Broccoli, with 
only one chubby exception. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

This is one entertaining and silly way to do math. (Math 
picture book. 5-8)

RESTORING PRAIRIE, 
WOODS, AND POND 
How a Small Trail Can 
Make a Big Difference
Lawlor, Laurie
Holiday House (64 pp.) 
$19.99  |  April 4, 2023
9780823451654 
Series: Books for a Better Earth 

“When we see land as a community to which we belong, we 
may begin to use it with love and respect.”

The Eagle Nature Trail in Eagle, Wisconsin, spans vast acres 
and centuries, although the idea of restoring it was conceived 
only in 2009. The gradual transformation of an impassable 
wasteland choked by invasive species into three discrete and 
diverse ecosystems frames Lawlor’s research into the area’s his-
tory. In accessible language, she chronicles the glacial origins 
of Eagle, the arrival of Indigenous peoples, “Euro-American” 
colonization and agricultural expansion, and the area’s even-
tual devastation and renewal. Although her descriptions of past 
happenstance sometimes fill the proverbial gaps a bit fancifully, 
the relish with which this research has been undertaken rings 
clearly in every word, holding reader attention throughout. 
Returning to the nature trail, a waltz through the four seasons 

“A lyrical story that delves into the emotional 
truths of mental illness.”

mirror to mirror
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explores how the trail brings the local community together, act-
ing as a natural classroom and drawing volunteers from all walks 
of life to maintain the sanctity of the land they helped the wilds 
reclaim. Peppered with bright, almost bucolic photographs and 
quotes from local sources and free from the burden of pros-
elytizing, this is more than a simple account of a wilderness 
restoration project. This is activism at its most accessible: the 
beautiful struggles of a region and community to make a large 
difference in a small world.

A magical and timely story of ecosystems restored to their 
former glory. (bibliography, source notes, photo credit, index) 
(Nonfiction. 10-14)

WHATEVER COMES 
TOMORROW
Levington, Rebecca Gardyn
Illus. by Mariona Cabassa
Barefoot Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781646868414  

When that anxious “ ‘butterflies’ in their belly” feeling sets 
in, kids can counter stress with positive strategies.

A series of rhyming stanzas outline the ups and downs of 
daily life. Loneliness or laughter, scary changes or new oppor-
tunities, obstacles or questions—anything unknown can lead 
to new worries. Verse describing differing, sometimes contra-
dictory situations is paired with vibrant illustrations, rendered 
in crayon, gouache, pencil, and water-based paints, depicting 
diverse groups of children. On one spread (“Tomorrow may 
bring endless sun or swirly, snowy skies. / Tomorrow may bring 
new hellos or difficult goodbyes”) we see a wintry storm on the 
verso; on the recto, in a sunny scene filled with butterflies, two 
figures are hugging tightly. Butterflies are a motif throughout, 
suggesting a sense of tranquility. Finally, the text points out that 

“You can’t control what happens next— / the what, the where, 
the how. / The only thing in your control is you.” An easy breath-
ing and self-motivating strategy is suggested: “You take a breath. 
/ You close your eyes. / You whisper, “I am strong.” As a whole, 
it’s an effective way to allow the fearful, worrisome thoughts 
to subside, especially if introduced to readers by caring adults. 
Backmatter includes several “Tips for Managing Worries” writ-
ten by a child development specialist. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

An inspiring, visually appealing read filled with tools to 
help manage uncertainty. (author’s and illustrator’s notes) (Pic-
ture book. 5-10)

ISABEL AND THE 
INVISIBLE WORLD
Lightman, Alan
Illus. by Ramona Kaulitzki
MIT Kids Press/Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 18, 2023
978-1-5362-2333-0  

A special present reveals a world we 
can’t ordinarily see.

For her sixth birthday, Isabel would like to be able to see 
invisible things. She seems to have in mind things like her friend 
Genevieve’s imaginary pet, but in this engaging story, her par-
ents come up with a real surprise. After a week of waiting, a 
party, and a cake, she opens her big present, a prism. Refracted 
through the prism, ordinary sunlight spreads out to show all the 
colors of a rainbow, and the invisible becomes visible. This sim-
ple but effective introduction to portions of the electromag-
netic spectrum is physicist Lightman’s second science-inspired 
book for children. As in Ada and the Galaxies (2022), co-written 
by Olga Pastuchiv and illustrated by Susanna Chapman, he 
emphasizes the wonders that science can reveal, nicely end-
ing his narrative with Isabel wondering about other invisible 
things. Isabel’s eager anticipation is realistic and familiar. Even 
when she receives her gift, it’s concealed within a series of boxes. 
(Adults can admire the parallels with scientific discovery.) Isa-
bel’s scientist mother expands a bit on prisms, describing radio 
waves as another color of light we can’t see. Backmatter gives a 
more detailed explanation. Kaulitzki’s warm digital illustrations 
make effective use of light and color. Isabel’s family appears to 
be multiracial; Isabel and her father are brown-skinned, while 
her mother and brother are lighter-skinned. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Invisibly and effectively instructive. (Informational picture 
book. 4-7)

BOUNDLESS
Lowe, Chaunté
Scholastic (240 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781338741520 
Series: Scholastic Focus 

A young African American girl, 
inspired by Olympic excellence, propels 
her way to an Olympic berth and a bet-
ter life with support from her family and 
community. 

Lowe was 4 when she sat in front of the television and wit-
nessed the greatness of Florence Griffith Joyner at the 1988 
Olympics. She decided then and there to become an Olympian 
despite her family’s socio-economic struggles in small-town 
Paso Robles, California. She learned team dynamics early from 
her sisters and managed to hold on to her dream despite periods 
of instability due to homelessness and her stepfather’s violence. 
Lowe became a junior leader at the local recreation center and 

“An inspiring read for aspiring athletes and other dreamers.”
boundless
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landed her first job at 12, allowing her to develop leadership 
skills that helped her on and off the field. She was further aided 
in her pursuits by Granny Booker, who opened her mind to 
new horizons, and Grandma Bea, who opened her home and 
heart to her granddaughter. Lowe’s partnership with support-
ive coaches led her to the 2004 U.S. Olympic high jump team. 
Now a four-time Olympian and world record–holding female 
high jumper, Lowe’s indomitable spirit and tenacity will engage 
and motivate young readers. The topics of diligently working 
toward long-term goals, familial loyalty, and self-mastery are 
clearly illustrated in this book. This memoir is organized in a 
manner that allows readers to experience the internal and exter-
nal battles many Olympians face along their paths to victory. 

An inspiring read for aspiring athletes and other dreamers. 
(photo credits) (Nonfiction. 8-12)

THE NIGHT IS LIKE PAJAMAS
Mañas, Pedro
Illus. by Guridi
Trans. by Andrés Pi Andreu
Reycraft Books (40 pp.) 
$15.95  |  April 15, 2023
9781478885306  

A bit of poetic thinking transforms 
the dark of nighttime.

A young, curly-haired child, with skin the color of the page, 
accompanied by a blue bird perched on their head, describes 
the dark apprehensively: “Sometimes, if I’m careless / it sneaks, 
soundless / through my old door lock.” This little person is vigi-
lant and a bit anxious as night comes on: “The sun no longer 
warms me, / because it left without a trace.” Translated from 
Spanish, this poetic text, with its spare, slightly odd syntax, is 
set against full-page blue, gray, and black swaths of color; the 
art is equally simple but arresting, with the child, often outlined 
in white, popping against the black backdrop. As the enclosing 
dark starts to seem unbearable, the child huddled under blan-
kets, a black raven appears at the window, boldly, directly con-
tradicting the fear: “It’s not scary, ink, or a coat! The night is like 
pajamas!” The raven is an emphatic, all-black figure, shadowed 
against a blue, starry background overlaid with a whimsical pat-
tern for sewing…pajamas! Now the child, stretching to attend 
to this new idea, transforms into the blue bird, emerging from a 
stripy pajama top, bursting into flight to announce this discov-
ery to the city, the forest, and the ocean. The message is reas-
suring and, for the now cozily pajama-clad child, sleep-inducing. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

An artful ode to reframing one’s fears and getting comfort-
able with the dark. (Picture book. 3-6)

ON AIR WITH ZOE 
WASHINGTON
Marks, Janae
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins 
(304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Feb. 14, 2023
978-0-06-321231-2  

Not being incarcerated doesn’t nec-
essarily make you free. 

It’s been two years since the deter-
mined tween at the heart of From the 

Desk of Zoe Washington (2020) sought answers about the unjust 
incarceration of her birth father. Now the Black 14-year-old 
is taking her journalistic skills to the airways through a pod-
cast. As a seventh grader, Zoe worked tirelessly to determine 
whether the imprisoned father she had never met was innocent 
or guilty, ultimately helping to exonerate him. Now that Marcus 
has been released, Zoe feels protective and hopeful about his 
future. However, despite his securing a good job and a place to 
live, the life of an exoneree is fraught with pitfalls. Marks has 
written a natural, authentic story that particularly shines when 
she skillfully intertwines her narrative with historical informa-
tion and contemporary context about the penal system. While 
Zoe is driven and extremely goal-oriented, Marks also includes 
everyday moments such as friendship insecurities and exag-
gerated expectations. Zoe’s relationship with Marcus and her 
struggle to balance her new feelings with her relationship with 
the beloved stepfather she calls Dad feel relatable and believ-
able. The book starts off slowly but picks up steam and delivers 
a worthwhile message about perseverance, not rushing to judg-
ment, and, most importantly, standing up for what you believe 
in.

A thoughtful sequel that revisits an admirable protagonist 
and accessibly explores challenging subjects. (Fiction. 8-12)

LAND OF DRAGONS
McMullen, Beth
Aladdin (272 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781534482883 
Series: Secret of the Storm, 2 

Cassie’s new pet, Albert, was there 
for her when she needed him; now it’s up 
to her to return the favor.

In Secret of the Storm (2022), 12-year-
old Cassie, grappling with the death of 

her father and her mother’s overwhelming grief, discovered that 
Albert, the kitten she and best friend Joe found under unusual 
circumstances, is really a dragon. Trying to protect Albert from 
Sheldon Slack, who wants to exploit the healing powers of 
dragon blood, and FBI agents Fox and Dana, they sent Albert 
back to the dragon dimension—only to learn that he is in grave 
danger there, too. Now Cassie and Joe embark on a mission to 
rescue Albert, joined by Cassie’s mother; local librarian Miss 
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Asher; and one highly unexpected companion. A missing diary, 
enigmatic symbols, and a mysterious bookseller reveal clues 
to help them in their quest. Cassie’s voice will be relatable to 
young readers, and as she steps into her powers—both literally 
and figuratively—she establishes herself as an unlikely hero. 
Friendship continues to be a driving force in the story, while 
grief is a less present theme than in the previous volume. While 
the anticipated adventure takes a while to gain momentum, the 
story packs some surprises and promises further twists in the 
next entry. Most characters read White; Joe has brown skin.

A solid second installment in what promises to be a sweep-
ing fantasy series. (Fantasy. 8-12)

I SEE A BAT
Meisel, Paul
Holiday House (32 pp.) 
$15.99  |  April 11, 2023
978-0-8234-5265-1 
Series: I Like To Read 

The excitable and expressive, big-
eyed dog who barked enthusiastically 
through I See a Cat (2017) returns!

Careful observers looking at the end-
papers might spot the upside-down bat sleeping in a tree out-
side town. On every subsequent page, there’s something new 
for the dog and readers to view through or against big double 
doors: “stars,” “moon,” “bowl” (sadly, empty, as the dog notes 
with an anguished expression). In four wordless vignettes, the 
agitated dog tosses and turns futilely with the bowl, then carries 
it to a sleeping boy (luckily, ignoring the sleeping cat). The dog 
falls calmly asleep, waking to see more bats (nonplussed expres-
sion), the sun (hopeful expression), and finally the boy—bring-
ing food! The eloquent lines of ears, mouth, and tail convey the 
leaping dog’s initial joy and then blissful satisfaction. Where 
the earlier book used just 10 different words, this one uses 11 
to tell a simple yet effective story. The sentences are reassur-
ingly repetitive in structure (“I see a bat,” “I see the boy,” “I see 
the sun”); the bowl vividly punctuates the scenes; and the back-
grounds offer just enough visual interest without distracting 
readers. The boy is curly-haired and brown-skinned.

Still short and sweet; still enticing new readers to engage 
eagerly with dog and words. (Early reader. 4-7)

ANIANA DEL MAR 
JUMPS IN 
Mendez, Jasminne
Dial Books (384 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-0-593-53181-5  

A talented Dominican American swim-
mer fights to keep doing what she loves. 

Twelve-year-old Aniana del Mar lives 
up to her name: Living on the island of 

Galveston, Texas, the water feels like home. But that’s a secret 
she keeps with her easygoing Papi, who sneaks her to the YMCA 
for swim practice and meets. Mami discourages Ani from swim-
ming; after witnessing her own brother’s drowning during a hur-
ricane, Mami is terrified of losing Ani and her 4-year-old brother, 
Matti, too. When Ani can no longer hide the joint swelling that 
plagues her when she overexerts herself, however, her secret’s 
out. Mami, who belongs to a strict Christian church, is furious, 
insisting that Ani’s juvenile idiopathic arthritis is God’s punish-
ment for lying. Though Ani’s physical therapist endorses swim-
ming, Mami bans Ani from the water she craves. As her family’s 
bonds fray, Ani grapples with the challenges of invisible illness, 
including loss of bodily autonomy and others’ lack of under-
standing. Incorporating concrete poems, haiku, and tanka, 
Ani’s aching, determined verse narration weaves English and 
Spanish words into striking imagery as she navigates tumultu-
ous emotions and her loving but stifling relationship with Mami. 
Mendez, also disabled and Dominican American, explores post-
traumatic stress and its effects with both compassion and hon-
esty, respecting Mami’s trauma without diminishing the pain 
her overprotectiveness causes Ani. Religious belief is similarly 
represented with nuance. Supportive, diverse secondary char-
acters add warmth.

A painful yet hopeful exploration of family, trauma, faith, 
and healing. (author’s note) (Fiction. 9-13)

RUN FOR YOUR LIFE
Mitchell, Jane
Little Island (256 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Jan. 3, 2023
9781912417858  

Arriving as traumatized stowaways, 
Azari and her mother seek refuge in Ire-
land, where they navigate the country’s 
troubling system for working with asy-
lum seekers.

In their home country—an unidenti-
fied analogue of impoverished nations where women lack basic 
rights—girls receive little education. Azari left school at 12 
but knows a little English, unlike her illiterate mother, so she 
must repeatedly tell government officials their story, reliving 
the trauma each time. Though the officials are civil, the system 
into which refugees are dumped is inhumane and bureaucratic. 
Application submitted, they wait out the process with other 
asylum seekers, billeted in one of the run-down, overcrowded 
facilities the government rents from private companies. Condi-
tions are unsanitary, and residents are fed substandard fare. A 
mixed bunch in every way, the refugees are united in their long-
ing for their traditional foods. Brown-skinned Azari is acutely 
aware of the many continents and cultures the refugees come 
from and the divisions among them, but to the Irish girls at her 
school, their enrichment class is simply Black School. Some 
locals are friendly—like the girl who helps her with menstrual 
supplies and invites her to book club and the boy who shares her 
love and talent for running. Others simply want the refugees 
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gone—and are willing to go to extreme lengths. A resourceful, 
determined survivor, Azari exemplifies the courage and endur-
ance of refugees.

A gripping, educational page-turner about a pressing issue 
that affects millions worldwide. (additional information, glos-
sary) (Fiction. 11-14)

TRAVIS DAVENTHORPE 
FOR THE WIN!
Molebash, Wes
First Second (288 pp.) 
$13.99  |  March 21, 2023
978-1-250-80140-1 
Series: Travis Daventhorpe for the Win!, 1 

A young genius embarks on a hero’s 
quest. 

Travis Daventhorpe is very smart. 
Despite his high IQ, however, he has dif-

ficulty making friends and is bullied by the odious Derek Devers. 
He decides to befriend the new girl, plum-tressed Juniper Reyes, 
an intellectual equal who exudes cool but does not share Travis’ 
overwhelming intensity. One night, while taking his science fair 
project, the Travbot, on a test flight, he crashes in the woods 
near his home and discovers a familiar-looking sword in a stone. 
Travis meets mage Belazar, who tells him that he, Travis, is the 
prophesied Hero of Solusterra who will conquer the nefari-
ous Dark Emperor, Nol Invictus. When dimensions collide at 
Travis’ science fair will he, Juniper, and Belazar be able to foil 
Nol’s insidious, destructive plot? This first series entry from 
debut author Molebash is bursting with a ferociously delight-
ful vibrancy, likable characters, swift pacing, fun pop-culture 
nods, an appealing gaming slant, and vibrant full-color illustra-
tions. With equal measures of zippy antics and action, fans of 
series like Hilo and Zita the Spacegirl should feel right at home. 
While the tale may cover well-trodden hero tropes, an unex-
pected twist will leave readers gasping, whetting appetites for 
what comes next. Travis and Derek are White; Juniper is Latina, 
and Belazar is Black. 

For the win, indeed! (map, player guide, bonus story, artis-
tic process how-to) (Graphic science fiction. 7-12)

THE FANTASTIC BUREAU OF 
IMAGINATION
Montague, Brad
Illus. by Brad Montague & Kristi Montague
Dial Books (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 21, 2023
978-0-593-32347-2  

An imagination bureaucracy spreads 
magic.

Even before the title page, young 
readers are pulled into the fourth-wall–breaking world of this 
story. In a letter addressed to “Potential Special Agent, Human 

Division,” Agent Whim explains that this is a true story and 
that readers are invited to become “agents of imagination.” The 
narrative then follows a brown-skinned figment named Sparky 
(figments are “curious little creatures” working for the Bureau), 
who delivers mail around the agency along with Rascal the 
dreampuppy. Sparky is also a burgeoning writer of poetry but 
is too shy to share his doggerel with his community. Through 
meandering verbosity, the book finally comes to the point: The 
Cave of Untold Stories is exploding because humans have been 
hoarding their creativity. This finally forces Sparky to share his 
poems and is also meant to remind young artists that “ideas are 
not just meant for having and holding, but for sharing and living 
and doing.” It’s quite the heavy-handed message, and unfortu-
nately Sparky’s own rhymes are weak. This would be exhausting 
to read aloud, but the delightful, detailed illustrations provide 
a lot of interesting moments for a small audience to pore over. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Fun to look at but overdone. (Picture book. 4-7)

HOMELAND
My Father Dreams of 
Palestine
Moushabeck, Hannah
Illus. by Reem Madooh
Chronicle Books (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-1-79720-205-1  

Three siblings of Palestinian descent listen to their father’s 
bedtime story about a homeland they’ve never seen.

Their father tells them how, as a child, he visited his grand-
parents Teta Maria and Sido Abu Michel in the Old City of Jeru-
salem. He began his day by eating ka’ak, his favorite breakfast, 
and afterward he went to the family cafe with his Sido. Mousha-
beck vividly describes the streets of East Jerusalem—the many 
languages spoken, the “colorful vendors” selling “everything 
from olive oil soap with rose water and heaping bags of za’atar 
to gold jewelry and embroidered textiles,” and “the chanting of 
the muazzin’s call to prayer mixed with the ringing of church 
bells.” The day ends with Sido releasing the family’s pigeons and 
telling the young boy they won’t fly off—“This is their home.” 
The story turns poignant as readers learn this was the last time 
the children’s father saw Palestine, yet the siblings are filled 
with hope at the possibility of a return one day. Madooh’s loose, 
earth-toned illustrations pair well with Moushabeck’s words 
and capture both the characters’ joy and sadness. The author 
doesn’t offer much context as to why the family cannot return 
to their homeland—caregivers or educators may need to fill in 
some gaps. Still, it’s a stirring tale with details that evoke the 
senses. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A beautiful tale of family, love for a lost homeland, and 
remembrance. (glossary of Arabic words) (Picture book. 4-8)

“A beautiful tale of family, love for a lost 
homeland, and remembrance.”

homeland
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SUPERPOD
Saving the Endangered Orcas 
of the Pacific Northwest
Nickum, Nora
Chicago Review Press (208 pp.) 
$19.99  |  April 11, 2023
9781641607933  

An ocean policy expert for the Seat-
tle Aquarium introduces orcas and the 
people who study and protect them.

Focusing on an orca population of 
three pods collectively dubbed the Southern Residents, Nic-
kum highlights their much-studied family behaviors and rela-
tions—adding a large family tree to the backmatter and noting, 
for instance, how younglings abandoned by one pod will often 
be adopted by another, how widely ranging groups enjoy occa-
sional “superpod” reunions, and, poignantly, chronicling a moth-
er’s refusal to stop trying to care for a newly born calf for weeks 
after its death. Kim Perez Valice’s The Orca Scientists (2018) pro-
files the same group of orcas and has better photographs (taken 
by Andy Comins), but along with lively personal reactions to 
watching orcas from shore and riding out with researchers who 
employ drones, hydrophones, and even dogs trained to sniff out 
orca poop, Nickum interviews experts, among them members 
of the Lummi Nation, and adds observations about “transient” 
orcas from other lineages who exhibit differences, such as prey-
ing on seals rather than salmon. She also makes a strong plea for 
readers “to join the human superpod” working to preserve and 
support these social sea mammals against multiple threats rang-
ing from capture for sale to marine parks to noise pollution and 
loss of salmon spawning grounds.

Gives human superpods fresh impetus to learn more about 
these appealing apex predators. (maps, resource lists, source 
notes) (Nonfiction. 10-12)

THE SNOWCAT PRINCE 
Norlund, Dina
Oni Press (176 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  March 7, 2023
9781637151983  

A young feline prince journeys to find 
a mysterious magical crown in hopes of 
saving the kingdom.

According to snowcat lore, over a 
thousand years ago, there lived an Eld-
king who had his smiths forge a crown 

made of magic called aura. When he was attacked by the cun-
ning, evil shape-shifting sandfoxes, the Eldking and the crown 
were never seen again, and the snowcats were cursed. Syv is 
the youngest snowcat of the seven princes. Earnest and well-
liked, he is seen as a threat by his brothers, who send him out 
alone to acquire the Eldking’s crown, a near-impossible feat. 
Plucky and determined, he ventures out, meeting a red-haired, 
light-skinned human girl named Kit along the way. As a hero’s 

quest often goes, Syv discovers that both the legends about the 
sandfoxes and the Eldking and his new friend, Kit, may not be 
what they appear. Norlund’s stand-alone graphic offering is 
stunning, with lush, vibrant illustrations that flawlessly comple-
ment her richly imagined world. Reminiscent of a fairy tale 
but in no way derivative, this feels fresh and innovative in its 
exploration of the lasting power of myth, systemic corruption, 
and the search for truth. Backmatter includes more in-depth 
aspects of Syv’s world, helpfully explaining some of the nuance 
and history of aura, the snowcats, and the sandfoxes.

Purr-fect. (bonus art, map) (Graphic fantasy. 7-12)

YOU ARE HERE 
Connecting Flights
Ed. by Oh, Ellen
Allida/HarperCollins (272 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-0-06-323908-1  

Interwoven stories explore themes 
of identity and belonging from the per-
spectives of 12 young Southeast and East 
Asian Americans. 

Noted crowd pleasers, including 
Erin Entrada Kelly, Grace Lin, Linda Sue Park, Randy Ribay, 
and Christina Soontornvat, contribute to this volume. As a 
storm rages outside a chaotic Chicago airport, an interruption 
at a TSA checkpoint involving Thai American Paul and his fam-
ily sparks racist rumors and confusion. The event has a ripple 
effect on each of the protagonists’ lives, prompting them to 
find their voices and fight for what’s right in their own ways 
as uncomfortable feelings bubble to the surface. Each story is 
seamlessly interconnected with the whole, allowing moments 
to be revisited from multiple points of view and creating a 
sense of intrigue as readers piece together the larger picture. 
Although each character’s journey leads them to different des-
tinations—a guitar jam session, a basketball tournament, a first 
trip to Vietnam—there are glowing moments of solidarity rang-
ing from the subtle to the profound as they cross paths. The 
stories are imbued with a strong sense of authentic lived expe-
riences as well as moments that will resonate with readers of 
other backgrounds, prompting examination of their own inter-
actions or unconscious biases; it welcomes non-Asian readers 
to learn and connect. This remarkable anthology offers a warm 
and heartfelt reassurance to all those who recognize themselves 
reflected in its pages: You are seen, and you do belong. 

Compelling and nuanced. (editor’s note, meet the authors) 
(Fiction. 8-12)

“This remarkable anthology offers a warm and heartfelt reassurance 
to all those who recognize themselves reflected in its pages.”

you are here
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SHORTY’S ARK
Oldham, Will
Illus. by Lori Damiano
Drag City (22 pp.) 
$17.98  |  April 21, 2023
978-1-937112-38-7  

The environmental song by Oldham 
and Matt Sweeney gets the picture-book 
treatment.

While several YouTube videos of the tune make clear the 
message of climate change and its effect on the Earth, the 
connection in this book isn’t nearly as obvious. What starts 
out seemingly as a rehash of Noah’s Ark, with a list of animals, 
takes a turn in the middle. “When the rain comes we’ll be there 
/ to sing them in the sky / make constellations with our song / 
together, you and I // they’ll remind us of eternity / so we won’t 
have to die / they fill our dreams with savage schemes / we’ll join 
them by & by.” This suggests nothing so much as extinction and 
death, pretty dark topics for a children’s book, especially since 
there are no hopeful suggestions for a brighter future. While 
the verses’ rhymes are obvious when listening to the song, the 
book’s page turns make them easy to miss. Damiano’s illus-
trations feature cartoon animals in sometimes incongruous 
situations (two moles play cards underground) against bright 
backgrounds. Symmetry plays a large part in the design. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

Noah has the better ark. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE OLD MAN EATING ALONE
Pearlstein, Howard
Illus. by Hilde Groven
Clavis (40 pp.) 
$18.95  |  March 14, 2023
9781605377681  

A child befriends an old man. 
Young Emily feels sorry for Mr. Wil-

son, whom she sees eating alone at a cafe 
every morning. She strikes up a friendship with him (grown-ups 
may want to caution children against approaching strangers) 
and learns about his late wife, whose presence he still feels. Mr. 
Wilson tells her that while he might be physically alone, he’s 
never lonely. However, the narrative is unlikely to interest chil-
dren. The book is rooted in Mr. Wilson’s remembrances about 
his wife; little is learned about Emily’s perspective. Though the 
book attempts to convey the idea that solitude and loneliness 
aren’t necessarily the same things, it ends up making the point 
that people still need a partner to complete them; Emily stops 
pitying Mr. Wilson only when she discovers he was once mar-
ried. The story somewhat abruptly becomes a tale of loss; days 
go by without Emily seeing Mr. Wilson at the cafe, and she even-
tually learns of his death. A letter penned by Mr. Wilson before 
he died promises Emily “I’ll always be with you.” Both protago-
nists have doll-like faces, with enlarged foreheads and oblong 
head shapes. Apart from Mr. Wilson’s wife, seen in flashbacks, 

no other human faces are depicted (when the cafe owner hands 
Emily the note, only their arm is seen), which feels distancing. 
Characters are light-skinned. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Words of wisdom on love and loneliness that will go above 
the heads of their intended audience. (Picture book. 5-7)

HOW BIRDS SLEEP
Pedry, Sarah & David Obuchowski
Illus. by Sarah Pedry
minedition (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 28, 2023
9781662650970  

Bird-watching is popular during the 
day when we can see birds out and about, 
but did you ever wonder how and where 

birds sleep once the sun goes down?
In this collaboration from married couple Obuchowski 

and Pedry, each spread presents one or two bird species (all 
labeled with common name, Latin name, and country) and a 
short bit of text about how those birds sleep. Tree swallows in 
the U.S. congregate in huge numbers; their dancing ribbon is a 
sign that it’s bedtime, and when completed, they rest in reeds. 
Vernal hanging parrots in Thailand sleep hanging by their feet 
from branches. Curved-billed thrashers in Mexico make their 
nests in cactuses for protection against predators. Other birds 
sleep while flying, get rocked by the ocean waves, snooze while 
perched on one leg, or take over (or share) the abodes of other 
animals. Pedry’s artwork is a definite highlight, showing both 
the birds and their habitats. (Kids with sharp eyes may question, 
though, why the barn owl, labelled as being from the United 
States, appears to show up in scenes from Africa; there are some 
owl species that live in Africa as well, though this isn’t addressed 
in the text.) Share this one-on-one or in very small groups so 
children can see the details—it’s clear from the illustrations 
that it’s night, and that sometimes washes out the birds.

Young bird-watchers may perk up their eyes at dusk to see 
if they can spy any resting birds. (what is sleep, are birds losing 
sleep over climate change, the story of this story) (Informational 
picture book. 5-10)

LEEVA AT LAST
Pennypacker, Sara
Illus. by Matthew Cordell
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-0-06-311442-5  

A neglected child asks a poignant and 
essential question: “What are people 
for?”

Leeva Thornblossom only knows 
that she’s around 8 or 9, but when she 

learns that a school will open in her town, she longs to go. But 
her mother, the mayor, and her father, the town treasurer, only 
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love power, fame, and money. Their Employee Manual (Leeva 
is the sole employee) forbids Leeva to leave the grounds. What 
Leeva knows of the world comes from reading the Nutsmore 
Weekly and watching the soap opera The Winds of Our Tides. The 
accumulation of injustices propels Leeva beyond the hedge sur-
rounding their property, and she discovers a building next door 
filled with books. A young man named Harry runs the library 
for his librarian aunt, whose skateboarding injuries hinder her 
from doing the work she loves. Leeva learns that most of the 
problems in her town can be attributed to her parents. Harry 
helps her befriend Osmund, so afraid of disasters that he wears 
a hazmat suit, and Fern, who must care for several siblings 
and her aging grandparents. Leeva also takes charge of Bob, a 
cranky badger whose family was displaced to make room for the 
mayor’s statue. Pennypacker delivers a hugely entertaining mix 
of outsized comedic villainy, dreadful parents, delicious cookies, 
and kindness rewarded. Leeva’s sturdy instincts for both sur-
vival and justice are worth celebrating, as is the gift of books 
that expand her world. Main characters read White. Final art 
not seen.

Splendid fun. (Fiction. 8-12)

MY MOMMIES BUILT 
A TREEHOUSE
Peter, Gareth
Illus. by Izzy Evans
Lantana (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781915244185  

A boy and his moms build a treehouse.
The unnamed young protagonist wants a treehouse so he 

can pretend it’s “a secret space base on the moon. / A castle just 
for me!” His agreeable moms plan it out, help the boy find the 
right tree on what must be a remarkably large piece of prop-
erty, shop for materials, and build it. There’s no tension propel-
ling this slice-of-life story forward. All the gentle moments of 
conflict—the child breaking a piece of wood at the store, the 
weather being uncooperative, the protagonist’s friends hav-
ing to go home after a long play date—are easily resolved, and 
there’s no identifiable question or climax at the heart. This plod-
ding tale is written in occasionally wrenched ABCB rhyme. The 
uneven rhythm and rhyming words give the narrative a repeti-
tive, constrained quality. The brown-skinned child matches one 
of his moms in skin tone, while the other mom is light-skinned. 
Those in search of a straightforwardly wholesome example of a 
kid having an ordinary adventure with his two moms will find 
it here; those seeking a compelling read-aloud will have to look 
elsewhere. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Sweet but lacking. (Picture book. 4-7)

DREAM BIG, 
LAUGH OFTEN 
And More Great Advice 
From the Bible
Piven, Hanoch & Shira Hecht-Koller
Illus. by Hanoch Piven
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 21, 2023
9780374390105  

An unusual, fascinating blueprint for 
living a good, happy life.

The book assumes familiarity with Old Testament person-
ages, but carefully constructed retellings allow them to be seen 
in new and different ways. In fact, the audience is instructed to 
pay attention to the words and even closer attention to the art, 
created with stunning collages of found objects. Bright double-
page spreads introduce the characters, followed by very brief 
moral mantras. The text speaks directly to readers, zeroing in 
on exploits, adventures, or life works and putting forth unusual 
interpretations or twists. Children are urged to “Be Curious” 
like Eve, shown with a magnifying glass for an eye and billow-
ing hair made of tiles with numbers and Hebrew letters, while a 
leopard-skin snake slithers out from a frame of plastic food (for 
thought). Noah, with an oven mitt face, stands on a cork ark 
carrying plastic animals as a dove made from a white glove flies 
overhead. Moses’ hair and beard are matzah pieces. Miriam’s 
face is a tambourine, and other characters show a wide vari-
ety of “skin” tones. Every tale is a bit of earnest fancy with an 
incredible variety of highly detailed worlds. Readers and their 
grown-ups will examine, peruse, and discuss it all again and 
again, with some ideas remaining ever mysterious. “Trust the 
Journey,” “Dream Big,” “Laugh Yourself Silly,” and “Feel Your 
Power.” (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An amazing, joyous achievement. (more about the charac-
ters, authors’ note) (Religious picture book. 4-10)

THE SECRET LIFE OF THE 
FLYING SQUIRREL
Pringle, Laurence
Illus. by Kate Garchinsky
Astra Young Readers (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 11, 2023
978-1-63592-529-6 
Series: Secret Life 

A year in the life of a flying squirrel.
In this seventh in Pringle’s notable Secret Life series, read-

ers follow Volans, a southern flying squirrel: gliding, foraging, 
finding a suitable den, raising three tiny babies, and storing food 
for winter. Garchinsky’s digital paintings bring this beguiling 
glider to life. Much of the action happens in the dark of night, 
indicated with shades of blue, green, gray, brown, and even 
occasionally purple. The straightforward text is set directly on 
the striking image on the double-page spreads. There are close-
ups and more distant views. We see Volans gliding, her flaps, or 
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patagia, spread out, steering with a leg, and landing on all fours. 
One notable scene has the nimble squirrels snacking from a bird 
feeder; a cat watching from the ground in the shadows is barely 
visible. Another shows the sleeping squirrel and three tiny, pink 
babies in a cozy nest. A threatening raccoon paw gropes inside 
the tree burrow, but Volans repels the intruder, then moves her 
babies to another nesting hole. By summer’s end the babies are 
weaned and on their own. In autumn, these squirrels stock up 
for a long winter, much of it spent napping in groups in tree hol-
lows, a fitting conclusion to a busy year. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

An intriguing introduction to a nocturnal and secretive 
forest dweller. (more about flying squirrels, glossary, further 
reading) (Informational picture book. 5-9)

WHAT’S THAT, JACK?
Ramadier, Cédric
Illus. by Vincent Bourgeau
Trans. by Antony Shugaar
Gecko Press (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-1-77657-500-8  

Two pups spend the day pondering a 
mysterious object in this French import.

A large blue sphere falls from the sky 
and plunks down next to Jack and George while they are sleep-
ing. “What’s that, Jack?” asks George. Jack has no idea. They 
poke and prod it. Suddenly it starts to roll, taking Jack and 
George along with it. It must be a ball! But then…it rolls off a 
cliff. The object starts to flatten, and Jack and George each grab 
a corner. George continues to question: “What is it, Jack?” Per-
haps it is a parachute. After falling into a river, Jack and George 
climb into the blue object. Now it appears to be a raft. There are 
so many possibilities. Set against a pink sandy landscape, with 
colorful dotted trees and gumdrop rounded hills, the dark blue 
object stands out strikingly in the attractive, naïve art. What-
ever could it be? Curiosity and wonder abound. Alas, the object 
disappears the next day as mysteriously as it arrived. The char-
acters never figure out what it was but agree: “It was wonderful!” 
Naturally inquisitive kids will relate to the duo’s perseverance. 
Some readers may be disheartened by the lack of resolution, 
but others will find the process of discovery and speculating on 
what the object was just as fun. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Will inspire youngsters to embrace uncertainty—and 
adventures. (Picture book. 2-6)

WANTS VS. NEEDS VS. 
ROBOTS
Rex, Michael
Nancy Paulsen Books (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-0-593-53009-2  

A tangible way to help younger kids 
look at an economic principle.

An unseen narrator defines needs as 
“something you cannot survive without.” 

Robots need “batteries for power. Arms to do work. Legs to 
move. Oil so they run smoothly.” Smiling, appealing, anthro-
pomorphized automatons begin to understand the difference 
between wants and needs as they think about their desires: 

“fancy sunglasses, jelly-bean tacos, unicorn hats, and golden uku-
leles.” Then the concept of trading comes into play. How can 
one robot acquire a coveted object owned by another? The red 
robot gives away their oil for a shirt, barters their arms and legs 
for boots and a remote-controlled platypus, and exchanges their 
battery for a cake. Eventually, the red robot ends up slumped 
over the cake, smoke emanating from their body (“What a 
mess! See what happens when you don’t balance your wants and 
needs?”). Rex did an admirable job explaining important con-
cepts in a fun way with Facts vs. Opinions vs. Robots (2020), but 
he stumbles here by referring to arms and legs as needs. Since 
the robots are human stand-ins, the book inadvertently implies 
that those with limb differences are living lesser lives. The 
author makes his point, but using needs other than limbs—a 
dry environment, programming—might have been just as effec-
tive and more empathetic. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An unintended ableist viewpoint mars a playful examina-
tion of the difference between needs and desires. (Picture book. 
5-8)

THERE’S NO SUCH 
THING AS...UNICORNS
Rowland, Lucy
Illus. by Katy Halford
Scholastic (32 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781338812558  

A child embarks on a quest to find 
out whether unicorns exist.

When the young narrator’s brother states, “There’s no 
such thing as unicorns,” the protagonist explores the commu-
nity to see if he is correct. The child takes a map and binocu-
lars and asks readers, “Could YOU help me, too?” At the farm, 
the farmer states that unicorns aren’t real. But the child per-
sists. At a crowded zoo, the unicorns “MUST be somewhere 
hiding / as they’ve disappeared from view.” The narrator con-
tinues to search around the lake, in the woods, in the meadow, 
at the beach, and even in a cave, without success. At school, 
the teacher also confirms the nonexistence of these fantasti-
cal creatures. Though the child is disappointed, in a tender 

“Will inspire youngsters to embrace uncertainty—and adventures.”
what’s that, jack?
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moment, the supportive older brother offers a gentle hug. The 
kids “make a wish upon a star / that’s shining through the night,” 
and suddenly a surprise is revealed. Lively rhyming text pairs 
well with whimsical cartoon drawings of a diverse community. 
Kids will enjoy scouring the colorful pages for hidden images of 
rainbows and other hints that perhaps the child’s brother has 
it wrong. The protagonist is light-skinned with red hair in pig-
tails; their brother is light-skinned with blond hair. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

An entertaining read for unicorn lovers, with a touch of 
sweetness. (Picture book. 4-6)

THE ROYAL RECIPE
A Purim Story
Rubinstein, Elana
Illus. by Jennifer Naalchigar
Apples & Honey Press (128 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781681156071 
Series: Saralee Siegel, 4 

In her latest series outing, a 10-year-
old Jewish girl has big plans for Purim.

With her “super-nose,” Saralee, her 
grandfather’s executive assistant at their family restaurant, 
can identify the ingredients of any dish with just a whiff. The 
Siegel House Restaurant is planning a special Purim celebra-
tion, with historical costumes and décor, and, in order to make 
hamantashen with the exact ingredients used in the original 
Purim story, Saralee will draw on her special talent. Her entire 
family helps out with preparations—Zadie, Bubbie, Aunt Bean 
and Aunt Lottie, Uncle Sam, and even Saralee’s younger cousin, 
Josh (Saralee’s parents aren’t mentioned)—but a party coordina-
tor has also been hired…one who wears fancy robes and has a 
strangely deep knowledge of ancient Persia. Saralee’s suspicion 
grows as he usurps her role and becomes closer to her beloved 
Zadie. She realizes that her fantastic nasal power is magically 
bringing aspects of the ancient story to life—could the stranger 
be Haman, the evil royal adviser who in the story of Purim 
wanted to destroy the Jews? Slowly revealing the holiday’s ori-
gins, Saralee’s energetic first-person narrative story about her 
eccentric, loving family offers a different approach to one of the 
most joyous Jewish festivals. The humorous grayscale illustra-
tions show major characters as light-skinned, with some tonal 
variations.

Baking, celebrating, storytelling: The high points of 
the Purim holiday are here in this amusing series addition. 
(hamantashen recipe) (Fiction. 7-10)

STARRY HENNA NIGHT
Ruths, Mitali Banerjee
Illus. by Aaliya Jaleel
Branches/Scholastic (80 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $5.99 paper  |  April 4, 2023
9781338799828
9781338799811 paper 
Series: The Party Diaries, 2 

A young entrepreneur faces her 
toughest challenge yet.

Fresh from the success of planning 
family friend Layla Aunty’s birthday party, Priya—elementary 
schooler and founder of Priya’s Parties—is excited (and ner-
vous) to begin her next job: a henna party for Layla Aunty’s teen-
age niece, Tara. When Tara suggests a “galaxy desert” theme, 
Priya plans out a set of creative DIY decorations and desserts. 
Priya’s support system is essential to the party’s execution: Fam-
ily friends Neda Aunty and Padma Aunty do the henna designs, 
Priya’s grandmother helps her bake the cake, and Priya’s best 
friend, Melissa, lends a hand with making decorations. But 
while the last party was for adults, this one is for a high schooler 
and one she doesn’t know well—a situation that fills Priya with 
self-doubt. Will she be able to pull off the perfect party, or will 
her new assignment be too hard to fulfill? The second volume in 
the Party Diaries series slightly widens Priya’s world, introduc-
ing new characters and conflicts, and delving more into Priya’s 
inner life. However, the plot is very similar to that of the pre-
vious book, with only the details changed. While the author’s 
subtle characterization shows potential, it remains to be seen 
whether the series will branch into new territory or remain for-
mulaic. Priya, her family, and most of her family friends are of 
South Asian descent; Melissa presents White.

A predictable but promising second book in a new series. 
(Chapter book. 7-10)

CALLING THE MOON 
16 Period Stories From 
BIPOC Authors
Ed. by Salazar, Aida & 
Yamile Saied Méndez
Candlewick (368 pp.) 
$22.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-1-5362-1634-9  

Sixteen short stories and poems 
from well-known and award-winning 
authors explore how young people expe-

rience and celebrate their periods.
The protagonists in this excellent, accessible middle-grade 

collection are all tweens and teens who are Black, Indigenous, 
and people of color with different cultural and faith-based 
beliefs, traditions, and reservations about their periods. 
Christina Soontornvat’s sweet and funny opening story, “The 
Rules of the Lake,” places a sixth grader’s first period during a 
much-anticipated field trip to a lake. In Ibi Zoboi’s touching 

“A powerful, vibrant, and empowering 
celebration of an important milestone.”

calling the moon
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“Bloodline,” 12-year-old Adjoa participates in a New Moon 
Rebirth ceremony in which she receives a special gift passed 
down from mothers to daughters in her family. Erin Entrada 
Kelly’s “Mother Mary, Do You Bleed?” follows a Filipina Ameri-
can Catholic girl who contemplates whether Jesus’ mother also 
had her period. While most of the stories are heartwarming and 
emphasize renewal and rest, the authors also delve into how 
their characters deal with challenges like sexism, racism, micro-
aggressions, immigration, religion, deadnaming (one character 
is nonbinary), addiction, divorce, and grief. Guadalupe Garcia 
McCall’s emotionally resonant “Ofrendas,” for example, fea-
tures three sisters, 10, 12, and 13, reeling in the aftermath of 
their mother’s sudden death. This is a memorable anthology 
featuring uniformly strong entries from broadly diverse voices 
that delve into the subject matter in ways ideally suited to the 
target audience.

A powerful, vibrant, and empowering celebration of an 
important milestone. (letter from the editors, resources) 
(Anthology. 9-13)

THE RED EAR BLOWS 
ITS NOSE 
Poems for Children and 
Others
Schechter, Robert
Illus. by S. Federico
Word Galaxy (118 pp.) 
$29.95  |  April 7, 2023
978-1-77349-134-9  

Schechter contemplates the sun, the 
moon, his nose, and other prominent sub-
jects in this wide-ranging debut collection.

Showing masterful command of metrics and rhyme, the 
poet launches observations both playful and reflective on topics 
from seasons to self. He lays personal claim in “What’s Mine” to 
the surreal titular “red ear.” Schechter also praises nonconfor-
mity (“The Horse Who Said Moo,” “Why Can’t an Elephant?”) 
and in a scientific vein wonders “does the caterpillar brain / 
in the butterfly remain?” or if two observers might see the 
same “Colors” differently. Even when tackling serious themes 
(“Fomenting war is bad. Make peace! / Don’t let the world get blown 
up. / You know this. You don’t need this poem. / Unless you are a 
grown-up”) he keeps the tone light and dishes up plenty of out-
right crowd pleasers, notably by trumpeting a paean to his nose 
(“Thank You, Nose”), wishing for an “Adjustable Nose,” and 
urging readers in “Nosy Advice” to be proud of their own, since 

“You only get one nose in life, / so make sure you don’t blow it.” 
The line drawings, featuring figures with skin the white of the 
page, that Federico places alongside most of the entries aren’t 
as comical as Shel Silverstein’s but do share some of the same 
open, breezy look.

Smells like a winner. (Poetry. 6-11)

BIG IDEAS FROM HISTORY
A History of the World for 
You
The School of Life
Illus. by Anna Doherty
School of Life (320 pp.) 
$32.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-1-912891-80-1  

A broad overview of history, with an 
eye to lessons it can teach.

Though initially framing their account 
broadly chronologically as a march of progress beginning with the 
Big Bang, by the time the modern era swims into view, the authors 
shift to topical segments ranging in scope from the invention of 
central heating and an interesting notion that belief in God was 
replaced by reverence for art to an oversimplified account of 
the legacy of colonization on newly independent African states. 
The overall approach is exemplified by an explanation that the 
Roman Empire fell because the Romans “lost confidence in 
themselves” and “gave up trying to be better”: “Rome needed 
psychotherapy.” Many segments feature open-ended questions 
or reflections, but along with plenty of factual errors (no, the 
heliocentric solar system wasn’t Galileo’s discovery, and Edward 
Jenner used cowpox, not smallpox, to immunize his subjects), 
dubious claims, such as that women didn’t earn but were given 
the vote in Great Britain because the government “just believed 
that this was the right and fair thing to do,” point to an opti-
mism that goes beyond determined to blinkered coupled with, 
in many instances, a superficial level of detail that omits critical 
context. Amid stock images, Doherty’s racially diverse cartoon 
scenes are charming but appear directed at a much younger 
audience than the level of the text. Ultimately, there is little to 
redeem the narrative’s hand-wavy dismissal of accuracy in the 
name of personal self-realization. 

Big ideas, yes, but given poor service. (image credits) (Non-
fiction. 10-14)

SPECULATION 
Shawl, Nisi
Tu Books (240 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Feb. 14, 2023
9781620149591  

Ten-year-old Winna Cole can see 
ghosts—and they’ve got a mystery for 
her to solve.

When Winna hears the crunch of 
her glasses breaking underneath her 
sister Tupelo’s butt, she literally cannot 

see how she’s going to enjoy her time in Vandalia. Fortunately, 
Grampa Carl held on to a pair of spectacles that belonged to 
her Great-Aunt Estelle, and they help her communicate with 
her ancestors on a magical journey to save her mom and herself. 
You see, as she escaped slavery, Winna’s Great-Great Grand-
mother Winona’s firstborn son, Key, was stolen. Her grief was 

http://kirkus.com


9 0   |   1 5  j a n u a r y  2 0 2 3   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

so great that she unwittingly cursed her family to the Burden 
of the Coles: They will have ill health and no rest in death until 
Key is returned to her. Now Winna’s mother’s health is failing, 
and when Estelle’s ghost reveals that Key is still alive, it’s up to 
Winna to find him and bring him home. Shawl imaginatively 
winds suspense, humor, and loss in this story that shows how 
the past isn’t so far behind us. They also spotlight the troubled 
blood connections that chattel slavery created across different 
races and across the country. Through Winna’s family, readers 
see the importance of oral storytelling: The book celebrates it 
as a shining beacon for those of us who still have elders who can 
tell stories while offering space to mourn traditions and loved 
ones we’ve lost.

Provides a new lens to explore histories that can haunt and 
help us. (author’s note, family trees) (Fantasy. 8-12)

ALWAYS ANJALI
Sheth, Sheetal
Illus. by Jessica Blank
Random House (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  April 25, 2023
978-0-593-64883-4
978-0-593-64884-1 PLB  

When Anjali’s classmates make fun 
of her name, her mother helps her see 

the beauty in it and in her Indian heritage.
On her seventh birthday, Anjali is thrilled to receive exactly 

the present she’d hoped for: a brand-new bicycle. She takes 
her gift to the school carnival, where she and her best friends, 
Mary and Courtney, spot a booth selling license plates for bikes. 
Although the other girls immediately find plates with their 
names, Anjali doesn’t have any luck. She asks the shopkeeper 
for help, but he brushes her off. Even worse, an older boy from 
school overhears the conversation and mocks her name as 
other kids join in. Anjali returns home in tears and, over dinner, 
threatens to change her name to Angie. Anjali’s mother tells her 
that her name is Sanskrit and that it comes from India (“Anjali 
is a gift. The most precious kind. Divine. Just like you!”). The 
book’s message is laudable, and the protagonist is delightfully 
sparkly. Anjali cuts an endearing, large-eyed figure in Blank’s 
artwork, and the scene in which Anjali’s mother explains her 
name shimmers with colors. At times, the prose can be clunky, 
and the bullying scenes may upset very young readers. Overall, 
though, it’s an affirming read that will resonate with many read-
ers. Mary is tan-skinned, Courtney is White-presenting, and 
the community is diverse. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An uplifting tale about embracing what makes us different. 
(Picture book. 4-8)

IF I WERE PRESIDENT
Skaug, Trygve
Illus. by Ella Okstad
Trans. by Rosie Hedger
Lantana (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781915244352  

An aspiring president thinks big and 
small in this soliloquy about play and goodwill.

In this tale translated from Norwegian, a brown-skinned 
child shares dozens of intentions about how they would lead as 

“team captain for the whole country” (“because we’re all on the 
same team, after all”). The aspirations of the future leader range 
from silly to broad and heady. “Tables would be piled high with 
cookies” is followed by “grown-ups would have to go to kinder-
garten once a month to learn how to [play].” After dozens of 
ideas that bend and dance around each layout, promises get 
more serious and are in dialogue with daily news. “I’d make sure 
anyone having a hard time in their own country could come 
here to live with us” addresses the issues faced by refugees and 
immigrants; there are other pledges about fiscal responsibility, 
the environment, and social assistance. Even though the ideas 
are either chuckle-inducing or heartwarming (or both) across 
the board, the sheer number of thoughts will make this drag on 
for some and overwhelm others. Negative space, bright crayon 
scribbles and drawings, and fingerprint art offer light whimsy. 
Spreads are busy with art and arcs of small text might be hard to 
see for some, but for others it allows the action to take center 
stage. Characters are diverse. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Earnest but long-winded. (Picture book. 4-6)

BEHOLD THE OCTOPUS!
Slade, Suzanne
Illus. by Thomas Gonzalez
Peachtree (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 11, 2023
9781682633120  

A series of rhyming adjectives and colorful close-up repre-
sentations introduce this eight-armed sea creature.

The author-illustrator team that produced the successful 
Countdown (2018) returns with a look at a remarkable, intelligent 
invertebrate. Slade’s two-level text is set directly on Gonzalez’s 
luminous illustrations of octopuses in action. The opening and 
closing spreads feature simple, descriptive sentences. On most of 
the other spreads, only a single word appears in larger type, accom-
panied by a paragraph in smaller type discussing relevant octopus 
behavior and traits and introducing one example from the roughly 
300 octopus species. What distinguishes this title from similar 
ones for young readers is its suitability for reading aloud. The adjec-
tives have a smooth, rhythmic quality: “hunting, building, gliding, 
changing, grasping, hiding. Luminous, dangerous, adventurous, 
and utterly tenacious!” The striking close-up artwork will show 
effectively to a group; older readers or more curious listeners will 
notice that the illustrations are specific to the examples described 

http://kirkus.com


|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   1 5  j a n u a r y  2 0 2 3   |   9 1

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

in the text. Slade covers feeding, anatomy, defense mechanisms, 
habitat, egg-laying, and life span of 12 different species including 
the familiar giant Pacific octopus, the mimic octopus, and the rare, 
deep-sea glowing sucker octopus, among other examples. In an 
afterword, the author adds even more information and includes 
photographs. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An admirable, admiring introduction to an intriguing spe-
cies. (acknowledgments, resources, selected bibliography) 
(Informational picture book. 3-7)

OFFICER CLAWSOME
Lobster Cop
Smith, Brian “Smitty”
Illus. by Chris Giarrusso
HarperAlley (240 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Jan. 3, 2023
978-0-06-313636-6 
Series: Officer Clawsome, 1 

Bad guys feel the pinch when lobster 
policeman Officer Clawsome and his 
conveniently badge-shaped starfish side-

kick, Stariana, are on the job.
“You break the law…you get the claw!” Exchanging wisecracks 

as they go (“Looks like we’re in a real pickle!” “No big dill”), a hot 
pursuit through a crowded market turns out to be only the open-
ing exploit for two hard-shelled heroes as the escape of fiendish 
techno-wizard Electric Eel from prison sparks a veritable crime 
spree in watery Caper Cove. Readers who like their nonstop cop 
capers punctuated by massive explosions and mighty wallops will 
find plenty of both as the cocky crime fighters face off, usually 
violently, against both criminal masterminds and gangs of goofy 
goons. Meanwhile they’re busy getting to the sandy bottom of 
mysteries ranging from a rash of shark sightings to the disappear-
ance of Kelpy’s—source of the best kelpcakes in town—and prov-
ing that no crook (not to mention kelpcake) is safe from the long 
pincer of the law. Along with being as easy to read as the pithy 
dialogue, the bright, cleanly drawn scenes are stocked with hard-
boiled marine characters of diverse color and species sporting 
theatrical grimaces, googly eyes, and human dress.

Benthic buddies have a blast, and readers will too. (Graphic 
fantasy. 7-9)

THE GUARDIAN TEST
Soontornvat, Christina
Illus. by Kevin Hong
Scholastic (160 pp.) 
$16.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781338759150 
Series: Legends of Lotus Island, 1 

Does Plum have what it takes to 
become a shape-shifting Guardian?

Raised by her grandparents since her 
parents died in a boating accident, Plum 

has spent her childhood learning about plants and animals. She 
hasn’t ventured far from her island home, part of the Santipap 
Islands, but when she is accepted into the prestigious Guardian 
Academy, where she will train to become a Guardian along with 
other children from all walks of life, her grandparents encour-
age her to go, certain that her future holds more than their little 
island can provide. At the Academy, Plum’s tendency to talk 
to plants and animals strikes some of the students as strange, 
though she also begins to make friends. In the Santipap Islands, 
Guardians have the power to shift into an animal shape to bet-
ter protect the land, and Plum’s first test is to find her own ani-
mal shape—but will she succeed, or will she be forced to return 
home a failure? With a Thailand-inspired setting, magic rooted 
in nature and the environment, and whimsical illustrations, this 
is a promising beginning to a series ready to introduce readers 
to both the fantasy genre and a beautiful and mysterious new 
world. All characters are somewhat loosely implied to be Thai 
due to character and place names.

Themes of friendship and environmentalism combine in 
this magical school story. (map) (Fantasy. 7-11)

THE DAY FIN FLOODED 
THE WORLD
Stower, Adam
Andersen Press USA (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-1-72849-213-1  

Water, water everywhere…all thanks 
to Fin.

Fin, a young, light-skinned boy, forgets everything, from 
making his bed to switching off the light to wearing his pants. 
One fateful evening, he leaves the bathroom sink running 
after brushing his teeth and washing his face. The sink begins 
to overflow in the middle of the night, and the deluge of water 
eventually floods the entire world. Talk about water pressure! 
The next morning, a delegation of fish collects Fin and takes 
him to the Fish King, who thanks Fin for allowing aquatic crea-
tures to finally explore the land above. Fin becomes a splash…
until the next morning when a delegation of birds comes to col-
lect him. They present Fin to the Bird Queen, who points out 
that every creature who lived on land is now taking up space in 
the sky. Mortified, Fin decides to put things right. An ideal read-
aloud, this wacky tale takes an intriguing premise and, using 
childlike logic, follows it to a most outlandish conclusion—and 
the ultimate return to normalcy is equally rewarding. The illus-
trations enhance the story greatly, creating a world of large-eyed 
characters whose expressions tell countless stories themselves. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Dripping with fun! (Picture book. 5-8)

“Benthic buddies have a blast, and readers will too.”
officer clawsome
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TINY T. REX AND THE GRAND 
TA-DA!
Stutzman, Jonathan
Illus. by Jay Fleck
Chronicle Books (52 pp.) 
$16.99  |  April 11, 2023
978-1-45218-488-3  

Tiny T. Rex and Pointy the stegosaurus overcome their fears 
and inexperience to participate in the talent show.

Inspired by the Amazing Presto, enthusiastic Tiny and 
apprehensive Pointy decide to do a magic act. They don top 
hats and wield wands, select their magic word, and enlist the 
help of their special assistant, Bob the teddy bear. At first, the 
pair expect the magic to just happen, but after careful planning 
and creative thinking, they find a way to make their disappear-
ing trick work. Nervous Pointy pulls out of the performance at 
the last minute but in the end finds the courage to appear on 
stage—as Tiny puts it, “Sometimes the grandest ta-da is not 
making something disappear. It is when someone who disap-
peared bravely comes back.” Stutzman’s story touches on hard 
work and preparation, feelings of anxiety, and perseverance. 
Tiny does the majority of the narration with brief interjections 
from Pointy. As a result, aside from facial expressions, readers 
mostly learn how Pointy feels through Tiny. Because the story 
never shows Pointy working through fears or uncertainties, 
some may find the resolution a bit too easily wrapped up. Still, 
the two are a charming pair. Fleck’s illustrations feature sweet 
dinos with Tiny’s recognizable toothy grin, bright colors, and 
a cute supporting cast of characters. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

A muddy message about stick-to-itiveness salvaged by a 
winsome dino duo. (Picture book. 4-6)

WELCOME TO CONSENT
How To Say No, When To Say 
Yes, and How To Be the Boss 
of Your Body
Stynes, Yumi & Melissa Kang
Illus. by Jenny Latham
Walker US/Candlewick (224 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-1-5362-2617-1 
Series: Welcome to Your Body, 2 

The authors and illustrator of Welcome to Your Period! (2021) 
return with a guide for empowering youths in a variety of situa-
tions where personal choice is a must.

Giving and getting consent can be challenging to navigate, 
whether it’s about lending a shirt, watching a scary movie, 
using alcohol, or sexting. By exploring different ways of com-
municating yes and no, talking about consent with others, man-
aging uncertainty, and acknowledging the freedom to change 
your mind, this handbook provides opportunities to build 
confidence and bolster personal autonomy. The authors cover 
the ways consent can be difficult, such as when there is fear of 

disappointing others or hurting feelings; how power dynamics, 
shyness, or feeling inexperienced can impact situations; and 
how society and culture have made it hard to talk about consent. 
Using quotes from young people and adults, the book takes an 
inclusive approach; the full-color, cartoon-style illustrations 
showcase diversity in religion, race, gender, disability, and sexu-
ality. The section discussing sexual matters, for which consent 
is essential, opens by acknowledging that not all readers will be 
ready for the information it covers and directs those who wish 
to skip over it to the next section, which is about peer support. 
The advice includes assumptions that young people generally 
have access to health classes that discuss contraception and 
that everyone would feel comfortable seeking help from the 
police, but overall this volume is thorough and empowering.

An informative and comprehensive guide to giving and 
getting consent. (glossary, resources) (Nonfiction. 11-18)

MISSING VIOLET
Swemba, Kelly
Illus. by Fabiana Faiallo
Beaming Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 31, 2023
978-1-5064-8331-3  

When their best friend dies unex-
pectedly from illness, a young child 
learns to grieve.

The young narrator’s best friend, Violet, is “an expert at 
spreading sunshine.” But Violet suddenly becomes sick and 
misses school; soon the narrator receives the news of Violet’s 
death. Swemba thoughtfully depicts the protagonist’s reaction: 

“My heart pinched. My insides ached. I felt a swirl of feelings all 
at once.” The waves of emotion that the child experiences are 
illustrated in vibrant colors: Confusion is represented by orange 
tones, anger is red as the child seethes at classmates’ ongoing 
connections with their own best friends, and sadness is blue, 
seen when the narrator visits a counselor. To process these big 
feelings, the child asks for assistance—first from Mom, to help 
craft a memory box, and then from fellow students. Together, 
the grieving children say “goodbye to [their] friend” by writing 
notes to Violet and blowing bubbles in the schoolyard in a gentle 
mourning ritual. With its hopeful ending and tender examples 
of emotional processing, this picture book offers young read-
ers an age-appropriate view of grief. Backmatter includes a note 
for adults encouraging honesty, patience, and helpful activities. 
The protagonist is tan-skinned with a brown bob, while Violet 
has brown skin and long, dark hair and appears to be part of a 
multiracial family. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A sensitive, feelings-centered story about bereavement 
from a child’s perspective. (further reading) (Picture book. 4-9)

“A sensitive, feelings-centered story about 
bereavement from a child’s perspective.”

missing violet

http://kirkus.com


|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   1 5  j a n u a r y  2 0 2 3   |   9 3

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

YOU ARE A HONEY BEE!
Thompson, Laurie Ann
Illus. by Jay Fleck
Dial Books (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 11, 2023
978-0-593-52969-0 
Series: Meet Your World 

Young readers are encouraged to emu-
late a honey bee’s actions as they learn about its basic biology.

The smiling adult worker bee emerges with a “CHOMP, 
WIGGLE, [and] STRETCH” in the opening double-page 
spread; in a corner panel, three circles each highlight a different 
smiling human child (racially diverse) engaging in each action. 
This sets a pattern as the bee cycles through its various roles: 
nursing larvae, making honey, guarding, foraging. Setting key 
verbs in all-caps, the chirpy text uses the second person, further 
encouraging readers to relate to the insect protagonist: “You 
STOP on a flower. You unroll your long tongue and DRINK up 
the sweet nectar…SLURP!” Fleck’s flat, undistinguished illus-
trations present a stylized bee with an oversized yellow head 
and black-and-yellow body that tapers to a point. It’s all cute 
enough, but specific choices undermine the book’s educational 
mission. While some specialized vocabulary is presented (royal 
jelly, glands, antennae), Thompson elides metamorphosis, saying 
the adult bee “wake[s] up,” and incorrectly calls larvae “chubby 
white worms.” Worse, Fleck’s depiction of the honey bees’ nest 
finds it hanging impossibly from a single branch, exposed to the 
elements. This in no way replaces or even complements Can-
dace Fleming and Eric Rohmann’s magisterial Honeybee (2020).

Well meaning but simplistic. (glossary, activities, facts) 
(Informational picture book. 4-7)

HOORAY FOR DNA!
How a Bear and a Bug Are a 
Lot Like Us
Thompson, Pauline
Illus. by Greg Pizzoli
Knopf (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  April 25, 2023
978-0-593-42704-0
978-0-593-42705-7 PLB  

A shoutout to the little molecules that make all of us virtu-
ally the same.

Since the DNA common to all life has large identical sec-
tions, “We share many features / with all living creatures,” 
Thompson points out in her often loose-jointed verse. “But 
there’s one that’s identical, / less point one percentical.” That 
would be every human: “Less point one percent,” she goes on, 

“we’re almost exact. / Almost DNA twins. / That’s a DNA fact!” 
If she sometimes lets enthusiasm get the better of accuracy—
no, viruses aren’t generally considered living organisms even 
though some do contain DNA—her claim that our “shared 
DNA / makes us all family” is a strong one. Moreover, her 
comparison of DNA’s molecules to LEGO bricks in both the 

rhymed portion and the longer prose afterword to explain how 
DNA’s “chemical bricks” combine and recombine is a clear and 
effective choice of metaphor for younger audiences. Aside from 
a spiral border motif, Pizzoli doesn’t show DNA in action, but 
his cartoon scenes of a racially diverse group of busy children in 
classroom settings reflect the narrative’s energetic language and 
flow. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Sketchy on the details but delivers a solidly worthy mes-
sage grounded in biochemical fact. (enrichment activities, 
resource lists) (Informational picture book. 6-9)

THE WIN OVER
Torres, Jennifer
Scholastic (256 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781338818901  

Growing pains afflict a prospec-
tive blended family when matriarch Tía 
Enriqueta announces that she won’t be 
attending the wedding.

Twins Raquel and Lucinda Mendoza 
and their soon-to-be stepsister, Juliette 

Viramontes, got past some rough patches in The Do-Over (2022), 
but several remain to be navigated in this sequel—particularly 
after Marcos and Sylvia, their respective parents, decide to 
move the wedding to the Viramontes family’s ancestral ranch 
in Mexico and Sylvia’s Tía Enriqueta digs in her heels, claiming 
that it’s all happening too quickly. How to, as the title frames it, 
win her over? Though mostly focusing on the family issue, Tor-
res tucks new cousins and other relatives, cute goats to milk, a 
hidden treehouse, an old diary, and even a couple of secret pas-
sages into a fluid narrative inflected by the language, foods, and 
values of its Latine cast. The younger set gets together for deli-
cious adventures in the kitchen as they concoct obleas, caramel 
sweets inspired by a secret family recipe. Meanwhile, Raquel 
and Enriqueta bond in mutual recognition that both are batal-
ladora—tough. This bonding ultimately leads to a properly fes-
tive ceremony…and life-altering decisions for the three seventh 
graders as well. Torres again tells a warmhearted tale in which 
personalities clash and mesh on the way to a loving resolution.

Domestic kerfuffles weathered by plenty of love and sweet 
cajeta. (Fiction. 8-12)

CAT’S VERY GOOD DAY
Tracy, Kristen
Illus. by David Small
Putnam (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-1-984815-20-0  

With whimsical wordplay, Tracy and 
Small chronicle a day in the life of a feline.

Most of the sentences in this story are sentence fragments. 
Nouns are turned into adjectives, and verbs are turned into 
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nouns. A two-page sequence describes the cat in lines that 
nearly rhyme: “Sock-drawer slinker. / Keyboard tinkerer.” The 
cat is often seen committing acts of destruction, like flinging a 
teacup across the room. But Small’s drawings make the animal 
impossible to dislike. Its eyes never once have the same expres-
sion. Sometimes the cat catches its own image in the mirror, 
with a look of alarm. Sometimes the pupil creeps to the very 
edge of the eye, as though the cat is planning something devi-
ous and joyful. From time to time, the story is interrupted by a 
sort of refrain as the narrator reflects on what kind of day the 
cat is having. Just after the cat shreds a sofa, for example, the 
text reads, “What a happy day.” The line is both ironic and true, 
and it’s accompanied by a picture of one of the owners throwing 
the cat out of the house. The cat’s family presents as Asian. A 
teacher might have difficulty explaining the parts of speech on 
a particular page, but the book is easy to sum up: This is a poem. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

The only explanation anyone needs for why people love 
cats or hate them. (Picture book. 3-5)

HEDGE LION
Wilson-Owen, Robyn
Andersen Press USA (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-1-72849-212-4  

When a lion camouflages himself 
as a hedge to stay unnoticed, young Ida 
works relentlessly to help him release his 
repressed roar. 

From the beginning, readers are aware that only Ida rec-
ognizes the disguised lion, but they will also notice that Ida is 
blessed with a vivid imagination—in her mind, trotting down 
cement steps becomes a descent down a mountain, and swing-
ing on a gate is like crossing a river. Why, then, should we believe 
that Hedge Lion is more than a hedge? Yet we do, since the 
entire story hinges around Ida’s efforts to out her silent com-
panion. The language is both accessible and droll as Ida creates 
a “hedgy mane” and packs snacks to encourage the lion to get 
more “roary.” When he finally lets down his mane, he can’t seem 
to stop—to Ida’s chagrin. Children will understand both the 
lion’s self-control issues and Ida’s remorse at shouting at him; 
Wilson-Owen offers a sensitive take on the idea of expressing 
and managing big emotions. Skilled use of fine-lined drawings 
is further enhanced by judicious use of color, particularly when 
the lion is spotlighted in bright yellow. The ending sweetly 
draws readers to bedtime. Ida and family are light-skinned. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Roaring good naptime fare. (Picture book. 3-6)

THE HORSEBACK LIBRARIANS
Yolen, Jane
Illus. by Alexandra Badiu
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 1, 2023
9780807562918  

Literacy by any means possible! 
As soon as the sun rises, a young, White-presenting woman 

is off on horseback to fulfill her mission: getting books into 
the hands of readers in the Kentucky backwoods. The rider, 
Anna Mary (“rhymes with library”), travels long distances with 
her horse, Sand, sleeping under the stars on fair nights and 
(hopefully) in a barn or spare room on wet ones. For Adam, a 
light-skinned boy whose father is away at war, she brings books 
about brave men. For Alice, a light-skinned girl recovering from 
measles, Anna Mary brings Millions of Cats and Alice’s Adven-
tures in Wonderland. And for a small, diverse school, a book for 
everyone, including the teacher. An author’s note explains 
that although Anna Mary is fictional, her work was not. The 
Pack Horse Library Project began in 1935 as part of the Works 
Progress Administration during the Great Depression and pro-
vided work for the unemployed. Yolen knows her way around 
a picture book, and here she has penned a story that’s both 
approachable and inspiring, accompanied by Badiu’s bright 
illustrations. Educators will love reading it aloud to groups, and 
young readers will be fascinated to learn more. If there are any 
quibbles to be had, it’s the lack of citations for further explana-
tion, but this is a small issue in an otherwise strong work. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

An inviting peek into a fascinating chapter of U.S. history. 
(Picture book. 6-9)

WILD BIRD
Zahler, Diane
Roaring Brook Press (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 21, 2023
978-1-250-83340-2  

A story of growth and survivorship 
during a time of plague.

When a boy named Owen finds her 
cold and starving in the hollow of an old 
tree, the girl—age 12, or thereabouts—
can’t remember her own name. Owen 

and his sea captain father call her Rype. The only survivor of a 
plague epidemic in her Norwegian village, she begins to recover 
her memories while tending the sailors, who also begin to die 
of the dreaded disease. But after Owen’s father succumbs, the 
remaining men, fearing witchcraft, strand Rype and Owen on 
a desolate piece of shore. As the two attempt to find a way to 
return to Owen’s home in England, they meet up with a trio of 
troubadours—Ysabella, Raymond, and Jacme—and travel with 
them through plague-ridden Europe as Rype gradually finds her 
voice and remembers her story. The Black Death always makes 
for a grim backdrop, and Zahler does a very good job of bringing 
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the medieval era to life. Rype and her friends are clearly of 
their time while also understandable to readers in ours. Rype’s 
gradual healing and growth are sympathetically and believably 
shown—short flashbacks of memory interpose the main narra-
tive—and the ending feels earned, but despite heaps of action, 
the novel lacks the narrative tension to continually thrust read-
ers forward.

A worthwhile journey for readers who love historical fic-
tion. (background note) (Historical fiction. 9-13)

DOUNIA AND THE 
MAGIC SEEDS
Zarif, Marya
Trans. by Yvette Ghione
Owlkids Books (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-77147-523-5  

A young girl and her grandparents 
must leave war-torn Aleppo, Syria, to 

find a new home.
Dounia, whose name means the world in Arabic, goes to the 

souk to get baraka seeds for her grandmother Teta Mouneh. 
The spice seller, Abdo, gives her the seeds and tells her they are 
magic. At home, her neighbor Mrs. Dabbouss reads the coffee 
grounds in Teta Mouneh’s cup and foresees an arduous journey 
that will end with “a blue house in a bright white country.” Teta 
tells Dounia to hold on to some of the seeds. One night, as the 
two of them dry eggplant on the roof, a bomb explodes in the 
courtyard, breaking windows, destroying the fountain, and 
killing Kiki, the family’s pet canary. Jeddo Darwish, Dounia’s 
grandfather, announces that they must leave and gives her a 
dove carved from soap. As they travel, Dounia realizes she still 
has several of the baraka seeds, and each time she tosses one, 
something happens to ease them along on their trek. In this tale 
translated from French, Zarif captures the perilous journey well, 
blending grim elements—travel by boat, barbed wire fences, 
soldiers—with the fantastical. The artwork has a whimsical 
feeling that makes the tough subject matter manageable. In an 
author’s note, Zarif discusses her sadness at seeing the devastat-
ing of Aleppo, where she grew up, and her hopes for her people. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A moving refugee story laced with optimism and magic. 
(Picture book. 4-8)

GUSTAV IS MISSING!
A Tale of Friendship and 
Bravery
Zuill, Andrea
Random House Studio (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  April 11, 2023
978-0-593-48747-1
978-0-593-48748-8 PLB  

What wouldn’t you do for your bestie?
Little Cap, a small mushroom with a spotted red cap and 

oversized round spectacles, lives a cozy life with Gustav, his slug 
BFF. One day, Gustav goes missing when the gate around their 
house is somehow left open. Distraught—and very timid—Lit-
tle Cap resolves to do whatever it takes to find him. Worrying 
about Gustav’s fate, he ventures out and musters the courage 
to talk to neighbors, and his fears hasten him over rough ter-
rain and unfamiliar landscapes. Finally, he locates Gustav among 
a colorful assemblage of slugs. After their joyful reunion, they 
return home and resume former activities. Not so fast, though: 
Little Cap has changed. He’s grown in life experience, courage, 
self-confidence, and sociability. He now loves recounting sto-
ries of his exploits to neighbors and realizes he wants to have 
new ones with Gustav. This very sweet, quietly told story will 
help children understand it’s OK to make small forays out of 
one’s comfort zone to make new discoveries—especially about 
oneself—and that it’s most rewarding to have adventures with 
a friend. The rich, warm, ink-drawn, digitally colored illustra-
tions wonderfully capture the protagonists’ textured natural 
surroundings. Readers can seek out Gustav in the endpapers. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A delightful, sharply observed tale about friendship and 
taking those first tentative steps toward independence. (Pic-
ture book. 4-7)

b o a r d  &  n o v e l t y 
b o o k s

I CAN COUNT
Slide the Beads, Learn 
To Count!
Crisp, Lauren
Illus. by Thomas Elliott
Tiger Tales (12 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Jan. 3, 2023
978-1-68010-686-2 
Series: I Can Learn 

A board book with a built-in abacus to help little ones learn 
to count from one to 10.
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“A delightful, sharply observed tale about friendship and taking 
those first tentative steps toward independence.”

gustav is missing!

http://kirkus.com


9 6   |   1 5  j a n u a r y  2 0 2 3   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

Each page uses a rhyming couplet to introduce a visual puz-
zle that requires tots to count items to figure out the answer: 

“Dogs have tails that wag a lot. / How many brown dogs can you 
spot?” “See the airplanes in the sky! / Count them as they fly so 
high.” The puzzles are easy and aren’t out to trick readers—in 
the first set, there’s only one dog on the page, and in the second, 
there are only two airplanes and no other flying craft. Ten color-
ful wooden beads run along a rainbow-shaped arch that floats 
above the page, and readers are periodically reminded to “slide 
the beads to help you count!” It’s an amusing and attractive 
feature, but the arch is not very long, which means the beads 
slide back easily. When the book is held up, only six of the 10 
beads will stay on one side; the other four continually slip back 
to their home position. It’s an unfortunate design flaw, although 
the book works properly when laid flat on a table or the floor. 
That issue aside, the book’s illustrations are appealing and work 
well with the text.

Will give future readers a helping hand with their numbers, 
though the tactile element is a bit lacking. (Board book. 1-3)

GROW YOUR OWN WAY
Illus. by Dardik, Helen
Gibbs Smith (12 pp.) 
$16.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-1-4236-6358-4  

A garden tour serves as a vehicle for 
celebrating readers’ individuality.

Each page features a rhyming couplet that highlights the 
differences between plants that mostly grow side by side. The 
first spread compares jasmine, a climbing vine, with periwin-
kle, a ground cover, while later couplets contrast morning glo-
ries and moonflowers, which bloom during the day and night, 
respectively, and “spiky” catmint and “soft” hydrangeas. While 
the implication is that all of these flowers are in the same gar-
den, the book also compares poppies, which grow in dry cli-
mates, with irises, which need lots of rain. After listing these 
differences, the book implies that these plants thrive by focus-
ing on their own growth and self-worth rather than comparing 
themselves to others. Finally, readers are told that they, too, are 
perfect just the way they are and are encouraged to grow into 
who they were always meant to be. The lush, vibrant, minutely 
detailed illustrations will capture the curiosity of very young 
readers: The birds and insects that dot the pages are particu-
larly impressive. Although the text is charming, however, it isn’t 
particularly original, and, on the first read, the transition to the 
lesson of self-celebration at the end feels abrupt. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A beautifully illustrated but awkwardly told board book 
about blooming as you are. (Board book. 0-3)

I’M A LITTLE BUNNY
Eliot, Hannah
Illus. by Liz Brizzi
Little Simon/Simon & Schuster (14 pp.) 
$6.99  |  Jan. 31, 2023
9781665927024  

Bunnies welcome a new season.
This rhyming board book shows rab-

bits exploring spring with its newly blooming flowers and greeting 
hibernating animals who are slowly waking up. The text follows 
the bouncing format of the childhood classic “I’m a Little Tea-
pot,” which gives it an energetic feeling and sets a steady pace for 
turning pages. For the most part, this structure successfully fol-
lows the original, but some stanzas may take a reading or two to 
master the flow. The illustrations feature three different bunnies 
with expressive faces. In one image, a bunny is shown midhop with 
abundant joy. Whether it’s the warm breeze blowing leaves and 
the bunny’s ears or swirls of water in a rushing stream, there is an 
effective sense of movement. There are nice details, too: a line of 
ants crawling out of their hill, a snoozing owl, a tiny spider dangling 
from its thread. The story is simple enough; as the bunnies observe 
the signs of spring, so do readers. Similar board books abound, and 
though this one doesn’t stand out, it’s sweet and likely to hold little 
ones’ attention. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An adorable, though familiar, title to help the littlest read-
ers get excited for springtime. (Board book. 0-2)

LITTLE CHICKS
Gomi, Taro
Chronicle Books (26 pp.) 
$7.99  |  Feb. 28, 2023
978-1-79721-874-8  

Three little chicks go out into the 
world.

This sweet, simple book will sup-
port young readers’ book-handling and sequencing skills. The 
first spread shows one chick on the far-right side of the recto, 
as if leading readers to turn the page. Meanwhile, the other two 
chicks are still on the verso in the tiny house they share with 
their chicken parents. The house is depicted in a cross section 
that shows a hen and a rooster sitting on the top floor while the 
other two chicks head toward the open door on the first floor 
to follow their sibling toward the page turn. Ensuing spreads 
show the chicks running left to right across the pages, passing 
other birds, going through the rain, and even pausing occasion-
ally. While spare text stays focused solely on the chicks’ progres-
sion, other bird characters and details in the colorful, smudgy 
illustrations invite conversation about what the chicks observe 
and experience as they doggedly make their way through the 
book. Near the end, the chicks board a bus for the last leg of 
their journey before hopping off to run home to their parents. 
Illustrations now move right to left across the spreads, a design 
decision that lets the layout convey the structure of the narra-
tive. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

“A charming tale and wonderful introduction 
to books for the littlest readers.”

little chicks
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A charming tale and wonderful introduction to books for 
the littlest readers. (Board book. 0-3)

THINGS THAT GO
Hughes, Helen
Illus. by Liza Lewis
Tiger Tales (12 pp.) 
$9.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-66435-066-3 
Series: Slide & See First Words 

Help young readers fill in the blank!
Aimed at introducing little ones to some new vocabulary, this 

slide-tab board book focuses on three areas: vehicles on the road, 
in the air, and on the water. The vocabulary ranges from the sim-
ple (car, bus, truck) to less common early reach words (submarine, 
speedboat). The pages that feature the various modes of transpor-
tation (all operated by cheery anthropomorphic animals) include 
a sliding tab that moves vehicles or makes them appear—these 
are sure to appeal to little ones. The alternate pages each include 
a three-question quiz that may spark conversation, although 
some responses may vary from the written answers. For example, 
the prompt “A car’s horn goes” is answered by the word beep in the 
book, but honk is also correct. Similarly, the prompt “The sailor 
is looking at the” is completed with the word lighthouse, but the 
sailor may also be looking at the two whales splashing in the dis-
tance. Although the book is made of sturdy board, the tabs may 
not prove robust enough for long-term enjoyment from bois-
terous readers. A broken tab won’t significantly affect a reader’s 
experience, but it may take away from a bit of the fun.

Cute and amusing but may not have a long shelf life. (Board 
book. 1-3)

THE MAKING OF BUTTERFLIES
Hurston, Zora Neale
Adapt. by Ibram X. Kendi
Illus. by Kah Yangni
Amistad/HarperCollins (24 pp.) 
$9.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-0-06-311158-5  

Following Magnolia Flower (2022), 
Kendi retells another work by Hurston, this time a tale of how 
butterflies were created, from her folktale anthology Mules and 
Men.

The Creator—a Black, childlike, winged person—stares 
upon a newly created Earth. Bored, the Creator begins to make 
flowers and plants, which grow every which way. However, 
before the Creator’s work is finished, the flowers complain of 
being lonely. So the Creator grabs their shears and snips pieces 
off everything—the sky, animals, plants, and more. As the 
scraps fly through the skies, the Creator calls them “flutter-bys,” 
but they are misheard, and the people refer to them as butter-
flies instead. And so we have butterflies, which come in various 
colors and sizes. Rendered in acrylic paint, pencil, pastel, and 

Adobe Photoshop, the artwork creates an eye-catching collage 
of images in every spread. Just as folktales are greatly exagger-
ated, so are Yangni’s brightly colored butterflies and flowers 
that flow throughout, similar to the tale’s narration. Kendi 
expertly distills this word-of-mouth tale for young readers with 
direct quotes from Hurston’s book and uses the African Ameri-
can vernacular, as Hurston did. His author’s note gives readers 
the backstory regarding how the tale was told to Hurston. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

An old tale is given fresh new life. (Board book. 3-7)

BLINKER, BLINKER 
LITTLE CAR
Katz, Susan B.
Illus. by Jen Taylor
Little Bee Books (22 pp.) 
$7.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-1-4998-1361-6  

In this take on “Twinkle, Twinkle, 
Little Star,” a red compact two-door car is excited and ready to 
win the big race!

“Pull up to the starting line. / That big trophy will be mine!” 
However, life isn’t always easy when you’re trying to stay shiny 
and bright. Passing every one of those cars and trucks is an 
exhausting job, but vrooming across the finish line in first 
place makes the low tires and all the grime worth it—especially 
after getting into an impromptu post-race soccer game with 
friends. A quick stop at the car wash and an overnight charge 
put everything to rights—just in time for some sweet dreams of 
another racing adventure. Katz’s twist on the popular nursery 
rhyme invites children to wind down after a busy day as the car 
is washed and its grill scrubbed—activities that parallel little 
readers’ own bedtime routines. Taylor’s colorful illustrations of 
downright adorable, anthropomorphic vehicles, which evoke 
the Pixar Cars franchise, are engaging and complement the 
text—the image of the little red car tucked in, snoozing away, is 
especially endearing. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Sure to help the jammie-clad set get ready for bed. (Board 
book. 2-5)

WHERE ARE THE EGGS?
Lin, Grace
Charlesbridge (16 pp.) 
$7.99  |  March 14, 2023
9781623543464  
Series: Storytelling Math

A girl invites readers to look around 
the yard for eggs with her.

In this installment of the publisher’s Storytelling Math 
series, an Asian girl named Mei sets out to gather the eggs. But 
where are they? Observant readers will be able to spot (almost) 
all of them in the first spread of the entire yard, but subsequent 
pages feature close-ups of each egg. “There’s an egg!” The first 
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one is found “next to the watering can.” The next is “behind 
the flowerpot.” Each egg is described by a word that designates 
its special relationship to an object. But after the fourth egg is 
found, Mei asks, “Where should I look next?” It’s not visible…
yet! Young readers will be able to find and point to the eggs 
while caregivers use the positional words to introduce concepts 
that, according to the endnote, “are important in math, science, 
and daily life.” Bright, solid colors outlined in black make the 
illustrations warm and inviting. And while the text is minimal, 
it still exudes charm and invites interaction. Notes at the end 
help caregivers understand why these concepts are important 
and suggest other activities and conversations that help chil-
dren learn and talk about these ideas. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

A simple seek-and-find with math learning for the young-
est readers. (Board book. 1-4)

WELCOME TO CHINATOWN
Low, William
Godwin Books (20 pp.) 
$8.99  |  Jan. 3, 2023
978-1-250-84199-5  

The exciting sights and sounds of 
Chinatown are introduced to the board-
book set.

Ostensibly an adaptation of Low’s 1997 picture book China-
town, this work shares an obvious visual parentage but still stands 
alone as a new experience for a new generation and target audi-
ence. The verso of each spread features a digitally rendered por-
trait in saturated colors of Chinatown denizens in action. On the 
recto, a smaller image and a single word or phrase are offered 
in English, simplified Chinese, and Pinyin. In one scene, four 
men unload a delivery truck. The accompanying phrase is “hand 
trucks,” unusual vocabulary for a board book but perfect for pre-
senting the details of daily life in Chinatown. Another illustration 
features an elder reaching for a drawer of herbs. “Shopkeepers” is 
this spread’s word, along with an image of an abacus. The latter 
half of the book is reserved for words and phrases relating to Chi-
nese New Year. Exceedingly simple, this short book nonetheless 
captures the unique atmosphere and energy that permeate this 
vibrant neighborhood. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An appealing bilingual celebration of Chinatowns and Chi-
nese culture. (Board book. 0-3)

P IS FOR PIRATE
Illus. by Paprocki, Greg
Gibbs Smith (32 pp.) 
$12.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-1-4236-6153-5  

A pirate-themed board-book alpha-
bet adventure.

“A is for ahoy, matey!” and “B is for 
booty,” while “X marks the spot,” and “Y 

is for yo-ho-ho!” These simple statements, with two letters per 
spread, stay true to the motif, with vibrant illustrations depict-
ing adult and kid pirates. The letter and word pairs feel natural, 
and many will expose readers to potentially new vocabulary: 
fleet, galley, rigging, truce, and unfurl. Each illustration tells a 
short story in and of itself. “Walk the plank,” for example, is a 
silly summertime scene, complete with swimsuits, floaties, and 
a guitar-strumming captain. All of the images are child-friendly; 
on a page labeled “M is for mayhem,” kids throw water balloons 
at one another instead of shooting off cannons, and on “O is 
for overboard,” no one is hurled off the ship; rather, they splash 
about in the water beside the vessel, surrounded by inflatable 
toys. Readers will delight in seeking out the monkey engaged 
in goofy shenanigans who can be found on each page. The char-
acters are diverse in skin tone. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A swashbuckling way to learn the ABCs, full of appealing 
illustrations and rich vocabulary. (Board book. 3-5)

SWADDLED WITH LOVE
Preziosi, Alessandra
Illus. by Anoosha Syed
Clarion/HarperCollins (14 pp.) 
$9.99  |  April 4, 2023
9780358620334  

In this rhyming board book, swad-
dling a baby is an act of love.

The story begins with a narrator 
telling a child about how the adults in 
their life eagerly awaited their arrival; an 

accompanying image shows a parent in a hospital bed cradling 
a newborn while the other parent looks on. Accompanied by 
images of various parents and swaddled little ones, the book 
continues with lines that range from affectionate (the narra-
tor describes tucking the little one in and kissing them on their 
nose) to humorous (referring to the swaddled baby as a burrito 
or a lovebug). The book concludes with an image of a couple 
(one parent is brown-skinned; the other is light-skinned) in bed 
with a brown-skinned baby smiling in blissful sleep. While the 
words are gentle and fun to read, the book’s real strength lies 
in its illustrations. The bright palette and inked details create 
a vibrant cast of characters tending to the babies, while the 
soothing sweep of the backgrounds beautifully complements 
the sweet, affectionate tone of the verse. The families por-
trayed are diverse in race and ethnicity; though no pronouns 
are used, one or two of the parent pairs may be same-sex, and 
interracial families are shown, too. One parent uses a hearing 
aid. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Tender and joyful. (Board book. 0-2)
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I COULD BE
Josephine and the STEAM 
Toddler Dreamers
Regwan, Sol
Illus. by Denise Muzzio
Schiffer (22 pp.) 
$8.99  |  Feb. 28, 2023
978-0-7643-6566-9 
Series: Gizmo Girl: STEAM Toddler 
Dreamers, 1 

Science-loving Josephine imagines future career paths.
The young narrator considers a variety of jobs, from veteri-

narian to animator to geologist to engineer. The book offers a 
wonderful array of possibilities and ends with a crucial message: 

“I guess, since I have so many choices and interests…I could be 
whatever I want to be!” The illustrations have a cartoonlike 
feel. Each image of the related job shows Josephine actively 
engaged in that role, wearing the related uniform and using the 
appropriate tools. As a planetary astronomer, Josephine is seen 
wearing a lab coat and looking through a telescope; as a bota-
nist, the child uses a microscope and is surrounded by plants. 
Josephine presents as biracial, with light brown skin and dark 
hair in braids. One of Josephine’s parents presents as Black, the 
other as White. Though gender is not specifically mentioned, 
clothing and hair suggest that Josephine is a girl, and given that 
these fields are places where women of color are often pushed 
to the margins, the message that a girl of color can confidently 
imagine and have a STEAM career is an important one—and 
one that hasn’t always been seen in children’s literature. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

A refreshingly empowering career book. (Board book. 3-5)

7 BEST THINGS ABOUT FAMILY
Illus. by Yee, Patrick
Flowerpot Press (14 pp.) 
$7.99  |  March 21, 2023
9781486724208 
Series: Best Things About... 

A rabbit brood shares the things that 
make family special.

This book shares seven things (gen-
erated by kids themselves, according to the back cover) that 
little ones love to do with their families, among them playing 
and vacationing. Reminiscent of those in Lucy Cousins’ Maisy 
series, with bright colors and thick black outlining, the artwork 
portrays a family of snow-white bunnies building a play fort, 
enjoying chocolate chip pancakes, cuddled on a bed reading 
a book. The bunnies are cute and appealing, with rosy cheeks 
and simple expressions. An image of one little rabbit enjoying 
pancakes, tongue sticking out in delight, is especially adorable. 
Another page, with text reading “Hugs and kisses are the best,” 
depicts a little rabbit with a cut knee while a parent comforts 
them. There are numerous board books on the topic, however, 
and this one doesn’t quite stand out—some may wish the book 

had included representations of different kinds of families, such 
as single-parent. Still, the concept is meaningful, and the book 
will likely please little ones. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A sweet, somewhat familiar look at family. (Board book. 1-3)

7 BEST THINGS ABOUT 
READING
Yee, Patrick.
Flowerpot Press (14 pp.) 
$7.99  |  March 21, 2023
9781486724192  

What’s the best thing about reading? 
It’s hard to pick just one!

According to the back cover of this 
board book, real kids weighed in to help pick the things that 
make reading fun, from selecting a favorite story to reading 
with “funny voices” to snuggling up together as a family for a 
group read. Each page uses the same phrasing and structure: 

“The pictures are the best.” “Turning the page is the best.” This 
single-sentence-per-page model makes it a good fit for young 
readers looking for familiarity and predictability. There are no 
questions or invitations for readers to respond or opportuni-
ties for them to supply their own favorites, but caregivers will 
be able to fill in the gaps. Depicting animals such as a mouse, a 
bear, a lion, and a rabbit, the illustrations are bold with thick 
lines; bright blues, yellows, oranges, and pinks dominate. All 
of the characters are clearly appreciating their reading expe-
rience, whether it’s reading at a table, joining in with friends, 
or hanging out under the covers. Making reading an enjoyable 
experience has an impact on early literacy skills—this one will 
likely get little ones excited to become readers. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Age-appropriate affirmation that pretty much every part 
of reading is, in fact, “the best.” (Board book. 0-2)

“Age-appropriate affirmation that pretty much 
every part of reading is, in fact, ‘the best.’ ”

7 best things about reading
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young 
adult

STUDY BREAK
11 College Tales From 
Orientation to Graduation
Ed. by Avachat, Aashna
Feiwel & Friends (288 pp.) 
$19.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-1-250-84805-5  

Told through 11 chronological sto-
ries, this anthology invites readers on a 
journey through the college experience, 
with contributions from new voices and 

YA favorites like Camryn Garrett and Jake Maia Arlow. 
Jewish, genderqueer Fray of Arlow’s “Shofar, So Good” 

and the Seattle-area Desi protagonist of “Rani’s Resolutions” 
by Avachat find the courage to pursue their passions despite 
fears of negative parental reactions. Mandarin-speaking Emma 
Zheng and queer Val Wu of Christina Li’s “Begin Again” and 
Ruby, a Black girl questioning her major, her sexuality, and 
so much more in Garrett’s eponymous story learn the power 
of accepting change and living in the present, even when the 
future seems uncertain. A stuffed animal caper inspires an eye-
opening spring break road trip as best friends Sophie Zhao, a 
Malaysian international student, and Eliza Young, a White 
American, get honest about their feelings for each other in 
Boon Carmen’s “Momo’s Epic Rescue.” While some of the sto-
ries are more memorable than others, they all convey the heart 
and vulnerability inherent to this potential-filled time in young 
people’s lives. The tales, all set on the fictional University of 
Milbridge campus, flow well, and subtle overlaps add detail and 
richness to the setting. The collection features a cast of charac-
ters from a wide range of ethnic and racial backgrounds as well 
as varied sexual orientations and gender identities.

An inclusive, cohesive collection of stories in a locale often 
overlooked in books for teen readers: the college campus. 
(college advice) (Anthology. 14-18)

WOLFWOOD
Baer, Marianna
Amulet/Abrams (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-1-4197-3371-0  

A New York City teenager discovers 
the dark secrets in her mother’s paintings. 

Seventeen-year-old Indigo juggles 
jobs and school, trying to keep things 
afloat. Her mother, Zoe Serra, found 

FREE RADICALS by Lila Riesen ....................................................... 112

SAINTS OF THE HOUSEHOLD by Ari Tison ................................... 113

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

SAINTS OF THE HOUSEHOLD
Tison, Ari
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-0-374-38949-9 
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acclaim through Wolfwood, her disturbing and violent series 
of watercolors. While the works were a gallery and art buyer’s 
delight, Zoe never completed the series. Circumstances and 
chronic poor health have made her a “gray pencil-sketch ver-
sion of herself,” and knowing the impact of motherhood on her 
mother’s career, Indigo can’t help but blame herself. Motivated 
by a promised big payout and the possibility of bringing color 
back to her mother’s life, Indigo enthusiastically supports a for-
tuitous opportunity to revive the Wolfwood series. But with the 
deadline approaching and her mother balking, desperate Indigo 
steps in. Not only is the forgery morally dodgy, it’s dangerous too. 
As Indigo paints, the world of Wolfwood engulfs her. At first she 
writes these experiences off as sleep-deprived fever dreams, but 
when injuries manifest in the waking world, she understands 
there may be some credence to Zoe’s reluctance. Interspersed 
between Indigo’s present and her Wolfwood painting episodes 
are 1980s vignettes unveiling Zoe’s past, most ominously the 
real-life trauma behind her macabre paintings. First-person 
narration puts readers inside Indigo’s worries, anxiety, and guilt. 
Baer’s storytelling is lushly descriptive and suspenseful; teasing 
details and clues keep the pages turning even as some repetitive 
moments slow the pace. The Serras are White; there is racial 
diversity in the supporting cast. 

Twisty and tangled. (Fiction. 14-18)

FLOWERHEART
Bakewell, Catherine
HarperTeen (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-0-06-321459-0  

Sixteen-year-old Clara Lucas makes 
an unbearable bargain to control her wild 
magic so she can save Papa from her acci-
dental curse.

All Clara and childhood best friend 
Xavier Morwyn ever wanted was to be 

healers like his parents. But while Xavier was certified as a wiz-
ard a year earlier than is usual, Clara was left behind. Her magic 
is wild and unpredictable, always taunting her and playing on 
her worst fears of failure. When the Council of Magicians 
declares Clara’s magic must either be neutralized or bound, 
making spellcasting painful, Clara chooses the latter—until the 
results poison Papa. Only she can counter her accidental curse 
with a healing blessing, but she must first have full control of 
her magic. She begs Xavier to teach her how; he agrees but on 
one condition: Once Papa is healed, Clara must give Xavier her 
magic. A slow-burn romance and a soft, sweet fantasy unfold. 
The portrayal of anxiety as Clara’s magic is not subtle, but many 
readers familiar with mental health struggles will recognize 
the voice that taunts and haunts Clara. At the same time, she 
overcomes her challenges more quickly than can be expected in 
real life; a subplot around a potion to cure melancholy includes 
subtle messaging that is ultimately more supportive of medical 
intervention than it may at first appear. Main characters are 
cued White.

A gentle love story and a fantasy that faces the dark voices 
of anxiety and depression with mettle. (Fantasy. 14-18)

MY DEAR HENRY
A Jekyll & Hyde Remix
Bayron, Kalynn
Feiwel & Friends (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-1-250-83356-3 
Series: Remixed Classics 

A mysterious stranger captivates in 
this reimagining of a Robert Louis Ste-
venson tale. 

Gabriel Utterson sets out as a stu-
dent at the London School for Medical Studies determined 
to become a successful professional despite the discrimina-
tory hiring practices of the Victorian era. He takes a room at a 
nearby boardinghouse for Black students run by kindhearted 
Miss Laurie. There he meets handsome fellow resident Henry 
Jekyll, whose father teaches at the university they both attend. 
Gabriel’s budding relationship with Henry causes much cam-
pus gossip, straining Dr. Jekyll’s already tenuous position as an 
underappreciated, often disrespected instructor. The whirl-
wind romance between Henry and Gabriel soon unravels due 
to the combined racism and homophobia pervading the medi-
cal school establishment. Amid scandalous hints of their affair, 
Henry’s father is fired, and both young men are expelled from 
the institution in disgrace. Henry becomes secretive—and an 
oddly familiar man named Hyde is spotted coming and going 
freely from the Jekyll home, sparking Gabriel’s jealousy and 
curiosity. He is taken on as law clerk by the lecherous Sir Dan-
vers Carew, a powerful White man working in medical law, but 
Carew’s escalating harassment of Gabriel eventually leads to 
violence that sends Gabriel to a friend’s house for help. He fol-
lows a twisting path to uncovering Henry’s secret. Addressing 
invisibility, power, and passion, Bayron’s updated classic sim-
mers with Gothic imagery, romance, and a robust exploration 
of what it means to be whole. 

A vibrant retelling. (content warning, author’s note) (His-
torical mystery. 13-18)

TAKE OFF!
Beddia, Lea
Rebel Mountain Press (128 pp.) 
$13.95 paper  |  March 15, 2023
9781989996133  

A gay Canadian teenager’s mettle 
gets tested hard both at school and on 
the trail.

As if the struggle to make passing 
grades and cope with severe test anxiety 
aren’t bad enough, Marisa has to endure 

homophobic comments and constant harassment from Aimee, 
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a sneering classmate and former friend, not only in high school, 
but even on a day hike when she’s paired with her tormentor 
and fellow classmate Dawn during a weekend extra-credit sur-
vival camp. Worse yet, by blowing off several safety rules, Aimee 
manages to injure her leg and lose the backpack containing 
both the emergency phone and, it turns out, her insulin pump. 
Beddia really piles up the challenges, even throwing in a thun-
derstorm and a plane crash, but she gives her protagonist a good 
grounding in precisely described wilderness survival skills and a 
cool head under pressure—both of which repeatedly come into 
play as they weather the crisis. Marisa’s ability to cope when the 
going gets tough will strike readers as admirable, and the lack 
of a tidy resolution to the personal conflict adds a note of real-
ism to the end. The cast of this novel set in Québec registers as 
White; Marisa has a close male friend who wears makeup, and 
in Dawn, a new possible partner.

A suspenseful survival tale well stocked with both physical 
and ethical challenges. (Fiction. 12-14)

WHO OWNS THE CLOUDS?
Brassard, Mario
Illus. by Gérard DuBois
Trans. by Yvette Ghione
Tundra Books (100 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Jan. 10, 2023
9781774880210  

A woman looks back on her harrow-
ing refugee experience.

Mila has a photo Papa took of her a 
few hours before they were forced to leave home. She doesn’t 
recognize the 9-year-old she sees in the picture, a somber, wor-
ried girl in a dark dress with short lace-up boots. In the days 
before they fled an unnamed country, Mila often slept, disso-
ciating from the bombs filling the sky with smoke. Every night 
she dreamed about waiting in a never-ending line with her fam-
ily while holding onto a suitcase. It wasn’t just Mila who was 
wondering what awaited them on the other side. The line was all 
anyone in her village talked about. “The clouds that crept closer 
and closer, adrift above our heads, clouds that seemed to come 
from nowhere…were they coming from the burning houses of 
my friends?” Mila pondered solemnly as the bombing escalated. 
That was when she and her family joined the line to seek refuge 
from their war-torn homeland. Twenty-five years later, although 
outwardly she may seem to fit in, she observes, “I know I’m dif-
ferent from other people.” The stark, absorbing illustrations 
evoke a mid-20th-century European setting and capture the 
introspective narrative with grace. Rendered largely in sepia 
tones aptly reminiscent of old photos, this graphic novel mea-
sures the weight of memories. The sparse pops of red and blue 
emphasize meaningful visual cues threaded through the work.

A heartfelt and vivid portrait of war trauma. (Graphic fiction. 
13-adult)

IF I CAN GIVE YOU THAT
Bulla, Michael Gray
Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins 
(320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Feb. 28, 2023
978-0-06-309170-2  

High school senior Gael finds com-
munity and romance while facing his 
mother’s mental illness.

Gael, a White trans boy in Tennes-
see, has a lot on his plate, what with 

trying to care for his single mother who has severe depression 
while working toward graduation and figuring out what to do 
afterward. His best friend encourages him to attend the local 
LGBTQ+ teen group, where he meets Declan, a Black biracial 
cis gay boy. The two quickly become close, but Gael’s struggles 
with his mother’s mental health, his parents’ divorce, and his 
own gender dysphoria make it hard for him to open up. Gael’s 
story feels both tender and real. It focuses on the difficulties of 
growing up with a parent who struggles with depression and sui-
cidal ideation while never blaming her for the state of her mental 
health. It highlights the importance of community and finding 
the people you can rely on and also takes readers through Gael’s 
process of finding his voice. Though he is already out as trans 
as the book opens, he still struggles to express his feelings and 
allow himself to live his own life. While there is excitement at 
the climax, overall, the book is quiet and thoughtful—a bit like 
Gael himself, a boy who freezes up when emotions run too high. 

A sweet and emotional story of queer adolescence. (Fiction. 
14-18)

ACTS OF RESISTANCE
Carrillo, Dominic
Santa Monica Press (224 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  March 21, 2023
9781595801197  

Three young people provide essen-
tial help in the movement to save Bul-
garia’s Jews from the Nazis.

Unofficial memoirs (released after 
the end of communism) recorded the 
sudden halt of plans to send thousands 
of Bulgarian Jews to death camps in 1943. 

This novel explores that still contentious history, reflecting 
uncertainty over the roles of King Boris, the Orthodox Church, 
ordinary citizens, and some government officials. The alternat-
ing first-person narrators are Michael, a Jewish driver for Sofia’s 
archbishop hiding in plain sight as a seminary student; Peter, 
who is drawn to the idea of communist revolution; and Lily, who 
works with collaborators and secretly leaks information to the 
resistance. An initial deportation of Jews from Bulgarian-held 
Skopje catalyzes the three youths. Events cover spring 1943, 
skip a year when the tide was turning against the Nazis, and end 
with their rout in September 1944. More sophisticated readers 

“Heartfelt and vivid.”
who owns the clouds?

http://kirkus.com


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

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

will find the novel incompletely imagined, with undigested 
research, clichéd expressions, and minimally developed charac-
ters whose undifferentiated voices combine jarringly contem-
porary slang with overly formal SAT vocabulary. Improbable 
behavior abounds, requiring suspension of disbelief. The lack of 
atmosphere limits the impact of the novel, but the diary entry 
format adds suspense, and the focus on young adult protago-
nists is effective for the target audience. Moral issues around 
assassination and revenge killing go unexplored.

A disappointing account of a fascinating chapter in history. 
(historical note) (Historical fiction. 15-18)

CHLOE AND THE 
KAISHAO BOYS
Coyiuto, Mae
Putnam (352 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-0-593-46163-1  

A Chinese Filipino teen in Manila 
must choose between chasing her 
dreams in America and staying home to 
support her family’s business.

Chloe Liang is one step closer to her 
dream of becoming an animator when she finally gets off the 
waitlist at the University of Southern California. But her family 
won’t let her leave the Philippines without the most extravagant 
send-off possible: her debut, a traditional Filipino 18th-birthday 
celebration. Chloe needs the closest men and women in her life 
to participate, but when Auntie Queenie notices that most of 
the men are Chloe’s uncles, she intervenes to kaishao her, the 
Hokkien term for matchmaking. Chloe’s father approves these 
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blind dates, hoping she will stay home for college and join Zip 
and Lock, the Liang family company, like her cousins. Ethni-
cally Chinese Chloe fully embraces her Filipino nationality but 
is aware of the desire—to varying degrees—of her Chinese Fili-
pino friends and family to maintain their identity by only mar-
rying within their ethnic community; Cia, Chloe’s Filipino best 
friend, is in a secret relationship with Chinese Filipino Raph 
because the latter’s parents only want him to date other Chi-
noys. Chloe is very conveniently arranged on dates with boys 
she already knows, but her experience of the fluttery feeling 
of kilig (in places both expected and unexpected) is entirely 
wholesome and sincere.

An endearing story from a fresh voice of family, first love, 
and taking chances. (glossary) (Fiction. 13-18)

THE QUIET AND THE LOUD
Fox, Helena
Dial Books (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-0-593-35458-2  

Set in Sydney, Australia, during the 
wildfires of 2019, this first-person novel 
focuses on 18-year-old Georgia, a young 
woman struggling to find her voice. 

Georgia is the “quiet” and her best 
friend, Tess, the “loud” of the title. Geor-

gia routinely subsumes her needs to take care of Tess’ anxiety. 
This dynamic becomes challenging when Tess’ postpartum 
depression coincides with the reemergence of Georgia’s 
estranged alcoholic father. He tells Georgia he is dying and begs 
for forgiveness and a visit—and for her to keep his diagnosis a 
secret from her mother. Readers come to understand the multi-
ple layers of trauma her father’s alcoholism laid on Georgia and 
her mother as flashbacks throughout the book reveal the depth 
of his disease and cruelty. However, by this point her mother has 
long since left her father and married a woman named Mel. Mel 
is an artist who introduces Georgia to the coping mechanisms 
of kayaking and painting. She is also the person who delivers 
the central lessons Georgia needs to learn: that she does not 
have to look after everyone or keep burdensome secrets. Laced 
throughout the book are engaging descriptions of Georgia’s 
burgeoning romance with Sri Lankan Australian Calliope (main 
characters read White). A subplot concerning climate change 
activism feels a little like an afterthought, although descriptions 
of the choking smoke make the horror of the wildfires vivid. 

Heavy themes made bearable by lyrical and evocative writ-
ing. (author’s note) (Fiction. 13-18)

CLOCK STRIKER
“I’m Gonna Be a SMITH!”

Galadima, Issaka
Illus. by Frederick L. Jones
Rockport Publishers (224 pp.) 
$13.99 paper  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9780760381571 
Series: Saturday AM TANKS / Clock 
Striker, 1 

A young Black girl with a disability 
and a zest for science and engineering 

strives against the odds.
Cast dreams of being an engineer. She particularly dreams 

of becoming a member of SMITH—a traditionally predomi-
nantly male group of engineer warriors who create tools to help 
people. Cast, who does not have a left hand, attends school 
in a poor neighborhood where STEM subjects are not taught, 
but she enjoys experimenting and building her own creations. 
Nevertheless, she is told by her White home economics teacher 
that with these disadvantages, not to mention her gender, she 
cannot even apply for the SMITH mentorship contest. But 
Cast remains determined to try, building herself a prosthetic 
hand. And as it happens, she impresses teacher Philomena 
Clock, who also reads White and is a SMITH. She accepts Cast 
as an apprentice in the role of striker, an assistant who will help 
her on her missions. Philomena plans to train and teach Cast 
all she needs to know to succeed at her dream and support the 
SMITH mission. Will Cast prove to be up to the task despite all 
the dangers that await her? Galadima and Jones’ graphic novel 
is filled with action and adventure and touches on multiple 
social themes. It merges a fun atmosphere with serious topics 
like discrimination in ways that are digestible for teen readers. 
The lively illustrations have an appealing steampunk aesthetic. 
Readers will eagerly anticipate more entries.

A fantastic, refreshing series opener. (Manga. 13-16)

CHAOS & FLAME
Gratton, Tessa & Justina Ireland
Razorbill/Penguin (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-0-593-35332-5  

On opposite sides of a long war, two 
teens find hope together in this duology 
opener. 

Seventeen-year-old Darling Seabreak 
was orphaned by the House Wars insti-
gated by House Dragon, which destroyed 

her family. Surviving life in dark sewers as a child, she becomes 
a deadly Barb for her adopted House Kraken as they struggle 
against the imperialistic Dragons. Eighteen-year-old Talon 
Goldhoard fights for his older brother, Caspian, the Chaos-
touched High Prince Regent of House Dragon and ruler of all 
Pyrlanum, a deadly War Prince whose entire life has been bat-
tle. The focus on family bonds and support adds realism, while 
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the inclusion of prophetic dreams and visions creates intrigue: 
When Darling’s adoptive father is kidnapped by Dragons, she 
is drawn into a political struggle between Caspian’s erratic 
plans, her loyalty to House Kraken, and her growing attrac-
tion to Talon. Their romance, while beginning with immediate 
attraction, progresses at a slow burn and relies on trust rather 
than instalove. Despite familiar worldbuilding delivered mostly 
through telling rather than showing, the boon magic system is 
intriguing, and the inclusion of Chaos in the mythology adds 
a twist. While the plot is predictable—until a surprising end-
ing that seems to come out of nowhere—alternating narrators 
allow for differing views and opinions on events. Caspian is an 
especially interesting character, and readers will wish for more 
time with him. Darling has brown skin; Talon and Caspian are 
light-skinned. 

Disappointingly familiar despite the creative magic and 
shocking hook at the end. (Fantasy. 13-18)

BEAR KNIGHT
Hannibal, James R.
Enclave Escape (320 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Feb. 14, 2023
9798886050301 
Series: Lightraider Academy, 2 

The Lightraiders must face many 
evils to stop the impending war with the 
dragons.

Darkness remains even after the five 
racially diverse cadets stop the dragon 

invasion. There are more uncertainties than ever with goblins 
in Keledev and mysterious kidnappings in Tanelethar. Kara 
must pause her quest to join the Order and travel back to the 
Dragon Lands to rescue a tortured prisoner. Connor and Lee 
navigate the danger of Tanelethar to find a lost artifact that 
could end the war. Drawn in different directions, the cadets 
face more evil and fear, relying on their faith in the Rescuer to 
see them through. This sequel to Wolf Soldier (2021) is full of 
action and adventure, with clear Christian morals, verses, and 
religious teachings. It captures the hearts, doubts, and ques-
tions of believers at all stages of their faiths as well as the pro-
cess of learning to trust in the Rescuer’s will. Mainly told in the 
third person, the narrative intersperses first-person accounts 
from the prisoner, adding mystery and intrigue. An appendix 
includes name pronunciations, descriptions of locations, and 
definitions of terms to flesh out the context and background. 
The author also includes instructions for playing Vanquish, a 
game the characters enjoy in the story, which readers can try for 
themselves using a billiards set. 

An exciting, fantastical sequel representative of the Chris-
tian faith. (map, author’s note) (Fantasy. 12-18)

UNSEELIE
Housman, Ivelisse
Inkyard Press (432 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jan. 3, 2023
978-1-335-42859-2 
Series: Unseelie, 1 

A young changeling learns to embrace 
her own magic in this duology opener.

Seelie and Isolde have big plans. 
Newly 17, they roam the world in their 
trusty, enchanted caravan, the Destiny, 

seeking riches and kindness and a path back to the home they 
were forced to leave when Seelie’s secret was discovered. After 
Mami realized Isolde had been taken and Seelie left in her place, 
she retrieved Isolde from the faeries and adopted the change-
ling baby. But changelings, representing things beyond human 
ken, are feared and misunderstood in their village. As Housman 
movingly describes in her author’s note, some folklorists theo-
rize that the changeling myth developed as a way to describe 

“An intriguing, magical debut.”
unseelie
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Shannon Gibney’s latest book, The Girl I Am, Was, and 
Never Will Be (Dutton, Jan. 10), is a work of speculative 
memoir exploring her experience as a transracial adoptee. 
In it, Gibney plumbs the complexities of personal and fa-
milial history across multiple timelines, using motifs from 
science fiction to paint a vivid image of her life as it is—and 
as it might have been. Our starred review called it “an in-
novative and captivating reflection on identity and self.” We 
spoke to Gibney over Zoom to learn more; our conversation 
has been edited for length and clarity.

Speculative memoir is not a genre we encounter 
every day.
This is the weirdest thing I’ve ever written, and I wasn’t 
sure that anyone would actually understand what I was 

doing and why it might be important. But I kept encoun-
tering writers who were also adoptees who had doppel-
gängers or multiple timelines running through their work. 
I began to see it as a theme in the adoptee experience but 
also for anyone who has experienced a discrete before 
and after marked by some sort of trauma. Perhaps you go 
on and you live your life in a certain timeline, but that 
trauma isn’t resolved. What happens to that irresolution? 

You’ve written about African diasporic experience, 
which feels like something that has intersecting emo-
tions with adoptee experience. 
My second novel, Dream Country, was about five genera-
tions of a Liberian and Liberian American family. That 
was really scary. Being a transracial adoptee, most of the 
literature about transracial adoption has been written by 
White adoptive parents. That is a form of epistemologi-
cal violence—I didn’t want to do that. That’s part of why it 
took me 20 years to write that book and to reconcile that, 
once you’re writing about this chasm in the African dias-
pora, the thing that you’re scared of is the thing that you’re 
writing about. 

The epigraph for Dream Country is from Saidiya Hart-
man, and she says “For me, the rupture was the story.” My 
best friend said she started crying when she read that be-
cause, she said, “That’s your whole life, Shannon.” Dream 
Country has five parts and five different narrative voices, and 
it takes place on two continents and over 200 years. At the 
end of the book you find out that one of the main charac-
ter’s sisters has been writing this whole thing. It’s metafic-
tional. And it’s because there are all these holes in her family 
history and her personal history she’s working to fill. 

How has being a mother impacted your writing and 
vice versa?

Shannon G
ibney

WORDS WITH...

Shannon Gibney
The author fashioned a unique speculative memoir to explore the reality—
and alternate realities—of adoption
BY ILANA BENSUSSEN EPSTEIN
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I love being a mother. It’s also exhausting: I’m essentially a 
single mom to an almost-13-year-old and an 8-year-old. I also 
had a stillbirth, I lost a baby at 41 1/2 weeks.

Before I had kids, I tended to be a little more precious 
about my writing time or the situation I needed in order to 
write. And then you have kids and it’s like OK, I’m on deadline, 
and this needs to get in, like, yesterday, so I’m just going to henpeck 
here while I’m holding my daughter and my son is running around 
the kitchen. It’s a situation that I don’t think many male writ-
ers have the experience to understand. But that is also the 
richness of so much of women’s writing: those multiple lay-
ers at work. I think especially as an adoptee, my kids have 
tethered me to the earth in a really powerful way, and they 
are the biggest champions for my writing. 

I was particularly compelled by the passages where 
your parents become your children, your children be-
come your parents.
When your family is formed by the state, you see how ran-
dom these connections are. The only reason I’m my parents’ 
daughter is that I was born after them. The only reason my 
children are my children is that they were born after me. 
And it gets to this idea: What’s our responsibility to each 
other based on? If I wasn’t your mother, would we still laugh 
together at the same jokes?

It’s about life and death, but it’s also fleeting. I had for-
gotten, until I went through her letters again, that my birth 
mother had contemplated aborting me when she found out 
she was pregnant. There are all these small decisions that 
seem insignificant, but they each jut off and the timelines 
keep going. My friend [author Sun Yung Shin] talks about 
how the United States is haunted by ghosts, because we 
don’t reckon with our history. I guess another word for an 
alternate timeline is a haunting. My son was 3 1/2 when I had 
my stillbirth, and he will say, “I have two sisters, just one of 
them is dead,” and people will get upset, but he’s just com-
municating reality. Even though she’s gone, she’s there.

You use a lot of archival material in this book—how 
much of that had you already seen, and how much did 
you discover in the process of creating this work?
I asked my mother for all the letters she’d received from my 
birth mother, Patricia. My mom and my birth mom had this 
long relationship through letters, because my relationship 
with Patricia was so complicated and so difficult and we 
didn’t talk for many years. I had seen many of them before 
but never all in one place like that. If we’re talking about ar-
chival experiences, the letters from Patricia constitute the 

biggest portion of what’s in the book. And certainly, it did 
bring up a lot of stuff that I hadn’t felt in a while, a lot of 
unpleasant emotions: I can’t believe she said that, I can’t believe 
she did that.

That was something I was scared about in this manu-
script: the portrayal of Patricia as a birth mom. I feel very 
strongly that artists’ and writers’ first duty is to the truth, to 
our truth, which is messy and multifaceted. You know when 
you’re skirting the truth in your work. The dominant, main-
stream portrayals of mothers who have given up their chil-
dren are really pathologizing and negative, and I didn’t want 
to contribute to that, but I also knew I needed to tell the 
truth from my point of view. 

It’s a moment in this country when the prevailing nar-
ratives of adoption feel more important than ever, what 
with the overturn of Roe v. Wade.
There’s a lot of adoptee scholars and critical adoption stud-
ies folks that are taking that on. Kimberly McKee, who’s a 
Korean adoptee, coined the term Adoption Industrial Com-
plex. We know how it works. It’s capitalism. It’s this machine 
that turns to the next disaster to get another supply of avail-
able infants. So yeah, the end of Roe might be, unfortunately, 
the next disaster for that complex.

Who is your ideal audience for this book?
My first audience for this book would be a younger me, who 
really felt like a freak. Transracial adoption is usually such an 
isolating experience. You might know other adoptees, but 
you don’t have the language to talk about it. But this book 
isn’t just for adoptees, this book is for anyone who’s on the 
journey of building a semicoherent self through storytelling.

Ilana Bensussen Epstein is a writer and filmmaker in Boston. The 
Girl I Am, Was, and Never Will Be received a starred review in 
the Dec. 1, 2022, issue.
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behavioral differences observed in autistic children. Seelie 
experiences the world as a sometimes overwhelming place—
sounds and physical sensations can easily cross the line into 
abrasive, and social interactions with people who do not under-
stand her are taxing. Like our own, Seelie’s world is unkind to 
those who do not fit the norms, but she begins to claim and 
love the power inherent to her identity. Joining the sisters on 
this journey are Raze and Olani: fellow adventurers and oppo-
nents-cum-allies with their own tangled, painful histories that 
are slowly revealed. A heist gone wrong, excursions in different 
faerie realms, a fledgling romance, and a brownie who appears 
as a cat keep the story bubbling along, its charm balancing the 
heavier moments. Seelie and Isolde are cued as Latina; Olani 
reads Black. 

An intriguing, magical debut. (map) (Fantasy. 13-18)

CAREER PLANNING IN THE 
GIG ECONOMY
Kallen, Stuart A.
ReferencePoint Press (64 pp.) 
$32.95  |  Feb. 1, 2023
9781678204761  

The modern gig economy is not the 
exclusive purview of adults. 

With more workers than ever opting 
for gig employment, it’s never too early 
to start thinking about this path as a 

career choice. A brief introduction explains that approximately 
a third of the current American workforce are freelancers and 
projects that this percentage will rise in the near future. Four 
subsequent chapters set the stage for potential teen gig workers. 
The first gives an explanation of the gig economy, including the 
large variety of industries involved and issues with financial sus-
tainability for workers. Next comes an analysis of the challenges 
and attractions of gigging, so teens can decide whether it’s the 
right avenue for them. Most freelance platforms like Instacart 
are restricted to adults, but blogging and buying/selling online 
are two opportunities open to teens. Kallen takes a deeper dive 
into these options and ways of using them as a bridge to adult 
employment while mentioning some others, like dog walking. 
Sidebar quotes, anecdotes, and stock color photos are peppered 
throughout. A useful companion to Kallen’s 2022 book, Teen 
Guide to Side Gigs, this concise overview aims at a slightly older 
audience and focuses on longer-range planning and the unique 
challenges facing an adolescent entrepreneur. While not com-
prehensive, it provides a solid first step into the freelance world. 

A user-friendly, age-appropriate introduction to self-
employment. (source notes, further research, index, picture 
credits) (Nonfiction. 14-18)

SEEDS FOR THE SWARM
Kern, Sim
Stelliform Press (440 pp.) 
$21.99 paper  |  March 1, 2023
9781777682309  

A coming-of-age story set in the Dust 
States in the year 2075.

Sassparylla McCracken is just another 
Dusty, a White girl destined to a life of 
working for the oil refinery or running 
with outlaw scrounger gangs, stealing 

water in drought-stricken Texas. Rylla dreams of escaping her 
overbearing mother by going to college and learning how to 
improve things in the Dust. Her opportunity comes when a 
video of her protesting in the State Senate against environmen-
tal destruction piques the interest of elite institution Wingates 
University in the Lush State of Michigan. She soon finds herself 
in an alien environment of wealthy, accomplished college stu-
dents—and seemingly unlimited water. Wingates’ diverse stu-
dent population also forces Rylla to challenge her homogeneous, 
socially conservative Texas upbringing: Her new friends include 
her White, nonbinary roommate, Magenta; Latino bioengineer 
Theo; chemical engineer Azam, a gay, Iranian hijabi; Nigerian 
and Jewish American mechanical engineer Dae-Dae; and her 
Latina research teammate, Ynez. Through Rylla’s Humanity 
major, Kern explores the ethics and morality of cutting-edge 
science and technology. However, whispers of a secret depart-
ment and alleged sightings of military personnel build tension 
and suggest covert machinations afoot at Wingates. The author 
emphatically establishes the desperate circumstances climate 
change has brought to the West while drawing parallels with 
immigrant experiences by portraying how painful it is for Rylla 
to leave her home and family behind for a better life.

A satisfying ecological take on the dystopian science-fic-
tion novel. (Science fiction. 14-18)

IN LIMBO
A Graphic Memoir
Lee, Deb JJ
First Second (352 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  March 7, 2023
978-1-250-25266-1  

Poignant images and text capture the 
emotional challenges faced by a Korean 
American teen in New Jersey.

Artist Lee looks back on fraught 
high school years of longing to fit in. 

But Lee was withdrawn and socially awkward and suffered 
frequent microaggressions. Orchestra, formerly a refuge, got 
more competitive; Lee gravitated toward drawing rather than 
practicing violin. Having immigrated at age 3, Lee felt neither 
Korean nor fully American. Anxiety led to intense clinginess, 
making friendships a struggle. Home was no safe haven—Dad 
was warmly sympathetic, but Mom is shown as demanding and 

“Nuanced and resonant.”
in limbo
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prone to out-of-control rages. Lee’s fragile mental health plum-
meted, leading to a suicide attempt, but fortunately, therapy 
sessions allowed space to reflect on a difficult, lonely child-
hood, and weekly art classes in New York City offered hope 
and a place to feel seen and understood. Later, a trip to Korea 
helped Lee move toward acceptance and forgiveness. Confu-
sion and pain are depicted through artful, largely digitally cre-
ated grayscale images that evoke ink wash and pencil sketches 
and convey Lee’s growing hopelessness. The panels vary dra-
matically in shape, size, and perspective, bringing readers in for 
intense, intimate close-ups and pulling back to offer a broader 
overview of events. The mother-child relationship is especially 
well portrayed, nuanced, and resonant. Befitting a memoir 
that addresses transgenerational language barriers, some con-
versations include Korean phrases that are not translated into 
English.

A raw, relatable memoir exploring mental health and 
immigrant experiences. (author’s note) (Graphic memoir. 14-18)

BANNED BOOKS
The Controversy Over What 
Students Read
Loonin, Meryl
ReferencePoint Press (64 pp.) 
$32.95  |  Jan. 1, 2023
9781678204747  

What’s going on with the current 
wave of book banning? 

Growing attention from parents and 
politicians to what students read led to 

unprecedented numbers of book challenges in 2021. Loonin 
begins her survey of this aspect of the United States’ culture 
wars with a short history highlighting the role of the Ameri-
can Library Association in spotlighting the issue with Banned 
Books Week, begun in 1982. She points out that more recent 
book-banning attempts often come from government officials 
as well as parents, who previously featured most prominently. 
Such public attention, she explains, leads to soft censorship by 
publishers, librarians, and school personnel. The author quotes 
statistics and describes court decisions. Three middle chapters 
break down current book challenges by type: books that tackle 
the subject of race, books about LGBTQ+ issues, and YA books 
considered edgy for their subject matter or language. The final 
chapter describes the obstacles teachers face, including contro-
versies over American history textbook content and challenges 
due to bias, as with some iconic high school literature titles. 
Loonin’s exposition is straightforward, and she lets individu-
als from different sides provide the arguments through exten-
sive, carefully sourced quotations, some pulled out in highlight 
boxes. Occasional color illustrations show a diverse range of 
teens and adults. Regretfully, teens’ own reactions and protests 
are relegated to a short final section.

A useful overview of a hot-button issue. (picture credits, 
source notes, organizations and websites, further research, 
index) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

WHISTLEBLOWER
Marchant, Kate
Wattpad WEBTOON Book Group 
(320 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  March 14, 2023
978198365083  

A novel tackling sexual harassment, 
assault, and the evergreen themes of 
finding and using your voice.

This novel, set at fictional Garland 
University in a small Southern California 

city, centers junior Laurel Cates, whose passion is writing for 
the school newspaper. When she uncovers evidence that a foot-
ball coach, someone well known for being a recovered alcoholic, 
in fact drank to excess and committed sexual assault during a 
vacation, she hurriedly writes an exposé only to be informed 
by her editor it cannot be published. When Laurel finds more 
evidence of his wrongdoing in tip files, her editor admits she 
fears losing the paper’s remaining budget if she runs the article. 
Another complication ensues when Laurel finds herself unex-
pectedly falling for star football player Bodie St. James, who 
she fears may be complicit in covering up the coach’s felonious 
behavior. The book’s strengths lie in its focus on the impor-
tance of standing up for others and, when we have the power 
to do so, creating platforms for those who struggle to be heard. 
Unfortunately, these admirable messages are undermined by 
limited character development: Readers will wish the author 
had delved deeper into the relationship between Laurel and 
Bodie as well as the motives of both main and supporting char-
acters. Laurel’s mother is from Mexico, and her father is White; 
Bodie reads White.

A justice-centered story let down by two-dimensional 
characterization. (Fiction. 15-18)

A LONG STRETCH OF 
BAD DAYS
McGinnis, Mindy
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins 
(368 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-0-06-323036-1  

Small-town secrets provide steady 
fuel for an ambitious teen looking to 
secure a spot in a top journalism program.

Lydia Chass is enraged when she 
learns her high school guidance counselor’s oversight has jeop-
ardized her graduation, and she threatens to expose his alcohol 
use disorder unless she’s permitted to quickly make up her miss-
ing history credit. Ever the plotter, she pulls in Bristal Jamison, a 
senior also in need of a credit for graduation, whose delinquent 
behavior and bad family reputation will put a sharper edge on 
On the Ground in Flyover Country, Lydia’s podcast about their 
hometown of Henley, Ohio, thus making it more likely to catch 
the eyes of Ivy League admissions officers. Bristal and Lydia’s 
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emerging friendship and Lydia’s self-absorption and under-
standing of her own class privilege evolve realistically as the pair 
decide to focus on an unsolved homicide that occurred in the 
1990s and was discovered during a devastating week in which 
Henley suffered both a tornado and flash flood—and that may 
not have been the only crime to take place. In this tightknit 
community, their sleuthing produces uncomfortable questions 
that lead back to people close to them in difficult ways. Wick-
edly comic dialogue and interesting characters—particularly 
wonderfully lewd feminist Bristal—will keep readers engaged 
through the many twists and turns. All main characters read 
White.

A clever and often darkly funny mystery. (Mystery. 14-18)

THE JUMP
Morris, Brittney
Simon & Schuster (256 pp.) 
$19.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781665903981  

Four high school students compete in 
a citywide scavenger hunt with the hopes 
of taking down a major corporation. 

Jaxon, who is Black; nonspeaking 
Hansel, who is White and struggles with 
auditory overstimulation; Black and Pak-

istani Yasmin; and Korean American trans boy Daeshim, who 
also goes by Spider, represent different backgrounds—but the 
friends share a unifying passion: solving internet-based cryptol-
ogy puzzles. United as Team JERICHO, the group participates 
in elaborate scavenger hunts that take place against the back-
drop of rapidly gentrifying Seattle neighborhoods. Profit-hungry 
conglomerates, such as the oil-shilling Roundworld, continue 
to destroy small businesses and push out working-class fami-
lies. When the group learns of a new puzzle that appears to be 
sanctioned by clandestine vigilante organization the Order, Jax 
immediately enlists Team JERICHO to participate in the game. 
Though other team members—most notably Yas—are skepti-
cal of the Order’s true intentions, Jax is tempted by the prize, 
which includes a chance to join the ranks of the secret society. 
As they soldier on, the teenagers discover that their greatest 
strength is their loyalty to each other. This action-packed novel 
depicts the destruction of late-stage capitalism and captures 
the bonds of friendship through the four protagonists’ alternat-
ing first-person narration. Racial and cultural diversity are spot-
lighted while being seamlessly woven into the plot.

A thrill ride unabashedly critiquing abusive systems of 
power that mirror real-world behemoths. (Fiction. 12-18)

EXPLORING CHINESE 
MYTHOLOGY
Nardo, Don
ReferencePoint Press (64 pp.) 
$32.95  |  Feb. 1, 2023
9781678204785  

A brief introduction to key figures 
and stories from Chinese mythology.

Beginning with the legend of Pangu 
bursting out of a cosmic egg and trig-
gering the creation of the world, Nardo 

guides readers through Chinese stories of lovers, heroes, and 
mythical beings at a brisk pace. From the tale of moon goddess 
Chang’e and its connection to the Mid-Autumn Festival to the 
story of the Four Valiant Dragons who formed China’s largest 
rivers, the author traces the ways in which myths have shaped 
and continue to influence Chinese culture and tradition today. 
The book covers a lot of ground, but the inconsistent and some-
times inaccurate naming of characters may confuse readers who 
are new to the subject. Additionally, the brevity of each account 
results in the loss of some of the luster and excitement of the 
original tales. For example, in the legend of the Cowherd and 
the Cloud Weaver, the traditional bittersweet ending is omitted, 
shifting their story from an annual reunion that is observable 
in the stars today to one that concluded in ancient times. Still, 
the structure of the book may serve as a useful starting point 
for students beginning to explore this topic. Supporting images 
and text bubbles are peppered throughout the title, reinforcing 
ideas and allowing for quick reference. 

Adequate as a road map for more in-depth research. (pic-
ture credits, source notes, hierarchy of ancient Chinese gods, 
further research, index) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

THE SINISTER BOOKSELLERS 
OF BATH
Nix, Garth
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins 
(368 pp.) 
$19.99  |  March 21, 2023
978-0-06-323633-2  

Following The Left-Handed Booksellers 
of London (2020), a rescue mission lands 
Susan on an entity’s radar.

Susan (art student, demi-mortal) and 
her boyfriend, Merlin, (gender shifting and nonconforming 
fashionista and left-handed bookseller) are still together but 
taking it slowly, especially because Susan’s not comfortable with 
the proximity to the supernatural Old World that Merlin repre-
sents (especially because her own Ancient Sovereign father is 
going to be waking at the New Year). But when contact with 
an ensorcelled map pulls Merlin into a pocket dimension out 
of time, Susan doesn’t hesitate to use her heritage and artistic 
ability to make a translocation map to get him back safely. Their 
dangerous jaunt reveals the existence of a supernatural serial 

http://kirkus.com


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

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

killer—and draws its attention to Susan. While the booksellers 
unravel a pattern of murders going back decades, Susan tries 
to avoid being the next sacrifice while grappling with fears of 
losing herself to the Old World and being changed into some-
thing else. And the dreams she’s having of her father’s demesne, 
dreams that might be more than dreams, leave her convinced 
that a big change is coming. All plotlines are time-sensitive 
enough to put the dead in deadline, keeping tension high as they 
face a variety of threats. While Susan’s internal conflict gets 
repetitive, it pays off in the climax. The leads are White; the 
secondary cast’s racially diverse.

A fast and fun outing in an immersive alternate world. (Fan-
tasy. 12-adult)

LAST SUNRISE IN ETERNA
Ortiz, Amparo
Page Street (368 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-1-64567-614-0  

An elf-hating goth girl is blackmailed 
into taking part in a magic exchange on 
the elves’ private island of Eterna, off the 
eastern coast of Puerto Rico. 

Seventeen-year-old Puerto Rican Sevim 
Burgos steals elf corpses and sells them to a 

university professor for his studies—partly for the money her family 
needs, partly to get back at the elves that caused her father’s death. 
When Aro Herrera, the youngest elven prince, catches Sevim red-
handed, he kidnaps Sevim’s mother in order to blackmail her 
into taking part in the Exchange. The annual weeklong event 
takes place on Eterna, where most elves have lived since leav-
ing their home on Vieques after the U.S. Navy arrived. Three 
teenagers are allowed onto Eterna, where they can earn magical 
powers in exchange for their dreams, which feed the elves’ own 
powers of illusion. Alongside her two other human companions, 
Jason Baxter, a Black trans boy from Atlanta, and Kang Ryujin, 
a South Korean gymnast, Sevim undergoes the elves’ challenges. 
But the more time Sevim spends on Eterna, the more she real-
izes that Aro is keeping dangerous secrets—secrets that may 
well determine her own fate. Featuring plenty of adventure, 
puzzles, twists, and a dash of romance, this novel has original, 
if slightly convoluted, worldbuilding that forms the basis of an 
imaginative story about friendship, family, and, ultimately, carv-
ing out your own identity. 

A magical and romantic tale of identity. (Fantasy. 14-18)

THIS CURSED CROWN
Overy, Alexandra
Inkyard Press (496 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Dec. 6, 2022
978-1-335-41868-5 
Series: These Feathered Flames, 2 

Royal twins Izaveta, raised to become 
queen, and Asya, who physically embod-
ies the spirit and power of the mythical 
Firebird, fight to find their ways back to 
one another after a major betrayal.

Picking up mere days after the explosive events of These 
Feathered Flames (2021), this duology closer finds Asya desperate 
to believe that Izaveta survived the Firebird’s price. She places 
her faith in visiting scholar Nikov, her sister’s one-time confi-
dant, whose research on the Slavic folklore–inspired Firebird’s 
magic hints at forgotten truths that could reshape the world. 
But Asya, unmoored at court without her politically savvy sister, 
is caught between various courtiers’ attempts to fill the currently 
unoccupied throne through a trial of succession. Brusque, prin-
cipled Cmdr. Iveshkin, who uses sign language, nominates Asya 
for the queendom, while disgraced noble Gen. Azarov attempts 
to leverage the Firebird’s influence in his favor by imprisoning 
and threatening to execute Asya’s love interest, Yuliana. Mean-
while, a disturbing, ancient power is reemerging, and Izaveta is 
trapped in its crosshairs. As the twins reevaluate their relation-
ships to the privileges granted by their birthright, they attempt 
to dismantle toxic dynamics embedded in their national history 
as well as their own bloodline. The sisters’ alternating voices 
maintain suspenseful pacing to gradually reveal the true scope—
and stakes—of a bitter fight to protect their land and its people 
from a terrible fate. A White default is assumed.

Part heist, part meditation on sacrifice, love, and ambi-
tion: a riveting coming-of-age tale. (map) (Fantasy. 12-18)

WHILE YOU WERE DREAMING
Rai, Alisha
Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins 
(432 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 21, 2023
978-0-06-308396-7  

A high school junior dodges the spot-
light after saving her crush from acciden-
tally drowning.

Growing up, Indian American Sonia 
Patil and her older sister, Kareena, were 

taught to avoid attention. While Sonia is a citizen by birth, her 
mother and Kareena are both undocumented; they originally 
came to the U.S. seeking treatment for Kareena’s infant leu-
kemia. Since their mother’s recent deportation, Sonia has felt 
even more pressured to protect Kareena. She’s terrified of being 
revealed as James Cooper’s rescuer, especially after details about 
the incident are picked up by the news and spread across social 
media. When Sonia visits the Coopers’ restaurant to check on 

“Plenty of adventure, puzzles, twists, and a dash of romance.”
last sunrise in eterna
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James’ recovery, she’s mistaken for his new girlfriend. Although 
this misunderstanding is quickly resolved, Sonia finds herself 
drawn to the Coopers, a close-knit Black and Indian family 
whose strong relationships and deep community roots contrast 
sharply with the fragility of her own. A new friendship and an 
unexpected attraction to James’ older brother, Niam, further 
complicate matters and force Sonia, who prefers to retreat from 
her problems, to choose between staying in her daydreams and 
taking charge of her life. Undocumented immigration, stress 
over health care, and the toxic use of social media are among 
the issues Rai addresses in her YA debut. Sonia’s struggles are 
depicted with sensitivity and attention to detail that extend 
to supporting characters, though the main antagonist unfortu-
nately comes across as a mean girl cliché.

A well-balanced story poised between serious reality and 
romantic ideals. (Fiction. 13-18)

FREE RADICALS 
Riesen, Lila
Nancy Paulsen Books (400 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 21, 2023
978-0-593-40771-4  

In the fall of her sophomore year, 
Mafi breaks all her self-imposed rules—
with unexpected consequences. 

Sixteen-year-old Mafi Shahin moon-
lights as Ghost, the vigilante who metes 
out revenge on behalf of students of 

Santa Margarita North, a secretive affair that depends on her 
carefully following her guidelines for engagement, two of which 
include never revealing her identity and not getting emotion-
ally involved. But as the year progresses and Mafi develops new 
friendships—including one with Jalen Thomas, her brother’s 
friend and her childhood crush—she comes to realize that her 
hidden identity and the secrets she is keeping go far beyond 
simply being the Ghost. They seep into her home life as the 
complex dynamics with her family—her Afghan dad, who is 
Hazara and Pashtun; White American mom; and siblings Rafi 
and Kate—as well as the history of their family left behind in 
Afghanistan come to a head. Riesen’s debut is a rich, multifac-
eted story that grows from the high concept and seemingly 
straightforward Ghost storyline to encompass a tale that inter-
weaves racism and discrimination, immigration and injustice, 
sexism and double standards, family expectations and intergen-
erational trauma, and more, all written to great effect and with 
a broadly diverse supporting cast. 

A smart, powerful, poignant tale of identity, freedom, and 
family. (Fiction. 13-18)

THE FUTURE KING
Schneider, Robyn
Viking (368 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 21, 2023
978-0-593-35105-5 
Series: Emry Merlin, 2 

King Arthur, but make it feel like a 
classic CW teen pleaser.

After the events of The Other Mer-
lin (2021), canonical Camelot is largely 
restored, albeit ahistorically: Lancelot 

is a squire on his way to knighthood (but sadly separated from 
crush Percival); Emmett Merlin is at court as (apprentice) wiz-
ard (and twin Emry is at court as herself, not pretending to be 
her brother); and Arthur and Guinevere are engaged. But that’s 
where the canon screams to a halt. Guin and Arthur don’t want 
to get married—also, she’s pregnant from a brief affair with 
Emmett; Emry and Arthur are still in love but kept apart by 
politics and the king, and Emry has some weird new magic that 
might be bad news. Meanwhile, in the B plot, Morgana is stum-
bling around Anwen, the magical realm where a delicate power 
balance keeps both the Merlin patriarch and evil sorceress Bel-
licent in a deep sleep. Less bawdy and much more earnest than 
the first, this second series entry has a plot that mostly revolves 
around relationships. In classic midseries fashion, much of the 
action sets up exciting threads to be resolved in a future volume. 
The myriad romances at play include two reasonably significant 
gay male couples and a peripheral Sapphic romance. While the 
point-of-view characters are presumed White, several second-
ary characters (including Gawain, Percival, and Pernelle) are 
described as brown-skinned.

Satisfying. (Historical fantasy. 14-18)

THE KARMA MAP
Sharma, Nisha
Skyscape (256 pp.) 
$28.99  |  March 1, 2023
9781662500770  

An Indian American teen sheds her 
mean girl persona and tries to find her-
self while chaperoning a pilgrimage. 

Tara Bajaj, former co-captain of the 
Rutgers High Bollywood dance team, 
becomes a social outcast after reporting 

the team’s attempt to sabotage a competitor. She accepts her 
classmates’ bullying as punishment for her behavior but is none-
theless relieved to spend the summer after graduation in India as 
a junior guide on a Hindu pilgrimage for teens. There isn’t much 
excitement in it for Tara, who spent her childhood on similar 
trips with her religious mother, but she figures she can redis-
cover herself while abroad. Eighteen-year-old Silas D’Souza-
Gupta, on the other hand, is enthusiastic about being a junior 
guide. His mothers met on this exact pilgrimage, and Silas, who 
was adopted from Goa, plans to re-create their photos for a 

“A rich, multifaceted story that interweaves
racism, sexism, and intergenerational trauma.”

free radicals

http://kirkus.com


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

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

photojournalism competition. Although Silas’ glowing positiv-
ity initially clashes with Tara’s restrained demeanor, the two 
begin opening up to each other over clandestine McDonald’s 
meals and trips to outdoor food markets. As they tour temples 
and hike mountains in North India, Tara and Silas share their 
fears and hopes with each other and their boisterous group of 
teens, incorporating issues of socio-economic privilege, queer 
identity, religious belief, and cultural ownership into thoughtful, 
sometimes explicitly expository, conversations. The romance 
between Tara and Silas is sweet and develops alongside their 
self-understanding; the abrupt ending, while tidy, may leave 
readers wanting a little more. 

A heartwarming story about personal growth. (map, 
author’s note, content warnings) (Romance. 13-18)

SAINTS OF 
THE HOUSEHOLD 
Tison, Ari
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-0-374-38949-9  

Haunted by the specter of violence, 
two Bribri American brothers contend 
with their hang-ups and each other as 
their senior year of high school concludes. 

Two weeks have passed since the 
incident in the Minnesotan woods when Indigenous Costa 
Rican brothers Jay and Max brutally beat up Luca, the school’s 
star soccer player, in defense of their cousin Nicole. The broth-
ers are now social pariahs among their peers, enduring counsel-
ing sessions to get their lives back on track. At home, daily life 
remains the same under their father’s brutal hand, leading them 
to take shifts to ensure that their mother isn’t left unprotected. 
A rift soon festers between the brothers, who are only 11 months 
apart in age. Book-smart Jay rebuilds his friendship with Nicole, 
keeps a cautious eye on Luca, and tries to hold himself together 
for his mom, all to the detriment of his homework. Meanwhile, 
Max remains dedicated to securing a spot at his dream art school 
and embarking on a secret relationship with classmate Melody, 
consciously trying to avoid Jay’s dragging him down or prob-
lems at home from stunting the rest of his life. In this striking, 
assured debut exhibiting a measured pace and delicate writing, 
Tison (Bribri) probes the ties of adolescent brotherhood and 
ways the effects of violence can stall self-directed growth. The 
author peels apart each brother’s bruised psyche by ingeniously 
rotating among Jay’s tense vignettes, Max’s wistful verses, and 
Bribri cultural elements to underscore their anguished journey 
to reconciliation.

Remarkably compelling. (Fiction. 14-18)

LIES WE SING TO THE SEA
Underwood, Sarah
HarperTeen (432 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-0-06-323447-5  

Every year, 12 girls are sacrificed to 
sea god Poseidon to save the Ithacan 
people from starvation. 

Leto is an orphan in a poor vil-
lage, selling her half-formed prophe-
cies, when the fate of execution befalls 

her. Miraculously spared, she is washed ashore on the island 
of Pandou unconscious but alive, and there she makes her 
new home with mysterious Melantho, who is something more 
than human. Leto, like Melantho, has been changed—able to 
become a scaled, aquatic creature and graced with watery magic. 
Leto and Melantho form a daring plan to kill the prince whose 
orders doom girls like them to death, though Leto also feels 
affection for and attraction to him. As they slowly succumb to 
their desire for revenge and love for each other, Prince Math-
ias attempts to right the wrongs of his ancestors. In this femi-
nist retelling, Underwood takes a lesser-known portion of The 
Odyssey, mining what it has to say about queerness, legacies of 
violence, and women’s roles in mythology. Unfortunately, the 
characterizations are underdeveloped, the timelines confusing, 
and the pacing off. Relationships and plot elements are devel-
oped primarily through exposition rather than unfolding natu-
rally. For example, elements such as what precisely defines the 
attraction between scrappy Leto and Melantho and who Mat-
thias is as a person beg for deeper examination. The retelling 
works best when it leans into the more monstrous and surreal 
aspects of the story’s larger mythology and is willing to examine 
complications in morality and love. 

Inconsistent but intriguing. (Fantasy. 14-18)

IN NIGHTFALL
Young, Suzanne
Delacorte (384 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $15.99 PLB  |  March 28, 2023
978-0-593-48758-7
978-0-593-48759-4 PLB  

Siblings sent to small-town Oregon 
for the summer learn there’s something 
sinister afoot.

Theodora and her brother, Marco, 
would have preferred to stay in Phoenix 

for summer vacation, but because they got busted throwing a 
destructive party for which they nearly got arrested, they are 
forced to go with their recently divorced dad to his hometown 
of Nightfall to visit the grandmother they’ve never met. Nonna 
is superstitious and a bit eccentric, insisting that Theo and 
Marco follow her rule of not staying out past dark. But what’s 
the point of being in a new place if not to hang out with the 
attractive and alluring locals who party on the beach at night? 
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Theo also befriends Elijah and Felix, a tourist couple with a pop-
ular horror podcast. She doesn’t want to believe the tales they 
are spinning, but she soon realizes that something is indeed 
quite off about this place. Readers will catch on to what kind of 
monsters lurk in Nightfall long before Theo does in this com-
pulsively readable story. The unsettling and eerie tone through-
out makes for a captivating ride, while teenage angst and lust 
make the characters interesting and relatable. When Theo does 
finally learn the truth, the story shifts into gruesome, exciting, 
action-packed horror. Theo and Marco are Mexican American 
on their mom’s side and implied Italian American on their dad’s; 
there’s racial diversity among the local residents and tourists.

A delicious tale filled with desire and bite. (Horror. 13-18)

GOOD MORNING, HOPE
A True Story of Refugee Twin 
Sisters and Their Triumph 
Over War, Poverty, and 
Heartbreak
Zalli, Argita & Detina Zalli
Sandra Jonas Publishing House (248 pp.) 
$26.95  |  $14.95 paper  |  March 7, 2023
9781954861053
9781954861060 paper  

Twin sisters Argita and Detina were 
schoolchildren in Albania in the late 1990s before fleeing as 
refugees to the United Kingdom with their parents. 

Told in brief chapters that alternate the narrative roles 
between Gita and Deti, the book provides a cohesive firsthand 
account of life in a country embroiled in life-threatening chaos 
and the circumstances that lead one family among thousands 
to leave. The family’s escape is ultimately successful, and they 
arrive in Folkestone, Kent, where the tweens encounter both 
the goodwill and the xenophobia of their new community as 
they wait to be granted asylum. Although the story alternates 
perspectives, the narrative voices are similar enough that read-
ers might not notice the switch, but this does not greatly detract 
from the story. Readers will be fascinated as the twins recount 
and reflect on the stresses and daily terrors of becoming refu-
gees, not to mention the constant anxiety of living with uncer-
tainty around whether they would be allowed to stay in England, 
their father’s employment struggles, and their determination 
to attend medical school. The young women’s professional suc-
cesses are recounted in an epilogue. Parents and educators will 
appreciate the direct messaging that manages to be age-appro-
priate without pulling any punches. While individual readers 
will benefit from the story, book clubs and classrooms where 
the chapters can be analyzed and discussed will find that it adds 
much of value. 

A haunting reminder of how precious democracy is. 
(authors’ note) (Memoir. 12-18)

GREYMIST FAIR
Zappia, Francesca
Greenwillow Books (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-0-06-316169-6  

In this fairy-tale mashup, the witch’s 
daughter protects her village from both 
human and nonhuman monsters.

The village of Greymist Fair, sur-
rounded by a magical forest, is safe 
enough as long as one never leaves the 

forest path. It was once a pleasant, joyful place, though children 
were often lost, never to be seen again. But in recent years it’s 
become much scarier: The wargs have been killing, Lord and 
Lady Greymist have died, and some of the villagers are open 
bullies. After Heike’s mother is killed by wargs, she learns that 
it was her mother who’d been the village witch all along and that 
Death themself lives in the woods. In a mélange of elements 
from Grimms’ fairy tales (including “Godfather Death,” “Han-
sel and Gretel,” and “The Fisherman and His Wife”), Heike and 
the other young people of Greymist Fair confront magic that 
seems to permeate the entire forest. Somehow, the patchwork 
of stories coalesces into a coherent whole, and a surprising num-
ber of side characters get satisfying character arcs. In the spirit 
of the Brothers Grimm, there’s rather a lot of death and suffer-
ing, but there’s also an extremely wholesome climax at Yule that 
could be taken from a classic Christmas story. Darkly atmo-
spheric full-page art contributes to the sense of place. Most 
characters are White; both same-sex relationships and trans-
ness are common and unremarkable in Greymist Fair.

Fans of retellings will enjoy finding many hidden tropes in 
this warm, original fantasy. (map, cast of characters) (Fantasy. 
12-16)
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HER BEAUTIFUL MIND
Ake, Janet
BookBaby (318 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Nov. 20, 2020
9781098338886

In this romantic adventure, a 24-year-
old math prodigy, reeling from a personal 
and professional betrayal, makes a sud-
den decision to escape her humiliation 
and anguish by taking a solo hike on the 
Appalachian Trail. 

Everyone who hikes the Appalachian Trail has a story, and 
Ariella Dobbs’ tale is especially painful. Betrayed by Hudson, 
her friend and business partner of four years and lover of one 
night, Ari has lost her business, heart, and confidence in one 
phenomenally unpleasant meeting. After learning that Hudson 
was not only stealing the security software she had created, but 
also moving to Italy with Gia, a fiancee he had apparently been 
secretly living with for two years, a devastated Ari flees New 
York City for the Georgia hills where she was raised. Deter-
mined to shake off the shame and hurt, she sets out to hike 
all the way to Maine on the Appalachian Trail. Rechristened 
with the trail name of Ella, she begins to rebuild herself, body 
and soul, strengthened by the long miles of strenuous hiking 
in the heat, rain, and cold and healed by the glories of nature 
and the warmth of new friends made on the trek. Bolstered by 
these new bonds based on sharing the rigors of the trail, Ari 
finds she is no longer the “shy, socially awkward, part Cherokee 
math nerd” she thought herself to be but a “badass, competent, 
woods-wise woman.” And perhaps one who might be ready 
to hear Hudson’s side of the story. Ake gives her romance an 
injection of nuance and a complex backstory in her depiction 
of Ari’s background as an orphan raised by her part-Cherokee 
grandmother, a math genius, and a woman insecure about her 
rustic roots once she reaches the New York business world. Her 
self-discovery on the long trail is reminiscent of other works, 
notably Cheryl Strayed’s Wild, but it is nonetheless engaging 
and touching. Precise, lyrical descriptions bring readers into 
the ancient mountains where “tiny purple violets, each plant a 
nosegay of fragile blooms and foliage,” hide on the forest floor. 
The ending is likely to come as no surprise, but, as is evident on 
the trail, the fun is in the journey. 

A captivating tale of love, friendship, and self-discovery 
among hikers in the Appalachian Mountains. 

BEGINNING OF ARROGANCE by Bryan Cole ............................... 118

BRAHMA’S WEAPON by Ashapurna Debi; 
trans. by Prasenjit Gupta ...................................................................119

[NSFW] by David Scott Hay ............................................................ 123

STEALING GOD AND OTHER STORIES by Bruce McAllister ....... 127

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

BRAHMA’S WEAPON
Stories
Debi, Ashapurna
Trans. by Prasenjit Gupta
CreateSpace (296 pp.)
$4.57 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2013
9781492162216
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GUARDIANS
Anderson, Brad
Outskirts Press (332 pp.) 
$29.95  |  $18.95 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
July 9, 2012
9781432793364
9781432793357 paper

Two Texas youngsters encounter 
family tragedies and vampire covens in 
Anderson’s series-starting horror thriller.

Randy Mackie adores his 4-year-old 
daughter, Alyson, and toddler, Jason. He’s grieving the untimely 
death of his wife, Kim, after losing his brother, Rob, a Drug 
Enforcement Agency operative. He gets married to Nealie 
Payne, a younger woman whose sweet nature belies a dark side. 
Meanwhile, Rob, who isn’t actually dead, is working on taking 
down corrupt agents who blew his cover; the trail leads to the 
Guadalupe Mountains of West Texas, where bizarre forces lurk: 
specifically, vampires, who’ve had a tentative truce with a local 
organization known as Los Guardianes de la Paz—the Guard-
ians of the Peace—but are now kidnapping children for a secret 
project. Seven-year-old Greg Alan Pike of El Paso is among 
them, and he’s soon to be hunted in a twisted game known as 
The Run. When Rob’s enemies come for Randy and his family—
and Nealie brings home more violence—Alyson and Jason go 
on the run, but they soon encounter vampires. As they struggle 
to escape along with Greg, Rob works to find and protect them. 
Anderson’s debut fantasy/thriller centers on two brave chil-
dren, but its adult themes make it most suitable for a mature 
audience. The book’s greatest strength lies in its fun, thrilling 
action scenes, and it appealingly references classic heroes from 
action-oriented TV shows, such as MacGyver and 24. However, 
its shallow character development is disappointing, as is its use 
of a clichéd evil-stepmother trope. The mix of genres results in 
a sometimes-confusing plot, and the parallel storylines in the 
past and present can be difficult to keep track of. Still, Ander-
son mostly carries it off thanks in part to his use of jaunty dia-
logue, as when one character says to Greg: “You probably know 
more about stopping vampires than I do. All I know is what I 
saw on Scooby Doo and part of some movie I saw at a friend’s 
house during a sleep-over.”

A punchy read that recalls aspects of Mission: Impossible, Spy 
Kids, and Abraham Lincoln: Vampire Hunter.

Love is definitely in the air for 
a single mother and a military bach-
elor; a mentally ill woman and a psy-
chiatrist; and a resort employee and 
an entrepreneur. They will all navi-
gate personal and relationship issues 
without the help of a clever psychic 
or a cruise ship captain and his affa-
ble crew. These smitten couples star 
in romances recently reviewed by 
Kirkus Indie.

Ava, a single 
parent, lives next door to Harris, a 
handsome Navy officer, in Kate As-
ter’s Romancing Christmas. When Har-
ris builds a snowman in his yard one 
day, Ava’s young son, Nicholas, eagerly 
joins in. Soon, Ava and Harris are en-
joying cheerful Christmas activities 
together while Nicholas spends the 
holiday with his father. “A delightful-
ly romantic tale that hits all the right 
Christmas notes,” our reviewer writes.

Mercy by K.C. Decker features 
Mercy Kavanaugh, 20, who resides in 
a psych ward. She was abandoned in 
childhood by her religious parents be-
cause of her fierce hallucinations. The 
protagonist and her fellow patients are 
surprised to meet the charismatic new 
psychiatrist, Dr. Travis Sutton. Mercy 
proceeds to seduce Travis, but federal 
regulations will place her in a halfway 
house on her 21st birthday. Our critic 
calls the novel “a fizzy tale about an en-

tirely inappropriate but entertaining love affair.”
In Melanie Munton’s Reasons Why Not To Date Public En-

emy CEO, Mia Sparks has landed a 
job as a guest relations representa-
tive at The Sapphire, the new resort 
in Shell Grove, South Carolina, where 
she meets Aiden Beaumont, The Sap-
phire’s attractive owner. The members 
of Shell Grove’s old guard, who believe 
the large, five-star resort will wreck 
their cozy Southern beach town, con-
sider him public enemy No. 1. Accord-
ing to our reviewer, “Mia and Aiden 
have sizzling-hot chemistry” in this “sweet and sexy” tale.

Myra Forsberg is an Indie editor.

INDIE  |  Myra Forsberg

love stories
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ROOTED IN DECENCY
Finding Inner Peace in a 
World Gone Sideways
Bryant, Colleen Doyle
LoveWell Press (337 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  $8.99 e-book  |  Oct. 4, 2022
9780984905669

Ideas and exercises for finding stabil-
ity and meaning in a divisive, destabiliz-
ing world.

In the wild year that was 2020, Bry-
ant looked around and realized that Americans were deeply 
divided. Curious about what happened and how we might 
realign ourselves, the author started doing the research that 
would become this book. Bryant trained as a sociologist, but 
she also has a wealth of experience creating resources used in 
elementary and secondary social and emotional learning cur-
ricula around the world. Part 1 covers working on oneself: fos-
tering self-respect, maintaining intellectual flexibility, learning 
from negative emotions, and developing other skills that pro-
mote lasting happiness. In Part 2, we’re invited to consider that 
how we treat others affects our own well-being. She describes 
how people have evolved to cooperate—to give up some per-
sonal freedoms in exchange for the benefits of living in a soci-
ety—and looks at the ways we can enhance our lives by seeking 
community. Bryant builds upon the first two sections in Part 3, 
where she explores belief systems spanning the globe and thou-
sands of years of history looking for core moral principles. Each 
chapter ends with journal prompts—questions like “Have you 
ever changed a behavior or created a new habit? How did you 
go about it?” Along the way, Bryant draws from a wide array of 
resources, from the work of contemporary happiness research-
ers and evolutionary biologists to Thomas Paine and Confucius. 
An attempt to address “identity politics,” however, offers a 
simplistic critique: “Real injustices have happened, and people 
are reasonable to want that to be acknowledged and corrected. 
But if the goal is truly to reach our society’s ideals for equality 
and fairness, we need a different approach that doesn’t wrap people’s 
identities in a shared sense of suffering.” In its entirety, this is a com-
prehensive program for creating a healthy culture by creating a 
healthy self, but Bryant offers an excellent annotated index in 
case readers need a quick hit of wisdom or a refresher course on 
a particular topic. And anyone who wants to go deeper can find 
her sources in the “Notes” section at the end of the book. 

An insightful, accessible guide to feeling good by 
doing good.

BENGHAZI!
A New History of the Fiasco 
That Pushed America and Its 
World to the Brink
Chorin, Ethan
Hachette (432 pp.) 
$30.00  |  $15.99 e-book  |  Sept. 6, 2022
9780306829727

An expert on Libya and a witness to 
the 2012 Benghazi attack reassesses the 
tragedy and its impact.

Even after a decade, Chorin writes, the aforementioned 
attack on two American diplomatic outposts remains “con-
fusing” and, in some instances, “genuinely puzzling.” Not only 
are multiple eyewitness accounts “distorted” and some critical 
information is simply “missing,” he says, but the account of the 
terrorist incident also became more muddied by its immedi-
ate politicization. Indeed, he asserts that the attack served as 
a shibboleth for Republicans who accused “Democrats of cov-
ering up critical information,” with Democrats retorting that 

“it was drama manufactured by Republicans.” As he notes, the 
event continues to resonate: “Benghazi wasn’t the cause of any 
of America’s political dysfunctions….But it was both a symp-
tom and accelerator of them.” As one of the few American dip-
lomats posted in Libya in the early 2000s—and as the author 
of Exit the Colonel (2012), a book on Libyan history and politics, 
Chorin is an authority on the North African nation; his writings 
have also appeared in the New York Times and Foreign Policy. This 
book does an admirable job of analyzing the impact of Benghazi 
on U.S. foreign policy and domestic politics, and it’s effective at 
providing historical context. The greatest strength of the book, 
however, lies in its heart-pounding narrative, which describes 
Chorin’s personal experiences in Benghazi from a nearby hotel 
on the night of the attack. Though no longer a diplomat, he was 
working at the time as a coordinator for a multinational com-
pany researching port cities; despite leaving the Foreign Service, 
he admits, “I couldn’t leave Libya behind.”

Over the course of this book, Chorin provides a harrowing 
personal perspective on the fateful day, with a number of salient 
details readers won’t find elsewhere. These include an account 
of speaking with U.S. Ambassador J. Christopher Stevens, who 
invited the author to the doomed compound mere hours before 
his own death, and of being left behind after the first round 
of Benghazi evacuations. Moreover, the author draws on two 
decades of connections within the country, interviewing mul-
tiple non-American subjects, some of whose names have been 
changed in these pages in order to protect their anonymity; 
they’ve heretofore refused to give interviews about the events, 
Chorin says. The book is supported by more than 50 pages of 
sources and citations, and it balances remarkable depth with an 
engaging narrative. The complexity that surrounds Benghazi is 
presented in all its nuance, yet the author’s commanding prose 
helps to guide readers smoothly through the frenzied series of 
events. This effort is accompanied by an ample assortment of 
maps and timelines as well as a list of key figures. Admirably, 
the author does not engage in partisan statements, refusing to 
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use the tragedy to score political points; Republicans, includ-
ing Donald Trump, are criticized for exploiting the event to win 
votes, and the Obama administration is criticized for mishan-
dling a tragedy that, according to the author, was “preventable.”

An accessible and informative reassessment of an infa-
mous terrorist incident that offers new details.

BEGINNING OF 
ARROGANCE 
Book 1 of a 
Paladin’s Journey
Cole, Bryan
Tellwell Talent (418 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $13.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
June 30, 2022
978-0-228-86867-5
978-0-228-86866-8 paper

This debut archetypal fantasy adven-
ture revolves around a young man with no past who leads a 
group of unlikely heroes against a seemingly unstoppable evil.

Krell has only been a paladin of the god ReckNor for a short 
time, ever since his alcoholic mentor, Olgar, found him on the 
docks of Watford after he was rescued at sea floating on ship 
debris. But Krell is a survivor, and ReckNor has taken a liking to 
the courageous warrior. The god even speaks to him (inside his 
head) frequently. Still, Olgar warns Krell: “ReckNor is wild and 
tempestuous, like the sea. One minute it’s calm and gives you 
fish to feed your family, the next it washes them all out to sea 
and drowns them.” When workers at a dwarven mining camp 
mysteriously disappear, Krell and other adventurers are tasked 
with finding them. After this first mission, the misfit group goes 
on to investigate a haunted tower and inadvertently uncovers a 
grand-scale conspiracy that includes an invasion of amphibious 
creatures that worship a mad god. There are numerous notewor-
thy narrative elements here to satisfy even the most demanding 
fantasy fan. Krell’s eclectic companions are all memorable and 
intriguing in their own ways: a fey-touched sorcerer, a hulking 
orc, a badass female halfling, a warrior monk, a dwarven priest. 
Krell, not surprisingly, is the most complex character—a young 
(and naïve) paladin who is just beginning to understand his pow-
ers and destiny. The pacing of this first installment of a series is 
breakneck. Cole consciously structures the novel this way by 
removing the low intensity sequences that usually act as bridges 
between the high-adrenaline scenes. This story is pure action 
and adventure from beginning to end. Additionally, the various 
monstrosities aren’t the stereotypical fare. The companions 
battle undead ghouls, cave wraiths, and sea devils, to name but 
a few. Lastly, the tale has an impressive scope. Although there is 
a complete story arc with a satisfying ending, this volume is just 
the start of a much larger saga.

This outstanding series opener feels like the beginning of 
an epic Dungeons & Dragons campaign.

FAST FICTION
101 Stories: 101 Words Each
Cornfield, Scotty
BookBaby (224 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  $10.49 e-book  |  Nov. 18, 2022
9781667866321

This debut collection of flash fiction 
explores a broad range of themes, from 
love to criminality.

Inspired by a literary competition in 
a local newspaper, Cornfield began writ-

ing stories of 101 words in length. He started producing a tale 
a day and soon accumulated over 400 pieces. This captivating 
series opener includes 101 of those stories, each inspired by a 
specific prompt. The opening tale, “A Most Unexpected Gift,” 
is shaped by a prompt that simply reads “Found Property.” It 
introduces a character called Shakes, a destitute scavenger who 
finds keys to a Mercedes on the street. He drives off happily in 
the car, unaware of what is lying in the trunk. In “Lessons From 
a Grim Reaper,” a member of the hordes of reapers sets about 

“rebranding death” for the social media age, calling himself the 
“Grin Greeter.” Meanwhile, in “Unfortunately, not Everybody’s a 
Baseball Fan,” responding to the prompt “execution of an inno-
cent person,” an assassin’s lack of sports knowledge leads her 
to take out the wrong target. Other tales introduce squabbling 
lovers, hoodlums getting their stories straight, and fated frater-
nity brothers enjoying a vacation in Tahiti. Flash fiction places 
significant pressure on a writer to communicate entertaining 
plotlines using very few words. Cornfield rises admirably to 
this challenge. The author holds the power to write tantalizing 
sentences that quickly and effortlessly draw readers in: “Jessica 
playfully kissed his ear as she removed the .22 revolver from 
her purse.” The brevity of such statements compels readers 
to speculate beyond the confines of the narrative itself. This 
speculation is all part of the fun. Many of the stories in the col-
lection are driven by the delightful crackle of dryly humorous 
dialogue: “ ‘That was quite a meal, Lace,’ Glen smiled. ‘They 
said the recipe was “foolproof ” but you showed them.’ ‘Thanks, 
hon. Imagine how good it might’ve been if I’d cared.’ ” There 
are rare occasions when Cornfield’s plots struggle to entertain. 
For instance, “Neither Safe nor Sane,” about waging revenge on 

“raging pyro” neighbors, has an uncharacteristically matter-of-
fact denouement. But the author rarely misses the mark, and 
the bite-size stories found here will prove sufficiently addictive 
to cause readers to devour them one after another. 

Smart, snappy, compelling tales.
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|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   i n d i e   |   1 5  j a n u a r y  2 0 2 3   |   1 1 9

SHADOWSPHERE
Bewilderness Book Two
Cox, Kevin
Silvettica (312 pp.) 
$13.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book  |  Sept. 9, 2022
9798986636818

Two daring teens learn that their home 
is built on a lie in this YA fantasy sequel.

Tavarian Deralawn lives in Rethia, 
a mountaintop society separated from 
the lower world of Rootcore by clouds 

and perilous heights. In Rethia, resources are strained and 
jobs are portioned carefully to ensure that life remains in bal-
ance. Tavarian’s best friend and crush is Lirah. Their relation-
ship might blossom if Lirah didn’t insist on being friends with 
the arrogant and unpopular Dexius Strongwood. Tavarian is 
further challenged when he’s cut from wood- and metalwork-
ing classes in school, two trades that fire his creativity. Another 
path to fulfillment lies in becoming a Descender. Descenders 
are chosen to leave Rethia for Rootcore in search of valuable 
rokenstones. These stones absorb lightning and can be used to 
power machinery that will improve life in Rethia. But nobody 
has ever returned with rokenstones. When Tavarian becomes 
one of the seven Descenders chosen this year, he’s determined 
to return and win Lirah’s heart. Unfortunately, Dexius is also 
selected. As the mission begins, disaster strikes. Rootcore isn’t 
the beautifully exotic realm Tavarian envisioned. His new situ-
ation is bleak, and Rootcore’s people are duplicitous. Soon, he 
enters a life of unexpected drudgery. Can his optimism and 
mechanical skills redeem the journey? Cox’s sequel uses clever 
framing chapters to connect the numerous realms of his Bewil-
derness series. Once again, the narrative is a gift to agile readers 
who delight in piecing together both the immediate story and 
the overarching one. Vibrant characters, like the alluring thief 
Malidora, are key to Tavarian’s evolution in an emotionally com-
plex landscape. When the two face an insidious force that uses 
people’s inner darkness against them, she’s unaffected, she says, 
because “I know myself.” In the final third, the hero learns hard 
truths about Rethia that expose the cost of supposed utopias. 
Dexius and the taciturn character Darby travel superb arcs that 
explore the processing of grief and trauma. The dazzling finale 
and twisty fallout should have fans holding their breath until 
the next installment.

The author builds a shimmering narrative puzzle in this 
inventive fantasy saga.

BRAHMA’S WEAPON 
Stories
Debi, Ashapurna
Trans. by Prasenjit Gupta
CreateSpace (296 pp.) 
$4.57 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2013
9781492162216

A collection of translated stories by 
Debi, one of the greatest Bengali writers 
of the 20th century. 

Debi is virtually unknown out-
side of India despite her prolific and celebrated career—in 
fact, very little of her considerable body of work has been 
translated into English, an unfortunate oversight observed 
by Jhumpa Lahiri’s brilliant introduction to this collection. 
This assemblage of Debi’s short fiction, translated with 
great clarity and subtlety by Gupta, constitutes an important 
literary event. The nearly two dozen stories are exemplary 
of Debi’s body of work—set in her native Calcutta, they 
focus on the emotional trials of domestic life with a percep-
tive eye trained on the complex relationships between men 
and women, particularly husbands and wives. In the book’s 
titular story, “Brahma’s Weapon,” Ronobir has been out of 
work for 17 months, and as a result, the household has been 
reduced to penury. He asks his wife, Oshima, to ask Debo-
broto (a successful businessman), an old friend of hers, for a 
job—it’s a humiliating request because she hasn’t seen him 
in 11 years and once “there was a degree of intimacy between 
them.” Debi artfully probes the profound shame felt by both 
and the acrimony between the two it engenders, especially 
under the morally pulverizing weight of poverty: “Scar-
city destroys character.” In the haunting tale “Entering the 
Underworld,” 16-year-old Aroti is forced to beg on behalf of 
her shameless mother and greedy father, both of whom are 
unemployed. She despises her parents for compromising her 
respectability but learns, through the experience of hunger, 
the tenuousness of one’s dignity. Debi seamlessly combines 
a sociological precision with a lighthearted touch. For those 
new to Debi’s work, this is a remarkable introduction, one 
that showcases her deep reserves of literary radiance.

A hypnotically beautiful collection of stories by a liter-
ary master. 
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“The narrative is a gift to agile readers who delight in piecing 
together both the immediate story and the overarching one.”

shadowsphere
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NICHING UP
The Narrower the Market, the 
Bigger the Prize
Dreyer, Chris
Lioncrest Publishing (146 pp.) 
$21.87  |  $15.99 paper  |  $6.49 e-book
Oct. 24, 2022
9781544532431
9781544532424 paper

A marketing book offers a strategy 
for business specialization.

Dreyer, founder of a digital marketing agency specializing 
in search engine optimization, realized that his greatest suc-
cess came from focusing on a specific niche. In this condensed 
but informative volume, he promotes a simple yet powerful 
idea: “When you do something that no one else is doing, you stand 
out.” But the author legitimately cautions “that niching is not 
for everyone,” and in so doing, he proves the point by writing 
for a defined audience. The book begins with an appropri-
ate discussion of seven narrow market “cons”—negatives that 
Dreyer details and effectively refutes. It is helpful to under-
stand the downsides of being niche-oriented, including target-
ing a smaller market, dealing with media buying challenges, and 
recognizing the lack of diversity in clientele. The remainder of 
the work concentrates on the potential benefits of identifying 
and capitalizing on a particular niche. While the content is not 
uniquely different from business books that discuss segmenting 
and targeting defined slices of markets, Dreyer makes a strong 
case for the conceptual idea of niching. Short chapters address 
such strategies as starting broadly and then developing exper-
tise in a niche, setting premium prices, and valuing referrals. 
Throughout the volume, the author references his own experi-
ence, both in his work and personal life; he includes a few exam-
ples of others who have achieved success by hyperfocusing on a 
certain skill. Particularly engaging is Dreyer’s story about how 
he concentrated on playing poker, learning it from a mentor/
expert and developing enough expertise to win in a tournament. 
His counsel is sure to be relevant to any business owner who 
intends to target a niche. For example, the author discusses “the 
trust, the proof, the confidence, and the specificity” that com-
bine to make niching a winning strategy. He provides proven 
tactics, such as incorporating niche-specific language in pro-
motional copy; moving from small to larger practices and busi-
nesses; and leveraging referrals to create and build relationships. 

“The best advice I can give you if you want to get more referrals,” 
notes Dreyer, is to “be someone worth referring.” The author 
writes with a direct, single-minded authority that supports his 
niche expertise.

A no-nonsense, instructive overview of niching.

CONFESSIONS
Eads, Sean
Hex Publishers (288 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Nov. 29, 2022
9781736596494

In this novel, the lives of a morti-
cian, dentist, and retired biology teacher 
become agonizingly tangled in a small 
town in Appalachia.

Nathan Ashcraft, Tim Sawyer, and 
Sarah Lawrence are all outsiders in 
Wentz Hollow, Kentucky. Nathan, the 

town’s gay mortician, was born there. But he left not long after 
Sarah, his well-intentioned high school biology teacher, outed 
him to his parents, only to return when he is informed his 
father, Bart, has Alzheimer’s disease. Tim is a dentist from Seat-
tle, a gay man as well, who had all the family support Nathan 
never did, pursuing rural dentistry to help reduce his student 
loan debt. The cheerful nature he puts on to hide his discom-
fort in the Appalachian hollers makes him a friend of Bart’s, 
despite his dementia, though he finds himself more attracted 
to Nathan’s boorish brother, Johnny, than the funeral director. 
Sarah is retired but still lives in Wentz Hollow. Her days as a 
self-proclaimed “fiercely liberal biology teacher, a free-thinker, 
an activist” who mixed abortifacients for girls in need are long 
over. Now, she lives with regrets over how she exposed Nathan 
and fantasizes that he will somehow find happiness with Steve 
Malone, his still closeted, now married high school love. Yet 
when Steve’s stillborn child is brought to the mortuary, Tim’s 
and Sarah’s secrets will force Nathan to reexamine the past. 
Eads nails the interconnectivity of small-town dramas like a 
neighborhood handyman who deftly wields a hammer. The 
pacing is excellent, doling out the story’s big reveals naturally 
and often turning moments that initially seem inconsequential, 
like a stop for coffee or a request for a cheap, ceramic urn, into 
impactful or heartbreaking scenes. The tale is told nonlinearly 
from the points of view of all three protagonists, though Sarah’s 
is in the form of a memoir-turned-letter to Nathan, a clever 
device that not only fits the character, but also keeps the nar-
ration from being complacent or repetitive. There is so much 
tragedy in the novel—involving family, love, identity, idealism, 
and more—along with just enough hope, that few readers will 
be able to keep their tears off the page. 

An adept and heart-wrenching rural drama with devastat-
ing LGBTQ+ themes.
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YESTERDAY’S OVER
Philly Heat Series
Flade, Becky
Tirgearr Publishing (225 pp.) 
$1.49 e-book  |  Oct. 18, 2022

When a routine investigation yields 
evidence of a serious crime, a medical 
examiner and an anthropologist find them-
selves in a killer’s crosshairs in this thriller.

Trudy Beasley, the assistant chief 
medical examiner for Philadelphia, 

expects the gritty crimes that come with working in a major 
city, but nothing prepares her for what is unearthed after a gas 
explosion. Investigators sifting through the rubble find skeletal 
remains that seem older and unconnected to the incident. In an 
attempt to learn more about the remains, Trudy contacts Ben-
jamin Roberts, a forensic anthropologist at the University of 
Pennsylvania. Ben is fascinated by the discovery and estimates 
that some of the remains are those of a man who died within the 
last hundred years. (He “shows classic indicators of having used 
his fists for a living. If I was a betting man, I’d say he was a boxer 
in his youth.”) When Ben locates a fetal bone, Trudy is con-
vinced a crime occurred. But Ben needs more evidence before 
he can make an official determination. They soon learn that 
they are not the only ones who are interested in the remains. 
Ben receives an email from a college student named Caroline 
Trey asking to work on the project, and Trudy’s office is vandal-
ized. As the investigation progresses, an attraction develops 
between Ben and Trudy. While they are determined to identify 
the remains and find justice for the deceased, they must out-
wit a criminal who wants to keep the truth buried forever. This 
third installment of Flade’s Philly Heat series is a fast-paced 
thriller with the right amount of mystery and romance. Trudy 
and Ben are likable protagonists whose chemistry is palpable 
from the first chapter. While their romance is a significant sub-
plot, it does not detract from the central mystery. The investiga-
tion of the remains unfolds slowly and methodically, enabling 
the author to introduce a colorful supporting cast of characters, 
including Special Agent Noah Danes and Pamela Dryden, a 
caregiver who harbors many secrets. Flade has a knack for find-
ing opportunities to effectively add suspense to a scene, espe-
cially in one sequence in which a date between Ben and Trudy 
ends with an encounter with a potential stalker.

An enjoyably twisty mystery.

STAY AWHILE LONGER
A Mt Pleasant Novel
Gay, Melissa Powell
Self (302 pp.) 
$21.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Oct. 19, 2022
978-1735058221

A small-town entrepreneur deals 
with love, theft, and Covid-19 in this 
third installment of a fiction series.

Covid-19 has come to Mt Pleasant, 
Virginia, and it’s making life harder for 

everybody. For Louie Pyle, the owner/operator of the town’s 
three Gas N Go stations, it means he can’t stop in to see his 
mother, Betty Doris, at her assisted living facility. Soon Betty 
is insisting that she come live with Louie in order to remain 
infection-free, a prospect that he does not savor—especially 
since the out-of-work pizza chef next door is also begging for 
lodging. To make matters worse, Louie’s accountant, Lupita 
Quinn—for whom he has been nursing a secret crush for years—
has just informed him that, according to his books, someone 
has been stealing from his business. Louie thinks he may be 
the target of a cigarette cartel—a syndicate of thieves who steal 
cigarettes in order to sell them in adjacent states. But are the 
culprits his employees? His neighbors? His friends? On top of 
everything else, Louie has just gotten word that the largest gas 
station chain in the Southeast is planning to expand into Mt 
Pleasant. As he attempts to get to the bottom of things—and 
maybe win Lupita’s heart—Louie is visited by the ghost of 
his mentor, Henry Lee, who appears at strange times to offer 
words of encouragement. Gay’s precise prose captures the cozy, 
lived-in feeling of Mt Pleasant and its inhabitants. Here, Louie 
reflects on the no-guns policy in his stores: “When he managed 
a store, he’d kept a baseball bat next to the cash register in case 
some moron decided to show bad judgment. One of his employ-
ees had written in permanent marker the words ‘The Enforcer’ 
on the bat’s barrel for anyone to see when paying for their stuff.” 
The pandemic is mercifully a minor factor in the novel, which 
is more concerned with Louie’s unexpectedly engrossing gas 
station empire. Old hands and new readers alike will enjoy this 
lovely sojourn in Mt Pleasant.

A thoroughly engaging slice-of-life tale set in a South-
ern town.
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“Gay’s precise prose captures the cozy, lived-in 
feeling of Mt Pleasant and its inhabitants.”

stay awhile longer
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THE COMPANY OF GHOSTS
A Family Memoir of Grief, 
Grace, and the Love That 
Surpasses Measure
Glennon, Stephanie Martin
Harborside Books (341 pp.) 
$5.99 e-book  |  Dec. 10, 2022
9798218037871

A wife recalls her beloved husband’s 
illness and mourns his loss in this memoir.

New England–based legal writer and novelist Glennon 
recounts enjoying an idyllic family life with her husband, Jim, 
and their closely spaced-out sons and daughters, many of whom 
had begun to leave the nest for adult futures. But on an early 
summer evening in 2010, after a preplanned family movie night, 
Jim revealed crushing news. As a physician, Jim was well aware 
of the power of honesty and transparency when it came to mat-
ters of health and wellness. His admittance to feeling twinges 
of mysterious abdominal pain led to an ultrasound “oddity” 
and a metastatic pancreatic cancer diagnosis that devastated 
the family. Known for her worrisome ability to “catastrophize,” 
Glennon shares her feelings of hopelessness and concern for 
her optimistic spouse, a casual photographer in his spare time 
who had lived a blissfully healthy life. She also felt an immediacy 
in ensuring Jim had everything he needed both materially and 
emotionally through hospice care as his health deteriorated. 
She reflects on their 26 years of marriage fondly, from their first 
anniversary spent in a cramped Lower Beacon Hill apartment 
in Boston to the joyous, eventful raising of their children. His 
death in 2011 was marked by frustrating experiences with indif-
ferent health care workers, which puts an even more human 
face on the author’s ordeal. Glennon’s experiences are limned 
in a nuanced, delicate prose that fits perfectly in a poignant 
story about navigating the intricate, emotional folds of a fam-
ily’s struggle to process terminal illness and the selfless beauty 
and release of palliative care. Unbearably melancholic as the 
situation warranted, Glennon felt herself not only cherishing 
every second and passing season with her dying husband, but 
also, as a deeply grieving wife, never taking a single moment 
for granted: “I had never watched sunrises and sunsets so eas-
ily within my reach as I did during my husband’s illness, when 
the fear of missing a waking moment with him, even as he still 
slept, seemed overwhelming.” This is a searingly candid, potent 
story about unexpected illness, loss, and what it truly means to 
be human. 

A powerful, heart-wrenching cancer chronicle of enduring 
love and compassionate care.

HAIR LOSS
Options for Restoration 
& Reversal
Gomez, Gustavo J.
Halo Publishing International  (436 pp.) 
$36.95  |  $28.95 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Aug. 1, 2022
9781637652886
9781637652893 paper

A health care book offers a volumi-
nous exploration of hair loss.

This scrupulously researched second edition by Gomez, a 
medical/business book author and former health care execu-
tive, may well be regarded by the medical community as a 
definitive resource on hair loss. Reviewed by two medical 
professionals and with extensive references, the book offers 
19 chapters that cover the topic in detail. The first nine chap-
ters concern hair growth, male and female hair loss, and the 
effects of heredity, hormones, aging, and scalp conditions on 
hair loss. In addition, there are two chapters providing histori-
cal overviews of hair-loss treatments and surgical restoration 
methods. This first half of the book is clearly intended for 
medical professionals. The remainder of the volume concen-
trates largely on methods of treating hair loss, which include 
hair restoration and transplantation, various types of surgery, 
nonsurgical replacement/restoration, and topical treatments. 
Also included are chapters about the physician-patient rela-
tionship, hair care, nutrition, gray hair, and “future trends 
in hair restoration solutions.” While the book’s second half 
retains its medical terminology and is therefore most appro-
priate for health care professionals, it could just as easily be 
informative to anyone who suffers from hair loss. For example, 
there is an excellent, if technical, comparison of the three pri-
mary hair restoration/transplantation methods that includes 
helpful illustrations from various sources and a table. Informa-
tion about topical treatments should be relevant to consumers 
as well, particularly the thorough section regarding minoxidil 
(Rogaine). Both the hair care and hair nutrition chapters con-
tain tips that could be very useful to any reader. A discussion 
of the initial consultation between physician and patient 
provides insights into potential hair-loss treatment concerns. 
The author even includes hair transplant/graft cost estimates. 
At various times, Gomez urges caution in proceeding with 
hair-loss treatments. For instance, in discussing methods to 
improve scalp circulation, he writes: “The objective of all 
these treatment modalities is to separate the consumer from 
their hard-earned money.” A concluding chapter that explores 
advances in biosciences, such as hair cloning and multiplica-
tion, should fascinate medical professionals and interested 
readers alike.

Intelligently organized, competently written, and compre-
hensive advice on hair loss.
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A TASTE OF OPPORTUNITY
An Insider’s Guide to 
Boosting Your Career, 
Making Your Mark, & 
Changing the Food Industry 
From Within
Guilbault, Renee
Page Two Press (252 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  Jan. 11, 2023
9781774582473

Guilbault, a food industry executive 
and consultant, shares her experiences (and a few recipes) while 
providing tips on how to pursue a rewarding career in her field.

This debut guide begins by teeing up the huge career poten-
tial of the lucrative food industry: “You can make a ton of money. 
You can have the life of creativity and freedom you want. You 
can make an impact on the lives of others. You can travel the 
world. You can even change the world.” The author then offers 
advice on how to develop this fulfilling career, drawing from 
and detailing her own journey from high school dropout who 
got fired from the California Pizza Kitchen as a teenager to Le 
Cordon Bleu–trained chef and, later, food-operations executive 
for the Pret a Manger and Le Pain Quotidien restaurant chains 
and Google, among others. Now a consultant, the author orga-
nizes her book in two parts: “Getting Started in the World of 
Food” and “Taking Your Place at the Managers’ Table.” Tips 
range from building your “resilience muscle” to keep “toughing 
out the ‘crumby’ jobs and seeing the trail they’re building” to 
creating a “Personal Board of Directors”—confidants who will 

“give you the perspective you need to shine through the tough 
moments.” The author’s “Management Big Five” mantra is that 
it’s important to balance the needs of the business, your bosses, 
your customers, your team, and, “finally, the needs of yourself.” 
This book dishes out its career advice, which often has a tough-
love tone, in a humorous, food metaphor–filled narrative that 
effectively draws on accounts of the author’s own challenges. 
She also includes some of her favorite thematically appropri-
ate recipes, such as “Leadership Lecithin” Mayonnaise and 

“Most Definitely a Neurosis” Rosemary Dark Chocolate Cake, 
as well as links to videos of other industry professionals offer-
ing career insights. Although other career development books 
may contain similar advice, this book’s lively tone and from-the-
trenches perspective make it a welcome addition to the genre.  

An inspiring guide that conveys the passion and promise of 
the food business with pragmatic advice.

[NSFW] 
Hay, David Scott
Whisk(e)y Tit (316 pp.) 
Feb. 28, 2023
9781952600265

A group of content moderators 
explore their humanity in this near-future, 
SF love story.

After a traumatic event, a Chicago, 
Illinois, man whose digital handle is 
@Sa>ag3 begins work at Vexillum Co. 
His job is to flag offensive video con-

tent in a “war on savagery.” He, along with other trainees, like  
@Jun1p3r, must work for 90 days as subcontractors for the enig-
matic ƒace before they can acquire a good wage and health care. 
With a daily grind that involves viewing horrendous images 
like terrorist bombings and school shootings, @Sa>ag3 and  
@Jun1p3r immediately start using the office lactorium—reserved 
for breastfeeding—as a sex cubicle. Soon, co-worker @Skiny_
Leny becomes their source for Xanax. When fresh hires arrive, 
including @Babyd011, they join the free-loving culture. Their 
boss, Mr. Ray Gunn, encourages everyone to do what they must 
to meet the team’s impossibly high “accuracy number” goal. A 
substantial bonus has been promised if they can. Meanwhile,  
@Sa>ag3 and @Jun1p3r become “savages” and delete their social 
media accounts. They bring numerous plants and soil into 
their apartment. They also keep a jellyfish in a tank, though it 
requires a lot of maintenance. When the office team does earn 
a bonus, it comes in the form of a sleek new phone (called a 
ƒŌne) that doesn’t require a typical battery. Launched by ƒace, 
this ƒŌne is powered by the human touch. @Sa>ag3’s commit-
ment to an earthy individuality has won him the respect of Mr. 
Gunn and a new position of power. However, he must now navi-
gate a violent world radically altered by the ƒŌne.

Hay’s latest throws a permanent Gen X scowl at techno-
logically dependent modern life. Embedded in his prose are 
lyrics by the band Rush (“conform or be cast out”), old slogans 
(“BE_KIND_REWIND”), and many references to director 
Stanley Kubrick’s oeuvre. While this creates a lexicon that 
canny readers will adapt to, akin to Burgess’ A Clockwork 
Orange (1962), current motifs pulse just as brightly, like the 
opening list of trigger warnings that includes drug use, witch-
craft, social media, and capitalism. Hay’s tonal mimicry of Fight 
Club (1996) author Chuck Palahniuk is astonishing. Those 
unfamiliar with the flat, declarative sarcasm of the 1990s can 
use this piece as a how-to pamphlet. Yet there’s truth in Hay’s 
best bons mots, such as, “The luxury of a worldview dimin-
ishes because it’s time to cook supper.” And because “Outrage 
trumps a like,” readers who clutch their worldviews too tightly 
will find something here to be upset by: the Columbine shoot-
ing, adults breastfeeding, and a sitcom about Middle Eastern 
terrorists assigned to destroy Mount Rushmore. When Hay 
writes, “People on the train stare looking up from the glow 
of their devices. Their faces illuminated like trophy mounts 
of a big game hunter,” it’s easy to proclaim digital detox as 
the narrative’s goal. But the burgeoning love between two 
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“The book dishes out its career advice, which often has a tough-
love tone, in a humorous, food metaphor–filled narrative.”

a taste of opportunity
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protagonists for whom sex is easier than conversation is the 
true resonating center. @Sa>ag3’s journey inserts a wild-eyed 
freshness in the prospect of life in the 21st century.

A potential cult classic that all but demands a second read.

REMEMBER WHO YOU WANT 
TO BE
Haymes, Michael C.
Branch Hill Press (438 pp.) 
$33.00  |  $21.00 paper  |  $12.00 e-book
Sept. 23, 2022
9780578907437
9780578907444 paper

In this debut novel, a young man 
navigates multiple traumas in blue-collar 
New England.

Growing up in 1970s and 1980s small-town Connecticut, 
Roger Evans’ life is hardly idyllic. After a violent relationship, 
his parents divorce. His mother waits tables, and his abusive, 
alcoholic father runs the local gas station while struggling with 
PTSD as a Vietnam veteran. Roger’s Deaf grandfather is his main 
companion and role model, and the two begin taking American 
Sign Language classes together, bringing them closer to each 
other and Deaf culture. But when Roger is in high school, his 
grandfather is shot by a police officer who didn’t realize the man 
was deaf and thought he was armed. This is the first of several 
enormous shocks that rattle Roger’s sense of identity, driving 
him to first leave home and then to return as a struggling young 
adult. His relationship with the Deaf community deepens as he 
learns ASL, participates in a galvanizing student protest at the 
world’s only Deaf liberal arts college, and eventually begins to 
lose his hearing like other members of his family. As the world 
changes around Roger, and he changes within it, he must decide 
how best to fulfill the titular advice his grandfather gave him 
after his parents’ divorce: “Remember who you want to be.” 

Roger is a cleareyed, down-to-earth narrator who values 
doing “the right thing” while dealing with considerable demons 
of his own. He’s thoughtful; here, a first kiss makes him reflect 
on his parents’ relationship: “Was love based on trust? Was that 
why my parents got divorced, because after my father hit my 
mother they couldn’t trust each other?” The prose is direct and 
without affectations, much like Roger himself: “As we left, I told 
Aunt Carol that I’d write her as soon as I got back. It was the first 
promise I broke.” Haymes, a late-deafened adult, excels at illus-
trating the hurdles Deaf people face within the hearing world, 
from communication breakdowns to being outright ignored or 
considered helpless. Historical events, including the Cold War 
and the 1988 Deaf President Now protest at Gallaudet Univer-
sity, anchor the narrative, as do social issues like reproductive 
rights. Some, like the DPN protest, feel fresh and vivid through 
Roger’s eyes; others are stale in a narrative that feels overlong. 
While Roger’s transition from hearing child to Deaf adult is 
full of emotional complexity, the plot alternately meanders or 
abruptly skips over swaths of time. Each member of the siz-
able cast, however, receives nuanced treatment—several, such 

as Roger’s father, Jake, and best friend James, suffer consider-
able and layered traumas. Haymes is at his most poignant when 
expressing Deaf characters’ frustrations, as when Grandpa 
berates Roger’s mother for not using ASL: “Don’t you realize 
the name you answer to is the one I gave you! The language you 
speak is the one I taught you!...Do you think because I can’t 
hear that I’m helpless? I taught you the same goddamned lan-
guage you now use to condemn me! So, for Christ’s sake, sign!”  

An illuminating, somewhat rambling coming-of-age novel 
on family and Deafness.

LEAP
Book One of the Race 
Is On Series
Heaton, O.C.
Rookwood Publishing (408 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  $0.99 e-book  |  Oct. 22, 2022
9780956172020

A scientist’s daughter quietly refines 
quantum human teleportation and teams 
up with a venture capitalist, but their plan 
hits deadly turbulence when the preda-

tory CEO of an airline corporation tries to violently hijack the 
technology.

Heaton’s first installment of The Race Is On techno-thriller 
series is set in 2002-03, a pivotal time for the protagonists—and 
the airline industry, a key villain. A slump in air transport follow-
ing the terrorist atrocities of 9/11 means America’s once-mighty 
Reynolds Air faces financial ruin. CEO Samuel Reynolds III 
sees an opportunity to revitalize the ailing company (and save 
his own reputation). It seems that in Iceland, Uma Jacobs-
dottir, a pretty, green-minded activist and daughter of a great 
quantum physicist, has secretly perfected teleportation—the 
near-instantaneous breakdown and reassembly of atomic mat-
ter (including humans) at “LEAP” portals, even at vast distances. 
The technology has astounding and disturbing applications and 
implications, but Uma wants to restrict it to long-range trans-
port, eliminating fossil fuels and carbon emissions. She enlists 
Ethan Rae, a shadowy but ethical venture capitalist from Eng-
land, to take the discovery public (“Your approach to business 
benefits everyone, especially the less well-off ”). But ruthless 
Reynolds wants to monopolize LEAP for pure profit, sending 
hit men and hackers on the attack. Ethan hastily teleports dur-
ing the crisis, experiencing side effects somewhat familiar to 
readers of the classic SF short story “The Fly” and viewers of 
the film adaptations. But here, the result is a strategic advan-
tage, not a monster mutation. The international novel is a page-
turner with bigger-than-life heroes and villains, rousing action, 
aerospace history, a built-in Icelandic travelogue, captivating 
SF concepts, and joyous storytelling (though important bits of 
backstory remain conspicuously scattered in the author’s 2022 
prequel novella, MAD). Despite the airline business tycoons’ 
being portrayed as scoundrels, this volume is ideal in-flight 
diversion fare, worthy of those concourse gift-shop spinner 
racks full of novels by Alistair MacLean, Michael Crichton, and 
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Clive Cussler. Heaton fact-checks his science and settings in an 
afterword and invites readers to support him if they want to see 
the saga continue. It’s likely that most will.

Fasten your seat belts and adjust your tray tables; this SF 
tale offers an exciting ride.

TAKE HEART TAKE ACTION
The Transformative Power 
of Small Acts, Groups, 
and Gardens
Heckman, Trathen
Small Acts Media (395 pp.) 
$7.99 e-book  |  Oct. 4, 2022
9781544534312

A nonprofit leader shares inspiration 
and strategy.

This debut book blends a memoir with spirituality and prac-
ticality as Heckman explains how he came to run a Northern 
California nonprofit organization focused on gardening and 
community. The volume traces the author’s journey through 
corporate jobs, world travel, a snowboarding career, and self-
discovery in his quest to follow his passions while having a pur-
pose. The work’s opening chapters explore personal growth and 
development as Heckman explains the breathing, meditation, 
and movement techniques that have become part of his regular 
practice. The account then moves into a more concrete phase 
as it discusses the development of a grassroots organization. 
Heckman became fascinated with permaculture after attend-
ing an herb symposium and started a nonprofit while grieving 
after his mother’s death. He explains how, over the course of 
two decades, Daily Acts grew into an integral part of its com-
munity, turning unused spaces into gardens; educating people 
about sustainable, small-scale ways to manage land and water 
use; and building connections between neighbors. The book’s 
later chapters discuss how the group has developed a strong 
working relationship with local government and how it has tar-
geted its response to recent disasters, including wildfires and 
Covid-19. Heckman’s uninhibited enthusiasm (“It felt like I had 
been dipped and rolled in a field of wildflower seeds, with new 
inspirations sprouting like mad”) is evident throughout the vol-
ume and makes for an engaging story. The book’s conception of 
environmentalism is a joyous one, and between the positivity 
and the sense of purpose, it is easy to see how the author has 
led a successful organization. While readers may wish that the 
work had engaged more with the issue of privilege in activism 
(Heckman acknowledges the role of Whiteness but not eco-
nomics), it does a reasonable job on the aspects it does address. 
The volume is likely to appeal to readers searching for practical 
guidance on their own local activism journeys as well as those 
looking for ways to pursue personal interests in ways that have 
both individual and community value.

A well-written account of enthusiastic environmental 
activism.

SISTER LIBERTY
The First Volume of the 
Stables Family Chronicles
Hill, Gregory
Daisy Dog Press (418 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  Dec. 1, 2022
9798218081690

A satirical historical novel about 
wayfarers caught up in an American 
religious revival.

The main action of Hill’s tale opens 
with the hanging of a man in the French village of Sanvisa in 
1885. Arthur Lestables is sentenced to death for “the drown-
ing murder of Henri Deplouc Senior, and, furthermore, for 
being a troublesome pain in the groin at this very moment,” 
as a magistrate puts it. Arthur, a seemingly inoffensive writer 
who’d been hard at work on his magnum opus, The Theory of 
Human Development, is buried by his 11-year-old son, Auguste, 
and soon after, the boy and his mother, Annie, flee France for 
the United States. In Indiana, they take refuge with mem-
bers of a religious group who call themselves the Solemnites; 
as their name suggests, they take a dim view of all forms of 
pleasure (“As long as my performance is unmusical,” one 
of them confesses, “I still get to go to heaven”). When the 
Solemnites become involved in a religious revival, Auguste 
and his fellow fugitives get caught up in it, as well. Hill’s story 
is convoluted and rhetorically intricate in ways that seem 
decidedly out of fashion in the modern literary moment but 
fit well in the era in which it is set. The author frequently 
presents elegant phrasings, usually to striking effect: “In 
the woods that bordered the path, finches skipped and did-
dled, spiders reknitted rain-ripped webs, and snails sapped 
water that dripped from the leaves of saturated trees.” The 
tale is also replete with tossed-off humor that often lands; 
when Arthur is allowed some final words before his execu-
tion, for instance, he asks, “Do any of you understand human 
goodness?” and the magistrate snaps, “I’ll have no rhetorical 
questions out of you, Lestables”; Deplouc, Lestables’ alleged 
victim, is described as “a stain upon the very concept of table 
manners.” Overall, the work will have readers both ponder-
ing and chuckling.

A funny and subtly subversive historical novel about naïfs 
in the 19th century.

“The tale is replete with tossed-off humor that often lands.”
sister liberty
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THE BIGGEST LITTLE BROTHER
Jalloh, Aminata
Illus. by Kim Sponaugle
CreateSpace (32 pp.) 
$13.99 paper  |  Oct. 29, 2017
9781979074896

After a Sierra Leonean family is 
reunited, a child struggles to find his 
place among his siblings in Jalloh’s debut 
picture book. 

It’s an exciting day for Sowa, who appears to be about 7. His 
tween brother, Hindo, is traveling from Sierra Leone to live 
with him, his little sister, and their parents in Atlanta. On their 
way to the airport to pick Hindo up, Sowa’s mom tells the boy 
something he hadn’t considered: “You are still a big brother. But 
remember, now you will also be in the middle.” Sowa prides 
himself on being a helpful big brother, even if he gets eggshells 
in the doughnut batter and doesn’t repair his sister’s doll quite 
right. When Hindo is shown to be more skilled than he is, Sowa 
feels dejected. Hindo later finds Sowa hiding under a blanket 
and makes him an offer: Sowa can be the biggest little brother in 
the family and help him adjust to life in America. Sponaugle’s 
soft watercolor illustrations offer expressive faces and richly 
evoke the look and feel of Sowa’s family home. But Jalloh’s 
straightforward story is the star here, addressing a separation 
issue that comes up often in immigrant families but is seldom 
seen in children’s books. Readers in similar situations will find 
it valuable. 

A relatable story for children struggling with family 
reunification.

Á DEUX
Dialogue
Kovalev, Alexey L.
Atmosphere Press (131 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  $7.99 e-book  |  Nov. 9, 2021
9781639881468

In this philosophical dialogue, God 
and an unnamed man discuss humanity’s 
spiritual decline.

When God is called to account for 
himself by a petulant Job, he angrily 

puts him in his place, an act that both shames and rejuve-
nates him. But in the aftermath of that dispute, God seems to 
have fallen into an unfathomable silence, an “unresponsive-
ness” forthrightly challenged by a man. In this book, Kovalev 
imagines the ensuing conversation, sometimes a friendly and 
intellectual exchange, sometimes an emotionally tempestuous 
one. The man almost seems like a reincarnation of Job—God 
remarks that he has “grown up quite a bit since our last quarrel.” 
God’s interlocutor is surely more self-assured in this discussion, 
enough to accuse him of “pseudo-sagacious reasoning.” The 
man’s central issue is this: Modern life ushered in unbearable 
dislocations like complex wars and technology that not only 

demanded a “radical transformation of the social order,” but 
also a new way of relating to and coping with reality. These sea 
changes might have been assimilated with the support of artis-
tic creativity, which can furnish support, spiritual rejuvenation, 
and a renewal of ethical commitment. But there seems to be a 
scarcity of artistic inspiration just at the very moment it is most 
needed, a “decrease in creative energy” that has resulted in a 

“universal withering.” Moreover, the man has his own personal 
grievance, just as Job did: the loss of his wife to disease, a death 
God seems moved by. 

The author stewards the dialogue over a vast philosophi-
cal territory with a startling amalgam of subtlety and depth. 
The parallels between this dialogue and God’s confrontation 
with Job are striking. Instead of being the best of men, blame-
less and upright, the man in this dialogue describes himself 
as an “ordinary person” and, maybe by implication, just one 
more unhappy representative of humanity. And he laments 
not only his personal loss, but also the anguish of the world, 
resentful of its abandonment, a poignant revision. Further, 
God is presented as more human—he forgets and wonders, 
eventually refusing to provide “prescriptions or magical ways 
to overcome your condition and straighten up the current 
world’s problems.” For much of the dialogue, God and the 
man seem to share relatively equal footing. But reminiscent 
of his encounter with Job, God finally and terrifyingly loses 
his patience: “YOU, IDLE KNIGHT...WHAT THE HELL 
DO YOU NEED? NOT ENOUGH GENIUSES? YOU GOT 
SO CLUTCHED BY THE OLD ONES, ATTEND THEM 
SO TIGHTLY, THAT YOU ARE ABLE TO SEE NOBODY 
BUT THEM. WELL, GET UNCLUTCHED!” The power 
of this climax lies precisely in its incongruousness with what 
came before—a genteel God patiently hearing out a some-
times-annoyed conversational partner. This is what makes 
Kovalev’s dialogue so gripping—he doesn’t merely update 
the story of Job, but rather completely retools it, making his 
own philosophical and literary creation. The man in the book 
presents God with a new set of complaints and bewilderments, 
ones that will be familiar to readers but also ones that evoke 
timeless issues, like the nature of love and consciousness, the 
value of artistic creativity, and the weight of loss. This is a cap-
tivating work, as provocative as it is profound.

An artistic and intellectual feast.
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POVERTY, CHASTITY & 
DISOBEDIENCE
My Six Years in a 
Catholic Convent
Mattern, Susan K.
Self (288 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $7.99 e-book  |  Dec. 14, 2021
9798785896048

In this memoir, a woman recollects 
her unconventional decision to forgo a 
college scholarship and become a nun—
and the challenging years she spent in 

a convent. 
In 1966, Mattern won a prestigious four-year scholarship 

to Washington University in St. Louis, her hometown. Her par-
ents reacted with understandable pride but were then shocked 
to learn she had no intention of accepting; instead, she chose to 
enter a convent and become a nun. The author’s mother was a 
Roman Catholic but not the kind to be particularly enamored 
with the church or to pine for her children to become part of 
its official hierarchy. Mattern was motivated by a longing to 
understand and become closer to God, a desire she describes in 
lucidly thoughtful terms: “Most of my classmates didn’t seem to 
care much about God or religion, but I took it very seriously. I 
really did believe that God was the reason for our whole life. He 
had created me for a reason—he had created the whole universe, 
and it made sense for me to discover why He had made me.” Yet 
her experience at the School Sisters of Notre Dame was not 
what she expected. The women were anxiously sheltered from 
the outside world—the newspapers they received were marred 
by redactions. She was discouraged from getting too close to 
her fellow postulants for fear of such intimacy becoming a “Par-
ticular Friendship,” code for a lesbian romance. In addition, she 
came to realize that she was compelled to live under a mountain 
of nonsensical prohibitions that often seemed arbitrary, if not 
deliberately cruel. Eventually, Mattern became deeply disillu-
sioned and, despite years of training, decided to leave.

The author’s brief remembrance is remarkably percep-
tive—she keenly observes all the ways in which the oppressive 
environment at the convent prevented the consummation of 
her spiritual desires: “We were eighteen and nineteen years old. 
Years where we should be expanding our world, meeting new 
people, women and men, learning, gaining new experiences, 
becoming ourselves. But we had been turned in on ourselves, 
forgetting who we were, striving to pour ourselves into a mold 
made hundreds of years ago in a different world.” Moreover, she 
believed the nuns unwittingly “reinforced the long-held patri-
archal attitude of the church that we as sisters knew nothing,” 
frustrating her hopes of contributing to a more liberal, progres-
sive church that treated women equally. Some of her superiors 
seemed more interested in quashing the last vestiges of her indi-
viduality than in offering encouragement. In one of the book’s 
most extraordinary remembrances, Sister Regina bitterly criti-
cized Mattern after she delivered a piano recital, accusing her of 
narcissistic exhibitionism. With great intelligence, the author 
swings from personal reflection to a more objective critique 

of the Catholic Church. She considers the “massive exodus of 
nuns” from the church as a response to its failings. Mattern’s 
prose is perfectly suited to this dual function—it is as precise 
as it is informally candid. Moreover, while her appraisal has 
a powerfully personal element, it is free of the kind of bitter-
ness that undermines rational arguments—for all her profound 
disappointments with her experience in a convent, the author 
proffers her criticisms with moderation and reserve.

A frank, insightful personal account that delivers a dis-
cerning critique of the Catholic Church.

STEALING GOD AND 
OTHER STORIES 
McAllister, Bruce
Aeon Press (262 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  June 17, 2022
9780993468216

Unsettling alternate realities and weird 
occurrences abound in this set of short sto-
ries by accomplished SF author McAllister.

The 18 tales offered here effortlessly 
intermingle themes of spirituality, reli-
gion, biology, and the supernatural. The 

collection opens with “The Blue House,” about a mysterious 
old structure on a hill where a sirenlike young girl lingers. This 
is followed by similarly themed “La Signora,” set in a fishing vil-
lage on the Ligurian coast of Italy; in it, the teenage son of an 
American naval man is tempted to go to sea on a very special 
evening, during which he encounters an astonishing sea mon-
ster. The title story is about a young man of Native American 
ancestry who, under the influence of his mentally ill mother, 
steals Indigenous objects and then experiences great tragedy. 
The collection closes with “Sun and Stone,” about a grotto in 
Assisi where St. Francis once prayed; there, visitors encounter 
a strange phenomenon involving resident lizards that leaves 
some terrified and others mesmerized. McAllister is masterful 
at conjuring intrigue, as in the opening sentence of the story 

“Sandy”: “Because she had four arms and a six-fingered hand 
on each arm, Sandy could look for four-leaf clovers faster than 
I could.” It’s a clever line loaded with strange facts and poses 
so many questions that one has little choice but to read on. At 
times, the tales’ skewed reality is difficult to stomach, with 
gruesome descriptions such as this one from “Don’t Ask” (co-
authored by W.S. Adams): “I can see the pieces as I lift what was 
once her pelvis. Maxil-facial, below the brain, but brain destruc-
tion. I always wondered what her bones were like, under her 
skin.” McAllister’s prose is also fascinatingly textured—some-
times coldly scientific and at other times diving headlong into 
mythology and faith. The weird worlds that result are alarming, 
as in “Blue Fire,” in which a dying pope encounters a boy able to 
devour his own flesh and heal almost instantly—a startling and 
horrific caricature of religious belief. 

The author’s fantastically dark imagination makes this 
unnerving collection difficult to put down. 
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“McAllister’s prose is fascinatingly textured— 
sometimes coldly scientific and at other times diving 

headlong into mythology and faith.”
stealing god and other stories
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MAGIC TRAVELS
The Unlikely Adventures 
of a Geologist
McLaren, Patrick
FriesenPress (219 pp.) 
$27.11  |  $18.99 paper  |  $6.99 e-book
Oct. 24, 2022
9781039151017
9781039151000 paper

A geologist looks back on magic 
tricks, Arctic ordeals, and many encoun-

ters with feisty animals in this rollicking memoir.
McLaren, a Canadian geologist and consultant, recalls 

unusual pursuits, occupations, and journeys undertaken in his 
childhood and young adulthood. Growing up in Ottawa, he 
weathered several untoward lessons while learning to be a magi-
cian; one botched trick sent a boa constrictor lunging at a group 
of terrified cheerleaders. As a teenager, he worked two summers 
as a cowboy in the Canadian Rockies and recollects intricate 
procedurals on shoeing and packing horses along with many mis-
haps, including an agonizing horseback ride to a hospital after 
he managed to cut himself with both an ax and a chainsaw. After 
high school, McLaren spent a summer wandering Europe, sleep-
ing in hostels and performing magic shows, and was set upon by 
guard dogs while relieving himself by the barbed wire along the 
East German border. In college, he landed another summer job 
in the Rockies on a geological mapping project and drove off a 
menacing grizzly by nailing it in the forehead with a tossed rock. 
The book culminates in a summer spent in the Canadian Arctic 
on a geology expedition, where he experienced “eerie and oth-
erworldly” whiteouts—“with everything white and no visible 
horizon, it is like being suspended in emptiness”—and a tense 
encounter with a polar bear. McLaren’s reminiscences are mostly 
shaggy dog stories with no particular theme or moral, but they 
add up to a coherent account of maturation. Through his oddball 
jobs, japes, and pratfalls, readers see him accumulating knowl-
edge—his horse-packing skills, for example, translated to snow-
mobiles—along with resourcefulness and initiative. His prose is 
vivid, punchy, and often raucous—“He held himself in place with 
a mouthful of my jeans while lashing out with his taloned hind 
legs in a series of violent kicks….If you have never been attacked 
by a man-eating rabbit, don’t sneer”—and waxes lyrical in odes 
to majestic northern landscapes. (“The deep orange orb of the 
sun competed with the white orb of the moon to cast rich dark 
shades of blue across an infinite, cloudless sky. Below, the snow 
on the mountain ice caps sparkled.”) The result is an engaging 
coming-of-age story full of hangdog charm. 

An entertaining account of a boy edging toward manhood 
through a meandering picaresque.

HEART & BRAIN
A Sci-Fi Anthology 
Connecting Both
MLV, Ramana Rao
Self (181 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Oct. 12, 2022
9798357793744

In five SF short stories, Indian author 
MLV depicts how various characters 
react when confronted with cosmic won-
ders and cosmological enigmas. 

In the opening tale, “The Sphere,” 
the narrator, Chaitanya, who fancies himself “the world’s first 
AI psychologist,” induces neuroses into an artificial intelligence 
entity to make it more controllable. However, his own dread of 
inheriting his father’s debilitating agoraphobia ultimately over-
whelms him. In “The Random Factor,” a utopian future society’s 
complacent power structure faces a crisis when a woman named 
Pratima decides to conceive and give birth naturally instead of 
by long-accepted biotechnological means. In “Survival,” a par-
ticle beam’s collision with Earth leaves all humanity susceptible 
to fatal sleep apnea except for Mallika, an expectant mother in 
rural India. A somewhat similar premise begins “The Speck,” 
in which a distant object is observed and recorded solely by 
recently widowed astronomer Animisha, who’s recently had 
advanced surgery to correct her eyesight. The mystery deep-
ens when she finds the distant object’s fluctuations through 
time corresponding with milestones in her own life—usually 
painful ones. In “The Replay,” a demonstration of a variation 
on virtual reality, dubbed UR, for “ultimate reality,” is used by 
its orphaned Sikh developer in a revenge scheme. This worthy 
collection features stories that engagingly tackle themes of eth-
ics, responsibility, and the subjugation of women. Overall, they 
have a deeply intellectual and science-struck quality of the 
sort that occurs when a distinctly scientific mind turns to fic-
tion; it’s a dynamic that calls to mind Carl Sagan’s work in his 
bestselling novel Contact (1985). The book’s length is as efficient 
as a paperback from SF’s golden age, and its stories, featuring 
Indian characters and locales, intriguingly recall the fiction of 
Hugo Gernsback and Astounding Stories. 

Stimulating, cerebral SF that finds fertile ground in its 
modern and future India setting.
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LEARNING TO BUILD
The 5 Bedrock Skills 
of Innovators 
and Entrepreneurs
Moesta, Bob
Lioncrest Publishing (194 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $15.99 paper  |  $6.99 e-book
Sept. 6, 2022
978-1-5445-2400-9
978-1-5445-2398-9 paper

A breakdown of the key skills needed 
for entrepreneurs to flourish.

At the beginning of his latest book, Moesta draws a distinc-
tion between an inventor—someone who creates something 
new—and an innovator, who seeks to create a solution to a spe-
cific, widespread problem. This broader application is key to his 
distinction. “Whether you’re an entrepreneur, a software devel-
oper, or somebody who likes to tinker,” Moesta writes, “innova-
tion is the notion of solving a struggling moment and helping 
people at scale.” He reflects on some of his own experiences 
with innovation, including designing a new type of rearview 
mirror for automobiles, and draws on these stories in order to 
explain a group of five key skills for innovators and entrepre-
neurs of all kinds. These involve understanding “causal struc-
tures,” “uncovering demand,” “making tradeoffs,” adopting an 

“empathetic perspective,” and a practice that Moesta refers to 
as “prototyping to learn”: “People with this skill know that they 
do not have all the answers and run tests to get empirical data…
instead of relying on existing theory and testing hypotheses.” 
As he details these skills, Moesta consistently employs a highly 
energetic and vivid narrative style that effectively makes the five 
skills seem achievable rather than the unattainable ideals that 
one sometimes finds in business motivation books. On every 
page, he comes across naturally as a wise and emphatic coach 
who cuts to the heart of entrepreneurial patter. His thinking 
on his five key points is appealingly complex, but thanks to his 
many illustrations (including charts and graphs) and his story-
telling clarity, his book never bogs down during explanations. 

A powerful and thought-provoking plan for aspiring 
innovators.

GREATEST
Pattison, Darcy
Illus. by Rich Davis
Tapestry Publications (34 pp.) 
$24.95  |  $11.99 paper  |  Feb. 14, 2023
9781629442051
9781629442068 paper

A bunny faces her fears and makes a 
new friend in this picture book.

A rabbit named Love Truly and her friends are in the school 
cafeteria when the new kid arrives. He’s big, blue, and has a 
booming voice that makes Love Truly shiver. The bunny prays 
that the new kid, PeeWee, will make some friends—just not 

with her. But when PeeWee trips and spills all his food, Love 
Truly’s heart tells her she needs to do something. Full of brav-
ery, she rounds up her friends and they help the new student, 
even inviting him to sit with them at their table. As it turns out, 
PeeWee was frightened, too: He was scared of not making any 
friends at his new school. Told in the second person, in the same 
tone as Laura Numeroff ’s If You Give a Mouse a Cookie (1985), the 
enjoyable story makes Love Truly’s choices feel personal and 
relatable, all relayed in accessible language for emergent readers. 
Clues about Love Truly’s struggle are particularly well phrased: 

“But your heart will ache because you aren’t showing love.” Pat-
tison’s text refers to prayer and begins with a Bible verse, but 
the important lessons of friendship and kindness are universal. 
Davis’ cartoon illustrations deliver simple animal characters 
packed with plenty of charisma. Though the author is better 
known for her science titles, like Diego, the Galápagos Giant 
Tortoise (2022), she ably displays her ability to depict children’s 
strong emotions. 

An engaging tale about offering kindness and receiving 
friendship.

FAMILY CURSE 
FIELD NOTEBOOKS
(1880-2020)
Plys, Tenacity
Bottlecap Press (44 pp.) 
$10.00 paper  |  Oct. 1, 2022
9781946340627

An American family ruminates on its 
bleak history in this chilling debut novelette.

Virgil Sykes tackles the grueling job 
of cleaning out their late aunt’s attic. 

While staying at the ancestral home, they start a journal and 
write about their family and its generations of children who’ve 
mysteriously vanished. All Virgil knows is that unexplained 
lights pop up in the creepy nearby woods. But perhaps answers 
lie in the family’s writings, starting with Aunt Virginia’s diaries, 
which date back a few decades to 1993. She recounts her sister’s 
disappearance and later spotting a strange child just outside the 
woods staring at the house. Mort, Virginia’s uncle, wrote in his 
1960s “UFO manifesto” that aliens were responsible for abduct-
ing the little ones. In his notes from the 19th century, Silas Sykes 
blames the devil residing among the trees. While the villain is 
unknown, one thing is certain—the children vanish and never 
return. Plys equips this compact, spine-tingling tale with a 
memorable cast. For example, Virgil, who is nonbinary, endures 
discrimination, like locals eying them simply for their appear-
ance, and adjunct Harvard professor Mort dabbles in LSD and 
sexual harassment. But what really sets this novelette apart is 
its diverting format; family members leave comments on their 
ancestors’ journals, like Virgil’s sticky notes and Virginia’s foot-
notes. By the time readers get to Silas’ manuscript, they’re 
treated to a variety of hilarious, snarky asides and comments on 
others’ comments. Still, the eerie narrative tone remains. Vir-
gil conducts their investigations at night while someone/thing 
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“Plys equips the compact, spine-tingling 
tale with a memorable cast.”

family curse field notebooks
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periodically knocks at the front door. Despite a fairly open end-
ing, Plys drops hints along the way as to what’s really been hap-
pening all those years. 

A spooky, darkly humorous, and cleverly written story 
about an uncanny family.

LOVE IN THE TIME 
OF THE IMPROVISED 
EXPLOSIVE DEVICE
Pomerantz, J.R.
(217 pp.) 
$0.99 e-book  |  Dec. 22, 2020

A government stooge finds himself 
at the center of some Afghanistan-based 
intrigue in this thriller.

Up until a year ago, Jim Schneider 
had a wife and two small children. Now 

they are dead thanks to a medical device that his employer—the 
Food and Drug Administration—failed to properly vet before 
it went on the market. Jim is wracked by grief, and though he 
hasn’t quit his job, he has basically stopped doing any work. 
Rather than firing him, his bosses have just offered him a job 
at the FDA’s new international branch, located—for reasons he 
doesn’t quite understand—in Afghanistan. As soon as Jim lands 
in the country, he knows he’s in over his head. He can’t deal with 
the heat, the altitude, or the constant danger of improvised 
explosive devices—to say nothing of the fact that everyone he 
meets seems to be holding a gun. His job, as best he can figure 
it out, has something to do with the pharmaceutical potential 
of rare earth minerals recently discovered in the country, the 
kind that could make a lot of rich people even richer. Jim soon 
realizes he’s walked into a game much bigger than he’s quali-
fied to play, one involving espionage, terrorism, and secrets that 
go all the way to the top of the American government. Pomer-
antz’s prose is tight and often funny, capturing Jim’s experiences 
as a perpetual fish out of water. Here, Jim describes meeting a 
United States senator with some business interest in Afghani-
stan’s minerals: “Senator Tom Fletch Senior was a man who, if 
he smiled, when he smiled, if he did that, and all his teeth were 
filed into sharp points, and then after he smiled, he shook your 
hand, and after he shook your hand, he put your hand into his 
mouth and bit the whole thing off, I would have said, later on, 
makes sense.” Some of the motifs feel slightly George W. Bush–
era, but the author’s sharp eye for details—both in terms of 
place and character—makes for an immersive reading experi-
ence. Inside the absurdities of empire, Pomerantz finds a beat-
ing human heart.

A twisty and engaging political thriller with an unlikely 
operative at its center.

GRAYALITY
Love Knows No Gender
PW, Carey
Pride Publishing (322 pp.) 
$14.49 paper  |  $5.99 e-book  |  July 12, 2022
9781802509625

In this romance, a young transgen-
der man negotiates his new identity in 
hopes of finding self-acceptance and 
love in Montana.

Pate Boone is “twenty-six years old 
and going nowhere” when he leaves his suburban Georgia home 
and heads to small-town Montana to stay with his old friend 
Oakley’s grandmother. Oakley had been Pate’s first lover, back 
in high school when he was called Patricia, in the days before 
his transition to his male identity. Oakley and his dad had 
taken Pate in when his parents rejected him, and the two have 
remained close friends. When Oakley’s Granny needs help fol-
lowing a double mastectomy, Montana seems like the perfect 
place for Pate to escape the ghost of Patricia and figure out 
how to navigate the world in a body that only partly affirms his 
masculine self. After enrolling in the local college, he is thrilled 
when his first flirty encounter with a student named Maybelle 
develops into a real dating relationship. There are only two 
drawbacks: Maybelle has a violently jealous ex, and she doesn’t 
know that Pate wasn’t assigned a male gender at birth. Things 
become even more complicated when the solidly heterosexual 
Oakley finds himself powerfully attracted to Jody, a proud, gay 
drag queen, leading him to question if he’s really as straight as 
he thinks he is. PW recounts this deeply personal narrative 
from both Pate’s and Oakley’s points of view, flipping back 
and forth from one to the other as the two protagonists trace 
their separate but linked journeys of self-discovery. Numerous 
trans issues, such as Pate’s “years of sacrifice and slaving away 
to scrape together enough funds to pay for my hormones and, 
eventually, my top surgery”; the suicidal ideation and depres-
sion that are side effects of his testosterone injections; and the 
multiple complications of being a man with a vagina, are woven 
into a romantic narrative of young love. Pate’s lack of honesty 
in his relationship with Maybelle is disturbing, if understand-
able, but the love stories play out with suspenseful tenderness, 
and the characters’ struggles to come out as “fully human” are 
persuasive and poignant.

An engaging queer love story of confusion, courage, and 
self-realization.
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CHASING APHRODITE
Stories of Life, Love & Travel
Rem, Emil
Illus. by Wes Pohl
EICA Press (164 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book  |  June 6, 2022
9781775126676

In Rem’s travel-minded novel, a 
man’s writing trip to Cyprus proves an 
occasion for reflection.

Milo is a man in his 50s with a geo-
graphically diverse background: He was 

born in Tanzania to an East Indian family and raised in England 
but has spent most of his adult life in Canada. Now, he’s taken to 
traveling by himself through Cyprus, where the mix of vacation-
ers, expatriates, and competing cultural traditions reminds him 
of childhood summers spent with his father in Dar-es-Salaam. 
As Milo does the sorts of things that tourists do—mostly shop-
ping and eating at restaurants—his mind flashes to memories 
from different periods in his life. A trip to the divided city of 
Nicosia to buy a specific brand of Turkish (or Greek) delight 
reminds him of shopping trips to Harrods with his mother. A 
girl on the beach in Dhekelia recalls the holidays spent with 
his English foster family along the coasts of Devon and Corn-
wall. The chapters are accompanied by whimsical illustrations 
by Pohl as well as short notes from Rem explaining the origin 
of each piece. The chapters don’t add up to a traditional novel, 
nor do they fully function on their own as short stories. They’re 
more like travel sketches, mixing sharp-eyed observations of 
Cyprus with richly detailed memories of other periods of Milo’s 
life. Here, for instance, he remembers a trip back to Dar-es-
Salaam as an adult and feeling like a tourist: “All along his route, 
he was hustled and jostled. Would he like to exchange his for-
eign currency at ‘very competitive’ rates? Would he like to buy 
some genuine local artwork or have a snack, buy some jewel-
lery? Youngsters, aged beyond their years, solicited him relent-
lessly, their shirt pockets bursting with rolls of banknotes.” Still, 
despite the absence of plot or conflict—and the slightly intru-
sive notes throughout—the book makes for a pleasant escape. 

A discursive but evocative novel about the appeal of stay-
ing on the move.

THE DOXXING OF 
CLEARWATER HIGH
Rossi, Michael
Self (336 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Nov. 17, 2022
979-8986641300

A high school deals with a mass fac-
ulty doxxing in this debut literary novel.

Clearwater Community High School 
has been doxxed. The dating profiles, 
sexts, and nudes of 41 faculty members 

have just been published by a local gossip website, and the 

school has unexpectedly collapsed into complete chaos. The 
material includes a cache of damaging emails sent by popular 
English teacher Andy Waters; a series of embarrassing texts 
documenting an ill-fated fling between the gym coach and the 
physics teacher; and a video of young math teacher Jennifer 
Watson having sex with the father of one of her students. It 
falls to Principal Vince Darten—one of the few Black adminis-
trators in the affluent White town of Clearwater, Indiana—to 
respond to the area’s outrage while attempting to support his 
teachers: “The community reaction was apoplectic. Daily, he 
met with more students and parents than he did aggrieved 
teachers. Some demanded transfers or teacher removals; one 
student claimed he no longer felt safe in Orchestra and asked 
for the music program to be suspended or dissolved.” The rev-
elation that their teachers are flawed, sexual beings comes as 
quite a shock to the students, as does the invasive police inves-
tigation to catch the anonymous leaker. When it becomes clear 
that the “Clearwater Cloudburst” is not a one-time event, the 
pressure is on for Vince to stop the madness before the school 
tears itself apart. Rossi’s fluid prose shadows the interior lives 
of his large cast of characters, as here with Lana Collins, the 
school’s transgender French teacher: “Unlike many of her fel-
low educators, Lana greeted the release of her files with a sense 
of grim resignation rather than shock or betrayal. Her whole 
life, she reflected, constituted unwanted, forced exposure.” The 
premise is inspired, and the author plays it out in a way that 
allows him to grapple with a number of contemporary social 
cleavages. What’s more, the book speaks to that much older, 
deeper fear of having one’s true self revealed before the com-
munity. While the plot is overly neat at times, it makes for a fun, 
thought-provoking read.

A well-conceived and well-executed meditation on trust, 
privacy, and reputation.

VOICE OF THE STRANGER
Schaller, Eric
Lethe Press (210 pp.) 
March 5, 2023
978-1-59021-744-3

This gruesome collection of short 
stories explores the perils and pleasures 
of encounters with the unknown.

“You are entering strange territory,” 
remarks Schaller in a smart, sinister 
introduction that cautions readers that 

any stranger encountered “might be the Stranger”—or rather, 
the devil himself. Fourteen stories are offered here, many of 
which draw inspiration from fairy and folktales. In the open-
ing story, “The Five Cigars of Abu Ali,” an old friend returns to 
tell a tale about his encounter with a genie while in Pakistan. 
Meanwhile, in “North of Lake Winnipesaukee,” the surviving 
wolf of a slaughtered pack wreaks vengeance on colonists in 
the most perverse fashion. The collection also features a tril-
ogy of urban folktales, one of which introduces readers to “the 
city of rats,” in which the mayor’s beautiful rodent daughter is 
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“The author does a fine job of keeping readers on a knife’s edge.”
voice of the stranger
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in search of a suitor. Schaller also has an interest in mechani-
cal devices, and stories like “The Watchmaker” and “Automata” 
ponder the blurred divide between the human and the artificial. 
At the close of the volume, the author includes “Story Notes,” 
in which he reveals his inspiration for each of the tales here. 
Schaller’s plotlines are devilishly unsettling. In “Wildflowers,” 
a young boy learns that grazing sheep in certain pastures can 
cause them to give birth to lambs with cyclopia. As an adult, he 
knowingly offers his pregnant partner a salad of hand-picked 
wildflowers—and readers must brace themselves for a horrify-
ing outcome. Similarly, “A Study in Abnormal Physiology,” set in 
Victorian London, is a Holmes-ian story of botched abortions 
and stolen fetuses. This is a compelling, fast-paced tale, punc-
tuated by weirdly intriguing, if unsettling, descriptive details: 

“Pinkish membranes spanned the digits of its hands and feet. 
Gill slits parted behind its ears, revealing downy frills crimson 
with oxygenated blood. It lacked obvious genitalia, suggesting a 
female, but I could not be certain given its erratic development.” 
Schaller’s writing is not for everyone, but those happy to give 
it a chance will leave satisfyingly disturbed. The lure of these 
tales is that anything is possible—and the author does a fine 
job of keeping readers on a knife’s edge. Fans of Angela Carter’s 
rewriting of fairy tales will find particular delight in this skill-
fully written, if grisly, collection.  

Beguilingly inventive and edgy tales.

BRAND PRIMACY
How Google Made Companies 
the Kings of Content
Schmidt, Cory
Houndstooth Press (174 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $15.99 paper  |  $6.49 e-book
Aug. 9, 2022
978-1-5445-3239-4
978-1-5445-3240-0 paper

A business book offers advice for 
brand marketers about search engine 

optimization.
While SEO is a common marketing topic, Schmidt says 

some in the field miss its most obvious benefit: “The entire point 
of SEO is to rank higher in search engines.” Instead of focusing on 
the technical aspects of SEO, the author sets his sights on its 
strategic use. The book begins with a helpful, basic overview of 
SEO, including a brief glossary of key terms. Then Schmidt, an 
SEO expert, quickly moves to the idea that anchors the work—
a concept he calls “Brand Primacy,” which means “brands have 
an advantage over other websites in internet searches.” The 
author largely concentrates on Google, since it is by far the 
dominant search engine. He offers background on Google’s 
development (intriguing yet not mandatory to know), but more 
important, Schmidt makes a compelling case for how “Google 
favors brand websites.” In fact, he even suggests “Google ‘owns’ 
part of your brand in a way, which can be tough to accept.” The 
author displays his considerable expertise in covering such 
areas as “topic authority,” “long-tail keywords,” and “content 

clusters.” Some readers may find these terms intimidating, but 
Schmidt explains them clearly and directly relates them to 
brand primacy. Perhaps one of the more broadly useful chap-
ters is about brand awareness. Here, the author details ways 
to improve online brand awareness, including public relations, 
guest blogging, and the creation of excellent content. A key 
point he makes is that brand awareness can be significantly 
boosted with the use of videos, especially if posted on YouTube 
(a Google property). Marketers will also undoubtedly find the 
chapter on “outranking the competition” of particular inter-
est since it addresses specific tactics for rising above competi-
tors in Google rankings. Thankfully, Schmidt is knowledgeable 
enough to predict at least the probable direction of searches in 
the future. He envisions, for example, that brands will evolve 
from information publishers into “news organizations.” There 
is more to the author’s predictions, but suffice it to say Schmidt 
has an informed eye on the future. That’s one reason marketers 
would do well to pay attention.

Authoritative and strategically sound counsel for brand 
marketers.

MEDICINE GOES CORPORATE
My Tale of Corruption, 
Injustice, and Greed
Spenser, Jack
Board Certified Press (170 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book  |  Oct. 25, 2022
9798218083342

A novel about a Midwest medical 
center cites its propensity for corruption 
and unethical decision-making. 

Spenser, a veteran physician, appears 
to have loosely based his novel on his own investigation into 
shocking health care inequities. The lead, Jack Spenser, has 
lived in Pathfinder, a small, bucolic Midwestern town, since 
his birth in 1949. He watches the population and its economy 
grow, while “the town and city kept getting closer together,” and 
ever encroaching American corporations continue to prolifer-
ate. Our hero always believed strongly in liberty, freedom, and 
equality, and his ambition and keen desire to serve the com-
munity lead him to medical school. Working as a pathologist at 
Pathfinder’s only hospital for four decades, the doctor observes 
that operations at Excel Pinnacle, “a beacon of good medical 
care,” run smoothly. He discusses his pathology work and notes 
the medical center’s excellent reputation. But the health care 
ecosystem he admires, which he equates with the dynamics of 
a coral reef, begins to fall out of balance thanks to the inter-
ference of large corporations, which are on a never-ending mis-
sion to cut corners and consolidate. When this consolidation 
process begins, Jack foresees that the hospital infrastructure, 
employee morale, and particularly patient care will all deterio-
rate as a result. The novel, as told from Jack’s perspective as an 
active physician entrenched in the system, also depicts a variety 
of medical professionals who become affected by the corpo-
rate takeovers and Excel Pinnacle’s greed. First, the emergency 
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department is taken over, then the hospitalists, and once word 
leaks, the remaining employees panic as conjecture spreads. 
Jack’s conclusion that “physicians shouldn’t be that easy to 
push around” is followed by chapters of smoldering frustration, 
whirlwind corporate corruption, surprise audits, and, eventually, 
aggressive push back from Jack and his associates, which threat-
ens to bankrupt them financially and emotionally.   

As a working physician in private practice, Spenser passion-
ately details the ways the medical industry strikes deals with 
other, more predatory, business groups and how serpentine these 
damaging affiliations can become. Some of the patient cases, 
technical explanations, and jargon enmeshed in the conundrum 
are explicitly described and perhaps best appreciated by medical 
industry veterans who understand and most likely share Jack’s 
perspective. There are plenty of diatribes to sort through, cour-
tesy of a protagonist who openly shares opinions and frustra-
tions. Astute readers will discern that the novel’s core themes 
are reflective of real-life concerns about corporate conglomerate 
assimilations and the profit-above-all nature of corporate take-
overs. Also on the docket are gripes about how technology cre-
ates more expense for smaller medical practices that often can’t 
afford to keep up with the newer digital upgrades required by 
the industry. This inability to conform leads the large wealthy 
corporations to come in and consolidate groups of physicians, 
Spenser attests. The best aspect of Spenser’s book is its believ-
ability and how convincing Spenser’s protagonist becomes as 
the story progresses; a conclusory note suggests the work is 
autofiction. Readers interested in the vexing, widely criticized 
American health care industry are in for a wide-eyed education 
in this reality-based story of greed and corruption. 

A taut amalgam of medical thriller and convincing exposé 
about medical industry kingpins and exasperated physicians.

QUESTIONING SPIRITUALITY
Is It Irrational To Believe 
in God?
Taylor, Eldon
O-Books (184 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  April 1, 2023
978-1803413013

A nonfiction book makes a pragmatic 
case for the rational viability of a spiritual 
belief in a higher power.

Taylor observes that “religion has 
been declining, secularism has been surging,” especially among 
the educated classes that increasingly take their cues from the 
scientific community. Some in the religious community have 
contributed to this fate by refusing to cast their beliefs in the 
language of rational analysis and by often insisting on doctrinal 
views that are incoherent or contradictory. But the author also 
bemoans atheists’ tendency to adopt a different dogmatism, one 
no less close-minded, that refuses to acknowledge the limita-
tions of the scientific worldview and the obvious attractions 
of a spiritual one, simplistically reducing religion to “supersti-
tious mumbo-jumbo nonsense.” According to Taylor, there are 

opposing views regarding science and religion. He defends the 
position that “science and religion are potentially in conflict.” 
As a theoretical concern, the issue remains inconclusive. But it’s 
a different matter when converted into a practical issue since 
the goal in that situation is to make a concrete decision about 
one’s own good. And the spiritual life is attractive on this level—
it can inspire hope and peace, provide an intelligible horizon for 
the search for meaning, and become a springboard to happiness 
and emotional health: “Spirituality is not the domain of the so-
called unintelligent, superstitious, uneducated, and so forth. I 
sincerely hope that you have come to recognize the inherent 
advantages in living spiritually, but more importantly than that, 
I hope you choose to live a life that contributes to your own self-
actualization.” Taylor’s treatment of the issue is not original—
the emphasis on faith as a practical decision has a pedigree that 
dates back at least to the early 17th century. In addition, he tends 
to reduce faith to its quotidian benefits—at one point, he men-
tions studies that claim it helps you avoid junk food and “puts a 
smile on your face,” hardly the stuff of Kierkegaard. Neverthe-
less, he makes a compelling case that the scientific worldview—
one that sees humans as “meat machines”—is inconsistent with 
people’s experiences of themselves and is not nearly as ratio-
nally superior as it is so often presented. This alone makes the 
author’s compact consideration a worthwhile read.

A philosophically astute challenge to the rational suprem-
acy of science over its spiritual rivals.

THE MEDICAL JUNGLE
A Pioneering Surgeon’s Battle 
to Revolutionize Vascular 
Care and Challenge the 
Medical Mafia
Veith, Frank J. with Glenn Plaskin
Amplify Publishing (296 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781637552629

A surgeon shares the story of his per-
sonal and professional life.

In this memoir, Veith (with co-author Plaskin) looks back 
on his decades of work in vascular surgery, reflecting on his 
contributions to the field, the changes it’s undergone, and the 
politics of the health care industry. The book follows a chron-
ological path from Veith’s childhood, his decision to pursue 
medicine, his 1950s military service and early medical training, 
and his years at New York City’s Montefiore Medical Center, 
where he spent most of his long career. The surgeon describes 
the techniques he and his team developed to improve the suc-
cess of lung transplants, minimize the need for amputations, 
and extend the reach of vascular surgery. The book also details 
his unsuccessful crusade to establish vascular surgery as its own 
medical specialty; his role as a mentor, with several junior col-
leagues sharing their stories of working for him in brief essays; 
and his efforts to share knowledge through an annual sympo-
sium. An appendix includes the full text of several papers and 
speeches mentioned in the main text. The book owes its title 
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“Veith effectively tells a story that encompasses 
dramatic advances in the medical field while taking 

a cleareyed look at the industry’s challenges.”
the medical jungle
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to Veith’s assessment of his employers, professional associa-
tions, and the medical community as an environment in which 
good work can be accomplished and collegiality can be found 
but where it’s equally possible to get caught up in infighting 
and self-interest. Although the word prestigious, in reference to 
institutions, grants, and publications, is distractingly overused, 
the author comes across as a generous collaborator, describing 
his colleagues’ contributions in detail and making it clear that 
his successes were group efforts. Readers with medical back-
grounds will appreciate Veith’s vibrant, detailed descriptions of 
medical procedures, but nonspecialists will also find it easy to 
follow. Veith effectively tells a story that encompasses dramatic 
advances in the medical field over decades while also taking a 
cleareyed look at the industry’s challenges. 

An engaging and evocative medical memoir.

FARAWAY AND FOREVER
More Stories
Wilkie, Nancy Joie
She Writes Press (253 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book  |  July 18, 2023
9781647424541

Wilkie’s collection of five SF/fantasy 
stories run the gamut from alien first 
contact to the second coming. 

In “Once Upon a Helix,” Gunther 
Trent is an astronomer maintaining 

the SETI vigil for signals from extraterrestrials. He finally 
logs recurring, rhythmic coded pulses from a distant star. He 
also encounters molecular biologist Catherine Arkette, who’s 
researching anomalous Region X DNA that only humans pos-
sess. It turns out they each have the key to the other’s riddle, 
but the answer is not what they’d like it to be. In “The Goldfire 
Project,” artist/composer/writer Edwards is offered a chance to 
cheat imminent death by being the first man to have his con-
sciousness uploaded into a digital environment. But an artifi-
cial intelligence named Goldfire already inhabits the target 
cyberspace. In “Half the Sky,” human colonists have spent a 
millennium on a narrow, habitable strip of territory on a distant 
planet; on one side is harsh heat, and on the other, chilly dark-
ness. Madison Mills, an 18-year-old orphan, leaves a convent-
run orphanage and learns that she’s the product of a doomed 
marriage between a woman from the Shade side and a man 
of the Sun. In “The Wishbringer,” journalist Jonathan Argent 
teleports to different parts of the multiverse to deliver thrill-
ing accounts to readers. His latest trip takes him to a farmer 
who looks after wishes and prayers brought from Earth by arch-
angels. Some reach fruition; others wither. Argent asks for his 
own wish, but being part of the story has unintended effects. 

“The Last Sunday of Summer” takes place largely on the colony 
planet Solus II, where a future Catholic Church is losing influ-
ence to a revamped religion based on rumors that a new Christ 
returned to Old Earth with a different, suppressed Gospel. A 
young novice nun gets involved in deadly intrigue over a surviv-
ing religious relic. 

In an afterword, Wilkie reveals that some of this material is 
connected to fictional universes in her earlier collection, Seven 
Sides of Self: Stories (2019), with some tales serving as prequels 
of sequels. However, the set here may still be enjoyed as stand-
alone works. All of the various tales end with a Bible verse, 
although the spiritual components of the stories are not always 
immediately obvious. Indeed, the final story, which directly 
addresses Christianity and puts it front and center, is probably 
the one that will most scandalize readers from a more tradi-
tionally minded faith-based demographic, with its suggestions 
that Jesus not only was scientifically minded—and inspired a 
faith that, as one character puts it, “places the laws of physics in 
greater reverence than the grace of God”—but also had to sim-
plify his message all those centuries ago in Galilee. Other tales 
here offer deep dives into genetics, exotic planetary environ-
ments, and the logistics imposed by the vastness of space travel. 
Along the way, the five works here offer readers remarkable 
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flights of imagination, occasional surprises, and an overarching 
sense of wonder.

A high-quality anthology with a Christian outlook that 
embraces science.

LAUNCHPAD REPUBLIC
America’s Entrepreneurial 
Edge and Why It Matters
Wolk, Howard & John Landry
Wiley (256 pp.) 
$20.99  |  $18.00 e-book  |  Aug. 2, 2022
9781119900054

A comprehensive examination of the 
ways in which American entrepreneurs 
uniquely balance stability and volatility. 

According to Wolk and Landry, the 
United States has distinguished itself as the greatest incubator 
of entrepreneurship in an age that’s defined by its ascendancy. 
At the heart of its exceptionalism, they say, has been its abil-
ity to sustain a delicate equilibrium between two countervail-
ing forces: the creative disruption of bold innovation and the 
stability engendered by reliable protection of property rights: 

“The system encourages start-up ventures to enter or create 
markets by promising to respect the wealth that these enti-
ties create, free from government confiscation, even as the 
most successful of them become quite large and profitable.” 
This tension is the consequence of several factors, they write, 
including the nation’s political economy, which encourages 
competition, a “cultural bias” toward individual rights and lib-
erty, decentralized government, and a constitutional system 
that, they assert, discourages monopolistic power and crony-
ism. Wolk and Landry sketch a remarkably thorough history 
of the nation to illustrate its commercial development—one 
that charts its course from its creation, due to revolutionary 
dissent, to the present day. Also, they thoughtfully reflect 
on the challenges to American entrepreneurial success today, 
which they aver has reached an “inflection point” in which 
concerns over inequality may cause a revision of the principles 
that they believe have made it so successful.

This wide-ranging study helpfully alternates between the 
practical and the theoretical. This isn’t a surprising narrative 
choice, as Wolk is a successful entrepreneur and Landry, an 
independent business historian. Over the course of this treatise, 
the authors propose a powerful thesis, and they scour many key 
institutional and cultural elements of American life to find evi-
dence to substantiate it. Moreover, they acknowledge the great 
challenges that the nation faces today and the “big reset” that it 
could catalyze, including a “a rebalancing of the right to prop-
erty and the right to compete and the role of government in 
mediating it.” Ultimately, the book concludes that the country 
has the resources to effectively manage any gathering storms of 
this nature and that it needs to reaffirm, with some reforms, the 
foundational principles that brought it success in the first place: 

“The United States is largely in control of its own economic 
destiny….Closely linked with the country’s form of democratic 

government and highly responsive to consumer preferences, 
the system has proved resilient and responsive, if also conten-
tious and messy at times.” However, the final argument that the 
authors make for the continued success of the United States’ 
economic system, while upbeat, is not made with the same 
amount of exacting rigor as the rest of the study, and, as such, 
it may not be successful in convincing skeptics who might read 
this book. That said, the work as a whole is truly magisterial in 
its detail; the authors somehow manage to combine a granular 
account of the country’s entrepreneurial history with a general 
synopsis of its philosophical foundations.

An impressive study of a timely and important topic.

THE BIG SCALE BACK
Success and Balance by Your 
Own Design
Woodward, Stephanie
YGTMEdia Co. (296 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Oct. 18, 2022
9781989716939

A certified life coach provides a 
blueprint for life-changing thought.

Before 2019, Woodward approached 
her professional life the same way many other people do in 
the 21st century. She let work consume her and shape every 
aspect of her life. She hollowed out her existence in order to fit 
it into the business world: “A blend of people pleasing, a need 
for external validation, conditioning, and fear had me dressing 
up in what felt like a costume, participating in meetings that 
felt cold and formal, and whizzing through my days powered 
by adrenaline.” It brought her professional success but not per-
sonal satisfaction, she writes, and she eventually realized that 
many of the givens in her life were “limiting beliefs.” Eventu-
ally she decided to make a “big scale back” and fundamentally 
change her behaviors. The tool she used, and continues to use, 
is the well-known Enneagram of Personality—a model of nine 
personality archetypes, from Principled Reformer to Modest 
Mediator, which focuses on “external needs and demands over 
their own”; Woodward falls into the latter category, and learn-
ing this, she says, helped her recognize patterns in her life and 
change them. Woodward is a highly personable narrative pres-
ence over the course of this self-help book, and she lays out 
the guide’s concepts clearly. She spends the bulk of the work 
discussing and explaining the Enneagram, and although it’s a 
famously dense and unyielding subject, she manages to skillfully 
combine her own deeply personal stories with insights into the 
minutiae of the Enneagram’s workings to make them easy to 
understand. Along with her insights, she offers readers reflec-
tive questions to analyze their own behaviors. Readers looking 
to make a change in their hectic life will find plenty to consider 
in these pages.

A lively personality-driven plan for reshaping one’s 
priorities.

“Woodward is a highly personable narrative presence over the 
course of the book, and she lays out the guide’s concepts clearly.”

the big scale back
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SUBURBAN BIGAMY
Six Miles Between Truth 
and Deceit
Zimmerman, Michael S. 
Conversation Publishing (196 pp.) 
$29.99 paper  |  $13.99 e-book
Aug. 9, 2022
9798985287967

In this memoir, a man recounts 
the emotional and legal fallout of the 
shocking discovery that his father led a 
secret double life.

Zimmerman grew up idolizing his father, Norman, and 
considered him his best friend. And while Norm was often 
absent, presumably because of his work commitments, he 
was a deeply involved parent who made his loving presence 
felt. The author grew up in Winnetka, a tony suburb of Chi-
cago, and by all conventional measures lived a normal life and 
a reasonably happy one. But he came to doubt everything 
about Norm when he was confronted by an extraordinary rev-
elation. For 42 years, Norm managed to secretly maintain a 
double life—not only was he married to Zimmerman’s mother, 
Ann, but also to another woman, Margaret, with whom he 
had two children. Norm’s frequent absences from home were 
not professional in nature—he was escaping one family in 
order to spend time with another. The deeper Zimmerman 
dug into the sordid affair, the more extraordinary were his 
discoveries—while Norm’s other children had no idea about 
this duplicitous arrangement, Margaret did. The aftermath of 
these disclosures was thunderous—Ann divorced Norm, and 
what ensued was an acrimonious legal battle over finances. 
The author alerted Norm’s children with Margaret of the lurid 
predicament, news they received with alarm and disgust. Even 
after Norm was found out, he refused to either explain himself 

or apologize, an obstinacy that left an indelible imprint on 
Zimmerman, which he powerfully captures: “After a lifetime 
of lies and then screwing us out of our inheritance, this was 
the one thing he could’ve done—really the least he could’ve 
done—to give me some closure. But he simply refused. That 
cemented for me the fact that I did not know this man. He 
was an enigma. The man I thought I had known did not exist. 
I had been so close to him but I didn’t know him at all.”

With admirable candor, the author chronicles the pro-
found effect Norm’s perfidy had on him—he was emotionally 
hobbled, unable to sustain a trusting relationship, and lost 
himself to a “wild and unserious life.” Zimmerman poignantly 
details the pain he suffered, especially the pall of suspicion his 
father’s mendacity cast over all of his memories: “The hard-
est part of processing and moving on from that” is how “my 
father’s deceptions left me with a lifetime of tainted memo-
ries. Recollections of love and joy and fondness still surface, 
as they would for anyone, but in my mind, they quickly turn 
sour. There’s this feeling that they can’t be trusted—that 
the feelings I recall in these moments are themselves full of 
untruths and contradictions.” For the most part, the author 
writes in a stylistically unembellished manner—his prose is 
cleanly straightforward, an approach that adds a certain plain 
radiance to the story. In the book, Zimmerman finally decides 
his father was a “sociopathic manipulator” but also concedes, 
with great philosophic restraint, that he was ultimately inscru-
table, an unsolvable mystery. This is a frightening story intel-
ligently told, one that exposes the frailty of even people’s most 
pedestrian certainties.

An engrossing work about the explosiveness of secrets 
exposed.
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Books of the Month
LEX LEADS 
THE WAY
Danny Jordan
Illus. by Agustina 
Perciante
A visual treat and 
a lively, child-
respecting story 
of inclusion.

WHAT BEN 
FRANKLIN 
WOULD HAVE 
TOLD ME
Donna Gordon
A soulful journey 
that offers surprises 
and unforeseen 
victories.

THE LUCKY 
HERMIT CRAB 
AND HER SWIRLY 
NEW SHELL
Janice S.C. Petrie 
A sea story with 
a solid message, 
fanciful rhymes, and 
engaging characters.

NON-OBVIOUS 
GUIDE TO BETTER 
PRESENTATIONS
Jaqueline Farrington
An indispensable 
manual on all aspects 
of public speaking 
and a boon to those 
who may be anxious 
about it.

EAST WINDS
Rachel Rueckert
An engrossing explo-
ration of a hard but 
ultimately exhilarat-
ing trek toward love 
and commitment.

REMEMBER 
HENRY HARRIS
Sam Heys
A stirring account 
of the dubious 
battle waged against 
Jim Crow by an 
unsung pioneer.
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B o o k  To  Sc r e e n
BY MICHAEL SCHAUB
REESE WITHERSPOON TO STAR IN ELECTION SEQUEL

Reese Witherspoon is bringing Tracy Flick back to the big screen, Vari-
ety reports.

The actor, who gave an iconic performance as the ambitious high school 
student in the 1999 film adaptation of Tom Perrotta’s novel Election, will 
once again play the character in Tracy Flick Can’t Win, an upcoming movie 
based on Perrotta’s recently published sequel to the book.

Witherspoon earned a Golden Globe nomination for Election, in which 
she played a hardworking teenager running for student government presi-
dent, much to the dismay of a social studies teacher played by Matthew 
Broderick.

In Tracy Flick Can’t Win, published in June by Scribner, Tracy returns 
as a high school assistant principal with her eyes on the school’s top job. A 
critic for Kirkus wrote of the book, “Once again, characters you shouldn’t like at all become strangely sympathetic in Perrotta’s 
hands.…Nobody told this master of dark comedy there are things you can’t make jokes about. Watch him try.”

The new film is being directed by Alexander Payne, who directed Election as well. Payne is writing the screenplay with Jim 
Taylor (Sideways, About Schmidt). Witherspoon will produce the film, and Perrotta will serve as an executive producer.

Witherspoon shared news of the upcoming movie on Twitter with a nod to Tracy Flick’s relentless campaigning in Election. 
“Should I start making some posters? Maybe some cupcakes?” she tweeted.

E.J. BONILLA TO STAR IN FX SERIES THE BORDER

E.J. Bonilla will star in FX’s series adaptation of Don Winslow’s Border tril-
ogy of novels, Variety reports.

Winslow’s trilogy began in 2005 with The Power of the Dog and contin-
ued 10 years later with The Cartel. The third installment, The Border, was 
published in 2019. The novels tell the story of Art Keller, a Drug Enforcement 
Administration agent determined to bring down a Sinaloa drug lord.

Bonilla, known for his roles in series including Madam Secretary and The 
Old Man, will play Art Keller in the show. Other cast members will include 
Annie Shapero (Unverified), Frank Blake (Cherry), Luis Bordonada (Vida), and 
Sebastián Buitrón (Narcos: Mexico).

Daniel Zelman (Damages), Shane Salerno (Armageddon), and Winslow 
are among the writers for the series; the pilot is being directed by Jayro 
Bustamante. Filming on the first episode will begin next year.

Winslow’s books have been adapted for the screen before. His novel The 
Death and Life of Bobby Z formed the basis for a 2007 movie starring Paul 
Walker and Laurence Fishburne, while his novel Savages was adapted into a 2012 film with Taylor Kitsch and Blake Lively.

Winslow announced the new adaptation on Twitter, writing, “Thrilled to share the news that my Border trilogy will soon be 
an @FXNetworks series. Some of you have been with my books for 20 years. Grateful for every reader & @dzelman (Damages, 
Bloodlines) & Shane Salerno (Avatar: The Way of Water) are working hard to make a terrific series.”

Michael Schaub, a journalist and regular contributor to NPR, lives near Austin, Texas.
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In his essays on craft, George Saunders explains that he sees voice as the central element of fiction, the origin of both plot and 
character. This puts the spotlight on the human voices reading the nine stories of Liberation Day (Random House Audio, 7 hours and 6 

minutes), an all-star cast led by Tina Fey and Jack McBrayer of 30 Rock. The audio opens with a per-
formance of composer Caroline Shaw’s “Partita for 8 Voices,” which seemed connected, according 
to Saunders, to the title story, a dystopian fable about a troupe of performers “pinioned” to a wall. 
The utter weirdness of “Liberation Day” is set off by hearing it in the author’s friendly Midwestern 
voice. Tina Fey seems perfectly cast as the incorrigible “Mom of Bold Action,” while King of the Hill’s 
Stephen Root goes robot to interpret the protagonist’s post-brainwashing voice in “Elliot Spencer.” 
Jenny Slate, who voiced her own memoir, Little Weirds, and starred in the indie film Obvious Child, 
reads an unexpectedly sweet office romance called “Sparrow,” while The Righteous Gemstones’ Edi 
Patterson delivers the sting of “A Thing at the Office,” about workplace frauds of various stripes.

The multicultural smorgasbord of the 20 stories Andrew Sean Greer chose for The Best American Short Stories 2022 (Harper-
Audio, 13 hours and 52 minutes) is accentuated by the five narrators who read them: Reynaldo Piniella, Shawn K. Jain, Carolina 
Hoyos, Cherise Boothe, and Cindy Kay. “The Little Widow From the Capital,” by Yohanco Delgado, is recounted by a collective 

“we” representing women of the Dominican community in New York City. They open their story 
with this gossipy tidbit: “The widow arrived at LaGuardia on a Sunday, but the rumors about the 
woman who had rented a big apartment, sight unseen, had taken an earlier flight.” Other stories 
travel a lightly fictionalized version of the globe, Turkey to India to Los Angeles, where right-wing 
governments rule, from Kenan Orhan’s “The Beyoğlu Municipality Waste Management Orches-
tra” to Sanjena Sathian’s “Mr. Ashok’s Monument” and Hector Tobar’s “The Sins of Others.” As 
explained in the fascinating contributors’ notes (included as a PDF), many stories reflect the 
authors’ lockdown experiences. Alice McDermott’s “Post” was inspired by a pandemic rereading 
of Katherine Anne Porter’s Pale Horse Pale Rider, moving a love affair set in the 1918 flu epidemic 
to the darkest days of Covid-19. Gish Jen found that the “intensity of quarantine” gave her the courage to explore a forbidden topic 
in “Detective Dog.” 

“The late sixties were an age of equality and people were not supposed to worry about their accents, but they did worry, and 
tried to adapt their voices—otherwise they found themselves treated with a conscious cheeri-
ness, as if they were bereaved or slightly deformed.” Audio is the perfect medium for the title 
story of Learning To Talk by Hilary Mantel (Macmillan Audio, 3 hours, 37 minutes), about the 
challenges of eliminating one’s unsavory Northern English accent with elocution lessons at age 
13, learning tongue twisters such as “Moira tends to linger as she sips her Noilly Prat.” The make-
over doesn’t seem to have worked that well—in the next story, “Third Floor Rising,” the narrator 
tells us “When I was seventeen I was as unprepared for life as if I had spent my childhood on a 
mountainside minding goats.” Those who know the late, great Mantel only from her magisterial 
Wolf Hall trilogy will enjoy becoming acquainted with the author in a more personal way from 

these stories, all of which are close to autobiography and some, as she tells us in her introduction, basically memoir. As in the trilogy, 
tragic and traumatic events are described in such elegant and original prose that the emotional impact is somehow mediated by 
ongoing delight. The stories are read with sparkling clarity by Anna Bentinck, Jane Collingwood, and Patrick Moy. 

Marion Winik is the host of the NPR podcast The Weekly Reader.

AU D I O B O O K S   |  Marion Winik

Tell Me a Story: Shorts Aloud
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Dancing To The Ancestors
A Historical Fiction

Mzuvukile Maqetuka
A man classified ‘colored’ according to 
apartheid race classification laws, although 
erased from statutes in the new post-1994 
democratic dispensation in South Africa,  
sets himself a journey of recovering his roots.

$23.44 paperback
978-1-5437-6719-3
also available in hardcover & ebook

www.partridgepublishing.com/Singapore

Granny Anne’s Most Loved
Dessert Recipes
  Angus McColl
There is an easy and proven way to really 
impress your family — prepare simple  
and delicious old-time desserts by hand. 
This collection of desert recipes will teach
you how!

$24.99 paperback
978-1-6698-8785-0
also available in hardcover & ebook

www.xlibris.com.au

The Italian Reckoning
  Mark Toro
Join professional photographer and designer 
Mark Toro as he chronicles his first trip to Italy, 
where he found an unexpected treasure beyond 
the prized photographs he made.

$13.99 paperback
978-1-6655-5783-2
also available in hardcover & ebook

www.authorhouse.com

Glacier Highway
  Donna V Batt
Fate brings a military veteran and Homeland 
Security Agent together to take down a human 
trafficking ring and potentially find a happily-
ever-after in the process.

$14.99 paperback
978-1-4897-3983-4
also available in hardcover & ebook

www.liferichpublishing.com

Lessons Out Of School
Insights against a Backdrop of the
Confl icts of the Late Twentieth and
Early Twenty-First Centuries

Nancy C. Russell
Offering a unique way of viewing life,  
this personal narrative shares unexpected 
insights from youthful and adult loves, 
addictions, and adventures.

$17.99 paperback
978-1-6657-1799-1
also available in ebook & audiobook

www.archwaypublishing.com

Thinking On The Other Side Of Zero
An Intuitive Philosophy of Mind,
Memory  and Reality

Alan Joseph Oliver
How does science measure a mind?  
Author Alan Joseph Oliver presents an 
alternative view of mind and memory,  
and of consciousness itself.

$10.96 paperback
978-1-6698-8803-1
also available in hardcover & ebook

www.xlibris.com.au

Loving Leopold
Amour Toujours

Diane Coia-Ramsay
In this exciting conclusion of the Loving  
Leopold trilogy, the summer of 1904 brings 
turbulence and unexpected intrigue to  
Leopold and Amalie.

$18.99 paperback
978-1-6657-2272-8
also available in hardcover & ebook

www.archwaypublishing.com

The Return
When the Impossible Happens

Stephen Bennett
This is a true story based on the 20-year 
journey of Stephen and Somjeen Bennett.  
A memoir turned into a story form, it is about 
hope amidst darkness.

$20.44 paperback
978-1-6698-8716-4
also available in hardcover & ebook

www.xlibris.com.au  


