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 In January 1933, when Virginia Kirkus launched a business called the Vir-
ginia Kirkus Bookshop Service, novels by John Galsworthy (Flowering Wil-
derness) and Sinclair Lewis (Ann Vickers) topped the New York Times fiction 
bestseller list. The biggest nonfiction bestsellers were Van Loon’s Geogra-
phy by Hendrik Van Loon and The ABC of Technocracy by Frank Arkwright. 
Never heard of those titles? Let’s just say that reading tastes were different 
in those days. 

So were reviewing practices. At the time, relatively few advance galleys 
were sent to booksellers, librarians, or reviewers. Kirkus, who had been a 
children’s book editor at Harper & Brothers, started her small business—
in the depth of the Great Depression, it should be noted—because she 

identified a need and believed she could fill it. “It struck me the booksellers were usually in 
the position of buying a pig in a poke,” she later said, employing a quaint but apt phrase. “They 
looked over all the publishers’ lists and ordered books with nothing but the publishers’ say-so to 
guide them in deciding which books they needed in quantity.”

Kirkus would change all that. She persuaded 20 publishers to send her advance galleys (to be 
returned later), evaluated their merits and potential for success, and sent the service’s first “bul-
letin” to 10 subscribers who paid $10 a month. For the first six months, she wrote all the reviews 
and mailed out the bulletin herself. And the business took off. (For more about the origins and 
development of Kirkus Reviews, read the excellent history by former Editor-in-Chief Claiborne 
Smith, posted on our website.)

As I said: A lot has changed since 1933. Today Kirkus Reviews (the 
current title stuck in 1969) has a staff of 12 editors and hundreds of 
freelance reviewers; on Page 183 you’ll find one critic’s reflections on 
30 years of reviewing for us. In the intervening years, the literary world 
has changed nearly beyond recognition, what with e-books, audiobooks, 
megapublishers, celebrity book clubs, and more. To review some of the 
high (and low) points in the industry’s history over the past nine decades, 
read our timeline of “Literary Milestones” on Page 4.

One of the real pleasures of assembling this Anniversary Issue was 
combing through the archives to see what Kirkus Reviews had to say about 
the classics as well as some lesser-known books. You’ll find excerpts from 

those archival reviews—in fiction, nonfiction, and children’s books—spread throughout the issue. 
We didn’t aim to represent every major title of the past 90 years—sorry, no Harry Potter—but to 
highlight the ones that were most entertaining or illuminating today. 

You’ll get a taste of some old-school Kirkus snark (don’t miss the 1992 review of Donna 
Tartt’s The Secret History on Page 20), but it’s just as interesting to see what books our reviewers 
had championed from the start. A 1937 review of Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching 
God (Page 12) is very much a relic of its time—the characters are referred to as “Negroes”—but 
I was surprised to discover the reviewer’s admiring take of a masterpiece that wasn’t sufficiently 
heralded in its time. All the archival reviews have been condensed and lightly edited, when nec-
essary, for clarity.

We hope you enjoy this 90th Anniversary Issue—and stick around as Kirkus Reviews moves 
into its 10th decade.

Cover design by Kyla Novak. 
Photos from American Heritage 
Center/University of Wyoming

FROM THE EDITOR’S DESK  |  Tom Beer
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When Virginia Kirkus founded what would become Kirkus 
Reviews 90 years ago, the world of literature was markedly dif-
ferent—it was Sinclair Lewis, not Stephen King, on the best-
seller lists; audiobooks were played on gramophones, and e-
books were decades into the future. A lot has changed in nine 
decades—what follows is a timeline of some of the most signifi-
cant literary events since Kirkus was born.

January 1933: Virginia Kirkus launches the Virginia Kirkus 
Bookshop Service, which would later change its name to Kirkus 
Reviews.

1937: Publisher and editor Frederic G. Melcher suggests that 
the American Library Association create a new award for 
children’s book illustrators. The first ever Caldecott Medal is 
awarded the following year to Dorothy P. Lathrop for Animals 
of the Bible.

September 1937: J.B. Lippincott & Co. 
publishes Zora Neale Hurston’s Their 
Eyes Were Watching God; the novel doesn’t 
sell well at the time but is later recog-
nized as one of the most influential 
works of 20th-century Black American 
literature.

April 1939: Viking publishes The Grapes 
of Wrath by John Steinbeck. The novel 
becomes a huge bestseller and goes on 
to win the National Book Award and the 
Pulitzer Prize.

October 1939: Pearl S. Buck, author of the bestseller The Good 
Earth, becomes the first American woman to win the Nobel 
Prize in literature.

December 1940: F. Scott Fitzgerald, author of The Great Gats by 
and Tender Is the Night, dies of atherosclerosis at the age of 44.

April 1943: Reynal & Hitchcock publishes The Little Prince, by 
French aviator and author Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, in the 
U.S.; it is later published in France after the country is liberated 
from the Nazis—and after Saint-Exupéry disappears while fly-
ing a reconnaissance P-38 in 1944. 

September 1947: Harper & Brothers publishes Margaret Wise 
Brown’s children’s book Goodnight Moon, featuring illustrations 
by Clement Hurd. Despite being banned by the New York 
Public Library for 25 years because the head children’s librarian 
hated it, it becomes an enduring classic.

March 1950: The Na-
tional Book Awards re-
turn in a new iteration af-
ter an eight-year absence; 
the winners of the first 
prizes include Nelson Al-
gren’s The Man With the 
Golden Arm and Ralph L. 
Rusk’s The Life of Ralph 
Waldo Emerson.

May 1950: Gwendolyn Brooks becomes the first Black writer 
to win a Pulitzer Prize, for her poetry collection Annie Allen.

July 1951: Little, Brown publishes J.D. Salinger’s The Catcher in 
the Rye, which draws controversy—and censorship attempts—
over the years due to the novel’s profanity and sexual content.

1952: Anne Frank’s The Diary of a Young Girl, now considered a 
classic of Holocaust literature, is published in the U.S.

A lot has happened in the book world since Kirkus was founded nine 
decades ago. Here are some high points.
BY MICHAEL SCHAUB

KIRKUS AT 90

Literary Milestones
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April 1952: Random House publishes 
Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man, widely 
considered to be one of the best Amer-
ican novels of the 20th century. The 
following year, Ellison becomes the 
first Black author to win the National 
Book Award for Fiction for the book.

September 1953: The first Hugo 
Awards are presented at the 11th World 

Science Fiction Convention in Philadelphia. Alfred Bester’s 
The Demolished Man wins the prize for best novel.

October 1954: Houghton Mifflin Company publishes J.R.R. 
Tolkien’s The Fellowship of the Ring, the first volume of the Lord 
of the Rings trilogy, in the U.S. The fantasy novels go on to be-
come some of the bestselling books of all time.

September 1957: Viking publishes Jack Kerouac’s On the Road. 
The novel, originally typed on a long, handmade scroll, is now 
considered the most famous work of Beat literature.

October 1957: A judge in California rules that Allen Ginsberg’s 
poem “Howl” is not obscene months after a bookstore owner 
and publisher Lawrence Ferlinghetti were arrested for selling it.

January 1961: At President John 
F. Kennedy’s inauguration, Rob-
ert Frost reads his poem “The 
Gift Outright,” the first in a long 
line of poets to appear at the 
event.

July 1961: G.P. Putnam’s Sons 
publishes Robert A. Heinlein’s 
Stranger in a Strange Land, one of America’s most influential 
science-fiction novels. It goes on to win a Hugo Award the fol-
lowing year.

July 1961: Ernest Hemingway, who won the Nobel Prize in lit-
erature in 1954, dies by suicide at the age of 61.

1962: Viking publishes Ezra Jack Keats’ The Snowy Day, thought 
to be the first picture book to center a Black child. Keats wins 
the Caldecott Medal for the book the following year.

January 1962: Ariel Books publishes Madeleine L’Engle’s A 
Wrinkle in Time, the beloved young adult fantasy novel that goes 
on to win the Newbery Medal.

September 1962: Houghton Mifflin 
publishes Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, 
about the effect of pesticides on the 
environment. Despite opposition from 
chemical companies, the book proves 
popular with the public and leads to the 
beginning of the modern American envi-
ronmental movement.

November 1963: Harper & Row pub-
lishes Maurice Sendak’s Where the Wild Things Are, which wins 
the Caldecott Medal and becomes one of the most beloved 
children’s books in the world.

June 1964: The U.S. Supreme Court rules in Grove Press, Inc. v. 
Gerstein that Henry Miller’s novel Tropic of Cancer—which had 
been the subject of dozens of lawsuits since it was published in 
the U.S. in 1961—is not obscene.

October 1964: French novelist and philosopher Jean-Paul Sar-
tre is awarded the Nobel Prize in literature but declines it, say-
ing he doesn’t want to let himself “be transformed into an in-
stitution.”

November 1965: Grossman Publishers releases Ralph Nader’s 
Unsafe at Any Speed: The Designed-In Dangers of the American Au-
tomobile, a critique of car manufacturers that becomes known 
for the author’s criticism of the Chevrolet Corvair. The book 
sparks Senate hearings that lead to the establishment of the U.S. 
Department of Transportation.

April 1967: Viking publishes The Outsiders by S.E. Hinton. The 
young adult novel, written when Hinton was 15 and 16 and pub-
lished when she was 18, is banned in some schools for its vio-
lent content and is later adapted into an iconic film directed by 
Francis Ford Coppola.

January 1969: Random House publishes Philip Roth’s Portnoy’s 
Complaint. The novel, which contains scenes of masturbation, 
is banned in Australia and in many American libraries. (Later, 
author Jacqueline Susann, responding to a question about the 
novel from Johnny Carson on The Tonight Show, would say, “He’s 
a fine writer, but I wouldn’t want to shake hands with him.”)

February 1969: Random House publishes Maya Angelou’s au-
tobiography I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, which becomes 
a target of book bans for its graphic depiction of sexual assault. 
In 1993, Angelou is the first woman and first Black poet to read 
at a presidential inauguration.
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May 1969: N. Scott Momaday becomes the first Native Amer-
ican author to win the Pulitzer Prize for fiction, for his novel 
House Made of Dawn.

June 1969: World Publishing Company releases Eric Carle’s 
The Very Hungry Caterpillar, which goes on to become one of 
the bestselling children’s books of all time.

June 1969: The American Library Association establishes the 
Coretta Scott King Book Awards to help rectify terrible im-
balances in African American representation in literature for 
young people.

1970: Bradbury Press publishes Judy Blume’s middle-grade 
novel Are You There God? It’s Me, Margaret., which goes on to 
face challenges and bans because it discusses menstruation and 
adolescent body changes.

June 1972: Author Clifford Irving pleads guilty to mail fraud for 
selling a fake autobiography of businessman Howard Hughes 
to publisher McGraw Hill for an advance of $765,000. He is 
sentenced to two and a half years in jail.

April 1974: Doubleday publishes 
Car rie, the first novel by Stephen King, 
who will go on to become one of Amer-
ica’s bestselling, and most recognizable, 
authors.

July 1974: Knopf publishes Robert A. 
Caro’s biography of New York urban 
planner Robert Moses, The Power Bro-
ker. The book ends up on everyone’s 
Zoom shelf in 2020.

January 1975: M.C. Higgins, the Great wins the Newbery Medal, 
making Virginia Hamilton the first African American author 
ever to receive the honor.

January 1976: The winners of the first National Book Critics 
Circle Awards are announced, with E.L. Doctorow’s Ragtime 
and Paul Fussell’s The Great War and Modern Memory among the 
books taking home prizes.

October 1976: Alex Haley’s Roots: The Saga of an American Fam-
ily is published by Doubleday. The book becomes a massive 
bestseller, and a 1977 television miniseries based on it draws re-
cord ratings.

June 1980: Dell publishes Elise B. Washington’s Entwined Des-
tinies, the first romance novel featuring Black characters and 
written by a Black author.

September 1982: The American Library Association estab-
lishes Banned Books Week “in response to a sudden surge in 
the number of challenges to books in schools, bookstores and 
libraries.”

October 1982: Colombian novelist Ga-
briel García Márquez, author of One 
Hundred Years of Solitude and Chronicle of 
a Death Foretold, wins the Nobel Prize in 
literature.

July 1984: Ace publishes William Gib-
son’s debut science-fiction novel, Neuro-
mancer, one of the most iconic books of 
the cyberpunk genre. It goes on to win 
Hugo and Nebula awards.

April 1988: Bantam publishes physicist Stephen Hawking’s A 
Brief History of Time: From the Big Bang to Black Holes. The book 
goes on to sell more than 25 million copies and spends almost 
three years on the New York Times bestseller list.

February 1989: Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, the supreme 
leader of Iran, issues a fatwa calling for Salman Rushdie to be 
killed for his novel The Satanic Verses, which Khomeini says was 
insulting to Muslims. Rushdie goes into hiding for years.

October 1989: Alyson Books publishes Heather Has Two Mom-
mies, written by Lesléa Newman and illustrated by Diana Sou-
za. It becomes one of the first prominent children’s books to 
feature LGBTQ+ characters and is frequently challenged and 
banned in schools and libraries.

April 1990: Oscar Hijuelos becomes the first Latine author to 
win the Pulitzer Prize for fiction, for his novel The Mambo Kings 
Play Songs of Love.

February 1991: Random House publishes John Grisham’s The 
Firm; the novel is a huge success, remaining on the New York 
Times bestseller list for nearly a year.

May 1993: Rita Dove is appointed the seventh U.S. poet laure-
ate, the first Black writer to serve in the position.
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October 1993: Ameri-
can novelist Toni Morri-
son (Song of Solomon, Be-
loved) becomes the first 
Black woman, and the 
first American woman 
in 55 years, to win the 
Nobel Prize in literature.

September 1996: Talk show host Oprah Winfrey launches 
Oprah’s Book Club with Jacquelyn Mitchard’s The Deep End of 
the Ocean as her first pick. It quickly becomes the most influen-
tial book club in America, regularly boosting sales of selected 
titles and setting the template for other celebrity book clubs.

June 1997: Bloomsbury publishes J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter 
and the Philosopher’s Stone in the U.K.; it is published by Scho-
lastic in the U.S. the next year. The middle-grade fantasy novel 
becomes a huge hit, with Rowling writing six more books in the 
series, all of which are adapted into hit films. Rowling later falls 
out of favor with many readers after making comments widely 
seen as hostile to transgender people.

October 2001: Author Jonathan Fran-
zen, whose novel The Corrections was 
selected for Oprah Winfrey’s book 
club, criticizes the talk show host in 
an interview, saying some of her pre-
vious picks were “schmaltzy” and 

“one-dimensional.” Winfrey disinvites 
Franzen from her show “because he 
is seemingly uncomfortable and con-
flicted about being chosen as a book 
club selection.”

November 2008: Farrar, Straus and Giroux publishes Chilean 
novelist Roberto Bolaño’s 2666, translated into English by Na-
tasha Wimmer, in the U.S, five years after Bolaño’s death. The 
novel receives extensive critical acclaim, with a Kirkus reviewer 
calling it “unquestionably the finest novel of the present cen-
tury,” and wins the National Book Critics Circle Award for Fic-
tion. 

July 2013: Publishers Penguin Group and Random House 
merge and form new mega-publisher Penguin Random House.

October 2014: At a ceremony in Austin, Texas, Kirkus an-
nounces the winners of the first Kirkus Prizes, some of the 
richest literary awards in the world. Taking home the prizes are 

Lily King for Euphoria, Roz Chast for Can’t We Talk About Some-
thing More Pleasant?, and Kate Samworth for Aviary Wonders Inc.: 
Spring Catalog and Instruction Manual.

August 2016: N.K. Jemisin becomes the first Black author to 
win the Hugo Award for best novel, for The Fifth Season. She 
goes on to win the prize in 2017 and 2018, making her the first 
novelist to win it three years in a row.

October 2016: Paul Beatty becomes the first American writer 
to win the Booker Prize, for his novel The Sellout. The literary 
award was originally open only to authors from the Common-
wealth of Nations, South Africa, and Ireland but in 2014 was 
opened to any novel written in English.

June 2019: Joy Harjo becomes 
the first Native American to be 
appointed U.S. poet laureate.

January 2021: Amanda Gor-
man reads her poem “The Hill 
We Climb” at the inauguration 
of President Joe Biden; at 22, she is the youngest poet to read 
at a presidential inauguration.

March 2021: Torrey Peters becomes the first out transgender 
woman to be longlisted for the Women’s Prize for Fiction for 
her novel, Detransition, Baby.

August 2022: Salman Rushdie is stabbed 10 times on a stage in 
Chautauqua, New York, before a planned lecture. A New Jersey 
man is arrested and charged with attempted murder in the at-
tack, which blinds Rushdie in one eye and leaves him unable to 
use one hand.

Michael Schaub, a journalist and regular contributor to NPR, lives 
near Austin, Texas.
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ISLAND CITY
Adamczyk, Laura
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (288 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  March 14, 2023
978-0-374-28227-1  

Debut novel from the award-winning 
author of the story collection Hardly 
Children (2018).

“Anything can become the story of 
your life if you let it and I suppose this 
became mine.” It turns out that the story 

of this unnamed narrator’s life is her father’s death. The descrip-
tion of this loss—and the time leading up to it—is described 
with emotional precision and a lyricism that feels unforced. 
Adamczyk finds language for experiences and states that are 
universal but difficult to articulate. She describes her narrator’s 
dissolution after her father’s death with a similar artistry. His 
demise is neither quick nor easy. He endures both cancer and 
dementia. He disappears physically and mentally. The narra-
tor erases herself with alcohol. She alienates herself from her 
mother, her sister, and everyone else. She quits her job, gives 
away everything she owns, and moves back to the hometown 
she knew she had to escape to survive. It’s all eloquently sad and 
makes for compelling reading. The problem is that the event 
that becomes the story of the narrator’s life occurs about three-
quarters of the way into this novel. Everything that comes 
before feels shapeless in that it’s not clear that this story is a 
story—that is, that it’s moving toward any kind of well-defined 
ending. Fiction takes all sorts of forms, of course, and it’s not 
necessary that a story have a point. But Adamczyk uses a frame 
story, a device that always feels a bit creaky and is at odds with 
this type of realism. Her narrator is sitting at a bar telling her 
tale to her fellow patrons—strangers—and every time the 
author reminds us of this the reader is invited to wonder why 
anyone would listen to this monologue rather than move a few 
stools down or find another place to drink.

A powerful—if lopsided—depiction of family, grief, and 
trauma.
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THE SKY ABOVE THE ROOF
Appanah, Nathacha
Trans. by Geoffrey Strachan
Graywolf (144 pp.) 
$15.00 paper  |  April 4, 2023
9781644452257  

A teenage boy upends the lives of his 
mother and sister after making an impul-
sive decision.

The latest novel to be translated into 
English from Mauritian French author 

Appanah begins with a poem of sorts, credited to “Detainee 16587”: 
“I’m deep inside a place I don’t want to give a name to,” it begins. “If 
I speak the real names of the things that are here / Beauty tender-
ness and imagination fly out of the window.” The reader learns in 
short order that the detainee in question is Wolf, a 17-year-old boy 
who has been arrested after taking his mother Phoenix’s car and 
driving without a license to visit his sister, Paloma, a librarian whom 
he hasn’t seen in years. Wolf ends up crashing the car just before 

reaching his sister’s commune and is taken to a detention center by 
police. Later, we learn more about Wolf, who “suffers from anxiety 
attacks, and can go for days without speaking” and compulsively 
runs, “to the point of exhaustion, to the point of nausea, until his 
legs give way, until his thoughts (that are too many, misshapen and 
contradictory) retreat into the depths of his brain.” The novel goes 
back into the past, where Appanah tells the story of Phoenix’s 
traumatic childhood, her father, and the doctor who delivered 
Wolf. It then returns to the present, where Wolf languishes in the 
detention center, where he’s living in fear: “He is afraid of having 
to stay here for long. He is afraid of being forgotten, as he is so 
silent and invisible. He is afraid that this place will swallow him 
whole and never spit him out again.” Wolf is a fascinating character, 
as is Phoenix to a lesser extent, but Appanah doesn’t spend quite 
enough time with either—the sections on Wolf ’s grandfather and 
doctor don’t go anywhere, or at least any place that opens up the 
novel. Her writing and Strachan’s translation are fine, although 
she’s too given to tangents that turn out to be blind alleys. It’s a 
valiant attempt that just misses its mark.

A novel unsure of where it wants to go.
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February is the shortest month 
that feels the longest, with Valen-
tine’s Day coming right in the mid-
dle. What we all need, clearly, is a 
bit of happily-ever-after to get us 
through the dark winter days. I’ve 
been listening to the audiobooks 
of a series of mysteries with a ro-
mance pedigree: Sherry Thomas’ 
Lady Holmes books, beginning 

with A Study in Scarlet Women (Berkley, 2016) and con-
tinuing in five more volumes, with a new installment, A 
Tempest at Sea, coming on March 
14. Charlotte Holmes is a fiend-
ishly clever woman who knows 
she wouldn’t be accepted as a 
detective in Victorian society, so 
she creates a fictional brother—
that would be Sherlock—who’s 
had to take to his bed with an 
unspecified illness, leaving Char-
lotte to deal with clients while 
pretending to consult with him 
at his rooms on Baker Street. She 
has a posse of associates, including Mrs. Watson, a for-
mer actress who’s the widow of one Dr. John Watson, 
and Lord Ingram Ashburton, who loves the unconven-
tional Miss Holmes—and though she has no desire 
to tie herself down through marriage, she has a very 
great desire for him. Author Thomas wrote historical 
romance before turning to mystery, and the slow-burn-
ing romance of Charlotte and Ash will have you racing 
through the books even if you don’t care much about 
the well-crafted mysteries or Charlotte’s battle of wits 
with a criminal ringleader named Moriarty.

For a more traditional romance, try Kate Clay-
born’s Georgie, All Along (Kensing-
ton, Jan. 24). Georgie Mulcahy is 
the latest of Clayborn’s realistic, 
relatable women, an unemployed 
personal assistant who leaves Los 
Angeles for her Virginia home-
town, where she finds an old di-
ary she’d written years ago with 
her best friend, full of their high 
school hopes and dreams. Georgie 

decides to try living out some of those dreams, and she 
gets some help from Levi Fanning, the town bad boy, 
whom her parents let crash at their house while they’re 
out of town. Our starred review said, “Clayborn’s sto-
ries always feel equally specific and universal, written 
with vulnerability, humor, and empathy, and this latest 
is no exception. Georgie and Levi each have an incred-
ibly charged presence on the page as the story explores 
their individual narratives, but their differences allow 
them to forge an entirely perfect whole.”

Joanna Shupe’s Fifth Avenue Rebels series has fol-
lowed a group of friends in Gilded Age New York, and 
one thing they’ve all had in common is rejecting the 
Duke of Lockwood, an English aristocrat who crossed 
the ocean in search of a wealthy American bride. In 
The Duke Gets Even (Avon, Jan. 24), it’s a pleasure to fi-
nally get to know the unfortunate Lockwood and see 
him fall in love with Nellie Young, a railroad tycoon’s 
daughter with a wild streak and a less-than-sterling 
reputation who would rather help women get access 
to illegal contraception than marry anyone, let alone a 
duke. “The chemistry between Lockwood and Nellie 
is sizzling,” according to our starred review. 

Alexis Daria’s Take the Lead (St. Martin’s Griffin, 
Feb. 14) is set against the backdrop of a reality TV 
dance competition. Gina Morales is a professional 

dancer who wants to win this sea-
son; Stone Neilson is the star of 
his family’s Alaskan wilderness 
reality show who’s hoping to help 
their flagging ratings. Gina doesn’t 
want to be the stereotyped sassy 
Latina on The Dance Off, and she 
doesn’t want a “showmance” with 
Stone—but they can’t help their 
attraction. “Daria creates a rich, 
multilayered romance for Stone 
and Gina,” says our starred review. 

“They are different in every way, which requires honest 
communication and true sacrifice.…The description 
of their dancing is joyful, sexy, and mimics the trust 
and intimacy they develop as partners and lovers.” 

Laurie Muchnick is the fiction editor.
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OLD GOD’S TIME 
Barry, Sebastian
Penguin (256 pp.) 
$27.00  |  March 14, 2023
9780593296103  

This complex quasi-mystery cen-
ters on a former cop’s reckoning with 
the damage caused by sexually abusive 
priests.

The narrator is Tom Kettle, a 
66-year-old widower living in Dalkey, Ire-

land. He’s nine months into retirement from a decorated career 
with the Dublin police when two Garda officers ask him to look 
at reports from an old unsolved murder case he worked on years 
earlier. A priest under investigation for pedophilia has made dis-
turbing accusations regarding the murderer. Kettle, whose wife 
and two adult children suffered brutal deaths in the previous 10 
years, is already coping with too many memories, unwanted and 
otherwise. Much of the narrative is a very accessible stream of 
consciousness. Even as Kettle’s mind drifts, he also must deal 
with the hard realities that arise from police procedure, like 
evidence gathering, interviews at headquarters, and the suspi-
cions of his former boss. The unsolved case crucially turns his 
thoughts to the first night of his honeymoon and his wife’s “sor-
rowful revelations” of childhood abuse: “The rapes, the bloody 
priests.” It’s her abuser who was murdered. The novel avoids any 
pat responses to questions of crime and punishment, although 
even the dutiful cop in Kettle leans toward rough justice where 
the young are involved. Barry is a resourceful Irish writer with 
a gift for empathy and lyrical prose. Many of his novels weave 
Irish immigrants into the broader tapestry of global history in 
the past two centuries. But Kettle’s story hinges on domestic 
events, on years of priests’ sexual abuse of children in Ireland. 
Barry’s tight focus on one retired lawman and the ghosts bedev-
iling him provides a compelling sense of the misery the Catholic 
Church knew it was causing and failed to salve.

An eloquent, affecting take on pedophilia.

EARTH’S THE RIGHT PLACE 
FOR LOVE
Berg, Elizabeth
Random House (288 pp.) 
$27.00  |  March 21, 2023
9780593446799  

A coming-of-age story about two 
brothers supporting each other through 
life’s twists and turns in Mason, Missouri.

It is the spring of 1947, and 16-year-old 
Arthur Moses is in love. Not the fleeting 

puppy love of his peers, but a deep, all-consuming love that he’s 
certain is real. The only problem is that Nola McCollum doesn’t 
look his way, and when she finally does, it’s to ask Arthur to pass 
her number on to his older brother, Frank. Arthur says he will but 
instead hides the note in his desk and asks Frank for his advice on 

how to win Nola over. Frank needs advice for his own troubles, and 
Berg’s narration of the two young men whispering to each other at 
night in their shared bedroom lends a profound sweetness to the 
novel even as the boys deal with the harsh realities of their lives 
such as an abusive father. Despite his lack of success wooing Nola, 
Arthur, who loves trees and his hometown and treats everyone he 
meets with gentle kindness, soldiers on with calm resolve, certain 
that someday his brother’s advice will lead Nola to him. But when 
a gut-wrenching tragedy hits the Moses household, Arthur is not 
sure he can or should ever try to be happy again. While the rela-
tionship between the brothers is the novel’s crowning jewel, Berg’s 
ability to create characters—even some we meet for only a few 
scenes—with rich inner lives cannot be overpraised: “But he knew 
that now he would be seeing her in an altogether different way. 
There she would be, standing fierce on her stoop, but behind her 
would be a lot of other hers, younger hers, wearing a polka-dotted 
dress or a red wool suit, or the cotton-print robe she’d had to cut 
extra-careful to keep whole the wings of the big white birds.”

A poignant tale of love, grief, and the resiliency of the 
human spirit.
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from the archives
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SEPTEMBER 1937  |  Their Eyes Were 
Watching God by Zora Neale Hurston

Reassessed as an American classic after novelist Alice Walker brought 
attention to it in the 1970s, Hurston’s novel was in fact reviewed by 
Kirkus—quite favorably—at the time of its publication.

Authentic picture of Negroes, not in rela-
tion to white people but to each other. An age-
ing grandmother marries off her granddaugh-
ter, almost a child, to a middle-aged man for 
security—and she leaves him when she finds 
that her dreams are dying, and goes off with a 
dapper young Negro, full of his own sense of 
power and go-getter qualities. He takes her to 
a mushroom town, buys a lot, puts up a store 
and makes the town sit up and take notice. His 
success goes to his head—their life becomes a 
mockery of her high hopes. And after his death, she goes off with a 
youth who brings her happiness and tragedy. A poignant story, told 
with almost rhythmic beauty.

APRIL 1939  |  The Grapes of Wrath 
by John Steinbeck

This Depression-era masterpiece—winner of the National Book 
Award and the Pulitzer Prize—secured Steinbeck’s reputation; he went 
on to receive the Nobel Prize in literature in 1962. 

This is the sort of book that stirs one so deeply that it is al-
most impossible to attempt to convey the impression it leaves. It is 

the story of today’s Exodus, of America’s great 
trek, as the hordes of dispossessed tenant 
farmers from the dust bowl turn their hopes 
to the promised land of California’s fertile val-
leys.…What an indictment of a system—what 
an indictment of want and poverty in the land 
of plenty! There is flash after flash of unfor-
gettable pictures, sharply etched with that 
restraint and power of pen that singles Stein-
beck out from all his contemporaries. There is 
anger here, but it is a deep and disciplined pas-

sion, of a man who speaks out of the mind and heart of his knowl-
edge of a people. One feels in reading that so they must think and 
feel and speak and live. It is an unresolved picture, a record of histo-
ry still in the making. Not a book for casual reading. Not a book for 
unregenerate conservatives. But a book for everyone whose social 
conscience is astir—or who is willing to face facts about a segment 
of American life which is and which must be recognized. 

JUNE 1949  |  Nineteen Eighty-Four 
by George Orwell

Orwell’s chilling novel of life under totalitarianism put the term Big 
Brother into common parlance and set the template for decades of dysto-
pian fiction to come.

It presages with no uncertainty the horrors and sterility, the 
policing of every thought, action and word, the extinction of truth 

and history, the condensation of speech and writing, the utter sub-
jection of every member of the Party. The story concerns itself with 

Winston, a worker in the Records Depart-
ment, who is tormented by tenuous memo-
ries, who is unable to identify himself wholly 
with Big Brother and The Party. It follows 
his love for Julia, who also outwardly con-
forms, inwardly rebels, his hopefulness in 
joining the Brotherhood, a secret organiza-
tion reported to be sabotaging The Party, his 
faith in O’Brien, as a fellow disbeliever, his 
trust in the proles (the cockney element not 
under the organization) as the basis for an 
overall uprising. But The Party is omniscient, 

and it is O’Brien who puts him through the torture to cleanse him 
of all traitorous opinions, a terrible, terrifying torture whose cli-
max, keyed to Winston’s most secret nightmare, forces him to be-
tray even Julia. He emerges, broken, beaten, a drivelling member 
of The Party. Composed, logically derived, this grim forecasting 
blueprints the means and methods of mass control, the techniques 
of maintaining power, the fundamentals of political duplicity, and 
offers as arousing a picture as the author’s previous Animal Farm.

APRIL 1952  |  Invisible Man by Ralph 
Ellison

Ellison’s first novel, winner of the National Book Award, is one of 
the great debuts in American literature; it is frequently listed as one of the 
best novels of the 20th century.

An extremely powerful story of a young Southern Negro, 
from his late high school days through three years of college to his 
life in Harlem. His early training prepared him for a life of humil-
ity before white men, but through injustices large and small, he 
came to realize that he was an “invisible man.” People saw in him 
only a reflection of their preconceived ideas of what he was, de-

nied his individuality, and ultimately did not 
see him at all. This theme, which has impli-
cations far beyond the obvious racial parallel, 
is skillfully handled. The incidents of the sto-
ry are wholly absorbing. The boy’s dismissal 
from college because of an innocent mistake, 
his shocked reaction to the anonymity of the 
North and to Harlem, his nightmare experi-
ences on a one-day job in a paint factory and 
in the hospital, his lightning success as the 
Harlem leader of a communistic organiza-
tion known as the Brotherhood, his involve-

ment in black versus white and black versus black clashes and his 
disillusion and understanding of his invisibility—all climax natu-
rally in scenes of violence and riot, followed by a retreat which is 
both literal and figurative. Parts of this experience may have been 
told before, but never with such freshness, intensity and power. 
This is Ellison’s first novel, but he has complete control of his sto-
ry and his style. Watch it.
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STORM WATCH 
Box, C.J.
Putnam (368 pp.) 
$20.30  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9780593331309  

The Wyoming winter brings maver-
ick game warden Joe Pickett poachers, 
murderers, spies, and some ferocious 
bad weather.

Seeking a wounded elk and a maraud-
ing wolf during a brutal snowstorm, Joe is 

amazed to discover a human corpse sticking halfway out of a 
metal outbuilding on the Double Diamond ranch. While he’s 
conscientiously photographing the crime scene, somebody 
starts shooting at him. Ranch foreman Clay Hutmacher refuses 
to say anything about the building’s purpose until he checks 
with billionaire ranch owner Michael Thompson; Gov. Colter 
Allen abruptly orders Joe off the case; and departing Twelve 
Sleep County Sheriff Scott Tibbs, the boss who’d do anything 
to avoid having Joe make waves, reports that there’s no body 
at the place he described. Meanwhile, Joe’s old friend Nate 
Romanowski, an outlaw falconer, is approached by ex–Army 
Ranger Jason Demo, who’s trying to attract anti-government 
malcontents to join the secessionist Sovereign Nation, and Joe 
realizes that his predatory mother-in-law, Missy, is neglecting 
her fifth or sixth husband, attorney Marcus Hand, who’s dying 
of pancreatic cancer, to cozy up to Allen, who plans to launch 
his campaign for reelection at the public library headed by Joe’s 
wife, Marybeth. What does the death of University of Wyo-
ming engineering professor Zhang Wei, if that’s really who the 
dead man was, have to do with all of this malfeasance? Like a 
patient spider, Box plays out plotline after plotline, balancing 
his sympathies adroitly between anti-establishment libertar-
ians who’ve had enough of the coastal elites and officers sworn 
to serve and protect their communities, before knotting them 
all together with a climactic revelation that for better or worse 
will leave you gasping.

One of the most successful of Box’s increasingly ambitious 
have-it-all thrillers.

YOU NEVER KNOW
Briscoe, Connie
Amistad/HarperCollins (288 pp.) 
$27.99  |  March 14, 2023
9780063246584  

When the man of her dreams asks 
her to marry him, Alexis is in for a bumpy 
ride.

The novel opens on Alexis Rob-
erts sitting in shock after having been 
attacked by an intruder in her home. 

Then the prologue flows into flashback, more than a year earlier. 
Alexis is hard of hearing, so when she meets Marcus Roberts at 
a work fundraiser and finds that he’s not only handsome and 

charming, but also adept at American Sign Language, she’s smit-
ten. Of course, it’s complicated; Marcus’ ex-girlfriend steals him 
away in the middle of his flirtation with Alexis, and Alexis her-
self is weighing a proposal of marriage from her boyfriend. But 
as the days go by, she can’t get Marcus out of her head, and soon 
enough they begin a whirlwind courtship, leading her to break 
up with the boyfriend. Then, just a few short months after they 
first made eye contact at the fundraiser, Marcus pops the ques-
tion, and all seems blissful. But…it may just be his confidence 
and worldliness—after all, he is about a decade older than 
Alexis—but Marcus seems to be pretty particular about getting 
his way. It starts with some disagreements about the size of the 
wedding, but soon enough, he’s constantly criticizing Alexis for 
the money she spends on fixing up their house and the hours 
she spends working her job. He also seems to spend a lot of 
time in secret “client” meetings and whispering on the phone. 
At the same time, Alexis is convinced she’s seen her ex follow-
ing her. All this paranoia builds to a fever pitch as Alexis faces 
some major life decisions—and remembers how strong she is. 
Despite the lack of true surprise in any of the twists, there is a 
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painful buildup of tension as Briscoe reminds us that true mon-
sters hide in plain sight.

A crash course in what it takes to recognize and survive 
abuse.

THE QUARANTINE 
PRINCESS DIARIES
Cabot, Meg
Avon/HarperCollins (336 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  March 28, 2023  
9780063291935

In the 12th installment of the Prin-
cess Diaries series, Cabot brings readers 
back to Genovia in the year 2020 as Prin-
cess Mia navigates her hardest, wackiest 
challenges yet.

It’s March 2020, and for Princess Mia Thermopolis, it’s not 
all sunshine and pears in the royal palace. Not only has she just 

been informed by the prime minister that there is a worldwide 
pandemic, but her own grandmother has just been seen party-
ing on a yacht with several fratty spring breakers from America. 
Within days, Mia issues a quarantine for the residents of Geno-
via, closing their small country’s borders…much to the dismay of 
her bar-owning Cousin Ivan and a family of bakers conveniently 
named the Paninis. When Mia’s husband, Michael, is exposed 
to the virus and ordered to self-isolate, Mia resorts to day-
drinking and sweatpants-wearing, all in an attempt to remain 
sane with the entire Thermopolis family under one roof. Over 
the course of early quarantine, the number of palace inhabitants 
begins to resemble a small country, including Mia’s best friend, 
Lilly; ex-frenemy Lana and her Beyoncé-ified kids, Purple Iris 
and Sir Jason Junior; and her “InFLUENZer” Grandmère’s new 
American friends, Chad and Derek. While Mia works to main-
tain a semblance of normalcy within Genovia, conditions begin 
to escalate for the worse. Ivan sues her for disrupting the sale of 
booze, her other cousin Prince René stages anti-mask protests 
outside the castle walls, Michael is creating a vaccine with his 
high school ex-girlfriend, and Grandmère declares that she and 
Derek are engaged to be married. Can Mia protect her coun-
try from a deadly virus amid family lawsuits, purchases of 5,000 
wedding napkins, and one ancient, pool-drinking cat named 
Fat Louie? Cabot’s beloved princess has grown into a strong, 
resilient leader, though her pandemic problems are perhaps 
relatively mild compared to those of real European countries. 
Regardless, Mia’s quirky and honest diary entries are a welcome 
take on subject matter readers know all too well.

A quick read that offers a fun, modern update on the lives 
of a royal family many know and love.

FOR TWICE IN MY LIFE
Christie, Annette
Little, Brown (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9780316451031  

A woman gets a second chance at 
love after the boyfriend who dumped her 
gets a concussion in this clever take on 
While You Were Sleeping.

Layla Rockford is an office admin-
istrator for a Seattle theater, and while 

she loves being around creativity and performances, she hates 
the drudgery of her job. But at least she’s on the path to hap-
pily-ever-after with her workaholic boyfriend, Ian Barnett…that 
is, until he dumps her with no warning. Layla knows that if she 
only had another chance she could show him that they’re per-
fect for each other. And then she gets a call from the hospital—
Ian was in a bike accident and he’s asking for her. Layla rushes 
to his side and discovers that, because he has a concussion, he 
doesn’t remember the last few weeks…including their breakup. 
Unable to tell him the truth in his weakened state, and thrilled 
at this second chance with him, Layla simply pretends that Ian 
never ended things. She’ll tell him later, when the foundation of 
their relationship is so solid that he won’t even be upset at her 
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lie of omission. It’s easy to forget their past troubles when post-
concussion Ian seems like a different person—his near-death 
experience makes him focus on what’s truly important in life, 
like working less, spending more time with Layla, and recon-
necting with his family. This includes his brother, Matt, whose 
play Layla’s theater ends up producing. Matt is everything Ian 
isn’t—cold, snarky, and annoying—but as Layla gets to know 
him better, she begins to wonder if there isn’t more to him. Just 
as she did in her debut, The Rehearsals (2021), Christie deftly 
upends romantic comedy tropes. Her characters are complex 
and realistic, even in heightened situations.

A unique love story that will keep readers guessing.

THE UNFORTUNATES
Chukwu, J K
Harper/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9780358650263  

A queer Black college student 
alchemizes her rage into a mixed-media 
document exposing how her university 
has failed its Black community in this 
inventive debut novel.

In 2013, Sahara Kesandu Nwadike—
her father is Nigerian and her mother African American—is a 
sophomore studying English in Chicago. Classes barely engage 
her (she dubs her intro to writing course “High School Revis-
ited”); she feels she’s mostly there to form part of a “diversity 
showcase” and resents rich kids like her absentee roommate. 
The campus culture is one of pervasive microaggressions, with 
buildings named after eugenicists and the Black Student Coali-
tion headed by white Ph.D. student “Lone Caucasian.” The 
book’s title refers to Black students who have dropped out, 
transferred, or died—including by suicide. Sahara looks set to 
join their ranks: She’s been drinking and cutting for years, and 
her substance abuse accelerates as she tries to impress a club-
bing buddy. She personifies her depression as “Life Partner,” 
who perpetuates self-destructive behaviors such as disordered 
eating. Trying to rescue her from the brink are her Korean 
American best friend, “Ride or Die,” and her “constant crush,” 
Mariah. Chukwu is matter-of-fact about Sahara’s bisexual 
attractions and explores mental health and suicidal ideation 
with a sardonic but never flippant tone. The book’s imagina-
tive structure provides a lift: It takes the form of Sahara’s hon-
ors thesis, inspired by her late Aunt Nita’s zine, organized into 

“Tracks” and filled with paper collages, chat threads, playlists, 
emails, and imagined dialogues. Sahara addresses the thesis 
committee directly, and her one-liners zing. The nicknames 
and party scenes grow somewhat wearisome; the plot doesn’t 
soar until a tragedy brought on by the university hospital’s neg-
ligence. Still, in energy this is reminiscent of Luster and Queenie.

Exciting in form; powerful in content.

THE DRINKER OF HORIZONS
Couto, Mia
Trans. by David Brookshaw
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (256 pp.) 
$27.00  |  March 14, 2023
978-0-374-60553-7  

Couto’s epic trilogy about colonial 
Mozambique concludes with a harrow-
ing trek from the conquered land.

The first book in Couto’s Sands of the 
Emperor series, Woman of the Ashes (2018), 

turned on clashes between rival Mozambican tribes before Por-
tuguese forces claimed power in the late 1800s; the second, The 
Sword and the Spear (2020), focused on the unlikely romance 
between Imani, a young Mozambican woman, and a Portuguese 
sergeant. In this story, the deposed emperor, Ngungunyane, is 
being forcibly removed along with his court from the country and 
into exile, paraded in public on their way. (“Portugal needed such 
a display in order to discourage new uprisings on the part of the 
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OCTOBER 1959  |  The Haunting of Hill 
House by Shirley Jackson

This eerie ghost story from the author of “The Lottery,” a finalist for 
the National Book Award, is widely considered one of the best American 
horror novels.

Dr. Montague, an investigator of psychic disturbances, ex-
tends an invitation to three young people to join him at Hill 
House, whose tragic history has made it unfit for human habi-
tation, and where perhaps they can intensify 
the forces at work. Eleanor Vance, who had 
spent eleven years in caring for an invalid 
mother, is now alone in the world and un-
wanted—and she has had a poltergeist ex-
perience; Theodora is telepathic; and Luke 
Sanderson is the nephew of the present own-
er. During the days and nights to follow there 
are doors that close; drafts that chill; bang-
ing and scurrying noises—and writing on the 
walls.…Eleanor becomes increasingly dis-
turbed and distraught; her hoped for close friendship with The-
odora is brushed aside—as Theodora goes off alone with Luke; 
she is the most susceptible to the dark history of this house and 
attempts to imitate a tragedy in the past; and the story which be-
gins as a spritely tour of the spirit world, ends on a note of real 
disequilibrium. A tantalizing, suggestive reconnaissance where 
the phantasma of other worlds—and private worlds—reveal a 
disconcerting similarity, and Shirley Jackson’s special following 
will find pause to wonder and admire.

AUGUST 1963  |  The Group by Mary McCarthy
The center of a New York intellectual circle that transfixed midcen-

tury America, McCarthy is today best remembered for this sharp—but not 
heartless—social satire, still a literary gem. 

Out of the grove of academe (Vassar ’31) 
into the big world comes the group, with 
their unassailable self-assurance: They had 
gone to the very best college (well, Vassar was 
better than Smith or Wellesley); they had 
some ennobling notions about being enlight-
ened and interested in higher things; and they 
had had a very liberal education although in 
one area it proves to be a little patchy (in spite 
of stealthy readings in Krafft-Ebing and what 
the doctors at Vassar had told them).…This is 

the book which has aroused considerable advance speculation and 
well it might; it has a tremendous reader recognition (for a few—
mottled with indignation) and there cannot be much doubt that 
Mary McCarthy is an exceptional social satirist, with a jackdaw eye 
and an infallible ear.…Certainly here, more than in any of her other 
novels, there’s the evidence that Mary McCarthy can not only im-
pale but move and there’s more than a little residual sympathy for 
those involved. It’s a stunning entertainment, with many special ef-
fects, the civilized intelligence, the style, the wit. Succès de scandale 
and succès d’estime, it’s an irresistible combination.

APRIL 1967  |  Rosemary’s Baby by Ira Levin
Better known today through the film directed by Roman Polanski, 

starring Mia Farrow, Rosemary’s Baby began as a blockbuster novel that 
sold millions of copies.

It’s almost fifteen years since Ira Levin’s…award winning A Kiss 
Before Dying and this one promises to be the blessed event of the 
season and probably a good many more. Not since the late Shirley 

Jackson has there been quite this kind of spell-
binder although Levin, a little less literary, a 
little less bizarre, grounds his saturnalia in the 
everyday—actually an old apartment house in 
New York City where Rosemary Woodhouse 
and Guy, an actor, move, not knowing that the 
Bramford has quite a history—a recent infan-
ticide in the cellar, and longer ago, the Trench 
sisters lived there and conducted strange nu-
tritive experiments. Then there’s the little old 
couple who live next door to Guy and Rose-
mary and who may be responsible for Guy’s 

becoming distrait and distant just when Rosemary becomes preg-
nant and has terrible pains in her stomach and a craving for raw 
meat and—and—and….Well, Rose mary’s Baby’s a beautiful concep-
tion and you’ll enjoy every maleficent minute of it. A witches’ Sab-
batical for everyone.

JULY 1975  |  Ragtime by E.L. Doctorow
This capacious work of historical fiction, set in turn-of-the-20th-cen-

tury New York, won the National Book Critics Circle Award and was 
later adapted for a movie and a musical.

Ragtime is a great billiard game of events, ideas and personag-
es at the turn of the century, where the real protagonist is Amer-
ica herself captured in the last gasps of complacency and social 
Darwinism—waging territorial wars abroad for God, Coun-
try and Mammon, breaking strikes and throwing charity balls 

at home while WWI hovers in the wings. 
After this, the national identity will never 
be the same.…At the heart of the story is 
the stultifyingly Victorian model family of 
a respectable manufacturer of flags, fire-
works and patriotic odds and ends whose 
somewhat Moses-like recovery of an aban-
doned illegitimate black infant leads to an 
exemplary tale of racism, insurrection and 
injustice in America. This is fleshed out by 
a succession of wildly imaginative run-ins 
with (or among) Sigmund Freud, Emma 

Goldman, Houdini, Henry Ford, J.P. Morgan, Booker Washing-
ton, Zapata and of course—the Archduke Franz Ferdinand.…
[T]his is a beautifully realized complex of social epiphanies, all 
watched over by the spirit of Scott Joplin.
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Africans,” Couto writes.) Imani, who’s pregnant, is attempting to 
serve as a neutral translator on this trip, but she finds herself buf-
feted by competing interests—Ngungunyane wants to claim her 
as another one of his wives, seditionists want her complicity in 
undoing the Portuguese colonists’ plans, and sailors subject her 
to various assaults, sexual and otherwise. There’s a plainspoken-
ness to the prose (via Brookshaw’s translation) that belies the fact 
that, as in the prior two books, colonialism is a carnival of horrors, 
destroying families and wrecking folkways. The twist here, as the 
narrative makes its way to Lisbon, is that the degradations more 
fully expose the cruelty of Portugal’s press, diplomatic corps, 
and royalty, as Ngungunyane’s arrival provides an opportunity 
for moral posturing and power plays. Imani increasingly recog-
nizes how untenable her position is: As her lover tells her, “The 
same narrative that paved the way for our encounter made our 
love impossible.” And it’s Imani and her child who fall under the 
greatest threat. The closing pages fast-forward the story into the 
20th century and Mozambique’s path to independence, ending 
the saga on a more positive note. But the scars are lasting.

A careful and affecting conclusion to an ambitious saga.

OZARK DOGS
Cranor, Eli
Soho Crime (312 pp.) 
$26.95  |  April 4, 2023
9781641294539  

A feud between Arkansas families 
escalates with the fury of Greek tragedy 
in Cranor’s fact-based thriller.

Just because 17-year-old Joanna Fitzjurls 
has lost the competition for Homecoming 
Queen is no reason why she shouldn’t take 

advantage of the uncharacteristically late curfew her grandfather 
and guardian, Jeremiah Fitzjurls, has allowed her, and she decides to 
go all the way with her sort-of-boyfriend, quarterback Colt Dillard. 
But Colt turns out to be just as inexperienced as she is, and while 
he’s in the bathroom preparing for round two, she takes off on her 
own. She’s quickly picked up by White supremacist skinhead Evail 
Ledford, who’s recently agreed with Guillermo Torres to swap 50 
pounds of meth for each American girl Evail can deliver. Evail 
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When her father died from complications related to 
Parkinson’s disease in 2020, writer Jessica George expe-
rienced an emotion she didn’t expect: loneliness. She felt 
alone and at a loss, even with family and friends around.

“I wasn’t the only one grieving my dad,” she says now. 
“I have two siblings. But we had different relationships 
with my dad, so it was still a very lonely experience. You 
don’t feel that there are many people you can talk to or 
who will understand. It’s such a personal process.”

Yet the painful emotional turmoil inspired George, 
who had been struggling to get her work published, and 
the result is her first novel, Maame (St. Martin’s, Jan. 31), 
which received a starred review from Kirkus. Set in con-
temporary London, the coming-of-age story follows 
Maddie, a young woman from a Ghanaian family who is 
the sole caregiver for her ailing father. Her older brother 
keeps his distance while her mother travels between Lon-

don and the family hotel in Ghana. She does find time, 
however, to direct Maddie from afar (in her estimation, 
Maddie needs to find a husband and to pray more and, 
also, can she send her mother some money?).

Maddie—known to her family as Maame, which means 
woman and indicates her responsible nature—is also jug-
gling other demands: career questions, callous bosses, ca-
sual racism, dating, sexual inexperience. She’s depressed, 
but a lifetime of keeping her problems private, a cultural 
artifact from her mother, prevents her from confiding in 
friends. Instead, she seeks answers on Google, not always 
the best solution. (Maame deals with serious subjects, but 
George has a solid sense of humor, too.)

An avid reader who discovered the local library early 
and reads widely—she counts Toni Morrison and Agatha 
Christie among her favorites—George always knew she 
loved to write. But even supportive parents blanch a little 
at such a mercurial career choice, one not guaranteed to 
deliver a steady income, so she set out for university with 
the intention of becoming a lawyer.

“There was parental pressure to be something that al-
lows you to be comfortable in life,” George says in a con-
versation conducted over Zoom. “I didn’t see a lot of 
Black female writers my age, and when you don’t see it, 
it’s hard to imagine yourself doing it.”

She left school and dedicated herself to writing at 
19. Now 28, George says the biggest challenge in writing 
Maame was trying to do justice to the grieving process.

“I didn’t want to give the idea that the process does end,” 
she says. “I don’t even like to say it gets better; it’s just eas-
ier to handle. I felt like my main responsibility was to peo-
ple who would read this while grieving, and I didn’t want to 
paint it in a pretty light. I wanted a hopeful light at the end 
rather than a definitive ‘the worst had happened and noth-
ing bad will ever happen again’ feeling.”

Our conversation has been edited for length and clarity.

Grief motivated this debut novelist’s poignant—but funny— 
debut, Maame
BY CONNIE OGLE

Suki Dhanda

WORDS WITH…

Jessica George
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Both you and Maddie come from Ghanaian families and 
lost your fathers. How are you different from Maddie?
I think the truest part of this novel is the dad. But I was 
more of a secondary carer while Maddie is a primary carer. 

When I began writing it, I put my real mum and 
brother in there, and my agent came back and said, 
‘They’re very boring because they’re supportive.’ That 
was the case with my family! They were much more help-
ful than Maddie’s family, so in terms of moving the plot-
line along, they had to do bad things. The three men Mad-
die comes across, they’re all men we’ve had interactions 
with or heard stories about. We’ve all had trouble at a 
job. We’ve all had a tricky boss. And most of us have gone 
through grief. So there are a lot of things I would have ex-
perienced, but I can’t say I’ve done them the exact same 
way Maddie has done them.

Why are families such fertile ground for you and so 
many other writers?
I love writing about families. When do you realize your 
family is not like others? I grew up kind of assuming my 
family was a bit different than others. In school we don’t 
talk about families or cultures or traditions or things we 
did that were different. Growing up and realizing fami-
lies have similarities but that no two families are identical, 
that’s incredible. But I do feel the reason writers write so 
much about family is there is never-ending material.

The story juggles so many different topics in addition to 
grief: relationships, friendships, work, racism, sexual-
ity, depression. Why did you include so many different 
aspects of young adult life?
Anything that happened to Maddie while she was griev-
ing—like with relationships and work—kind of happened 
to me while I was grieving. It was impossible to leave 
things out because they were all simultaneously happen-
ing. I describe Maame as a story about stories. There are 
so many threads! My editors were like, ‘OK, can we fo-
cus on what we have?’ But what I found is the strangest 
thing: When you grieve, the world doesn’t stop. All these 
things continue to happen. It made sense to include it all 
to feel more realistic. You’ve got these relationships that 
are still happening in the background. You’re still fight-
ing microaggressions at work. You’re fighting depression 
That’s reality.

You’re also frank about Maddie’s physical discomfort 
during sex.
Again, it’s a reality thing. A friend of mine read Maame 
recently and told me, ‘You just reminded me how painful 
it was to lose my virginity!’ This is the thing about books: 

You have to believe in your audience. Maybe with a rom-
com, readers don’t want to hear about painful times. They 
just want perfectly orchestrated moments. And that’s 
fine. That’s what you should get when you pick up that 
sort of book. However, as I was writing this, I just knew 
that wasn’t going to be the case.

One of my favorite lines in Maame comes from a 
friend of Maddie’s who’s trying to explain why a guy 
Maddie likes wouldn’t tell her he had a White girl-
friend. She likens racism to lasagna, saying it has 
many layers. How important was it for you to examine 
racism in this book? 
This is interesting because, as I was writing it, it felt al-
most impossible not to include some kind of microag-
gression or active racism because it’s a reality. Not writing 
about it at all would have felt like something was miss-
ing. I was at a talk last year, and someone asked, ‘Do you 
think non-White authors can write about anything with-
out any mention of racism or microaggressions?’ It’s such 
an interesting question to me. If the question had been 
directed to me at the time, I probably would have said no. 

Do you think a wider range of stories from diverse cul-
tures are getting published more now?
I do. I think while publishing remains a very White in-
dustry, there’s definitely change. I see writers who weren’t 
born here or had parents who weren’t born here. It’s great 
to see how many new ones are coming out. I get sent a lot 
of proofs now that my book is going to be published, and 
I’m loving the stories I’m reading. They’re the histories 
we just weren’t taught in school.

Connie Ogle is a writer in Florida. Maame received a starred 
review in the Dec. 1, 2022, issue.
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JULY 1979  |  Kindred by Octavia E. Butler
Butler’s literary reputation has soared in the years since her death in 

2006, and this novel—a work of science fiction that addresses the history 
of slavery in the U.S—is the cornerstone of her legacy. 

Butler is one of those accomplished science-fiction writers…
who tap out their tales so fast and fine and clear that it’s impossible 
to stop reading at any point. And this time the appeal should reach 
far beyond a sci-fi audience—because the alien planet here is the 
antebellum South, as seen through the horri-
fied eyes of Dana, a 20th-century black wom-
an who time travels in expeditious Butler fash-
ion.…Dana has been “called” by her white 
ancestor, Rufus—on her first visit, Rufus is 
a small child, son of a sour slaveowner—and 
she’ll be transported back to Maryland (twice 
with her white husband Kevin) to rescue Ru-
fus from death again and again. As Rufus ages 
(the Maryland years amount to hours and days 
in 1976 time), the relationship between him 
and Dana takes on some terrifying dimensions: 
Rufus simply cannot show the humanity Dana tries to call forth; 
Dana, drawn into the life of slaves with its humiliation and atrocities, 
treads carefully, trying to effect some changes, but too often she re-
turns beaten and maimed to her own century.…There is tremendous 
ironic power in Butler’s vision of the old South in science-fiction 
terms—capriciously dangerous aliens, oppressed races, and a supra-
fevered reality; and that irony opens the much-lamented nightmare 
of slavery to a fresh, vivid attack—in this searing, caustic examina-
tion of bizarre and alien practices on the third planet from the sun.

MARCH 1981  |  Midnight’s Children  by Salman 
Rushdie

Rushdie’s wildly inventive second novel won the Booker Prize in 
the year it was published and twice won the “Booker of Bookers” prize 
as the best novel ever to win the prestigious U.K. literary award.

When Indian novelist Rushdie arrived with Grimus in 1979 we 
called him “an imagination to watch.” And he’ll be watched indeed 
once this bravura fiction starts circulating—a picaresque enter-

tainment that’s clearly inspired by close read-
ings of the modern South American fabulists 
and, above all, Sterne’s Tristram Shandy. Rush-
die’s own Tristram is named Saleem Sinai—and 
he is born at the stroke of midnight, August 15, 
1947, making him exactly contemporary with 
the life of India-as-a-nation. In fact, Saleem 
and 580 other “midnight children” born at that 
moment grow up to find themselves equipped 
with powers of telepathic communication, 
foresight, and heightened individual senso-

ria: Saleem’s particular gift is a “cucumber” of a nose with which 
he goes through life literally smelling change.…Rushdie swoops, all 
colors unfurled, all stops out, through and around his synchronic 
fable with great gusto and sentimental fizz.…Tour de force, in oth-
er words—and so, of course, a little exhausting; but, unlike other 

fantastical picaresques, this one is truly worth the effort. A big 
striped balloon of a book, often dizzying with talent.

MARCH 1989  |  The Joy Luck Club by Amy Tan
This bestselling novel of mothers and daughters broke ground for rep-

resentation of Asian American characters in mainstream fiction; it was 
adapted into a hit 1993 film directed by Wayne Wang.

An inordinately moving, electric exploration of two warring cul-
tures fused in love, focused on the lives of four Chinese women—
who immigrated, in their youth, at various times, to San Francisco—
and their very American 30-ish daughters. Tan probes the tension 
of love and often angry bewilderment as the older women watch 

their daughters “as from another shore,” and 
the daughters struggle to free themselves from 
maddening threads of arcane obligation. More 
than the gap between generations, more than 
the dwindling of old ways, the Chinese moth-
ers most fear that their own hopes and truths—
the secret gardens of the spirit that they have 
cultivated in the very worst of times—will not 
take root. A Chinese mother’s responsibil-
ity here is to “give [my daughter] my spirit.”…
With lantern-lit tales of old China, a rich hu-
manity, and an acute ear for bicultural tuning, a 

splendid first novel—one that matches the vigor and sensitivity of 
Maxine Hong Kingston…in her tributes to the abundant heritage of 
Chinese-Americans.

SEPTEMBER 1992  |  The Secret History 
by Donna Tartt

Kirkus reviewers are known for being tough, and this review of 
Tartt’s debut novel could be Exhibit A. Despite our review—and other 
less-than-adulatory critical takes—the book has remained a cult classic.

The Brat Pack meets The Bacchae in this precious, way-too-
long, and utterly unsuspenseful town-and-gown murder tale. A 
bunch of ever-so-mandarin college kids in a small Vermont school 
are the eager epigones of an aloof classics professor, and in their 
exclusivity and snobbishness and eagerness to please their teacher, 
they are moved to try to enact Dionysian frenzies in the woods. 
During the only one that actually comes off, a local farmer happens 
upon them—and they kill him. But the death isn’t ruled a murder—
and might never have been if one of the gang—a cadging sybarite 
named Bunny Corcoran—hadn’t shown signs of cracking under 
the secret’s weight. And so he too is dispatched.…First-novelist 
Tartt goes muzzy when she has to describe human confrontations 
(the murder, or sex, or even the ping-ponging of fear), and is much 
more comfortable in transcribing aimless dorm-room paranoia or 
the TV shows that the malefactors anesthetize themselves with as 
fate ticks down. By telegraphing the murders, Tartt wants us to be 
continually horrified at these kids—while inviting us to semi-enjoy 
their manneristic fetishes and refined tastes. This ersatz-Fitzger-
ald mix of moralizing and mirror-looking (Jay McInerney shook 
and poured the shaker first) is very ’80s—and in Tartt’s strenuous 
version already seems dated, formulaic. 

from the archives
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takes particular pleasure in bagging Jo, because her father, 
Tommy, is doing time for shooting Evail’s brother, Rudnick, and 
crushing his remains in the trunk of a car in the Fitzjurls family 
junkyard. Tommy had claimed in court that he was defending 
the property from a trespasser, but he wasn’t any more success-
ful with a jury than Jo was in her nomination for Homecoming 
Queen. As Craven County Sheriff Mona McNabb, who has a 
checkered family history of her own, does everything she can to 
head off a climax as scarifying as it is inevitable, Cranor reveals 
more and more details about the two families’ history until it’s 
clear that Jo’s ordeals aren’t just an outrage; they’re the latest 
echo of a generational tragedy.

Family loyalty, young love, honoring the dead—they’re all 
here, and they all go terribly wrong.

EVEN WHEN YOU LIE
Cruz, Michelle
Crooked Lane (336 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  March 21, 2023
9781639102501  

A pair of murders bring the unsavory 
secrets of an Uptown Dallas law firm to 
light.

Despite her sterling credentials—
she’s a former captain in the U.S. Air 
Force and congressional aide—Reagan 

Reyes is on thin ice in her job with Holcombe & Donaldson. 
She’s not just junior partner Cade McCarrick’s investigator, 
but his lover, and company policy proscribes any such liaisons 
and prescribes strict sanctions for rule-breakers. Her situation 
becomes even more fraught when an untidy pink-haired woman 
storms into the posh office, demands to see Cade, and greets 
the news that she can’t by thrusting an envelope into Reagan’s 
hands and storming out. Impulsively following the woman into 
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the street, Reagan is just in time to see her collapse on a bench, 
to be spirited off to the hospital, where she’ll be pronounced 
dead. The envelope’s contents—a birth certificate for one Cesar 
Morales, an alcoholic beverage permit for Club Saturnalia, and 
a faded photograph of two teenagers—seem innocuous enough, 
but together they spell danger for everyone at the firm, from 
blue-blooded managing partner Bridger Holcombe down to 
Reagan, the newest arrival and the most vulnerable. Alternating 
among Reagan’s attempts to work out the source of the threats, 
her unlikely alliances with people like homeless Army Ranger 
Rafi Velasquez and Lupita Morales, Cesar’s grandmother, and 
her bouts of forbidden sex with Cade, Cruz slowly peels back 
the layers of malfeasance that have kept Holcombe & Donald-
son aloft for so many years until a deliriously extended climax 
shows the last of the firm’s skeletons leaping from the closet.

A powerful indictment of systemic racism at its most 
insidious.

BLUE HUNGER
Di Grado, Viola
Trans. by Jamie Richards
Bloomsbury (176 pp.) 
$26.00  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-63557-949-9  

A young woman flees from Rome 
to Shanghai after the death of her twin 
brother in this haunting tale by Italian 
author Di Grado.

Six months after her brother Ruben’s 
death from a heart defect, the unnamed narrator leaves her boy-
friend—as she says, “He was nice, but nice things were of no use 
to me anymore”—and moves to Shanghai, where her brother 
had longed to become a chef. She supports herself by teaching 
Italian to Chinese students whose grades aren’t high enough for 
them to learn English, and at a club for Westerners, she meets 
a brittle, opaque woman named Xu. They begin an affair, and 
Xu’s treatment of the narrator becomes increasingly brutal over 
the long autumn and winter through which their relationship 
unfolds. “She’s the person I love. She’s the person who can’t 
love me,” the narrator writes. They meet in Xu’s garbage-filled 
apartment and in an abandoned slaughterhouse, where, during 
their rendezvous, Xu savagely bites her. The narrator experi-
ences China as “the country of philosophy and sex dolls” and 
Shanghai as a feverish dreamscape, a place of “water the color 
of arsenic.” In spite of all this, she thinks to herself, “I was in 
China, halfway across the world, but alas, I was still me.” While 
some readers may find the novel repetitious and repellent, it 
accurately depicts the state of mind of its bereaved heroine, as 
the city and her relationship with Xu mirror her descent into 
a deep depression and her gradual climb back into a version of 
her former life.

An erotic and disturbing depiction of the effects of grief.

HER DEADLY GAME 
Dugoni, Robert
Thomas & Mercer (396 pp.) 
$28.99  |  March 28, 2023
9781662500190  

A Seattle attorney long overshad-
owed by her celebrated father lands her 
first murder case, and it’s a dilly.

When he’s accused of shooting his 
wife, Anne, who was paralyzed years 
ago in a car accident, one night during a 

rare Seattle heat wave, wealth manager Vincent LaRussa wants 
Patrick Duggan, the Irish Brawler, to defend him. But Patrick 
isn’t available because he’s passed out drunk again. So Vincent 
has to settle for Keera Duggan, an ex-prosecutor who’s an asso-
ciate of Patrick Duggan & Associates. What Keera lacks in 
experience she makes up in finely honed killer instincts. She’s 
an accomplished chess player who’s internalized a great deal 
of her father’s sage advice as she’s done her best to steer away 
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from his most self-destructive habits. She’ll need every edge 
she can get over prosecutor Miller Ambrose, the ex-boss and 
ex-lover who’s trying the case. Oncologist Lisa Bennet, Anne’s 
best friend, swears that Anne was alive when she left her that 
evening, and security cameras on the high-end property showed 
no other arrivals before Anne’s husband, who turns out to have 
100 million motives for murder. A mysterious correspondent 
calling himself Jack Worthing begins feeding Keera clues, and 
one of them leads to an explosive bit of potentially exculpatory 
evidence the prosecution has failed to share with her, inspir-
ing a courtroom video demonstration that marries Erle Stanley 
Gardner to John Dickson Carr. So why is it that, as the court-
room back-and-forth plays out, Keera can’t escape the feeling 
that she’s being played by an opponent savvier than her?

Fast-paced legal-intrigue gold that could be improved only 
by kicking off a new series.

THE TRACKERS
Frazier, Charles
Ecco/HarperCollins (336 pp.) 
$29.99  |  April 11, 2023
978-0-06-294808-3  

Frazier goes in search of the Ameri-
can dream amid the seemingly endless 
nightmare of the Great Depression.

The ambitions here are as lofty as 
one of those murals commissioned by 
the Works Progress Administration to 

lift the nation’s spirits and provide some income for indigent 
artists. One such (fictional) artwork has the same title as this 
novel, as young painter Valentine “Val” Welch travels west to 
the small town of Dawes, Wyoming, to create a mural in their 
post office that will capture the spirit of the country. His former 
art professor got him the job and has also connected him with 
the wealthy art patron John Long, who has extensive property 
there and a glamorous young wife named Eve. As first-person 
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“Frazier goes in search of the American dream amid the seemingly 
endless nightmare of the Great Depression.”

the trackers
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SEPTEMBER 1994  |  In the Time of the 
Butterflies by Julia Alvarez

Alvarez’s 1991 debut, How the García Girls Lost Their Accents, 
is a contemporary classic of the immigrant experience. Her second novel 
mesmerized Kirkus’ critic, too.

Brimming with warmth and vitality, this new novel by the 
author of How the García Girls Lost Their Accents (1991) is a paean 
to the power of female courage. The butterflies are four smart 
and lovely Dominican sisters growing up during Trujillo’s des-
potic regime. While her parents try desperately to cling to their 
imagined island of security in a swelling sea of fear and intimida-
tion, Minerva Mirabal—the sharpest and boldest of the daugh-
ters, born with a fierce will to fight injustice—jumps headfirst 
into the revolutionary tide. Her sisters come upon their courage 
more gradually, through a passionate, protective love of family or 
through the sheer impossibility of closing their eyes to the hor-
rors around them.…This is not García Márquez or Allende terri-
tory (no green hair or floating bodies); Alvarez’s voice is her own, 
grounded in realism yet alive with the magic of everyday human 
beings who summon extraordinary courage and determination 
to fight for their beliefs. As mesmerizing as the Mirabal sisters 
themselves. 

SEPTEMBER 2004  |  Jonathan Strange & 
Mr Norrell by Susanna Clarke 

Clarke, author of the acclaimed 2020 novel Piranesi, had published 
nothing in the preceding decade. But her debut fantasy novel racked up 
superlatives from critics at Kirkus and elsewhere. 

Rival magicians square off to display and match their powers 
in an extravagant historical fantasy being published simultaneously 
in several countries, to be marketed as Harry Potter for adults. But 
English author Clarke’s spectacular debut is something far richer 

than Potter: an absorbing tale of vaulting am-
bition and mortal conflict steeped in folklore 
and legend, enlivened by subtle characteriza-
tions and a wittily congenial omniscient au-
thorial presence. The agreeably convoluted 
plot takes off with a meeting of “gentleman-
magicians” in Yorkshire in 1806, the time 
of the Napoleonic Wars. The participants’ 
scholarly interests are encouraged by a proph-
ecy “that one day magic would be restored to 
England by two magicians” and would sub-
sequently be stimulated by the coming to 

national prominence of Gilbert Norrell, a fussy pedant inclined 
to burrow among his countless books of quaint and curious lore, 
and by dashing, moody Jonathan Strange, successfully employed 
by Lord Wellington to defeat French forces by magical means.…
The climax, in which Strange and Norrell conspire to summon the 
King, arrives—for all the book’s enormous length—all too soon. 
An instant classic, one of the finest fantasies ever written.

APRIL 2005  |  Never Let Me Go 
by Kazuo Ishiguro

The author of Never Let Me Go and The Remains of the Day, 
among many other titles, won the Nobel Prize in literature in 2017. Had 
the Swedish Academy taken Kirkus’ review to heart?

An ambitious scientific experiment wreaks horrendous toll in 
the Booker-winning British author’s disturbingly eloquent sixth 
novel.…Ishiguro’s narrator, identified only as Kath(y) H., speaks 
to us as a 31-year-old social worker of sorts, who’s completing her 
tenure as a “carer,” prior to becoming herself one of the “donors” 
whom she visits at various “recovery centers.” 
The setting is “England, late 1990s”—more 
than two decades after Kath was raised at a 
rural private school (Hailsham) whose stu-
dents, all children of unspecified parentage, 
were sheltered, encouraged to develop their 
intellectual and especially artistic capabili-
ties, and groomed to become donors.…With 
perfect pacing and infinite subtlety, Ishiguro 
reveals exactly as much as we need to know 
about how efforts to regulate the future 
through genetic engineering create, control, then emotionlessly 
destroy very real, very human lives—without ever showing us the 
faces of the culpable, who have “tried to convince themselves…
[that] you were less than human, so it didn’t matter.” That this 
stunningly brilliant fiction echoes Caryl Churchill’s superb play A 
Number and Margaret Atwood’s celebrated dystopian novels in no 
way diminishes its originality and power. A masterpiece of crafts-
manship that offers an unparalleled emotional experience. Send 
a copy to the Swedish Academy.

SEPTEMBER 2016  |  The Underground 
Railroad by Colson Whitehead

This stunning work of historical and speculative fiction was a final-
ist for the Kirkus Prize; it later won the National Book Award and the 
Pulitzer Prize, establishing Whitehead as one of our greatest contempo-
rary novelists.

What if the metaphorical Underground Railroad had been 
an actual…underground railroad, complete with steam locomo-
tive pulling a “dilapidated box car” along a subterranean nexus 
of steel tracks? For roughly its first 60 pages, this novel behaves 
like a prelude to a slave narrative which is, at once, more jolting 
and sepulchral than the classic firsthand accounts of William 
Wells Brown and Solomon Northup.…But Whitehead…fires his 
most daring change-up yet by giving the underground railroad 
physical form.…Imagine a runaway slave novel written with Jo-
seph Heller’s deadpan voice leasing both Frederick Douglass’ 
grim realities and H.P. Lovecraft’s rococo fantasies…and that’s 
when you begin to understand how startlingly original this book 
is. Whitehead continues the African-American artists’ inquiry 
into race mythology and history with rousing audacity and ra-
zor-sharp ingenuity; he is now assuredly a writer of the first rank.

from the archives
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narrator, Val struggles to figure out what the deal is between 
the married couple. Then there’s the mysterious Faro, a cowboy 
relic of the Western past whose association with Long predates 
his marriage and whose relationship with Eve has a furtive ele-
ment to it. (He may well provide the moral compass here.) Long 
has political aspirations, and Eve adds some dazzle. She also has 
a past that includes bumming around the country and singing in 
a country dancehall band, where her husband (and so many oth-
ers) first became attracted to her. She also may or may not have 
had a previous husband, who may or may not be dead. Once 
she takes off, Long sends Val to find her. It’s a big country, and 
he’s no detective, but he doesn’t have as much difficulty as you’d 
think. In the process, he complicates the plot in a couple of dif-
ferent ways, and he, as the tracker, soon has other trackers in his 
pursuit. For a novel that traverses the country from Seattle to 
back-swamp Florida, the writing is curiously static, filled with 
meticulous descriptions and philosophical soliloquies, with all 
sorts of stilted conjecture about fate, art, and America (and no 
quotation marks).

By the end, not even the characters seem to care much 
about who finds whom.

CONFIDENCE
Frumkin, Rafael
Simon & Schuster (320 pp.) 
$27.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781982189730  

A pair of juvenile delinquents engi-
neer a global wellness scam.

None dare call it a Trump story, but 
Frumkin’s second novel—following The 
Comedown (2018)—is plainly concerned 
with how a transparent grifter can siphon 

millions out of people with little more than empty promises and 
a modicum of charisma. As the story opens, the narrator, Ezra 
Green, is 17 and stuck at a reform camp for selling a blend of salt 
and Sudafed as a street drug. There, he meets Orson Ortman, a 
handsome huckster with bigger ambitions. Launching various 
grifts (fake high-fashion T-shirts, conning expensive recording 
gear out of a trust-fund brat), a romance soon blooms between 
them, culminating in a company called NuLife, which promises 
bliss through little more than some magnetized headgear and 
temple massaging. Remarkably quickly they launch a spendy 
retreat called the Farm and expand into a politically wobbly 
South American country. Orson’s ego balloons as Hollywood 
celebrities and the Dalai Lama arrive at the Farm, and a jealous 
Ezra is determined to regain his affections; but when the only 
way you know to express your love is deceit, a stable relation-
ship is hard to come by. Frumkin uses NuLife as an entertain-
ing launchpad for a satire of Scientology-style cults, wellness 
bunkum, and cutthroat capitalism. (An Elon Musk–like bil-
lionaire tech mogul builds some dubious technology around 
NuLife.) Unlike The Comedown, an impressively rangy, big-pic-
ture novel, this one is narrower and more conventional. The 
simplicity exposes some hard-to-buy plot turns—Ezra becomes 

inexplicably reckless at times, and the business world is overly 
credulous of Orson. (Plus, Ezra’s ever growing glaucoma is 
metaphorically on-the-nose.) The novel’s greatest strength isn’t 
its analysis of American-made frauds but the love story, ending 
with a plot twist that’s at once witty and wrenching.

An earnest riff on evergreen themes of love, money, and 
betrayal.

RED QUEEN
Gómez-Jurado, Juan
Trans. by Nick Caistor
Minotaur (384 pp.) 
$27.99  |  March 14, 2023
9781250853677  

An exciting thriller set in Spain and 
recently translated from Spanish.

Beleaguered by crime, the European 
Union has created the secret Red Queen 
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project, the name inspired by Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, 
designed to “adapt continually to keep up with the bad guys.” 
One of their tools is Antonia Scott, a non-cop who has a history 
of providing insights into the criminal mind. She is the smart-
est person in the world, and she never forgets anything. Her 
husband is in a coma for which she wrongly blames herself, and 
she contemplates suicide for a strict three minutes a day, along 
with a few other quirks. “My brain…isn’t normal,” she says. “I 
can do things others find impossible.” Police pair her up with 
Inspector Jon Gutiérrez, an overweight gay cop whose career 
is in a peck of trouble for planting heroin to gain a conviction. 
Despite a chasm of differences, they quickly accept each other 
and work together to track down a criminal named Ezekiel who 
has slowly drained the blood from a young man’s carotid artery. 
Then Ezekiel kidnaps Carla Ortiz, the daughter of the world’s 
richest man. Ransom is out of the question because he just 
wants to teach the mogul a lesson. Antonia believes that Ezekiel 
kidnaps and kills for a very specific reason, probably for power. 

“Essentially, I’m a good person,” Ezekiel tells himself. Good 
enough to think of Psalm 23, anyway, as he anoints one victim’s 

head with oil. That doesn’t mean there won’t be blood, though. 
A scene with an explosion splatters grisly detail across a couple 
of pages, and there is a nice balance among character, action, 
and setting—a qanat, or underground water tunnel in Madrid, is 
a great place for an evildoer to set booby traps. Red Queen (Reina 
Roja in the original version) is the first of a completed trilogy 
written by Gómez-Jurado. The next two, Loba Negra (Black Wolf) 
and Rey Blanco (White King), must be translated into English, 
because thriller fans will be waiting.

Fast-moving and quirky fiction from Madrid.

THE GREAT 
RECLAMATION 
Heng, Rachel
Riverhead (464 pp.) 
$27.00  |  March 28, 2023
9780593420119  

A fearful, tender, unexpectedly gifted 
boy in a Singapore fishing village finds 
that his fate is inextricably wound with 
that of his community.

“Decades later, the kampong would 
trace it all back to this very hour, waves draining the light from 
this slim, hungry moon.” So begins Heng’s second novel, a story 
scaffolded against a sweeping backdrop—the politics of colo-
nialism, World War II in Southeast Asia, ecology, the inexorable 
forces of development and modernization—with very little of 
that ever mentioned, instead focusing on the experiences of the 
characters in language of perfect simplicity. It begins in 1941, 
when the territory of Singapore is “still governed by the Ang 
Mohs as it had been for the past century.” A small boy named 
Ah Boon goes out fishing with his Pa and somehow intuits the 
location of a mysterious island where the fish run denser than 
their nets can carry. This is the watershed hour referred to in 
the opening sentence, and its immediate effects are wholly posi-
tive. “While previously they’d subsisted on thin gruel with sweet 
potato, stringy bean sprouts, and the occasional scrawny chicken, 
now they feasted, day and night, on fish. They steamed them with 
ginger and freshly cut chilies; they chopped them up and sautéed 
the pieces with fragrant sambal, they fried them till the fins grew 
crispy, a delicious treat for the children.” Meanwhile, Ah Boon 
has become close with his brilliant schoolmate Siok Mei, who was 
virtually orphaned when her parents left the country for political 
reasons but now shares with Ah Boon many idyllic days of child-
hood. The good times screech to a halt when war arrives and the 
Japanese occupation begins. After upheavals and tragedies, the 
story moves into the postwar period, when the Gah Men (as the 
people who run the country are known) begin a massive earth-
moving project to reshape the coastline. Here Ah Boon’s unique 
relationship to the landscape will again play a critical role even as 
he dons the white shirt and white pants and round, wire-rimmed 
glasses of a Gah Man. Heng’s development of this character is 
absolutely brilliant and deserves wide notice.

Like a drop of rain that holds the reflection of the world, 
crystalline and beautiful.

“Like a drop of rain that holds the reflection of 
the world, crystalline and beautiful.”

the great reclamation
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TEN PLANETS
Herrera, Yuri
Trans. by Lisa Dillman
Graywolf (112 pp.) 
$15.00 paper  |  March 21, 2023
9781644452233  

A miscellany of thematically linked 
stories about strangers in a strange land, 
life on Mars, and other curiosities.

In this spare but inquisitive collection 
of stories, award-winning Mexican writer 

Herrera concerns himself more with human nature and morpho-
logic alchemy than ray guns and bug-eyed monsters despite the 
science-fiction character of the stories. In the opening amuse-
bouche, the apocalypse comes not from planetary annihilation 
but four simple words scribbled on a notecard: “Everyone is 
going away.” Readers’ suspension of disbelief is challenged next 
by “Whole Entero,” in which a stomach bug achieving conscious-
ness dies not from her host’s fatal condition but from her own 

melancholy sadness; or equally by “The Objects” (one of two sto-
ries with identical names), which provides a portrait of an anthro-
pomorphized rat who muses, “When you’re a pestilent creature, 
the world is no longer pestilent.” Similarly, “Living Muscle” imag-
ines a planet made of the stuff of people, though the narrator’s 
final declaration that “we have decided to send no more probes” 
might be more of a wink than an epiphany. The marginal who-
dunits “The Obituarist” and “The Cosmonaut” flirt surreally 
with noir, noses, and “fucking invisibility.” In a related branch of 
the genre family tree, a ghost buster named Bartleby delights in 
the specters embodied in “Consolidation of Spirits.” A flat Earth, 
dragons, and a world divided into “Ones” and “Others” serve as 
the medium for thoughts on the human need for both connectiv-
ity and conflict in a handful of stories: “Everybody knows that the 
Creator is not a mouth but the eye of a dragon, and that the world 
is but a blink, a blink, a blink set to happen: now.” A high point 
is “The Earthling,” in which a stranger in a strange land is united 
with another creature who recognizes him for exactly what he is.

A conceptually heavy, emotionally empathetic accounting 
of the most alien of conditions.
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THIS BIRD HAS FLOWN
Hoffs, Susanna
Little, Brown (368 pp.) 
$29.00  |  April 4, 2023
9780316409315  

A semiforgotten singer seeks love 
and a new hit song in this debut from 
Hoffs, the co-founder of the Bangles.

Thirty-three-year-old Jane Start is 
afraid she might already be a washed-up 
one-hit wonder. Ten years ago, she found 

success with a cover of a song by the enigmatic rock star Jonesy. 
But she hasn’t had a hit since, and now she finds herself so des-
perate for work that she’s playing a private gig at a bachelor party. 
Her manager and best friend, Pippa, sends Jane to London to 
recuperate from the humiliation of singing karaoke to a group 
of drunk bachelors and the pain of being recently dumped by 
her boyfriend of four years. On the plane, Jane meets an Oxford 
literature professor named Tom Hardy, and the two manage to 

charm each other with their in-flight conversation. Impulsively, 
Jane kisses him, and the two exchange numbers before they part. 
When Jane gets to London, her life becomes all about another 
unexpected connection—Jonesy himself wants Jane to perform 
at his upcoming show at the Royal Albert Hall. Jane needs 
the work, but the idea of performing in front of such a large 
crowd, and with the same mysterious superstar who was such 
a big part of her early career, gives her pause. When she finally 
hears from Tom again, the two of them fall into a heady and 
intoxicating relationship. But Jane starts to wonder how much 
she really knows about Tom and whether the figurative ghosts 
of his ex-girlfriends might haunt his home and his heart. She 
also wonders if she can ever separate herself from her hit song 
of 10 years ago and the man who was behind it. Hoffs writes 
with a snappy wit that recalls rom-com favorites like Bridget 
Jones’s Diary. There are the expected musical references (each 
chapter begins with a song title, and Jane and Tom bond over 
their favorite music), but there are many literature references, 
too—most notably to Jane Eyre and Rebecca.

A fun read that’s perfect for lovers of pop music, classic 
books, and romantic comedies.

AT THE HOUR BETWEEN 
DOG AND WOLF 
Ison, Tara
Ig Publishing (298 pp.)
$17.95 paper  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9781632461452  

A Jewish girl comes of age in Vichy 
France, relentlessly deformed by the 
spiritual rot of her era.

“My name is Marie-Jeanne Chantier, 
and I am twelve years old. My parents 

named me for the Blessed Virgin, and also for Saint Jeanne 
d’Arc, the young girl who had short hair and saved France from 
hostile foreign invaders a long time ago....Maman and Papa died 
last year in a tragic car accident outside Paris, bringing toys to 
poor orphans at the convent. Now I live here in the country in 
La Perrine, with tante Berthe, tonton Claude, and cousin Luc, 
who were very kind to take me in with good Christian charity 
and give me such a wonderful home.” So says a “stupid assign-
ment” written for school by a clever Parisian preteen actually 
named Danielle Marton. In fact, Danielle’s Jewish mother has 
smuggled her to the countryside to masquerade as the niece of 
former family servants while she herself faces the jaws of the 
wolf—which have already snapped shut on her husband, Dani-
elle’s beloved Papa. Though in many obvious ways this third 
novel is a departure from Ison’s previous work, including Ball 
(2015), a collection of contemporary gothic horror stories, on 
closer examination this is a horror story: The newly minted 
Marie-Jeanne seems to cathect the evil around her until she 
has completely forgotten who she is, what she cares about, 
whom she loves. Ison is unflinching in her depiction of the self-
inflicted corruption that replaces the character’s moral core 
with a twisted version of Christianity, brilliantly illustrating the 

“A Jewish girl comes of age in Vichy France, relentlessly 
deformed by the spiritual rot of her era.”

at the hour between dog and wolf
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epigraph from Solzhenitsyn: “To do evil, a human being must 
first of all believe that what he’s doing is good.” Most abhorrent 
are the trajectories of Marie-Jeanne’s friendship with her peers—
Genevieve, another Jewish girl in hiding, and her “cousin” Luc, 
who undergoes a transformation diametrically opposed to hers.

Free of sentiment but not without hope of redemption, 
this is a suspenseful and chilling story.

YOU KNOW HER
Jennett, Meagan
MCD/Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(368 pp.) 
$28.00  |  April 4, 2023
978-0-374-60709-8  

A subversive serial-killer tale that 
dives headfirst into a furious mind.

Sophie Braam bartends in small-town 
Virginia, bearing witness to awful behavior 

from her male patrons and co-workers, whom she likens to insects: 
“A thousand licking tongues laid their voices like eggs in the soft 
places of me, hatching with every slippery compliment drifting 
down my thigh…an entire universe of mites writhing, making a 
home, under my skin.” One night, Mark Dixon—a wealthy friend 
of the restaurant owner—arrives while Sophie is closing, needles 
her with his drunken entitlement, and sexually assaults her. Sophie 
snaps and strangles Mark in self-defense. These opening chapters 
build tension masterfully. Jennett plays with our sympathies by 
rooting us in Sophie’s point of view, demonstrating how her mur-
derous impulses are rooted in relatable and well-articulated rage 
against misogynistic violence. Sophie explains: “A witch in the 
woods is not born overnight; we are grown.” Meanwhile, Nora 
Martin, a biracial police officer investigating Mark’s murder, is 
haunted by the “haints” of female murder victims. This teases an 
intriguing premise that never fully actualizes, wherein the detec-
tive on the killer’s trail understands and even sympathizes with 
the killer, à la Will Graham from Thomas Harris’ Hannibal series. 
(Sophie possesses shades of Hannibal Lecter’s artful hubris and 
anatomical knowledge, combined with the sociopathy of Lou 
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Ford from Jim Thompson’s The Killer Inside Me.) Sophie’s lacerat-
ing insights about patriarchy are woven into tangled screeds whose 
ultimate point is that “all men are the same,” a position that goes 
relatively unchallenged. The deliriously vengeful narration com-
pels the reader to continue but is bloated with so much grotesquely 
beautiful imagery and metaphor that the language often impedes 
narrative momentum.

A fascinating debut crime novel that is more despairing 
than satisfying.

THE LAUGHTER 
Jha, Sonora
HarperVia (320 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Feb. 14, 2023
978-0-06-324025-4  

Jha’s new novel examines the politi-
cal culture of a college in Seattle.

On the eve of the 2016 presiden-
tial election, Oliver Harding, an aging 
White professor of literature, laughs at 
Trump supporters and feels assured of 

Clinton’s coming victory, like liberals all over the country. But 
when he begins to develop an infatuation with Ruhaba Khan, 
a younger Pakistani colleague, he starts to become embroiled 
in an apparently shady drama surrounding Ruhaba’s teenage 
nephew, Adil Alam, who’s come to stay with her from his home 
in France. As Oliver grows closer to Ruhaba, campus politics 
begin to escalate, and these rumblings throw his position into 
question, his instincts beginning to belie his sense of himself 
as a liberal, accepting person. Told in a chronology that alter-
nates between a present tense in the aftermath of some awful 
event (the details of which are as yet unclear) and flashbacks to 
the weeks leading up to that event, the narrative pulses with a 
sense of growing unease and inevitable tragedy that perfectly 
reflects its historical moment. This pacing is very careful, and 
suspense builds gradually. Oliver’s sheer lack of self-awareness 
makes for many a comic moment, particularly juxtaposed as 
it is with his academic grandiosity, although this precise pair-
ing can make him a difficult narrator to spend time with—and 
indeed, as the novel progresses, he grows more despicable. Yet 
the overall result is a novel that is both enjoyable and thought-
provoking. Jha impressively avoids the trap of preachiness and 
moralizing that stories of identity politics on campus tend to 
fall into; rather, hers is a subtle and nuanced look at the sub-
ject. The novel plants seeds that turn out to be red herrings, 
building layer upon layer of assumptions—about campus cul-
ture, identity politics, religion, East versus West, racism, and 
terrorism. These assumptions are subverted and inverted, 
reminding us that, despite what some campus iconoclasts or 
national political figures might want us to believe, these mat-
ters are not usually black and white.

A powerful and darkly funny campus novel with an unex-
pected narrative perspective.
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“A powerful and darkly funny campus novel with 
an unexpected narrative perspective.”

the laughter
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF 
LIVING FOREVER
Kalfař, Jaroslav
Little, Brown (320 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  March 28, 2023
978-0-316-46318-8  

Kalfař, who moved to the United 
States from the Czech Republic when 
he was 15, incorporates both countries 
in this dystopian story about a Czech 
woman whose search for her long-lost 

daughter in 2029 America quickly becomes a techno-mystery 
about life beyond physical death.

Learning she has a fatal disease, Adéla Slavíková procures 
a 10-day visa to America to find Tereza, the daughter she gave 
up for adoption as an infant. Unfortunately, America—now 
ruled by former Republicans who have formed the Reclama-
tion Party under an unnamed former Florida governor’s lead-
ership—now exemplifies a world that, having been buffeted 

by natural and political disasters, has deteriorated into “global 
fascism.” Tereza works for VITA, a bioengineering corporation 
run by twin masterminds (a fictional double whammy of Elon 
Musk). Adéla does locate Tereza, and they spend one joyous day 
together. But that night Adéla dies in her hotel room, at least 
physically. Unbodied, she continues to narrate her attempt to 
adjust to what she assumes is death. She lacks sensations, like 
smell, but she can mentally travel at will. So her consciousness 
veers between observing her current situation and reliving the 
late 1980s, when she came to the U.S. for the first time with 
high hopes for a better life. When her ambitions and love life 
faltered, she returned to Czechoslovakia pregnant—and now 
she is drawn yet resistant to nostalgia over the romantic but 
ultimately disappointing American interlude. Meanwhile, she 
observes as her Czech son, Roman, who’s struggling with his 
own demons, joins forces with Tereza to search for their moth-
er’s now-missing body. Their dangerous trek into a world where 
greed and tribal loyalty trump ethics carries them to VITA’s 
secret facilities in climate-ravaged Florida, where things get 
too weird to explain. Kalfař brings his characters to life with 
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almost formal eloquence. Although he tends to overstate and 
repeat his moral condemnations, he makes the potential power 
of technology and artificial intelligence a frightening prospect.

Both scary science fiction and a bleak nightmare about the 
end of democracy.

YOU SHOULD HAVE KNOWN
Keller, Rebecca
Crooked Lane (320 pp.) 
$29.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781639102600  

Old age, they say, is not for the faint 
of heart. Or, evidently, as Keller’s first 
novel indicates, for moral innocents, 
either.

Succumbing at last to the pleas of 
her son, Charlie, and her daughter Iris, 

widowed nurse Francine Greene agrees to put her Chicago-area 

condo up for sale and move to an apartment in the Ridgewood 
Assisted Living Center. She’s slow to adjust to her new setting 
because she’s been all alone since her husband died six years 
ago and she’s not all that invested in being happy. But Ridge-
wood is well appointed, with helpful staffers, and eventually 
Frannie responds to the overtures of Katherine Kearney, whose 
air of entitlement seems a small price to pay for her friendship. 
That all changes when Frannie recognizes Katherine’s husband, 
Nathaniel, as the judge who presided over the trial of Roger 
Stinson, the drunk driver who killed Iris’ daughter Bethany four 
years ago—the judge who let him off with a slap on the wrist 
that Frannie is certain was bought and paid for by an offender 
who’d already escaped punishment for an earlier accident. 
Recoiling from the Kearneys, she becomes consumed with fan-
tasies of revenge and, in a fateful moment, yields to their temp-
tation. Keller, who’s managed every step of Frannie’s journey to 
this point with lacerating precision, shows the high cost of her 
whim but allows the tension to slowly drain out of her story’s 
second half till Frannie’s deeply anticlimactic confession: “I had 
to spend significant time and energy and worry and ingenuity cleaning 
up various messes I’d made.”

Assisted living facilities at their calmest can tap into some 
pretty deep fears. So this half a loaf may be better than one.

BIOGRAPHY OF X 
Lacey, Catherine
Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(416 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 21, 2023
978-0-374-60617-6  

A widow sets out to uncover the 
truth about her late wife, a mercurial art-
ist who adopted many personas, in this 
audacious intellectual history of an alter-
nate America.

C.M. Lucca is a former crime reporter who resents the inac-
curacies printed in the only biography of her wife, X, a famous 
performance artist who has recently died. Determined to cor-
rect the record, C.M. begins reporting on her wife’s mysterious 
origins and career as a shape-shifting provocateur. “When she 
died, all I knew about X’s distant past was that she’d arrived in 
New York in 1972. She never told me her birthdate or birthplace, 
and she never adequately explained why these things were kept 
secret,” C.M. explains. Was X really born in the Southern Ter-
ritory, a theocratic dictatorship separated from the Northern 
Territory for 50 years by a wall? If so, how did she escape? And 
how did her childhood shape the artist she was to become? 
C.M.’s reporting trips put her face to face with former spouses, 
lovers, revolutionaries, terrorists, friends, and hangers-on, but 
a clear picture of X remains elusive. Instead, Lacey creates a 
portrait of a biographer haunted by grief, struggling to untangle 
love from abjection, fiction from reality, art from life. “At first 
I had rules for researching X’s life and I followed them...I have 
broken every rule I ever set for myself,” C.M. mourns midway 
through the biography. “And now I am busy, so busy, day and 

“Breathtaking in its scope and rigor, this unforgettable
novel pushes contemporary fiction to dizzying heights.”

biography of x
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night, ruining my life.” Throughout C.M.’s manuscript, Lacey 
includes footnotes and citations from imagined articles by real 
contemporary writers whose names readers well versed in cul-
tural criticism will recognize. The effect is pleasurable and dis-
orienting, like reading a book in a dream or surfacing a memory 
that’s gone fuzzy around the edges. As C.M. circles closer to 
the truth about X, her memories about X’s violent tendencies 
become clearer and sharper. “I did not know her, and I do not 
know who she was,” C.M. admits at last. “I do not know any-
thing of that woman, though I did love her—on that point I 
refuse to concede—and it was a maddening love and it was a 
ruthless love and it refuses to be contained.”

Breathtaking in its scope and rigor, this unforgettable 
novel pushes contemporary fiction to dizzying heights. A 
triumph.

CALLING UKRAINE 
Lichtman, Johannes
Marysue Rucci Books/Scribner 
(240 pp.) 
$26.00  |  April 11, 2023
9781982156817  

A stylish and often surprising Amer-
ican-expatriate novel for the not-quite–
post-colonial age—and a portrait of 
Ukraine in the run-up to Russia’s 2022 
assault.

It’s 2018. John Turner, just turned 30, has suffered both a 
romantic breakup and the death of his father. A college friend 
calls with a ridiculous-sounding opportunity: Might he move to 
western Ukraine to train call-center reps in idiomatic American 
English? Despite having no contacts and no experience with 
either the Ukrainian or the Russian languages, John takes the 
plunge. He foresees a chance to rebuild himself, part monastic 
retreat, part grand adventure. It turns out that the reps most 
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need a crash course in chipper American small talk, which they 
find baffling, and the effort to provide this brings John closer 
to them; despite his determination not to succumb to morally 
dubious cliché, he struggles against a crush on one, Natalia, and 
befriends another, with whom he trains in boxing. John’s effort 
also provides Lichtman an opportunity to reflect on cultural 
differences, on the twilight of the so-called American Age... 
and on the damage peculiar to the representative of empire 
who is sheepish, guilty, exquisitely sensitive, and determined to 
make everyone agree that he has no imperial intent. Perhaps 
most impressive is Lichtman’s high-wire act of tone. In the 
book’s first half, John is largely an earnest goof, well meaning 
and bewildered. But when a comic figure like that is set down 
in a country inured to tragedy—and as the undeclared Rus-
sian war worsens and a comic actor is elected to the Ukrainian 
presidency—it becomes clear that John’s misunderstandings 
and awkwardnesses, his accidents of language (when he panics, 
he tends to blurt out a phrase that means “have sex with me”), 
can’t stay mere fish-out-of-water humor. In places like Ukraine, 
comedy is backed with consequence. John keeps overhearing 

neighbors fighting—a suffering woman, her brutal spouse—and 
can’t decide what to do. Call the police? Intervene himself? Can 
domestic violence be a cultural difference? 

A sometimes rollicking, sometimes tragedy-tinged novel 
about a not-so-innocent abroad.

JUST ONE MORE
Lyon, Annette
Scarlet (312 pp.) 
$26.95  |  March 21, 2023
9781613163757  

A librarian’s closest friend turns 
sleuth to find her killer.

Single mother Becca Kalos has been 
babysitting Jenn Banks’ 5-month-old 
daughter while Jenn packs for a getaway 
vacation. Concerned when Jenn fails to 

pick Ivy up on time, Becca drives to her friend’s house and finds 
Jenn’s corpse in the bathtub. A series of flashbacks from Jenn’s 
perspective begin 17 months earlier, as her new surprise tattoo 
gets a less-than-enthusiastic reaction from Rick, her lawyer hus-
band. When Jenn suspects that she’s pregnant, she’s devastated to 
learn that Rick doesn’t want children. These flashbacks, moving 
progressively forward in time, are counterpointed by Becca’s griev-
ing and searching for answers. Once accidental death is ruled out, 
Becca determines to “find the monster” who did this and make 
him pay. The transparency and straightforward structure of the 
prolific Lyon’s first thriller are key to its potency. Two intimate first-
person narratives run on parallel tracks, and suspense is added drop 
by drop against a backdrop of female bonding and contemporary 
women’s issues arising mainly from marital turbulence and work-
life balance. Becca’s obsession with finding Jenn’s killer disrupts 
her home life with twins Maggie and Davis and puts a strain on 
her job with an ad agency. The reader receives pieces of the puzzle 
along with Becca, while Jenn’s revelations keep recasting these dis-
coveries in a different light. Rick is clearly not an admirable guy, 
but could he have murdered his wife? Lyon provides a few wel-
come twists on the way to a satisfying finale.

Crisp, compelling, formulaic suspense executed with 
finesse.

TWO SHERPAS 
Martínez Daniell, Sebastián
Trans. by Jennifer Croft
Charco Press (150 pp.)
$9.99 paper  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9781913867423  

An Englishman’s unfortunate fall 
during a trek up Mount Everest cracks 
open a philosophical rift between his 
two guides.

“These people,” an older Sherpa 
mutters to his younger companion, when their employer, a 
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British climber, succumbs to brutal misfortune on Mount Ever-
est. These two derisive words serve as a catalyst for Argentine 
writer Martínez Daniell’s expansive, engrossing novel, which 
excavates the two Sherpas’ winding paths to arrive at that 
moment and plots their divergent futures while also surveying 
themes of colonialism, nationalism, history, science, philosophy, 
and drama. Martínez Daniell triangulates tension between the 
two guides but also situates them against the past and present 
encroachments of foreign climbers. The prose is a marvel of 
resonant metaphor, one steeped in Western canonical refer-
ences (itself a comment on cultural imperialism). As the young 
Sherpa prepares for a school production of Shakespeare’s Julius 
Caesar, his only spoken line, the first of the play, applies just as 
well to the tourist visitors his people must serve: “Hence! Home, 
you idle creatures, get you home!” At one point, Martínez Dani-
ell invokes Faust’s competing theories of the Earth’s evolution, 
positing the older Sherpa as a vulcanist and the younger as a nep-
tunist (he considers a career in naval engineering, after all). Few 
novelists (and their translators!) can so seamlessly zoom in on 
the nape of a father’s neck (the younger Sherpa’s only memory 

of his father) and widen the aperture to consider lichen (that 
“two-faced Janus of the botanical order”) stranded in outer space.

An ambitiously inventive, profoundly intelligent trek 
through highly personal experiences of lingering imperialism.

WALKING PRACTICE 
Min, Dolki
Trans. by Victoria Caudle
HarperVia (176 pp.) 
$25.99  |  March 14, 2023
9780063258617  

An alien arrives on Earth, hungry for 
love.

The narrator of Min’s dark satire, 
first published in South Korea in 2017, is 
a shape-shifting alien who crash-landed 

here 15 years ago. In that time, it’s sampled all sorts of suste-
nance on our planet, but only human flesh truly satisfies. So it 
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uses dating apps (username: Hunting4luv) to quell its cravings 
for sex and sustenance. It’s hard work, morphing into attrac-
tive male or female forms—Earth’s gravity keeps threatening to 
make its body “puff up like bread in an oven.” And sometimes 
its prey proves elusive, refusing to sit still to have their heads 
bitten off, their blood sucked completely. But it’s all worth it: “If 
you throw the heart, lungs, entrails, and other organs together 
and boil them in a pot, it’s a killer stew,” it winkingly notes. It’s 
easy to identify Min’s real-world targets: online dating, body 
image, gender identity, and the literal alienation of everyday 
life. But Min’s version of a fish out of water is still entertain-
ing and surprising. That’s partly because the alien offers an 
extreme outsider take on courtship and gender rituals. (“To act 
the part of a woman, you’ve got to memorize a hefty script. Men 
should do the opposite. Just don’t act like a woman.”) Also, Min 
deploys a brand of sardonic humor—ably conveyed via Caudle’s 
translation—that would be a poor fit for a more realistic novel. 
(The book is also interspersed with abstract drawings by Min 
that seem to suggest the creature’s true, squishy form.) Despite 
its murderousness, the narrator is a remarkably sympathetic 

character. Its laments are ours, especially when we seek connec-
tion: “I am beholden to my body’s every demand. Dear reader, 
this is how I live.”

A slim, sui generis allegory on romance and its discontents.

THE NURSERY
Molnar, Szilvia
Pantheon (208 pp.) 
$26.00  |  March 21, 2023
978-0-59331-684-9  

An overwhelmed new mother vents.
The mood in this debut novel is 

claustrophobic, and no wonder, since the 
unnamed narrator refuses to leave her 
apartment, much to the chagrin of her 
supportive but increasingly concerned 

and frustrated husband, John. She won’t even go to the first two 
checkups for their daughter, Button—well, that’s not her real 
name, the woman informs us: “The baby I hold in my arms is a 
leech, let’s call her Button.” Molnar grittily conjures the exhaus-
tion and disorientation of the first weeks with a first child in a 
narration that voices furious resentment of Button’s insatiable 
demands and some scary thoughts about harming her. John’s 
cheerful acceptance of their new routine is easy for him, she 
bitterly muses; he gets to go to the office and sleep through the 
night while she gets up to nurse yet again. Miffo (the narrator’s 
name for her floundering postpartum self) lost her own mother 
as a girl and painfully feels the lack of a maternal role model; 
John and well-meaning friends try to help, but she pushes them 
all away, becalmed in severe depression. Only an elderly upstairs 
neighbor, who initially knocks on her door to complain about 
the baby crying, becomes an odd sort of confidant, and then 
dies. Wistful memories of time with John “before” and of her 
work as a translator, when “I could choose between this word or 
that [and] linger in silence,” will strike a chord with anyone who 
remembers the difficult adjustment to life ruled by someone 
else’s needs, but Miffo seems never to experience the moments 
of joy that, for most new parents, at least occasionally alleviate 
the equally powerful exhaustion, anger, and sorrow. She strikes 
one dreary note throughout, and by the time she finally emerges 
from her depression and steps outdoors, readers may well be 
very tired of her.

Commendably honest but not compelling fiction.
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HOMESTEAD
Moustakis, Melinda
Flatiron Books (272 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9781250845559  

Think you’ve put in your time with 
emotionally unavailable men? Try mak-
ing a marriage in the Alaskan wilderness 
with Lawrence Beringer.

Homesteading in Alaska in the 1950s 
isn’t for the faint of heart. To secure a deed 

to the 150 acres outside Anchorage where he’s staked his claim, 
Lawrence must build a cabin and successfully cultivate the land—
no small task given the territory’s bitter winters, the dense forest 
to be cleared, and the bears and wolves always happy to remind 
him he’s on their turf. Lawrence is a determined loner who dreams 
of a better life than his parents had back in Minnesota, and he hits 
the jackpot when Marie Kubala, attracted by the cut of his jaw and 
the prospect of those 150 acres, agrees to become his wife. They’re 

ready for a challenge, but neither realizes the work of knowing 
each other and forging a marriage will prove even more daunting 
than taming their bit of the great outdoors. Moustakis excels at 
conjuring place: You can feel the wind, taste the homemade cherry 
wine that fuels the couple’s labors, and sense the chill loneliness 
that is their isolated lives, even with frequent visits from Marie’s 
sister, Sheila, and her husband, Sly, who live in town. Lawrence’s 
struggles with intimacy are finely rendered as well, though the rea-
son for them has a whiff of cliché: Hiding trauma and survivor’s 
guilt from his service in the Korean War, he resists Marie’s urging 
to open up. (He’s the kind of guy for whom “Wood won’t chop 
itself” counts as conversation.) The birth of their daughter com-
plicates Marie’s relationship with Sheila, who longs for a child but 
has had no luck, and brings Marie and Lawrence closer while also 
testing them. A grizzly might get you on your way to the lake, but 
months with a colicky baby will make that walk seem well worth 
it. Nuanced and suffused with poetry, Moustakis’ novel paints an 
indelible portrait of a couple finding their way in the wilderness.

An atmospheric debut about the savagery of nature, learn-
ing to trust, and the wilds that exist within all of us.
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“An atmospheric debut about the savagery of nature, learning
to trust, and the wilds that exist within all of us.”

homestead
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BLIND SPOTS
Mullen, Thomas
Minotaur (320 pp.) 
$27.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781250842749  

In the high-tech future, murder is 
murky.

Seven years after a cataclysmic global 
event known as The Blinding, people are 
able to see only with the aid of vidders, 
metal discs implanted in their temples. 

Vidders have helped restore societal order, but organized crime 
is still a huge challenge for law enforcement. Partners Mark 
Owens and Safiya Khouri, along with the abrasive man-moun-
tain Peterson, a third cop, find themselves in the run-down 
River District, where a tense situation and a malfunctioning 
vidder lead to a questionable shooting by Owens. He’s dressed 
down by crusty Capt. Carlyle, who runs the Major Crimes unit. 
On the homefront, Owens’ lover, Amira Quigley, who’s also a 
fellow cop, wants to move in with him. Stress and the specter 
of his ex Jeanie, a painter whose artwork still adorns the walls of 
Owens’ apartment, make him waffle. All the while, a Truth Com-
mission instituted by the new president is laying out complex 
procedures and investigating recent activities of government 
employees, including Owens. The opening chapters are heavy 
with exposition, but Mullen’s crisp character delineation pays 
off as the plot unfolds. He rights the narrative ship with a com-
plex puzzle: the murder of Dr. Jensen, a researcher at Bio-Lux 
Technologies, by a blurry figure much like one Owens encoun-
tered on the waterfront. More murders follow. Grounded in the 
set pieces of police procedurals, this is both a whodunit and a 
cautionary tale about technology and government authoritari-
anism run amok.

A lively, offbeat mystery with a thought-provoking premise.

WHILE IT LASTS
Nadelson, Scott
Columbus State University Press 
(272 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  March 15, 2023
9798218043339  

This collection of 17 stories covers 
life across contemporary America and 
historic Europe, with an eye toward has-
beens and yet-to-be’s.

Mark Rothko, who “has yet to pick 
up a brush or touch paint to canvas,” weeps after he catches a 
similarly young Clark Gable seducing their acting teacher in 
Portland, Oregon. A lightly fictionalized Arnold Schoenberg 
begins to compose the music that will make him famous, while 
his wife carries out an affair with a younger painter. Meanwhile, 
the 19th-century English boxer Daniel Mendoza and a lightly 
fictionalized version of “American primitive” guitar player John 
Fahey seek a past-their-prime payday. All of these events are 

true, more or less, but in imagining obscure incidents from the 
lives of well-known, largely Jewish people, Nadelson doesn’t 
add to our understanding of these figures. Rather, the stories 
hope to borrow their subjects’ gravity without offering much 
in return. Stronger are Nadelson’s more contemporary stories, 
largely set in Portland or northern New Jersey. In one of the 
best, “Loyalists,” a teenager obsessed with British culture (his 
love for Quadrophenia has led him backward into King George 
III apologetics) causes some property damage with the help of 
a Revolutionary War–era bayonet. In another, a college drop-
out earns some extra income digitally editing soft-core pornog-
raphy and receives a lesson in desire. Throughout, Nadelson’s 
prose teeters between simplicity and cliché. Two separate 
middle-aged men are both described using the phrase “balding 
and paunchy,” one example of Nadelson’s habit of telling-not-
showing via bromides. The prose has a flattening effect: Read-
ers won’t struggle with these stories, but a lack of depth means 
they also won’t be engaged by the strongest of them.

A workmanlike volume that congregates interesting char-
acters and then doesn’t do much with them.

48 CLUES INTO THE 
DISAPPEARANCE OF MY 
SISTER
Oates, Joyce Carol
Mysterious Press (288 pp.) 
$26.95  |  March 14, 2023
9781613163818  

An ugly duckling’s ruminations on 
her swanlike older sister’s disappearance 
unleash a flurry of emotional responses 
but no resolution.

The last time Georgene Fulmer saw her sister, at 7:20 the 
morning of April 11, 1991, she didn’t even see her directly but 
rather doubly reflected in a pair of mirrors. Wherever Margue-
rite Fulmer went when she left their house in Aurora-on-Cayuga, 
New York, it wasn’t to Aurora College, where she taught sculpt-
ing and served as a junior artist in residence, and by evening, 
her father, stockbroker Milton Fulmer, persuaded the police to 
label her a missing person. Their investigation predictably goes 
nowhere, and the inquiries of Leo Drummard, the private eye 
Milton hires, add nothing but some expensive hotel bills. In the 
meantime, Georgene, who privately gloats that “I know what 
I know, that none of you will ever know,” has years to reflect on 
her complicated relation to the sister who sailed through col-
lege and landed several prestigious fellowships while Georgene 
languished as a postal clerk. Or maybe it wasn’t so complicated: 

“I hated her and would never forgive her.” Did Marguerite run 
off to avoid the unwanted attentions of stolid research biolo-
gist Walter Lang? Did she fall victim to the Wolf ’s Head Lake 
Killer, who confesses to murdering a dozen area women? Or 
was she killed by her own sister, as one especially hallucinatory 
section suggests? Whatever her fate, she seems likely to live on 
only in the shockingly explicit paintings of Elke, ne Howard 
Strucht, the preening senior artist in residence who brought 
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her to Aurora, and in Georgene’s troubled, essayistic reflections 
within reflections.

A kaleidoscopic portrait of an unforgettable woman whose 
memory everyone honors only by distorting it.

SUGAR & OTHER STORIES
San, Joy
Silver Sprocket Publishing (160 pp.) 
$21.99  |  Feb. 22, 2023
9798886200119  

Illustrator San’s debut graphic novel 
is a collection of short stories loosely 
connected by their sense of the uncanny 
and macabre, full of monsters both lit-

eral and psychosocial.
The topics in these seven stories range from a college stu-

dent’s friendship with a soul-harvesting demon to a grotesque 
ritual to make a more beautiful smile, a woman’s obsession 

with squeezing into confined spaces, the catharsis of murder-
ing one’s disappointing spouse in a dream, and one man’s eerie 
search for the end of his unnaturally long shadow. San’s art is 
clean and confident and deftly captures a story’s essential beats, 
whether that’s a character’s growing anxiety or the return 
of a meaty hell spawn whose face is a ring of needlelike teeth. 
Many of the stories eschew strong narrative arcs and definitive 
conclusions in favor of punchlines and/or arresting images. A 
notable exception is “To All the Witches I’ve Loved Before,” 
in which a villager attempts to protect his local witches from 
an angry mob of his fellow citizens and ends up getting what’s 
coming to him. “Be Like Blood” similarly has a thesis its story 
supports, following a friendship pair of a “good” girl and a “bad” 
girl during a night out and wrestling with morality in a brutally 
amoral world. Taken as a whole, the book is a phantasmagoria 
of striking visuals and offbeat perspectives, full of promise for 
a developing talent.

Atmospheric and provocative.

“Atmospheric and provocative.”
sugar & other stories
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LOYALTY
Scottoline, Lisa
Putnam (432 pp.) 
$21.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-0-525-53980-3  

Scottoline turns again from the con-
temporary suspensers she does so well to 
historical fiction, this time chronicling 
the birth of the Mafia.

Five-year-old Dante is lured away 
from his mother during Palermo’s Fes-

tival of St. Rosalia in 1810 and imprisoned in the Ospizio di 
Santa Teresa. The asylum is so hellish that Dante has no idea 
he’s been shown mercy: Franco Fiorvanti, the ambitious lemon-
grove manager who arranged his kidnapping, had been ordered 
to have him killed. While local attorney Gaetano Catalano calls 
on his friends in the real-life Beati Paoli to organize a search 
for the boy as he languishes in the madhouse, Franco, who 
dreams of starting his own orchard by purchasing some of the 
land he works from wealthy Baron Zito, tirelessly schemes with 
and sometimes against his twin brother, Roberto, to amass the 
necessary resources to achieve his goals. The community he 
assembles dabbles in many crimes but gradually morphs into 
a well-oiled protection racket. Over the next 15 years, cheese 
maker Alfredo D’Antonio struggles to hide his identity as the 
last Jew in Sicily, and Mafalda Pancari, whose newborn daughter, 
Lucia, is stigmatized as an albino, abandons her husband and 
her fair-weather friends to raise the girl on her own. The pattern 
behind all these subplots is clear enough: examining the perils 
of both social isolation and social overinvesting of those who 
place their community above themselves and God. But the tale 
is so sprawling and filled with so many pop-up outrages and vio-
lent deaths that the mastermind behind the kidnapping doesn’t 
even make it onto the Cast of Characters.

Whatever you think, Scottoline’s been so successful that 
she’s certainly entitled to write more sagas like this one.

IN OTHER LIFETIMES ALL I’VE 
LOST COMES BACK TO ME
Sender, Courtney
West Virginia Univ. Press (208 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  March 1, 2023
9781952271786  

Intertwined tales of longing, regret, 
and the Holocaust.

This collection takes its title from 
the first story, in which a woman wishing 
that any one of the men who has left her 
would come back finds them all on her 

doorstep. When they tell her that she can have them all or she 
can remain alone, she sets them an impossible task. Suffused 
with a desperate desire for lives that might have been, this 
affecting fable sets the tone for the fiction to come. In “For 
Somebody So Scared,” a woman named Bridget remembers 

how the greatest love of her life, Kaye, made it inevitable that 
she would abandon her. In “From Somebody So Scared,” Kaye 
describes the moment when, after an absence lasting decades, 
Bridget returns. We see a similar device in “I Am Going To Lose 
Everything I Have Loved” and “To Lose Everything I Have 
Ever Loved,” both stream-of-consciousness stories narrated 
by a woman named Dinah. In the former, she presents herself 
as a familiar figure: the woman who doesn’t want to know that 
her married lover is never going to leave his wife. She is as self-
obsessed as she is obsessed with Samuel, and she radiates dam-
age. What makes her heartbreaking is that she is haunted. She’s 
haunted by her grandmother who survived the camps, and she 
also feels like the cousins who never had a chance to be born 
because of the Holocaust have a claim on her life and her body. 
In the sequel story, Dinah discovers that winning her lover for 
herself doesn’t mean that she can trust love. Although this is 
Sender’s first book, she’s no novice. She has an MFA from the 
Johns Hopkins Writing Seminars. She’s a Yaddo and McDow-
ell fellow. And she has published in such well-known journals 
as Kenyon Review and Prairie Schooner. There are stories here 
that feel immature—more like student exercises than finished 
works—but Sender’s willingness to explore primal hurts makes 
her fiction compelling.

A distinctive debut from a promising author.

ROMANTIC COMEDY
Sittenfeld, Curtis
Random House (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  April 4, 2023
9780399590948  

A budding romance with a famous 
singer forces a TV writer to grapple with 
her insecurities.

Sally Milz, a 36-year-old writer for 
the Saturday Night Live–esque show The 
Night Owls, believes that others see her 

as “a mild-mannered woman of average intelligence and attrac-
tiveness.” Shot down years ago after confessing her love to fel-
low TNO writer Elliot (who went on to marry a gorgeous pop 
star), Sally now keeps romantic prospects at arm’s length. At 
work, she channels her anger at sexist double standards into 
uproarious sketches like “The Danny Horst Rule,” a reference 
to a schlubby co-worker who, à la SNL’s Pete Davidson, is dat-
ing well above his station. (Per that rule, a less-than-stunning 
woman can’t pull off the same feat.) Enter this week’s host, 
Noah Brewster, a gorgeous singer/songwriter whom Sally ini-
tially views with skepticism but with whom she has undeniable 
chemistry—a fact that simultaneously delights and terrifies 
her and sends her running until two years later, when the pair 
reconnect during the Covid-19 shutdown. Sittenfeld has a gift 
for plumbing the neuroses of perceptive outsiders (“a spy or an 
anthropologist” is how Sally characterizes herself). But while 
in Sittenfeld’s first novel, Prep, Lee Fiora alternated between 
simmering resentment for her popular classmates and hope 
that they might embrace her, Sally is both resigned to her fate 
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and more likely to buck it. With an Austen-esque eye for social 
nuance, the author also deftly teases out the currencies of 
Sally’s world—physical attractiveness, talent, celebrity, youth—
and explores how these elements intersect with gender. The 
book falters somewhat in its quick resolution; given how many 
pages Sally spends pondering the oddity of her dating Noah, 
it’s disappointing that comparatively little time is devoted to 
exploring others’ reactions to their actual relationship. Overall, 
though, the work is a pleasure, balancing probing analysis with 
an absorbing narrative.

Romance artfully and entertainingly deconstructed.

BEYOND THAT, THE SEA
Spence-Ash, Laura
Celadon Books (368 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 21, 2023
9781250854377  

Domestic worlds collide when an 
11-year-old evacuated from England to 
the United States during World War II 
is absorbed into a new family, reconfigur-
ing both its equilibrium and her own.

Spence-Ash’s debut takes a multiper-
spective approach to one minor wartime decision that impacts 
multiple lives across time and place—from the 1940s to the 
1970s in London, Boston, and on a magical island off the coast 
of Maine. The last is where the Gregory family spends each 
summer, as Beatrix Thompson will learn to do too, during the 
five years, from 1940 to ’45, she spends with the Gregorys: par-
ents Ethan and Nancy, sons William and Gerald. Back in Blitz-
stricken London, her parents, Reginald and Millie, miss Bea 
intensely and argue about the wisdom of Reginald’s insistence 
on her departure. Reginald is a factory worker with “no money 
in savings at all,” while the Gregorys are “house-rich and dol-
lar poor,” Ethan employed as a teacher. The class divide is just 
one element to which Beatrix must adapt, but as the daughter 
Nancy always wanted and a treasured companion to both boys, 
her new role develops into a positive, enlarging experience for 
all parties in America. After the war and Beatrix’s return to Eng-
land, her relationship with the Gregorys begins to drift. And, 
with the novel’s decade-spanning timeline and episodic struc-
ture, so does Spence-Ash’s plot momentum. Postwar relation-
ships, children, and deaths occur, accompanied by glimpses of 
tenderness and connection, but there’s also a hollow restless-
ness to the narrative, compounded by the sketchiness of some 
characters, including a major one who disappears without much 
impact. It’s the women who emerge most vividly from this 
delicate yet porous story that eventually yields to a predictable 
conclusion.

A circuitous but sensitive novel from an author to watch.

STEALING
Verble, Margaret
Mariner Books (256 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9780063267053  

A young Cherokee girl in the 1950s 
American South narrates the events 
resulting in her placement in a residen-
tial school.

Karen “Kit” Crockett is just a girl, 
but she’s already experienced more loss 

than most. Her mother, who was Cherokee, died of tubercu-
losis, leaving Kit alone at the age of 6 with her White father. 
Shortly after, Kit’s Uncle Joe (her mother’s brother) is killed in 
a knife fight. It’s Joe’s loss and the vacancy of the home he lived 
in just down the rural road from Kit that lead to the first good 
thing in Kit’s life since her mother died. A woman in her late 20s 
moves into Joe’s cabin, and she and Kit strike up a friendship. 
Bella is not like anyone Kit’s met before. A divorcée, Bella lives 
alone but has multiple male friends who come and go. She is 
by turns effusive and anxious, though Kit is honored by Bella’s 
attention and sometimes clingy in her need of her company. 
But some locals’ dislike of Bella confuses Kit, and it isn’t until 
a shocking crime occurs that Kit can see the true costs of not 
fitting in—for her and Bella both. Kit is a loquacious narrator 
who weaves back and forth between the lead-up and aftermath 
of the crime and her present life at the residential school she 
was sent to. Her plucky tone can seem at odds with the dark 
tale, and though it’s perhaps true to the nature of a child story-
teller, it can be distracting when Kit repeats herself or meanders 
in the narrative. (She devotes a great deal of time to details of 
fishing expeditions, for example.) Nevertheless, Verble tells a 
memorable and sobering story about injustice, hypocrisy, and 
resilience.

Verble upholds her legacy of indelible Cherokee charac-
ters—and weaves a dynamic mystery, too.

HANG THE MOON 
Walls, Jeannette
Scribner (368 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 28, 2023
9781501117299  

Historical fiction concerning the 
intricate battles over succession within 
the family that controls a poor rural 
county in post–World War I Virginia.

Duke Kincaid owns most of Clai-
borne County, both financially and polit-

ically. A charming, ruthless autocrat, feared yet beloved, he has 
three acknowledged children by three different wives (not to 
mention unacknowledged offspring). Shortly after his fourth 
marriage, the Duke dies unexpectedly. Although pragmatic, 
street-smart middle child Sallie is his intellectual and emotional 
heir, the Duke leaves his estate to her emotionally oversensitive 
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“A rollicking soap opera that keeps the pages turning with a
surfeit of births, deaths, and surprising plot reveals.”

hang the moon
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half brother, Eddie, because he’s the only boy. Seventeen-year-
old Sallie is devoted to Eddie, who’s 13, but after he commits 
suicide she’s torn by conflicting loyalties to her weak but lov-
able stepmother; her father’s scheming but able sister; and her 
older half sister, Mary, who’s next in line to inherit the Kincaid 
empire but has not lived in Claiborne Country since her par-
ents divorced. Family intrigue plays out against the backdrop of 
1920s Claiborne County, where racism is a given, Prohibition is 
the law, and bootlegging is the main source of income for Blacks 
and Whites. Staunch prohibitionist Mary goes to war against 
the bootleggers using an enforcer who employs extreme vio-
lence. Sallie wants to support her sister but sympathizes with 
the bootleggers—her neighbors and tenants—and recognizes 
that the family’s finances depend on trading whiskey. Defining 
what is moral becomes complicated for Sallie. So does defining 
family. Tough and independent, Sallie refuses to let womanhood 
limit her ambitions as she earns the nickname Queen of the 
Kincaid Rumrunners. History buffs will enjoy the many hints 
Walls sprinkles to show that Tudor England is her novel’s tem-
plate (the Duke’s marriage to his brother’s widow; his banished 
daughter, Mary, and short-lived heir, Edward; the Kincaids’ 
counselor Cecil, etc.). Television buffs will smile at the Kincaids’ 
resemblance to the Roys of Succession.

A rollicking soap opera that keeps the pages turning with a 
surfeit of births, deaths, and surprising plot reveals.

SUNSET EMPIRE
Weiss, Josh
Grand Central Publishing (448 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 28, 2023
9781538719473  

In this sequel to Beat the Devils (2022), 
America is fast turning into a Nazi state 
under President Joseph McCarthy, pos-
ing more life-threatening challenges for 
LA private eye and Holocaust survivor 
Morris Baker.

The year is 1959. It’s open warfare on Jews, and Gestapo-
outfitted “Hueys” (agents of the House Un-American Activi-
ties Committee) are rounding up Asians following a mysterious 
department store bombing by a Korean American. Baker, for-
merly of the LAPD, has been hired to find Henry Kissinger, a 
little-known policy adviser to Vice President Richard Nixon. 
(Nixon, meanwhile, is hatching a secret plot to sell nuclear 
warheads to Japan.) Kissinger’s disappearance is somehow 
tied to the murder of Baker’s one-time actress girlfriend Eliza-
beth Short (not the Black Dahlia, just as the novel’s Joel Cairo 
is not the Maltese Falcon character). Hooked on phenobarbital 
to cope with lung cancer—a result of radiation experiments he 
was subjected to in a concentration camp—Baker is prone to 
painful blackouts. And when he’s conscious, he gets beat up and 
strung up. The book is stuffed with fanciful sidelights: Sidney 
Lumet and Darryl Zanuck working as porn directors; conspir-
acy theorists claiming the Nazis were actually extraterrestrials. 
As a practicing Jew—and a guilt-ridden one to boot—Baker is 

a rarity in crime fiction. But it’s difficult to accept him as both 
“schnapps-swilling schlimazel” and fearless hero—one who sin-
gle-handedly thwarts a plot by former Nazi scientists to bomb 
Los Angeles. And though the novel is a darker, more serious 
effort than its overly flippant predecessor, it goes off in more 
directions than it can handle.

A clever but less-than-cohesive addition to the annals of 
speculative fiction.

THE FAKE 
Whittall, Zoe
Random House (208 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 21, 2023
9781524799441  

A beautiful young woman swindles 
two vulnerable strangers.

After the recent death of her wife, 
Shelby has been unable to push past her 
grief. She finally forces herself to visit a 
support group, but as she takes her seat 

at the meeting, she quickly decides it was a mistake. Then Cam-
mie walks in. She’s young, gorgeous, and complicated. Most of 
all, she seems newly down on her luck, like she needs a caretaker. 
Suddenly, Shelby feels like she has a purpose in life again. She 
takes Cammie into her home, loaning her clothing and money, 
buying her food, and, best of all, rediscovering her own joy by 
tending to someone else’s needs. Meanwhile, Gibson, a recently 
divorced middle-aged man who’s been suffering from depres-
sion and loneliness, meets Cammie one night in a bar. When she 
comes on to him, he can’t believe his luck. In a blink, he’s having 
incredible sex for the first time in as long as he can remember. 
Not only that, he’s also enjoying deep, meaningful conversa-
tions with this vixen. It doesn’t feel like a big deal to him when 
he tells her she can crash at his place while she works out some 
temporary housing problems. As time unfolds, both Shelby and 
Gibson receive warnings from friends that Cammie seems like 
trouble, but they are too smitten to care. Everything changes 
when Shelby and Gibson meet each other. Told in the third 
person, the book alternates between Shelby’s and Gibson’s jour-
neys, tracing their experiences with Cammie and the ways in 
which this magnetic young woman changes each of their lives. 
Whittall does an excellent job of showing all that is appealing 
about Cammie while also revealing her duplicitousness. The 
novel raises the question of whether Cammie, even with her 
morally bereft antics, might still be a positive influence in the 
lives of the people she meets and deceives. The author also 
manages to draw quirky, memorable characters who are deeply 
flawed and still compelling. With accessible prose, insight into 
human nature, a slow build of suspense, and a fresh look at how 
we handle difficult events, Whittall has created a real winner.

The story of a con artist so good that even the reader will 
want to suspend disbelief.
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Y/N
Yi, Esther
Astra House (224 pp.) 
$26.00  |  March 21, 2023
978-1-662-60153-8  

K-pop and metafiction collide in this 
debut novel.

Yi’s first novel follows an unnamed 
narrator, a Korean American woman 
living in Berlin, who spends her days 
working as a copywriter and develops 

an obsession with a K-pop group. From its earliest pages, the 
novel employs pop music as a way to wrangle with art and lit-
erature on a grand scale. For instance, the narrator documents 
the band’s metatextual obsessions: “Like a civilization, the boys 
entered new eras, one for each album. In preparation for their 
current era, they’d pored over a Korean translation of Sophocles, 
troubled by Oedipus’s decision to blind himself.” And Yi also 
incorporates the different ways that fandom resonates through-
out popular culture. The book’s title is a reference to a type of 
fan fiction where the reader is asked to substitute their own 
name—“Y/N” stands for “your name”—throughout the story. 
At one point, the narrator describes fandom as a way of mea-
suring chronology: “Fans remembered details from their lives in 
arbitrary connection with the pack of boys. It was how we kept 
track of time.” When Moon, the narrator’s favorite member of 
the group and the figure at the root of her fan fiction, abruptly 
retires, it prompts her to travel to Seoul, where she revisits the 
area where her father grew up. Her experiences also prompt her 
to think about her relationship to the Korean language: “I had 
no Korean handwriting of my own, having grown up speaking 
the language but almost never writing in it.” Yi includes some 
of the narrator’s fan fiction alongside her journey, which takes 
on an increasingly archetypal quality as it reaches its conclusion 
and she encounters characters known as the Caregiver and the 
Music Professor. It’s a surreal quest that seems tailor-made for 
the present moment.

A heady, immersive journey into musical fandom and cul-
tural dislocation.

THE WOMAN BEYOND 
THE SEA
Yishai-Levi, Sarit
Trans. by Gilah Kahn-Hoffmann
Amazon Crossing (416 pp.) 
$12.49 paper  |  March 21, 2023
978-1-54203-755-6  

As a Jewish Israeli mother and 
daughter try to solve the mystery of their 
frayed relationship, they make discover-
ies that unlock older family secrets, too.

When her marriage to aspiring novelist Ari comes undone, 
so does Eliya. The abject misery she experiences prompts her to 
attempt to end her own life, but she’s thwarted at least in part 

by the efforts of Lily, her usually remote and critical mother. 
Eliya’s path back to mental health and a sense of belonging 
is, initially, taken under the guidance of gruff and plainspo-
ken psychiatrist Dr. Kaminsky. Part of Kaminsky’s tough-love 
approach to healing Eliya’s fractured psyche involves unravel-
ing the complicated and tortured relationship between her and 
her mother. Secretive, critical, and mercurial, Lily came of age 
during the emergence of the State of Israel and was raised in a 
convent orphanage and a boarding school. Lily’s sense of iso-
lation and deracination became even more pronounced after a 
family tragedy, and Eliya is frustrated in her attempts to reach a 
point of conversation with her. Burdened with an almost com-
plete lack of knowledge about her heritage and family of birth, 
Lily has succeeded in isolating herself almost completely from 
her in-laws and local community but, intriguingly, frequently 
seeks advice from a bishara, a Muslim fortuneteller. Yishai-Levi 
delivers a multilayered narrative of multiple generations suffer-
ing from loss and family destruction against the backdrops of 
pre–World War II Macedonia, British-managed Israel, and Yom 
Kippur War–era Tel Aviv. Translated from Hebrew by Kahn-
Hoffmann, the novel begins with a first-person narration by 
Eliya before transitioning to a broader point of view, focusing in 
turn on the travails of other family members before a cinematic 
resolution to the looming family mysteries.

Yishai-Levi’s characters demand empathy as well as atten-
tion from readers.

m y s t e r y

GREEN FOR DANGER 
Brand, Christianna
Poisoned Pen (288 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  April 4, 2023
9781728267661  

Murder stalks a wartime Kentish 
hospital in Brand’s masterpiece, a wel-
come reprint from 1944.

A year after postman Joseph Hig-
gins delivers letters from seven citizens 
accepting positions at Heron’s Park 

Military Hospital, an air raid leaves him with a broken leg, and 
he’s brought to the hospital, where all seven of the correspon-
dents are now working. Harley Street surgeon Gervase Eden, 
aging Maj. Moon, and Capt. Barnes are physicians; Jane Woods, 
Esther Sanson, Frederica Linley, and Sister Marion Bates are 
nurses. Even though Higgins’ injury is straightforward, he some-
how dies of asphyxia during his routine surgery. Summoned 
from Torrington, DI Cockrill disconcerts the staff by pointing 
out that since only seven people knew that Higgins had even 
been admitted to the hospital—the same seven whose letters 
he had delivered—his murderer must have been one of those 
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fandom and cultural dislocation.”
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seven, a pool of suspects that a second murder soon shrinks to 
six. Brand (1907-88) adroitly evokes the wartime atmosphere of 
the hospital: the stiff-upper-lip sangfroid, the black humor, the 
flirtations that blossom overnight into unlikely romance. Her 
leading characters, appealing on their own terms, double sur-
prisingly well as intermittently guilty-looking suspects. Most 
impressive of all is her equal attention to the mysteries of who 
killed Joseph Higgins, how they managed his murder, and why 
they wanted him dead in the first place. Even the savviest fans 
of golden-age puzzles should prepare to be hornswoggled.

Hands down one of the best formal detective stories ever 
written. It’s a treat to have it back in print.

WINED AND DIED IN 
NEW ORLEANS
Byron, Ellen
Berkley (288 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9780593437636  

Ricki James-Diaz gets another crack 
at sleuthing when a horde of the own-
er’s grasping relatives descends on New 
Orleans’ Bon Vee Culinary House Museum.

Pleased that Eugenia Charbonnet 
Felice, niece of Genevieve Charbonnet, 

the original Miss Vee, has allowed her to operate Miss Vee’s Vin-
tage Cookbook and Kitchenware Shop at Bon Vee, Ricki tries 
her best to show her gratitude to the grande dame by being a 
no-drama contractor. Too bad Eugenia’s family doesn’t treat her 
as well. Her cousins Hugo and Ralph have run Charbonnet’s, 
Bon Vee’s fine dining arm, almost into the ground with squab-
bling and mismanagement. And when handyman Mordant 
Adler offers her a lifeline by discovering a treasure trove of vin-
tage Madeira squirreled away in a cellar, Charbonnets suddenly 
appear from all over the map to claim a slice of what the rare 
find is expected to fetch at auction. Blessed Charbonnet Vande-
venter of the Texas Charbonnets flies in from Dallas. Gary 
Charbonnet Hodey, representing the Panhandle Charbonnets, 
drives over from Florida and pitches a tent on Bon Vee’s lawn. 
But it’s Jean-Louis Charbonnet, a distant French cousin, who 
causes the most grief, first by demanding not only part of the 
wine proceeds, but a piece of the late Genevieve’s fortune and 
then by getting himself killed on the Bon Vee grounds. Now 
Ricki must pivot from no-drama to no-stone-left-unturned as 
she seeks to save Eugenia from becoming the No. 1 suspect in 
Jean-Louis’ murder.

Plenty of suspects and plenty of fun in this wholesome 
Southern romp.

FOUR CHARMING SPELLS
Cahoon, Lynn
Kensington (288 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  March 28, 2023
9781496740786  

A kitchen witch may have even more 
powers than she thought.

Mia Malone runs Mia’s Morsels, a 
combination cooking school, dinner 
delivery, catering, and event planning 
establishment that keeps her and her 

nonwitchy friend Christina Adams busy and away from the 
doings of the local coven in Magic Springs, Idaho. Mia is cater-
ing a wake for the coven when she meets Mahogany Medford, 
whose mother recently and suspiciously died looking much 
older than her true age. Mia, who’s had prior experience solv-
ing crimes, agrees to check into the odd death for Mahogany, 
who’s getting no help from the police or the coven. It’s obvious 
that the coven is involved in the death but far from obvious if 
the guilty party is singular or plural. Mia and Christina live in a 
haunted school where some ghosts are causing problems that 
Mia hopes her powerful Grans can solve. The friends have both 
been dating witchy brothers ever since Mia broke her engage-
ment to Christina’s brother, Isaac. Business is good, and Mia is 
looking to hire additional help after she’s asked to plan a wed-
ding for a couple who want to get married at the school, where 
unfriendly ghosts could cause problems. Her new hire, Hailey, is 
an excellent worker, but there’s something a bit off about her—
still another problem for Mia to solve along with what to do 
about the possible loss of her most important catering venue.

A meager mystery is bolstered by the witchy crew’s adven-
tures in love and murder.

LEMON CURD KILLER
Childs, Laura
Berkley (320 pp.) 
$22.99  |  March 7, 2023
9780593200926  

A Charleston tea shop owner’s life 
continues to be steeped in murder.

Theodosia Browning, owner of the 
Indigo Tea Shop, doesn’t seek out trou-
ble, but it seems to find her. She and her 
colleagues are doing a lemon-themed tea 

at a local B&B featuring a rollout for Lemon Squeeze Couture, 
a project of Theodosia’s friend Delaine Dish’s sister, Nadine; 
both sisters are high-strung divas in the fashion world. When 
Theodosia finds Nadine dead in a bowl of lemon curd, she adds 
another investigation to a long list. Nadine, who was unpopular 
with the entire film and fashion crew, hadn’t been getting on 
with her partners lately, either, and she’d had a big fight that very 
day with film director Eddie Fox. Theodosia’s main man, homi-
cide detective Pete Riley, fails once again to get her to ignore 
the latest murder. Promising Nadine’s daughter that she’ll look 
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into the death, Theodosia sets out to learn more about the 
key players in the clothing business and figure out who might 
want Nadine dead. A trace of cocaine found near Nadine’s body, 
which certainly raises the stakes, may have something to do 
with a case Pete’s working. As Theodosia runs her popular shop 
while continuing her round of specialty tea parties, she tries 
to identify the motive for Nadine’s murder: bad luck or bad 
relationships?

The genteel environment of a high-end tea shop neatly 
entwines with murder, mayhem, and the obligatory recipes.

WITCH WAY OUT
Conte, Cate
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  March 28, 2023
9781496732712  

A fledgling witch with a family legacy 
has to solve a mystery. Then another one. 
And another.

Even though she’s something of a 
witch noob, Violet Mooney is powerful 
in ways she’s only starting to understand, 

because until recently she had no idea she was part of both the 
Ravenstar and Moonstone legacies. Suddenly, she’s searching for 
whomever’s “genied” a leprechaun named Mac Finnegan, and 
she’s almost as lost as series newcomers will be in a story that 
seems to start midway. Todd Langston, who Violet thought was 
her boyfriend, may have been in on a plot related to the miss-
ing Mac, fighting within witch dynasties, and maybe the sudden 
death of Grandma Abby, Violet’s closest confidante during the 
absence of Fiona, her recently returned mother. The lengthy 
exposition strains at the seams, particularly when an invitation 
to sell her crystals at the Spring Equinox Fair leads Violet into 
a second mystery, this time involving a murder. Given all the 
hubbub around pressures of ethical mining and Violet’s recent 
history concerning the availability of moldavite, she can’t help 
wondering whether the murder is related to natural resources 
or, as old storybooks say, it’s something more personal. Law-
yer Blake Alexander is surprisingly helpful in Violet’s quest for 
the truth, which is also a path to the more interesting story of 
where she came from. As Violet tries to unravel the ties that 
connect the worlds of mortals and magic, she can’t always tell 
who’s a real witch and who’s just a wannabe. With a character 
list this long, readers may feel the same.

This entry, which might read better in the context of the 
series, is tough to follow as a stand-alone.

REFLECTIONS OF DEVIANCE
Cross, A.J.
Severn House (240 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781448308002  

A criminologist faces down his own 
trauma as he helps police solve a months-
old murder.

DCI Bernard Watts is skeptical when 
his new boss asks him to look into the 
death of Marion Cane, a successful busi-

nesswoman who retired to the Midlands several years back and 
lived quietly until she died of heart failure at age 59. It doesn’t 
make sense that six months after Marion’s passing, an anony-
mous tipster would send a letter to the West Midlands Police 
suggesting that they look into what her physician certified as 
a death by natural causes. As Watts follows Superintendent 
John Heritage’s order, however, he finds that nothing about 
the Cane case makes sense. Descriptions of the late Marion 
Cane are all over the place. Her record in business casts her as 
strong and self-possessed. Colleagues describe her as kind and 
caring. Her sister thinks she’s selfish and hypersexual. And her 
doctor describes her as anxious and frightened. As his investiga-
tive team struggles to reconcile these pictures of the deceased, 
Watts is more pleased than not when his boss brings in Will 
Traynor, a criminology professor skilled in profiling both vic-
tims and criminals. Traynor is ambivalent about the assignment 
since he’s just learned that the body of his wife, Claire, who 
disappeared years ago, has finally been found. But he plunges 
forward, hoping that work will provide a welcome distraction 
from grief. As he builds a clearer picture of a sometimes steady, 
sometimes rocky victim, his own functioning becomes more 
fragile. In the end, he must race to put together all the pieces 
before he falls apart himself.

Cross builds tension while keeping a diverse cast of char-
acters sharp and sympathetic.

DARK QUEEN WARY
Doherty, Paul
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$30.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781448308644  

A dark, grisly tale of love, hate, trea-
son, and trickery.

The year 1472 finds Yorkist Edward 
IV in power after destroying the Lan-
castrian army at the battle of Barnet, 
where the Earl of Warwick was killed, 
leaving Henry Tudor, a possible heir to 

the throne, and his mother, Margaret Beaufort, in a precari-
ous position, subject to death at any moment. While her son 
is safe in France, Margaret is in London with her loyal per-
sonal clerk, Christopher Urswicke, and her steward, Reginald 
Bray, trying to avoid the machinations of the king’s followers, 
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including Christopher’s father, Sir Thomas Urswicke, Recorder 
of London and chief schemer in all efforts to keep Edward IV 
in power. No one may ever know what happened at Barnet, 
where it seems the Earl of Warwick’s personal bodyguards, the 
Five Wounds, may have betrayed him. Achitophel, a profes-
sional Judas, works both sides of many conflicts, taking on only 
the jobs he wants and successfully concealing his true identity. 
When the members of the Five Wounds start to die in brutal 
ways, Christopher’s father orders him to find the killer, who 
may be the mysterious Achitophel. Margaret is forced to house 
a young imposter the king insists is her son, who she suspects 
will be used in a plot to ruin her. All are ordered to remove to 
The Moor, the magnificent estate where the Five Wounds are 
already semiprisoners and the first murder has already taken 
place. Christopher must be even more clever than his hated 
father if he is to solve a series of murders and protect Margaret 
from a cascade of plots.

A very good mystery cleverly entwined with brutally real-
istic historic detail.

SCORCHED GRACE
Douaihy, Margot
Gillian Flynn/Zando (320 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Feb. 21, 2023
978-1-63893-024-2  

A nun with a wild past investigates 
crimes close to home.

Sister Holiday has a somewhat 
unusual background for a Catholic nun: 
former punk musician, lesbian with a 
chaotic romantic history, enthusiastic 

substance abuser, and survivor of family tragedy. But she’s been 
welcomed into the tiny order of the Sisters of the Sublime Blood 
(total members: four nuns) and is doing her best at “serving the 
impossible truth of queer piety” as a music teacher at a strug-
gling parochial school in New Orleans. Then someone sets a fire 
at the school that results in serious injuries to two students and 
the death of one of the school’s janitors. Sister Holiday is hor-
rified but also galvanized—she’s determined to solve the crime 
despite having no background in investigation. As the number 
of suspects multiplies, more fires and more deaths occur, and 
Sister Holiday’s mission becomes more urgent. All of this adds 
up to a promising premise, but it never gels. Sister Holiday is 
terrible at investigation, mishandling physical evidence and 
hiding it from the police, and quickly becomes a prime suspect 
herself. The plot often stalls, the tone veers from zany to noir 
to confessional, and seemingly important characters disappear 
without explanation. The book does little with its New Orleans 
setting except remind the reader every few pages that it’s hot 
and humid there, and that’s just one repetitious element in 
the prose. Sister Holiday can be an engaging narrator, but she 
deserves a better book.

The main character is intriguing, but she’s not enough to 
lift this muddled debut.

THE GIRL WITH THE 
DRAGONFRUIT TATTOO
Doyle, Carrie
Poisoned Pen (336 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Jan. 31, 2023
978-1-72823-239-3  

Rental agent Plum Lockhart tackles 
a shipboard killing.

Having helped the police on the 
Caribbean Island of Paraiso solve two 
murders, Plum turns her attention to 

more pressing matters: writing promotional copy for Las Frutas, 
a former sugar plantation that now boasts a collection of luxury 
villas managed in part by Plum Lockhart Luxury Retreats, and 
managing her burgeoning romance with Juan Kevin Muñoz, the 
development’s director of security. At least, that’s where she’d 
like to turn her attention. But Capt. Diaz, chief of the Paraiso 
police force, has other ideas. Diaz is charged with investigat-
ing the death of Lysette, a waitress on former rapper and cur-
rent talent manager Robert Campbell’s luxury yacht. Plum has 
a standing invitation to party with the beautiful people aboard 
Campbell’s yacht thanks to her old New York friend Ellen Katz 
and her husband, Joel, a Hollywood producer, who are both part 
of Campbell’s current entourage. While local police captains 
are typically leery of amateur sleuths who meddle in their mur-
ders, Diaz is only too glad to turf the whole case to Plum, who 
he thinks is just the right person to tackle the tycoons, buffoons, 
scammers, and divas in Campbell’s orbit. Though dubious 
about her chances of success, Plum is game since, as police chief, 
Diaz can make Juan Kevin’s job a lot easier—or a lot harder. But 
will she be able to solve the murder of someone who’s just a bit 
player in the glittering world of pop music?

Like a cruise ship, Doyle’s tale takes a leisurely pace that 
may frustrate readers who aren’t on vacation themselves.

IN FARM’S WAY
Flower, Amanda
Poisoned Pen (320 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Feb. 24, 2023
9781492699972  

Moving from Hollywood to a Michi-
gan farm involves a dutiful daughter in 
murder.

Shiloh Bellamy gave up a high-pow-
ered job to return to Cherry Glen to try 
to save the family farm. When she and 

her pug, Huckleberry, slide off an icy road, she’s rescued by wid-
owed firefighter Quinn Killian, her late fiance’s best friend. She 
begins to watch Quinn’s daughter, Hazel, several times a week, 
but her attraction to Hazel’s father is tempered by the past. Shi-
loh hopes to sell organic grain to an expanding local brewery 
that’s hosting a party to announce specialty beers, with the win-
ner of the best new beer contest awarded the brewmaster job. 
Her best friend, Kristy Brown, is so upset when her husband 

http://kirkus.com


|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   m y s t e r y   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 2 3   |   4 7

Kent’s brew doesn’t win that she wonders if the contest was 
fixed. Next morning, Shiloh takes her father to an ice fishing 
derby where Quinn and Hazel have saved a spot for him. Shiloh 
and Huckleberry are on the way to help Kristy at the Cherry 
Glenn booth when they discover the body of brewery owner 
Wallace Fields under the ice. Because Kent is a suspect, Shiloh 
feels she must investigate. And after all, county sheriff Milan 
Penbrook is much nicer to Shiloh than the local police chief, 
who didn’t appreciate her sticking her nose into murder cases 
on his turf. She discovers that Fields was far from a popular 
man; in fact, his own wife hardly appears upset over his death. 
Shiloh learns much about bird-watching and myriad enemies of 
the brewer, but she’s skating on thin ice with a determined killer.

An adorable pug and characters you can invest in enliven a 
very cherry-centric mystery.

THE DONUT LEGION
Lansdale, Joe R.
Mulholland Books/Little, Brown 
(304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 21, 2023
9780316540681  

Lansdale takes a break from his loopy 
tales of Hap and Leonard for an East 
Texas story that’s much, much weirder.

It begins straightforwardly enough: 
Charlie Garner’s ex-wife, Meg, drops 

in at his isolated home in the dead of night to ask his help in 
dealing with the death, possibly the murder, of her husband, 
Ethan Phillips. As a former cop and former PI, she argues 
he’s just the person to investigate. Charlie, who’s identified 
as a writer for a while now, is reluctant, but before he has to 
decide, Meg vanishes, along with the tracks her car must have 
left in his driveway. Baffled and troubled, Charlie turns to Felix 
Garner, the older brother who took over his detective agency 
even though it paid less well than practicing psychiatry, and 
together they decide to break into Meg and Ethan’s apartment, 
where the police duly arrest them. Rescued by Felix’s girlfriend, 
whip-smart attorney Cherry Shires, they soon find themselves 
seeking the truth about the Saucer People, a cabal of UFO fans 
whose numbers included Meg, and the Donut Legion, whose 
head Manager, a seriously bad dude called Cowboy, is best 
known for his companion, Mr. Biggs the chimpanzee. The trail 
to the truth is enlivened by Charlie’s fling with Amelia Moon, 
whose friends call her Scrappy, and littered with corpses, some 
shot, some stabbed, some stacked up in freezers. Despite dol-
lops of Lansdale’s trademark off-speed humor, the otherworldly 
aspects of the mystery are seriously muddled, and the whodunit, 
which might better be labeled a whathappened, is seriously 
disappointing.

Don’t worry: Lansdale will surely be back next year with 
something more welcomely earthbound.

A CRUEL LIGHT
MacMillan, Cyndi
Crooked Lane (288 pp.) 
$28.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781639103256  

A freelance art conservator is asked 
to restore the most chilling work imagin-
able in MacMillan’s debut.

Annora Garde has traveled the world 
restoring priceless artworks, but she 
can’t resist a call from her old sorority 

sister Lilith, who’s now the mayor of tiny Bliss River, Ontario. 
Workers converting an old Victorian house into a museum have 
discovered a mural inside that’s so badly damaged by moisture 
and mold that Annora can’t even tell whether it’s a daytime or 
nighttime scene. What’s really important, Lilith assures her, is 
that it may hold clues to the murder of Rosemary Green, the 
dead girl whom it depicts. Rosemary was killed in 1957, and her 
killer, if he’s still alive, must be in his 70s—a clue that narrows 
the suspect pool considerably. As she settles into a town that’s 
lived for many years in the shadow of its most famous citizen, 
late painter Kingsley Boyland, and begins to acknowledge her 
attraction to police Inspector Scott MacGowan, Annora, still 
haunted by the accident that killed her father and sisters long 
ago, methodically begins cleaning the mural and soon discov-
ers that Rosemary isn’t the only dead person whose image it 
contains. At the same time, a new outbreak of violence, includ-
ing an attempt on her own life, makes it abundantly clear that 
someone, whether or not it’s Rosemary’s killer, is intent on 
expanding the pool of victims, focusing particularly on mem-
bers of The Guiding Light Project, a group of artists to whom 
Kingsley Boyland may have taught more than brush strokes.

For readers who like more atmospheric menace than mys-
tery, more mystery than detection.

INTRIGUE IN ISTANBUL
Neubauer, Erica Ruth
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  March 28, 2023
9781496741158  

Neubauer moves further away from 
the retro whodunits of her franchise’s 
previous installments and closer to the 
hidden-treasure search beloved of inter-
war movie serials.

The long-awaited 1926 meeting 
between Redvers, a fiance with a mysterious past, and Jane 
Wunderly’s father is put on hold by the disappearance of Prof. 
Henry Wunderly, who’s left behind no forwarding address, a 
mountain of debt that’s coming due in a matter of weeks, and 
no message for his daughter. Has he been the victim of foul play? 
Probably not; instead, the best evidence is that he’s traveled to 
Turkey in quest of Suleiman the Magnificent’s heart, which was 
separated from the rest of the sultan’s body centuries ago and 
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is buried in an undisclosed location. Jane, frantic to mortgage 
back her father’s home before hungry creditors seize it, takes 
off in hot pursuit along with Redvers, their inquiries compli-
cated by the interference of Millie Stanley, Henry’s wealthy 
sister, and her fiance, Lord Edward Hughes, who’ve followed 
them to Istanbul; Maral Aslanyan, the restaurateur’s daughter 
who turns out to be Henry’s sweetheart; and singer Katerina 
Semenov, an exiled Russian aristocrat who’s one of a number of 
unexpected acquaintances Redvers has in Istanbul. Every time 
the lovers seem to be closing in on Henry, he turns out to have 
gone still further afield—though he does begin leaving behind 
notes asking Jane to quit looking for him and go home. The 
pace is leisurely, the structure episodic, the mystery slight. Fans 
of the series can trust their guesses about whether Jane catches 
up with her father and if Henry finds that noble heart.

Globe-trotting piffle.

THE NUMBERS
Pirog, Nick
Blackstone (350 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9781982673925  

A clever, funny prequel to the popu-
lar Thomas Prescott series, set in 2011.

Independently wealthy Prescott is 
a brilliant investigator. When his mav-
erick streak and quirky sense of humor 
get him bounced from the Seattle Police 
Department, he follows his beloved sis-

ter, Lacy, to Philadelphia, where she swims for Drexel and he 
consults with the city police. While hanging around an Occupy 
Wall Street demonstration, he finds Brooke Wexley, whose 
father is the richest man in town, dead in her tent, and his police 
connections set him on the trail of her killer. Along the way, he 
gets a call asking for help in a serial killer case. A string of dead 
men all have three-digit numbers carved in their foreheads. The 
members of the joint task force investigating the crimes think 
they’re area codes, but Prescott disagrees. Too much of a loose 
cannon for the FBI, he investigates on his own and stumbles 
on stories about the Numbers Racket and dream books that 
assign three-digit numbers to dreams so people can use them 
to place bets. A visit to a fellow investigator’s mother tells him 
all he wants to know about the Numbers and territorial fights 
over who runs them. Although Prescott isn’t cleared to investi-
gate, his theory proves correct, and the dream books lead him 
to Boston, where digging up a grave discloses still more bodies 
with numbers on their foreheads. After Prescott’s saved from 
arrest for grave-robbing by FBI Special Agent Wade Gleason, 
the discovery gets them appointed to the joint task force even 
as he continues to work the Wexley case, often posing as a fun-
loving frat boy.

A nail-biting thriller larded with humor and social 
commentary.

A SINISTER REVENGE
Raybourn, Deanna
Berkley (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  March 7, 2023
9780593545928  

Partners in work, crime, and love 
have a falling out that can be fixed only 
by another wild adventure.

Lepidopterist Veronica Speedwell’s 
lover, Revelstoke Templeton-Vane, has 
left her over a disagreement concern-

ing the husband she had thought dead. When Veronica and 
Viscount Tiberius Templeton-Vane, Stoker’s brother, track the 
natural historian down in Bavaria, Tiberius has an announce-
ment to make: “I am rather concerned I am about to be mur-
dered.” Several of his former friends have recently died, and the 
obituaries he’s received in the mail have been accompanied by 
a threat that he will be next along with a stark warning: “VEN-
GEANCE FOR LORENZO.” All the men were members of 
the Seven Sinners, a group of bons vivants Tiberius joined dur-
ing his days at Cambridge. During that time, they paid a visit 
to Cherboys, the Templeton-Vane estate in Devon, whose sea 
cliffs contain prehistoric fossils. Lorenzo d’Ambrogio died 
falling from the cliff while trying to retrieve a fossil. Tiberius, 
who’s invited the surviving members of the group to a reunion 
to mark Lorenzo’s death, bribes Stoker to attend the house 
party with a chance to restore a sculptured Megalosaurus that 
their father commissioned years ago and they’d thought lost. 
The party’s guests include Sir James MacIver, a wealthy Scot; his 
wife, Augusta; Italian Count Pietro Salviati; and Beatrice, his 
younger American wife. Also on hand are the Greshams, a local 
doctor and his sister, who were there when Lorenzo died. Once 
at Cherboys, Veronica stumbles on reporter J.J. Butterworth, 
her frenemy, who’s looking for a story while pretending to be 
a kitchen maid. When Beatrice dies suddenly at a dinner held 
in the Megalosaurus, at first it seems that her weak heart gave 
out, but in fact she was poisoned. Now the quarreling Veronica 
and Stoker must work again as a team to find the killer before 
he strikes again.

Love, lust, and mystery combine in a winning combination.

GOOD DOG, BAD COP
Rosenfelt, David
Minotaur (288 pp.) 
$24.99  |  March 14, 2023
9781250828965  

The K Team goes up against another 
global terrorist plot whose roots are in 
Paterson, New Jersey.

Capt. Pete Stanton, the head of Pat-
erson Homicide, was content to dismiss 
the shootings of PPD Det. Jimmy Diet-

rich and Susan Avery, whose bodies were found on Dietrich’s 
boat a year and a half ago, as a murder-suicide. But the shooting 

http://kirkus.com


|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   s c i e n c e  f i c t i o n  &  f a n t a s y   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 2 3   |   4 9

of Susan’s husband, Det. Danny Avery, as he sits in a civilian car 
doing a bit of independent surveillance on Marcella’s restaurant, 
makes him call in the K Team, those private eyes who special-
ize in cold cases. Retired detectives Corey Douglas and Laurie 
Collins supply the brains, their hulking friend Marcus Clark 
the muscle, and their network of contacts a wealth of special-
ist expertise. In this case, all those resources will be stretched 
to the limit, partly because it’s surprisingly hard to connect the 
three murders (if they were all indeed murders), partly because 
so many of the colleagues, informants, and lowlifes the K Team 
talks to end up deceased. It’s very likely that at the time of his 
death, Avery was spying on New York visitor George Hafner, 
who’d booked a table for two at Marcella’s that night. Since 
Hafner was the victim in a drive-by shooting three weeks later 
in Queens, though, he’s a literal dead end. As Rosenfelt nudges 
things along by cutting away to computer hacker Ian Solis, 
whose evil plans are clearly on an epic scale, Corey struggles to 
make sense of the fact that so many witnesses don’t recognize 
photographs of so many of the players in the complex case—
until he realizes that that failure is itself at the heart of the case.

Untidier and less satisfying than many another conspiracy-
to-end-all-conspiracies devised by the ebullient Rosenfelt.

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

THE ADVENTURES OF 
AMINA AL-SIRAFI 
Chakraborty, Shannon
Harper Voyager (496 pp.) 
$24.99  |  March 7, 2023
9780062963505  

A middle-aged mother in medieval 
Oman is convinced to return to her for-
mer career—piracy—in the first of an 
epic fantasy series.

A decade ago, nakhudha (shipmas-
ter) Amina al-Sirafi abandoned the criminal seafaring life on 
the Indian Ocean after a terrible incident involving Raksh, the 
demonic husband she unwittingly married, and Asif, a member 
of her crew. But her quiet life with her half-human daughter, 
Marjana, in a remote, dilapidated mountain home is disrupted 
by a visit from Asif ’s wealthy mother, who persuades, guilt-trips, 
and eventually threatens Amina into returning to her ship and 
reuniting her crew. She offers Amina an incredible sum to res-
cue Asif ’s teenage daughter, Dunya, apparently kidnapped by 
Falco Palamenestra, a Frankish (i.e., Italian) ex-Crusader with 
an unhealthy interest in magical artifacts. Thus begins a wild 
adventure in pursuit of Dunya, Falco, and a mysterious and 

incredibly dangerous magical treasure known as the Moon of 
Saba. Fans of Chakraborty’s Daevabad books will appreciate 
an incident late in the novel that confirms that this series is 
set in the same universe, albeit several centuries earlier; how-
ever, that knowledge is not necessary to enjoy this story. Over 
the past few years, several social media threads have lamented 
the lack of middle-aged mothers as fantasy heroes, arguing 
that they would make for great protagonists: They’re fierce 
and seasoned but forced to confront the conflicting needs of 
their familial, personal, professional, and social responsibilities, 
circumstances that many men—particularly not your young, 
inexperienced hero or your grizzled loner veteran—would not 
face. Chakraborty has clearly leaped to answer the call, and to 
very good effect. Amina exists in a society where women are 
expected to stay home and tend to family. She’s tried that life: 
She loves Marjana and would do anything to keep her safe. But 
once she goes forth again, Amina remembers how much she 
loves the sea and risking everything in search of adventure and 
profit. Balancing those two loves has the potential to tear her 
apart and will no doubt serve as a major point of tension in 
upcoming installments.

Sheer joy, with quirky characters, spooky monsters, 
sprightly banter, and swashbuckling that puts Sindbad to shame.

LOST PLACES
Pinsker, Sarah
Small Beer Press (288 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  March 21, 2023
9781618731999  

A collection of sometimes-unsettling 
tales that champion the power of the 
individual voice.

A young magician pays a terrible 
price to assure a powerful man’s comfort. 
An elderly woman stages a daring escape 

from a nursing home run by impersonal algorithms. An artist 
serves her mysterious Muse—no matter the cost. In these often 
unsettling stories, Pinsker explores themes that have become 
recurring preoccupations in recent books such as We Are Satel-
lites (2021): the rise of surveillance tech, the erosion of humanity 
in a world seemingly run by and for machines, and the enduring 
power of human connection. In “Everything Is Closed Today,” a 
part-time librarian is stuck with nothing to do and a dwindling 
bank account when a series of mysterious threats closes schools, 
libraries, stores, and more. In this cold and unfeeling world, it’s 
connecting with a group of neighborhood girls over skateboard-
ing that begins to point to a way out. For the elderly woman 
on the run in “Escape From Caring Seasons,” it’s connecting 
with the human being behind a surveillance drone. In “That 
Our Flag Was Still There” and “The Mountains His Crown,” we 
see individuals defying totalitarian states—one futuristic, one 
fantastical. All together, these stories explore the aspects of our 
world that can’t be reduced to algorithms—the individual voice, 
the power of connection, and the larger, stranger mysteries we 
may encounter but never fully understand.
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r o m a n c eScience fiction and fantasy fans will love these strange, 
sometimes haunting, and ultimately empowering stories.

A DAY OF 
FALLEN NIGHT 
Shannon, Samantha
Bloomsbury (880 pp.) 
$28.80  |  Feb. 28, 2023
978-1-63557-792-1 

Magic, dragons, and prophecy are 
welcome threads in a fantasy that extols 
the power of motherhood, friendship, 
and self-love to change the world.

This prequel to Shannon’s The Priory 
of the Orange Tree (2019) has a similar scope to that 800-page 
fantasy, but dragon lore is less important here than the stories 
of people and events that become catalysts for The Priory’s 
tale. Each chapter is grounded by a cardinal direction, lest you 
lose your bearings, with the four corners of the world home to 
central characters whom readers will get to know intimately. 
In the West lives Glorian, heir to the queendom of Inys. Her 
rule is based on the sacred Berethnet bloodline, whose power 
originates from the knight Galian Berethnet’s banishing of 
the Nameless One, a giant fire-breathing wyrm birthed from 
the world’s core. In the East, Dumai lives on a mountain peak 
and trains as a godsinger, someone who harbors a human con-
nection to the dragons the East worship as gods. In the South, 
Tunuva is a warrior of the Priory, a sisterhood that worships the 
Mother who is seen as the true banisher of the Nameless One. 
Their beliefs are so different and their societies so distanced 
that they don’t know of the others’ existence. And yet, when 
the balance of nature starts to waver, bringing whispers of new 
fire-breathing threats like the Nameless One, these women find 
themselves united by a common cause to save their people and 
seek truth about the higher powers at war with one another. 
This story is epic in scope, but its density is the sort that pulls 
you in. The biggest pull comes from the humanity displayed 
by the central characters, whose hearts ache for their children 
and their futures in a world fraught with turmoil. The fire-
breathers bring more than destruction in their wake; they also 
bring a plaguelike sickness that will elicit sharp parallels to the 
Covid-19 pandemic. The very real struggles these characters 
face, whether they ride dragons or bear the suffocating rules 
of monarchy, make this a consuming read. While some fantasy 
tropes feel like they’ve only been added to the story’s surface, 
the pages keep turning because of the heart-wrenching reasons 
that characters are driven to action. The heroes shine in their 
uniqueness, with diverse family dynamics interwoven through-
out and representation ranging from queer lords and warriors 
to genderfluid alchemists. This prequel stands on its own, but 
a word of warning to people who have read The Priory: You’ll 
want to reread it in order to benefit from the deeper knowledge 
of what came before.

Prepare yourself for the long haul. This is expansive, emo-
tionally complex, and bound to suck you in.

THE COUNTERFEIT 
SCOUNDREL
Heath, Lorraine
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9780063114630 

The first entry in Heath’s The Chess-
men: Masters of Seduction series of neo-
Victorian romances examines divorce 
and women’s happiness.

David Blackwood, known to his 
friends as Bishop, is a wealthy investor who has acquired a repu-
tation for having illicit affairs with married women which have 
led to their husbands’ divorcing them. Few know that David 
merely agrees to be named as a lover in order for unhappy 
women to escape their marriages in the only way possible under 
existing British law. Marguerite “Daisy” Townsend is a private 
detective who’s spying on Blackwood on behalf of a man who’s 
convinced his wife is being unfaithful. The first time she meets 
David, while she’s posing as a maid in his household, they both 
feel an instant attraction. Perplexed by the attentions David 
pays her while keeping standing appointments with a succes-
sion of women and by her own feelings, Daisy nevertheless 
wants to find the evidence her client needs. That client turns 
out to have unusual intentions, and an unrelated woman David 
is aiding might be concealing something as well. As David and 
Daisy become lovers, soap-operatic plot twists appear, weav-
ing in her past and her parentage with his present do-gooder 
activities and daddy issues. The novel grapples with how a man 
might enact feminist principles without upsetting the genre’s 
commonplaces, including social rules about fidelity, with lim-
ited success.

For fans of the lady detective subgenre of historical 
romance.

THE SCANDALOUS LADIES 
OF LONDON
The Countess
Jordan, Sophie
Avon/HarperCollins (400 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  March 28, 2023
9780063270701  

Delia’s mom has got it going on.
Lady Gertrude, the Countess of 

Chatham—known in the ton as the Cold 
Countess—is pleased. Her daughter, 

Cordelia, has debuted and has already merited a mention in a 
gossip rag sure to attract attention. The Countess, or Tru to her 
friends, knows how to play high society’s games, and she’d rather 
use her skills to help her daughter land in a happy marriage than 
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focus on her own loneliness. Unfortunately, that same mention 
has reminded her absent lout of a husband that he has a daugh-
ter he might use to generate an infusion of funds, and though 
the season has barely begun, the Earl of Chatham immediately 
arranges for Delia to marry Jasper Thorne, who “has very deep 
pockets” but lacks a title and a wife. Tru prepares to push Jasper 
from their lives, but on meeting him, she finds that from behind 
he is “virile and strong,” and from the front, he’s the same man 
who propositioned her just the evening before. It turns out that 
Jasper wants to marry because he has a 10-year-old daughter in 
need of a mother, but despite the potential consequences, he is 
compelled to keep pursuing Tru. He even arranges with Delia—
who has no wish to marry him—to pretend there’s a continued 
suit between them so he can visit the Chathams’ country house 
simply for the chance to seduce Tru; after an entire adulthood 
in a loveless marriage, this means Tru finally has the chance to 
experience real affection and passion. But despite their mag-
netic attraction, she remains the Countess, and he remains in 
need of an actual wife—making their happily-ever-after depen-
dent on fate alone. This is the first entry in a new series for Jor-
dan, and it’s a strong start built on a slow burn and a forbidden 
love. Though the ending feels a bit contrived, the rest of the 
story is fresh and engaging, and Jordan writes a more mature 
heroine thoughtfully. The rest of the scandalous ladies of the 
series are seemingly introduced throughout the book, which 
slows it down at times but is rewarding in the end—and fans of 
this installment will look forward to reading their stories next.

A countess falls for her daughter’s beau in a surprising and 
charming Regency romance.

SOMETHING WILD & 
WONDERFUL 
Kelly, Anita
Forever (384 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  March 7, 2023
9781538754887  

Two men meet while hiking in the 
West Coast wilderness.

Many people hike the Pacific Crest 
Trail every year, and they each have their 
own motivations. Alexei Lebedev has 

already resigned himself to his journey being a mostly solitary 
affair—leaving room for the occasional small talk shared with 
fellow travelers, of course. That all changes when he meets Ben 
Caravalho, a handsome stranger with gloriously unruly hair and 
a dazzling personality. What could have been merely a passing 
encounter turns into more as Alexei keeps running into Ben, 
over and over, until the two decide it simply makes more sense 
for them to hike together than apart. There’s no denying the 
attraction between them, but there are complications. Alexei is 
still coming to grips not only with being gay, but being out, and 
Ben’s history with a vastly supportive family couldn’t be more 
different. But the more they walk, the more Alexei finds him-
self willing to try on a number of levels—opening up, embrac-
ing the sides of himself he’s been afraid to acknowledge, and 

being honest about what he’s feeling—for Ben’s sake as well as 
his own. Meanwhile, Ben is coming off of a string of bad rela-
tionship decisions, but even he can’t deny the fact that Alexei 
has carved out a unique niche in his heart. Kelly has crafted a 
gorgeous, curative read about the new identities people create 
by giving themselves permission to heal from the pain of the 
past and what can be discovered as they immerse themselves in 
the vast, untamed, wonderful wilderness.

A deeply satisfying, romantic story worth getting lost in.

FULL EXPOSURE
Lam, Thien-Kim
Avon/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9780063237292  

A vacation fling in New Orleans leads 
to an artistic partnership and the possi-
bility of true love.

Planner, list-maker, and boudoir pho-
tographer Josie Parks was supposed to be 
traveling from her home in Washington, 

D.C., to New Orleans for a photo shoot, but when her client 
cancels, she decides to take the trip anyway for a much-needed 
vacation as she reevaluates her career goals. At the Mardi Gras 
parade, instant attraction sparks between her and Spencer 
Pham, a New Orleans native who’s just returned home after los-
ing the data analyst job he loathed. Spencer has long dreamed of 
being a filmmaker, and his latest idea is to make a documentary 
about his grandfather, founder of the first all-Vietnamese krewe 
in New Orleans. Josie and Spencer agree to help each other 
with their creative pursuits and even decide to team up for an 
art competition. Spencer brings out a spontaneous and relaxed 
side to Josie, but eventually she has to wonder if their relation-
ship has a future. The New Orleans setting is richly described, 
and its diverse residents are highlighted. Josie and Spencer are 
charming, and their chemistry is hot. While there’s much that 
is delightful in the story, however, it lacks depth. The romantic 
arc is low-stakes as the couple meshes well from the start, and 
the character growth is shallow. This combination leads to a 
lack of tension throughout, making the novel feel uninspired.

Underbaked plotting and characters in a vibrant setting.

NEVER SEDUCE A DUKE
Lorret, Vivienne
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9780063143081  

A debutante is determined to have 
one grand flirtation before retiring to the 
country to enjoy life as a spinster aunt.

Margaret Stredwick has suffered heart-
break and disappointment in Regency 
London’s marriage mart. She decides to go 
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on a tour of the Continent before returning to her brother’s home 
to spoil his children for the rest of her life. Meg’s traveling com-
panions are her beloved sister-in-law’s elderly aunts, who have 
an unfortunate habit of pilfering secret recipes everywhere 
they go. But when the aunts attempt to steal an ancient Arthu-
rian recipe book from Lucien Ambrose, the Duke of Merleton, 
when they stop for a tour of his home on their way to the Conti-
nent, it is Meg who is accused of theft. Lucien pursues the three 
women to Europe and follows them from inn to inn, trying to 
coerce Meg into revealing where she has hidden the book. Meg 
flirts with the duke, wanting just one spicy memory before she 
gives up on finding love. When she returns to England, Meg is 
carrying a spicy memory indeed—and a living reminder of her 
encounter with the duke. She writes to Lucien, but her letters 
are intercepted by a mysterious adversary. Meg thinks the duke 
has discarded her and their baby daughter. Lucien thinks Meg 
has abandoned him and made off with his family heirloom. 
When they meet up again, the reader follows the tedious and 
predictable path to their reconciliation. Readers looking for a 
romance novel that incorporates recipes and food will be disap-
pointed—there is only one recipe in the book and few descrip-
tions of food.

An eccentric duke and a spinster suffer through misunder-
standings and minor deceptions, trying the reader’s patience.

LOVE AND OTHER FLIGHT 
DELAYS
Williams, Denise
Berkley (432 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  March 14, 2023
9780593441077  

A trio of couples kick-start their hap-
pily-ever-afters in this collection of three 
contemporary romance novellas set in an 
airport. 

The Love Connection begins the trilogy 
with Olivia, who runs a pet grooming salon in an airport, and 
Bennett, a risk assessor–turned–romance novelist. Their meet-
cute begins with a soapy and sudsy runaway pup named Pepper. 
Ollie seems to be the cure for Bennett’s pesky case of writer’s 
block, and the pair indulge in a series of sweet dates around the 
airport. In The Missed Connection, a weather emergency leaves 
Gia’s and Felix’s planes delayed on New Year’s Eve. That doesn’t 
mean they can’t share in the spirit of a kiss at midnight. Four 
months later, they unexpectedly reunite. They’re both still 
thinking about the kiss they shared, but the moment is sullied 
by the revelation that they’re actually academic rivals who have 
been trading barbs about their work online. Now they’re stuck 
together for a five-city work trip, trying to balance their profes-
sional ambitions with their obvious attraction. Lastly, The Sweet-
est Connection features airport candy shop worker Teagan. When 
she finds an abandoned love letter in the airport, she ropes her 
best friend, Silas, into helping her find its owner. But as the 
two embark on their quest, they’ll have to contend with their 
own hidden feelings for one another. With a range of rom-com 

tropes in this collection, there’s something for everyone to 
enjoy. The endings of all three give readers hope that the main 
couples are happy for now, but these short and sweet stories still 
leave us with a question of what’s next for these characters.

A cute collection without much staying power.
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BROWN BOY
A Memoir
Aziz, Omer
Scribner (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  April 4, 2023
9781982136314  

The story of a Pakistani Canadian 
who rose from one of the most danger-
ous neighborhoods in Toronto to become 
a foreign policy adviser for Prime Minis-
ter Justin Trudeau.

Aziz grew up in an immigrant family in Scarborough, a 
working-class Toronto suburb nicknamed Scartown, which 
was “always described by its gangs, its shootings, stabbings, 
and immigrant families.” The author writes candidly about his 
experiences with bullying and struggling to keep his grades up 
despite his natural curiosity. In 2003, the family moved to Mis-
sissauga, where his father managed to buy a house. Afraid of 
some of his classmates’ violent tendencies, Aziz transformed 
himself into a “goon,” and his teachers fretted about his wasted 
potential. Amid this turmoil, he happened upon his grand-
mother watching then presidential candidate Barack Obama 
giving a speech on CNN. “I stood, stunned, solitary in my 
amazement,” he writes. “It wasn’t just how the man looked but 
what he was saying: how his name had given him problems, how 
he had struggled to see a place for himself in the world, how 
one’s background should not be a barrier to one’s success, how 
he was running for the highest office in the land to help those 
who had been left behind.” At that moment, Aziz realized he 
could “educate myself out of my apathy.” He went on to earn 
scholarships to Queen’s University, Cambridge, and Yale Law 
School before becoming an adviser to the Trudeau adminis-
tration. Aziz provides a unique glimpse into a working-class, 
immigration experience rarely found in American literature. 
However, the overwritten prose lacks nuance, and the author 
attributes many major life transitions to small moments (like 
Obama’s speech). Furthermore, some of his (mostly negative) 
descriptions of poor neighborhoods and immigrant families are 
reductive. While Aziz’s pain is palpable and his story inspiring, 
the book would have benefited from less raw emotion and more 
processing and analysis.

An intermittently intriguing but undercooked memoir 
about the Pakistani Canadian experience.
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As our climate crisis continues to 
deepen, leading to more frequent 
and more powerful natural disasters, 
I find it increasingly difficult to feel 
optimistic about the future. Indeed, 
life in the Anthropocene—defined 
by National Geographic as “the most 
recent period in Earth’s history when 
human activity started to have a sig-
nificant impact on the planet’s cli-
mate and ecosystems”—can feel de-

pressing, occasionally even hopeless. Countless books 
have addressed climate change from nearly every angle 
imaginable, and most of them are understandably grim. 
This month brings two new books that, while fair-mind-
ed in their assessments of dire circumstances, offer re-
freshing glimpses of hope and optimism in the face of 
monumental challenges.

First, we have the aptly 
titled The Climate Book (Pen-
guin Press, Feb. 14) by Gre-
ta Thunberg, arguably the 
world’s most recognizable cli-
mate activist. Unlike her pre-
vious autobiography, No One 
Is Too Small To Make a Differ-
ence, this book is an expansive 
gathering of knowledge and 
insight from some of the lead-
ing minds in a variety of rele-
vant disciplines, from science 
and engineering to philosophy 
and history. Abundant graphs, 
charts, and illustrations accompany wise essays by Eliz-
abeth Kolbert, Michael Oppenheimer, Naomi Oreskes, 
Mike Berners-Lee, Robin Wall Kimmerer, Margaret At-
wood, Abrahm Lustgarten, Friederike Otto, and many 
other important voices. Though they recognize the grav-
ity of our existential threat, as our critic notes in a starred 
review, “most of the contributors remain optimistic that, 
with enough public outrage and demands for change, a 
solution is possible—only if we act immediately.” 

In addition to the comprehensive coverage of all of 
the issues involved, from oceanic warming to environ-
mental degradation to the erosion of biodiversity, Thun-
berg’s collection is impressive in its diversity, showcas-
ing a truly global perspective on a problem that must be 
addressed on a global level. This is truly “vital reading 
for anyone who cares about the planet.”

In his latest book, I Want 
a Better Catastrophe: Navigat-
ing the Climate Crisis With Grief, 
Hope, and Gallows Humor (New 
Society Publishers, Feb. 14), 
humorist and longtime activ-
ist Andrew Boyd takes a dif-
ferent approach to the subject, 
allowing readers to ruminate 
on the crisis without drown-
ing in scientific data. As our 
critic notes in a starred review, 
the author “describes himself 
as a ‘tragic optimist,’ ‘can-do 
pessimist,’ and ‘compassionate nihilist’ when he consid-
ers efforts to reverse or mitigate environmental devasta-
tion.” The collection is a nice mix of perspectives from 

“hopers and doomers,” all of whom address, in one way or 
another, a central question: Given the daunting nature of 
this crisis, “what is still worth doing?” From Kimmerer 
to “eco-Buddhist” Joanna Macy to psychoanalyst Jamey 
Hecht, who believes that we can “know the worst and 
still be happy,” the contributors examine the situation 
in their own unique ways, giving readers much to ponder, 
whether they choose to wallow in despair, remain relent-
lessly optimistic, or try to alleviate the depressing facts 
with dark humor. 

After pondering, readers can peruse the author’s help-
ful list of a few dozen organizations in order to get in-
volved. As our review noted, Boyd shows that while “indi-
vidual actions—recycling, a plant-based diet, biking and 
walking rather than driving—are not useless…communi-
ty is crucial for meaningful change.” His book assembles 
an appealing community of thought that strikes a differ-
ent chord than most books on climate change. “I don’t 
want to encourage premature despair with talk of doom,” 
writes the author, “but I also don’t want to bullshit myself 
(or anyone else) with false hopes.…The more I’ve come to 
feel boxed in by…paradoxes and ironies, the less sure I am 
how to act in good faith. I need something more. Not so 
much a reason to hope, it seems, as a way to hope.”

Eric Liebetrau is the nonfiction and managing editor.

NONFICTION  |  Eric Liebetrau

navigating life in 
the anthropocene

Leah O
verstreet
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AM I PRETTY WHEN 
I FLY? 
An Album of Upside 
Down Drawings
Baez, Joan
Godine (120 pp.) 
$45.00  |  April 4, 2023
9781567927542  

The iconic folk singer and activ-
ist blends childlike innocence with the 

hindsight realization only adults can grasp.
Baez has always displayed artistic creativity beyond her musi-

cal prowess, and her latest book demonstrates another one of 
her talents. As she introduces herself as an artist and narrates 
her experiences, she showcases her simple, appealing drawings, 
sometimes black and white and other times dashed with color. 
The author recalls how, at a young age, drawing pictures upside 
down captured her whimsy, something she also perfected by 
writing her name backward. “It’s as though the appropriate wires 
cross in my brain when I write backwards, which allows informa-
tion otherwise unavailable to surface,” she writes. While some 
might consider this a process worth picking apart to study, it is 
not at the top of her mind: “We don’t need an explanation for 
every damn thing.” With the freedom of not being scrutinized 
too deeply, the pages come alive, taking readers on a pictorial 
trip through Baez’s life, where emotions and experiences such as 
loss, fear, isolation, and joy take center stage, helped by a line or 
two of her handwriting, occasionally sporting a backward letter. 
Each chapter opens with a small introduction to what lies behind 
or inspires the drawings. Once inside, Baez brings readers into 
a wonderland of intriguing characters, from haughty dames to 
men behaving badly. She challenges us to consider issues such as 
exclusivity culture or the impact human consumption has upon 
the environment. In the chapter titled “Nonsense & Misc.,” we 
find “goofy, action-packed, whimsical portrayals of nothing in 
particular. As I wrote earlier, these upside-down drawings are 
often a surprise to me, so they are open to your interpretation.” 
By gracefully walking a fine line between blunt-force honesty and 
flights of fancy, the book is satisfying, enjoyable, and rewarding.

Fans and newcomers alike will appreciate this intimate 
look into Baez’s unique artistry.

BRUNO SCHULZ
An Artist, a Murder, and the 
Hijacking of History
Balint, Benjamin
Norton (288 pp.) 
$30.00  |  April 11, 2023
9780393866575  

A well-informed consideration of the 
life and legacy of the Polish Jewish writer 
and artist who died during World War II.

Often compared to Kafka in back-
ground, “father fixations,” and “self-sacrificial devotion to 

literature,” Bruno Schulz (1892-1942) toiled mostly in obscurity 
as an art teacher in Drohobych, Poland (now Ukraine)—except 
among those intellectuals who had read his two volumes of sto-
ries published in the mid-1930s, Cinnamon Shops and Sanatorium 
Under the Sign of the Hourglass. The books were highly praised 
for their flights of meteoric prose as well as morbid sensuality 
and undercurrents of masochism. Balint, author of Kafka’s Last 
Trial, awarded the 2020 Sami Rohr Prize for Jewish Literature, 
describes Schulz’s work in his own words and those of critics. 
The author’s prose is sensuous and often lavish: “Schulz sought 
in his art a confirmation of his existence; art for him was some-
thing sacerdotal….In time he became inextricably bound up 
with his art and its disinhibiting effect.” Largely confined to 
his hometown, which featured a diverse mix of Jewish, Polish, 
and Ukrainian ethnicities in a region of shifting nationalities, 
Schulz and his fellow Jews were caught in the vise grip between 
the invading Soviets and the Nazis in 1939. During his last tor-
tuous months, he was employed by Felix Landau, a sadistic SS 
officer, to paint portraits for fellow Gestapo officers as well 
as a series of fairy-tale murals. On Nov. 19, 1942, Schulz was 

“By gracefully walking a fine line between blunt-force honesty and
flights of fancy, the book is satisfying, enjoyable, and rewarding.”

am i pretty when i fly?
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shot in the streets, and different accounts of the murder have 
been subject to “the polyphony of memory.” Balint’s narration 
of Schulz’s life is brief compared to his fascinating discussion 
of the controversy surrounding the discovery of his murals in 
2001 and their spiriting away to Yad Vashem Holocaust memo-
rial by Israeli agents. In this incisive portrait, Balint also delves 
into the enormous influence of Schulz on Philip Roth, Cynthia 
Ozick, and Jonathan Safran Foer, among many others writers.

A poignant, passionate revisiting of an important literary 
and artistic voice.

WAR DIARY
Belorusets, Yevgenia
Trans. by Greg Nissan
New Directions (128 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  March 7, 2023
9780811234801  

A noted Ukrainian-born artist and 
writer offers an eyewitness account of 
the Russian invasion of her country.

Though the Russian war against 
Ukraine began in early 2022, for Beloru-

sets, it actually began in 2014 when Russia seized Crimea. As a 
journalist who was in the region when the conflict began, “I still 
remember the intense guilt I felt about being a guest in a catas-
trophe, a guest who could leave at will, because I lived some-
where else.” All that changed when shells fell on her city on Feb. 
24, 2022. In the disjointed hours that followed, Belorusets could 
do little more than look “out the window and listen to check if 
the explosions were approaching,” endure the intermittent air 
raid sirens, and digest news reports of casualties that suddenly 
turned the abstraction of war “into something very concrete.” 
The diary that she began on that day and kept until she left Kyiv 
for Berlin in early April records how simple day-to-day activ-
ities—e.g., going to the few open grocery stores, restaurants, 
and coffee shops or gathering with friends and family anywhere 
in the city—became fraught with unimaginable possibilities for 
violence. Yet even in the face of evenings sometimes spent in 
bomb shelters, days spent walking among destroyed buildings, 
and musing on the fate of Ukrainians in other, more devastated 
cities like Mariupol, people continued to carry on, some with 
the belief that Ukraine would ultimately be “protected by the 
whole world.” The surreal circumstances Belorusets depicts, 
both in her writing and in the accompanying color photographs, 
set against the drama of war, are quietly disturbing. By showing 
how the war forced people to adapt to create any semblance of 
normalcy, she creates a compelling portrait of a nation under 
siege as well as the inspiring resilience of ordinary Ukrainians.

A soberingly spare and humane record of disastrous events.

SPOKEN WORD
A Cultural History
Bennett, Joshua
Knopf (304 pp.) 
$30.00  |  March 28, 2023
9780525657019  

How performance poetry evolved.
Bennett, a Dartmouth English pro-

fessor and poet who counts Guggenheim 
and National Endowment of the Arts fel-
lowships among his many honors, traces 

the widespread cultural influence of spoken word poetry, from 
its 20th-century beginnings in New York to its 21st-century 
proliferation in digital media. Melding archival sources, auto-
biographical reflections, and “interviews with living legends 

http://kirkus.com


in the field of poetry and performance,” the author traces the 
50-year history of a vibrant literary form whose most promi-
nent figures have been Black and brown poets, including Amiri 
Baraka, Sonia Sanchez, and Nikki Giovanni. A highlight of 
Bennett’s career came in 2009, when he was invited to recite 
a poem at the Obama White House. Asked to respond to the 
theme of communication, the nervous University of Pennsyl-
vania undergraduate chose an ode about his relationship with 
his older sister, who is deaf, “and by extension my relationship 
to ASL, which I had struggled to learn as a child.” It was his first 
professional performance but not the first time he performed 
before an audience. That came in 1999, when he was 11 and his 
mother insisted that he enter a poetry slam—a competition 
among poets—at his local library; he won second place. Bennett 
underscores the importance of clubs, cafes, poetry slams, and 
open mics in providing opportunities for spoken word poets to 
share their work and discover a sense of community. He pro-
files many individuals who have devoted themselves to foster-
ing that community, such as Miguel Algarin, co-founder of the 
Nuyorican Poets Cafe; and Marc Smith, who began a perfor-
mance competition at the Get Me High Lounge in Chicago 
in 1984 that evolved, by 1990, into the National Poetry Slam. 
Bennett sees TV (the series Def Poetry ran for six seasons), video, 
and the internet as positive forces, allowing new audiences to 
experience the energy and intensity of performance poetry.

A well-researched, invigorating celebration of a spirited 
art form.

TWIST 
An American Girl: 
A Memoir
Bertei, Adele
ZE Books (250 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 14, 2023
9781736309339  

A veteran musician recalls her rough 
coming-of-age experiences in Cleveland 
in the 1960s and ’70s.

Bertei’s memoir, she writes, “is nar-
rated by Maddie Twist. Maddie Twist is a Trojan horse. Like 
Ulysses, I needed protection while taking the journey back 
through the war zones of my youth.” It’s an apt moniker. Mad-
die—“white, working-class, poor, queer, abandoned, and hun-
gry for belonging”—would give Oliver Twist a run for his money, 
as she is tossed from one living situation to the next, some-
times thriving, sometimes barely surviving, but making her way 
through childhood and adolescence until she lands on her feet 
as an almost functioning adult in a supportive community. The 
author’s mother was a paranoid schizophrenic, and her father 
deserted the family except to spy on his wife and two troubled 
younger brothers. When her mother was confined to an insti-
tution, she landed in the foster-care system and, eventually, a 
juvenile detention center. Along the way, she discovered her 
attraction to other young women, and she was often punished 
for acting on it. This is a picaresque tale, full of vivid characters 

who appear and then vanish. The author also delivers a har-
rowing story about a Vietnam vet who offered to take her to a 
commune but who assaulted her and locked her in his room for 
three days. Maddie narrates with a zest and objectivity prob-
ably only possible from a long temporal remove, and she excels 
at bringing readers deep into the difficult circumstances of her 
life. She exults in going to church at the detention center with 

“a messy, glorious swell of mischievous angels hollering their 
ecstasy,” and by the end of her tale, she delights in becoming, 

“finally, more Artful Dodger than Oliver.” Throughout the book, 
Maddie comes across as curious, impulsive, and observant, fond 
of losing herself in books and brought to life by the music she 
hears—and creates.

A powerful look at survival and redemption despite 
extremely challenging obstacles.
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FEBRUARY 1945  |  Black Boy 
by Richard Wright

Frequently banned and challenged, this memoir of the writer’s coming-
of-age—as a child in the Jim Crow South and a young man in Chicago—
has endured as a foundational text in our national reckoning with racism.

This autobiography might almost be said to supply the roots to 
Wright’s famous novel, Native Son. It is a grim record, disturbing, 
the story of how—in one boy’s life—the seeds 
of hate and distrust and race riots were planted. 
Wright was born to poverty and hardship in 
the deep south; his father deserted his mother, 
and circumstances and illness drove the little 
family from place to place, from degradation to 
degradation. And always, there was the thread 
of fear and hate and suspicion and discrimina-
tion—of white set against black—of black set 
against Jew—of intolerance. Driven to deceit, 
to dishonesty, ambition thwarted, motives im-
pugned, Wright struggled against the tide, put 
by a tiny sum to move on, finally got to Chicago, and there—still 
against odds—pulled himself up, acquired some education through 
reading, allied himself with the Communists—only to be thrust out 
for non-conformity—and wrote continually. The whole tragedy of 
a race seems dramatized in this record; it is virtually unrelieved by 
any vestige of human tenderness, or humor; there are no bright spots. 
And yet it rings true. It is an unfinished story of a problem that has 
still to be met. Perhaps this will force home unpalatable facts of a 
submerged minority, a problem far from being faced.

JUNE 1951  |  The Origins of Totalitarianism  
by Hannah Arendt

The first major work by this refugee from Hitler’s Germany sought to 
explain the workings of Nazim and Stalinism to a world not far removed 
from the horrors of the Holocaust and World War II.

A tri-partite study of antisemitism (not merely the hatred of the 
Jews), imperialism (not merely conquest) and totalitarianism (not 

merely dictatorship) which examines politi-
cal, social and historical forces with an impres-
sive scholarship. Dr. Arendt traces the decline 
of European Jewry and their persecution as a 
powerless group under Hitler back to the pre-
paratory causes and the rise of antisemitism, 
follows their ascendant and falling social pres-
tige through the 19th century. She analyzes im-
perialism, and its central idea-expansion; the 
use of race-thinking as a ruling device on the 
dark continents; the decline of the nation-state 

and the increase of the minorities after 1918. And under totalitarian-
ism, where imperialism and antisemitism reached their fullest expres-
sion, she shows the rise of the masses and the breakdown of protec-
tive class walls, the use of propaganda for the furtherance of power, 
the destruction of morality and individuality….A highly serious and 
commanding study, written not only knowledgeably but eloquently.

JUNE 1966  |  Ariel by Sylvia Plath
This posthumous collection of confessional poetry, published not long 

after the poet’s death by suicide, helped to establish her powerful contempo-
rary legacy. A 2004 edition restored Plath’s intended order and some poems 
that had been cut by her husband, Ted Hughes.

Wife of poet Ted Hughes, mother of two children, Miss Plath 
published a first book of poetry in 1960, and died in 1963, aged thir-
ty. Fragments of this brief biography whirl through this extraor-
dinary, fiery, and fiercely lucid poetry. Children are seen with in-
tense love, but also as cool, vast, mythic. Flowers, landscapes, bees, 

people, time, are also viewed with extreme 
simplicity and with the tremendous power 
of myth. But it is Death that dominates the 
volume; not as a macabre figure but as a van-
tage point, a savage, impersonal magnifying 
glass that heightens all perceptions to a ter-
rible, almost Joyous, burning sense of a real-
ity not only stripped and being stripped of all 
the normal baggage of life, but seen all anew, 
and for the last time. The many poems about 
death and dying have a splendor, a purity and 

violence, that is far beyond merely personal statement. A remark-
able, hauntingly vivid book.

MAY 1968  |  Slouching Towards Bethlehem  
by Joan Didion

When Didion died in 2021, she was widely recognized as a peerless 
social observer and prose stylist. This, her first collection of essays, was 
received as a crucial report on American life in the 1960s.

The title embodies the peculiar threat of Yeats’ “The Sec-
ond Coming” after a time when “Things fall apart; the center 
cannot hold”: And in this series of twenty essays, many of them 
previously published magazine articles, the author is an adroit 
chronicler of many of today’s maladies. Particularly in the ti-

tle piece which consists of tight sketch-
es capturing the ad absurdum freak-out 
of Haight-Ashbury, summer ’67. Actually 
she’s the sad savant from Sacramento la-
menting a state that has “long outlived its 
finest hour,” capturing it in all its neon il-
lusion whether covering a murder trial; vis-
iting Joan Baez’s citadel for non-violents; 
remembering Howard Hughes…“the last 
private man, the dream we no longer ad-
mit.” Or taking apart the people’s infinite 

capacity for self-delusion as in “California Dreaming” where 
celebrities pay to play cultural/political partisan in the Center 
for the Study of Democratic Institutions. There are bits on Las 
Vegas marriages; abandoned Alcatraz; the new Hawaii; gusts of 
the Santa Ana and their effect and what it’s like to be young in 
New York. The pieces span three years, the earlier lacking the 
clean edge and penetration of the latter. Miss Didion is no fe-
male Tom Wolfe but she is a talented scene surveyor who will 
find her own audience.

from the archives
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FATHERLAND 
A Memoir of War, 
Conscience, and 
Family Secrets
Bilger, Burkhard
Random House (352 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 2, 2023
9780385353984  

Discovering that his grandfather was 
a Nazi imprisoned for war crimes, the 
author explores his life.

Bilger, a veteran staff writer at the New Yorker, knew that 
both of his parents lived in World War II–era Germany, mov-
ing to the U.S. in 1962. Grandfather Karl, released after the 
war, resumed life as a schoolmaster until his death in 1979. 
Despite family visits, the war was rarely discussed. “Like most 
Germans her age,” writes the author in this powerful inves-
tigation of morality, his mother “talked about [the war] as 
she might tell a sinister fairy tale: in rough, woodcut images, 

black and white gouged with red.” Matters changed in 2005 
when she received a package of letters from the village where 
Karl was stationed. The author traveled to Europe repeat-
edly, researching archives and interviewing villagers, and the 
result is a vivid portrait of his grandfather and his times. Karl 
lived in the Black Forest in the southwest, a region that was 
overwhelmingly Catholic and rural. It had no industry and 
few Jews, and it remained mostly impoverished until well 
after 1945. Born in 1899, Karl was drafted in 1917. A year later, 
he “lost his eye in the Ardennes,” and he spent the interwar 
years as a village schoolteacher. After Germany’s conquest 
of France, he was sent to a town in neighboring Alsace to 
teach French children to be loyal Germans. In 1942, he was 
promoted to local Nazi Party chief. In four years of German 
occupation, no one from his town was sent to concentration 
camps, and “no families were deported, no political prisoners 
executed.” This did not prevent him from suffering when the 
French returned with vengeance in mind. Kurt was impris-
oned off and on for over two years and only released after a 
trial in which a crowd of townspeople testified in his defense. 
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A fluid writer, Bilger crafts a fascinating, deeply researched 
work of Holocaust-era history. 

A moving, humane biography of a minor Nazi official who 
did his job without the usual horrors.

THE LONG RECKONING 
A Story of War, Peace, 
and Redemption in 
Vietnam
Black, George
Knopf (496 pp.) 
$30.00  |  March 28, 2023
9780593534106  

A searching look at the devastation 
wrought by America’s war in Vietnam 
and efforts by veterans to help undo it.

“By the end of the second decade of the twenty-first cen-
tury, the politburo of the Vietnamese Communist Party had 

designated tourism a ‘spearhead industry,’ and Vietnam was wel-
coming close to 18 million foreign visitors a year,” writes journal-
ist Black. The tourist attractions did not include the generations 
of Vietnamese born with horrific birth defects attributable to 
Agent Orange or missing limbs thanks to unexploded bombs 
and shells. Enter two Americans who had served in the field dur-
ing the awful year of 1968. Having wrestled with guilt and PTSD 
for years after their service, they decided to return to Vietnam 
and launch efforts to locate and remove unexploded ordnance 
and remediate rural areas poisoned by chemicals. That program 
was initiated, Black reveals, under the Kennedy administration, 
before Vietnam became a full-throated American war. An ironic 
surprise is that Kurt Vonnegut’s brother designed a technique 
to flood trails used by the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong so 
that they would become sticky masses of mud, clear inspiration 
for the Ice-Nine of Cat’s Cradle. Black sets much of this vivid 
narrative on the ground, painstakingly documenting the death-
dealing technology America deployed against an enemy—and a 
civilian populace—that was vastly outgunned but bent on vic-
tory. The combat scenes are appropriately scarifying, and a key 
moment comes when one of the veterans returns with Black to 
the site of an ambush that killed many men in his unit. Just as 
effective is the author’s account of the politics of international 
aid and the people who joined, with the two veterans, in their 
expiatory efforts: Quaker volunteers, epidemiologists and med-
ical researchers, Vietnamese officials, and, most importantly, 
other veterans seeking redemption and resolution.

One of the best recent books on a war that ended half a 
century ago but that still reverberates.

THE REDISCOVERY 
OF AMERICA
Native Peoples and the 
Unmaking Of U.S. History
Blackhawk, Ned
Yale Univ. (576 pp.) 
$35.00  |  April 25, 2023
9780300244052  

A wide-ranging study that moves 
Indigenous peoples from the periphery 
to the core of continental history.

“Indigenous absence has been a long tradition of American 
historical analysis,” writes Blackhawk, a professor of history and 
faculty coordinator for the Yale Group for the Study of Native 
America. In recent years, this has changed thanks to the efforts of 
a new generation of historians to count marginalized groups such 
as women and ethnic minorities in the larger narrative. By the 
author’s account, American history represents an “epic encoun-
ter” between empires, Native and European, each conditioning 
the other. For example, pressures on the nations of the Iroquois 
Confederacy by British/American collision with the French 
Empire in North America pushed Iroquoian peoples into the 
Ohio River Valley, creating further conflict among Indigenous 
groups. In his lucid exposition, Blackhawk rightly notes, “while 
violence was an essential institution of colonialism, it was never 

“One of the best recent books on a war that ended half a
century ago but that still reverberates.”

the long reckoning
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enough to achieve permanent goals of empire.” While violence 
may have secured certain short-term goals, it introduced still 
more instability into an already unsettled situation that endan-
gered everyone involved. “Once it is initiated,” writes the author, 

“none can predict its ultimate course.” Blackhawk locates some of 
the most fraught moments of westward expansion in the years 
of the Civil War, when a preoccupied Abraham Lincoln left mat-
ters of Native policy largely to his generals in the West, advocat-
ing instead an abstract program of “assimilation, land cessions, 
and eventual disappearance.” Violence naturally ensued, with 
new Native confederations such as alliances of the Sioux and 
Cheyenne against the U.S. Army leading to Little Big Horn. The 
author closes with an analysis of the doctrine of “termination,” 
which attempted to dismantle Native communities, assimilate 
their members, and steal away their treaty lands, plans that even-
tually failed. Even today, though, Blackhawk notes that conflict 
exists as interest groups attempt to erase “the hard-fought gains 
of the modern sovereignty movement.”

A well-reasoned challenge for future American historians 
to keep Native peoples on center stage.

A VILLAGE IN THE 
THIRD REICH
How Ordinary Lives Were 
Transformed by the Rise of 
Fascism
Boyd, Julia & Angelika Patel
Pegasus (512 pp.) 
$35.00  |  April 4, 2023
9781639363780  

How a storied, seemingly idyllic Bavar-
ian town gradually embraced Nazi ideology.

Working with Patel, a local historian who was designated 
the task of writing a history of Oberstdorf covering the years 
of Nazi rule, Boyd, author of the award-winning Travelers of the 
Third Reich, delved into this project almost reluctantly, know-
ing little about the place. Yet it soon become apparent that 
this story of a small town in Germany served as a microcosm 
for the entire nation, which ultimately succumbed to Nazi 
rule. As a Catholic-majority village of about 4,000 near the 
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Fourteen was an age of extraordinary change for Lamya 
H: It was the year she first read the Surah Maryam, the 
story of the only woman named in the Quran, the virgin 
mother of the prophet Isa. It was the year she started wear-
ing hijab. And it was the year she realized she had a crush 
on the female economics teacher at her all-girls school.  

In her stunning debut memoir, Hijab Butch Blues, the 
author, now 36 and writing under a pseudonym, unspools 
a tender, triumphant coming-of-age by deftly interweav-
ing stories from the Quran. “As the author examines 
her evolving relationship to her religion,” Kirkus writes 
in commendation, “she also vibrantly explores what it 
means to live with an open-minded, open-hearted activ-
ist seeking to change the world for the better.”

Lamya H recently spoke with Kirkus via Zoom audio. 
The conversation has been edited for length and clarity. 

How did Hijab Butch Blues come to be?
In some ways I’ve been writing this book my whole life. 
Writing [my story] came through reading all these stories 
from the Quran. They lived with me, these characters 
that I write about. They accompanied me through my en-
tire life, and I’ve thought a lot about them—the challeng-
es they’ve been presented with, their decisions. As a kid, I 
always thought of them as perfect, but the older I got, the 
more complicated everyone started to feel. I started find-
ing solace in their imperfections. The retellings just sort 
of flowed as I recognized the ways I had been relating 
them to myself this whole time. Then it was just a matter 
of putting it on the page.

The narrative of your life gracefully flows back and 
forth through time. In Chapter 1, we see you at age 14, 
the year you read the Surah Maryam for the first time. 
It changes you in profound ways. 
It is the same year I started wearing hijab. Those things 
were both connected and not. [Wearing hijab] was some-
thing that I had been wanting to do for a really long time 
but just hadn’t quite figured out my relationship to it. 
And thinking about Maryam as this complicated figure—
someone who is supposed to be this perfect figure is actu-
ally sad and alone in ways that I was, too, when I was 14. I 
remember feeling like she was a real person I could have 
been friends with, a person I could have talked to about 
what I was going through. Something about that made it 
possible to wear hijab, because hijab didn’t have to be this 
perfect thing. It could be messy, it could be something 
that I figured out for myself. It could be something that 
didn’t look like what wearing hijab looked like for every-
one else. 

Last year I interviewed Harvey Fierstein about his 
memoir, I Was Better Last Night, and he shared the 

The author reckons with multiple identities in a vibrant new memoir, 
Hijab Butch Blues
BY MEGAN LABRISE

Lia Clay for the Q
ueer Art Com
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unity Portrait Project
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guidelines he tried to follow while writing his memoir: 
He tried not to lie. He tried to be kind. And he tried to 
tell the story as he remembered it happening. Did you 
have any such guidelines?
OK, first of all, I wish I had those guidelines. They’re such 
good guidelines. For me, writing was an exercise in feel-
ing the feelings I hadn’t let myself feel. To move through 
them and to process them. When I thought back on the 
memories and the various incidents that I talk about, I 
tried to return to—and really sit in—what I was feeling at 
those times. I’m someone who came to feelings very late 
in my life. This whole [idea of] feeling feelings in your body 
blew my mind. I feel like I just realized this four or five 
years ago, and I’m just like, wait, what? This has been here 
my whole life? It’s just getting inconvenient now, because I 
feel things like I feel happy, I feel sad. It’s terrible, but it’s 
also great. As I was writing, I felt like I could remember 
and access those feelings in ways I really couldn’t when I 
was younger, when I was just trying to survive and make 
it and had to separate myself from the feelings in such 
tangible ways.

I will be remiss if I don’t mention the title of this book 
and ask whether it’s a shoutout to Leslie Feinberg’s 
Stone Butch Blues.
So, I went back and forth on the title a lot, because ti-
tles are the hardest part of books. How are you supposed 
to choose one concept, one thing, and use it as a title? I 
don’t know how other people do it. But for me, it was ab-
solutely 100% inspired by Stone Butch Blues, and I think 
the book is in conversation with that book and with Les-
lie Feinberg. I thought a lot about queer ancestors, peo-
ple who paved the way for us not just to write books, but 
to exist. Stone Butch Blues is one of my favorite books, so 
beautiful and so timely still. It’s been decades since it was 
written, and it still feels so intersectional—even before 
that word was a thing. There are multiple identities at 
play, multiple solidarities in play, and so much hope and 
beauty and freedom in that book. I wanted to write a 
book that felt like it explored identities in similar ways.

You write about this in the book, but would you please 
speak a little bit about your decision to write under a 
pseudonym?
When I first started writing essays and articles [in 2010], 
I had written under a pseudonym because it can be really 
hard to write from multiple identities about things that 
people don’t understand. It’s interesting, because recent-
ly people do this thing where they’re like, oh, but things 

are better for queer people now, things are better for Muslims 
now, things are better. Where is that coming from? Do they 
not read [the news]? I value my privacy, I value my safety, 
and I value the safety of those I love—so it was impor-
tant to me to write this under a pseudonym. What’s also 
great about writing under a pseudonym is it allows you 
the freedom to really express yourself. It felt very expan-
sive to me, in terms of what I could talk about, what I 
could critique. I’m able to talk about certain things be-
cause I can protect myself in this particular way. And a lot 
of people in my life and my community know that I write 
under a pseudonym, so it still feels like I’m accountable. 

Craftwise, what’s your proudest achievement?
I’m not trained as a writer, so one of the things that it took 
me a while to figure out is how to tell stories in a nonlin-
ear fashion. I read a lot, too, and the jumping around can 
feel challenging, because you have to keep track of things. 
Learning how to do that in ways that guided the reader 
and then really clued in the reader to where I was geo-
graphically, chronologically—what had happened before, 
what had happened after—was probably my favorite part 
of writing this book.

Editor at large Megan Labrise hosts the Fully Booked podcast. 
Hijab Butch Blues was reviewed in the Jan. 1, 2023, issue.

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 2 3   |   6 3

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

http://kirkus.com


JUNE 1974  |  All the President’s Men  
by Carl Bernstein & Bob Woodward

Better known today as a film starring, yes, Robert Redford—and 
Dustin Hoffman—All the President’s Men chronicled the history-
making investigative reporting that unearthed the Watergate scandal 
and brought down the Nixon presidency.

Bernstein and Woodward, the two Washington Post journal-
ists who broke the Big Story, tell how they did it by old fashioned 
seat-of-the-pants reporting—in other words, lots of intuition and 
a thick stack of phone numbers.…The centerpiece of their own 
covert operation was an unnamed high government source they 
call Deep Throat, with whom Woodward arranged secret meet-
ings by positioning the potted palm on his balcony and through 
codes scribbled in his morning newspaper. Woodward’s wee hours 
meetings with Deep Throat in an underground parking garage are 
sheer cinema: We can just see Robert Redford (it has to be Rob-
ert Redford) watching warily for muggers and stubbing out end-
less cigarettes while Deep Throat spills the inside dope about 
the plumbers.…As the scandal goes public and out of their hands 
Bernstein and Woodward seem as stunned as the rest of us at 
where their search…has led. You have to agree with what their City 
Editor Barry Sussman realized way back in the beginning—“We’ve 
never had a story like this. Just never.”

NOVEMBER 1977  |  Dispatches 
by Michael Herr

Sent to cover the Vietnam War as a correspondent for Esquire, Herr 
returned to produce this classic of new journalism, which he subsequently 
acknowledged contained fictional elements. Herr later contributed writing 
to the films Apocalypse Now and Full Metal Jacket.  

“Vietnam, man. Bomb ’em and feed ’em, bomb ’em and feed 
’em”—a chopper pilot summarized the war strategy for Herr. And 
with Herr’s belated volume of unfiled dispatches from the front, the 
awareness grows that this war—like no other since WWI—contin-
ues to produce a rich lode of literature, part litany, part exorcism, part 
macabre nostalgia.…Herr was a correspondent with a license to see 
more than just a single mud hole. Using the “Airmobility” of the heli-

copters, he hopscotched the country from Hue 
to Danang to the DMZ to Saigon (“the subtle 
city war inside the war” where corruption stank 
like musk oil). He was at Hue during the battle 
that reduced the old Imperial capital to rubble, 
at Khe Sanh when the grunts’ expectations of 
another Alamo were running high. Between 
mortar shells and body bags he reflected on 
the mysterious smiles of the blank-eyed soldiers, 
smiles that said “I’ll tell you why I’m smiling, but 
it will make you crazy.” And Herr, who is full of 

twisted, hidden ironies, is all wrapped up in the craziness of the war, 
enthralled by the limitless “variety of deaths and mutilations the war 
offered,” and by the awful “cheer-crazed” language of the official com-
muniques which always reported spirits high, weather fine. He knew, 
and his buddies knew, that this kind of reportage was “psychotic 

vaudeville”—though not for a moment would he deny the harsh glam-
our of being a working war correspondent. 

JUNE 1978  |  Illness as Metaphor 
by Susan Sontag

Undergoing treatment for breast cancer, Sontag brought her formi-
dable critical powers to bear on American attitudes toward disease in this 
highly influential book. She reprised the theme in 1989 with AIDS and 
Its Metaphors.

Susan Sontag has written a small, liberating book that could be-
come the cancer patient’s Common Sense. First TB, then cancer, she 
perceives, have stood for enormities. Because their causes appeared 
to be multiple and were (as yet) unknown, because they struck at 
individuals, they were regarded as mysterious afflictions and con-

strued, according to the fashions of their 
times, as diseases of passion thwarted (TB) or 
passion repressed (cancer). But while TB con-
ferred a romantic, even spiritual distinction 
on its victims (Mimi, Byron, Little Eva), and 
became the sign of a superior nature, the dark 
side of creativity, a pretext for idleness and 
travel—cancer, viewed no less as “a form of 
self-expression,” or self-caused, draws the op-
probrium attached increasingly in our time to 
repression of emotion.…“The modern disease 
metaphors are all cheap shots,” demoralizing 

to patients, dangerous—a call to violence—in political discourse.…
The persuasive simplicity of the argument, and its reach, also call to 
mind Tom Paine.

JUNE 1980  |  China Men 
by Maxine Hong Kingston

Kingston blazed a trail in Asian American and autobiographical 
writing with her genre-defying debut, The Woman Warrior, winner of 
the National Book Critics Circle Award. She continued her explorations 
in this follow-up, which won a National Book Award.

What began with The Woman Warrior—Chinese immigrant 
women—is now continued with the focus on the China Men who 
left China for the Gold Mountain; and all of Kingston’s different 
impulses—curatorial, reconstructive, celebratory, quizzical—are 
again brought into play. Starting with a remembrance of her fa-
ther’s misogynistic curses issued while he ironed in the family laun-
dry in Stockton, California…Kingston traces backward and miscel-
laneously. There are the Chinese, for instance, who came to Hawaii 
and cut cane, who at day’s end would cut huge holes in the earth 
and shout home greetings to China. Or those who swung out in 
baskets over ravines in the Sierra Nevada mountains to set explo-
sive charges for railroad bridges…only to be driven out of the terri-
tory after the railroad was built. And family stories: the uncles who 
quite acceptably saw ghosts or who turned paranoid or who were 
driven mad by guilt and cured by expiation. Kingston’s non-senti-
mental approach to ethnicity remains one of her strongest bases—
her knowledge that a people’s particular and real madness is one of 
its most enduring flavors. 

from the archives
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Austrian border, with few Jews living there in the late 1930s 
and many tourists and skiers lured to its spectacular moun-
tains, Oberstdorf boasted a vigorous municipal government—
until March 5, 1933, when the populace voted in the Nazi Party. 
Following the “political chaos of the Weimar Republic,” Boyd 
shows how the Nazis gained favor, after which immediate 
directives from Berlin—in the form of the Enabling Act, pro-
viding “the Nazis the legal means to eliminate their political 
opponents swiftly and brutally,” and other edicts—changed 
everything for the local government, which was immediately 
replaced by Nazi functionaries. The “new men” had arrived in 
town, and any local opposition was repressed. Nazis corralled 
the town’s youth into clubs and organizations and filled school 
curricula with race lessons and antisemitism. Then the Nazis 
looked toward abolishing religious practices and neutralizing 
their authority. Boyd looks carefully at the role of the local 
mountain troops in the Eastern Front, especially Operation 
Barbarossa, and the tribunes of final reckoning by the French 
and Moroccan invaders, followed by the Americans. The 
author effectively portrays the horrific toll of the war on one 

small town, personalizing it among the perpetrators, but read-
ers may find it difficult to sympathize with some of the char-
acters she introduces.

A thorough, chilling social history of how Nazi ideology 
took hold at the local level.

RED MEMORY 
The Afterlives of 
China’s Cultural 
Revolution
Branigan, Tania
Norton (288 pp.) 
$29.95  |  May 9, 2023
9781324051954  

The former China correspondent for 
the Guardian explores the “cumulative 
forgetting” of the devastations of the 

Cultural Revolution.
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London-based journalist Branigan, who lived in China from 
2008 until recently, delivers a series of poignant, engaging sto-
ries that reveal the deep scars left by the Cultural Revolution, 
which radiated violently across the country from “Red August” 
1966 to 1976. Across a beautifully rendered text, the author 
astutely examines the Maoist ideology that drove the tumultu-
ous class struggle and destruction, leading to the deaths “of as 
many as 2 million for their supposed political sins and another 
36 million hounded.” Prompted to explore the history more 
deeply after viewing artist Xu Weixin’s exhibit of huge portraits 
in Beijing of those who “had played a part in this madness, as 
victim or perpetrator; often both,” Branigan digs into numer-
ous vivid personal tales. Many were teenagers at the time, and 
some were children of the political elite; they responded to 
Mao’s direct appeal to “be martial” by becoming zealous devo-
tees of the Red Guard. They inflicted violence on their teach-
ers and denounced their parents, all in the name of destroying 
the “Four Olds”—old ideas, old culture, old customs, old habits. 
Many of the perpetrators, including current leader Xi Jinping, 
would later be disgraced themselves, sent to reeducation camps 

in rural communities for years afterward. Only Mao’s death 
and the ousting of the Gang of Four would end the mayhem. 
Throughout this sensitive, well-researched narrative, Branigan 
delicately delves into these shattered lives. Many of her subjects 
are still searching for justice or recognition, while others remain 
nostalgic for their patriotic youth. The author notes that while 
the hysteria and fanaticism of the time “forged modern China,” 
the events are rarely discussed today—even as the trauma con-
tinues to resonate deeply.

A heartbreaking, revelatory evocation of “the decade that 
cleaved modern China in two.”

MORE THAN A GLITCH
Confronting Race, Gender, 
and Ability Bias in Tech
Broussard, Meredith
MIT Press (240 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  March 14, 2023
9780262047654  

A sharp rebuke of technochauvinism.
Broussard brings her perspective 

as a multiracial woman, data journalist, 
and computer scientist to an eye-open-

ing critique of racism, sexism, and ableism in technology. She 
decries technochauvinism, which she defines as “a kind of bias 
that considers computational solutions to be superior to all 
other solutions.” Examining the use of AI programs in areas 
such as facial recognition, learning assessment, and medical 
diagnosis, Broussard argues persuasively that algorithmic 
systems “often act in racist ways because they are built using 
training data that reflects racist actions or policies.” Moreover, 
these systems have been developed by “able-bodied, white, 
cis-gender, American men” who test programs on a similar 
pool. Racial bias is blatant when facial recognition programs 
are instituted in policing, leading to harassment and false 
arrests. “Facial recognition is known to work better on people 
with light skin than dark skin,” she writes, “better on men 
than on women, and it routinely misgenders trans, nonbinary, 
or gender nonconforming people.” Broussard explains clearly 
how data sets limit the efficacy of AI in predictive policing—

“a strategy that uses statistics to predict future crimes”—as 
well as in medical diagnostics: “The skin cancer AIs are likely 
to work only on light skin because that’s what is in the training 
data.” The author draws on her own experience with breast 
cancer to point out the inadequacy of an AI assessment that 
missed her disease. Fortunately, her experienced doctor did 
not even consult the AI results. Broussard highlights the work 
of the Algorithmic Justice League, the Surveillance Technol-
ogy Oversight Project, and other groups involved in algorith-
mic auditing. “If we are building AI systems that intervene in 
people’s lives,” she warns, “we need to maintain and inspect 
and replace the systems the same way we maintain and inspect 
and replace bridges and roads.”

An informed analysis of one of the insidious elements of 
technology.

“An informed analysis of one of the 
insidious elements of technology.”

more than a glitch
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BANG BANG CRASH
A Memoir
Brown, Nic
Counterpoint (224 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9781640094406  

Amiable memoir by a rock drummer– 
turned-writer.

“I never play the drums anymore, but 
they never cease playing me,” writes 
Brown, who found elementary school 

fame by slapping knees and desk in a creditable version of Ringo 
Starr’s drumming on “The End.” Ask the author about his career in 
rock, though, and he’s likely to demur—in large measure, he writes, 
because you wouldn’t have heard of the bands he played with 
despite the fact that they had a radio hit or two. Brown likens him-
self to a minor league ball player called up to the majors but never 
quite distinguishing himself: “I wasn’t one of the greats. I was just 
good enough.” An ardent music fan might be the judge of that, but 

Brown delivers a well-written rock memoir that evades the usual 
clichés. There’s not a lot of sex and drugs, for instance, but there’s 
plenty on how a nondysfunctional rhythm section works and 
how a drummer can get the yips as surely as can a golf pro. Egos, 
contracts, publishing rights, rolling along the interstate on a tour 
bus supporting the Foo Fighters—all figure in Brown’s pages. The 
author also tackles deeper issues, such as the racism that pervaded 
the music scene in the North Carolina city where he got his start 
and the musical differences that cleaved communities (“It’s just 
rock stuff,” he says apologetically to a jazz master). There are funny 
anecdotes along the way, as when Brown figures out a devastatingly 
difficult drum pattern before an audition only to discover that 
the band had actually used two drummers. The author also writes 
seriously without taking himself too much so, as when he recalls 
reaching a sideman’s apogee: “I’d made myself invisible.” Later pas-
sages of the book recount his friendship with mentor and writer 
Jim McPherson and how he developed his own writing chops while 
becoming a more appreciative consumer of music.

Both former and aspiring rockers will find plenty to reflect 
on in Brown’s reminiscences.
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SEPTEMBER 1987  |  An American 
Childhood by Annie Dillard

Considered one of the greatest—and most spiritual—of contempo-
rary American nature writers, the author of Pilgrim at Tinker Creek 
traced her roots in this illuminating memoir.

Awareness is all to Dillard. To the tot, “mindless and eternal,” 
playing on the kitchen floor, will come, in the roaring flood of time, 

“the breakthrough shift between seeing, and knowing you see.” 
Aware as the dickens, Dillard found that everything in the world is 

“an outcrop of some vast vein of knowledge.” 
The child Dillard will read books “to deliri-
um,” investigate rocks and insects, “pry open 
a landscape” with a microscope, draw faces, 
and just because it felt marvelous, pretend 
to fly, arms flapping, down a Pittsburgh main 
street. In between accounts of such fabulous 
flights and efforts of concentration which 

“draw you down so very deep,” there are de-
lightful portraits of a set of attractive par-
ents (shameless connoisseurs of jokes, both 
ancient and practical) and not unaffection-

ate views of Pittsburgh’s Old Guard, at Country Club play to ac-
tually praying (to teen-ager Dillard’s angry astonishment) in sables 
and tailcoats, in their gold-plated church). There are tales of mis-
chief-making, dances and boys, school and the fine and splendid 
rages of adolescence (“I was a dog barking between my own ears”). 
Throughout, Dillard rumples up the placid life. An overview of one 
particular childhood told with shiver and bounce, and another Dil-
lard voyage of discovery as she continues to “break up through the 
skin of awareness…as dolphins burst through the seas….”

JUNE 1995  |  The Liars’ Club by Mary Karr
Already an acclaimed poet, Karr became a literary sensation with this 

bestselling no-holds-barred memoir of a hardscrabble Texas childhood, of-
ten credited with ushering in a new age of frank autobiographical writing.

Some childhoods are so pitiable you have to either laugh or 
cry. Karr’s memoir succeeds in taking the reader to both extremes. 
Leechfield, Texas, circa 1962, was the kind of place where kids 

chased behind the DDT spray truck to see 
who could vomit first. So it was in this home 
sweet homestead that the author, when she 
was seven, and her older sister went about 
the daily task of keeping their family together 
despite their mother’s tendency for alcohol 
and suicidal car outings, and their father’s 
spendthrift obsessions. Along the way there 
were moments of genuine fear, adolescent 
gross-outs, and secrets about what love can 
drive one to do. Karr understands the inher-

ent power in the fine line between comedy and tragedy, and she 
handles such juxtapositions like a knife thrower with something 
to prove. A wickedly funny account of smart-alecky goofing off can 
suddenly bolt into a horrific remembrance of sexual abuse. She is 

equally skilled at recounting the tall tales that her father cooked up 
to amuse his friends, the group of drinking buddies from which the 
book takes its title. In Daddy’s voice, several classically Texan yarns 
are spun. Karr borrows his technique, his deadpan delivery, to give 
her book its edge, with punchy transitions like: “Maybe if Mother 
hadn’t taken it in her head to shoot Hector, we’d never have got 
back to Texas.”…With a sure hand, and the stamina that comes 
from growing up unlucky, Karr digs deep into her youth and hits 
black gold.

APRIL 2003  |  Reading Lolita in Tehran  
by Azar Nafisi

A testimonial to the power of literature as well as a glimpse inside 
the repressive Islamic Republic of Iran, Nafisi’s book was a bestseller that 
reached readers around the globe in 32 languages.

So you want a revolution? If your foe is an ayatollah, try reading 
Jane Austen. So exiled writer and scholar Nafisi instructs in this spar-
kling memoir of life in post-revolutionary Iran. 
A modest dissident during the shah’s regime, a 
member of a Marxist study group like so many 
other Iranian students abroad…Nafisi taught 
literature at the University of Tehran after the 
revolution. After running afoul of the mullahs 
for having dared teach such “immoral” nov-
els as The Great Gatsby and such “anti-Islamic” 
writers as Austen, she organized a literary study 
group that met in her home. Fittingly, the first 
work her group, made up of seven young wom-
en, turned to was One Thousand and One Nights, narrated by that great 
revolutionary Scheherazade.…Tracing her students’ discussions and 
journeys of self-discovery while revisiting scenes from her “decadent” 
youth, Nafisi puts a fine spin on works that Western students so of-
ten complain about having to read—The Golden Bowl, Mansfield Park, 
Ulysses, Mrs. Dalloway. And, without once sinking into sentimental-
ity or making overly large claims for the relative might of the pen 
over the sword, Nafisi celebrates the power of literature to nourish 
free thought in climes inhospitable to it.…

A spirited tribute both to the classics of world literature and to 
resistance against oppression.

JULY 2015  |  Between the World and Me 
by Ta-Nehisi Coates 

Coates’ critically acclaimed second book won both the Kirkus Prize 
and the National Book Award; it was later adapted for a stage produc-
tion and an HBO documentary. 

Atlantic senior writer Coates…offers this eloquent memoir as 
a letter to his teenage son, bearing witness to his own experiences 
and conveying passionate hopes for his son’s life. “I am wounded,” he 
writes. “I am marked by old codes, which shielded me in one world 
and then chained me in the next.” Coates grew up in the tough 
neighborhood of West Baltimore, beaten into obedience by his fa-
ther.…His life changed dramatically at Howard University, where his 
father taught and from which several siblings graduated.…He calls it 

from the archives
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The Mecca, and its faculty and his fellow stu-
dents expanded his horizons, helping him to 
understand “that the black world was its own 
thing, more than a photo-negative of the peo-
ple who believe they are white.” Coates refers 
repeatedly to whites’ insistence on their ex-
clusive racial identity; he realizes now “that 
nothing so essentialist as race” divides people, 
but rather “the actual injury done by people 
intent on naming us, intent on believing that 
what they have named matters more than 

anything we could ever actually do.” After he married, the author’s 
world widened again in New York, and later in Paris, where he fi-
nally felt extricated from white America’s exploitative, consumerist 
dreams. He came to understand that “race” does not fully explain 

“the breach between the world and me,” yet race exerts a crucial force, 
and young blacks like his son are vulnerable and endangered by “ma-
joritarian bandits.” Coates desperately wants his son to be able to live 

“apart from fear—even apart from me.”
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PLANTA SAPIENS
The New Science of Plant 
Intelligence
Calvo, Paco with Natalie Lawrence
Norton (240 pp.) 
$28.95  |  March 14, 2023
9780393881080  

Are plants sentient?
Calvo, a professor of philosophy 

of science at Universidad de Murcia in 
Spain, begins classes by demonstrating 

that, when exposed to an anesthetic, mimosa leaves stop with-
drawing and Venus flytraps stop trapping. If a plant can be put 
to sleep as an animal can, writes the author, “perhaps we might 
consider the possibility that plants are not simple automatons 
or inert, photosynthetic machines. We might begin to imagine 
that plants have some kind of individual experience of the world. 
They might be aware.” To the relentlessly “zoocentric” human 
mind, movement and intelligence are linked, but plants could 
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not exist in the brutal competition for survival if they did not 
take in information, learn, and plan ahead. Although lacking 
neurons like animals, they use similar electrical signals to engage 
with their surroundings. Despite possessing a completely dif-
ferent system, they’re doing something similar. Many scientists 
disagree with these notions, arguing that plant “behavior” is 
simply adaptation, a genetically encoded response to a stimulus 
that has proved advantageous over evolutionary time. Taking 
up the challenge, Calvo agrees that “it’s up to us to prove it” and 
proceeds to describe sophisticated behavior that will impress 
even skeptical readers. Following the sun during the day, some 
plants turn at night to face the sunrise the following day. Kept 
in a black box in the lab, they will not lose the memory for three 
or four days. Simple slime molds gather to form large masses 
than can solve maze problems and remember molecular likes 
and dislikes through communication between individual cells. 
Along with fascinating examples, Calvo devotes equal space 
to arguments with philosophers and fellow scientists over the 
meaning of intelligence. Readers will find it difficult to resist 
his claim that plants tailor their forms and experiences to their 
environments in a way that animals simply cannot. “If we look 
closely at how they do this,” writes the author, “we will be able 
to begin to understand why they do.”

Persuasive evidence for plant intelligence.

WORKING TO RESTORE
Harnessing the Power of 
Regenerative Business To 
Heal the World
Chhabra, Esha
Beacon Press (248 pp.) 
$29.95  |  March 21, 2023
9780807008515  

An account of the new wave of inno-
vative companies working to protect 
the environment, improve equity, and 

rewrite the rules of business.
A freelance writer with a special interest in “mission-driven 

brands” who has received multiple fellowships from the Pulit-
zer Center on Crisis Reporting, Chhabra chronicles her trav-
els around the world conducting wide-ranging interviews with 
business leaders committed to sustainability. For example, she 
describes pioneering farming methods aimed at reversing soil 
degradation and companies that are dedicated to treating waste 
as a resource. She is particularly impressed by a company that 
collects discarded plastic from Amsterdam’s canals and turns 
it into shoes and furniture and another that uses waste bread 
to brew boutique beer. Other companies are looking deeper, 
examining their supply chains, especially those that extend 
into developing countries, to ensure that their environmental 
impacts are minimal and workers are treated fairly. Novel busi-
ness structures are emerging for firms that seek to combine 
social purpose with profitability, and they are finding solid cus-
tomer bases. Chhabra is aware of the danger of “greenwashing,” 
where companies claim to be environmentally responsible but 

actually do very little. It’s important to look at the lifestyles 
of the company principal, which will reveal whether they are 
walking the walk. The author does not object to corporate 
philanthropy, but genuine engagement is more important than 
simply writing a check. She repeatedly returns to the point that 
consumers play a vital role. Much can be achieved by simply liv-
ing with less stuff, thinking carefully about who you are buying 
from, and doing your best to recycle. Also, be ready to pay more 
for environmentally sustainable products; the price tag is not 
the only cost to consider. Chhabra avoids preachy rhetoric, and 
the overall tone of the book is optimistic.

With wit and energy, Chhabra introduces us to an exciting 
new business landscape.

A LIVING REMEDY
A Memoir
Chung, Nicole
Ecco/HarperCollins (288 pp.) 
$28.99  |  April 4, 2023
9780063031616  

An adopted daughter finds herself 
robbed of the chance to give back to 
beloved parents.

Chung grew up in rural Oregon, the 
Korean daughter of White parents and 

one of the only Asians in her area, a situation she described in 
her poignant debut memoir, All You Can Ever Know. Her urge to 
confront troubling truths continues to drive her second book, 
which examines and expiates the vexing circumstances of her 
parents’ deaths. After living “paycheck to paycheck” through-
out her youth, her parents were out of work and without health 
insurance when her father’s sudden, serious illness began. Death 
is no great equalizer, as the author soon learned: “Sickness and 
grief throw wealthy and poor families alike into upheaval, but 
they do not transcend the gulfs between us, as some claim—if 
anything, they often magnify them.” Her father’s death felt 
like “a kind of negligent homicide, facilitated and sped by the 
state’s failure to fulfill its most basic responsibilities to him 
and others like him.” His passing came just before a change 
in Chung’s own finances, as the manuscript of the memoir her 
father never finished reading was bought and published. Briefly, 
things looked brighter, as her bereaved mother planned a trip 
to Greece with friends from her church. Then, in quick suc-
cession, she was diagnosed with cancer, and Covid-19 arrived. 
Again, Chung’s hands were tied, and she faced the cruel situa-
tion so many did during lockdown, unable to be present with 
dying relatives. Memoirs such as this one provide an important 
record of the emotional cost of the pandemic. Read in tandem 
with the author’s first book, it underlines the strength of her 
connection to both her adoptive parents and the birth-family 
relatives she found.

As Chung seeks a way to grieve without self-punishment, 
this open-hearted, unflinching account will be a boon to 
others.

“As Chung seeks a way to grieve without self-punishment, this 
open-hearted, unflinching account will be a boon to others.”

a living remedy
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TELL IT LIKE IT IS
A Guide to Clear and Honest 
Writing
Clark, Roy Peter
Little, Brown Spark (288 pp.) 
$28.00  |  April 11, 2023
9780316317139  

Practical advice to help achieve civic 
clarity in writing.

Poynter Institute senior scholar 
Clark returns with another warm and 

witty book on writing in these dark days of misinformation 
and propaganda. Organizing the book into three sections, 
the author’s goal is “to offer a succinct and practical guide to 
writing with clarity, honesty, and conviction,” and he focuses 
on what he calls the bright light of “public” writings by jour-
nalists, scientists, economists, storytellers, and poets. Clark 
begins with an example of good public writing: the instruc-
tions for an at-home Covid-19 test. The directions featured 

short paragraphs, simple words, lots of white space, and clear 
typography, delivering an effective message. The author ends 
each breezy chapter with a “Highlights” section of examples 
and suggestions—e.g., “Read your sentence aloud to see if 
you can follow it.” Short is always good when explaining com-
plex issues. Avoid jargon, and use as few numbers as possible. 
Clear charts and graphs can be helpful. Write with the reader’s 
interest in mind. Let first drafts “cool off for a while.” An apt 
analogy is a “powerful but underutilized tool in the writer’s 
workbench.” In the second section, Clark turns his attention 
to telling good stories in the public interest. He explores the 
differences between reports and stories and the importance 
of writing in service of public ritual and working on making 
important information interesting. The last section focuses 
on honesty and candor in public writing and how writers can 

“develop a sense of mission and purpose.” Clark also reminds 
us that readers benefit from both showing and telling. He dis-
cusses the need for neutrality in public writing and the poison 
of propaganda as well as the best way to debunk information 
without calling more attention to it. He explains why he likes 
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the semicolon and “one of the most useful and underappreci-
ated words in the English language: that.”

A common-sense refresher course on clear, informative 
writing.

MORE NUMBERS EVERY DAY
How Data, Stats, and Figures 
Control Our Lives and How To 
Set Ourselves Free
Dahlen, Micael & Helge Thorbjørnsen
Trans. by Paul Norlen
Hachette (288 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 14, 2023
9780306830846  

Two professors of marketing and eco-
nomics launch a well-informed attack on 

the infallibility of numbers and data.
Popular mathematics books tend to belong to the math-

is-fun or how-to-lie-with-statistics genres. Dahlen and Thor-
bjørnsen, however, offer an ingenious warning that numbers 
are messing up the world. They are “flirtatious, manipulative, 
distracting little devils. [They] mislead us and lie. They distort 
and entice.” The authors deliver a steady stream of anecdotes, 
studies, and historical events that will unsettle even the most 
skeptical. Readers who roll their eyes when the authors claim 
that we perceive odd numbers as masculine and even numbers 
as feminine must explain why so many professional athletes 
(mostly men) prefer odd numbers on their jerseys. Even though 
numbers influence our feelings, identities, and interests, “num-
bers contain not more information than words but less.” For 
example, the authors describe an experiment in which subjects 
read lengthy, information-rich, flattering reviews of a hotel that 
received an overall rating of 2. Then they read lukewarm reviews 
of a hotel that was given a high 5 rating. When asked, they pre-
ferred the hotel with the higher number, “clearly influenced 
more by the number than the written praise.” To make matters 
worse, the 21st century has seen an explosion of smartphones, 
smartwatches, and other logging apps that allow opportunities 
for self-quantification that Benjamin Franklin could only dream 
of. Do they work? Studies show that obsessive health monitor-
ing with a Fitbit or Apple Watch improves performance in some 
users but only slightly. Besides filling the text with suggestions 
for fending off number mania (“number vaccine advice”), the 
authors explain that numbers are there to help. That’s why they 
were invented. However, they are only helpful if we remem-
ber that they’re the product of the human mind and therefore 
almost always subjective, selective, changeable, different in dif-
ferent cultures, swayed by prejudice and emotion, and often 
simply wrong.

An unnerving but convincing anti-number polemic.

IF I BETRAY 
THESE WORDS 
Moral Injury in 
Medicine and Why It’s So 
Hard for Clinicians To Put 
Patients First
Dean, Wendy with Simon Talbot
Steerforth (306 pp.) 
$29.00  |  April 4, 2023
9781586423544  

A fierce denunciation of American 
medicine in which physicians are the heroes—mostly.

Doctors Dean and Talbot, founders of a nonprofit called 
The Moral Injury of Healthcare, explain that “moral injury” 
occurs when we experience something that transgresses our 
beliefs. For doctors, that means the oath to put patients’ needs 
first. It’s no secret that doctors must now comply with powerful 
stakeholders in the system, including insurers, hospital admin-
istrators, and oppressive regulators, as well as lugubrious elec-
tronic medical records. Stories of health care workers suffering 

“burnout” fill the media, but most blame overwork aggravated 
by the pandemic. Not so, maintain the authors. The culprit is 
moral injury, the result of applying aggressive, modern business 
methods to medical practice. In the introduction, the authors 
describe a dynamic entrepreneur whose massive hospital 
earned huge profits by minimizing staff and maximizing test-
ing and services whether necessary or not, and perhaps break-
ing the law. Finally sent away with a golden parachute, he was 
replaced by another entrepreneur who promised “significant 
value for our shareholders.” As the authors demonstrate con-
sistently, hospital executives see themselves as responsible to 
stockholders, not to physicians or patients. This includes many 
nonprofits, whose administrators give profits priority and ben-
efit from them. Dean and Talbot profile the work of physicians 
forced to endure moral injury who then try, sometimes success-
fully, to find a practice more to their liking. In the final chap-
ter, they deliver a passionate plea for more sensible and better 
enforced government regulation and more generous reimburse-
ment from public and private insurance. Neither seems on the 
horizon. Sadly, heartless, assembly-line health care is more prof-
itable than the good kind and, despite lurid stories, only slightly 
less effective. Doctors and patients hate it, but in a nation 
that worships the free market, profit is evidence of a well-run 
institution. Pair this powerful book with an equally painful yet 
important view from the top: Brian Alexander’s The Hospital.

An expert bottoms-up examination of our diseased health 
care system.

“An expert bottoms-up examination of 
our diseased health care system.”

if i  betray these words
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FLYING GREEN
On the Frontiers of 
New Aviation
de Bellaigue, Christopher
Columbia Global Reports (112 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  April 4, 2023
9781735913780  

An award-winning journalist surveys 
emerging technologies for environmen-
tally friendly air travel.

It’s no secret that airplanes are 
among the worst climate offenders; at minimum, one interna-
tional flight burns 300 kilograms of jet fuel per person. Yet, fly-
ing is “a silver bullet that slays the demon of distance,” writes 
de Bellaigue. “It’s the closest thing we have to supernatural 
powers.” In 2019, “a total of 4.5 billion passengers were flown…
and 82 percent of seats were full.” However, that number dis-
proportionally represents an elite group of frequent fliers, most 
of whom don’t live in areas most affected by climate change. 

Researchers have confirmed that reducing air travel by one 
flight per year per person can have a major positive impact 
on the environment, but people are reluctant to change their 
behavior. The author also points out the fact that less than 
20% of the world’s population has ever taken a flight, and the 
number of active flyers is expected to increase. As intractable 
as this problem seems, de Bellaigue has good news: Startups and 
entrepreneurs around the world have identified new ways to “fly 
green,” giving environmentalists cause for optimism. From Cal-
ifornia to Switzerland, the author explores the most promising 
technologies to make flying cleaner, from innovative jet fuels to 
helium-powered airships to electric planes. Blending in-person 
interviews with rigorous research, the author brings these pio-
neering scientists and ideas to life, and he makes a convincing 
argument that there is good reason to be hopeful that these 
ambitious leaders can transform the industry and help save the 
planet. However, he’s careful to point out that progress is likely 
to be fitful, as with any groundbreaking technology that threat-
ens a powerful status quo. “It’s not technology that’s holding up 
the decarbonization of aviation,” he writes. “It’s money.”
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An exciting read that gives climate-minded travelers rea-
son to hope that positive change is in the near future.

MAGNIFICENT REBEL
Nancy Cunard in Jazz 
Age Paris
de Courcy, Anne
St. Martin’s (336 pp.) 
$29.99  |  April 11, 2023
9781250272560  

The turbulent and complicated roman-
tic life of legendary flapper Nancy Cunard 
(1896-1965).

In her latest, de Courcy, a prolific 
social historian and author of Chanel’s Riviera and The Husband 
Hunters, among other books, focuses on bewitching shipping 
heiress Cunard’s famous lovers and a key, long-lasting friend-
ship with her mother’s lover, the Irish writer George Moore. 
The author also provides incisive profiles of her lovers. Drawing 
on Cunard’s revealing diaries, de Courcy zeros in on her 14 years 
living in the exciting milieu of Jazz Age Paris. The brilliant, inde-
pendence-seeking Cunard lived an unconventional, remarkable 
life. She hastily married in 1916, but the relationship lasted 
less than two years, and her life became a promiscuous, boozy 
adventure tempered with writing poetry and lamenting the 
early death of a lover. In 1920, she escaped to Paris. “It was not 
long,” writes the author, “before Nancy, rich, gorgeous-looking 
and stylish…became one of the icons” of the Roaring ’20s and 
a muse to Michael Arlen, author of the popular The Green Hat, 
whose heroine was modeled on Nancy. Early on, Cunard met 
the flamboyant, married Ezra Pound, who had his own affairs. 
Unlike Arlen, de Courcy notes, she deeply loved him for five or 
six years. It wasn’t reciprocated, but they remained friends. She 
moved on to numerous cities and the writer and painter Wynd-
ham Lewis, and then to Robert McAlmon, the American writer 
and influential publisher. Unlike Pound, Aldous Huxley fell “des-
perately and obsessively” in love with Cunard, but his wife put 
a firm end to it. Her next lover was Dadaist Tristan Tzara, and 
they shared a “light-hearted and fun” affair. After Tzara, Cunard 
experienced an “intense” and doomed “passionate” relationship 
with poet Louis Aragon. In 1928, Cunard founded the Hours 
Press, which published Samuel Beckett’s first poem, “Whoro-
scope,” and had the “most important love affair” of her life, with 
Henry Crowder, a married Black jazz pianist. Under his influ-
ence, she would later publish Negro, her own groundbreaking 
anthology about African American history, art, and politics.  

A fulsome portrait of a quixotic, disruptive, talented 
woman.

SECOND STAR
And Other Reasons for 
Lingering
Delerm, Philippe
Trans. by Jody Gladding
Archipelago (164 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  April 4, 2023
9781953861542  

A French author meditates on the simple pleasures of life.
In the translator’s note, Gladding writes, “these pieces are 

drawn from The Troubled Waters of the Mojito and The Ecstasy 
of the Selfie, the most recent collections of…Delerm’s ‘liter-
ary snapshots,’ a genre he invented over two decades ago and 
still uniquely represents.” Throughout this collection of light-
hearted vignettes, the author invites readers to slow down and 
cherish moments—e.g., getting caught in a rain shower, eating 
a clementine one-handed, and dancing as if no one is watching, 

“making peace with your body.” Delerm also explores the seren-
ity that comes from folding sheets, the brightness to be found in 
washing windows, and the calmness that arrives when you hold 
a physical book in your hand. “In essence,” writes the author, “it 
holds a promise of solitude, retreat, silence.” Other elements of 
everyday life take on a darker tone, such as the self-destructive 
nature of vaping, the drama associated with achieving the per-
fect selfie, the isolation of using a smartphone, the impatience 
that can arise from waiting at a restaurant, and the agitation 
that comes from losing memories to Alzheimer’s. Of one such 
person, the author writes, “She’ll remember that she lost some-
thing, she won’t know what. They say it’s hell. But there isn’t a 
word for it.” Delerm examines many intimate moments in life, 
such as the expressions of ecstasy that desserts can elicit or the 
joy of bouncing a baby in your arms. The author also contem-
plates the regional joys of France and Italy, including viewing 
a Michel Bouquet play from the third balcony, watching tango 
dancers near the Seine, and observing summer tourists gather 
at the San Giacomo fountain in Venice. Although the text feels 
disjointed, perhaps necessarily so, Delerm’s brief observations 
allow readers to dip in and out, offering moments of reflection 
and contemplation as time permits.

Brief, tender instruction on how to stop and smell the 
roses.

FORAGER 
Field Notes for 
Surviving a Family 
Cult: A Memoir
Dowd, Michelle
Algonquin (288 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 7, 2023
9781643751856  

A moving and intense tale of the 
author’s experiences in an apocalyptic cult.

“I grew up on a mountain, prepar-
ing for the Apocalypse,” writes Dowd at the beginning of this 

“A harrowing, engrossing story of survival 
amid painful circumstances.”

forager
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enthralling narrative, which describes her upbringing in the 
1970s and ’80s in the Field, a religious cult founded by her 
grandfather in 1931. She spent her childhood preparing for the 
imminent end of days on “a sixteen-acre undeveloped camp 
sitting on the San Andreas Fault.” As a young girl, she under-
went extreme military training, tests of her pain tolerance, and 
months of abandonment by her parents, who were frequently 
on a national tour known as “the Trip.” Forbidden to speak to 

“Outsiders,” unless she was raising money for the Field, Dowd 
turned to the landscape for solace and survival, drawing on her 
substantial knowledge of edible flora. “Violence is everywhere, 
and no one around here seems to care, least of all the God of 
my fathers,” she writes, delineating years of abuse, forced hun-
ger, and neglect. Taught that holding hands out of wedlock is 
grounds for expulsion, and even affection between mother 
and child is sinful, she grew up without any outward indica-
tion of love. Certain that her family would readily sacrifice her 
if asked, she writes, “as descendants by blood, I think the only 
real distinction my cousins and I have from other leaders’ kids 
is knowing Grandpa would kill us if God asks him to.” Heart-
breaking and difficult to put down, this book lyrically chroni-
cles an impressive rise out of illness, poverty, and indoctrination. 
As she struggled with growing into a woman in an unsafe and 
patriarchal environment, Dowd realized she needed to escape. 
However, she notes, “freeing oneself is the first step; claiming 
ownership of that freed self has been a lifelong journey.” Leav-
ing the cult meant losing her family and understanding of the 
world, with only her ecological knowledge and mental tough-
ness to carry her forward.

A harrowing, engrossing story of survival amid painful 
circumstances.

LOOK AT THE LIGHTS, 
MY LOVE
Ernaux, Annie
Trans. by Alison L. Strayer
Yale Univ. (96 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  April 4, 2023
9780300268218  

The 2022 Nobel laureate ruminates 
on a year of shopping at her local big-box 
retailer.

“So, from November 2012 to October 
2013,” writes Ernaux, “I made a record of most of my visits to 
the Auchan superstore in Cergy, where I usually go, for reasons 
of convenience and pleasure.” Noting the role of the arts in 
determining what people find worth remembering, the author 
laments that superstores “are only starting to be considered as 
places worthy of representation.” Ernaux feels that conven-
tional discourse about them is “tinged with aversion,” which is 
not her take at all—even though, back in 1993, when she first 
began writing about the superstore “as a great human meeting 
place,” she did so “with a certain sense of shame.” These days, 
her feelings about Auchan are closer to those reflected by the 
book’s title, a bit of overheard dialogue between a mother and 

child just in front of her on the moving walkway as they ascend 
toward “the lights and garlands hanging down like necklaces 
of precious stones.” Ernaux mostly loves the place, though her 
approbation includes a cleareyed grasp of its mission, for exam-
ple, as seen in the area of cultural diversity. “A few meters away, 
in the space set up for Ramadan, an ecstatic little boy holds a 
pack of dates stuffed with pink and green almond paste,” she 
writes. “Indifferent to the xenophobic fears of one part of soci-
ety, the superstore adapts to the cultural diversity of its clien-
tele, scrupulously keeping pace with their holidays. No ethics 
are involved, just ‘ethnic marketing.’ ” As the author scrutinizes 
the contents of other people’s carts, they scrutinize hers as well, 
and she squirms a bit—even more so when she is recognized, 
which happens more than once. “I have to go down to Level 
1,” she writes, “before I can recover my tranquility as an anony-
mous customer.”

A dryly charming look at the way the French live now, 
through the sharp eyes of its most acclaimed chronicler.

THE BATTLE FOR YOUR BRAIN
Defending the Right To 
Think Freely in the Age of 
Neurotechnology
Farahany, Nita A.
St. Martin’s (288 pp.) 
$29.99  |  March 14, 2023
9781250272966  

An unsettling warning that “personal 
neurotech devices,” now carried by 1 in 
5 Americans, will soon expose our inner-

most thoughts to the world.
Studies show that most users are happy to allow access to 

findings from their smartwatches, fitness trackers, and elec-
tronic sensors in exchange for modest benefits: discounts, 
entertainment, personal statistics, etc. Farahany, a professor of 
law and philosophy at Duke, finds this unnerving. However, she 
is no prophet of doom, pointing out that startups are creating 
plenty of useful devices. Thousands of truck and train drivers 
wear SmartCaps that monitor brain waves, informing them 
(and their bosses) if they are sleepy or distracted. Future wear-
ables will forewarn epileptics of a seizure, detect early signs of 
brain disease such as Alzheimer’s, and perhaps enhance men-
tal powers. Unfortunately, nothing in the Constitution or any 
U.S. or international law gives individuals sovereignty over their 
minds. “With our DNA already up for grabs and our smart-
phones broadcasting our every move,” writes the author, “our 
brains are increasingly the final frontier for privacy.” Relying 
heavily on John Stuart Mill and admirable if unenforceable U.N. 
statements on human freedom, Farahany casts a gimlet eye on 
current neurotechology, an exuberant field led by China, whose 
government’s obsession with an obedient citizenry is produc-
ing Orwellian electronics that American startups ignore at 
their peril. Traditional biometrics (fingerprints, facial IDs) can 
be faked, but wearable brain biometrics can accurately iden-
tify and monitor individuals over time. Popular drugs such as 
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Adderall enhance brain function, but external devices that feed 
back brain waves, as well as implantable electrodes, work better. 
Will it be cheating to use them? Farahany delivers the pros and 
cons. Less pertinent to her thesis is her investigation of trans-
humanism, a flourishing movement that aims to push humans 
into the “next stage” of evolution by overcoming aging and 
death and supercharging brains to compete with AI and upload-
ing them to computers to achieve immortality.

An occasionally scattershot yet insightful report. 

THE OTHER FAMILY DOCTOR
A Veterinarian Explores 
What Animals Can Teach 
Us About Love, Life, and 
Mortality
Fine, Karen
Anchor (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 14, 2023
9780593466896  

The pain and joy of loving animals.
Fine, a holistic veterinarian and 

expert in “the emerging field of veterinary narrative medicine, 
draws on her 30-year career to create a lively, often moving 
memoir of caring for animals. As part of her training in vet 
school, she worked with large animals on a farm in upstate New 
York, collaborated with a Peace Corps vet among nomadic herd-
ers in Morocco, and spent time at a clinic in the Navajo Nation 
in Arizona. Most of her career, though, has been devoted to 
treating house pets: cats and dogs—and one family’s 10 ferrets 
and another’s massive pig—in her native Massachusetts. Fine 
recalls the many sick, injured, and aged animals she has treated, 
and she is consistently empathetic about the distress of animal 
owners facing a dire diagnosis. To augment her arsenal of treat-
ments, she has learned animal acupuncture and the use of herbal 
remedies from traditional Chinese veterinary medicine. Inevi-
tably, because owners typically outlive their pets, the author has 
had to euthanize animals, a decision that she knows is traumatic 
for the owner—and for veterinarians, as well. Noting the unusu-
ally high suicide rate among veterinarians, she acknowledges 
the stresses of the profession, and she applauds the creation 
of a new field of veterinary social work to address the ethical 
and psychological issues practitioners face. “Veterinarians are 
commonly confronted with not only animals in crisis,” she 
writes, “but people in crisis.” Besides sharing her experiences 
as a veterinarian, Fine writes about her own relationships with 
the animals she’s adopted. When one dog was diagnosed with 
inoperable cancer, the author despaired; when she needed to 
be euthanized, her death plummeted her into darkest grief. For 
readers facing the end of an animal’s life, the author offers guid-
ance about how to create rituals for grieving, how to write an 
animal’s obituary, and where to find support books, websites, 
and hotlines.

A warm and humane tribute to animals who enrich our 
lives.

WEATHERING 
The Extraordinary 
Stress of Ordinary Life 
in an Unjust Society
Geronimus, Arline T.
Little, Brown Spark (368 pp.) 
$30.00  |  March 28, 2023
9780316257978  

How systemic oppression erodes 
the health of members of marginalized 
communities.

Geronimus, a professor of public health, coined the term 
weathering to describe the decline in health and life expectancy 
that results from repeated or sustained activation of physiologi-
cal stress responses. In this insightful and well-argued book, the 
author contends that the physiological effects of living in mar-
ginalized communities, often caused by racial, ethnic, religious, 
and class discrimination, play a more significant role in the 
health of its members than genetics or lifestyle choices. Geroni-
mus also looks at the concept of “age-washing,” which describes 
a way of thinking that ignores the effects of systemic problems 
on the health of marginalized individuals and attempts to place 
the cause elsewhere, leading to the proliferation of the “blame 
narrative.” The author bases her findings on three decades of 
research, including her own, some of which has contradicted 
conventional thinking. Though she considered writing a book 
about weathering for nearly her entire career, she was “stopped 
cold” and called to action when she learned about shocking 
increases in mortality rates, “in particular preventable deaths of 
Black, Indigenous, Latinx, and rural white mothers,” over the 
same time period. With health inequalities not only remain-
ing entrenched, but continuing to rise in the past 30 years, the 
author seeks to “spark new narratives and new understandings 
that will pave the way to new paths toward achieving health 
equity.” In that, she succeeds, and the text benefits from the 
author’s inclusion of stories of individuals who have experi-
enced firsthand the effects of weathering, including those of her 
own family as descendants of Eastern European Jewish immi-
grants. In the hard-driving second part of the book, Geronimus 
provides suggestions to create a new path forward, creating 
action items for readers truly interested in doing something 
about “racialized injustice and the weathering it causes.”

A compelling contribution to the literature on the impor-
tant issue of health care inequity.

“A compelling contribution to the literature on the 
important issue of health care inequity.”

weathering
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IN SEARCH OF A 
BEAUTIFUL FREEDOM
New and Selected Essays
Griffin, Farah Jasmine
Norton (320 pp.) 
$20.00 paper  |  March 28, 2023
9780393355772  

A Black feminist perspective on the 
arts, politics, and race.

Griffin, a 2021 Guggenheim fellow and 
professor of African American literature 

at Columbia, gathers essays, written over the past 30 years, that 
cohere to reveal her evolution as an insightful cultural critic and 
historian. The book’s title alludes to Alice Walker’s In Search of Our 
Mother’s Gardens: Womanist Prose, published in 1983, which Grif-
fin read as a college student and which, she writes, “helped me to 
identify my intellectual calling” and inspired her appreciation of 
the essay as a literary form. Also deeply influential was Toni Mor-
rison, whose works shaped her understanding “of history, narrative, 
power, domination, and language.” From Morrison’s work, Griffin 
came to understand that “mobility and migration were the domi-
nant tropes of Black life in the modern world.” Among many essays 
on music, Griffin considers Miles Davis, Billie Holiday, and three 
performers of the 1970s—Minnie Riperton, Syreeta Wright, and 
Deniece Williams—whose “ethereal, introspective, angelic voices” 
pointed to “a sense of healing and possibility.” Griffin also exam-
ines the cultural significance of Black women singers, such as Mar-
ian Anderson and Aretha Franklin, who have performed before 
audiences on momentous occasions—presidential inaugurations, 
the aftermath of disasters—“when the nation is trying to present 
an image of itself to itself and to the world.” Beyoncé falls into that 
category, singing the Etta James classic “At Last” at a ball celebrat-
ing the election of Barack Obama. That performance, and the elec-
tion itself, inspires Griffin’s perceptive analysis of the relationship 
of Michelle Obama and Beyoncé to America’s racial history. Other 
essays include reflections on teaching online during the pandemic; 
the consequences of book banning; Hurricane Katrina, which 
exacerbated the “instability, insecurity, and disruption” that have 
blighted Black history; and the way difference has been “inscribed 
on the bodies of Black women.”

Scholarship and memoir meld in a stimulating collection.

EMOTIONAL LABOR
The Invisible Work Shaping 
Our Lives and How To Claim 
Our Power
Hackman, Rose
Flatiron Books (272 pp.) 
$28.99  |  March 28, 2023
9781250777355  

A Detroit-based British journalist 
examines the gender bias and misogyny 
underlying what she calls “extractive 

emotional capitalism.”

Early on, Hackman defines emotional labor as “the primor-
dial training that, before anything else, women and girls should 
edit the expression of their emotions to accommodate and 
elevate the emotions of others.” Through research and inter-
views conducted over seven years, the author explores how 
such “editing” and “elevation” constitute an invisible yet heav-
ily exploitative form of work. She observes that such labor is 
tied to the enforcement of traditional gender norms intended 
to keep women (and men) tied to specific roles. This “enforces 
a system where supposedly altruistic women serve supposedly 
emotionally helpless men.” Hackman vividly demonstrates that 
this system encompasses both the domestic and professional 
spheres, affecting the lives of women across lines of race and 
socio-economic class. One area in which it most visibly oper-
ates is the service industry, in which a largely female workforce 
is at the mercy of business owners and executives who often 
fail to pay servers enough to create an agreeable experience 
for patrons, who may (or may not) offer the remuneration one 
restaurant employee called “the difference between economic 
survival and destitution.” Hackman argues that part of the way 
the system justifies itself is not only by devaluing women’s work, 
but—and almost paradoxically—suggesting that emotional 
labor “is so valuable that it is incalculable, making it sacrilegious 
for it to be paid.” As she critiques the neoliberalism that has 
given rise to an economic system built on invisible exploitation, 
Hackman issues a clarion call to rethink the true relationship 
between empathy and power. “It’s time to bring emotional labor 
into the light and to plant the seeds for reckoning and transfor-
mation, for a new kind of understanding of what it means to live 
together, in society,” she writes. “Our joint humanity depends 
on it.”

A thought-provoking and incisive book.

WOMB
The Inside Story of Where We 
All Began
Hazard, Leah
Ecco/HarperCollins (336 pp.) 
$28.99  |  March 7, 2023
9780063157620  

A celebration of women’s reproduc-
tive organs.

Hazard, a midwife for Britain’s 
National Health Service and host of the 

podcast What the Midwife Said, offers an informative, thought-
ful investigation of “the complexity of birthing bodies,” focusing 
particularly on the uterus: its structure, microbiome, and “how 
it grows, bleeds, births, and transforms with life’s ever-changing 
tides.” Drawing on considerable research, interviews, and her 
own experience as a midwife and mother, the author offers a 
comprehensive overview of female anatomy and the problems 
and challenges that may occur at different stages of life. She 
explains the development of the uterus and its vital role in con-
ception; the surprisingly rich composition of menstrual tissue; 
and the process of birth. This includes labor, which may involve 
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induction with a synthetic hormone; delivery, increasingly by 
elective Cesarean section; and postnatal care. She discusses 
the unfortunate outcomes of some pregnancies when chromo-
somal abnormalities, maternal infection, or medical conditions 
such as high blood pressure or diabetes result in a stillbirth; or 
when wombs inexplicably “tighten and surge” before full term 
has been reached, expelling a fetus that is not viable. Hazard 
looks at many common maladies, such as fibroids and endome-
triosis, as well as interventions such as hysterectomy and the 
controversial use of hormones to suppress menstruation. As she 
traces gynecological and obstetric history, dominated by male 
physicians and scientists, she debunks terms and assumptions 
that demean a woman’s natural functions: menstruation, for 
one, often viewed “as embarrassing, gross, and downright dan-
gerous.” Similarly, if a woman has trouble conceiving or main-
taining a pregnancy, she risks being diagnosed with a “hostile” or 

“irritable” uterus or an “incompetent cervix.” Hazard’s investiga-
tion has taken her to the forefront of scientific innovation, such 
as uterine transplants, but she points to inequities in funding 
for women’s health. As she clearly shows, the womb is “linked 
inextricably to our biological, social, and political destinies.”

A well-researched and enlightening book of popular 
science.

FLIGHT PATHS
How a Passionate and 
Quirky Group of Pioneering 
Scientists Solved the Mystery 
of Bird Migration
Heisman, Rebecca
HarperCollins (288 pp.) 
$28.99  |  March 14, 2023
9780063161146  

An in-depth look at how scientists 
track bird migration.

Modern technology for tracking migratory birds can sound 
like something out of science fiction—e.g., analyzing the hydro-
gen isotopes of a single feather can indicate the breeding range 
of a particular species. Weather data can show their migration 
patterns on radar, and minuscule devices can be implanted 
under feathers, using the movement of the sun to determine 
their location. Earlier techniques, on the other hand, bordered 
on the mystical: moon-watching parties, for example, where 
ornithologists would spend hours with a telescope, waiting for 
a bird to fly across the full moon. In her debut book, Heisman, 
who studied zoology in college and has worked with a variety 
of bird-related groups, including the American Ornithologi-
cal Society, “the world’s largest professional organization for 
scientists who study birds,” creates a skillful and accessible 
narrative about how we research and understand bird migra-
tion, from the first birds ever to be banded to current method-
ologies. As the author shows, community science, where people 
who track birds as a hobby contribute essential data, is more 
important than ever in the current era of dramatic climate 
change. “Although tiny transmitters, mass spectrometers, and 

Doppler radar stations are great,” notes Heisman, “if you have 
a smartphone in your pocket, you already have all the equip-
ment you need to join the cause of studying and conserving 
migratory birds.” With apps like eBird, it’s easy to track bird 
species and locations, providing valuable insight into migration 
patterns and disruption. In North America, bird populations 
have declined by nearly 30% since 1970, so initiatives for better 
understanding migration patterns are more important than ever. 
As Heisman asserts, “in the Anthropocene, even birds capable 
of the most extreme physiological feats will need human help 
to survive into the future.” Understanding and tracking bird 
migration is the first step.

A fascinating treat for avid bird-watchers.

ON THE ORIGIN OF TIME
Stephen Hawking’s Final 
Theory
Hertog, Thomas
Bantam (352 pp.) 
$28.99  |  April 11, 2023
9780593128442  

Another admirable attempt to explain 
Stephen Hawking (1942-2018) and his 
work.

Like Einstein, Hawking was the 
world’s most famous scientist during his lifetime. Unlike 
Einstein, whose work on space, time, and energy has been 
successfully described for curious nonscientists, Hawking’s 
breakthroughs involved the complex origins of the universe 
or the tortuous physics of black holes. Hertog, a cosmolo-
gist, professor of theoretical physics, and one of Hawking’s 
closest collaborators for years, gamely takes up the challenge, 
emphasizing Hawking’s final work that began in the 1990s 
and remained uncompleted at the time of his death. More 
philosophical and less mathematical than his earlier achieve-
ments, it also seems more accessible—though not all readers 
will agree. As in most popular science books, Hertog begins 
with the history. This is traditionally the easy part, but those 
unfamiliar with college physics may struggle through the dis-
cussion of Hawking’s early discoveries. As the 21st century 
approached and Hawking’s contribution to the origin of the 
universe was largely accepted, he began to look more deeply 
into the consequences of some of his theories. He was not 
the first to observe that if fundamental laws emerging from 
the Big Bang (gravity, electromagnetism, nuclear forces) were 
only slightly different, life could not exist. Was this merely a 
lucky coincidence? Reexamining primordial conditions, he 
proposed that our life-friendly cosmos was not preordained 
but evolved as the hot Big Bang may have produced not one 
universe but an innumerable “multiverse,” of which a few—or 
perhaps only ours—possessed natural laws amenable to life. 

“Stephen’s final theory of the universe contains the kernel of a 
uniquely powerful reflection on what it can mean to be human 
in this biofriendly cosmos, as stewards of planet Earth,” writes 
Hertog. “For this reason alone it may ultimately prove to be 

“A fascinating treat for avid bird-watchers.”
flight paths
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his greatest scientific legacy.” Ultimately, the author produces 
a text that feels like Hawking with a taste of Darwin.

An occasionally difficult read that will appeal to cosmolo-
gists and curious, dedicated general readers. 

EYES ON THE HORIZON
My Journey Toward Justice
Holness, Balarama
HarperOne (224 pp.) 
$29.99  |  March 7, 2023
9780063111950  

An activist and former football 
player examines the people and forces 
that shaped his inclusive social vision.

Born in Montreal to an upper-class 
Black Jamaican father and a working-

class White Quebecer mother, Holness grew up in the Hindu 
faith his parents had adopted. His home life, however, was any-
thing but settled. Restless and idealistic, his mother took Hol-
ness to live in an ashram in West Virginia, where she dropped in 
and out of his life. Her frequent absences eroded their bond, but 
the author still credits her with helping him understand love “as 
a force that could traverse geographical, racial and cultural lines, 
that didn’t depend on labels or conventions.” Reuniting with his 
mother in Montreal at age 9, Holness suddenly came into con-
tact with people who, unlike the members of his ashram, judged 
him for being different. As he was settling into his new home 
and into renewed contact with his father, the author’s mother 
moved the family to a small majority-White town where school 
peers grouped him with “kids who wore baggy clothes and liked 
hip-hop.” From there, they moved to Ottawa and then back to 
Montreal, where he began dealing marijuana. His athletic gifts 
saved him from falling too far behind, and he attended college, 
where he embraced education rather than drugs as rebellion 
against marginalization. After a series of international develop-
ment projects led him away from Canada, Holness returned to 
Montreal determined to tear down the barriers that tyrannized 
non-White, non-French minorities in Quebec. Though losing 
two bids to become mayor, he nevertheless brought—and con-
tinues to bring—much-needed attention to systemic discrimi-
nation. “I knew that the city couldn’t advance toward justice 
and fairness while ignoring the realities of intersectionality,” he 
writes. This brief autobiography about a unique individual will 
be of special interest to readers seeking to better understand 
Canada’s little-discussed racial issues.

Illuminating reading.

EVERYTHING I NEVER 
WANTED TO KNOW
Hume, Christine
Mad Creek/Ohio State Univ. Press 
(184 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  March 23, 2023
9780814258620  

A professor of English and creative 
writing reflects on sexual assault and 
female embodiment.

Situated at the intersection of 
prose and poetry, Hume’s essay collection explores patri-
archy’s ongoing war against girls and women. The author 
divides the book into two sections, the first of which deals 
with female physical and sexual vulnerability. In the open-
ing essay, Hume muses on what it has meant to live in the 
city of, Ypsilanti, Michigan, where the weekend she moved 
in, “a stranger raped our neighbor in her home” and where 

“one in twenty-six men…are registered sex offenders.” Within 
a mile radius of her house, she notes, there are nearly 100 
offenders. Her “horror” stems not just from the relative 
normalization of sexual violence, but also the way race per-
verts the situation even more, transforming her Whiteness 
into what she knows will “save” her in ways unavailable to 
women of color. At the same time, Hume also understands 
the predicament of registered sex offenders who, “treated as 
enemies rather than criminals,” lose the possibility of ever 
finding a way to be treated like community members. In the 
second section, the author meditates on how the male gaze 
has reduced the female body to a fetishized—and ultimately 
disposable—spectacle of body parts. Living under patriar-
chy transforms women into dolls like the Frozen Charlotte 
figurines she discusses in “Icy Girls, Frigid Bitches, Frozen 
Dolls.” Hemmed in by social expectations, they instead find 
themselves “perfected” in the many “deaths”—for example, 
of subjectivity, self-confidence, and self-worth—they are 
forced to endure from girlhood on. Provocative and intelli-
gent, this book, which concludes with impressionistic, mor-
dantly ironic prose-poems that capture the experiences of 
individual women who have lived through abortion and sex-
ual assault, gives voice to the many ways females (and other 
marginalized people) are stripped of their power by (White) 
male misogyny.

A thoughtfully disturbing, sharp sociological study.
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DEMOCRACY UNMOORED
Populism and the Corruption 
of Popular Sovereignty
Issacharoff, Samuel
Oxford Univ. (312 pp.) 
$29.95  |  March 28, 2023
9780197674758  

An insightful assessment of the illib-
eral populism that has arisen in numer-
ous countries around the world.

Issacharoff, professor of constitu-
tional law at NYU and author of Fragile Democracies, begins 
the book “with the simple observation that democracy today 
is under siege.” Fueling this incipient authoritarianism are 
economic insecurity, xenophobia, and democracy’s failure to 
deliver services to the laboring classes. “Strongman” leaders 
derive their legitimacy from elections in which they “bypass 
institutionalized forms of politics in favor of direct and fre-
quent communication with the population.” Once elected, 
they use intralegal mechanisms to wear down and demonize 
their opponents, thereby undermining the peaceful transfer of 
power. Central to illiberal populism’s emergence is the weak-
ening of legislative bodies and political parties, with the latter 
now unable to discipline their members and pursue effective 
methods of compromise. As a result, corruption is inevitable, 
involving personal aggrandizement, clientelism, and the ero-
sion of the democratic safeguards that enable a free press, inde-
pendent courts, administrative competence, and a separation of 
powers. Populist leaders govern mainly with “a dizzying array 
of deals and favors.” The author notes Masha Gessen’s concept 
of the “mafia state,” which is “defined as ‘a specific, clan-like 
system in which one distributes money and power to all other 
members.’ ” Issacharoff draws on political theory and constitu-
tional law to describe authoritarian regimes in the U.S. (Trump), 
Hungary (Orbán), India (Modi), and Turkey (Erdoğan), among 
other countries. At the core of his argument is the belief that 

“the key to democratic stability is the strength of core institu-
tions both inside and outside government.” He calls for restor-
ing government capability, revitalizing the legislative branch, 
reengaging the citizenry, and recentering institutional forms 
of democratic politics. He ends optimistically by pointing to 
the resistance of the press, the courts, and the business com-
munity—and, regarding the U.S., the historical resilience of its 
basic institutions.

An incisive diagnosis of the debilitating disease that has 
infected democracy and subverted its egalitarian promise.

THE BRASS NOTEBOOK
A Memoir of Feminism and 
Freedom
Jain, Devaki
The New Press (256 pp.) 
$26.99  |  March 14, 2023
9781620977941  

The making of a political activist.
Indian economist Jain (b. 1933) 

recounts her development from the “tom-
boy” daughter of an orthodox Brahmin 

family into a noted feminist. The young Devaki Sreenivasan was 
a child of privilege: Her father was a high-ranking civil servant 
whose official residences were spacious enough that his daughter 
could keep horses and ride. Although he encouraged her abilities, 
the family expected her to marry young and within their own 
caste. Yet she was determined to get an education first. Hoping to 
go to Oxford, she first attended Ruskin College, established for 
the working class. “Ruskin College’s deep association with labour 
and anti-colonialism left an invisible kind of awareness in me,” 
she writes, “first, about workers and trade unionism, and second, 
about imperialism and global politics.” Her awareness widened, 
as well, from gatherings at a friend’s house where she met schol-
ars, intellectuals, journalists, and writers “discussing books and 
the current political scenario.” She eventually attended Oxford, 
where her mentor in philosophy was Iris Murdoch. In 1957, she 
met Lakshmi Jain, a prominent activist whose family was of a 
lower caste—merchants and tradesmen—and who, at the time, 
was engaged. When her family violently opposed her marrying 
beneath her status, the couple wed in secret in 1966. Marriage 
and motherhood, however, left the author anxious, depressed, 
and resentful. She felt cut off from the work she yearned to do. 
By the late 1970s, though, with her two children in school, she 
was able to reimmerse herself in public life, “writing, talking and 
publishing about poverty and its special impact on women.” Her 
work has taken her to 94 countries, and she has met with many 
African leaders, including Nelson Mandela, Julius Nyere, and 
Desmond Tutu. Jain has also won the admiration of influential 
figures such as Amartya Sen and Gloria Steinem, who each con-
tribute an introductory piece to Jain’s candid memoir.

An engaging chronicle of defiance and determination.

LEON RUSSELL
The Master of Space and 
Time’s Journey Through 
Rock & Roll History
Janovitz, Bill
Hachette (592 pp.) 
$31.00  |  March 14, 2023
9780306924774  

An ambitiously comprehensive biog-
raphy of a musical supernova.

Though the Oklahoma musician 
and composer’s time in the spotlight was comparatively brief, 
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he commanded it in the early 1970s like no one else, exerting a 
transformative influence on rock in the process. As one of the 
primary creative forces behind Delaney & Bonnie, Joe Cocker’s 
Mad Dogs & Englishmen, and George Harrison’s Concert for 
Bangladesh, Leon Russell (1942-2016) had a magnetic pull on 
artists, fellow musicians, and audiences introduced to his tal-
ents on the big screen. As a recording artist, he wrote standards 
often covered by others. Eric Clapton, Bob Dylan, Willie Nel-
son, and numerous other luminaries fell under his spell, wanting 
to channel some of the Southern gospel dynamism he injected 
into the rock mainstream, and unknown Tom Petty signed to 
his label and became a star. Then Russell seemed to disappear, 
or something dissipated. What happened? Janovitz, author of 
Rocks Off: 50 Tracks That Tell the Story of the Rolling Stones, works 
his way through a complicated story. A sickly kid from Tulsa, 
Russell established himself as a studio superstar among stu-
dio musicians, playing on Phil Spector tracks and making hits 
with artists from Glen Campbell to Gary Lewis & the Playboys. 
Then he grew his hair and beard, experimented with LSD, and 
gathered a commune of kindred musical spirits around him. 
Russell had deep-seated insecurities and stage fright, and he 
was likely bipolar and perhaps autistic (both undiagnosed). He 
indulged heavily in shopping, eating, and sex, and he was stub-
born and prone to trusting the wrong people. Though he ran 
out of steam, he persevered through decades, playing smaller 
venues. Despite his many personal and professional struggles, 
the story has a happy ending of sorts, with Elton John rescuing 
him from semi-oblivion and championing a career revival. In 
this exhaustively researched book, Janovitz mostly succeeds in 
creating a full portrait of a “Stranger in a Strange Land.”

Overlong for nonfans but certainly definitive.

THE UGLY HISTORY OF 
BEAUTIFUL THINGS
Essays on Desire and 
Consumption
Kelleher, Katy
Simon & Schuster (288 pp.) 
$27.99  |  April 25, 2023
9781982179359  

Ruminations on beautiful things 
with dark origins.

A love of beauty is an essential part 
of being human, writes Kelleher, a freelance journalist who spe-
cializes in design and visual culture. She admits that for her, the 
study of beauty is more than a profession, and she notes that her 
desire for lovely things rescued her from the depths of depres-
sion at several points in her life. However, she also realized that 
many of the things she loved had problematic stories behind 
them, which she explores while trying to find the roots of her 
own desires. The mining of gemstones often involves envi-
ronmental degradation, and most diamonds are unearthed by 
workers who endure slavelike conditions. The author also loves 
perfume, but it has a troubling history. Whales were slaughtered 
for their ambergris, which was the basis of expensive scents for 

a long time, and other animals were likewise exploited. Many 
cosmetics have equally unsavory origins. The red coloring of 
lipstick, for example, comes from the shells of crushed bugs. 
Kelleher saves some of her sharpest barbs for silk, a fabric she 
has desired since she was young. The production of silk involves 
the careful unwrapping of silkworm cocoons, usually done by 
children. Even marble, whether in sculptures or tabletops, is 
dangerous to miners and masons, leading to numerous health 
problems. For Kelleher, all this creates terrible moral dilemmas, 
but she eventually came to terms with the duality. “I came to 
accept that desire and repulsion exist in tandem and that the 
most poignant beauties are interthread with ugliness,” she 
writes. “There is no way to live without causing harm. Despite 
all that, we keep trying. At least, I do.” Though occasionally pre-
tentious and self-indulgent, the author has plenty of interesting 
things to say.

Kelleher has always been obsessed with beauty, and this 
poetic book is a careful study of its ambiguity and meaning.

IT. GOES. SO. FAST.
The Year of No Do-Overs
Kelly, Mary Louise
Henry Holt (240 pp.) 
$26.99  |  April 11, 2023
9781250859853  

The longtime anchor of All Things 
Considered documents her attempts to be 
a more present parent during her son’s 
senior year of high school.

In Kelly’s nonfiction debut—she has 
written two novels—the author ranges widely, writing about 
the challenges of conducting a radio interview with hearing 
aids; being called by her son’s school while working in a com-
bat zone in Iraq; and grief over the loss of her father to can-
cer. Throughout, Kelly reflects on the trade-offs she’s made as 
a working mother, all of which have sparked complex feelings 
in herself and others. In a particularly poignant chapter, she 
recounts how she ran into a professional colleague while staying 
home to care for her youngest son, a decision the family made 
because the author’s husband had a higher salary. While Kelly 
found this encounter with her sharply dressed and ambitious 
colleague humiliating, the woman later related that it made her 
think about all the time she was missing with her own children. 
This first encounter sets the tone of the text, which is filled 
with revelatory moments that clearly articulate the push and 
pull of aging and motherhood. However, at times, the author 
glosses over major events without offering adequate analysis 
or background. For example, she alludes to the breakup of her 
marriage but ends the chapter abruptly. While it is certainly up 
to the author to exclude parts of her personal life, readers may 
find it unsatisfying to encounter such a life-changing moment 
so briefly and superficially, especially in a book focused on 
family dynamics. After the early chapters, the book meanders, 
ricocheting from Kelly’s home life to her public dispute with 
Mike Pompeo and her work at NPR. Many of these sections 
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“Kelleher has always been obsessed with beauty, and this
poetic book is a careful study of its ambiguity and meaning.”
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are tenuously linked to the main narrative of her children and 
family, and the text features too many forced metaphors and 
insubstantial connections to parenting.

An accomplished journalist’s middling memoir about bal-
ancing work and motherhood.

TRAVELERS TO 
UNIMAGINABLE LANDS
Dementia and the Hidden 
Workings of the Mind
Kiper, Dasha
Random House (240 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 28, 2023
9780399590535  

A clinical psychologist offers a thought-
ful, philosophical view of dementia.

More than 55 million people around 
the world have dementia disorder, writes Kiper, a number that 
is expected to grow threefold by 2050 with an aging popula-
tion—and that will incur costs in excess of $2.5 trillion. The 
numbers are meaningful, though they tell only a sliver of the 
story. In her clinical training, writes the author, she and her 
colleagues worked through “the dispassionate lens of quan-
titative analysis,” with the clinician serving as a detached, 
impersonal observer and dispenser of dogma. Kiper’s work as 
a caretaker, however, had given her a more sensitive view. One 
of her patients, a Holocaust survivor, “wanted it both ways: 
to be completely independent and yet receive constant atten-
tion.” The phenomenon is common, and the symptoms that 
accompany declining mental function are sources of frustra-
tion, familial tension, and profound unhappiness. Yet, because 
at least in the early stages the patient appears to be more or 
less normal, whatever that is, “we’re puzzled when dementia 
patients do not seem particularly diminished,” so that the 
caretaker or family member is tempted simply to try to change 
the person’s behavior so that they don’t, say, misplace the car 
keys. Both the brains of the afflicted and the brains of the 
healthy are engaged in a kind of mutual incomprehension. As 
the husband of a woman with Alzheimer’s wisely said, “People 
talk about my wife like she has a problem. But it’s me. I’m the 
one with the problem.” We all have problems, Kiper suggests, 
if only because we try to avoid the anxiety of disorientation 
and dislike unpredictability, the hallmarks of dementia. The 
author suggests that therapy should include ordinary conver-
sation, by which “we create and acknowledge the possibility 
that clarity, meaning, and connection exist even when there 
appears to be only strangeness and futility.”

A humane approach to the silent epidemic of cognitive 
decline.

MARRY ME A LITTLE 
A Graphic Memoir
Kirby, Rob
Graphic Mundi (112 pp.) 
$21.95 paper  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9781637790397  

A personal look at same-sex marriage 
from an award-winning comics creator.

Like his colleague Alison Bechdel, 
Kirby had a long-running series syndi-
cated in the gay and alternative press; 

this is his debut memoir. In 2013, not long after same-sex mar-
riage was legalized in their home state of Minnesota, Kirby and 
his partner of 10 years, John, tied the knot at the “very romantic” 
Hennepin County courthouse. However, “being white, middle 
class, & male afford[ed] John & me the privilege to ramble on 
about being ‘of two minds’ and ‘ambivalent’ about this mar-
riage process,” he notes, and puckishly details all the phases of 
the wedding, from issuing email announcements (“remember 
Earthlink?”) to suit selection (“business casual with a touch of 
retro flair”) to choosing the wine for the reception. Alongside 
their story, the text includes a recap of same-sex marriage poli-
tics, including California’s Proposition 8 and the 2015 Supreme 
Court decision to affirm the right to same-sex marriage; a guide 
to wedding-related pop songs and big- and small-screen nup-
tials; and, quite endearingly, a subplot concerning the couple’s 
beloved dog. The narrative continues through several dark 
recent turns of events, including the tumult of the Trump years 
and the pandemic as well as the currently simmering threat to 
marriage equality. The author supports the easygoing tone of 
the political content with an interesting graphic choice: The 
text and drawings are black-and-white with accents of red 
and blue; hazy red and blue spots float through the panels in 
a way that seems to suggest the increasingly divided partisan 
ambience of the country. Near the end, the author sums up the 
narrative: “Our life together: a mix of little stuff and big stuff, 
arguments and heart-to-hearts, personal quirks and private 
jokes, doubts and commitments, work and play, joy and grief…
day-to-day life stacking up into years gone by.”

Panel by panel, this graphic memoir is wry, intelligent, 
compelling, and adorable.

CLOSING THE EQUITY GAP
Creating Wealth and 
Fostering Justice in Startup 
Investing
Klein, Freada Kapor & Mitch Kapor
Harper Business (288 pp.) 
$29.99  |  March 14, 2023
9780063268517  

How to invest for a better world.
Decrying the fact that most venture 

capitalists “worship in the church of 
greed,” Klein and Kapor, founders of the impact investment 
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firm Kapor Capital, offer myriad examples of businesses they 
have supported that are focused on doing good—specifically, on 
closing “gaps of access, opportunity, or outcome for low-income 
communities and/or communities of color.” An impact invest-
ment firm, the authors explain, aims to get a substantial return 
on their investments by funding entrepreneurs “whose own 
life experiences compel them to create companies and build 
wealth that will solve the difficult problems that they personally 
had to overcome.” Not surprisingly, those people come from 
underrepresented groups, including immigrants and children 
of immigrants, racial minorities, women, and individuals who 
identify as queer. At Kapor Capital, write the authors, “every 
person involved in making the fund’s investment decisions is 
a person of color.” They profile an impressive assortment of 
ventures responding to social, political, economic, and environ-
mental problems, including Bitwise and Career Karma, compa-
nies helping people from underrepresented communities train 
for and secure jobs in the tech industry, notoriously dominated 
by White males from Stanford and Harvard; BlocPower, which 
uses a highly sophisticated software system to identify energy 
efficiency or inefficiency in low-income neighborhoods; Aclima, 
which aims “to close equity gaps in race, the environment, eco-
nomics, education, and health by quantifying disparity as it 
relates to the quality of air people breathe; and Honor, which 
uses technology to make home health care more accessible and 
equitable. “What’s wrong with the larger ecosystem of main-
stream tech and venture capital,” the authors assert, is that “its 
mission is to solve problems for the rich, and its players believe 
they’re smarter than the experts.” Although the authors address 
venture capitalists, they urge employees, consumers, and share-
holders to join their efforts to make a positive impact.

Inspiring examples of responsible capitalism.

I AM DEBRA LEE
A Memoir
Lee, Debra
Legacy Lit/Hachette (256 pp.) 
$29.00  |  March 7, 2023
9780306828591  

The former CEO of Black Entertain-
ment Television Networks tells the story 
of the unexpected journey that took her 
away from a fledgling career in law and 
into the world of entertainment media.

“Coming of age in the segregated South idolizing Angela 
Davis and Malcolm X, I used to be staunchly opposed to sur-
render,” writes Lee. “No justice, no peace!” While she and her 
friends sought a Black revolution, her father, a career military 
man, wanted something different for his daughter. “Of course, 
it all started with Dad,” she writes, “who’d mapped out my life 
from the womb—law school, law firm, and then the Supreme 
Court.” At first, Lee dutifully followed his “road map” to a 
notable Washington, D.C., law firm, where she discovered that 

“nothing about Big Law felt right.” Yet it was at this firm that 
Lee found the mentor who pointed her in the direction of BET, 

a Black-owned cable TV network. In 1986, she accepted an 
offer from CEO Bob Johnson to become the company’s legal 
counsel. Over time, Johnson became Lee’s mentor and sponsor, 
challenging her to take on the extra nonlegal assignments that 
prepared her for future roles as COO and CEO. The author 
admits that the increasing workload created imbalances in her 
life, which eventually led to the breakup of her marriage. Lee 
is candid about her relationship with Johnson, which “went 
from platonic to intimate to toxic and even abusive.” Yet for all 
the struggles she endured with him and with other “boys’ club” 
executives, Lee never stopped believing that the work she did 
empowered her to offer viewers a space in which to unapolo-
getically celebrate Black culture. This compelling book about 
finding success in a professional environment severely lacking 
in Black female mentors and sponsors offers women of color 
bold lessons in how to make a difference while surviving—and 
overcoming—misogyny in the corporate world.

A provocatively frank and inspiring memoir.

THE TRANSCENDENT BRAIN
Spirituality in the Age of 
Science
Lightman, Alan
Pantheon (208 pp.) 
$25.00  |  March 14, 2023
9780593317419  

A scientist explains experiences that 
seem inexplicable.

Lightman, physicist, professor of 
the practice of humanities at MIT, and 

author of Einstein’s Dreams, is a materialist who believes that 
every phenomenon has a cause that originates in the physical 
universe. Even our feelings “are rooted in the material neurons 
of the nervous system and the electrical and chemical interac-
tions between them.” Still, the author has also reveled in over-
whelming feelings of awe, beauty, and a sense of connection 
with matters larger than himself, which he defines as “spiritual-
ity.” He denies that these can only be explained through mys-
terious occult forces. We experience them through the brain. 
This, he admits, puts him in the minority; 72% of Americans 
believe in heaven, 58% in hell, and nearly half in ghosts. Belief in 
a nonmaterial, ethereal world is deeply appealing because every-
one knows that being alive is special and longs for permanence. 
No one can imagine not existing, and most of us are mesmer-
ized by miracles; 79% of Americans believe in them. Never shy 
about tackling big, complex issues, Lightman devotes the first 
chapter to the soul: immaterial, invisible, and perfect in con-
trast to the flawed body. The soul is also eternal, and since most 
people believe that our selves don’t merely vanish when we die, 
even many nonreligious people believe in its existence. Light-
man is skeptical, however. For most of the book, he argues that 
spiritual experiences emerge from a high level of consciousness 
and intelligence. One expert feels that consciousness is just 
another word for paying attention, which scientists are begin-
ning to describe in terms of electrical and chemical activity in 

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 2 3   |   8 3

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

“Convincing arguments for ‘spiritual materialism’ 
unlikely to disturb religious readers.”
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the brain. Lightman urges readers to accept a scientific view of 
the world while embracing experiences that cannot be under-
stood by material underpinnings. We need to balance a yearning 
to know how the world works with a willingness to surrender 
ourselves to things we may not fully comprehend.

Convincing arguments for “spiritual materialism” unlikely 
to disturb religious readers.

CHOOSING TO RUN
A Memoir
Linden, Des with Bonnie D. Ford
Dutton (288 pp.) 
$28.00  |  April 4, 2023
9780593186640  

A memoir by the winner of the 2018 
Boston Marathon.

In her revealing debut, Linden (b. 
1983) chronicles her life and the cir-
cumstances that led to her unexpected 

win as well as how she became a two-time Olympian and the 
women’s 50 kilometer world-record holder. From an early age 
in her hometown of San Diego, the author displayed an inde-
pendent nature and desire to win despite feeling she didn’t 
belong. “As soon as the gun went off,” she writes, “fitting in no 
longer mattered. Breaking away from the crowd was the point, 
so I did.” Linden knew that both of her parents were commit-
ted to her sporting career, but her father’s demanding person-
ality and “vicarious need for me to achieve” became a burden. 
After playing team sports, “running felt like independence,” 
and she soon viewed it as a ticket to escape. Linden accepted 
a scholarship to Arizona State, where she was conditioned to 
accept extremes. Following graduation, she had no plans, but 
an unexpected opportunity renewed her commitment to run-
ning. At the age of 23, she took the “unusual” step of launching 
a marathon career. Throughout the book, Linden examines her 
relationships with her coaches, fellow athletes, agent, family, 
and friends, who pushed her to succeed. “Each success bought 
me time to keep doing what I was doing, but also raised the bar 
higher for what I needed to do next,” she writes. However, due 
to various setbacks, winning the Boston Marathon continued 
to elude her. Linden also describes the “disorienting chaos” into 
which the sport was descending, caused by doping and other 
factors. At the starting line in 2018, she was facing illness and 
terrible weather conditions, making triumph unlikely. However, 
as she writes, things began to change around Mile 22: “My typi-
cal meticulous checklist was down to one item: survive.”

Athletes of all ranks will find Linden’s memoir heartwarm-
ing and inspiring.

YOUR BRAIN ON ART
How the Arts Transform Us
Magsamen, Susan & Ivy Ross
Random House (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 21, 2023
9780593449233  

A useful guide to the science behind 
why the arts are fundamental to our 
physical and emotional health.

Magsamen, a faculty member at the 
Johns Hopkins University School of 

Medicine, and Ross, a vice president of design at Google, intro-
duce readers to an emerging scientific field known as neuroaes-
thetics, using fascinating case studies to demonstrate how the 
arts have lasting benefits for our mental and physical health. 
In fact, approaching everyday life with an “aesthetic mindset” 
can change our very physiology, literally rewiring our brains. 
Chronic pain, for example, can be managed by dance, while 
those who “engage in arts and cultural activities have a lower 
risk of developing chronic pain as they age.” The authors also 
show how new parents recovering from postpartum depression 
feel better faster by the simple act of humming. Perhaps most 
shockingly, “people who engage in the arts every few months, 
such as going to the theatre or to a museum, have a 31 percent 
lower risk of dying early when compared with those who don’t.” 
Alongside the case studies, Magsamen and Ross present many 
accessible methods to bring the arts into your life, showing 
readers how to create a habit of participating in the arts just 
as you would follow a workout schedule. They analyze a variety 
of artistic mediums that provide benefits for the brain, includ-
ing poetry, music, painting, and even doodling. “Art and science 
together are potent medicine,” they write, “capable of radically 
transforming our physical health.” From young children to 
adults with Alzheimer’s, the arts can improve and even extend 
our lives. This fascinating account of the science behind this 
phenomenon will inspire readers to establish their own con-
crete plans to incorporate as much art into their lives as possible.

Regularly engaging with the arts can make you live longer, 
and this absorbing book explains how.

PLANTING OUR WORLD
Mancuso, Stefano
Trans. by Gregory Conti
Other Press (224 pp.) 
$25.99  |  April 18, 2023
9781635422566  

A collection of stories about the 
interconnections between humans and 
the plant world.

In his latest, plant neurobiologist 
Mancuso, author of The Incredible Journey 

of Plants and The Revolutionary Genius of Plants, continues his 
exploration of our relationships with plants. “After decades of 
keeping community with plants,” he writes, “I seem to perceive 
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their presence not only in every place on our planet but also in 
the stories of each and every one of us.” As in his previous books, 
the author expertly combines his accessible style with pertinent 
scientific data. Following an encounter with an adversary in 
book collecting, Mancuso shares the story he learned regard-
ing “liberty trees,” which were planted throughout France dur-
ing the French Revolution, with inspiration from the American 
Revolution. Mancuso explains how planting trees in cities today 
can help reduce the amount of carbon dioxide that the rural-
urban reversal has produced and how red spruce became the 
wood of choice for violinmaker Antonio Stradivari. The author 
shares how studying the growth rings of trees in the American 
Southwest has allowed us to decipher climate trends of the past 
and to accurately date the Aztec ruins of New Mexico. Further, 
he explains how dendrochronology led to the unnecessary and 
unfortunate demise of Prometheus, the nearly 5,000-year-old 
pine tree considered the oldest living being on Earth. Mancuso 
also explains how a wooden ladder used in the kidnapping of 
Charles Lindbergh’s baby led to the birth of forensic botany. In 
his quest for the origin of the idea that banana peels are slippery, 
Mancuso unearths the source of the 1967 hoax regarding the 
psychedelic effects of bananas. Finally, the author discusses the 
little-known planting of “moon trees” around the U.S. in 1976 to 
celebrate the bicentennial of the Declaration of Independence.

An eclectic and fascinating collection that will leave read-
ers wanting more from this appealing guide to the world’s flora.

CROOKED 
The Roaring ’20s Tale 
of a Corrupt Attorney 
General, a Crusading 
Senator, and the Birth of the 
American Political Scandal
Masters, Nathan
Hachette (384 pp.) 
$30.00  |  March 21, 2023
9780306826139  

Revelations about a period of deep 
corruption that rocked American politics.

Masters, host and producer of the public TV series Lost L.A., 
makes an impressive book debut with a brisk, lively history of 
a political scandal, “one of those Roaring Twenties spectacles…
that held the entire nation spellbound.” The central figures were 
newly elected Montana Sen. Burton Wheeler, eager to make his 
reputation as a crusader for public integrity, and the nation’s 
ruthless, manipulative Attorney General, Harry Daugherty. 
Appointed by President Warren B. Harding, Daugherty proved 
a bane for Harding’s successor, Calvin Coolidge, especially when 
Wheeler uncovered endemic fraud, bribery, and blackmail. In 
1922, the Harding administration leased a Wyoming oil field 
known as Teapot Dome to politically connected oilmen, “in 
secret and without competitive bidding.” Wheeler hoped that 
Teapot Dome “would prove to be only the first domino to fall—
a prelude to an even more troubling scandal that would expose 
threats to impartial justice, congressional independence, and 

the rule of law itself.” Convening a select committee, Wheeler 
heard evidence from an assortment of Daugherty’s associates, 
notably the smarmy Gaston Means, who testified that he car-
ried out “black-bag operations” for which he “collected cash—
lots of it.” One witness testified that he had “uncovered more 
than $7 million of fraud in the government’s wartime aviation 
contracts, only to have his findings ignored by higher-ups,” and 

“another was fired after his inquiry into Prohibition violations 
along the US-Mexican border implicated a federal prosecu-
tor.” Drawing on extensive archival research, Masters creates 
a tense narrative peopled by colorful, often unsavory charac-
ters. “Wheeler’s investigation,” Masters writes, “shocked the 
American people into caring whether the Department of Jus-
tice was actually pursuing justice—or something else entirely.” 
The feisty senator, Masters asserts, revealed both the force of 
congressional investigations and the heady power of the court 
of public opinion.

A stirring look at a shameful episode that holds distressing 
relevance for today.

GOODBYE TO 
CLOCKS TICKING 
How We Live While 
Dying
Monninger, Joseph
Steerforth (208 pp.) 
$25.00  |  March 7, 2023
9781586423605  

A life lived—and savored—in the 
shadow of a fatal disease.

Three days after retirement, Mon-
ninger—a prolific novelist, professor of English, and avid out-
doorsman—was diagnosed with terminal lung cancer. Lucky 
enough to qualify for a new drug treatment that promised to 
hold off the disease’s inevitable progression, he devoted him-
self to thinking and writing about what mattered most to him. 
This memoir records the results of the first year of that journey, 
offering “an appreciation of what makes life worth living, and 
how a cancer diagnosis is both earth-shaking and, simultane-
ously, merely a part of the everyday.” Particularly striking are the 
author’s reflections on the difficulties of acknowledging one’s 
mortality even at an advanced age; the awe one must feel at the 
sophistication of modern medical interventions; the intracta-
ble fear one must confront after becoming dependent on others 
and losing a sense of dignity; and the detachment from trivial 
concerns that comes with facing death. Monninger’s frankness 
in detailing his vulnerabilities as a cancer patient and humor in 
framing some of the frustrations that arise as one loses physi-
cal autonomy are memorable and inspiring. Also notable are the 
descriptions of where the author took comfort as he struggled 
with moments of acute panic and more routine anxiety—e.g., in 
simple conversations with loved ones, experiencing the diverse 
beauty of the natural world, and immersing himself in books. In 
unassuming yet convincing terms, the author also conveys the 
important message that “cancer does not bring any particular 
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“A poignant, instructive account of 
reckoning with a terminal illness.”
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clarity about life…no big, shining lesson”—though it may, as it 
did for Monninger, intensify the desire to understand and make 
peace with one’s ultimate commitments. This brief but incisive 
record of survival is all the more compelling for that humility.

A poignant, instructive account of reckoning with a termi-
nal illness.

THE PEOPLE’S 
HOSPITAL 
Hope and Peril in 
American Medicine
Nuila, Ricardo
Scribner (368 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 28, 2023
9781501198045  

A doctor and professor of medicine 
adds personal texture to one of the most 
divisive issues of our time.

As a medical student resident and then hospitalist at Ben 
Taub Hospital, Houston’s “largest safety-net hospital,” Nuila 
has witnessed how American health care fails all patients but 
especially its most vulnerable. In his debut book, the author 
follows six under- or uninsured patients who are prey to biases 
and assumptions that fuel impersonal and imprecise care. The 
stories are revelatory and often heartbreaking—Stephen devel-
ops cancer in his tonsils; Roxana is an undocumented immi-
grant who needs multiple limb amputations; Ebonie is a Black 
mother navigating a high-risk pregnancy; Geronimo is a green-
card holder in desperate need of a liver transplant; Christian 
is experiencing debilitating knee pain; Aqueria has lost access 
to medications to manage the HIV she was born with—and 
they all clearly demonstrate the woeful inadequacies of health 
insurance coverage in the U.S. Nuila, a skilled writer whose 
work has appeared in the New Yorker, Guernica, and other pub-
lications, shifts elegantly between these narratives and his per-
sonal story of following his calling to Ben Taub as well as a lucid 
study of America’s decline into what he terms “Medicine Inc.” 
Throughout, the author’s lyricism and empathy defy both typi-
cal medical journalism and the reduction of patient care to the 
management of charts and bills. Nuila’s complete, deeply per-
sonal dedication to his content and his exceptional command of 
prose allow him to translate the mercy, authority, and sense of 
urgency that patients want at their bedsides and citizens want 
in policy debates. In the author’s hands, Ben Taub Hospital 
becomes a beacon of light that brings health care back to the 
realm of the personal, resisting the failures of partisan imagina-
tion and offering space for pioneering medicine and personal 
triumph.

A compassionate, engrossing story of frustrated hopes and 
unlikely victories in American health care.

SAVING TIME
Discovering a Life Beyond 
the Clock
Odell, Jenny
Random House (400 pp.) 
$28.99  |  March 7, 2023
9780593242704  

Odell’s follow-up to her 2019 hit, 
How To Do Nothing.

In this rigorous, wide-ranging exami-
nation of time, the author touches on 

the pandemic, the climate crisis, and many other pertinent top-
ics. Odell begins by introducing the concept of “fungible time, 
which “is consistent and can be endlessly subdivided. Measur-
ing fungible time is like envisioning standardized containers 
that can potentially be filled with work.” The author then seg-
ues into a section on the clash between the European colonial 
clock hour and the understanding of time held by “task-ori-
ented” Indigenous communities that organize their activities 
based on natural phenomena, such as “the flowering or fruiting 
of a certain plant.” Odell works assiduously to explain how our 
culture arrived at the commonly held belief that “time is money,” 
and she makes her way through an impressive array of historical 
documents, including the writings of Frederick Winslow Taylor, 
who worked on “the systematic management of other people’s 
time,” and ledgers recording slave labor hours in the West 
Indies. Ultimately, writes the author, “the origins of the clock, 
calendar, and spreadsheet are inseparable from the history of 
extraction, whether of resources from the earth or of labor time 
from people.” In another chapter, Odell asks what happens 
when this obsession with increased efficiency is turned toward 
the self, a point she illustrates with an entertaining discussion 
of “productivity bros” and their “unhealthy fixation on morn-
ing routines.” The author also considers leisure time (including 
its relationship to social media) and her personal experience of 
the pandemic, when the world experienced an “estrangement 
from common forms of marking time.” Odell found comfort in 
watching a live webcam of a nesting eagle in Iowa. This book, 
featuring denser prose and more academic subject matter, is not 
as approachable as How To Do Nothing, but it will reward readers 
who pay close attention.

An erudite investigation of our culture’s understanding of 
time.

ALEXANDRA PETRI’S US 
HISTORY
Important American 
Documents (I Made Up)
Petri, Alexandra
Norton (356 pp.) 
$27.95  |  April 11, 2023
9781324006435  

Washington Post humor writer Petri 
attempts a funny spin on history.
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The author opens by channeling the previous occupant 
of the White House, proclaiming that since history is written 
by the winners, she, though “not a historian, or a scholar” is 
now “something much more important: a winner.” She con-
tinues with a series of imagined, counterfactual episodes—e.g., 
an Indigenous person objecting to the terms of the so-called 
Columbian exchange, displeased about providing potatoes on 
one hand in exchange for disease on the other (“Typhus took 
generations to perfect,” the European says); or a New Yorker 
who misreads the words Erie Canal as an instigation for a more 
vigorous horror literature of the sort that Edgar Allan Poe will 
soon be cranking out. Some of the pieces work: Petri does a 
nice job mangling F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Great Gatsby by inserting 
Hemingway-esque declarations into its famous closing, and she 
effectively dumbs down Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451, which 
probably didn’t need the simplification, to have Guy Montag 
explain that what makes a book dangerous is the ideas it con-
tains (“It’s, like, a metaphor”). Also entertaining: an exchange 
in which Frank Lloyd Wright defends his leaky, short roofs by 
explaining that they’re keyed to his height, which is “the perfect 
height for a human being”; and Rodgers and Hammerstein argu-
ing over whether, having put an exclamation point on Oklahoma! 
their other works might benefit from the same treatment (re: 
South Pacific, “It’s a geographical location. It doesn’t need piz-
zazz”). Petri’s disquisitions on the shooting of John Lennon, a 
drugless Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, and the U.S. presidents 
in Ragnarok are duds. Much of the book, studded with fun 
moments, lacks the sustained wit and goofiness of the British 
humor classic 1066 and All That.

A sporadically humorous take on the American past, which 
is all too seldom a laughing matter.

UNDER ALIEN SKIES
A Sightseer’s Guide to the 
Universe
Plait, Philip
Norton (320 pp.) 
$30.00  |  April 18, 2023
9780393867305  

A lively, technically accurate account 
of what future tourists would experi-
ence at various interesting parts of the 
universe.

Astronomer Plait, author of Bad Astronomy and Death From 
the Skies, chooses 10 places and begins with the familiar, describ-
ing what we would encounter on the moon and Mars. With no 
atmosphere, the sun heats the moon to 250 degrees at noon. It 
may drop to minus 200 at night, but the scenery is beautiful. 
Moving slowly across the sky, the huge Earth occupies 14 times 
the area of the moon seen from our planet and appears about 
40 times brighter. Possessing air and weather, Mars seems toler-
able, but this is deceptive. With less than 1% of Earth’s atmo-
sphere, breathing “isn’t really an option.” More distant from the 
sun, Mars gets only 40% of the heat that the Earth does, mak-
ing it a barren desert with nights so cold that carbon dioxide 

freezes out of the air. Long ago, however, it was warm, with a 
thick atmosphere, rivers, and oceans, so optimistic readers look 
forward to a visit, which could happen by the middle of the cen-
tury. As the author shows, beyond Mars, matters are increas-
ingly complex. A small asteroid is probably a pile of rubble, so 
rather than walk on it, “you’d plunge right through the surface,” 
and Saturn “has no land to land on.” Readers expecting an easy 
science-fiction romp will discover that Plait teaches serious 
astronomy. Provided they pay attention, they will learn why 
Charon, Pluto’s largest moon, remains motionless in the sky. All 
other moons move. How do stars and planets form? A visit to 
a gigantic nebula answers that question. Gravity from a black 
hole is so great that light cannot escape, but a black hole isn’t 
invisible. As in the rest of this entertaining book, Plait shows 
us why. The book includes an eight-page full-color insert and 
other illustrations.

Amusing experiences of a space armchair traveler and a 
good astronomical education.

READING THE GLASS 
A Captain’s View of 
Weather, Water, and 
Life on Ships
Rappaport, Elliot
Dutton (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Feb. 14, 2023
9780593185056  

The challenges of life at sea.
Rappaport, who has been a sea 

captain since 1992 and teaches at the 
Maine Maritime Academy, makes his book debut with vibrant 
accounts of sailing around the world. Central to his spir-
ited, informative narrative is weather. “Like pilots, roofers, 
and mountain climbers,” he writes, “mariners are by default 
obsessed with the weather, immersed in it as part of their 
daily calculus.” Aboard the tall ships he helms to train stu-
dents, weather updates come in the form of “nonstop streams 
of data from satellites, weather buoys, and balloons,” but all 
these technological supports do not substitute for “a live per-
son sending information about pressure and wind velocity at a 
specific location.” Rappaport explains the deft choreography 
of daily life on a ship as well as the myriad variables that affect 
a journey. “The world’s great sailing routes,” he observes, “are 
less paved highways than patterns of occasional convenience, 
spun from the overall chaos of the atmosphere.” He provides 
clear explanations of technical terms, some familiar (trade 
winds, El Niño, jet stream) and some likely to be new to land-
bound readers, such as cold tongue, loop currents, bora and mistral 
winds, and the difference between sea smoke and summer fog. 
The author also offers a taxonomy of clouds, sails, and instru-
ments, and he is equally informative about the development 
of weather reporting and the history of sailing. His voyages 
have taken him to the South Pacific, Greenland, New Zealand, 
and Mediterranean ports, and he has braved the Roaring For-
ties, Furious Fifties, and Screaming Sixties, a “subantarctic 
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“Rappaport, who has been a sea captain since 1992, makes his book 
debut with vibrant accounts of sailing around the world.”
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expanse of frigid westerly winds” named for the latitudes 
they occupy. The success of any voyage, Rappaport admits, 
depends on knowledge, preparation, meticulous attention to 
detail, and luck. “For the most part,” he writes, “real tales of 
heavy weather involve simple endurance—low-grade misery, 
a constant queasy vigilance in anticipation of some cascading 
mishap.”

Fascinating journeys with an expert guide.

CHITA
A Memoir
Rivera, Chita with Patrick Pacheco
HarperOne (368 pp.) 
$29.99  |  April 25, 2023
9780063226791  

The star of numerous hit Broadway 
musicals recounts her 70 years in the 
public eye.

Born Dolores Conchita Figueroa del 
Rivero in 1933, she was raised in Wash-

ington, D.C., by her mother and grandmother after her father 
died young. Accepted into the School of American Ballet when 
she was 16, Rivera still considers herself more of a dancer than a 
Broadway star. She originated the role of Anita in West Side Story, 
a “hot-blooded, hormonal, and competitive” character with 
whom she identified, and she went on to a spectacular award-
winning career that included starring roles in such classics as 
Bye Bye Birdie, Sweet Charity, Chicago, The Rink, Kiss of the Spider 
Woman, and The Visit. The author describes the germination and 
development of her roles and provides intimate reminiscences 
of working and playing with such boldfaced names as Jerome 
Robbins, Sammy Davis Jr. (“a friend and one-time lover”), Liza 
Minnelli, Dick Van Dyke, Bob Fosse (“a flash of lightning in a 
dark sky”), John Kander, and Fred Ebb. With the assistance of 
TV commentator Pacheco, Rivera writes about the pervasive 
stereotyping of Latinas in show business, explaining how she 
avoided being pigeonholed. “When I did play Latinas,” she 
writes, “I was naturally upset when my characters were sub-
jected to racist taunts.” She also acknowledges the devastating 
impact of the AIDS crisis on the theater and dance communi-
ties. Along the way, Rivera gives voice to Dolores, “my sensual, 
dark, and renegade alter ego,” who relishes opportunities “to 
throw shade at the opposite sex.” The intimate tone of this 
backstage look at Rivera’s career makes for compelling reading. 
Lyrics from the musicals discussed begin each chapter with a 
poetic flourish, and a series of “Entr’acte” sections between the 
chapters fill out personal details.

The author is honest and outspoken in life and on the page, 
and fans of musical theater and dance are in for a real treat.

STASH
My Life in Hiding
Robbins, Laura Cathcart
Atria (288 pp.) 
$27.00  |  March 7, 2023
9781668005330  

A memoir of addiction, attempted 
recovery, and hitting bottom.

“My parents were hippies who, despite 
their African American heritage, had 
done the very Scandinavian thing of con-

tinuing to parent me after their divorce,” writes Robbins, who 
rebelled by beginning a love affair with an Oakland pimp and 
drug dealer who introduced her to smoking freebase cocaine. 
Though she liked it, she eventually quit. “To me,” she writes, “the 
world was divided into two categories of people: failures, aka 
folks who were stupid enough to let other people see that they 
needed help, and successes, aka self-reliants like me, who would 
die before they accepted help from anyone.” Later, after marry-
ing a TV star and working as a publicist, enjoying life as a “young, 
interracial power couple,” the author discovered that she merely 
traded one addiction for the more genteel one of reliance on 
Ambien. Soon, she was seeking drugs among different doctors 
and pharmacists, lying to others and herself about her condi-
tion, and enduring cycles of feast (when a prescription is refilled) 
and famine (when the bottle is empty). Sometimes, Robbins hits 
just the right note—e.g., “being high—really high—is like being 
completely submerged in viscous fluid.” However, the back and 
forth of repeated scamming attempts, rationalizations, cold 
sweats, evasions, therapy sessions in rehab, and negotiations over 
an eventual divorce takes on a certain numbing sameness after a 
while. Ultimately, falling in with a fellow addict (“Four DUIs….
You would think that anyone with four DUIs would be dead or in 
prison”) and committing to rehab broke the cycle. Although the 
story turns toward at least the possibility of a happy ending, the 
author is aware that it can all come crashing down in an instant. 

“We’re doing the best we can with what we have, and sometimes 
that has to be enough,” she concludes.

Breaks little new ground, but a solid cautionary tale about 
the dangers of drug addiction and the struggle to overcome it.

IN SEARCH OF AMRIT KAUR
A Lost Princess and Her 
Vanished World
Sambuy, Livia Manera
Trans. by Todd Portnowitz
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 14, 2023
9780374106010  

Investigative journey to uncover the 
truth behind a Hindu princess’s secret 
life in Paris during World War II.

In this elucidating but meandering text, Italian writer Sam-
buy introduces readers to “a labyrinth…of unusual characters,” 
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spinning fanciful tales of collaboration, priceless jewels, and 
lost fortunes of the princes of the Raj. Weaving together biog-
raphy and her personal narrative, the author recounts how 
viewing a striking 1924 photograph of the Rani of Mani, Amrit 
Kaur, in a Mumbai museum launched her yearslong quest to 
unearth the history behind it. The official story was that this 
highly educated only daughter of the maharajah of Kapurthala 
had sold her heirloom jewelry in Paris to raise money for the 
Jewish cause. She was caught by the Gestapo and imprisoned 
in a concentration camp; in ill health, she died not long after 
the end of the war. Sambuy chronicles her trip to Pune to meet 
Kaur’s now-aged daughter “Bubbles,” and other relatives, to 
learn about how Kaur left her two children in 1933 to tour the 
European continent, perhaps angry that her husband had taken 
another wife. Apparently, she did intend to return. However, 
Sambuy discovered—via an improbable lead: a San Diego bur-
lesque dancer named Ginger who possessed Kaur’s crocodile 
leather briefcase full of mementos—that the princess met the 
American heiress Louise Hermesch and her mother in London 
and took off to travel with them to America. Throughout the 
text, the author takes us away from this fascinating primary nar-
rative for a few too many digressions—e.g., sections about the 

“unbridled extravagance” of the Raj princes and the priceless 
pearl necklace that Kaur apparently sold to prominent jewel-
ers in Paris in 1940. Sambuy’s intriguing history eventually leads 
back to her own mother-daughter trauma, revealed only in the 
final chapter.

An engaging yet sometimes tedious book, with twists, 
turns, and detours galore.

THE JANUARY 
6TH REPORT 
Select Committee to Investigate 
the January 6th Attack on the 
United States Capitol
Celadon Books (880 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  Dec. 27, 2022
9781250877529  

Thoughtfully prepared edition of the 
public-domain report issued by the U.S. 
House of Representatives.

In the eyes of the Jan. 6 Committee, the principal agent of 
the attempted coup was Donald Trump. Indeed, Trump incited 
insurrectionists well before his famous “will be wild” tweet, and 
he called those insurrectionists off, after what the committee 
deemed “187 minutes of dereliction,” only when “it was obvi-
ous that the riot would fail to stop the certification of the vote.” 
This exhaustive report, like its hearings, is structured themati-
cally, with sections devoted to such issues as the insurrection-
ist groups whom Trump and his allies recruited, including the 
Oath Keepers and Proud Boys, who invoked not just 1776, but 
also the Bolshevik storming of the Winter Palace. (“No histori-
cal event has been less American.”) Another section treats the 
bizarre legal theories advanced by John Eastman, who “con-
cluded that President Trump could remain president if—and 

only if—Vice President Pence followed Eastman’s illegal advice 
and determined which electoral college ballots were ‘valid.’ ” 
Apart from punishment of the criminals, the committee recom-
mends some actions that are likely to cause controversy (and 
which will doubtless be ignored by the Republican-majority 
House in January 2023—e.g., the call to monitor media compa-
nies (read Fox, OAN, et al.) whose programming has “had the 
effect of radicalizing their consumers, including by provoking 
people to attack their own country.” This edition, prepared in 
conjunction with the New Yorker, includes excellent commen-
tary by David Remnick, who has long been reporting on related 
events. Sometimes snippy, as when he refers to the insurrec-
tionists’ “cosplay battle gear,” Remnick provides useful context, 
while committee member Jamie Raskin adds recommenda-
tions to the report, including direct election of presidents and 
abolition of the Electoral College in order to “break out of the 
GOP’s matrix of democracy suppression.”

A must-read for politics-watchers.

THE JANUARY 6TH REPORT
Select Committee to Investigate the January 
6th Attack on the United States Capitol
Random House (864 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  Jan. 6, 2023
9780593597279  

The long-awaited congressional report 
featuring a context-shaping introduction 
by one of the House committee’s principal 
members.

According to the committee, which 
continues to release supporting material before being dissolved 
in January 2023, Donald Trump stood at the center of the insur-
rection. “Potus im sure is loving this,” texted one Trump aide in 
the middle of the melee—and it certainly seemed like he was. 
The assault had many dimensions, with a campaign of lawsuits, 
election denial, and attempts to strong-arm state officials to 
break the law and find him more votes. Then there were the 
Republican legislators who aided and abetted Trump. As Vice 
Chair Liz Cheney writes, “Part of the tragedy of January 6th is 
the conduct of those who knew that what happened was pro-
foundly wrong, but nevertheless tried to downplay it, minimize 
it or defend those responsible.” The report exhaustively details 
the coordinated attempt to install Trump by coup, from those 
pliant Republicans to the paramilitary groups that assembled to 
storm the Capitol. In the foreword to this edition, Adam Schiff, 
a prosecutor in the Trump impeachments and committee mem-
ber, observes that the effort to overturn the election might have 
succeeded if Kevin McCarthy had been Speaker of the House 
and not Nancy Pelosi, who offered a bipartisan committee but 
rejected McCarthy’s choices for Republican members, among 
them Trump acolytes Jim Jordan and Jim Banks, who “would 
have turned the proceedings into a cynical circus.” Schiff sin-
gles out White House staffer Cassidy Hutchinson for her brave 
testimony, which helped establish that Trump knew that the 
mob was armed but believed that “the attack was justified, even 
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“This edition, prepared in conjunction with the New Yorker, 
includes excellent commentary by David Remnick, 

who has long been reporting on related events.”
the january 6th report
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when it put the life of his own vice president, Mike Pence, in 
danger.” Schiff fully endorses bringing Trump to trial, recogniz-
ing that while doing so has attendant perils, “not doing so is far 
more dangerous.”

The report’s findings are shocking, and Schiff does good 
work in highlighting the worst of them and what needs to be 
done.

WE COULD HAVE BEEN 
FRIENDS, MY FATHER AND I
A Palestinian Memoir
Shehadeh, Raja
Other Press (160 pp.) 
$22.99  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9781635423648  

A Palestinian human rights lawyer 
and writer reflects on the legacy of his 
father, who fought tirelessly for refugees 
in Israel.

As a young lawyer in the mid-1980s working side by side 
with his father, the late Aziz Shehadeh, the author did not real-
ize at the time how much Aziz’s early work in securing Pales-
tinian refugee rights mirrored his own. His father had been a 
lawyer in Jaffa, but in 1948, he was forced to relocate his law 
office to Ramallah, which was then under Jordanian control. 
In 1985, Shehadeh, author of Occupation Diaries and Palestinian 
Walks, and his father were working on stopping an Israeli road 
plan through the West Bank when Aziz was murdered. As the 
author recounts, it wasn’t until recently, when he was about the 
same age as his father when he died, that Shehadeh turned his 
attention to the “carefully arranged” documents and letters his 
father left behind. He learned about Aziz’s brave political oppo-
sition to Jordanian coercion, which led to several incarcerations 
in the 1950s, and how the Arab states ultimately used the Pales-
tinians for political gain. “With Palestine lost,” he writes, “my 
father and others were now reduced by the regime to the status 
of common criminals.” Shehadeh shows how his father was a 
visionary for his insistence on a two-state solution, a stance that 
put him at odds with the Palestinian Liberation Organization. 
As Aziz always insisted, “the only real victory is when we’ve 
both won.” The author’s tribute to his father continues with his 
ongoing effort to find justice for his murder. “The prevarication 
by the police and the excuses offered for the delay bring back 
painful memories of the agony my family endured in the course 
of the original investigation,” he writes. Though brief, the text 
is poignant and engaging.

A well-established Palestinian voice fashions a loving por-
trayal of the unsung achievements of his activist father.

BOOKWORM
Conversations With 
Michael Silverblatt
Silverblatt, Michael
Ed. by Alan Felsenthal
The Song Cave (432 pp.) 
$25.00 paper  |  March 31, 2023
9781737277583  

Writers talk about their craft.
From over 30 years of the nation-

ally syndicated radio program Bookworm, 
the show’s host Silverblatt and editor Felsenthal have selected 
conversations with 12 acclaimed writers, including poet John 
Ashbery; novelists Joan Didion, Toni Morrison, and Octavia 
Butler; short fiction writer Grace Paley; and composer Stephen 
Sondheim. As Felsenthal notes in the introduction, Silverblatt 
went into each conversation without an agenda, deftly pivoting 
to wherever the talk went, and the conversations attest to the 
writers’ trust and respect for their interviewer. As John Berger 
remarked to Silverblatt, “you’re an incredible expert—but I don’t 
like the word expert—inhabitant, hunter about books, about 
written text, about mad literature that you cross and live in and 
relate to what is outside that forest, which is life.” The occasion 
for each interview could be the publication of a new book (W.G. 
Sebald’s Austerlitz, in 2001), an anniversary (the 25th for Octavia 
Butler’s Kindred, in 2004), or a notable book-related event (1998, 
when Morrison’s Beloved was made into a movie). Some entries 
include more than one interview: Didion, in 1996, for the pub-
lication of The Last Thing He Wanted, and 2013, for Blue Nights. 
Sondheim appeared when a recording of Road Show was released 
in 2009 and again in 2010 when he published Finishing the Hat, 
which Silverblatt describes as “a combination of collected lyrics, 
attendant comments, principles, heresies, grudges, whines, and 
anecdotes.” David Foster Wallace was a frequent guest, from 
1996, after Infinite Jest, until 2006, with the publication of Con-
sider the Lobster. Each interview ranged far from the precipitating 
occasion as Silverblatt brought his considerable curiosity to ques-
tions of style, tone, language, structure, aspirations, and inspira-
tion. Widely read, knowledgeable, and thoughtful, he elicited 
candid, detailed responses from his guests. The interviews can be 
heard online in the Bookworm archive at kcrw.com.

A warm celebration of creativity and the writing life.

GRAND DELUSION
The Rise and Fall of 
American Ambition in the 
Middle East
Simon, Steven
Penguin Press (496 pp.) 
$32.00  |  April 11, 2023
9780735224247  

According to this comprehensive 
account, when it comes to Middle East 
policy, good intentions count for nothing.

http://kirkus.com
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The entanglement of the U.S. in the Middle East goes back 
decades. Simon, who has worked in numerous key government 
roles related to foreign policy in the region, argues that despite 
the spending of huge amounts of blood and treasure, not much 
has been achieved. The chapters relate to presidential admin-
istrations, but the author often takes informative detours into 
the deeper history. Every president has started out with great 
aspirations, but each one has had to change course to accommo-
date shifting realities. Every country in the region has its own 
agenda and historic conflicts with neighbors, and their political 
systems are often dictatorial, unstable, and/or corrupt. For an 
external player to understand all of the factors involved is like 
trying to put together a jigsaw in a labyrinth of distorting mir-
rors. Simon threads his way through the chaos, noting the many 
agreements and treaties that have been meant to bring stabil-
ity. Unfortunately, paper burns easily. In fact, American policy 
has seldom displayed a clear objective. Should the U.S. support 
Israel? Counter Soviet, and then Russian, influence? Build dem-
ocratic governments? Tamp down the chronic violence? Protect 
sources of oil? All of these are relevant, which has meant that 
none has been very effective, and occasional, conditional suc-
cesses have been offset by bloody failures. Simon sees the focus 
of U.S. foreign policy now moving toward Asia, with a growing 
realization that the idea of imposing a solution on the Middle 
East is a delusion. “A net assessment suggests that the United 
States would have been better off today if it had not been so 
eager to intervene in the Middle East,” says Simon. “Fortu-
nately, America’s era there is drawing to a close, and probably 
not a moment too soon.”

As a frontline player in Middle East policy, Simon provides 
a sweeping, detailed analysis of failures and successes.

MICROJOYS
Finding Hope (Especially) 
When Life Is Not Okay
Spiegel, Cyndie
Penguin Life (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9780593492222  

How to seek out life’s little delights.
Spiegel, an author and inspirational 

speaker, writes from experience on how 
to balance moments of grief and hard-

ship with sparks of joy. The author shares the pain of her grand-
parents’ deaths, losing a classmate to tragedy, and friends she 
grew up with dying from AIDS. Death and loss are unavoidable, 
of course, but Spiegel is insistent that we should grow from 
tragedy and rediscover joy. Microjoys “often emerge from the 
muck” of despair, heartbreak, and personal chaos, and discover-
ing them has brought clarity and great wisdom to the author. 
Spiegel inspires readers to find these gifts for themselves within 
a series of brief chapters that relate a variety of anecdotes about 
her everyday life—e.g., her neighborhood spice shop in Brook-
lyn, her beloved mother’s legacy of outspokenness and cake bak-
ing, a nature walk, or the excitement when she and her husband 

left Manhattan six months into the pandemic and moved into 
a larger apartment with a glassed-in sunroom. Embedded 
within these moments are subtle expressions of interactive love 
and appreciation as well as practical reminders that we are at 
our best when we accept life’s paradoxes and problems with 
hopefulness and grace. Spiegel concludes each chapter with a 
boxed “consider this” note as a reflection point, driving home 
the importance of savoring small yet magical moments. She 
implores readers to slow down and look around, and don’t be 
too self-critical. “You don’t always have to be all things to every-
one,” she writes, “including to yourself.” Throughout these brief 
snippets, Spiegel urges readers to appreciate “that love and loss 
are close dance partners in this lifetime,” and “once we’ve jour-
neyed the depth of loss…from the core of our being comes the 
capacity to seize every experience differently.”

A thoughtful reminder to appreciate the seemingly slight 
elements of life that can bring unexpected glee.

NOTHING STAYS PUT 
The Life and Poetry of 
Amy Clampitt
Spiegelman, Willard
Knopf (432 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9780525658269  

A poet’s unlikely rise to fame.
Literary scholar Spiegelman draws 

on interviews, diaries, letters, and poems 
to create a sensitive, admiring life of Amy 

Clampitt (1920-1994), a critically acclaimed poet who was first 
published in the New Yorker in 1978. By the time she died, she 
had earned international recognition, including both Guggen-
heim and MacArthur fellowships. Born in Iowa to a Quaker 
family, Clampitt was a bookish child who felt out of place 
among her peers. As deeply as she connected with nature, she 
also longed for the stimulation and opportunities of a city. After 
college at Grinnell, she eagerly left for New York City, where 
she found an entry-level job at Oxford University Press, a studio 
apartment in Greenwich Village, and a social life filled with the-
ater, ballet, concerts, movies, and new friends. In 1949, an essay 
contest prize paid for a trip to England, the first of many travels 
that nurtured her spirit and her writing. After quitting her job 
at Oxford, she worked at the National Audubon Society, then 
as a freelance editor, all the while writing fiction, which Spie-
gelman characterizes as unpublishable. A spiritual epiphany in 
1956 drew her to the Episcopal Church, and the Vietnam War 
led her to activism: “protesting, marching, petitioning, get-
ting arrested.” In the 1970s, she abandoned fiction for poetry 
and enrolled in a class at the New School, where, mentored by 
her professor, she honed a distinctive style. An editor at Dut-
ton, for whom she did freelance copy editing, was impressed by 
that new work and sent a few poems to his friend Howard Moss, 

“the longtime, much-respected poetry editor” at the New Yorker. 
This launched her career. Spiegelman handles her personal life—
affairs, friendships, and her decadeslong relationship with legal 
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scholar Hal Korn—delicately, and he offers perceptive readings 
of her work. Although he claims that “poems are the writer’s 
best biography,” his discerning examination is outstanding.

An insightful, exemplary literary biography.

THE MERCENARY
A Story of Brotherhood & 
Terror in the 
Afghanistan War
Stern, Jeffrey E.
PublicAffairs (352 pp.) 
$30.00  |  March 21, 2023
9781541702455  

A journalist recounts a complicated 
but enduring friendship established dur-
ing America’s “forever war.”

“He was a kid with bad habits and no money. Now he’s a kid 
with bad habits and a lot of money.” So writes Stern, the author 
of The 15:17 to Paris, of the man known variously as Alex or Aimal. 
The American and the Afghan are both, in a sense, on the make: 
Stern is looking for the big story that will make his name, while 
Alex seeks to grow rich, in part thanks to the Americans who 
flooded the country in 2001. A driver who “gave Westerners 
rides anywhere in [Kabul] with a reliable, English-speaking 
driver” for a flat fee of $7, Alex—“none of his customers ever 
asked how he ended up with a name they could say”—soon 
discovered that the path to wealth lay elsewhere. While plying 
a less legal and more dangerous trade, Alex continued to take 
Stern to see places and people that kept his byline alive. “With 
a lot of help from Alex and a little help from an industry at the 
exact right moment of its life/death cycle, I got to work,” writes 
the author, recounting how he delivered the requisite stories of 
terror, violence, and redemption, “inoculated against trauma.” 
Alex had a mysterious way of knowing when and where a Tali-
ban attack was about to occur, and gradually, he became more 
comfortable among the foreigners—“and he knew why: in their 
eyes he was becoming more civilized.” Yet, as the Taliban gained 
strength and the foreigners lost their resolve, Alex’s world 
crumbled, forcing him to mount a roundabout exodus. This 
part of the story is overlong, but it shows how Alex successfully 
gamed the immigration systems of several nations, leading to 
relevant prosperity, if not wealth.

An affecting story of the human costs of a war doomed to 
fail because “it began without enough understanding.”

BREAKUP
A Marriage in Wartime
Sundaram, Anjan
Catapult (208 pp.) 
$26.00  |  April 11, 2023
9781646221158  

A journalist reconstructs how his 
decision to cover a war in the Central 
African Republic led to the dissolution 
of his marriage.

In 2013, Sundaram, the award-win-
ning author of Bad News: Last Journalists in a Dictatorship and 
Stringer: A Reporter’s Journey in the Congo, was living with his wife 
and daughter in Shippagan, a tiny coastal town in New Bruns-
wick. The birth of their daughter eased some of his loneliness 
but also incited in him a desire to resume his work as a journal-
ist. “I searched my past,” he writes, “seeking work to which I 
felt an old connection, that had shaped me, and to which my 
link felt elemental, pure, necessary.” Ultimately, he planned a 
reporting trip to the Central African Republic, where a brutal 
conflict was not receiving even a fraction of the coverage that 
it deserved: “Central Africa, home to several long-running wars, 
rarely made the first page.” The author recounts how he met 
his wife, Nat, while they were both war correspondents in the 
region, so he thought that she would understand his passion for 
the project. Over the course of his trip, though, he found him-
self simultaneously gathering strength from their relationship 
and avoiding communication with his family about the danger-
ous details of his assignment. A near-death experience at the 
hands of angry rebel soldiers, among other traumatic events, 
led Sundaram to return to Canada in “despair,” with his emo-
tions “in a jumble.” Admitting that his behavior led to estrange-
ment from his wife, he still tried to “regain the internal peace 
that one’s home offered” and “the confidence that our family 
would again find cohesion.” Sundaram’s descriptions of wartime 
Central Africa are riveting, and his political analysis is intrigu-
ing. The detached tone, however, provides little insight into 
Sundaram’s feelings about either the atrocities he witnessed or 
the family he left behind, leaving readers with more questions 
than answers. 

An introspective, emotionally detached memoir about 
war and family.

MARY AND MR. ELIOT
A Sort of Love Story
Trevelyan, Mary & Erica Wagner
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (336 pp.) 
$30.00  |  March 21, 2023
9780374203184  

The story of the friendship between 
T.S. Eliot and a woman who pined for 
more.

Trevelyan (1897-1983) was the warden 
of London’s Student Movement House, 

“An affecting story of the human costs of a war doomed to fail.”
the mercenary
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which provided housing for British and foreign students. She 
also traveled widely throughout Africa, India, and Asia as part 
of “her mission to make foreign students feel part of English 
cultural life.” In 1936, she invited Eliot to read for her students 
at the Student Christian Movement Conference in Derbyshire. 
Thus began a two-decade friendship that Trevelyan chronicled 
in an unpublished diary, The Pope of Russell Square.Wagner, a 
contributing writer for the New Statesman, excerpts parts of 
Trevelyan’s diaries and correspondence with Eliot in this book, 
interspersed with her own commentary. Entries range from 
1938 until 1957, when Trevelyan, who had hoped their friendship 
could evolve into a romance, was shocked to learn that Eliot 
was to marry his secretary, Valerie Fletcher, nearly 40 years his 
junior, a revelation that “hurt her profoundly.” Unfortunately, 
her story focuses less on her accomplishments and more on 
quotidian details of her time with Eliot. In 1955, after attend-
ing an All Saints’ Day service, Eliot told Trevelyan, “People are 
so afraid of repetition—they don’t seem to realise that it is the 
essence of poetry.” That may be true for poetry, but in a diary, 
repetitiveness gets wearying in the absence of tension or suffi-
cient variation. Much of Trevelyan’s diary describes meals eaten 
together, church services attended, vacations taken, and so on, 
which makes for dull reading. Wagner’s commentary helps but 
doesn’t fully alleviate the monotony. Eliot devotees will appreci-
ate this peek into his personal life even though, admirably, Wag-
ner doesn’t sugarcoat his bigotry, including his antisemitism 
and his reference to the “little brown men” of Burma, which 
Wagner calls “a glimpse of the prejudice which still taints his 
reputation”—a fact, she is careful to note, Trevelyan was willing 
to overlook.

A revealing if tedious account of life with one of the 20th 
century’s most famous poets.

“YOU SHOULD BE GRATEFUL”
Stories of Race, Identity, and 
Transracial Adoption
Tucker, Angela
Beacon Press (216 pp.) 
$25.95  |  April 18, 2023
9780807006511  

A transracial adoptee makes a case 
for reimagining norms and assump-
tions embedded in adoption policy and 
practice.

Tucker, executive director of the Adoptee Mentoring Soci-
ety, layers her personal history with research and anecdotes 
from her roles as adoption caseworker, workshop facilitator, 
and mentor for transracial adoptees. This interlacing creates a 
rich texture that reflects the complexity of the opportunities 
and challenges faced by adoptees—particularly children of color 
adopted by White families in White communities. The author’s 
own narrative of searching, finding, and maintaining relation-
ships with members of her birth family provides a resonant 
background for her analysis of the systemic inequities surround-
ing adoption and the racism underlying transracial adoption’s 

inflection points. However, the ease, grace, and dynamism that 
Tucker has shown behind microphones and on camera does not 
fully translate to her writing. The tense changes too often, gaps 
in narrative details create confusion in chronology and setting, 
and some of her anecdotes undermine key points. For example, 
despite framing the book as one about transracial adoption, one 
of Tucker’s most frequently referenced case studies is about a 
family that refused to adopt outside their own White race. Still, 
the author’s passion for and knowledge about the topic are 
extensive, and her story is a compelling context against which to 
wrestle with themes of belonging, autonomy, family, and agency. 
If she struggles to find literary footing, that struggle also reveals 
how adoption’s problems have no clear heroes or easy, final 
answers. As she notes, “writing honestly about adoption seems 
to inevitably hurt someone or to risk being misconstrued.” By 
engaging with these complexities, making space for conflicting 
truths, and handling her subject and its characters with empa-
thy, Tucker emerges as a promising and determined voice poised 
to lead the change she calls for in the adoption industry.

A captivating memoir that also offers an important coun-
terpoint to voyeurism and saviorism in the adoption process.

WORN OUT
How Retailers Surveil and 
Exploit Workers in the Digital 
Age and How Workers Are 
Fighting Back
Van Oort, Madison
MIT Press (192 pp.) 
$30.00 paper  |  March 7, 2023
9780262544931  

A report on widespread exploita-
tion and resistance in the world of 

clothing retailers.
Van Oort examines the transformation of mass-market 

clothing sales during a time when the processes of gauging and 
serving customer preferences have changed dramatically due to 
modern data collection. “Fast-fashion retailers have benefited 
from, and pushed forward, a so-called global logistics revolu-
tion,” she writes, “in which the production and circulation of 
goods across the supply chain occur faster and more cheaply 
than ever before.” Drawing on interviews with employees and 
managers who toil in the retail sector, along with her own first-
hand experiences as a part-time sales clerk, the author docu-
ments how large stores have sought to maximize profitability at 
the expense of the well-being of their workers. In a suggestively 
totalitarian environment of hypersurveillance, “an array of 
digital technologies—which workers may or may not be aware 
of—track employee attendance, performance, and, to a certain 
extent, their lives outside work.” Van Oort capably sketches 
the technological, economic, and social forces driving changes 
in this industry, and she argues persuasively that the specific 
kinds of dehumanization within it are broadly representative 
of contemporary trends in other retail operations. A benefit of 
the author’s insider knowledge is her clear understanding of the 
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human impact of these forms of hyperefficient capitalism. As 
she clearly shows, those who have labored in the industry are 
treated as commodities as disposable as the clothes they sell. In 
the conclusion, Van Oort speculates on how such exploitation 
might continue to evolve and how resistance to it has already 
taken shape. In such efforts as the Retail Action Project, collec-
tives of activists have begun to defend workers’ rights, define a 
more equitable set of relations between employees and employ-
ers, and augment possibilities for reform.

An insightful, often alarming look at modern surveillance 
culture in the retail industry.

BIRTHING LIBERATION
How Reproductive Justice 
Can Set Us Free
Wade, Sabia
Chicago Review Press (272 pp.) 
$28.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781641607964  

A reproductive justice advocate and 
“radical full-spectrum doula” envisions a 
path to “collective liberation.”

Wade, the founder of Birthing Advo-
cacy Doula Trainings, begins with an emotionally charged 
story about an imaginary Black mother named Reena who is in 
the middle of her second day of labor in a hospital in Atlanta. 
Reena’s husband, Jarrod, and her mother, Hilary, who are also 
Black, are by her side, but they are unable to prevent Reena’s 
death during childbirth. “Jarrod is now a widower and a single 
father,” writes the author. “Hilary is now a childless mother, and 
Reena’s baby…a motherless child.” After a pause to guide read-
ers through their bodily reaction to this anecdote—a practice 
that Wade employs throughout the text—Wade elucidates how 
each individual in this scenario was unable to see beyond their 
own traumatic experiences to notice the signs of the eclampsia 
that killed Reena. The author uses this illustrative story to sup-
port her thesis that justice can only be achieved if individuals 
actively process their traumas and use their power to advocate 
for justice. “Collective liberation is the idea that in order for us 
all to have equity in this world—equity meaning anything from 
the safety of birthing children to the ability to bring a baby 
home to a safe community (which is another form of reproduc-
tive justice)—we must all become liberated individuals,” she 
writes. Although the text revolves around the questionable idea 
that individual transformation can overcome systemic oppres-
sion, Wade does a superb job of describing the causes and 
effects of White supremacist structures, whether she is discuss-
ing the brutal practice of using enslaved Black women’s bodies 
for nonconsensual research or the creation of laws preventing 
Black midwives from serving their communities. Though the 
prose is sometimes clumsy, the book is thoroughly researched 
and compassionately written. 

Good reading for activists fighting for reproductive rights.

THE FIGHT OF HIS LIFE
Inside Joe Biden’s 
White House
Whipple, Chris
Scribner (432 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jan. 17, 2023
9781982106430  

Closely observed account of the 
accomplished yet beleaguered Biden 
White House.

Whipple, author of The Gatekeep-
ers and The Spymasters, appears to have easy access to the cur-
rent administration, which, by contrast with the previous one, 
seems a model of collegiality and efficiency. However, as he 
shows, there are formidable obstacles. The fight of Whipple’s 
title is the war in Ukraine, which has the potential to spill out 
into a larger European and even world war. That gloomy forecast 
isn’t hyperbolic: CIA director William Burns, twice stationed in 
Moscow, affirmed to Biden that Putin, as Whipple writes, “was 
fed up and ready to settle scores.” A fight just as existentially 
taxing is the obdurate MAGA movement; Trump may go away, 
but his namesake political movement shows no signs of disap-
pearing—and it was Trump’s Charlottesville equivalency speech 
that resolved Biden’s decision to run for president. Thanks 
to MAGA and Trump’s violent rhetoric and incompetence, 
Whipple shows, Biden’s transitional team was hamstrung, with 
Trump officials who did help the incoming Biden people work-
ing in “a sub rosa operation, carried out under Trump’s nose.” 
Once inside the White House, the Biden team had to go to 
war immediately against the pandemic and its financial effects, 
which have played out in a bout of inflation that no one wanted 
but that wasn’t entirely unforeseen. Whipple delivers a few 
dishy bits of inside baseball, including an increasingly difficult 
relationship between Biden and Kamala Harris, whom Biden 
characterizes privately as “a work in progress.” (Less guardedly, 
Biden deems Trump “a fucking asshole.”) Among the challenges 
incompletely met so far are border policy, police reform, and the 
intransigence of Joe Manchin and newly minted independent 
Kyrsten Sinema; among the failures are the withdrawal from 
Afghanistan. Still, Whipple concludes, the real achievements of 
the administration are many, and they continue to add up.

There’s more to the current administration than meets the 
eye, and Whipple is a reliable, readable interpreter.

“There’s more to the current administration than meets the
eye, and Whipple is a reliable, readable interpreter.”

the fight of his life
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MY BABA’S GARDEN 
Scott, Jordan
Illus. by Sydney Smith
Neal Porter/Holiday 
House (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-0-8234-5083-1 

A SPOONFUL OF TIME
Ahn, Flora
Quirk Books (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  April 11, 2023
978-1-68369-318-5  

Maya and her maternal grandmother 
use food to travel to the past.

For most of seventh grader Maya’s life, 
it’s been just her and her exhausted mom 
living in their quiet house in Southern 
California. But then, several months ago, 

Halmunee, who has dementia, came to live with them. Halmunee 
is an incredible cook, and she encourages Maya to help her make 
Korean dishes. One day, while they are eating patbingsu, Halmunee 
transports them to the Seoul of Maya’s mother’s childhood, where 
Maya sees younger versions of her mom and grandparents enjoying 
the sweet Korean shaved ice treat. Halmunee explains that she has 
the power to return to moments in the past through food memo-
ries. Together they cook and eat their ways through moments in 
Halmunee’s past. Maya longs for a stronger connection to Korea 
and her family’s history, and she uncovers more secrets—until 
an unexpected realization makes her question everything. Full 
of twists, this middle-grade story is a heartwarming mix of food 
and family. Maya struggles with fixating on the past, ignoring her 
friends and schoolwork in the present, something those grappling 
with letting go of mistakes or regrets will understand. Exactly 
how time travel works is unclear even for the characters, however, 
making it difficult and confusing for readers as well. Halmunee’s 
memories are an homage to Korean food and culture, and there 
are recipes interspersed for readers to try.

A charming time-travel story with delectable descriptions 
of food. (Fantasy. 8-12)

HOW TO WRITE 
A POEM 
Alexander, Kwame & Deanna 
Nikaido
Illus. by Melissa Sweet
Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 4, 2023
9780063060906  

This companion to Alexander and 
Sweet’s How To Read a Book (2019) offers children a path from 
swirling inspiration to poetry.

Alexander and Nikaido’s own poem, blossoming with meta-
phor, its similes multiplying like mushrooms, locates its advice 
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Covid-19, climate change, nat-
ural disasters—the news cycle is 
dominated by disturbing headlines, 
which can be particularly hard on 
middle-grade readers. Old enough 
to know what’s going on but fre-
quently considered too young to 
combat such issues, these kids can 
be left feeling overwhelmed. Many 
authors have taken note, writing 
books that honestly address read-

ers’ fears and frustrations. These works don’t offer pat 
solutions but acknowledge that children aren’t alone in 
their uncertainty; many also emphasize that young peo-
ple can take manageable yet powerful steps. All will leave 
them feeling less alone.

The titular character of Barbara 
Dee’s Haven Jacobs Saves the Planet 
(Aladdin, 2022) has always been a 
worrier, but her anxiety ramps up 
after she watches a movie in school 
about melting glaciers and a class 
project devoted to the local river re-
veals the presence of pollution. She 
soon finds herself leading a protest 
and speaking out against climate 
change. Haven’s angst over fam-
ily problems and shifting friendships is just as palpable 
as her eco-anxiety, but all of the protagonist’s conflicts 
wrap up on realistic yet optimistic notes. Readers will 
take to heart the quotation that one of Haven’s teach-
ers shares (attributed to Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.): “If 
I cannot do great things, I can do small things in a great 
way.”

Garvey in the Dark (Wordsong/As-
tra Books for Young Readers, 2022) 
finds the protagonist of Nikki Grimes’ 
acclaimed Garvey’s Choice plunged 
into a terrifying world roiled by the 
Covid-19 pandemic. Learning of the 
deaths of George Floyd and Breonna 
Taylor, the young Black boy also grap-
ples with feelings of fear and anger 
and longs to join Black Lives Matter 

protests. Like the earlier book, this verse novel uses tan-
ka, a Japanese style of free verse. Grimes deftly balances 
the everyday with the life-altering; an especially moving 

scene melds the two as Garvey sings with his father, who 
is recovering from Covid.

In Ying Chang Compestine’s 
Morning Sun in Wuhan (Clarion/Harp-
erCollins, 2022), a 13-year-old Chinese 
girl watches as Covid-19 breaks out. 
Worried for her physician father and 
mourning her mother, who died a year 
ago in a traffic accident, Mei, a gifted 
cook, channels her anxieties into ac-
tion, donning an N95 mask and help-
ing prepare and deliver food to the 
residents of her apartment complex. 
Compestine’s affectionate depiction of her own home-
town, Wuhan, offers a much-needed counter to the anti-
Asian prejudice that has flourished in the wake of the pan-
demic, and her determined young protagonist will remind 
readers that they, too, can make a difference.

Feeling unimpressive in compari-
son to her academically gifted broth-
er, overwhelmed by her schoolwork, 
and cast aside by her best friend, 
13-year-old Quinn is further shattered 
when a tornado wreaks havoc on her 
neighborhood—and her house. De-
spite its heavy subject matter, Caro-
line Brooks DuBois’ verse novel Ode 
to a Nobody (Holiday House, 2022) is a 
tale of quiet triumph as Quinn slow-

ly comes into her own, expressing her pain through her 
newfound love of poetry.

No World Too Big: Young People Fight-
ing Global Climate Change (Charles-
bridge, March 14), edited by Lindsay 
H. Metcalf, Keila V. Dawson, and 
Jeanette Bradley, uses a mix of prose 
and verse to profile activists across 
the world, from Greta Thunberg to 
Xiuhtezcatl Martinez to Lina Yas-
sin, as well as several grassroots organizations. Bradley’s 
muted yet compelling illustrations pair well with poems 
by David Bowles, Traci Sorell, and others; the result is a 
rousing and relatable call to action, one that would speak 
powerfully to both Haven and Quinn.

Mahnaz Dar is a young readers’ editor.

CHILDREN’S  |  Mahnaz Dar

books to ease readers 
through tough times 
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in nature. “Begin / with a question, / like an acorn / waiting for 
spring.” Their free verse, at once economical and luminous, 
beautifully charts the process from thought to expression, invit-
ing children to imagine boundlessly. Accentuating the work of 
poem-making, the authors offer advice on handling those teem-
ing words: “Invite them / into your paper boat / and row row row / 
across the wild white expanse.” Sweet’s gouache-and-watercolor 
illustrations depict diverse, dynamically active people within a 
colorful universe of collaged cut shapes, word-strewn vintage 
papers, pebbles, and hand-lettered text. Endlessly inventive, 
she affixes a drawing to loose-leaf paper, making its straight 
lines leap up and over three rowboats. Opposite, a group of 
kids collect letter shapes in a vessel folded from an old book 
page. Echoing the sentiment of an introductory quote from 
poet Nikki Giovanni (“We are all either wheels or connectors. 
Whichever we are, we must find truth and balance, which is a 
bicycle”), the double spreads are peppered with circles, curves, 
and loops. Alexander and Nikaido end with a final, heartfelt call 
to poets-in-training: “Now, show us what you’ve found.” (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

Marvelously crafted to inspire blooming writers. (notes 
from Alexander and Sweet) (Picture book/poetry. 5-8)

YOU RULE! 
Alexander, Rilla
Chronicle Books (36 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-1-79721-179-4  

Who knew you could measure almost 
anything?

Kids have probably learned or observed that measuring 
instruments—e.g., rulers, tape—determine how long or tall 
items are, and they likely know that such implements rely on 
numbers. But how do we measure intangibles like ideas or 
feelings? This picture book demonstrates how to do so. Each 
page presents a question and a striking, cartoonlike illustration, 
often with a tape-measure motif. One page states, “How big are 
you?” The image depicts an adult measuring a brown-skinned 
child’s height against a wall along with words and phrases such 
as microscopic, sprouting, giant, towering, and sky-high. Fonts in 
which measuring words/phrases are set on pages throughout 
vary, and some are boldfaced. Often, responses cavort playfully 
on pages so readers have to turn the book—or their heads!—to 
read text, as is the case with the question “How strong are you?” 
for which answers appear on a rope with which the child plays 
tug of war with a dog. Other questions include “How kind are 
you?” and “How much do you know?” The best is saved for last: 

“How much do I love you?” The answer, from a tan-skinned care-
giver, in boldfaced capital letters: “IMMEASURABLY!” This 
unique, clever offering will enhance visual literacy and help 
readers develop vocabulary. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

How do you measure a terrific, winning book? By the 
learning and smiles it will surely generate. (Picture book. 4-8)

YOU WILL DO GREAT THINGS
Amerie
Illus. by Raissa Figueroa
Roaring Brook Press (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-1-250-81702-0  

In singer Amerie’s picture-book 
debut, a biracial child goes on a magical 
adventure, with ancestors rooting them 
on.

Full-bleed spreads depict a dark-skinned infant being nur-
tured by a Black- and Korean-coded family and growing into 
an energetic youngster with light brown locs and a high fade. 
As the family sits down to a meal, the protagonist wanders off, 
their eye caught by an old photograph of a smiling, Black ances-
tor in overalls. When the child reaches out toward the picture, 
they fly through the frame and emerge in a jewel-toned forest. 
The woods are full of glowing, dancing Black and Asian ances-
tors. Accompanied by rhyming, inspirational text, the narrative 
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SEPTEMBER 1947  |  Goodnight Moon 
by Margaret Wise Brown, illustrated by 

Clement Hurd
This picture book, now a bedtime staple of children around the 

world (it has been translated into two dozen languages), was once consid-
ered radical for its focus on the child’s everyday world.

Little children will love this going to sleep book—a re-
ally fresh idea by a talented and prolific author, illustrated 
by Clement Hurd. In a soft sing-song, 
here is a bunny saying goodnight room, 
goodnight moon, goodnight to all the 
familiar objects in the softly lighted 
room. Then—as the room darkens, 
in successive pictures, the goodnight 
ceremony moves forward. The colors 
range from a bright, crisp red, green, 
yellow, to an almost black background. Despite the high price, 
which takes it out of the straight merchandise market, this 
is a good buy, from quality of text and pictures—and most of 
all, idea.

OCTOBER 1952  |  Charlotte’s Web  
by E.B. White, illustrated by 

Garth Williams
White, a staff writer at the New Yorker magazine since the 1920s, 

turned to children’s books with Stuart Little in 1945. His second book, 
about a pig facing slaughter, of all things, is a timeless classic. 

A successful juvenile by the beloved New Yorker writer por-
trays a farm episode with an imaginative twist that makes a 
poignant, humorous story of a pig, a spider and a little girl. 
Young Fern Arable pleads for the life of runt piglet Wilbur and 
gets her father to sell him to a neighbor, Mr. Zuckerman. Dai-

ly, Fern visits the Zuckermans to sit and 
muse with Wilbur and with the clever 
pen spider Charlotte, who befriends him 
when he is lonely and downcast. At the 
news of Wilbur’s forthcoming slaughter, 
campaigning Charlotte, to the astonish-
ment of people for miles around, spins 
words in her web. “Some Pig” comes first. 
Then “Terrific”—then “Radiant.” The 
last word, when Wilbur is about to win a 
show prize and Charlotte is about to die 
from building her egg sac, is “Humble.” 
And as the wonderful Charlotte does die, 

the sadness is tempered by the promise of more spiders next 
spring. The three way chats, in which they are joined by oth-
er animals—about web spinning, themselves, other humans—
are as often informative as amusing, and the whole tenor of 
appealing wit and pathos will make fine entertainment for 
reading aloud, too.

OCTOBER 1957  |  How the Grinch Stole 
Christmas! by Dr. Seuss

Theodor Seuss Geisel is a more problematic figure in the kid-lit world 
today, but this book may be the best known of the many beginning read-
ers he wrote and illustrated, thanks in part to the animated TV special.

Another Seuss-chimera joins the ranks of the unforgettable 
Horton with the advent of the Grinch—a sort of Yule Ghoul 

who lives in a cave just north of Who-
ville. While all the Whos made ready on 
Christmas Eve the Grinch donned a San-
ta-Claus disguise. In gurgling verse at a 
galloping gait, we learn how the Grinch 
stole the “presents, the ribbons, the wrap-
pings, the tags, the tinsel and trappings,” 
from all the Whos. But the Grinch’s heart 
(two sizes too small) melted just in time 
when he realized that the Whos enjoyed 
Christmas without any externals. Young-

sters will be in transports over the goofy gaiety of Dr. Seuss’s 
first book about a villain—easily the best Christmas-cad since 
Scrooge. Inimitable Seuss illustrations of the Grinch’s dog Max 
disguised as a reindeer are in black and white with touches of 
red. Irrepressible and irresistible.

SEPTEMBER 1967  |  From the Mixed-Up 
Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler 

by E.L. Konigsburg
When Konigsburg—“Elaine” to our anonymous reviewer—submit-

ted two manuscripts to Atheneum, she was unpublished; this book went 
on to win a Newbery Medal and the other was a Newbery Honor book.

Elaine Konigsburg’s first sharp bite of suburban life, Jen-
nifer, Hecate, Macbeth, William McKinley, and Me, Elizabeth, was 
a dilly; this one’s a dandy—just as fast and fresh and funny, but 
less spoofing, more penetrating. From the files of Mrs. Frank-
weiler comes the chronicle of Claudia Kincaid, almost twelve, 
and her brother Jamie, who is nine. Tired of being her same 
old taken-for-granted self, Claudia decides to run away, and Ja-
mie goes along because he is flattered at being asked. Clau-
dia has planned every detail: escape on the empty school bus, 
change of clothing in a violin case, sanctuary in the Metro-
politan Museum.…Midweek, a marble angel of dubious origin 
arrives; Claudia is convinced that it is a Michelangelo and de-
termines to prove it: she will authenticate Angel and become 
a heroine before going home. But no—by arrangement of Mrs. 
Frankweiler, she goes home a heroine only to herself (and hap-
py); and she knows something about secrets she hadn’t known 
before—they have to come to an end.…There may be a run 
on the Metropolitan (a map is provided); there will surely be 
a run on the book.

from the archives
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winds along with the jubilant kid as they dance through the 
trees, chase an otherworldly white creature, ride a fiery bird 
(perhaps inspired by the Samjok-o from Korean mythology), 
and meet a person in a Korean hanbok before returning home. 
Younger readers may enjoy the singsong words alongside illus-
trator Figueroa’s colorful, dreamlike art, but overall, the narra-
tive feels somewhat unstructured and unsatisfying. Platitudes 
like “You will do big things / That just might change the world. 
// And you will do small things / That may help one boy or girl” 
are too timeworn to stand out, and the youngster’s hop from 
one supernatural montage to the next is more dizzying than 
enchanting. (This book was reviewed digitally.) 

Despite the glittering images, this story is a bit lackluster. 
(Picture book. 3-6)

ELF DOG AND 
OWL HEAD 
Anderson, M.T.
Illus. by Junyi Wu
Candlewick (240 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 11, 2023
978-1-5362-2281-4  

Some 10-plus years after conclud-
ing his Norumbegan Quartet, Anderson 
again explores the weird and wonderful 

magic of rural New England in this stand-alone work for middle 
graders.

In fact, it is on Mount Norumbega that Clay O’Brian meets 
Elphinore, a young elf-hound whose curiosity separates her 
from the Hunt. Elphinore becomes a bright spot in an oth-
erwise gloomy time for Clay and his family, as a “worldwide 
sickness” has shut down school and looms dismally over the 
summer. But during forest rambles, Elphinore takes Clay and, 
ultimately, his sisters along “the paths that led through crooked, 
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elfin ways.” This is how Clay befriends Amos, a boy with an 
owl’s head whose people speak in Hawthorne-esque dialogue, 
and how older sister DiRossi meets Vud, an ancient giant whose 
determination to be miserable matches her own 14-year-old 
angst. Writing with his characteristic precision, Anderson 
melds the fantastic with the everyday to often riotous effect 
while also gently schooling Clay and readers in cross-cultural 
communication. It all comes to a thrilling climax on Midsum-
mer’s Eve before a bittersweet, perfectly pitched denouement. 
Wu’s lovely, textured pencil drawings add eldritch warmth. The 
full-page illustrations, including some double-page spreads, are 
interspersed throughout the book, contributing to the sense of 
wonder. Characters read White.

A hilarious, heartfelt triumph. (Fantasy. 8-12)

DADDY’S HUGS 
AND SNUGGLES
Ashman, Linda
Illus. by Jane Massey
Cartwheel/Scholastic (24 pp.) 
$12.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781338854046  

Loving portrayals of fatherly care.
This rhyming picture book focuses on fathers tending to 

their little ones. Beginning with an early morning, illustrations 
depict a variety of dads and children going about their days, 
bike riding, gardening, and taking walks; the final spreads show 
fathers bathing their little ones and putting them to bed. Illus-
trations in a soft palette catch the pair midaction, with a loving 
pat on the head or about to share a bite. The simple text keeps 
the pages turning, the rhymes lending themselves nicely to a 
read-aloud. Embedded in the activities are lovely metaphors for 
parenting (“Holds me firm on bumpy ground”). The characters 
are diverse; an Asian-presenting father and child are featured 
on the cover, and other families of color are seen throughout. 
Commendably, the book also shows fathers engaging in a range 
of actions that have traditionally been associated with mother-
ing, such as cooking and singing a lullaby. The dedicated care 
and love of the fathers in this story are sweetly and genuinely 
depicted, making it one of the better titles about fatherhood for 
toddlers. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A gentle, soothing tribute to fathers. (Picture book. 2-4)

MOMMY’S KISSES 
AND CUDDLES
Ashman, Linda
Illus. by Jane Massey
Cartwheel/Scholastic (24 pp.) 
$12.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781338359770  

Mothers express their love in many 
ways.

As the sun rises, a child narrator describes their day with 
Mom: “We start our day / with a kiss.” “Mommy buttons, zips, 
and snaps.” “Through the market, holding hands / Stop at all our 
favorite stands.” Throughout, illustrations feature a variety of 
mothers and children. The day ends with a mom tucking a child 
into bed, “Love you always and forever.” On each spread, the 
verso features text set against a solid background, accompanied 
by an image on the recto. The artwork emphasizes the moth-
er’s focus on her child, thin pencil-like lines carefully outlining 
facial expressions. Parent-child love is familiar subject matter 
for books aimed at toddlers, but this one offers a more diverse 
and inclusive representation of moms than that seen in previ-
ous books. One tan-skinned mom wears a hijab, another is East 
Asian, and another presents as Black. Mothers and children of 
color are spotlighted throughout, including on the front cover. 
The rhyming text makes for a quality read-aloud for a toddler 
and really showcases the care tasks of parenthood that ulti-
mately speak to deep love. Though bookshelves are crowded 
with similar titles, this one is worth making room for. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Captures a mother’s love simply and effectively. (Picture 
book. 2-4)

THE DOOMFIRE SECRET
Avery, Annaliese
Scholastic (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781338754490 
Series: Celestial Mechanism Cycle, 2 

After the Chief Designer bestows 
on her another set of stars, Paisley gets a 
second chance at a destiny while threats 
loom large. 

The story opens in the immediate 
aftermath of The Nightsilver Promise (2021) and includes effi-
cient recaps to remind readers where everyone left off—most 
importantly, that Paisley’s brother, Dax, has been abducted by 
Northern Realms soldiers, giving the cast the immediate goal of 
rescuing him. Beyond that, they must contend with the villain-
ous Dark Dragon (who, through Roach’s viewpoint chapters, is 
revealed to be controlling the very king tasked with protecting 
the Empire of Albion against the dragons) and how contact 
with the void changed Paisley. Promising tidbits of worldbuild-
ing from the first installment are expanded on in rewarding 
enough ways to make up for the sometimes clunky, repetitive 

“A gentle, soothing tribute to fathers.”
daddy ’s hugs and snuggles
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exposition. The chief themes explored here are destiny versus 
free will and not judging people based on stereotypes taught 
by authorities (specifically the idea that those of the Northern 
Realms are barbaric, something in conflict with Paisley’s grow-
ing friendship with Hal). The story concludes with a fiery battle, 
a twist, and a cliffhanger. Albion is an analog for England; the 
Northern Realms are Scandinavia, and there are mentions of 
Amerika in this fictional universe. Most characters lack racial 
descriptors; those that have them (such as Paisley and Hal) are 
cued White.

An all-around improvement that tracks well and is sure to 
please fans of the first. (author’s note) (Fantasy. 8-12)

MERMAID AND PIRATE
Baptiste, Tracey
Illus. by Leisl Adams
Algonquin (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-1-64375-077-4  

A mermaid finds a pirate who shares 
her love of storms.

Rough weather is imminent, and both protagonists are 
excited. Tossed by the waves, the pirate’s supplies tumble into 
the ocean. Just as the mermaid dives to save his supplies, the 
pirate casts his net to retrieve them. Instead of securing his 
provisions, he captures the mermaid. They try to communicate, 
but what the pirate hears from the mermaid is “Glub glub!” The 
mermaid hears “Aargh” from the pirate. Despite the language 
barrier, however, the pirate helps the mermaid out of the nets, 
and the two become friends. The mermaid watches as the pirate 
dives deep to hide his treasure and then protects him from a 
hungry shark. The two part ways when the captain of a passing 
ship rescues the pirate, but they continue to think about each 
other before reuniting one day. Brimming with sweetness, the 
illustrations add a Disney aesthetic to this simple tale of the 
burgeoning bond between two very different friends. The char-
acters’ “languages” are displayed in a large, colorful font; the 
acks, aarghs, and lubs should delight listeners during read-alouds, 
as will the tender conclusion. Both the pirate and the mermaid 
present as Black. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A winsome tale of unexpected friendship. (Picture book. 4-8)

BETRAYAL BY THE BOOK
Beil, Michael D.
Illus. by Torborg Davern
Pixel+Ink (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Feb. 14, 2023
9781645950509 
Series: The Swallowtail Legacy, 2 

Lark Heron-Finch is happy to assist 
at Swallowtail Island’s book festival only 
to find herself in the middle of another 
murder mystery.

A newcomer to the Ohio island from Connecticut, 12-year-
old Lark ruffled the feathers of some prominent local citizens 
while solving a 75-year-old murder mystery and land dispute in 
Wreck at Ada’s Reef (2022). She was going to lie low but can’t resist 
the invitation to be a festival volunteer helping Ann E. Key-
heart, her favorite YA author. Sadly, Ann proves to be mean and 
manipulative. But Lark quickly forms a close connection with 
Didi Ferrer, Ann’s personal assistant—especially after learning 
that Kate Heron, Lark’s deceased mother, inspired Didi to write 
after the two crossed paths on the island 11 years earlier. Before 
Lark can learn more about Didi’s manuscript, however, Didi 
dies. It seems she suffered anaphylaxis after ingesting choco-
late containing nuts. Lark is suspicious of the circumstances 
and even wonders whether Ann, who also has a nut allergy, was 
the intended victim. She methodically follows her hunches and 
the clues, even when confronted with red herrings. Some of the 
details about publishing-world relationships and rivalries are 
dense, but the sting and culminating chase scene are exciting. 
While it’s not essential to have read the first volume to appreci-
ate this one, it’s helpful. The main cast defaults to White. Final 
art not seen.

A determined young detective returns to solve a crime in a 
setting bibliophiles will especially enjoy. (maps) (Mystery. 8-12)

THE NIGHT TENT
Blair, Landis
Margaret Ferguson/Holiday House 
(40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 18, 2023
9780823450985  

Bedtime shenanigans take on a com-
forting tone in this tale of epic adventur-
ing under the sheets.

As a jammies-footed, tan-skinned kid stares unblinking 
into the night, the narrator informs us, “Watson couldn’t sleep.” 
Fretting about the nasties and beasties that might lurk in the 
dark, he desperately wishes to be “anywhere else but here.” Only 
then does Watson notice the glow beneath his covers. Investi-
gating more closely, he discovers an entire world. And whether 
he encounters pathways winding into mysterious woods or 
friendly monsters running a trolley, the text reads, “And since 
Watson wasn’t sleepy…” and on he goes. Soon it becomes clear 
to readers (if not Watson himself) that he is growing increas-
ingly exhausted with each new discovery. The great triumph of 
the book, then, is not the final tower that Watson scales but the 
pillow that cushions his head when his adventures come to a 
close. Watson is like a 21st-century Little Nemo, his Slumber-
land just a duvet away. Dynamic pen-and-ink crosshatchings 
against a palette of deep navy blues and dusk-colored purples 
suffuse Watson’s story with an appropriately mellow bedtime 
feel, never becoming too dark or bleak. Tone is Blair’s strength, 
and kids will enjoy following Watson’s twisty paths with their 
fingers. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Nighttime fears begone! They prove no match for a vibrant 
imagination and the occasional cool monster. (Picture book. 4-7)
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Images and stories of war, both horrific and triumphant, 
are deeply woven into the fabric of modern life; over the 
past year, much of this imagery has come from the ongo-
ing conflict in Ukraine. Oleksandr Shatokhin’s wordless pic-
ture book, Yellow Butterfly: A Story From Ukraine (Red Comet 
Press, Jan. 31), offers a unique and necessary perspective on 
war. The book begins in black and white, showing a child 
navigating a perilous landscape of barbed wire, a menacing 
spider, and the remnants of destruction; a single luminous 
yellow butterfly appears, then becomes numerous butter-
flies that the child follows, eventually reuniting with their 
community. A reviewer for Kirkus called the book “provoca-
tive, powerful, breathtakingly beautiful.” 

This story holds particular significance for Shatokhin, a 
native of Sumy in eastern Ukraine and the author/illustra-
tor of The Happiest Lion Cub. When the conflict began, his 
wife and newborn son were evacuated to Poland; because of 
the prospect of being called for military service, Shatokhin 
could not leave the country and moved west, ending up in 

Lviv. (He and his family have since been reunited in Ukraine.) 
Shatokhin writes via email that “everyone” who has endured 
the war “has something to recall or tell” and that “even if the 
reader does not have such an experience [of war], I wanted 
to share my emotions and thoughts via illustrations, to be 
heard without words.”

Angus Yuen-Killick, publisher of Red Comet Press, says 
that he had an “almost instantaneous” reaction to the book’s 
message and meaningful yet accessible presentation upon 
reading it for the first time. “It’s very raw, it’s very of the mo-
ment,” Yuen-Killick says in an interview via Zoom. “[The au-
thor] is pouring his emotions onto the page and using the 
device of a small girl to present the material. I feel like it’s 
very easy to connect with this book on an emotional level 
because of that. It isn’t necessarily a refined experience, but 
it is multilayered. And there is a little bit of magic, too, isn’t 
there?” 

When asked about his favorite images in the book, Yuen-
Killick highlights a spread that exemplifies this idea of mag-
ic, as the protagonist watches a swarm of yellow butterflies 
lift a bomb out of the ground and carry it away, out of sight. 
While it may not be the most “aesthetically gorgeous” image, 
it struck him as “incredibly powerful.”

Discussing war with children is a profoundly difficult but 
necessary endeavor, and when he acquired the book, Yuen-
Killick saw an opportunity to add backmatter, written by 
Rachael Walker of the National Education Association, that 
would help illuminate the book’s content and how it might 
best be shared. Though wordless picture books have gained 
more popularity and visibility in recent years, it is likely that 
some people may “come to this book not knowing exactly 
how to interact with it or how to share it with a child,” Yuen-
Killick says. He hopes that the second section of backmat-
ter, on discussing war and conflict with children, will offer 

“some pointers on how to lead the conversation and also 
break down the fear of bringing up that topic” rather than 
ignoring it. “It’s in the ether on a daily basis right now, and 
kids want to talk about things,” he says. 

BEHIND THE BOOK

Yellow Butterfly
A picture book by Oleksandr Shatokhin addresses the war in Ukraine with 
honesty and a sense of hope
BY NINA PALATTELLA

Red Com
et Press
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So far, the reaction to Yellow Butterfly has been both 
promising and a little surprising. In addition to review cov-
erage and the typical orders from children’s departments of 
general bookstores and children’s bookstores, Yuen-Killick 
says that he’s noticed interest in the book from accounts 
that he wouldn’t normally expect. “It may only be one or two 
copies, but when you look at the independent booksellers 
and you think, Huh, of all my books, they’ve picked this one, it 
does feel like it speaks to a broader audience.” A portion of 
the proceeds from sales of the book will be donated to the 
Universal Reading Foundation, an organization that makes 
books available to refugee children from Ukraine. “We’re a 
mission-driven publisher,” Yuen-Killick says, “and we feel 
very committed to these sorts of causes. It’s very important 
to put your money where your mouth is.”

Of his personal hopes for the future, Shatokhin says, “I 
want to go on with wordless books, [and] I want to draw 
more books for children....For the most part, my illustra-
tions during the war in Ukraine have had a military theme, 
as a reaction or protest to the ongoing events. But I’m still 
an illustrator of children’s books, so I just can’t go without il-
lustrating books. It’s my therapy, my salvation.”

Nina Palattella is the editorial assistant. Yellow Butterfly re-
ceived a starred review in the Nov. 1, 2022, issue. y
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THE GIRL WHO BUILT 
A SPIDER
Brewington, George
Godwin Books (272 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 21, 2023
978-1-250-16580-0 

Three young science fair contestants 
encounter a mysterious scientist and his 
world-changing plans.

Since her mother drowned when she 
was 3, it’s just been Theresa and her dad. 

The Charleston, South Carolina, 12-year-old is thrilled when 
the amazing solar-powered mechanical spider she built wins 
her first place at the middle school science fair, beating super-
achiever Ashley’s edible algae and goofy Jon’s bubble maker, 
which come in second and third, respectively. The three kids 
are awarded summer internships by reclusive Dr. Neil Flax, who 
is moving beyond his moneymaking Bionic Baby Bottom Buffer 
to tackle climate change. Theresa, Ashley, and Jon will be hang-
ing out in the old, abandoned shopping mall in town where Flax 
Industries’ laboratory is located. But Theresa has a mysterious 
late-night encounter with a boy calling himself Thomas Edison 
who claims that Flax is building something that will destroy the 
world—and he needs her help to stop him. Theresa doesn’t know 
whom to trust or what to believe as she and her classmates enter 
Dr. Flax’s bizarre and dangerous world of robots and have the 
adventure of a lifetime. This fast-paced, well-plotted story fea-
tures young people who learn to utilize each other’s strengths to 
get to the bottom of things. Characters are minimally described 
and racially ambiguous.

An action-packed roller coaster of a tale with tongue-in-
cheek humor; this is a delight. (Mystery. 8-12)

LINH’S ROOFTOP GARDEN
Brown-Wood, JaNay
Illus. by Samara Hardy
Peachtree (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  March 21, 2023
978-1-68263-168-3 
Series: Where in the Garden?, 4 

A family brunch would not be complete without home-
grown blueberries!

In this fourth title in Brown-Wood’s Where in the Garden? 
series, Linh, a young Asian girl, is on a mission to find blueber-
ries in her thriving rooftop garden for a small gathering. Along 
the way, she passes by a variety of different warm-weather pro-
duce, from gooseberries to tomatoes, peaches, strawberries, and 
more. Are they blueberries? No! Blueberries are “small, blue, and 
round in shape with a thin skin that can be eaten.” The char-
acteristics of each fruit and vegetable are compared with those 
of blueberries, encouraging readers to examine the similarities 
and differences. In depicting the produce before it is harvested, 
the book also prompts children to draw connections between 
familiar fruits and vegetables and their origins. Hardy’s vibrant 
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use of colors and the textured layers of hand-painted ink and 
watercolors add an enticing quality to the fresh produce. The 
lush garden is teeming with life, with birds, worms, and insects 
scattered throughout for children to discover. Just in time for 
the family brunch, Linh finds the blueberries and shares them 
with a diverse cast of characters, whom readers may recall from 
previous titles. The book ends with a delicious blueberry and 
banana pancake recipe, inviting readers to make their own 
brunch. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A charming garden-to-table experience. (Picture book. 2-6)

ANIMAL PORTRAITS
Brunellière, Lucie
Boxer Books (40 pp.) 
$19.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781914912474  

Pandas and wolves and seals…oh my!
This large-format picture book show-

cases just one or two animals per layout, 
set against a stark white background. The 
only text that accompanies these illustra-
tions are the names of each. There are 

farmyard residents, African animals, and sea creatures. Incred-
ibly detailed, vibrantly colored images invite readers to linger. 
The camel shows its bottom teeth; the linework used to depict 
its coat offers texture and movement. An illustration of a hulk-
ing bear, its mouth open, effectively uses shadowing, making 
the image feel like a snapshot of a specific movement. Perhaps 
most impressively, the animals that have large portions of white 
fur still manage to stand out against the page thanks to care-
ful shading that outlines, for instance, the ermine’s tail and 
the panda’s haunches. Animal lovers will probably be familiar 
with most of the beasts here, but the book reads less like an 
encyclopedia and more like an art gallery. The images are ready 
to be studied, enjoyed, and revisited. It is easy to imagine this 
title laid open on the floor, a child propped up on elbows gazing 
down on it. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Rich and inviting art makes this collection of animals wor-
thy of bookshelves. (Picture book. 2-4)

MAKE WAY FOR BUTTERFLY
Burach, Ross
Scholastic (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 18, 2023
9781338752632 
Series: A Very Impatient Caterpillar 

Our familiar, tiny (and, of course, 
impatient) hero is back to study 
pollination.

The harried nymphalid from Burach’s previous tales learns 
yet another large scientific term (“Polli-WHAT-now?”). But-
terfly sees Bee sitting on a flower, covered in yellow specks, 
and wonders what exactly is happening. After a quick lesson, 

an extraordinary fact comes to light: Butterflies are pollina-
tors, too! Feigning nonchalance, Butterfly launches an endless 
string of questions: “Right. Right. Pollen. What’s pollen again?” 

“NOW what are you doing?” “Got it. So…how many flowers do 
bees visit each day??” In awe at the amount of pollen Bee col-
lects, Butterfly tries to keep up and even transform into a bee 
(with the help of some glue, extra pollen baskets, and an elabo-
rate, over-the-top jet pack). Bee, however, with wise assurance, 
advises after each attempt, “Just be a butterfly.” Full of witty 
banter, the back-and-forth exchanges told through different 
colored speech bubbles are ideal for pairs to read aloud. The fun 
wordplay (the pollinator baskets come from “Flykea”; a poster 
in the background of one page shows an equation from “Ein-
sting”) also adds to the delight. Combining info on the natural 
world with lessons on self-acceptance, this is a buzzworthy 
choice. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Bee-you-tiful. (Picture book. 5-7)

ZEN FOR KIDS
50+ Mindful Activities and 
Stories To Shine Loving-
Kindness in the World
Burges, Laura
Illus. by Melissa Iwai
Bala Kids/Shambhala (92 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-61180-992-3  

Stories and activities are combined 
in this illustrated book on Zen Buddhism.

Burges explains the fundamentals of Zen with adapted folk-
tales and fables, each of which highlights a core tenet, such as 

“Everything Changes,” “Everything Is Connected,” and “This 
Present Moment.” After each story, activities are suggested, 
such as sitting zazen (meditation) or writing a haiku. While the 
premise is intriguing, the execution is slightly lacking. Some of 
the stories perpetuate outdated tropes about women, casting 
them as gossips or shrews. And some of the activities rely on 
items that not all children will have access to, such as a medi-
tation cushion, a meditation bell, or even a caregiver with the 
time to assist the child. The core of Zen, that of sitting zazen 
and paying attention to one’s breathing, is rightly emphasized, 
but other recommendations, such as the suggestion to give 
away unneeded or extra toys, assume readers are from middle- 
or upper-class backgrounds. Overall, though, this book about 
learning to meditate and the inward sense of peace it cultivates 
offers readers an antidote to social media’s damaging empha-
sis on external validation. Colorful, accomplished illustrations 
primarily depict light-skinned or Asian characters, though 
a brown-skinned child is shown on the cover and early in the 
book.

Worthy in intention but slightly uneven. (glossary) (Nonfic-
tion. 6-10)

http://kirkus.com
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MY NOT-SO-GREAT 
FRENCH ESCAPE
Burke, Cliff
Clarion/HarperCollins (224 pp.) 
$16.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-0-358-70150-7  

What better place for an unhappy 
preteen Californian to get his head 
straight than a summer farm camp next 
to a derelict French château?

As Rylan knows little about farming 
or French and is traveling with former best friend Wilder, the 
long trip shows every sign of being a dismal failure. But the 
revelation that his dad, who left when he was 3, lives in Paris 
and may be open to reconnecting prompts him to go anyway. 
And though Wilder immediately disappears into the sneering 
cool kids’ clique, Rylan discovers that routine chores—milk-
ing a goat, laboriously clearing a garden, learning to cook—and 
bonding with fellow “weirdos” through shared moments, from 
setting up a competitive garden stand to being attacked by 
the pigeons that have taken over the adjacent stately home, 
make for an experience rich enough to compensate for other 
emotional trials. Some mild national caricatures in the largely 
White-presenting cast (one camper is from Hong Kong) 
lighten the tone as the cast members connect and go beyond 
first impressions. If Burke doesn’t throw any twists wilder than 
that pigeon attack into the plot, he does leave his occasionally 
weepy protagonist with a better outlook on life and a new (if 
long-distance) set of friends. 

A light dose of learning to let go of the past, with goats, 
good times, and coq au vin. (Fiction. 9-13)

INDIGO AND IDA
Capps, Heather Murphy
Carolrhoda (312 pp.) 
$19.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781728467689  

A middle schooler learns important 
lessons while running for office.

Eighth grader Indigo Fitzgerald is 
willing to try anything to get her old 
friends back. An aspiring investigative 
journalist whose exposé videos get a 

lot of views, she attempts to change her squeaky-clean repu-
tation by spray-painting a wall at school—which only lands 
her in detention. There, she encounters the autobiography of 
trailblazing Black journalist Ida B. Wells. While reading it and 
observing racial disparities between the student body as a whole 
and those present in detention, Indigo decides to expand her 
platform by running for student council president. Other issues 
in her family and community claim her attention as well. As her 
campaign progresses, she realizes she is being judged as intense, 
militant, and unlikable rather than as a crusader for justice. 
Indigo becomes more aware of how race impacts the way she 

is perceived and has a brave and honest conversation with her 
White mother about whether she can truly understand what 
Indigo, her brother, and her Black father experience. This lively 
middle-grade novel successfully captures the turmoil of finding 
one’s place while navigating the various demands of growing up. 
The fictional letters informed by research on Wells’ life show 
how learning about real-life figures can inform a young person’s 
development. Indigo is an intriguing character surrounded by a 
realistic supporting cast of peers and adults. 

A satisfying story that demonstrates how the past can shed 
light on the present. (author’s note, discussion questions) (Fic-
tion. 10-13)

THE SCROLL OF CHAOS
Chapman, Elsie
Scholastic (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781338803235  

It’s up to one Vancouver, British 
Columbia, girl to save a realm of Chinese 
gods and immortals from Chaos.

Twelve-year-old Chinese Canadian 
Astrid Xu has two things on her mind: 
her upcoming concert (managing her 

asthma while she plays clarinet adds to her nerves) and her 
mother’s depression (which isn’t getting better). When she 
finds an old book about Chinese mythology, Astrid hopes to use 
it to connect with her mother and younger sister, Marilla. Unbe-
knownst to Astrid, the book also contains an ancient scroll that 
unleashes a demon bent on destroying everything. Astrid and 
Marilla learn the truth behind the stories their mother shared 
as they come face to face with the demigod Erlang Shen and 
Sae, one of the Eight Immortals. Astrid agrees to help them 
defeat the demon—but in return, she wants a magical peach 
that she hopes will cure her mother. As Astrid, Marilla, and the 
immortals race through a world quickly succumbing to Chaos, 
they must face their fears and their conflicts with one another 
before they can make a final stand. Chapman mixes an empow-
ering adventure story, in which Astrid uses skills she has already 
learned in fantastic new ways, with unflinching, age-appropri-
ate depictions of the ways depression can affect a family. Sum-
maries of myths interspersed throughout the narrative add 
extra context for readers new to Chinese mythology. 

A mythological romp that also tackles issues of mental 
health. (Fantasy. 9-12)

“A satisfying story that demonstrates how the past 
can shed light on the present.”

indigo and ida
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SEPTEMBER 1972  |  Charlie and the Great 
Glass Elevator by Roald Dahl, illustrated 

by Quentin Blake
Authors take a chance in writing a sequel to a successful book; 

will readers and critics like it as much as its predecessor? The Kirkus 
reviewer certainly didn’t think much of Dahl’s follow-up to Charlie 
and the Chocolate Factory.

In a perfectly silly and pointlessly tasteless sequel to Char-
lie and the Chocolate Factory, Mr. Willie Wonka’s glass eleva-
tor goes into orbit carrying Charlie, his 
parents, his grandparents, and the bed 
that three of the grandparents haven’t 
left for 20 years. They stop at a new U.S. 
Space Hotel causing panic back at the 
White House, where an illiterate Presi-
dent who tells knock-knock jokes thinks 
they are Martians and a broad-typed 
Chief of the Army wants to blow them 
up “crash bang wallop bang-bang-bang-
bang-bang.” But when a horde of green-
ish, shapeless creatures called “vermi-
cious knids” starts emerging from the space hotel’s elevators, 
the humans hop back to earth in their knid-proof glass one, 
towing a crew of terrified astronauts along.…With humor that 
depends on gratuitous references to the President’s pottie or 
the results of a very strong laxative, with the Oompa-Loom-
pas still fetching and carrying, this has all the faults that dis-
turbed grown-ups and none of the inspired outrageousness 
that attracted children to its predecessor.

AUGUST 1974  |  M.C. Higgins, the Great  
by Virginia Hamilton

This book by the prolific and influential Hamilton won the Na-
tional Book Award and the Newbery Medal; in 2010, the Coretta Scott 
King–Virginia Hamilton Award for Lifetime Achievement was estab-
lished in her honor.

Virginia Hamilton goes home again to the hill country, 
where Sarah’s mountain has belonged to M.C.’s family (“and 
them to it”) ever since an ancestor fleeing slavery settled there 
with her infant. Now M.C., thirteen, worries about the spoil 
pile left from strip mining that seems destined to come sliding 
down on their house, and when “the Dude,” an outsider with 
a tape recorder, arrives to “take” Mama’s voice, M.C. imagines 
that he will also take Mama away to make records—affording 
them all a chance to escape the spoil heap despite his Dad-
dy’s stubborn refusal to move or to acknowledge the danger….
Hamilton is at her best here; the soaring but firmly anchored 
imagery, the slant and music of everyday speech, the rich and 
engaging characters and warm, tough, wary family relation-
ships, the pervasive awareness of both threat and support con-
nected with the mountain—all mesh beautifully in theme and 
structure to create a sense of organic belonging.

NOVEMBER 1975  |  Tuck Everlasting 
by Natalie Babbitt

Twice adapted for film, this magical children’s novel about immor-
tality—an unusual topic at the time—remains a perennial favorite.

At a time when death has become an acceptable, even vogu-
ish subject in children’s fiction, Natalie Babbitt comes through 
with a stylistic gem about living forever. Protected Winnie, the 

ten-year-old heroine, is not immortal, but 
when she comes upon young Jesse Tuck 
drinking from a secret spring in her par-
ents’ woods, she finds herself involved 
with a family who, having innocently 
drunk the same water some 87 years earli-
er, haven’t aged a moment since.…Though 
Babbitt makes the family a sad one, most 
of their reasons for discontent are circum-
stantial and there isn’t a great deal of wis-
dom to be gleaned from their fate or Win-
nie’s decision not to share it. However the 

compelling fitness of theme and event and the apt but unex-
pected imagery (the opening sentences compare the first week 
in August when this takes place to “the highest seat of a Ferris 
wheel when it passes in its turning”) help to justify the extrav-
agant early assertion that had the secret about to be revealed 
been known at the time of the action, the very earth “would 
have trembled on its axis like a beetle on a pin.”

SEPTEMBER 1984  |  In the Year of the Boar 
and Jackie Robinson  
by Bette Bao Lord

Born in Shanghai, Lord came to the U.S. at the age of 8. This ground-
breaking book offers a young immigrant girl’s experiences with sensitivity 
and humor.

A young Chinese arrival, self-named Shirley Temple 
Wong, finds a secure, bicultural niche in 1945-46 Brooklyn—
as, it’s suggested, did Chinese American novelist Lord (Spring 
Moon).…[O]nce Lord gets Shirley to the Brooklyn neighbor-
hood of look-alike houses, and into P.S. 8 where not two chil-
dren look alike, this becomes an endearing, warming account 
of immigrant woes and joys.…The turnaround starts with two 
black eyes from Mabel, “the tallest and the strongest and the 
scariest girl in all the fifth grade.” Shirley doesn’t tattle; Ma-
bel befriends her—picking her for stickball, coaching her; and, 
from an inadvertent resemblance to Jackie Robinson (“ ’Cause 
she’s pigeontoed and stole home”), she develops a passion for 
the Dodgers and an identification with Robinson (“making a 
better America,” proclaims her teacher) that climaxes when 
she presents him with the keys to P.S. 8. But in a nice parallel 
with a Chinese tale, this identification also allows Shirley to 
wear “two gowns,” and to imagine her Chinese relatives clap-
ping along with the P.S. 8 audience. It’s a deftly worked resolu-
tion, inspirational message and all.

from the archives
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LITTLE LESSONS
Chwast, Seymour
minedition (40 pp.) 
$12.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781662651175  

Ready for a lesson in style?
Fans of proverbs and Chwast, 

rejoice—the perfect pairing is coming 
your way! Eighteen proverbs are cap-

tured in the author/illustrator’s signature style, each filling a 
double-page spread. The book depicts proverbs from around 
the world, from “Let sleeping dogs lie” to the Nigerian expres-
sion “When a mouse laughs at a cat there is a hole nearby” to 
the Japanese saying “Even a monkey can fall out of a tree.” The 
illustrations—with hand-lettered proverbs—stand alone on 
each page without comment or explanation. Savvy caregivers 
and educators will use each page as a springboard for conver-
sations ranging from the immediate (“What does this mean?”) 
to the more elaborate (“What other proverbs do we say regu-
larly?”). An afterword briefly touches on the cultural origins of 
many of the proverbs. Like most Chwast books, this is a study 
in art, as loose, colorful drawings fill the page and interact with 
the text in unusual ways. For example, “Don’t ride two horses 
at the same time” is written in speech balloons shared by the 
equine duo as a mustachioed rider straddles the pair. On the 
page labeled “Don’t cry over spilled milk,” the O of over cleverly 
becomes a crying mouth, while the S of spilled pours out of a 
sideways cup. As a whole, the book is a delight. Human charac-
ters depicted are diverse. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Offbeat, weird, and wonderful. (Picture book. 4-8)

GOODBYE, BALLOON
Ciccio, Adam
Illus. by Magriet van der Berg
Clavis (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  March 7, 2023
9781605377711 
Series: Healthy Minds, 1 

When a child’s beloved balloon 
is whipped away by a gust of wind, the youngster reveals an 
intriguing coping mechanism. 

In this tale translated from Dutch, the light-skinned, brown-
haired narrator, who is barefoot and wears a simple ochre tunic, 
declares that the balloon makes them happy—it even feels mag-
ical. So readers understand the child’s feelings when the pale, 
reddish balloon—formerly tied to the child’s bicycle—sails 
out of reach. After shouting goodbye and wishing the balloon 
a “fantastic adventure,” the child closes their eyes and imagines 
themself soaring with the balloon, so high that “the kites must 
be jealous.” In a series of whimsical scenes, child and balloon 
travel over mountains and a lake, through a desert, and into 
outer space. Especially exhilarating: a moment when the young-
ster flies with pink flamingos. When menacing weather arises, 
the child says, “My balloon and I are brave. Flying out of the 

darkness I feel proud.” The captivating watercolor and colored 
pencil artwork—even more interesting because the textured 
paper shows beneath—brings the protagonist’s fantasies to life. 
The careful wording and lovely ending—in which the narra-
tor pictures the balloon finding a new friend, a brown-skinned 
girl—evoke the best of guided imagery meditation and will 
speak to young readers coping with sorrow. No one should wait 
for a child to experience loss before sharing this wise, gentle 
book. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Well-played grief counseling. (information on how chil-
dren process loss) (Picture book. 4-8)

WHEN MINO TOOK THE BUS
Ciraolo, Simona
Flying Eye Books (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781838740887  

It’s not the destination but the jour-
ney that matters for one sweetly chipper 
little chipmunk.

“Nature is a fickle thing. One won-
ders what mood she was in, the day she 
invented chipmunks.” From the start 

we are informed that upon reaching their seventh week of life, 
all chipmunks leave their mothers and set off into the wide 
world. So it is that Mino’s mama gives him a kiss and he boards 
a bus, taking with him several seeds and fairly humming with 
excitement. The bus ride is a long one, and Mino has time to 
befriend everyone who comes aboard, from the driver to the 
last passenger. After traveling and talking and sharing together, 
they reach the end of the line. The final two-page wordless 
spread simply shows that Mino’s seeds, many of which he has 
given away to his fellow travelers, have sprouted into beautiful 
sunflowers. Lyrical language conveys how some passengers talk 
about big and small things: “And when a passenger reaches their 
stop and leaves, it’s the small things they shared that linger on 
in everyone’s hearts.” Endearing Mino will suck readers in with 
his excitement about the world; older readers about to embark 
on their own journeys, like soon-to-be or recent graduates, will 
especially relate to him, though so will youngsters. The art is an 
adorable array of penciled details and soft pastel colors. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

Ideal as a picture-book gift for graduating seniors, this 
also provides a beautiful lesson for its intended child audience. 
(Picture book. 5-7)

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 2 3   |   1 0 7

http://kirkus.com


1 0 8   |   1  f e b r 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   |  

A WORLD OF DANCERS
Clarke, Ginjer L.
Penguin Young Readers (48 pp.) 
$15.99  |  April 25, 2023
978-0-593-38403-9  

Dance can be found all over the 
world, providing insights into cultures, 
religions, and history.

Organized in loosely defined cat-
egories of ceremonial, folk, and perfor-
mance dance, the book explores the 

various dances’ origins, movements, and accompanying music. 
Colorful stock photos display ethnically and culturally diverse 
subjects, highlighting the unique appearances of the dancers 
and their costumes and accessories. Clarke examines the Lunar 
New Year dragon dance, the Hawaiian hula, the Native Ameri-
can powwow, the dance of the Turkish whirling dervishes, and 
a dance performed by the Dagon people of Mali. Many folk 
dances evolved as expressions of cooperation and today are 
danced to demonstrate cultural pride. When people moved to 
other parts of the world, their folk dances often moved with 
them and adapted to their new environments. The polka began 
in Bohemia (now known as the Czech Republic) and morphed 
into a new form when emigrants relocated to Mexico. The book 
stresses that many dances require years of training and practice, 
such as ballet, kabuki, Bharatanatyam, Khmer, and fan dancing. 
Clarke employs accessible language, incorporating onomato-
poeia to highlight the sounds of the music and the calls of the 
dancers and exhorting readers to get out there and have fun 
dancing.

A fascinating worldwide tour. (photo credits) (Nonfiction. 
7-10)

MATILDA MAKES 
MATZAH BALLS
Cohen, Rhonda
Illus. by Francesca Galmozzi
Apples & Honey Press (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  March 7, 2023
9781681156163  

A Jewish child and her grandmother 
make chicken soup with matzah balls, a 
dish that’s essential to Jewish cuisine, 

especially for holiday meals.
This Passover, Matilda will help Bubbe make the traditional 

soup for the first time. Bubbe supplies an apron, and they hum 
as they mix the ingredients. Matilda has lots of great ideas to 
jazz up the recipe, and Bubbe is agreeable and encouraging. Sure, 
Matilda can add lemon and extra dill to the matzah ball mix. 
Then they put the mixture in the refrigerator to chill. Matilda 
has another very big idea. What if they make one giant mat-
zah ball instead of the normal small, round, moon-shaped balls? 
Bubbe is a bit skeptical, wondering if it will float, but as always, 
she’s ready to give Matilda free rein. Of course, the heavyweight 

matzah ball immediately sinks to the bottom of the pot. Bubbe 
soothes Matilda’s disappointment, reminding her that she can 
try again. The child’s enthusiasm and her grandmother’s uncon-
ditional love and acceptance shine through in this tale of culi-
nary traditions. Gray-haired Bubbe and brown-haired, pigtailed 
Matilda (both are light-skinned) are wonderfully exuberant in 
Galmozzi’s bright, action-packed, detailed cartoons. Watch for 
the all-important box of matzah meal that appears prominently 
throughout the proceedings. Whether or not readers are famil-
iar with matzah ball soup, they will connect with this family’s 
loving preparation of traditional foods. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

Tender, warmhearted, and delightful. (recipe for matzah 
ball soup) (Picture book. 4-8)

AFIKOMEN
Cohen, Tziporah
Illus. by Yaara Eshet
Groundwood (32 pp.) 
$19.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781773066066  

Passover magic.
A seder’s leader breaks a matzah in half and places it in an 

afikomen bag. (Afikomen is a matzah portion eaten at seder’s 
end and usually hidden for children to find for a prize.) The fam-
ily dog grabs it and scurries under the table. Following the dog, 
three Jewish children magically find themselves, with dog and 
bag, along the banks of the Nile in ancient Egypt. Across the 
river, a woman, standing with her daughter, places a basket in 
the river; it floats away. Eventually, the children discover the bas-
ket contains an infant. With the children’s help, the baby drifts 
to the Pharaoh’s daughter, who rescues him. The baby’s sister 
and the children bid farewell; children and dog return home. 
Later, their parents are bewildered to see sand spilling from the 
bag! The author’s note describes the story of Passover, though 
the book itself is wordless. But children who know about Moses’ 
early life know he was the infant in the basket. They also know 
there couldn’t have been Passover without Moses. It makes 
sense that this comic-style book is wordless, since children must 

“recite” the elements of the evocative ink-and-watercolor panel 
illustrations as if they were reciting the Exodus story from the 
Haggadah itself. The artist does a fine job capturing particulars 
(whorls in the Nile suggesting flowing water; children playing 
with frogs). The protagonists are tan-skinned; seder guests are 
diverse. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

The origins of Passover, expressed in a unique fashion. 
(Picture book. 4-8)

“The origins of Passover, expressed in a unique fashion.”
afikomen
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CITY BEET
Cohen, Tziporah
Illus. by Udayana Lugo
Sleeping Bear Press (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 14, 2023
9781534112711  

How big is “big”? An entire commu-
nity is about to find out.

Victoria, who is brown-skinned, and 
her friend Mrs. Kosta, who is light-skinned, decide to bring a 
beet salad to the potluck block party in July—but first they have 
to grow the beet. They plant the seed and tend their garden for 
months until summer reveals an enormous surprise. The beet 
is gigantic! A parade of community helpers joins in to tug that 
recalcitrant veggie out of the ground, to no avail. No matter 
how many times Victoria offers to help, she’s pooh-poohed for 
her small size. Instead, as everyone is groaning and moaning, 
the child prepares the fixings for the beet salad. Meanwhile, the 
line of neighbors is getting longer and longer until they block 
the bus lane. “But that big red beet wouldn’t budge. Not even 
ONE LITTLE BIT.” The enterprising child takes matters into 
her own hands. With the help of a jump-rope and a trike, Vic-
toria adds that right amount of oomph to yank that red beet 
right out—just in time for the potluck. Cohen’s modern, urban 
take on the Russian folktale “The Enormous Turnip” unites 
a diverse neighborhood for a comically common cause. The 
jaunty refrain is fun to recite after each failed attempt. Lugo’s 
colorfully detailed illustrations add to the humorous enterprise. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Community gardeners everywhere will want to “rise” to 
the challenge. (author’s note, recipe for raw beet & garlic 
salad) (Picture book. 4-7)

A BREATH OF MISCHIEF
Connolly, MarcyKate
Illus. by Yuta Onoda
Sourcebooks Young Readers (224 pp.) 
$16.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-1-72825-686-3  

The fate of the world rests on the 
shoulders of a girl and her half-eagle, 
half-lion companion as they seek her 
missing guardian, the Wind. 

As far as Aria and her gryphling, 
Gwyn, are concerned, their lives in the clouds are perfect; far 
above the humans, there is little danger for a windling who can 
float and her young flying companion. However, when they 
awaken to find their castle grounded, the air perfectly still, no 
trace of Aria’s guardian, and strange men far too close for com-
fort, their search for answers leads to a set of three challenging 
quests. With the help of a waterling named Bay and an array of 
other creatures and characters, Aria, who has pale, bluish hair 
and skin, fights along with Gwyn to unravel a deeper mystery 
behind the Wind’s disappearance and save their dying world. 

A snappy pace and exuberant tone keep the pages turning, but 
there are too few opportunities for readers to connect with 
Aria and her somewhat abstract parental figure, dampening 
the narrative’s urgency. Many types of magical and nonmagical 
creatures are mentioned, some described in much greater detail 
than others; combined with the four elemental personas (Earth, 
Wind, Fire, and Water) and the otherlings, this makes for many 
names to track. The relatively short page count and simple 
magical constructs provide an appealing jumping-off point into 
fantasy for newer or more hesitant readers. 

The high-stakes tension and quirky worldbuilding are fun 
despite some limited character development. (Fantasy. 8-12)

SCHOOL TRIP 
Craft, Jerry
Quill Tree Books/ 
HarperCollins (256 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $14.99 paper  |  April 4, 2023
9780062885548
9780062885531 paper  

The Riverdale Academy Day School 
crew is back and ready for an adventure 
to the City of Lights.

This newest installment in Craft’s 
groundbreaking middle-grade graphic novel series finds eighth 
grade African American boy Jordan facing a milestone all too 
familiar to many teenagers: the arrival of a school admissions 
letter. Attending art school is Jordan’s dream come true, but get-
ting one’s heart’s desire comes with a fresh set of worries. Going 
to a different school means leaving his best friends behind and 
becoming the new kid once more; worst of all, he only has a 
few weeks to make up his mind about whether to accept the 
offer. A school trip to Paris, something that is both exciting 
and nerve-wracking, stands as a metaphor for the life changes 
that Jordan is facing, and his friends are on hand to help him 
make the most of things. At the heart of Craft’s series are the 
three-dimensional relationships forged among the diverse cast 
of characters in Jordan’s orbit, and this novel fully delights on 
that score. From Jordan’s dad, who insists on the family’s watch-
ing Bon Voyage, Charlie Brown (and Don’t Come Back!!) on VHS; to 
Andy, his obtuse nemesis who secretly longs for acceptance; and 
Ramon, the hardworking Nicaraguan classmate for whom this 
is the trip of a lifetime, readers will love this European escapade 
with characters who reflect the richness and multiculturalism 
of modern America. 

Another triumph of storytelling filled with heart and won-
der. (Graphic fiction. 10-14)
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OCTOBER 1994  |  John Henry, adapted by 
Julius Lester, illustrated by Jerry Pinkney

This book was one of several collaborations between Lester and 
Pinkney that drew on African American folklore and legend; it received 
a Caldecott Honor.

Onto the page bounds the colossus John Henry, man of 
legend, man of myth (though the preface keeps things off bal-
ance on that point). John was the archetype for the “Just Do It” 
generation; he was all bustle and busi-
ness, surrounded by an aura of triumph. 
Lester hits upon all of John’s special 
moments: his stupendous growth 
spurt; his humbling of Ferret-Faced 
Freddy; his smashing the great stone 
so fast that he creates a natty rainbow 
around his shoulders; and, of course, 
the climactic duel with the steam drill 
deep in the hills of West Virginia. John 
smoked the drill, but his big heart 
burst in the process. Lester…wisely makes it clear that you 
don’t have to be John Henry to get things done: You just need 
the will; there’s a bit of John to be tapped in us all. Pinkney’s 
watercolors walk a smart and lovely line between ephemer-
ality and sheer natural energy. The rainbow whispers the les-
son here: “Dying ain’t important. Everybody does that. What 
matters is how well you do your living.” Amen.

MAY 1999  |  Monster  by Walter Dean Myers
Myers was a prolific author and five-time winner of the Coret-

ta Scott King Author Award, among many other honors; this young 
adult novel won the first Michael L. Printz Award from the American 
Library Association. 

In a riveting novel from Myers…a teenager who dreams of 
being a filmmaker writes the story of his trial for felony mur-
der in the form of a movie script, with journal entries after 
each day’s action. Steve is accused of being an accomplice 
in the robbery and murder of a drug store owner. As he goes 
through his trial, returning each night to a prison where most 
nights he can hear other inmates being beaten and raped, he 
reviews the events leading to this point in his life. Although 
Steve is eventually acquitted, Myers leaves it up to readers to 
decide for themselves on his protagonist’s guilt or innocence. 
The format of this taut and moving drama forcefully regulates 
the pacing; breathless, edge-of-the-seat courtroom scenes 
written entirely in dialogue alternate with thoughtful, intro-
spective journal entries that offer a sense of Steve’s terror and 
confusion, and that deftly demonstrate Myers’s point: The 
road from innocence to trouble is comprised of small, almost 
invisible steps, each involving an experience in which a “posi-
tive moral decision” was not made.

OCTOBER 2008  |  The Hunger Games  
by Suzanne Collins

This novel was the opening of a dystopian trilogy (plus a prequel) 
that has sold more than 100 million copies and been adapted for hugely 
successful films; few books for young readers have had such an impact on 
popular culture. 

Katniss Everdeen is a survivor. She has to be; she’s repre-
senting her District, number 12, in the 
74th Hunger Games in the Capitol, the 
heart of Panem, a new land that rose from 
the ruins of a post-apocalyptic North 
America. To punish citizens for an early 
rebellion, the rulers require each district 
to provide one girl and one boy, 24 in all, 
to fight like gladiators in a futuristic are-
na. The event is broadcast like reality 
TV, and the winner returns with wealth 
for his or her district. With clear inspira-
tion from Shirley Jackson’s “The Lottery” 

and the Greek tale of Theseus, Collins has created a brilliantly 
imagined dystopia, where the Capitol is rich and the rest of the 
country is kept in abject poverty, where the poor battle to the 
death for the amusement of the rich.…Impressive world-build-
ing, breathtaking action and clear philosophical concerns make 
this volume, the beginning of a planned trilogy, as good as The 
Giver and more exciting.

OCTOBER 2017  |  Crown: An Ode to the 
Fresh Cut by Derrick Barnes, illustrated by 

Gordon C. James
This uplifting and joyous picture book—the first collaboration 

between Barnes and James—won the Kirkus Prize as well as Newbery, 
Caldecott, and Coretta Scott King Author and Illustrator Honors.

Basquiat-inspired king insignias and a bit of Kehinde Wi-
ley flair shape portraits of all the various ways men (and wom-
en too!) come into the black barbershop to restore their cool, 
leaving the chair with high self-esteem, self-pride, and confi-
dence—if only for as long as their hairlines remain crisp. It’s 
sacred. The all-important line and the diverse styles take cen-
ter stage here. The Big Daddy Kane–homage flat-top. The 
part. The light shape-up surrounded by cornrows and locs. 
The taper. The classic wavy dark Caesar. Barnes’ imaginative 
prose mirrors the hyperbole and swagger of the barbershop. 
No cut is just good. It will have you looking “presidential,” 

“majestic.” Like you own “a couple of acres of land on Saturn.” 
The swagger is on a million. The sauce is drippin’. James’ oil-
based portraiture will send many readers reminiscing. This 
book oozes black cool and timely, much-needed black joy, us-
ing the unique and expansive experience of the barbershop to 
remind young boys that their inner lives have always mattered 
there. One of the best reads for young black boys in years, it 
should be in every library, media center, and, yes, barbershop.

from the archives
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OUR INCREDIBLE LIBRARY 
BOOK (AND THE WONDERFUL 
JOURNEYS IT TOOK)
Crowe, Caroline
Illus. by John Joseph
Floris (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  April 4, 2023
9781782507413  

A familiar, well-loved item travels from reader to reader.
The book opens on a busy library’s children’s room, filled 

with a diverse group of people. There, we’re introduced to a 
“tattered and worn” picture book (with the same cover as the 
one in readers’ hands). When it was new, the narrator tells us, 
Nia, a Black girl, was the first one to check it out; it proved to 
be captivating reading during dinner. Other borrowers—who 
also appeared in the opening scene—check out the book, read-
ing it with a parent, grandparent, sibling, or pet. Some experi-
ence their first time borrowing a book or their first independent 
read; for others, it’s a shared delight. Brown-skinned Farhan 
finds the book a consolation while sick. Crowe’s rhyming cou-
plets convey an exuberant experience of borrowing, reading, 
and loving books, brought to life by Joseph’s whimsical, cheery 
artwork. The book in question endures dog-earing (and dog 
chewing), wrinkling, and more as it is borrowed over and over. 
Conscientious librarians may wince at the worsening condition 
of this book still in circulation, but the message is clear: The 
pleasure that a favorite library book brings lives on long after 
an individual reader returns it, and its wear and tear are simply a 
part of its story. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A sweetly clever reminder about the intrinsic good that 
libraries deliver. (Picture book. 4-7)

THE GHOSTS OF 
RANCHO ESPANTO
Cuevas, Adrianna
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  April 4, 2023
9780374390433  

When Rafa Alvarez and his two best 
friends decide to bring their favorite 
role-playing game into the real world, the 
consequences become just as real.

Between his father’s strict nature 
and his mother’s worsening illness, Cuban American Rafa has 
retreated into playing The Forgotten Age with Beto and Yesi. 
However, after they attempt to steal a slushie machine from the 
school cafeteria as part of the game, Dad decides Rafa would 
best learn his lesson by spending a month on a ranch…all the 
way across the country from Florida in New Mexico. When 
Rafa arrives at Rancho Espanto, or Terror Ranch, he forms new 
friendships with Korean American Jennie Kim, the librarian’s 
daughter, and Black barn manager Marcus Coleman, an army 
veteran. But when a strange man in a green sweater begins to 
appear, causing chaos for Rafa, the seemingly sedate ranch 

becomes the site of an exciting—and slightly terrifying—mys-
tery to solve. Together, Rafa and Jennie work to uncover the 
strange (possibly paranormal) happenings at Rancho Espanto. 
While the mystery lies at the core of this novel, the exploration 
of themes of loss, grief, and identity add complexity. Readers 
familiar with these subjects will see themselves in Rafa as he 
struggles to come to terms with and understand his mother’s 
condition and build his own identity.

An intriguing mystery with a satisfying emotional payoff. 
(Mystery. 8-12)

POCKET FULL OF SADS
Davidson, Brad
Illus. by Rachel Más Davidson
Rodale Kids (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  April 4, 2023
978-0-593-56456-1
978-0-593-56978-8 PLB  

What do you do when you’re feeling 
sad and nothing makes it better?

Round, brown Bear has a heart that “feels heavy, like my 
pocket’s full of sads.” Bear compares it to a toy that breaks right 
away or to the feeling of watching their best friend sit with some-
one else. Bouncy, cheery Rabbit arrives to take their pal fishing 
and finds Bear downright glum. Refusing to believe Bear’s sad-
ness is serious, Rabbit proceeds to blurt out solutions—think of 
something happy, exercise, find a hobby, and more—to no avail. 
Frustrated, Rabbit finally plops down next to Bear, and together 
they just sit. But the longer they sit, the better Bear feels, com-
forted by the presence of their friend. Both Bear and Rabbit 
learn that sometimes doing nothing together is the best thing 
of all. Gentle text captures the contrasting personalities of 
energetic Rabbit and more low-key Bear, expertly paired with 
rich, eye-catching illustrations set in warm browns, blues, and 
greens. As Bear and Rabbit sit together, the dark background 
around them slowly recedes and then disappears, a visual meta-
phor for Bear’s gradual transformation. Rabbit’s frustration is 
expertly depicted as well, with dramatic angles and bold colors. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A lovely, age-appropriate introduction to the healing 
power of companionship and acceptance by a true friend. (Pic-
ture book. 3-6)

WHEN IMPOSSIBLE HAPPENS
De Suza, Jane
Putnam (176 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 11, 2023
978-0-593-53012-2  

When 8-year-old Swara’s maternal 
grandmother dies during lockdown, she 
cycles through the stages of grief.

Swara’s grandmother, Pitter Paati, 
was Swara’s “favorite person in the 

http://kirkus.com


1 1 2   |   1  f e b r 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   |  

world.” In fact, when the Indian city of Bengaluru shuts down 
because of the pandemic, Swara’s primary complaint is that she 
can no longer visit her beloved relative. Things get even worse 
when Paati contracts the virus and passes away before Swara 
gets a chance to properly say goodbye. Convinced that her 
grandmother wouldn’t leave her so abruptly, Swara decides the 
adults in her life must be lying to her and that her Paati—who 
loved detective novels—is merely staging an elaborate mystery 
that only her protégé, Swara, could ever solve. Shut inside her 
apartment, Swara searches for clues to Paati’s whereabouts only 
to stumble onto another mystery as she stares out her window—
a mystery that the adults in Swara’s life think she is inventing. 
Using the tools Paati has given her, Swara slowly comes to terms 
with her grandmother’s death, all while solving one last puzzle 
that her Pitter Paati would have loved. At times, the book deftly 
combines humor and pathos to authentically represent grief 
through a child’s eyes while simultaneously treating readers to a 
gripping whodunit. Unfortunately, the third-person narratorial 
voice often creates an unnecessary distance between readers 
and the protagonist that detracts from the book’s intimacy and 
incorporates catchphrases that grow grating from overuse. 

An uneven study of pandemic-era loss. (Fiction. 7-10)

THE KNOWING
Di Franco, Ani
Illus. by Julia Mathew
Rise x Penguin Workshop (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-0-593-38375-9  

The interconnectedness of humanity 
shines throughout this affirming picture 

book from singer/songwriter Di Franco.
An unnamed young character sits patiently while their 

mother plaits their long hair; the child describes in rhyming 
couplets their visible traits, such as their hair, skin, and eyes, all 
warm shades of tan and brown like those of their family. But 
the narrator is more than how they look—beneath the surface is 
something they call “The Knowing.” The child goes on to share 
more about their life, from charming details like their slightly 
torn favorite blanket to the games they play with friends. All 
the while the narrator tries their best to explain that The Know-
ing is a common element that draws us all together. Though the 
concept of The Knowing may be a bit subtle and cerebral for 
the intended audience, the poetic beauty of Di Franco’s writing 
more than makes up for that potential criticism. The message 
is lovely and delivered gently, and the author makes a familiar 
theme—the focus on inner life—feel fresh and new. The pro-
tagonist and their family present as South Asian in Mathew’s 
soft, tender watercolor, colored pencil, and charcoal illustra-
tions. Glowing with the gentle love of the main character’s 
friends, family, community, and self, the artwork beams with 
assuredness—the embodiment of Di Franco’s words. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

A sweet, lyrical book perfect for bedtime sharing. (Picture 
book. 4-8)

FROZEN PEACHES
Downing, Erin Soderberg
Illus. by Henry Downing
Pixel+Ink (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781645951353 
Series: The Great Peach Experiment, 3 

The third book in the adventures of 
the Peach family brings them to Swe-
den’s famous Icehotel.

When 8-year-old Freddy Peach wins a 
grand prize in a sweepstakes for small hotel owners, the Peaches 
fly to Sweden for a one-week, all-expenses-paid stay at the leg-
endary Icehotel in Kiruna. The narrative follows the same format 
as the previous two books: Chapters alternate between the third-
person points of view of the three Peach children, Lucy, Freddy, 
and Herb. But this time around, the previous books’ sponta-
neity and earned insights are winnowed down to a somewhat 
tired recitation of each protagonist’s particular fears or chal-
lenges—Herb worries, Lucy is maternal, and Freddy is eccentri-
cally creative (cute cartoon spot art shows drawings from his 
sketchbook). The setting seems to be the focus here, and the 
descriptions of the remarkable destination, an actual place built 
out of ice, are evocative. The stakes are low as the hotel staff 
easily facilitates the Peaches’ every desire (ice-carving classes, 
dog sledding lessons, experiencing the sauna and spa), and the 
mean girl trope involving another young guest is underdevel-
oped. The one bit of nuanced tension (Dad doesn’t return from 
an overnight trip when he says he’s going to, leading the two 
older kids to worry that he is retreating into his past neglectful 
behavior) is relayed with more attention to message than deliv-
ery. Main characters are White; there is some diversity in fam-
ily structure and ethnicity among the other American contest 
winners.

Feels a bit tired. (Fiction. 8-12)

HOW DINOSAURS 
WENT EXTINCT
A Safety Guide
Dyckman, Ame
Illus. by Jennifer Harney
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 18, 2023
978-0-316-59329-8  

A reimagined version of dinosaur extinction (and a reminder 
not to run with scissors).

Racing up the steps of a museum, a youngster in a dinosaur 
onesie is excited. Ever curious, the tot asks the age-old question: 

“How did dinosaurs go extinct anyway?” One of the child’s care-
givers starts to offer a scientific explanation, but a presumed 
father (wearing a “Dadasaurus Wrecks” T-shirt) interrupts to 
expound on the many dangers that dinosaurs faced. “Gallimi-
mus ran with scissors.” “Ankylosaurus tipped in their chair.” 

“Spinosaurus swam after eating.” “Tyrannosaurus rex didn’t 
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change underwear.” (Tyrannosaurus is shown wearing their 
tighty whities, surrounded by flies, breezily asking, “What’s the 
worst that could happen?”) Poor Ornithomimus jumps on the 
bed and flies off to oblivion, while Triceratops doesn’t wear a hel-
met while snowboarding. The silly, rule-breaking dinosaurs all 
meet the same disastrous fate. Harney’s energetic art buoys the 
drama of the hilarious, untimely ends. There is a bit of comedic 
blood splatter and lost limbs alongside bubble gum coming out 
the bottom of a Brachiosaurus. Twenty-three extinction pos-
sibilities are explored, with a helpful pronunciation guide for 
each dinosaur. A nod toward Heinrich Hoffmann’s Struwwel-
peter (1845) and Edward Gorey’s The Gashlycrumb Tinies (1963), 
this tale of the exaggerated consequences of misbehavior just 
may have child readers rethinking their own actions. Human 
characters are tan-skinned. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Dinophiles will rejoice; storytimes will be even sillier. (Pic-
ture book. 4-8)

THE GREAT VANDAL SCANDAL
Ecton, Emily
Illus. by David Mottram
Atheneum (240 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 11, 2023
9781665919050 
Series: The Great Pet Heist, 3 

A series of break-ins gives the Strath-
more apartment building’s animal detec-
tives an exciting new mystery to solve.

Who is plundering the basement 
storage cages at night? Only momentarily dismayed by a hys-
terical Yorkie’s reports of scratching claws and “THOUSANDS 
OF GLOWING EYES,” the motley multispecies squad—
consisting at this point of two dogs, a feline diva, three rats, 
a mynah bird, and an octopus named Chad—feverishly plan 
and execute an investigation under the noses of their oblivi-
ous human companions, Mrs. Food and her temporary ward, 
Madison Park. They run up against a troop of foraging raccoons, 
sneaking in beneath the security cameras to wreak havoc. How 
to get them to lay off? When threats don’t work any better than 
polite requests, it’s time for a different approach. Maybe a little 
sympathy? (Butterbean the spaniel is scheduled for therapy dog 
tryouts.) Maybe the troop can be transformed into…a troupe? 
(The unnamed cat has starred in many cat food commercials.) 
The nonstop action and droll exchanges offer chuckles aplenty 
on the way to a tidy resolution made all the more satisfactory by 
a hilarious viral video and a well-deserved comedown for nasty 
nemesis Mrs. Hates Dogs on Six. Mottram’s rich, if rare, spots 
and vignettes feature creatures as aglow with character as the 
racially diverse human cast. 

Another wild caper for this winning animal ensemble. 
(Mystery. 8-12)

A LITTLE EMOTIONAL
Eliopoulos, Christopher
Rocky Pond Books/Penguin (32pp.)
$18.99  |  May 9, 2023
9780593616611

A lost toy triggers a swath of emotions.
Lavender endpapers share a preview 

of anthropomorphized feelings, some of 
whom readers will meet in the book. As the book opens, a child 
plays with their favorite toy, Funn, an action figure with dark 
brown skin, while Happiness, a large, open-mouthed yellow 
creature, tags along. When Funn is lost one morning, however, 
Worry takes over. Then the narrator becomes Scared, and Anger 
follows. When the child realizes that Funn is broken, they ini-
tially blame little sister Katie—but soon feel Guilt when they 
discover that Dad is responsible. Enter Embarrassment and 
Sadness, but Katie shows the protagonist Kindness, and soon 
all is well. The emotions are depicted as solidly colored blobs 
set against negative space that makes them pop. The design is a 
thoughtful mix of cartoon speech bubbles, plain text, and ono-
matopoeia in large font. However, despite the enjoyably hyper-
bolic responses of the emotions, it’s a fairly simplistic take on a 
complicated topic. Negative emotions dominate until the con-
clusion, at which point the conflict wraps up far too neatly. Fans 
of the author’s other books—The Yawns Are Coming! (2020), The 
Giggles Are Coming! (2021)—may enjoy this one, but it’ll likely 
leave most readers cold. Human characters have light brown 
skin. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A visually appealing but overall lackluster attempt to 
explore the complexity of bad feelings. (Picture book. 3-6)

BEA AND THE NEW 
DEAL HORSE
Elliott, L.M.
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins 
(384 pp.) 
$16.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-0-06-321900-7  

A girl competes on a dangerous horse 
in a Depression-era effort to save a fam-
ily farm.

It’s not her family’s farm: Thirteen-
year-old Beatrice Davis and her 8-year-old sister, Vivian, have 
been riding the rails with their father. Two years ago, when 
Daddy lost his bank job in Richmond, they lost everything, 
including Bea’s pony. Then Mama died. Now Daddy’s aban-
doned them in a hayloft belonging to Mama’s Sweet Briar Col-
lege friend’s mother. The girls successfully stay hidden until Bea 
reveals their existence by saving one of Mrs. Scott’s horses from 
colic. Cantankerous Mrs. Scott allows them to stay in exchange 
for picking peaches but soon enlists Bea to help attract rich 
buyers by riding some of her horses in an upcoming show—
including a beautiful chestnut who’s hurt several people. Elliott 
weaves in historical threads: near-historic droughts in Virginia 

“Hurrah for bold riders and the horses who love them.”
bea and the new deal horse
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in 1930 and 1932, 1919 race riots in which Black World War I vet-
erans were attacked, the racially integrated Bonus Army’s 1932 
march to Washington, and presidential hopeful Franklin Del-
ano Roosevelt’s New Deal. Bea is a vivid, sympathetic character. 
She and Mrs. Scott stand up to their multitude of losses with 
brave honesty and pragmatism, and the victories they achieve 
feel earned. Elliott knows horses down to her toes. Main char-
acters are White; major supporting character Malachi is a Black 
veteran blinded during a parade in the U.S. in honor of his 
regiment.

Hurrah for bold riders and the horses who love them. 
(author’s note, selected sources) (Historical fiction. 9-14)

SPECIAL DELIVERY 
A Book’s Journey 
Around the World
Faber, Polly
Illus. by Klas Fahlén
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-1-5362-2985-1  

This book goes on a journey.
Using simplified explanations, readers trace a book called 

Special Delivery as it travels from an overseas factory. It’s Jay’s 
birthday in a little over a month, but the story immediately 
pivots away from the cheerful, brown-skinned child who has an 
interest in robots, guitar, and all manner of transportation. The 
real story starts in a sunlit factory surrounded by trees, with Chi-
nese characters on signs and solar panels on the roof, while smil-
ing people work on an assembly line, pack crates of books onto 
a truck, and deliver them to a dock to be loaded on a container 
ship. Many of the diverse workers throughout are named and 
individualized, personalizing these often opaque systems and 
subtly teaching children about everything from jobs to interna-
tional trade networks. Bright, blocky illustrations depict a wide 
variety of heavy machinery, sure to enthrall children who can’t 
get enough of trains, boats, and cranes. The story ends with the 
postal system, a local bookstore, and Jay and his loving fam-
ily, an excellent reminder of the interconnectedness of things 
and people. Backmatter provides more details sure to delight 
nonfiction-obsessed kids who are hungry to learn more about 
global industry and technology. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Will elegantly satisfy the curiosity of children always ask-
ing how things work. (Informational picture book. 4-7)

I LIVE IN A TREE TRUNK
Fleming, Meg
Illus. by Brandon James Scott
Harper/HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 18, 2023
9780063205215  

Animals shout out their habitat names, 
sometimes finding striking similarities.

In a bouncy follow-up to I Was Born a Baby (2022), Fleming 
and Scott employ the same format, this time exploring animal 
homes. Wide-eyed, curious creatures peer out from their dwell-
ings, each announcing where they live. Whenever there is a 
name that some share (such as nest), one of the animals inter-
rupts to express shock: “Are you for SURE? I had NO clue!” 
Others (like an owl, a seal, and a gorilla) chime in: “Mine’s a nest!” 

“Mine’s a nest!” “Mine’s a nest, too!” A salamander pipes up: “I 
live in a bog.” Then a gopher pokes out from the soil, exclaim-
ing, “I live in a mound.” A sleepy groundhog drawls from below, 

“My place is a burrow hidden in the ground.” The repeated (and 
dramatically incredulous) refrain helps anchor the story and 
highlights similarities. There are a variety of animals, in a vari-
ety of settings, each with its own vocabulary opportunity. Alas, 
the animals are not labeled on the pages, but the endpapers 
provide names, arranged by environments. Ultimately, a diverse 
set of tots (and their canine and feline friends) showcase the 
best home of all—a cozy bed, indoors. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

Budding zoologists take note. (Informational picture book. 3-7)

SEARCH FOR A GIANT SQUID
Pick Your Path
Forrester, Amy Seto
Illus. by Andy Chou Musser
Chronicle Books (96 pp.) 
$14.99  |  April 25, 2023
978-1-79721-393-4  

The rarely seen giant squid is pur-
sued by a research crew in a choose-your-

own-adventure–style science book.
An ocean expedition sounds fun and exciting, but it takes a 

lot of work and a lot of people to pull it off. A large group of sci-
entists and crew, all of whom appear to be people of color, sets 
out to learn more about giant squids. The book first introduces 
the array of workers on a research vessel, then later allows read-
ers to select a pilot, a submersible, and a site to explore, among 
other options. Some dead ends lead back to earlier in the adven-
ture. Those who make it to the end are rewarded by seeing the 
squid in its natural habitat. Along the way, the author, a Kirkus 
reviewer, informs readers about the largest squid ever (43 feet 
long) and the difference between a submarine and a human-
occupied submersible; excitingly, readers are also told that “the 
giant squid’s natural habitat is the twilight zone. If you tried to 
swim there, your body would get squished by water pressure.” 
The friendly and fun exploration never gets too far into the sci-
ence or the tools that it loses sight of the human faces driving 
the work with their preparation and skills. 

An engaging, fun, and deep guide to how sea research hap-
pens. (note from the author and illustrator, special thanks to, 
animals in this book (common and scientific names), glossary, 
further reading and websites, bibliography, random facts) 
(Nonfiction. 6-9)

“Will elegantly satisfy the curiosity of children 
always asking how things work.”

special delivery
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FROM HERE TO THERE 
A First Book of Maps
French, Vivian
Illus. by Ya-Ling Huang
Candlewick (32pp.)
$17.99 | May 16, 2023
978-1-5362-2511-2

Despite computer-dictated directions 
everywhere, there’s still a place for physical 

maps.
This delightful work starts by depicting the small house 

where light-skinned Anna lives and the six-story apartment 
building where brown-skinned Zane waves from his balcony. 
Along with an invitation, Zane has sent Anna a map, irritat-
ing the girl because her house is relegated to the edge. Light-
skinned Dad, down on the floor with Anna, urges her to make 
her own map, which she does. Hers is very large—but still too 
small to include Grandma’s house, prompting Dad to intro-
duce the concepts of bird’s-eye perspective and scale. Anna 
still prefers her map. She then makes quite a different map 
for her cat Whiskers’ favorite places, and Dad branches out 
to make another kind of map: a family tree. Finally, Zane’s 
map guides Anna as she and Dad walk to Zane’s house. The 
two final pages offer suggestions for maps readers might want 
to draw. Engagingly naïve but legible illustrations of the chil-
dren’s efforts meld beautifully with Huang’s simple but expert 
watercolors. Readers will enjoy tracking the appearances of 
adored, snub-nosed Whiskers. Throughout, the warm connec-
tion between Dad and daughter comes through clearly. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

This winsomely illustrated exploration of maps is the per-
fect entry to understanding—and embracing—cartography.
(index) (Informational picture book. 4-8)

TOO MUCH TRASH
How Litter Is Hurting 
Animals
Galat, Joan Marie
Orca (48 pp.) 
$21.95  |  May 16, 2023
9781459831827 
Series: Orca Footprints, 27 

Waste out of place is both ugly and 
hazardous, but kids can combat it.

How does litter hurt animals? How is this problem being 
tackled? How can I help? Galat sets out to answer these ques-
tions clearly and convincingly. She explains how manufactured 
or natural discards can produce pollution and contribute to 
climate change. Encountering our refuse—whether organic, 
processed, or inedible (metal, plastic, latex, medical masks, and 
other litter)—can be toxic, injurious, habituating, and disease-
promoting for wildlife. Pets’ uncollected waste poisons water-
ways, as does roadside debris. And cleaning up can be expensive. 
But Galat focuses throughout on solutions, often spotlighting 

young activists. Captions and sidebars offer information and 
practical steps. “True or false?” challenges will engage readers. 
Much of the text advocates prevention, like avoiding plastics 
and not burying or burning trash. One chapter is devoted to 
local and global anti-trash efforts by kids, by governments, and 
by organizations as well as via several mechanical inventions. 
While asking consumers to research products’ specific type of 
biodegradability is probably not as constructive as demanding 
better regulation and labeling, this suggestion is the rare excep-
tion in a book that champions effective action. Vibrant color 
photos (of both animals and diverse people) and lively design 
layouts with discrete, digestible bits of text make the book 
accessible and inspiring.

Showing how refuse harms humans and other animals, 
this work should move readers to act. (resources, glossary, 
index) (Illustrated nonfiction. 9-12)

DADDY DRESSED ME
Gardner, Michael & Ava Gardner
Illus. by Nadia Fisher
Aladdin (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-1-66592-195-4  

A father-and-daughter author team 
tell the story of a Black child and her dad.

Daddy cooks, builds, decorates, and 
more. But he has a special talent for sewing. When Ava’s kinder-
garten teacher announces Ava will recite a poem onstage at their 
Move Up Day ceremony, Ava imagines the worst: “What if I for-
get? Or fall off the stage? Everyone will laugh!” Daddy reassures 
her with a hug and promises to help her memorize the poem 
and make her a special dress. At the fabric store, they choose a 
purple fabric with pink oval patterns. At home, Ava draws her 
dream dress, and Daddy begins making his most complicated 
design. When he finishes, Ava looks amazing and feels ready for 
her recitation. This is a fantastic story of a Black father who 
smashes stereotypes with his nurturing, creativity, and sewing 
prowess. Daddy also persists; when he makes a mistake, Ava just 
hands him the seam ripper. The Gardners took inspiration for 
this story from real life; the backmatter features photographs 
of Michael and Ava wearing handmade matching outfits, Ava 
modeling a gorgeous black dress with vibrant tropical fish (with 
ankle-high gold sandals and a matching African head wrap), and 
Michael teaching Ava to sew. Fisher’s digitally rendered illustra-
tions, as colorful as Daddy’s vibrant outfits, convey the close 
connection between Daddy and Ava. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

Exudes creativity, joy, and daddy-daughter love. (Picture 
book. 3-8)
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CLIMATE WARRIORS
Fourteen Scientists and 
Fourteen Ways We Can Save 
Our Planet
Gehl, Laura
Millbrook/Lerner (72 pp.) 
$33.32 PLB  |  April 4, 2023  
9781728460406

A group of young, ethnically and geographically diverse sci-
entists share their passions and hopes for Earth’s climate future.

Unlike many books on climate change, this one empha-
sizes possibility and hope over doom. Fourteen scientists from 
such wide-ranging disciplines as psychology, materials science, 
urban planning, and cellular agriculture share with readers their 
particular area of expertise as it relates to climate and how a 
positive change can be effected. Each chapter highlights one 
scientist and is laid out in the same way, with a basic intro of 
the scientist’s childhood interests, a photo of the scientist, 
details on how their work pertains to climate science, and 
what readers can do to help. Geared toward middle-grade read-
ers, the book simply and effectively introduces key concepts 
such as feedback loops and computer models. More compli-
cated, potentially unfamiliar words (public policy, cardiovascular 
disorders) are printed in blue type within the text, which cues 
readers to find their definitions in a sidebar nearby. The book 
doesn’t overwhelm readers with specifics or too many statistics, 
and it does leave them with a sense that real, positive change 
is possible. A separate section outlines ways readers can help 
fight climate change. While the suggestions may not seem that 
impactful (take shorter showers, write to politicians), the nar-
rative emphasizes over and over the effectiveness of working 
together to accomplish a goal. People depicted throughout the 
various photos are diverse.

Practical, creative, and empowering. (glossary, source 
notes, bibliography, further reading, index, photo credits) 
(Nonfiction. 7-14)

THE FATHER GOOSE 
TREASURY OF POETRY
101 Favorite Poems for 
Children
Ghigna, Charles
Illus. by Sara Brezzi
Schiffer (128 pp.) 
$24.99  |  April 28, 2023
9780764365690  

A sampler of the veteran poet’s work, gathering 101 rhymes 
on seasons, animals, writing poetry, and like homey topics.

Short and simple are the watchwords, as most entries are lim-
ited to a few stanzas, few of the lines are more than a couple 
of words or a brief phrase, and both language and imagery are 
easy to comprehend. Some poems are playful; a celebration of 

“Spring!” goes, for instance, “Across the meadow / By the creek 
/ Bees are playing / Hive and seek.” Others are reflective, as 

Ghigna invites readers to “hear / A hush of sounds” on “Quiet 
Days” or, in a closing series, to think metaphorically of a poem 
as a play, a painting, a song, a spiderweb, “a laugh. / A sigh. / An 
echo / Passing by.” Brezzi taxes her artistic license by contra-
dicting lines about a baby dove not yet ready to leave the nest 
by depicting the bird in midair…and though the poet often 
writes in first person, there is little sign of human presence in 
the pictures beyond occasional small silhouettes or glimpses of 
distant buildings. Still, in general her mix of landscapes, wide 
skies, and delicately detailed close-ups of grasses and wildflow-
ers both adds bright washes of earth tones and expands on the 
understated lyricism of the verses.

Brief, enjoyable bits of verse well suited to reading or shar-
ing with younger audiences. (subject index, title index) (Poetry. 
3-6)

ROADS TO FAMILY
All the Ways We Come To Be
Ginocchio, Rachel HS
Illus. by Mel Latthitham
Twenty-First Century/Lerner (144 pp.) 
$37.32 PLB  |  April 4, 2023  
9781728424545

A rich and resourceful guide to how 
families are made.

The book opens with a reassuring 
introduction reminding readers that 

human reproduction takes many different forms, and each 
one is valid. This sets the tone for the remaining chapters: 

“Baby-Making Basics,” “Insemination,” “In Vitro Fertilization,” 
“Beyond Assisted Reproduction,” “Donor-Conceived Perspec-
tives,” and “Family Is What You Make It.” The book features 
real-life stories to make the content more accessible, but even 
explanations that involve complex topics such as DNA or the 
details of IVF are written in clear language that is easy to under-
stand. One of the strongest chapters is the one that explores 
nature versus nurture through the lens of people conceived 
through donor sperm or eggs. It highlights the examples of 
four people in their mid-20s, each of whom grew up in a dif-
ferent family but who share the same anonymous sperm donor. 
It describes, among other things, their parents’ decisions and 
characteristics they each share with their donor and the fami-
lies that raised them. The same chapter clearly differentiates 
sex and gender and describes the regulation of the donor indus-
try in the U.S. The book is nuanced, bringing to the forefront 
the validity of all families along with answers to the questions 
young people might have about themselves and others. The 
attractive color diagrams and simple but engaging illustrations 
elevate and enhance the text. 

A strong and accessible resource for both school reports 
and elective reading. (glossary, source notes, selected bibliog-
raphy, further information, index) (Nonfiction. 11-16)

http://kirkus.com
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THIS IS THE PLANET 
WHERE I LIVE 
Going, K.L.
Illus. by Debra Frasier
Beach Lane/Simon & Schuster (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 21, 2023
978-1-4814-6563-2  

So many things on our planet are 
connected. 

Using a cumulative nursery rhyme format similar to “The 
House That Jack Built,” the text begins with “This is the planet 
where I live” and slowly builds to give a simple but detailed 
account of ecosystems and the food web. While the rhyming 
text is appropriate for younger readers, skillful storytellers may 
want to use this book with older children as well to help start 
discussions of conservation, science, and even climate change. 
The verses themselves are magnificent, culminating in a story 
that’s equally pleasing to say aloud as it is to consider: “These 
are the creatures / who live and die / deep in the oceans / on 
which we rely / to produce the clouds / that coast and cry / to 
water the trees / that stretch up high / giving nests to the birds 
/ who soar in the sky / who feed on the insects / who fly nearby. 
// Animals, fields, / shelter for friends, / every creature alive 
/ on each other depends— / all on the planet / where we live.” 
Though the text is a delight, the collage illustrations are the real 
stars of the show, a mix of Matisse-inspired art and photography. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A stunning tribute that will make future conservationists 
out of all who read it. (Informational picture book. 4-10)

I WANT TO BE BIG!
Golden, Tiffany
Illus. by Sawyer Cloud
Page Street (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 11, 2023
978-1-64567-630-0  

The youngest child in a family imag-
ines how exciting life would be if they 
were bigger.

The narrator longs to be “bigger than Big Brother. Bigger 
than Big Sister. Bigger than Mom. Bigger than Dad.” Being big 
will allow them to do a host of activities, from eating candy 
to staying up late to reaching high counters, as well as some 
head-scratching choices, like swimming with sharks, becoming 
friends with Bigfoot, and digging to the center of the Earth. The 
child is granted their wish. Soon enough, however, they want to 
become even bigger, as they believe “being bigger will be even 
better!” Once again their size changes, and they become even 
bigger than before and soon learn the age-old lesson to be care-
ful what you wish for. Whimsical illustrations, which depict a 
happy family that presents as Black, complement the text. Rep-
etition (“Bigger than a whale. Bigger than a redwood. Bigger 
than a mountain. Bigger than everything!”) throughout makes 
this story a strong choice for reading aloud. The longing to be 

bigger and more independent is a common desire of young chil-
dren and will likely resonate with many kids and their caregivers. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Playfully speaks to the longings of young children. (Picture 
book. 3-5)

PATRICK WIGGLESWORTH’S 
BIZARRE BIBLE ADVENTURE
Over My Head
Hagler, Liz & Jack Hagler
Illus. by Liz Hagler
Tyndale Kids (272 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  March 7, 2023
9781496462961 
Series: Patrick Wigglesworth’s Bizarre 
Bible Adventure, 1 

A 10-year-old boy journals about his 
time-travel adventures, all while navigating fourth grade. 

Patrick Wigglesworth is an average kid who often finds him-
self in weird situations—including being sucked into the pages 
of his Bible. Moses takes Patrick on a tour of what happens in 
the first five books of the Old Testament, during which he wit-
nesses Creation and gets to help Adam label all the animals with 
tags written in Sharpie. He sees chaos at the Tower of Babel and 
changes baby Isaac’s diapers for Sarah and Abraham. He joins 
the enslaved Israelites, watches baby Moses get adopted by 
Pharaoh’s daughter, and wanders the desert in the exodus from 
Egypt. Patrick even tries to reverse-engineer the recipe for 
manna so he can sell it at home and make millions. Meantime, 
he still returns home to play with his best friend, go to school, 
get annoyed by his little sister, and deal with his bully. The snap-
shots of popular Bible stories seen from a modern kid’s perspec-
tive are humorous and offer material for discussion. However, 
Patrick’s flippant remarks, for example, around the Israelites’ 
suffering, can feel insensitive. His present-day commentary fre-
quently expresses misogyny and toxic masculinity presented as 
humor. Patrick and most contemporary characters read White; 
Biblical figures are portrayed in the monochromatic, cartoon-
style illustrations with lightly shaded skin and garb that evokes 
the Middle East such as long robes and keffiyeh.

A mixed bag: engaging Bible tales muddied by some crass 
delivery. (Graphic religious fiction. 8-12)

PEBBLE AND WREN
Hallbeck, Chris
Clarion/HarperCollins (240 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $13.99 paper  |  April 11, 2023
9780358541295
9780358541288 paper  

A young monster makes a human 
friend.

When Pebble, who is ungendered, 
must venture out of the hidden forest 

“A stunning tribute that will make future 
conservationists out of all who read it.”

this is the planet where i live

http://kirkus.com


1 1 8   |   1  f e b r 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   |  

and into the world of humans (to unlock their skills, a monster 
rite of passage according to their parents), everything seems 
daunting. But one house is welcoming: It’s populated by Wren, a 
human child with black hair and light skin, and her two fathers, 
one brown-skinned and one pale. Pebble is a shape-shifter 
and by default is a stout, orange bean shape with two big eyes; 
skinny, stretchy arms; and two large horns. The little monster 
is fond of food or, in fact, anything that can be eaten, including 
books, rocks, and furniture. Pebble’s special skill seems elusive 
as the pair become close friends. Wren, however, has talents of 
her own. She enjoys explaining things and instructing Pebble 
on a variety of topics: moon phases, humans’ inner ear structure 
and skeletal anatomy, and the thermodynamics of refrigeration. 
Hallbeck’s tidy narrative emerges from a format largely con-
sisting of four easy-to-follow frames per page. The nine chap-
ters feel episodic but are winningly tied together by the pair’s 
developing understanding of each other, achieved through ordi-
nary life and a few extraordinary moments. An adventure into 
the monsters’ forest to retrieve a special pen, a shared dream 
sequence, and Wren’s learning to communicate telepathically 
with Pebble feel both magical and natural—so much so that 
Pebble doesn’t realize their special skill has actually been found. 

Endearing and slightly offbeat. (Graphic fantasy. 8-12)

HAMRA AND THE JUNGLE 
OF MEMORIES
Hanna Alkaf
Harper/HarperCollins (400 pp.) 
$16.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-0-06-320795-0  

There are rules for children who 
go into Malaysian jungles, and they 
shouldn’t be broken.

On Hamra’s 13th birthday, Malaysia 
is under lockdown because of the pan-

demic, leaving her mother working long hours at the hospi-
tal, her father preoccupied with the vulnerable people his aid 
organization serves, and Hamra stuck at home looking after 
her grandparents. Hamra’s grandmother has begun forgetting 
things, wandering farther and farther away from home and leav-
ing Hamra upset and perpetually concerned. In the middle of 
all this, Hamra stumbles upon a beautiful jambu air tree in the 
forest, but when she plucks a fruit from it, she angers the were-
tiger of Langkawi, leading her to make a deal to settle her debt 
and perhaps help her grandmother at the same time. Accom-
panied by the weretiger and Ilyas Chang Abdullah, her best 
friend and neighbor, Hamra sets out on a quest that will bring 
her face to face with creatures from Malaysian legends as well as 
her own fears and flaws. A retelling of “Little Red Riding Hood” 
that manages to both feel distinctly Malaysian and capture 
and interrogate contemporary concerns, this is a tale of family, 
friendship, and sacrifice. Hamra’s journey to find strength and 
understanding within herself is well matched with her physical 
journey through the jungle. Hamra is Malay; Ilyas is cued Malay 
and Chinese.

Both mature and whimsical, demonstrating how magic 
and modern-day anxieties can intersect. (Fantasy. 9-13)

HOW TO MAKE A MOVIE 
IN 12 DAYS 
Hardy, Fiona
Kane Miller (288 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  March 1, 2023
9781684646302  

Time isn’t all that presses on an 
11-year-old Australian auteur.

As if juggling shooting schedules, 
budgets, last-minute crew and script 
changes, and unforeseen family business 

isn’t tricky enough, it seems that there are also unknown sabo-
teurs getting in the way of letting Hayley Whelan finish the film 
she wants to make in her prickly but beloved grandmother’s 
memory during the tight interval between school terms. Hardy 
vigorously cranks up the suspense with both a mystery and an 
impending deadline while imparting a convincing picture of 
the problems, technical savvy, and astounding amounts of plan-
ning and passion that even amateur filmmaking can entail. In 
the process, she dishes up a delicious cast that features on the 
one hand Hayley’s scene-stealing little sister, Jennifer (who gets 
many, but by no means all, of the good lines), and on the other, 
a diverse working crew of classmates including members who 
are Mexican and Malaysian Australian as well as Wemba Wemba 
and Gamilaroi (Hayley and her family present as White). Their 
buy-in and personal loyalty survive extreme tests on the way 
to the tearful and cathartic premiere. It’s a sorrow that the 
final film—a horror flick entitled (wink wink) Rosebud, about a 
child-eating rosebush—is only fictive, but in compensation, the 
author does strew nods and references to real ones throughout 
for budding cineastes to pick up. 

Order up plenty of popcorn and settle back for a tense, 
intense, delightful ride. (Fiction. 9-12)

HOW TO WRITE THE 
SOUNDTRACK TO YOUR LIFE
Hardy, Fiona
Kane Miller (288 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  March 1, 2023
9781684646319  

The shock of hearing her original 
music online spurs a shy keyboard player 
into action.

Trotting in several of the racially 
diverse preteen classmates of her co-

published How To Make a Movie in 12 Days (2023) to fill out the 
rich supporting cast, Australian author Hardy gives socially anx-
ious 11-year-old Murphy Parker, who presents White, the lead 
in an episode that speaks to the ethics of stealing intellectual 
property. The novel also sensitively models friendships—true 

“Order up plenty of popcorn and settle back 
for a tense, intense, delightful ride.”

how to make a movie in 12 days
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and otherwise—and ways of living with a clinically depressed 
parent. It’s bad enough that an unknown band is dropping pop-
ular videos playing thinly disguised arrangements of Murphy’s 
original compositions, ones she’s sure she’s never played in pub-
lic. Perhaps even worse, her claim at school that the music is 
hers touches off a virulent round of taunts and scoffing—even 
from supposed friends. But, unexpectedly, not from quiet class-
mate Avery, a boy who turns out to be as alive as she is to ambi-
ent sounds and aural patterns, and his decidedly un-quiet bestie, 
Zara, a wheelchair-using serial crusader who takes up the cause 
despite Murphy’s reluctance to make scenes. Along with new 
and better friends, the ultimately successful investigation and 
confrontation leaves Murphy feeling more in control both of 
her music and her home life with her single dad, too. 

Upbeat, light in tone, and both deft and respectful in its 
exploration of characters and issues. (author’s note) (Fiction. 
9-12)

MAMA SHAMSI AT THE 
BAZAAR
Hassani, Mojdeh & Samira Iravani
Illus. by Maya Fidawi
Dial Books (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Feb. 28, 2023
978-0-593-11061-4  

When an Iranian child and her grandmother set off for Teh-
ran’s bazaar, the little one sees it as an opportunity to hide in her 
grandmother’s chador.

Although Samira is eager to help her grandmother shop, she 
worries that the marketplace will be overwhelming. Despite 
Mama Shamsi’s reassurance, Samira asks if she can hide under 
her grandmother’s chador. Mama Shamsi counters Samira’s 
requests with clever responses, claiming, for example, that if 
Samira huddles on Mama Shamsi’s back, the pair will look like 
a turtle and that if she squeezes against Mama Shamsi’s belly, 
they will resemble a kangaroo. The back and forth continues 
until they arrive at the bazaar, where Mama Shamsi promises 
Samira that she will always keep her safe. The rhythmic, playful 
text beautifully captures the dual patter of an excited child and 
a bustling city. The authors’ note, which describes the writers’ 
own childhood experiences playing with their relatives’ chadors, 
not only imbues the text with meaning, but also helpfully points 
out elements of the richly hued, often comedically exaggerated 
illustrations that they find particularly Iranian and especially 
meaningful. The authors also stress the importance of offering 
a loving depiction of the chador to counter portrayals of the 
veil as “a symbol of hate.” Although the title is a bit misleading 
(the tale ends just before the characters enter the bazaar), this 
is nevertheless a charming and comforting tale. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A sweet and gentle story about an oft-misunderstood gar-
ment. (Picture book. 3-6)

RISE TO THE SKY 
How the World’s 
Tallest Trees Grow Up
Hirsch, Rebecca E.
Illus. by Mia Posada
Millbrook/Lerner (32 pp.) 
$20.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781728440873  

How do trees grow?
The team that produced Plants Can’t Sit Still (2016) uses the 

same winning formula of a few well-chosen words and appeal-
ing images to describe how trees can become the “tallest living 
thing” on Earth. Hirsch’s poetic text starts at the beginning, 
with seeds and sprouts, going on to describe how young trees 
use sunlight to feed themselves, take in water from the ground 
and carbon dioxide from the air, and return oxygen and water to 
the air. As trees grow taller, their roots grow wider, “intertwine 
with the roots of their neighbors...and help hold the tree up.” 
Seeds fall, and the cycle begins again. This sequence is splen-
didly illustrated with Posada’s textured, stylized, though accu-
rate cut-paper collages and watercolors, each spread showing a 
different stage. One spread must be turned sideways, empha-
sizing the incredible height of some trees. The backmatter 
explains the process in more detail, introducing relevant vocab-
ulary and answering some anticipated questions. There are also 
photographs of some of the world’s tallest tree species and a 
map showing where they can be found. With graceful, easy-
to-read-aloud text and illustrations that would show well to a 
group, this would be a welcome addition to a nature-themed 
storytime. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A well-focused, beautiful, and informative introduction to 
the arboreal world. (activities, further reading) (Informational 
picture book. 4-9)

HARBORING HOPE
The True Story of How Henny 
Sinding Helped Denmark’s 
Jews Escape the Nazis
Hood, Susan
Harper/HarperCollins (400 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 21, 2023
978-0-06-321448-4  

A story highlighting elements of 
Denmark’s role in the Second World War, 
with an inspiring young hero at its center.

Denmark is one of the few countries with a World War 
II record to be proud of—according to the book, 7,742 of the 
country’s 8,250 Jews survived with the brave assistance of non-
Jewish citizens—so Hood’s choice to focus on the rare uplift-
ing story from this period is a sound one. Twenty-two-year-old 
Henny Sinding, the daughter of a naval officer, helped smuggle 
hundreds of Jews to safety in Sweden on the Gerda III, a boat 
that was originally used to maintain buoys and lighthouses. 
Hood tells us that “people later compared Henny to / Pippi 
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Longstocking, / the playful, / unconventional, / compassionate, / 
‘strongest girl in the world,’ ” and also that “like the Little Mer-
maid, / Henny discovered / that being human can be painful.” 
But these intriguing insights are not centered, rather smothered 
by hundreds of pages that slowly unfold, tracing the Danish role 
in the war and sometimes reading like children’s encyclopedia 
entries with line breaks. And if the line breaks are intended to 
help reluctant readers by putting fewer words on each page, the 
vocabulary and sentence construction used often work against 
accessibility and comprehension. The book is very long, and it 
is neither lively nor lyrical. 

A bit of a slog for the target audience. (author’s note, 
who’s who, map, historical notes, photographs, poetry notes, 
sources, bibliography) (Verse nonfiction. 10-14)

A PIGEON IN PARIS
Petite Takes Flight
Howard, Paige
Illus. by Joanie Stone
Sleeping Bear Press (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 15, 2023
9781534111820  

In a parable of persistence and tough 
love, adorable, anthropomorphized pigeons 

underscore the importance of positivity. 
Sporting a purple bow around her neck, Mama pigeon flies in 

from parts unknown, and before we even see eggs, three babies 
appear: Chérie, Bisou, and Petite. Her siblings begin learning to 
fly, but Petite finds it impossible and decides that she will not. 
Mama cradles and indulges her, but in the morning, Petite finds 
herself alone in the nest. To her cries of hunger, her mother 
responds: Fly or wait for Mama to return. She waits. The next 
morning, fog seems a good excuse to stay in, but Mama tells 
her that, cloudy or sunny, pigeons must fly. Petite tries again, 
and Voila! Suddenly the sight of the distant nest causes her to 
plummet. Her siblings shout “Fly” and “Flap your wings,” and 
Petite triumphs. A final spread underscores the heavy-handedly 
delivered lesson: Negative thinking is bad, positive thinking is 
good, and encouragement is all you need to succeed. The super-
sweet illustrations focus on the airbrushed nest, the pastel sky, 
and the cute pigeons, who have expressive eyebrows above their 
round eyes. Defying gravity, the nest perches precariously on 
the end of a branch. The setting could be any city; nothing in 
the artwork evokes Paris but a couple of misty Eiffel Tower out-
lines. There’s no missing the story’s point, however. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Cheerful but preachy exhortation to leave the nest. (Picture 
book. 4-6)

YOUR SCHOOL IS THE BEST!
Hutchings, Maggie
Illus. by Felicita Sala
Tundra Books (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 9, 2023
9780735271647 
Series: The Curious Cockroach 

Perspective determines perception 
in this comic clash of human and roach 

viewpoints. 
Hutchings’ narrator, the confident cockroach introduced 

in Your Birthday Was the Best! (2022), enthusiastically celebrates 
a visit to “your” school (“you” being a light-skinned child with 
short blond hair). Self-assured but supremely un-self-aware, the 
roach is certain that you would be sad to realize you forgot to 
bring them along for show and tell, so the crawlie climbs aboard 
your backpack—with a crowd of family. After they covertly 
enjoy some fun classroom activities, your big presentation 
arrives, so the ebullient insect lets loose by dancing on your 
teacher’s head. The ensuing panic is cited as evidence of this 
performance’s success. During a lunchtime game of hide-and-
seek, the vermin crawl into your teacher’s lunchbox, precipitat-
ing her “little rest” (i.e., dead faint). Later, the narrator wants 
to join you and draw a picture, but the crayons are too heavy to 
hold, so they eat several colors instead—and then excrete a pile 
of rainbow pellets. (Kids, don’t try this at home.) The bug’s final 

“triumph” is their portrait of you, rendered in the excreted “rain-
bow paint,” which sends the kids screaming from the room but 
convinces the narrator that such art moves everyone to tears. 
Sala again provides perfect illustrations: a cheerful elementary 
classroom with diverse students, a perky individual little face 
for every roach, and realistic details to reward the inevitable 
rereading. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Another hilarious outing for the curious cockroach—and 
readers with strong stomachs. (Picture book. 5-7)

CAPTAIN SKIDMARK DANCES 
WITH DESTINY
Irwin, Jennifer A.
Charlesbridge (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-1-62354-254-2  

Navigating adolescence is hard; fam-
ily dynamics can make it even harder. 

Thirteen-year-old Will Stone feels 
like a loser. He’s a skittish new student 
at Boundary Street Middle School in 

Evanston, Ontario. His dad, the new principal, has cachet as a 
former professional hockey player, while Will has earned a spe-
cial level of disgrace after scoring a goal for the opposing team. 
Things might be looking up with the news that his cousin Alex, 
17, will be coming from cosmopolitan Montreal to live with 
them. Will sees a potential cool protector. Instead, Alex turns 
out to be a surly slob. Worse, he becomes the hockey team’s 
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new assistant coach. Deliverance comes unexpectedly: Will’s 
kinetic ricocheting as he flees bullies attracts the eye of Jesús 
Rodriguez, who invites Will into his dance studio. Will is leery, 
but the flattery of attractive Tessa Harper seals the deal. Will’s 
hockey skills fail to improve, but he doesn’t care as he tears it up 
on the dance floor, and his self-esteem blossoms. Now, how to 
break this news to his hockey-fanatic family? If the first half of 
Irwin’s bubbly debut is about finding one’s bliss, the second half 
tackles deeper, related questions about identity and masculin-
ity. The first-person narrative sometimes feels too sophisticated 
for the hyper hero, but there’s consistent humor, compassion 
in abundance, and relatable characters. Will and his family read 
White; some ethnic diversity is cued in the supporting cast.

Adolescent angst and its issues unpacked with a caring, 
comic eye. (Fiction. 10-13)

DOGS
A History of Our Best Friends
Judge, Lita
Abrams (56 pp.) 
$19.99  |  April 18, 2023
9781419755446  

A tail-wagging tribute to all the 
Spikes, Lassies, and other working and companion pooches in 
our lives.

Judge opens “long ago” (between 50,000 and 20,000 years 
ago), closes with a portrait gallery of 34 modern breeds, and 
in between traces the long history of our working association 
with the canine clan while celebrating the uniquely close and 
shared ties that have grown up in consequence…to the point 
that staring into a dog’s eyes produces in both brains oxyto-
cin, the hormone that prompts human mothers to hug their 
babies. The heartwarming narrative is more than matched by 
the intense appeal of the cheery, alert, eminently pettable look-
ing four-legged cast in the illustrations—seen willingly pulling 
sleds, guarding sheep, sniffing out truffles and disease, curled 
up in laps or in bed, providing guidance or aid to a racially 
diverse array of people in physical or emotional need, and gaz-
ing winningly up at visitors to an animal shelter…not to men-
tion bestowing multiple eager greetings and face licks to smiling 
children. “In almost every way imaginable, they have cared for 
us,” the author concludes. “But perhaps the most important 
thing dogs and humans can share is…love.” Backmatter fea-
tures profiles of 10 famous canines as well as a timeline, a list of 
sources, and an author’s note. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Sweeter than a scratch behind the ears. (Informational picture 
book. 4-7)

DANBI’S FAVORITE DAY 
Kim, Anna
Viking (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 25, 2023
978-0-451-47893-1  

A young Korean immigrant hosts a 
cultural get-together honoring the lead-
ers of tomorrow.

In this follow-up to Danbi Leads the School Parade (2020), 
the title character has an ambitious plan. Proudly sharing her 
Korean heritage, she invites her classmates to celebrate Chil-
dren’s Day—“the day all your wishes come true!”—with the 
promise of castles, train rides, and “thousands of chocolate 
chip cookies.” (Mommy later explains that the day is also about 

“celebrating the children on Earth who will one day lead the 
world.”) On the big day, when sunny weather darkens into a 
thunderstorm that not only crashes the outdoor picnic, but also 
threatens to dampen high spirits, Danbi’s family-owned deli 
transforms into a treasure-hunt venue stocked with fixings for a 
hands-on adventure. In an inspired bid to save her party, Danbi 
creates an edible “volcano” covered in whipped cream and 
cherry syrup, sparking everyone’s imagination and eager partic-
ipation. Before long, a “sandwich train” materializes, compris-
ing cars filled with ingredients ranging from ham and bulgogi 
to cheese and curry. Relishing their teamwork and accomplish-
ments, Danbi feels a “pink, happy tickle” in her tummy where 
once there had been butterflies. By the time the skies are clear 
again, Mom lifts her rainbow cake from the steamer and choco-
late chip cookies emerge from the oven. Kim’s exquisite art-
work renders distinct personalities and characters represented 
by diverse skin colors and hairstyles, priceless expressions, and 
irrepressible energy. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An endearing and hopeful expression of spontaneous fun 
and togetherness. (Picture book. 4-7)

UNDER-THE-SEA SEDER
Koffsky, Ann D.
Apples & Honey Press (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  March 7, 2023
9781681155944  

During a seder, a young Jewish girl 
gets antsy.

Miri is too noisy, and her parents don’t like the way she 
“slurp[s] down her grape juice” or “crunche[s] on a matzah.” She 
and Abby, her cat, find a way to flee the boring, long meal. They 
hide under the table, where a fish embroidered on the tablecloth 
seemingly comes to life, sea plants grow, and a seder submarine 
carries the pair under the sea. They find themselves at a seder 
attended by three wildly colored sea monsters, complete with a 
seder plate containing symbolic holiday foods. Everyone comes 
together to celebrate, the creatures, Abby, and Miri speaking, 
respectively, Sea Monster, Cat, and Hebrew (all translated into 
English in footnotes) and the others listening as Miri begins the 
four questions. They then leave the table for dancing. But Miri 

“A tail-wagging tribute to all the Spikes, Lassies, and 
other working and companion pooches in our lives.”

dogs
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hears her parents calling, so she and Abby return to the sub and 
head home in time for Miri to sing seder songs and dance with 
her family. With overtones of Maurice Sendak’s Where the Wild 
Things Are (1963), this read-aloud brings a creative element to 
the holiday. The humorous, vibrant illustrations depict most 
human characters as light-skinned, though one guest has dark 
brown skin. The author provides useful ideas for actively involv-
ing children in the holiday. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Marine fun and fantasy make for a magical Passover cel-
ebration. (note to families) (Picture book. 4-6)

ELLA KVELLEPHANT AND THE 
SEARCH FOR BUBBE’S 
YIDDISH TREASURE
Kostman, Jen
Kalaniot Books (32 pp.) 
$19.99  |  April 25, 2023
9798986396514  

Hunting a “lost” language.
Ella the elephant and her pachyderm 

family—Bubbe, Zeyde, and little brother 
Eli—visit the beach. Bubbe peppers her conversation with Yid-
dish words but regrets she’s forgotten—“lost”—many words in 
that ancient language; she calls them a “treasure.” Ella, proud of 
her treasure-hunting skills, promises to help Bubbe find them 
and builds a ship from sand to go exploring. A wave ruins it, 
but undaunted Ella falls asleep and dreams of adventure. Alas, 
she doesn’t find what she seeks because she doesn’t know what 
a “lost language” looks like. As the family gets ready to head 
home, Ella spies a Yiddish lexicon on a table displaying “Sea-
side Treasures” and—better yet—recaps the day in an animated 
exclamation laced with every Yiddish word Bubbe used, even in 
the order she said them! Bubbe confirms Ella’s hunting prow-
ess, crowing that the Yiddish “was inside you all along!” This 
cheerful story celebrating a loving family overplays the language 
shtick and strains credulity: Ella doesn’t know what Yiddish is 
yet can recall all Bubbe’s Yiddish terms and verbalize them cor-
rectly in context on her first try soon after hearing the words. 
The energetic illustrations fare better; the depiction of Ella’s 
shipboard exploration is especially vivid. All characters are ani-
mals. Yiddish words are set in a larger, boldfaced, capitalized 
red font. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Cute but somewhat illogical. (“what is Yiddish?”, glos-
sary of Yiddish words with English definitions, pronunciation 
guides, and words spelled with Hebrew lettering) (Picture book. 
4-8)

ANIMALS IN PANTS
Levinson, Suzy
Illus. by Kristen Howdeshell &  
Kevin Howdeshell
Cameron Kids (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 11, 2023
9781951836627  

In this collection of poems, rhymed 
commentary sets off a menagerie of 
elegantly attired fashionistas strutting 

their stuff.
“Far below a barren field that’s looking fairly frozen / ground-

hogs dance the polka in their cozy lederhosen.” With sure com-
mand of metrics as well as excellent comic timing, Levinson 
dishes out pithy observations on animals from “Lions and tiger 
and bears (oh my!)” to snakes and spiders, all striking poses in 
the Howdeshells’ flat, screen print–style fashion plates. If some 
choices of attire do not come off as well (“Cheetahs in leopard-
print leggings? / So sleek! / Horses in zebra-print jeggings? / Trés 
chic! / Porcupines stuffed into unitards? / Eek”), still, the deer 
and antelope leaping balletically in sweatpants, gyrating “King-
aroos” in sequined jumpsuits and “blue / suede / shoes,” and a 
trash can tableau of “raccoons… / in fine pantaloons” exude élan 
as seemingly effortless as the rhymes. Nor is outerwear all that’s 
in the closet: “Do you wonder / what is under / every turtle’s 
shell? / Underpants are what is under. / Undershirts, as well.” 
Those shells probably chafe something fierce. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A tailor-made parade for younger clotheshorses. (Picture 
book/poetry. 5-8)

SQUISHED 
Lloyd, Megan Wagner
Illus. by Michelle Mee Nutter
Graphix/Scholastic (256 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  March 7, 2023
9781338568936  

A young girl struggles to find her own 
space among her many siblings.

Eleven-year-old Avery Annie Lee is 
one of seven children in a family living in 
a small, bucolic town in Maryland. Avery 

loves art; her two BFFs, Dani and Cameron; and the annual end-
of-summer fair. After the latest embarrassing incident, this one 
involving her toddler brother at fifth grade graduation, Avery 
is tormented with adolescent agita: Her large family makes her 
endlessly self-conscious and irritated, leaving her yearning for 
a room of her own and the coveted solitude it would afford her. 
When she learns from her older brother that her parents are 
considering uprooting the family and moving to Oregon, Avery 
is thrown. This sophomore stand-alone graphic novel from 
Lloyd and Nutter, whose earlier collaboration brought read-
ers Allergic (2021), is another absolute delight. Lloyd’s carefully 
nuanced characters feel all too real and are masterfully brought 

“A charming and achingly relatable snapshot of life in a big family.”
squished

http://kirkus.com


|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 2 3   |   1 2 3

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

to life by Nutter’s stylish, full-color art. The dynamics among 
the Lee family members are adroitly rendered, down to the lit-
tlest exchanges; in one brief scene, Mr. Lee brings the kids to 
the skating rink, and another dad asks if all the kids are his as 
the scene cuts to a close-up of a visually deflated and obviously 
embarrassed Avery. Those who relish the tales of Raina Telge-
meier, Jennifer L. Holm, and Kayla Miller will be utterly capti-
vated. The Lees are implied Korean American; Dani is White, 
and Cameron is Black.

A charming and achingly relatable snapshot of life in a big 
family. (Graphic fiction. 8-12)

CITY OF SECRETS
London, Alex
Scholastic (272 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781338716696 
Series: Battle Dragons, 3 

The exile of young dragon rider Abel 
from Drakopolis leads to the launch of 
a dragon liberation movement in this 
third series entry.

Freshly arrived in the isolated town 
of Glassblower’s Gulch with his parents and squabbling older 
sibs, Abel is quick to learn that local sheriff Bina Skint and her 
brutal deputy, Manchi, are not only on the take, but run a regular 
rodeo in which troublemakers are forced to fight deadly drag-
ons. Since Abel soon finds himself struggling to secretly harbor 
and train an illegal baby wyvern foisted on him by new friend 
Kayda and her moms, it’s only a matter of time before he’s in the 
arena himself—and on the road to startling discoveries about 
the supposedly feral and nonsentient monsters. London contin-
ues to weave nuanced explorations of family relationships into 
his action-packed plots and also to wheel in crowd-pleasing 
flocks of fire-, glass-, acid-, or lethal-loogie–spitting dragons of 
many types and temperaments as he reassembles both the dra-
conian and White-presenting and gender diverse human cast 
from previous episodes for a lengthy climactic aerial battle that 
shows every sign of extending back to Drakopolis in the next 
outing. Stay tuned. 

More than enough mayhem, mischief, and awesome aerial 
exploits to send young dracophiles soaring and roaring. (Fan-
tasy. 9-13)

FELICE AND THE 
WAILING WOMAN
López, Diana
Kokila (288 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 18, 2023
978-0-593-32649-7 
Series: Los Monstruos, 1 

In this series opener, 12-year-old 
Felice discovers her mother is La Llo-
rona and embarks on a journey of 
self-discovery.

The magical town of Tres Leches, Tejas, is home to La Llo-
rona, a famous spirit from Mexican folklore. Haunting the local 
river, she cries out for her lost children. When Felice—whose 
father is absent and who believes her mother is dead—learns 
the truth, she sets her sights on visiting the river and meeting 
her mother. However, her overwhelming fear of water is one 
obstacle. Another is the opposition of her guardian, Uncle 
Clem. But Felice ultimately travels from her Corpus Christi 
home to Tres Leches along with its quirky mayor, Reynaldo, 
Clem’s best friend. There she learns that the town is less sweet 
than advertised: Despite the abundance of bakeries, the towns-
people are unkind, and dangers lurk in even a field of bluebon-
net flowers. Felice pairs up with two young outcasts who also 
have supernatural parents—Ava, the daughter of La Lechuza, 
and Rooster, the son of a devil—to reunite with her mother and 
save the town from its magical curses. Explorations of bullying, 
grief, loss, and fear permeate the landscape and are naturally 
woven into the story. The characterizations of the secondary 
characters are well developed. This intriguing adventure center-
ing Mexican American characters gives a maligned monstruo a 
backstory that reframes her story sympathetically. It will leave 
readers anticipating the sequel. 

A fresh, feminist take on Mexican folktales, rooted in fam-
ily, belonging, and acceptance. (author’s note) (Fiction. 8-12)

IF I WERE
López Ávila, Pilar
Illus. by Gina Rosas Moncada
Reycraft Books (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  April 1, 2023
9781478885283  

An imaginative round-robin survey 
of nature and one human’s part to play in 
the chain.

An unnamed narrator, seen only in shadowy outline on the 
final spread, imagines what they would like to be and do in the 
wild world. If they were a tree, their branches “would dance 
to the sound of the wind.” If they were the wind, their breeze 

“would carry seeds to the deserts.” The pattern goes on, through 
sandcastles/sand and the ocean to whales, salt, deer, birds, hum-
mingbirds, flowers, mist, cloud, and back to tree to complete 
the circle. The actions described are a mix of realistic and fan-
tastical: If the narrator were salt, they would “salt the grass that 
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feeds the deer,” and if a desert, they would “play with the dunes 
to build sandcastles.” The final spread is a humdinger of an eco-
logical message: Since they are none of those imagined things, 
they will “plant seeds for trees to grow and thus dance with the 
branches to the sound of the wind.” The stylized illustrations 
play with texture, color, light versus dark, and size differences 
to fascinating effect. The hummingbird kissing the flowers 
centers an up-close view of the flower, the beak and eye of the 
hummingbird just barely on the page. And the whimsical deer 
with bird-decorated antlers is a delight. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

Sure to lead youngsters to consider what they could be and 
do in nature…and then to plant a tree. (Picture book. 3-7)

I FEEL THE WORLD
Louise, Zanni & Ameika Johnson
Illus. by Nina Gould
Five Mile Press/Trafalgar (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 11, 2023
978-1-922677-29-7  

A little bear learns about their 
emotions.

A young brown bear is initially 
swarmed by butterflies representing 

feelings in “different shades, / sizes, colours, textures, shapes. 
/ Big and bold and loud and strong. / A quiet hum. A gentle 
song.” Couplets, with occasionally forced wording to create 
the rhyme, detail positive and negative emotions that the 
bear experiences. Eye-catching illustrations of the big-eyed 
bear and other adorable animals capture those sentiments, 
from the calm of a “morning lake. A cloudless sky. / A bubbling 
creek that skittles by” to the chaos of emotions that “creep 
from / nowhere, fast!” Sometimes, strong feelings make the 
bear want to hide; they even manifest themselves in physi-
cal symptoms. “Head hurts. Sore tum. Cannot sleep.” But the 
little bear learns to cope (“Stop. / Breathe in. / Big breath out”) 
and to remember a bad feeling is “okay. / It’s just the way I 
feel today.” The text is didactic in places, but this little bear 
is very relatable, and their experiences will encourage young 
children to share their emotions and struggles. Detailed back-
matter, with suggestions for discussing feelings, activities, and 

“tips for managing big feelings,” will support adults as they help 
children understand and moderate their emotions. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Will start a dialogue to help children bring big, out-of-con-
trol feelings into perspective. (Picture book. 4-8)

A BED OF STARS
Love, Jessica
Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-1-5362-1239-6  

Under the desert night sky, Dad helps his child find cosmic 
comfort.

The vast universe has made a child feel too small despite their 
close family. Until, the young narrator tells us, they and their father 
pack their old pickup, driving through the “rubber and french fries” 
smell of the city and the “sweet and smoky” mountain scent to camp 
off-road in a remote arroyo. Together they see tiny beetle prints, 
jump in sand dunes, name birds, build a fire, watch the sunset, and 
stretch out in the truck bed. A thoughtful, small human, the child 
admits to being scared of “how big the universe is and how it goes 
on and on forever.” But equally thoughtful Dad explains that stars, 
beetles, birds, and even people are made of energy. Angst is not eas-
ily tamed, but snuggling and giving the constellations idiosyncratic 
names help, as does Mom’s back-at-home surprise: glowing stars 
covering the narrator’s room. In this bed under the stars, this bud-
ding philosopher finally feels “at home here in the universe.” It’s 
a quiet, contemplative tale that might not strike a chord with all 
readers but will reassure those who share the protagonist’s worries. 
Delicate, realistic art plays warm orange and brown hues against 
blues from pale to indigo, balancing (living) warmth and (interstel-
lar) distance. The child and family are light-skinned and redheaded. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A lovely vision for small, sensitive existentialists. (Picture 
book. 6-8)

POPPY THROUGH 
THE PAINTINGS
Lucht, Julie
Illus. by Dan McGeehan
Brown Books Kids (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  April 18, 2023
9781612545905  

A fourth grade museum visit precipi-
tates one girl’s dizzying adventure.

Teacher, classmates, and museum guards miss seeing goggle-
eyed, light-skinned, redheaded Poppy lean against Vincent van 
Gogh’s Bedroom in Arles, nose to the canvas, and fall in. She pock-
ets a pearl earring and climbs a chair to leap from an open win-
dow, landing in Grant Wood’s American Gothic and then in Edvard 
Munch’s Scream, where the open-mouthed screamer wants her 
to stay. Instead, Poppy jumps off a bridge, briefly finds herself in 
Claude Monet’s The Water Lilies, and reaches George Seurat’s Sun-
day Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte. Rene Magritte’s apple-
faced man takes her to Edward Hopper’s Nighthawks diner, where 
she falls through a pile of Andy Warhol’s soup cans. She decides to 
give the pearl to Johannes Vermeer’s Girl With the Pearl Earring (as 
the subject has only one earring), but when it slips from her hand, 
she goes after it—and slips out onto the museum floor (where no 
one has missed her). Poppy’s Black bus-seat companion, Rosie, 
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literally just along for the ride, plays no role. Even in the distorted 
reproductions, cartoonish Poppy sticks out oddly. Unlike in James 
Mayhew’s Katie books, the metrically challenged text ignores the 
art, offering no background or context. Did Poppy learn anything 
about the paintings? Did we? (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A heedless, unenlightening tumble through famous works 
of art. (“gallery” with information on the paintings) (Picture 
book. 6-9)

LAST FLIGHT
Mai Giang, Kristen
Illus. by Dow Phumiruk
Levine Querido (56 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-1-64614-086-2  

A Vietnamese family’s escape from 
impending war.

In 1975 Saigon, a young girl—based 
on the author’s older sister Linh—and her family cross a bus-
tling street. It’s intimidatingly busy, but Ba and Ma taught her, 

“Don’t be afraid….Just walk. Don’t stop.” And with a deep breath, 
they make it. But soon the “slap slap of sandals” and “buzz hum 
of motorbikes” are joined by the new sounds of war—like warn-
ing whistles and booms. “Saigon is falling,” and the family, like 
many others, attempts to leave. Drawing from her and her fam-
ily’s experience fleeing Vietnam, Mai Giang relied on accounts 
from Linh and others to tell this fictionalized story of the last 
commercial flight out of Saigon before its surrender to North 
Vietnam. Ba’s company, Pan Am, promised to fly the family to 
America, but bureaucracy and logistics complicate things as 
conflict grows. With the help and kindness of others, including 
Ba’s boss, Mr. Topping (who is Black), one last flight departs—
with the protagonist and her family on it. Bringing the narra-
tive full circle, with a deep breath, the family crosses the street 
to their new home. Mai Giang’s sensory-filled prose gently and 
evocatively communicates a personal wartime story. Phumiruk’s 
clean, soft illustrations, done in Photoshop and pencil, bring to 
life a gamut of emotions. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A moving and illuminating story of family, war, courage, 
and newfound home. (author’s note, facts about the flight, 
photo of author and her family, bibliography) (Picture book. 4-8)

THE GREAT GIRAFFE RESCUE
Saving the Nubian Giraffes
Markle, Sandra
Millbrook/Lerner (40 pp.) 
$33.32 PLB  |  April 4, 2023
9781728443218 
Series: Sandra Markle’s Science Discoveries 

Imagine moving a herd of giraffes!
This feel-good environmental story describes how members 

of a threatened giraffe species were safely transported across 
the Victoria Nile River to start a new herd in another part of 

Murchison Falls National Park in Uganda. Operation Twiga 
began in 2016, when it looked like oil drilling was imminent in 
the giraffes’ grazing area. The Ugandan Wildlife Authority part-
nered with the Giraffe Conservation Foundation to find out the 
animals’ current range and new locations where they might also 
thrive. The story of this project fits well into Markle’s series of 
reports about animal rescues (The Great Bear Rescue, 2020) and 
is efficiently and engagingly told. She offers basic facts about 
Nubian giraffes, discusses the equipment and procedures used 
for keeping tabs on the animals, explains how experts decided 
which animals to move and to where, and recounts the actual 
move in considerable detail. Because one animal has an unusual 
jawline and a name, Melman, readers can track him through the 
story and even identify him in the photographs from a variety of 
sources that immerse youngsters within the scenes and show the 
diverse human team. Many of these images cross the fold com-
fortably, and the thoughtful design helps readers follow the text. 
There’s a happy ending: This and subsequent translocations have 
been successful enough that the giraffes have produced calves.

A welcome example of human efforts to salvage what’s left 
of the natural world. (author’s note, further information, glos-
sary, source notes, find out more, index, photo acknowledg-
ments) (Nonfiction. 8-12)

OOPS!
Massy, Julie
Illus. by Pascale Bonenfant
Trans. by Charles Simard
Orca (48 pp.) 
$19.95  |  April 11, 2023
9781459835474  

An interactive picture book lures its 
readers into breaking with convention.

From the very start, the text, translated from French, plays 
devil’s advocate with its young readership. The book opens with 
a spread featuring a single egg and text reading, “Eggs are very 
breakable. Why don’t you try knocking on this egg?” A turn 
of the page reveals that the child’s knocking has resulted in a 
broken egg, a bright yellow chick, and “Oops!” Lest you mis-
take that “Oops!” for an apology, the next page shows a dozen 
more eggs, prompting readers to “Give them a whack!” Doing 
so, however, yields a sea of yolks and the pointed “Oops!” yet 
again. As the book continues, gentle chaos reigns and the nar-
rator urges readers to transgress by squashing toothpaste tubes, 
dropping mugs, flipping full bowls of noodles, and more. Within 
the safety of the page, kids are allowed to indulge in a cathartic 
release of naughty inclinations. The simple, colorful pages leave 
readers in little doubt of the results of their “actions.” Certainly 
children who flinch from deviating from the rules will find this 
book more perturbing than inspiring, but for others it may 
prove a joyful release. With just a hint of Shel Silverstein’s Uncle 
Shelby’s ABZ Book (1961), this work gives anarchic impulses a 
good name. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

As unapologetic as it is gleeful. Rule abiders need not apply. 
(Picture book. 3-5)

“A welcome example of human efforts to 
salvage what’s left of the natural world.”

the great giraffe rescue
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THE WOMAN IN THE MOON
How Margaret Hamilton 
Helped Fly the First 
Astronauts to the Moon
Maurer, Richard
Roaring Brook Press (272 pp.) 
$19.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-62672-856-1  

An accessible biography of Margaret 
Hamilton, who had a leadership role in 
writing the software that would send 

astronauts to the moon—and bring them back.
A prologue sets up President John F. Kennedy’s goal of land-

ing a man on the moon and MIT’s Instrumentation Lab’s role in 
developing the Apollo Guidance Computer; Margaret was the 
only woman in the room during a pivotal meeting between skep-
tical astronauts and the MIT team, who promised to achieve 
this goal within a few years. Hamilton’s story, intertwined with 
the Apollo missions, is then set out in a linear fashion: child-
hood, adolescence, college, and marriage; her path to becoming 
a key player in writing the software for the AGC; and multiple 
Apollo missions and her career after the Apollo program ended. 
Hamilton’s task was not just to write code, but to persuade the 
astronauts to trust the digital autopilot feature; she accom-
plished both and declared the moon landing a highlight of her 
life. Technical language and terms are explained simply, and 
captioned photographs and sidebar content are included gen-
erously throughout. These valuable elements—such as a photo 
of Hamilton in a command module simulator and information 
about Ada Lovelace and Katherine Johnson—make the book 
inviting and approachable. The book presents Hamilton as not 
having focused or dwelled on any gender-based discrimination 
she faced and does not look at how she was able to succeed 
despite it. 

An appealing biography of a quietly trailblazing engineer. 
(timeline, notes, references, photo credits, index) (Nonfiction. 
10-14)

HOW FAR YOU’LL GO
McCanna, Tim
Illus. by Grace Lee
Disney Press (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781368077750  

Popular Disney characters guide 
children toward independence and 
empowerment.

Childhood involves taking small 
steps into enchanted lands of self-discovery. These forays lead 
to challenges but wonders, too. Who better to help kids along 
this path than celebrated Disney and Pixar icons, idolized cour-
tesy of cinema and TV screens? Children sharing this book 
with grown-ups will likely be more thrilled at simply spotting 
and identifying cartoon favorites on these pages than listening 

to, let alone contemplating, the lengthy, somewhat overblown 
text, which may go over their heads. After all, very young chil-
dren won’t yet know what lies ahead—or have figured out what 
they’ve achieved or will accomplish—when they’re on the brink 
of exciting life journeys. Recognizing and naming favorites—
characters from Frozen, Up, Coco, and Moana—will boost many 
children’s self-esteem, one of this book’s credos. Some classic 
characters might be less familiar to today’s younger set, but 
they’re still powerfully appealing. Many words, set in larger type 
throughout, are eye-catching. The inimitable Disney illustra-
tive and design style remains captivating and transcends genera-
tions. Though many characters from earlier Disney works are 
White (Alice, Peter, Pinocchio), those from more recent films 
reflect racial and ethnic diversity, among them Moana, who is 
Polynesian, and Coco’s Miguel, who is Mexican. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Disney art paired with an affirming message makes for a 
pleasant diversion. (Picture book. 3-6)

UNDER PRESSURE
McCarthy, Cory
Clarion/HarperCollins (208 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Nov. 15, 2022
978-0-358-36214-2 
Series: B.E.S.T. World, 2 

Ace and his boxmates return, and in 
this follow-up to 2021’s Ace Takes Flight, 
they aim to rescue their missing friend.

After racing off in search of their box-
mate, Grayson, following a signal from 

his augment, Ace, Leo, and Jayla are stranded in the middle of 
the Pacific Ocean with no rescue in sight. As a last resort, Jayla 
sends off a message to her parents—high-ranking members of 
the Resistance whom she hasn’t seen since she ran away to join 
the B.E.S.T program. Following their dramatic rescue, the trio 
ends up on a deepscraper that they suspect acts as Resistance 
headquarters. Leo and Ace are sent back to the Tower of Power 
to resume classes, while Jayla is left behind to work on regaining 
trust in her parents. However, Leo has made finding Grayson 
their obsession, leading them to make some risky decisions. All 
of this culminates in a shocking twist that will leave readers on 
the edges of their seats. The author provides the ideal amount 
of description to keep readers engaged with this page-turning 
adventure that features lead characters who are diverse across 
many dimensions of identity. The characterization is strength-
ened by the third-person narration in which the delineation 
between the varying perspectives is clear as the young people 
work through their individual burdens. The well-crafted logic 
for the technology adds to the atmosphere.

An engrossing sequel. (pick your perfect aug) (Science fiction. 
8-12)

“Disney art paired with an affirming message 
makes for a pleasant diversion.”

how far you ’ll go
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LIGHTS ON!
Glow-in-the-Dark Deep 
Ocean Creatures
McKinney, Donna B.
Illus. by Daniella Ferretti
Yeehoo Press (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-953458-47-6  

A gallery of luminescent ocean crea-
tures, from tiny fireworms to toothy 

viperfish.
Strong on atmosphere (if not strict scientific accuracy), this 

book takes readers down where “sunlight cannot reach, / it’s so 
dark / and always night” to introduce the “quite peaceful” vampire 
squid and other creatures and briefly explain how they use the 

“superpower” of bioluminescence to defend against predators or to 
attract prey or mates. Ferretti gives her not-to-scale painted por-
traits an eerie shine by suspending them against black backgrounds 
but leaves too much of the daytime sky at the tops of most of the 
sideways, full spread scenes to give viewers a proper sense of oce-
anic depths—and in a nighttime setting, it’s unclear whether the 
tiny lights speckling the water’s smooth surface are supposed to 
represent plankton or reflected stars. (In either case, the author’s 
accompanying line, “At the ocean’s surface, all is darkness,” is flatly 
contradictory.) Flimsy flaps glued to select spreads do add an 
interactive element but are by and large superfluous; most reveal 
additional art or details when lifted but never hide more than part 
of the printed text and won’t be missed if (when) repeated flexing 
makes them fall off. Lisa Regan’s Glow Down Deep (2020) will do a 
more effective job of lighting up reader interest in the spooky and 
strange residents of this pelagic realm. There are no human figures. 

Illuminating, if only fitfully, and hampered by problematic 
design choices. (Informational picture book. 6-8)

JACK THE RUNAWAY TERRIER
McLean, Gill
North Star Editions (32 pp.) 
$19.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-1-63163-698-1  

A pup’s wanderlust suddenly gets him 
into a seafaring predicament.

Jack, a curious terrier, loves to explore. 
So when the wind blows his house’s door open one day, the tempta-
tion is too great. He scampers outside and trots down the road. As 
he crests a hill, Jack suddenly sees a vast expanse of sparkling blue. 
The ocean! After stowing away on a lobster boat, Jack can’t wait 
for an adventure. But then, the sea turns rough: “The sea heaves 
the boat, and the waves splash the deck. / The rain beats down 
hard on Jack’s back and his neck.” Poor Jack. This is not what he 
had in mind. Luckily the voyage is only a few days long, and the 
boat returns to the same harbor. Weary, hungry, and downtrod-
den, Jack slowly limps toward home—a far cry from the exuberant 
energy of the previous trip on the same path. The artwork’s sunny 
hues match the warmth of the loving reunion between Jack, his 

light-skinned owner, and his brother, Kes. Employing the many 
stages of an adventure—quest, drama, return—McLean crafts 
a brief tale of rolling emotions. Intriguing word choices and var-
ied verses will hold readers’ attention, though the rhyming does, 
at times, hold the narrative back slightly. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

For young adventurers and explorers. (Picture book. 4-7)

THE DEADLANDS
Hunted
Melki-Wegner, Skye
Henry Holt (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781250827692 
Series: The Deadlands, 1 

Young exiles band together to save 
their warring clans from a deadly outside 
threat in this all-dinosaur debut.

Fifty years after a Fallen Star laid 
waste to the planet but magically rendered the remaining dino-
saurs more intelligent, the herbivorous residents of the Moun-
tain Kingdom and the Prairie Alliance of Cretacea are gathering 
rival armies for a decisive battle—unaware that the carnivorous 
raptors of the Carrion Kingdom have formed an unprecedented 
alliance and are poised to descend in a killing frenzy on the bat-
tle’s survivors. Expelled or estranged from their herds for vari-
ous reasons, several young plant eaters, each a different type of 
dinosaur, meet by chance in the devastated Deadlands and dis-
cover the treacherous scheme. Can they put aside rivalries and 
conflicting agendas to pull off a save? Melki-Wegner provides 
helpful introductory notes on the large cast, which feels human 
in all but species (“Look, if we’re gonna survive out here, we’ve 
both gotta play to our strengths,” wheedles aspiring tale spin-
ner Eleri, the small but agile oryctodromeus in the lead role). 
The story pits the doughty exiles against foes ranging from a 
horde of ratlike (and unintelligent) warmbloods to a towering 
tyrannosaur. Keeping the levels of explicit gore and violence low, 
the author propels her feathered or armored heroes through 
contrived but suspenseful and ultimately successful efforts to 
disperse the carnivores and end the original battle in a draw, 
leaving any resolution or reconciliation to future episodes.

Prehistoric adventures with a (more-or-less) period cast. 
(map) (Adventure. 9-12)
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CAMP QUILTBAG
Melleby, Nicole & A.J. Sass
Algonquin (352 pp.) 
$16.99  |  March 21, 2023
9781643752662  

Abigail and Kai, two campers at a 
Minnesota summer camp for LGBTQ+ 
kids, navigate friendship and young love.

Twelve-year-old Abigail, a White girl 
from New Jersey, has been shunned by 
her friends after being outed as a lesbian, 

one who’s in love with her friend’s mom to boot. She asks her 
parents to send her to Camp QUILTBAG, where people might 
get her. Thirteen-year-old Kai, who is also White, was bullied for 
being nonbinary (Kai’s pronouns are e/em/eir). Now, though, e has 
a group of friends who accept em and isn’t thrilled about being 
sent away to camp. Through making new friends and participat-
ing in camp activities, Abigail starts to learn to be proud of who 
she is, and both tweens begin to trust people again. The main 
characters stand as loving depictions of cis lesbian and nonbinary 
kids. Along with Abigail and Kai, who alternate chapters in close 
third person, there is a moderately sized supporting case that is 
diverse in terms of race, religion, gender, sexuality, and neurodi-
versity. There are teachable moments about many of these identi-
ties throughout, which eventually become a bit tedious. However, 
overall, this is a fun story that gently deals with real issues that 
LGBTQ+ middle schoolers face. It captures that camp feeling of 
getting away from home, meeting different people, and growing 
as a person, all over the course of just two weeks. 

At its heart, an enjoyable summer camp story. (authors’ 
note) (Fiction. 9-13)

WHAT CAT LIKES BEST
Rhymes for Children
Moser, Erwin
Trans. by Alistair Beaton
NorthSouth (32 pp.) 
$14.95  |  April 4, 2023
978-0-7358-4516-9  

What does a cat like best? Tea? Hunt-
ing mice?

Even though cats are featured in two illustrations, the text 
doesn’t really answer the title question. Perhaps this reflects 
the tricky task of translating books from one language to 
another while also creating a rhyming text. The author/illus-
trator is a now-deceased, award-winning Austrian children’s 
writer and illustrator, and the work was first written and 
published in German. Young listeners will be introduced to a 
variety of generally familiar birds and animals, among them a 
rooster, ravens, swans, a polar bear, an elephant, and a lion, in 
their natural habitats. Each page focuses on a single animal 
that is described with a simple fact; each spread consists of a 
rhyming couplet that reads well. “The polar bear likes snow, 
not sun! / The hare eats cabbage by the ton.” A few spreads 

compare and contrast. “The rooster cries out, ‘Time to wake!’ 
/ The panda likes to take a break.” It’s calming, entertaining 
enough bedtime fare, if somewhat cryptic. Detailed illustra-
tions in soft colors with few harsh lines echo the text. Pub-
lishes simultaneously with What Bear Likes Best and What 
Hedgehog Likes Best. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A pleasing, though slightly odd, book with a gentle rhythm 
well suited to getting kids to wind down for the night. (Picture 
book. 3-6)

I CAN BE... ME!
Newman, Lesléa
Illus. by Maya Christina Gonzalez
Lee & Low Books (32 pp.) 
$19.95  |  March 21, 2023
9781643792057  

An exuberant invitation for children 
to express themselves, however they choose.

Kids of different skin tones, hair textures, and outfits frolic 
through a candy-colored world as rhyming couplets extol self-
determination: “I can be everything I want to be. / I can be all 
of magnificent me!” Though gender isn’t explicitly mentioned, 
many affirmations challenge dominant cultural gender norms 
around activities and feelings. In one scene, all the children 
wear pink tutus. In another, the narrator states that they can 

“ask for a hug / when I’m trembling with fright.” An illustrator’s 
note at the beginning of the book asks readers not to make 

“assumptions about who any of these kids are. They are who 
they are, and they are everything they want to be.” The charac-
ters play with race cars, sing lullabies to dolls, and pummel pil-
lows to vent frustration. With no characters gendered in the 
text, the conversation about “who any of these kids are” is left 
as a more open-ended question. In the end, the kids conclude, 

“I am splendiferous… / and so are YOU!” The simplicity of the 
book’s upbeat couplets, paired with illustrator Gonzalez’s 
whimsical art, will appeal to some. However, the characters’ 
doll-like faces vary little in their countenance, dampening the 
message around fully experiencing emotions and the overall 
atmosphere of the story. In a growing field of picture books 
about self-expression, this one doesn’t stand out. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

“Splendiferous” may be an overstatement, but this book on 
being yourself is suitable for youngsters. (Picture book. 3-6)
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ICEBERG
Nielsen, Jennifer A.
Scholastic (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781338795028  

A young girl stows away on the Titanic.
Twelve-year-old narrator Hazel Roth-

bury arrives in Southampton on April 10, 
1912, only to discover she doesn’t have 
enough money for a ticket. Hazel is 
bound for factory work in America, leav-

ing behind the family farm. She sneaks aboard inside another 
passenger’s trunk, and a young crewman finds her an empty 
cabin to stow away in. Sylvia, a first-class passenger Hazel’s age, 
and Mrs. Abelman, a former governess, befriend her. Hazel 
dreads the thought of the factory and wishes to be a journalist—
an aspiration that reflects her questioning, curious personality. 
Hazel’s determined and occasionally inopportune questions 
allow Nielsen to deftly deliver myriad details that point to the 
looming disaster. These include the nature of icebergs, the 
refraction of light on calm seas, and the construction of the 
Titanic and its preparedness for emergencies. Hazel herself has 
an opportunity to observe human nature at close range, as she 
realizes both of her friends may be the targets of thieves and 
tries to intervene. When Hazel and Sylvia are locked in a cargo 
hold, the stakes seem very high. The astonishing acts of hero-
ism, and a few of cowardice, that accompanied the sinking of 
the ship and the rescue of a fraction of its passengers become 
part of Hazel’s story. Most characters read White; there is pass-
ing mention of four Chinese passengers, but other non-Europe-
ans do not appear.

Page-turning historical drama. (photo credit, author’s 
note) (Historical fiction. 9-13)

NOT SO SHY
Nimrodi, Noa
Kar-Ben (256 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781728427911  

Shai is angry at her father for uproot-
ing their family from Israel to the United 
States for his new job.

Her inadequate command of English 
makes her feel stupid. Even her name 
causes difficulties, for Americans pro-

nounce it Shay, when it should be said like shy. Comparing her 
life in San Diego to Israel, Shai finds almost everything here less 
appealing. She is determined to devise a plan to return to Israel, 
perhaps by using her artistic talents to win an art competition—
first prize is an international flight! Fortunately, Shai develops 
friendships with Korean American neighbor Kay-Lee, Iraqi 
American Muslim Hakim, and cute, nerdy, default White Chris. 
At school, however, bullies escalate antisemitic and Islamopho-
bic remarks and incidents, causing deep pain and anguish, and 

the kids are afraid to speak out and report them, even to par-
ents. A visit from Shai’s beloved maternal grandparents, Saba 
and Safta, provides some insights and advice but also provokes 
many more questions. When a terrorist bombing in Tel Aviv 
gravely injures Safta, everything changes, including Shai’s per-
spective on the meaning of home. Readers follow blue-eyed 
Shai’s every thought and emotion as she narrates her own tale 
in descriptive detail with great attention paid to holidays and 
wonderful food. The storyline occasionally features awkward, 
unexplained jumps in time, but Nimrodi tackles difficult sub-
jects with a hopeful, uplifting outlook.

Touching, tender, and heartbreaking. (Fiction. 10-14)

IT’S OK
Being Kind to Yourself When 
Things Feel Hard
O’Leary, Wendy
Illus. by Sandra Eide
Bala Kids/Shambhala (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  March 28, 2023
978-1-64547-095-3  

Instructions on cultivating mindfulness and meeting 
challenges.

“Sometimes things don’t go the way I want. I feel sad, and 
it is hard.” A brown-skinned soccer player who has obviously 
had a tough game soon remembers that everyone feels this 
way sometimes. The child puts their hand on their heart and 
says, “It’s OK—I love you. I’m with you today.” On another 
page, a Black-presenting child playing with a dog knocks over 
a plant and feels upset but is reminded that “everyone feels bad 
sometimes” and performs the same ritual. A light-skinned child 
throws a tantrum over the idea of cleaning their room, an Asian-
presenting child feels left out when a new sibling is born, the 
child who knocked over the plant reappears and feels scared 
of the ocean…but they, and other diverse children, help them-
selves feel better by repeating the refrain mindfully. O’Leary’s 
text is fine as bibliotherapeutic mindfulness instruction, but 
it is Eide’s illustrations that save this offering from being too 
didactic by presenting concrete, recognizable situations. Chil-
dren will readily identify with the scenarios depicted and will 
feel reassured by this lesson in self-love. Exercises to help kids 
develop self-kindness and an afterword by Christopher Germer, 
a lecturer on psychiatry at Harvard Medical School, round out 
the package. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Will set youngsters on the path to fostering self-accep-
tance and -forgiveness. (Picture book. 4-9)

“Touching, tender, and heartbreaking.”
not so shy
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A PICTURE DAY TO REMEMBER
Paruzel-Gibson, Natalia
Illus. by Nynke Boelens
Clavis (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  March 7, 2023
9781605377285  

Some children dread picture day.
Lola wears her big, floppy red hat 

every day. It’s so large that it covers her entire face, which is 
exactly what Lola wants. Her teacher warns her not to bump 
into anything, but her hat is a necessary shield against embar-
rassment. But today, Lola realizes that she’s made a mistake and 
come to school on picture day (something she’s avoided since 
kindergarten). When the class sets up for their group photo, 
Lola accidentally ends up right in the middle, and her hat blocks 
her classmates’ faces. When she moves to the back corner, the 
photographer still asks to see her face. She finally throws it 
off to reveal what she’s been trying to hides this entire time—
freckles covering her face. The class is silent until a friendly 
boy, Nassim, shares an idea. When the class gets their photo 
a few weeks later, they see the memorable results. Text-heavy 
pages feel overdone with figurative comparisons. The illustra-
tions are simple enough, with what looks like paint washes and 
pencil markings. Boelens often chooses a very wide lens, and 
the excessive distance separates readers from the character 
physically as well as emotionally. An Asian-presenting teacher 
leads the diverse class, which includes light-skinned Lola and 
tan-skinned Nassim. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Emotionally unsuccessful. (Picture book. 4-7)

PATTERNS EVERYWHERE
Perron, Lisa Varchol
Millbrook/Lerner (32 pp.) 
$29.32 PLB  |  April 4, 2023 
9781728460420 

Looking outside, what kinds of pat-
terns can you see?

Psychotherapist Perron debuts with 
this presentation of a variety of patterns from the natural 
world. Intriguing photographs from a variety of stock sources 
reveal designs in nature. These are further described in rhym-
ing couplets (in an AABB pattern, pointed out in an afterword) 
and explanatory text boxes. Spread by spread, Perron covers 
leaf veins, ridges and valleys, sand dunes, corals, wave ripples, 
sea foam, earth layers, basalt columns, snowflakes, mud cracks, 
and the spiraling curves of plants and animals. The last line of 
each stanza begins with “patterns, patterns,” providing a nice 
repetition for reading aloud. The text boxes offer additional 
information for curious readers, things like why the spacing of 
valleys seems consistent and how erosion and sediment buildup 
can change a river’s path. While the book is lovely to look at, 
it doesn’t convey the same sense of wonder and connection 
that the more mathematically focused titles by Sarah C. and 
Richard P. Campbell (Growing Patterns, 2010; Mysterious Patterns, 

2014) did. Fractals, tessellation, and the Fibonacci sequence are 
named but not explained. The choice and arrangement of top-
ics seems random. But the invitation to look more closely at 
the natural world is clear and welcome. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

Intriguing encouragement to consider the intersection of 
mathematics and nature. (activity, glossary, further reading, 
websites) (Informational picture book. 5-9)

CAN WE PLEASE 
GIVE THE POLICE 
DEPARTMENT TO THE 
GRANDMOTHERS? 
Petrus, Junauda
Illus. by Kristen Uroda
Dutton (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-0-593-46233-1  

This picture book based on Petrus’ poem, written in the 
wake of the 2014 shooting of Michael Brown, asks: What 
if grandmothers replaced the police who patrol American 
neighborhoods?

Petrus and Uroda paint a lively, upbeat, attitude-filled por-
trait of matriarchs cruising neighborhoods in “badass” vintage 
squad cars, playing awesome Afrocentric music, and picking up 
kids getting up to no good. A grandma peering over her glasses 
can make a kid “catch shame,” and rather than locking them up, 
grandmas would take kids home, feed them, cook and meditate 
with them, help them with homework, and love them up. Tak-
ing readers into Black kitchens, gardens, bedrooms, and other 
loving spaces, this book offers a village solution to raising Black 
children that excludes incarceration. In one scene, a white-
haired grandmother with brown skin gazes into the eyes of a 
brown-skinned child wearing a colorful head wrap, and as she 
holds the child’s cheeks, she acknowledges “the light in you with 
no hesitation” because “she loves you fiercely forever.” Uncon-
ditional love and community-based care lie at the heart of this 
radical and linguistically delicious picture book that invites con-
versations about relationships in communities of color. Uroda’s 
luminous illustrations capture the verve, courage, and sensual-
ity of grandmas (who sometimes look like grandpas—a nod to 
gender inclusivity and complex grand-families); the richness of 
Black and brown communities; and the resources they possess 
to heal their own wounds. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A refreshing homage to the power of intergenerational 
relationships and potent alternative to policing. (Picture book. 
7-14)

“Unconditional love and community-based care lie at the heart of 
this radical and linguistically delicious picture book.”

can we please give the police department to the grandmothers?

http://kirkus.com


|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 2 3   |   1 3 1

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

THE RHYTHM OF TIME
Questlove with S.A. Cosby
Illus. by Godwin Akpan
Putnam (256 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 18, 2023
9780593354063  

In this entertaining novel centering 
Black tweens by noted musician and film-
maker Questlove and bestselling author 
Cosby, the gift of a supersmart phone is a 
godsend…until it’s very much not.

Philadelphia seventh grader Rahim Reynolds wants to be a 
rapper like Four the Hard Way, his favorite ’90s group, but if 
he’s not getting bullied at school, his history professor father’s 
strict anti-tech, all-books policies make things hard at home. 
Bestie and home-schooled neighbor Kasia Collins, in contrast, 
lives in a tech-filled wonderland and is the genius behind most 
of her home’s innovations. A space-time traveling phone that 
uses secret government satellites is just the latest invention 
she tests on her occasional guinea pig, Rahim. When he acci-
dentally dials himself into 1997, Kasia never doubts her abil-
ity to get him back, but time is very literally working against 
them as Rahim disregards her warnings and interferes with 
almost everything. He quickly befriends his preteen father, 
sneaks into a Four the Hard Way concert, changes familial and 
global history, and causes a wormhole that wreaks havoc. Kasia, 
meanwhile, must deal with government agents and two sets of 
worried parents while figuring out how to get Rahim home. A 
semisuccessful return to the present quickly reminds Rahim of 
how good he had it before. The conclusion of this charming col-
laboration sets the stage for larger stakes in future adventures. 
Art not seen.

Time-travel hijinks and ’90s rap references abound in a 
fun and funny series starter. (Science fiction. 10-13)

A BIT OF EARTH
Riazi, Karuna
Greenwillow Books (368 pp.) 
$16.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-0-06-309866-4  

Roots, both tangible and intangible, 
come together in this coming-of-age 
story. 

Maria Latif is used to being defined 
by others as unpleasant, ungrateful, and 
ill-mannered, but it’s a veneer to pro-

tect herself. Grappling with the grief of being orphaned, she is 
now being shunted from relatives in Pakistan to live with her 
late parents’ friends in the U.S. All she has left is a pocketful of 
words that take the shape of verses interspersed between the 
prose, giving glimpses into her feelings and thoughts. Maria 
finds herself in Long Island with Mr. and Mrs. Clayborne, a 
strange couple cued as White. They live in an even stranger 
house with secrets and taboos. There’s also Mr. Clayborne’s 

biracial son, taciturn Colin Clayborne, whose mother, Saira, 
passed away. But then a bright green gecko leads Maria to a 
secret garden—and the possibility of friends. Despite knowing 
it’s off limits, Maria begins to revitalize this mysterious garden, 
turning the soil, finding new life, and discovering possibilities. 
This retelling of The Secret Garden offers an interesting twist 
on the classic’s colonial, racist tone. It opens with promise as 
the evocative text highlights Maria’s grief, isolation, and resig-
nation at being cast adrift. Each character has their own story 
arc that is explored even as Maria finds ways of becoming her 
own person. While the book sags toward the middle, it explores 
themes of home, belonging, identity, and humans’ intrinsic con-
nection to nature. 

This book tackling hefty themes will grow on readers. (Fic-
tion. 9-13)

YOU ARE A STAR, 
JANE GOODALL
Robbins, Dean
Illus. by Hatem Aly
Scholastic (40 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  April 4, 2023
9781338680126  

A warm testimonial to the life 
and achievements of Jane Goodall, one of the world’s most 
renowned scientists.

Not really updating Patrick McConnell’s Caldecott Hon-
oree Me…Jane (2011) but offering a fresh and more richly anec-
dotal recap, Robbins assumes his subject’s voice to trace her 
progress from early immersion in natural history around her 
British home to adult observations of chimpanzees in Tanza-
nia and eventual emergence as a world-traveling advocate for 
animal and environmental conservation. Tallying the names 
she gave numerous pets and chimps as she goes (though the 
local assistants who first helped her set up camp in Tanzania 
go unidentified), the narrator explains how she was able to 
get close enough to her study subjects to see them using tools, 
partying, and exhibiting other behaviors long thought exclu-
sively human—and used some of what she learned to raise 
her own child. Along with a bulleted list of suggestions for 
readers who want to “Be Like Jane,” the backmatter includes 
a summary of Goodall’s discoveries and thumbnail profiles 
of six of her closest chimpanzee friends. In cleanly drawn 
scenes, Aly places her slender, confident-looking figure in 
settings both indoors and out, posing serenely with human 
groups diverse of age and race or sitting on the ground and 
interacting animatedly with smiling simians. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

An enticing invitation to be like the courageous and inno-
vative primatologist profiled here. (author’s note, timeline, 
books by and about Goodall) (Picture-book biography. 5-8)
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MOUNTAIN OF FIRE
Into the Heart of Volcanoes
Roberge, Julie
Illus. by Aless MC
Trans. by Charles Simard
Orca (96 pp.) 
$29.95  |  May 16, 2023
9781459835061  

A flow of insight into the lore and 
geology of select volcanos…on this world 
and beyond.

Volcanologist Roberge follows opening nods to volcanic 
Maori, Indonesian, Aztec, and Greek legends with brief conti-
nent-by-continent flybys of major erupters, from the humon-
gous Yellowstone caldera in North America and the submerged 
Lō‘ihi Seamount, which will one day become the next Hawaiian 
island, to Antarctica’s Mount Erebus. She then looks further 
afield to Mars’ Olympus Mons and two other extraterrestrial 
volcanoes, digs into how magma chambers form deep under-
ground, rolls out a tribute to renowned (though ill-fated) vul-
canologists Maurice and Katia Krafft, and solidifies her survey 
by explaining how volcano scientists keep tabs on current and 
future eruptions with seismographs and satellites. Readers will 
come away from her terse but informative commentary, trans-
lated from French, with a wider knowledge of the shapes volca-
noes can take and the types of material they eject; the screen 
print–style illustrations evoke a complementary, and proper, 
sense of scale and power along with offering schematic cutaway 
views of inner structures as well as low-angle portraits of solid, 
strong-looking, diversely hued deities, dancers, and warriors.

An unusually broad, if sketchy, overview of the subject. 
(glossary, index) (Nonfiction. 7-10)

DOODLES FROM THE 
BOOGIE DOWN
Rodriguez, Stephanie
Kokila (208 pp.) 
$20.99  |  $13.99 paper  |  April 25, 2023
978-0-451-48065-1
978-0-451-48066-8 paper  

In Rodriguez’s quasi-memoir, eighth 
grade finds 13-year-old Steph at a cross-
roads in the Bronx circa 2000.

Even though high school’s fast 
approaching, Steph can’t quite shake off her overprotective 
mom, who insists on walking her to school every morning and 
expects Steph to come straight home after school. How embar-
rassing! To pursue her dreams of becoming an artist, Steph 
decides to apply to LaGuardia High School, an art school in 
Manhattan. Only one problem: Her mom does NOT want 
her to go to a public school. Undeterred in her artistic ambi-
tions, Steph preps to get into LaGuardia with the help of Ms. 
Santiago, her art teacher. The young artist, however, keeps her 
plans mostly a secret, stirring up a web of lies for her mom, Ms. 

Santiago, and even her best friends, Tiff and Ana. Meanwhile, 
cracks start forming in her once-solid friendships with Tiff and 
Ana. While Tiff derides Steph’s art goals, Ana gets chummy with 
Steph’s schoolyard bullies. Will Steph get into LaGuardia in 
one piece? Upbeat and effervescent, Rodriguez’s middle-grade 
graphic novel debut elicits a lot of laughs. The author lovingly 
depicts the Bronx to its brightest and fullest colors, sprinkling 
in a few pop-culture callbacks to the early 2000s. A nuanced 
focus on the central relationship between daughter and mother 
(who emigrated from the Dominican Republic at 11) provides 
a potent cross-generational dialogue. Most characters are cued 
as Latine.

An artfully rendered, sweetly impressive coming-of-age 
journey. (author’s note) (Graphic novel. 8-12)

THE WORRYING WORRIES
Rooney, Rachel
Illus. by Zehra Hicks
Magination/American Psychological 
Association (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Sept. 13, 2023
9781433841958  

A little irritation grows to be a BIG 
problem.

It all starts when a tan-skinned child traps a Worry in their 
net. They decide to take it home and keep the pocket-sized 
purple scribble as a pet. At first, the Worry is benign. Then it 
becomes more annoying, getting caught in the child’s hair or 
tugging on their shirt. Soon the young narrator is unable to eat 
because of a stomachache. Meanwhile, the Worry consumes 
the child’s fingernails and tears, growing bigger. After the 
Worry hogs the covers and invades the child’s dreams, the child 
makes a firm decision: The Worry cannot stay. The child takes 
the Worry on a leash to a brown-skinned “Worry Expert,” who 
helps the narrator practice exercises to calm themself, like visu-
alizing positive things, deep breathing, and moving their body. 
It does the trick, and the Worry soon shrinks. The central meta-
phor is nothing new, but the focused narrative and illustrations 
that look like they were created by a child are actually just right 
for introducing this complex mental reality to younger kids. 
Backmatter written by school psychologist Tammy L. Hughes 
points out how the protagonist makes a conscious decision to 
deal with the Worry, promoting “self-determination and feel-
ings of accomplishment.” Readers will glimpse other Worries 
hanging on to children in the illustrations, signaling that this is 
a common phenomenon. The background cast is diverse. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

A good tool to help young worriers conquer their anxieties. 
(Picture book. 4-7)
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CLOSE TO YOU FROM FAR 
AWAY
Root, Erica
Running Press Kids (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 4, 2023
9780762481132  

A story about finding ways to con-
nect long distance.

When Gigi and her family move, the 
little girl is upset because she’ll be far away from her grand-
mother. But before she goes, Grandma tells her, “DON’T 
WORRY, GIGI, IT’S OKAY. I’M CLOSE TO YOU FROM 
FAR AWAY”—a phrase that Grandma repeats throughout, 
mostly over the phone, as Gigi adjusts to her new home and 
copes with change. Gigi’s caregivers are seen once at the back 
of the moving truck, and the rest of the pages are dedicated to 
Grandma or Gigi. This becomes repetitive despite attempts 
to change up layouts and create visual interest through events 
such as a ruined science project and the cupcakes that Gigi 
brings to school getting soaked in the rain. Along with phoning 
Gigi, Grandma sends the child painted rocks and letters. Gigi 
grapples with the refrain, not understanding how Grandma 
can be close when they are physically so far apart. While the 
feelings are genuine and relatable, there is something flat about 
the storyline. The resolution is anticlimactic yet sweet. Those 
who make it to the end will be rewarded with instructions on 
sending a postcard to a loved one. The characters’ oversized 
eyes and doll-like looks may be comforting for some and off-
putting to others. Gigi is light-skinned, one of her parents is 
lighter-skinned, and the other is darker-skinned; Grandma is 
tan-skinned. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Heartfelt but nothing to write home about. (Picture book. 
4-6)

JOSÉ AND EL PERRO
Rose, Susan & Silvia López
Illus. by Gloria Félix
Penguin Workshop (48 pp.) 
$5.99 paper  |  April 25, 2023
978-0-593-52116-8  

A young Latine boy finally gets to 
rescue the dog of his dreams, but train-
ing can be a challenge in two languages. 

Like many children, José has been 
dreaming of having a pet of his own, spe-

cifically un perro, a dog. Like any good owner, José promptly 
begins training his new canine companion but soon realizes his 
rescue mutt, Feliz, knows only words in English. This is a prob-
lem because in José’s home everyone speaks both Spanish and 
English. José and Feliz must rise to the challenge; fortunately, 
treats and snuggles are great motivators. The narrative uses 
Spanish words and phrases throughout (“perros blancos,” “¡Yo 
quiero este!” “¡Sientate!”), usually with English context clues for 
understanding. This is complex vocabulary for an early reader, 

and the shifting in phonics from English to Spanish will be chal-
lenging for true beginners; the book is best suited for intermedi-
ate to advanced readers in dual-language classrooms or homes. 
Much like Feliz, however, it is sure to find a loving (and bilin-
gual) home. Cheerful illustrations complement the text, helping 
readers make sense of the narrative. While José and his mother 
are darker-skinned, his father and sister are lighter-skinned. 

Cuando quieres un perro feliz, look no further. (glossary of 
Spanish-English words) (Early reader. 6-8)

JOVITA WORE PANTS 
The Story of a Mexican 
Freedom Fighter
Salazar, Aida
Illus. by Molly Mendoza
Scholastic (48 pp.) 
$19.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781338283419  

A young Mexican freedom fighter proves that traditional 
gender roles aren’t important—heart is.

Born in 1911, Jovita Valdovinos was just 14 years old when 
the resistance that would later become the Cristero Revolu-
tion began in her rural community. The newly installed socialist 
government was cracking down on religious freedom, and many 
of Mexico’s poor were beginning to fight back. Jovita longed 
to support her father and two brothers in the fight, but her 
father wouldn’t permit it. Eventually, he allowed her to accom-
pany him as an observer, but she would not be allowed to fight. 
Jovita learned strategies as well as the topography of the land 
on these trips, and she still yearned to become a soldier. The 
years brought devastating loss and hardship, and Jovita became 
resolved to lead the revolution. Cutting her hair, donning pants, 
and adopting the name Juan, Jovita charged into battle at the 
head of a peasant army. An afterword contains a more detailed 
biography of Jovita Valdovinos—a distant relative of Salazar’s—
and her incredible heroism. Gracefully told, with deft use of 
figurative language, the story is mesmerizing, bringing to life 
this chapter in history by focusing on one incredibly relatable, 
resolute individual. The illustrations are replete with vivid hues 
and bold brushstrokes that convey energy and movement. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

Bravery and determination prevail in this inspiring tale of 
unconventional leadership. (author’s and illustrator’s notes, 
photographs) (Picture-book biography. 6-10)

“Bravery and determination prevail in this 
inspiring tale of unconventional leadership.”

jovita wore pants
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FULL MOON PUPS
Scanlon, Liz Garton
Illus. by Chuck Groenink
Putnam (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 25, 2023
978-0-525-51455-8  

Young wolves go from helpless babes 
to howling pups over a lunar cycle. 

From the anticipation of their birth to their first venturing 
into the dangerous outside world, five wolf pups are protected 
by their mother and pack. Joining a long line of “How could 
these cuties ever become dangerous predators?” books about 
wolves, this title amps up the cuteness with cuddly illustrations. 
The pups stumble blindly and snuggle with their mother; as they 
mature, they frolic amid flowers and butterflies, wrestle play-
fully in the moonlight, and begin to eat meat. “The pups grow 
ever bolder. / They start to reach and range. / What is that? And 
who is this? / The whole wide world is strange!” The dangers of 
the outside world are downplayed and vague; all five survive to 
the end, when they howl at a glowing full moon. The rhyming 
couplets are effective, the drawings lush, and the unnamed pups 
adorable, their story told with the ever present moon cycle a 
reminder of time passing. An author’s note and information on 
phases of the moon close out the work. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

Irresistibly adorable wolf pups come of age in this attrac-
tive tale. (bibliography, internet sources) (Informational picture 
book. 3-7)

HOW TO GET YOUR OCTOPUS 
TO SCHOOL
Scharnhorst, Becky
Illus. by Jaclyn Sinquett
Flamingo Books (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 16, 2023
9780593205228  

A child helps their octopus with first-day-of-school jitters.
“Hearing the word ‘school’ might make him nervous,” the 

narration warns. “He would much rather stay home with you 
and play hide-and-seek or dress up.” The anthropomorphic 
octopus is cute as a button, sometimes in a black cap and some-
times in shifting hues, if he is concealing himself. A nameless, 
light-skinned child with long pigtails is the patient caretaker, 
withstanding octopus’ suction cups and coaxing him toward a 
breakfast of toast with “mystery mollusk” spread. Some illus-
tration elements have a colored-pencil feel, conveying warm 
feelings through a bright palette. Relatable concerns, like meet-
ing new people, choosing the right outfit, and running late, are 
entertaining and even funny; in one memorable moment, the 
octopus produces ink in fear and evades the child’s efforts. The 
inking moment is awarded a full spread, encouraging readers 
to pause to discuss their own first-day-of-school worries. The 
matter-of-fact text will easily pull anyone into this alternate ver-
sion of the world, where octopuses play with stuffed toys, draw 

at easels, and hug their humans goodbye. As a bonus, the book 
does not reference a specific school level, making it accessible 
for a wide range of young children. A list of octopus facts after 
the story will help caregivers distinguish between truth and fic-
tion presented in the narrative. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A charming back-to-school book for the nervous octopus 
in all of us. (Picture book. 3-6)

IS IT OKAY TO PEE IN 
THE OCEAN?
The Fascinating Science of 
Our Waste and Our World
Schwartz, Ella
Illus. by Lily Williams
Bloomsbury (96 pp.) 
$21.99  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9781681195131  

A steady stream of information about marine chemistry and 
ecology…with a few drops of common sense.

Yes, the author concludes, after describing in some detail 
the main components of urine and how our bodies produce it, 
peeing in the ocean is OK—after all, not only is the ocean really 
big, but whales and fish do it on a much larger scale, and smaller 
organisms like phytoplankton and corals actually depend on 
that for nutrients. How about elsewhere, like showers and 
swimming pools? Fine for the former, since the water isn’t lin-
gering (though, Schwartz, cautions, avoid doing it in public 
showers); not OK for the latter, though from a scientific stand-
point less because it’s gross than because it promotes unsafe 
bacterial growth. Schwartz directs her narrative flow away from 
issues connected to solid biowastes but does go on to sprinkle 
facts and insights on an impressive array of broad environmen-
tal topics from marine noise pollution to the effects of oil spills 
and plastic waste on oceanic acidity and habitats. She also stirs 
in directions for several simple demonstrations using, mostly, 
water and food coloring and closes with feasible suggested 
activities and a blank journal page for young “ocean protectors.” 
The two human figures who pop into view most often in Wil-
liams’ informally drawn spot art are both people of color.

Well worth a go for being so expansive and a bit more than 
ankle deep. (author’s note, bibliography) (Nonfiction. 10-12)

MY BABA’S GARDEN 
Scott, Jordan
Illus. by Sydney Smith
Neal Porter/Holiday House (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-0-8234-5083-1  

This tale based on Scott’s boyhood 
experiences with his Polish grandmother 

traces the daily routines of a child and their beloved Baba.
In her first appearance, Baba is bathed in the sunlight 

streaming through her kitchen window, a bent Madonna in a 

“A charming back-to-school book for 
the nervous octopus in all of us.”

how to get your octopus to school
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sweater and slippers. She brings the young narrator a large bowl 
of oatmeal with pickles, cabbage, and beets before they walk 
to school, a jar at the ready to collect worms for Baba’s garden. 
Later, the child wonders why she does this, and Baba dips her 
finger into rainwater and traces the lines on the youngster’s hand. 
Author and illustrator allow readers to discern how communica-
tion occurs in the absence of a common spoken language—and 
what it means. The protagonist’s mother offers context when 
she relays that the garden and the presence of food in every 
nook and cranny result from earlier scarcity. Scott’s poetic sen-
sibilities distill the days into meaningful moments and images, 
sometimes captured in similes: The woman “hums like a night 
full of bugs.” Smith’s warm gouache-and-watercolor scenes are 
filled with gentle gestures and connection. Later, when Baba 
moves in with the family, a wordless sequence—in which her 
grandchild brings her breakfast—is a beautifully crafted call-
back to the poignant ritual seen earlier in the story. Characters 
are tan-skinned. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A quiet, tender, and profoundly moving celebration of 
intergenerational love. (author’s note) (Picture book. 4-7)

BIG TREE
Selznick, Brian
Scholastic (528 pp.) 
$32.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781338180633  

A broad history of our planet over-
laid on a seed’s experience of time and 
change.

Spun out to doorstopper dimensions 
by the overly liberal use of single lines 
of narrative on otherwise blank pages, 

Selznick’s latest fulsomely illustrated tale twines storylines 
large-scaled and small-, literal and metaphorical, immediate 
and spanning billions of years. In a Cretaceous forest, the des-
perate efforts of sycamore seed Merwin to protect his vision-
ary little sibling Louise make for adventures aplenty involving 
fire, winds, dinosaurs, and even a volcanic eruption—with occa-
sional breaks for flashbacks or philosophical dialogues with 
their loving Mama, a decomposing leaf, and the Earth itself. He 
eventually fails, as the two are swept off in different directions. 
They reunite many years later to grow up side by side, branches 
intertwined, after which the author fast-forwards to the pres-
ent and a seedling’s rescue from a city sidewalk crack by a little 
Black girl. Most of the illustrations come in wordless, full-page 
sequential bursts, and if their ultra-soft focus isn’t particularly 
suitable for capturing more violent events, the lyrical, dramatic, 
and comical ones glow with vivid, cinematic intensity. In a 
lengthy afterword the author provides nature notes as well as 
describing the story’s origins as a movie concept from Steven 
Spielberg (whose tendency toward sentimentality is all over 
this), closing with a bibliography that includes, appropriately, 
The Carrot Seed and A Tree Is Nice.

Patchy and sentimental but central to our past, present, 
and future; at once grand and intimate. (Illustrated fantasy. 8-12)

AMAZING
Asian Americans and Pacific 
Islanders Who Inspire Us All
Shibutani, Maia, Alex Shibutani & 
Dane Liu
Illus. by Aaliya Jaleel
Viking (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 18, 2023
978-0-593-52543-2  

An illustrated compendium of extraor-
dinary Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders.

The book pairs stylized portraits of each of the individu-
als featured with short paragraphs about their lives. Ranging 
from relatively lesser-known historical figures like Wong Kim 
Ark, a Chinese immigrant to the United States whose fight for 
citizenship set a precedent for over 100 years of future immi-
gration law, and moving on to modern celebrities like wrestler-
turned-actor Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson and actor, writer, 
and producer Mindy Kaling, the collection includes a variety of 
Asian American and Pacific Islanders who influenced American 
history, politics, music, sports, and popular culture. This vari-
ety is not just limited to career choices; the book also features 
disabled individuals like activist Alice Wong and Sen. Tammy 
Duckworth, biracial individuals like Johnson and Vice Presi-
dent Kamala Harris, and individuals from ethnic groups that 
are often overlooked in American history, including Bangla-
deshis, Thailanders, Filipinos, Marshall Islanders, and Native 
Hawaiians. (The text does not specify whether anyone featured 
identifies as queer or trans.) Throughout, the prose is clear, con-
cise, and well crafted, incorporating details that will enthrall 
young readers. Since there is no introduction providing context, 
the jump right into descriptions feels slightly abrupt. Overall, 
though, the book is a thoughtful and comprehensive survey of 
the ways in which Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders have 
shaped, and will continue to shape, the United States. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

A well-curated collection of Asian American and Pacific 
Islander heroes. (Picture-book collective biography. 6-10)

TURKEY’S SANDTASTIC 
BEACH DAY
Silvano, Wendi
Illus. by Lee Harper
Two Lions (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 9, 2023
9781662508356 
Series: Turkey Trouble, 7 

Will Turkey ever be able to enjoy the beach?
Farmer Jake has set up a petting zoo on the beach boardwalk 

for the Summer Children’s Festival. All the animals are “happy 
to be there….Mostly.” But Turkey wants to leave the enclo-
sure and explore. “I’ve never even had a chance to walk on a 
beach!” he exclaims. “So…long time, no sea?” chuckles Rooster. 

“Baaaad joke!” says Sheep. More delightfully groanworthy puns 
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are sprinkled throughout the story as Turkey, helped by his 
farm friends, attempts to sneak onto the beach. First, Turkey 
disguises himself as a crab with beach ball eyes, a life-preserver 
body, and toy shovel claws. “Turkey looked just like a crab…
almost.” Turkey scuttles to the water but is soon discovered by 
the lifeguard and guided back to the petting zoo. Turkey also 
becomes a seashell, a surfer, and a shark. Unfortunately, his 
costumes don’t fool the lifeguard or Farmer Jake. When Farmer 
Jake falls asleep, Rooster has the “gobbledy-great idea” of enter-
ing the sand-sculpture contest. Turkey’s dream comes true when 
the animals’ “Turkey Town” sculpture wins the grand prize—a 
free stay at a house on their own private beach. Cartoon illus-
trations featuring sandy beiges and ocean blues add humor 
through exaggerated facial expressions and the details of Tur-
key’s costumes. Farmer Jake and the lifeguard present White; 
other humans are diverse. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Beachgoers will appreciate this funny, punny day by the 
shore. (Picture book. 4-7)

GOOD FOOD, BAD WASTE
Let’s Eat for the Planet
Silver, Erin
Illus. by Suharu Ogawa
Orca (96 pp.) 
$26.95  |  April 11, 2023
9781459830912 
Series: Orca Think, 9 

Some people go hungry while others 
throw out food: Why is that, and what 

can we do about it?
Reducing landfills, increasing food security, and helping to 

fight climate change: These big outcomes are promised results 
of cutting food waste. Silver cites data to establish our wasteful 
excesses, especially at home, before offering positive, practical 
plans to reduce them, like planning meals, using leftovers, and 
eating less meat. After explaining the concept of food justice, 
Silver offers a brief list of some governments’ interventions, 
providing a small counterweight to the pervasive theme of indi-
viduals’ responsibility for their own “carbon footprint.” The 
author does acknowledge that sometimes poverty produces 
involuntary waste because food can’t be stored or transported. 
Profiles of diverse child and adult activists are inspirational. 
Uses for apps and artificial intelligence are touched on; com-
posting instructions are provided. Among many statistics about 
home food waste, a few don’t match up: Do we waste more 
produce or more seafood? Kid-size servings of information are 
portioned out by page or half-page. Bright, cartoonish illustra-
tions and plenty of appetizing color photos showing diverse 
kids and adults break up the text. The illustrations are amusing 
and informative: In one image, a stack of burgers represents the 
scale of U.S. food waste, while Canada’s stack is poutine, Bel-
gium’s is waffles, and France’s is macarons.

A thorough, upbeat look at the problem of food waste pro-
posing some individual responses. (glossary, resources, index) 
(Nonfiction. 8-12)

JUNIPER MAE
Knight of Tykotech City
Soh, Sarah
Flying Eye Books (64 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  March 7, 2023
9781912497454  

A girl’s crash-landing leads to new 
friends and a new perspective along with 
the power to solve the problems con-
fronting her city.

When Juniper Mae’s newest inven-
tion (a jet pack) leaves her stranded in the forest that surrounds 
Tykotech City, she is terrified to encounter the dangerous beasts 
rumored to live there. But a kind, froglike creature named Albie 
brings her to his village, and his fellow tama-tamas’ method of 
energy production seems to be the perfect solution to the energy 
crisis facing Tykotech City. Juniper is inspired by Albie’s peo-
ple’s tales of the Guardian Knights and, upon her return to the 
city, transforms herself into a modern-day version of the fabled 
Knights, protectors of all. Juniper’s newfound belief in herself 
leads her to take on the problem of the city’s failing energy sup-
ply. This incredibly adorable story’s up-close panel work and 
expansive, double-page spreads depicting landscapes and action 
sequences make the relatively small world feel immersive and 
captivating, and the vivid color scheme includes many glowing 
elements that give a fun effect to the artwork. The quick, tidy 
mystery solved here is part of a larger network of problems that 
will clearly be addressed in future installments. Juniper and her 
family have pale skin and white hair; their world is a diverse one.

A brief introduction to charming characters and a delight-
fully imaginative world. (Graphic novel. 7-9)

A GARDEN IN 
MY HANDS 
Sriram, Meera
Illus. by Sandhya Prabhat
Knopf (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  April 18, 2023
978-0-593-42710-1
978-0-593-42711-8 PLB  

A child of South Asian descent describes what henna means 
to them.

The night before a wedding, the young narrator stretches 
out on the floor while their mother applies henna designs to 
their hands. With each design, Mama shares memories and 
speaks of “ancestors long gone.” After Mama finishes, the pro-
tagonist must be careful to protect the still-wet ink. The child 
goes to bed in a pair of gloves and wakes up in the morning, wor-
ried about how the now dry designs fared overnight. To their 
delight, the pictures remain intact even after the child scrubs 
and chips off the dry flakes on top. The narrator arrives at the 
wedding ready to celebrate and to show off their hands to their 
grandparents. The text reads like free-verse poetry, skillfully 
weaving simple, child-friendly language into vivid, multisensory 
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imagery; the child calls the henna “A garden in my hands, / I 
will tend for days.” Dominated by intricate patterns and hues 
of purple and green, the digital art positively sings. Many read-
ers of South Asian heritage will smile with recognition at Mama 
and the narrator’s attempts to avoid smudging the designs; we 
see Mama help the little one sip through a straw and brush the 
child’s teeth. Those less familiar with the tradition can learn 
more from the informative, deeply personal author’s note. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

An intimate, lyrical story about an ancient artistic tradi-
tion. (Picture book. 3-7)

I AM A GREAT FRIEND!
Stohler, Lauren
Atheneum (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 25, 2023
9781665918336  

Baby Capybara searches for friends 
while embracing his individuality.

Calm and peaceful, the capybaras 
walk around with birds perched serenely 

on their backs—except Baby Capybara. Anthropomorphically 
energetic, with hobbies like playing the drums, blowing bub-
bles, and rock climbing, the little one scares off would-be bird 
friends, and he soon grows exhausted and upset in his efforts 
to attract avian pals (“I AM FUN! I AM FASCINATING! I 
AM A GREAT FRIEND!” he pouts). Even though the story of 
a quirky animal searching for acceptance is a prevalent one in 
picture books, there’s something irresistible about Baby Capy-
bara. Perhaps it’s his blue goggles and muddy belly. Or maybe 
it’s because he waits to find his match in odd Baby Caiman, who 
greets Baby Capybara with a blunt compliment, making it clear 
that they see Baby Capybara’s true colors and delight in them. 
A palette of sky blue, spring green, and warm brown makes the 
bright yellow birds pop off the page along with the action. The 
highs, lows, and in betweens of seeking connection are laid out 
humorously yet truthfully. This could easily be read just for 
entertainment or as a conversation starter around a variety of 
social-emotional skills. It is nimble, just like Baby Capybara. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A sweet combination of silly and tender. (Picture book. 4-6)

SUPER SMALL 
Miniature Marvels of 
the Natural World
Stone, Tiffany
Illus. by Ashley Spires
Greystone Kids (36 pp.) 
$18.95  |  April 11, 2023
9781771646567  

Rhymed introductions to 15 mighty mites.
From the bee hummingbird, which can fly backward 

and upside down, to wood frogs, which survive winter’s cold 

as “frogsicles,” and axolotls able to regenerate major body 
parts, the focus in this poetry collection is on superpowers in 
tiny packages. Stone sings the praises of each in brisk free or 
rhymed verse; of the hardy tardigrade, she states, “And bear in 
mind, although it’s wee, / it’s tougher that you’ll ever be. / Freez-
ing cold or boiling hot— / too much to bear? This bear thinks 
not.” The author adds a few quick side notes in amplification, 
while Spires gives these peewee powerhouses confident looks 
to match the breezy tone and adds clever touches, like posing 
the Barbados threadsnake next to a (larger) spaghetti noodle 
and the aforementioned hummingbird near an actual bee. A 
Black-presenting child soaring in a homemade hot air balloon 
brings up the rear with a reassuring message: “ ‘You’re just a kid,’ 
is their excuse. / ‘Too super small to be of use.’ / But I know this 
isn’t true. / There’s lots of stuff that I can do.” The author leaves 
off with a final, direct challenge: “What is YOUR superpower?” 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Small wonders. (Informational picture book/poetry. 6-8)

THE GRIP
Stroman, Marcus with Samantha Thornhill
Aladdin (208 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jan. 31, 2023
9781665916141 
Series: Marcus Stroman, 1 

Major league baseball player Stro-
man’s semiautobiographical series starter 
follows a talented young athlete who 
learns to handle anxiety on and off the 
field.

It’s the summer before middle school, and Marcus—who 
shares a name with the book’s author—is enjoying participat-
ing in practice camps for both baseball and basketball until 
his baseball coach hits the team with an announcement: The 
players must undergo an “assessment” to earn a spot on the 
spring team. Meanwhile, though his parents’ divorce is amica-
ble—even as they deal with the strict schedules and expenses 
required for elite athletics—the separation of their households 
adds even more pressure for a kid already striving for perfection. 
With his assessment looming, small things find their ways under 
Marcus’ skin more easily, leading his perceptive mom to sched-
ule him a visit with a mental health coach who teaches him to 
cope with the stress of high expectations. While not everything 
depicted here happened to Stroman, he shares much with his 
earnest protagonist, like his determination and uncertainties. 
The author’s note works to destigmatize and normalize mental 
health care. Practice and game-play details and an entertaining 
if not particularly deeply developed cast of secondary charac-
ters are assets to the pacing. Hints in the text suggest that Mar-
cus, like the author (the son of a Puerto Rican mother and Black 
father), is biracial.

An action-packed, heartfelt story that elucidates the 
importance of mental health care to young athletes. (Fiction. 
8-12)

“Small wonders.”
super small
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LITTLE LAND
Sudyka, Diana
Little, Brown (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 11, 2023
978-0-316-30176-3  

This paean to Earth sketches a rudi-
mentary history of its changes right into 
the present climate crisis, suggesting a 

first step toward biodiversity preservation. 
“Once there was a little bit of land.” The light-skinned child 

on the cover reappears inside, contentedly watering plants. 
Even in this first illustration, readers observe layers beneath 
the soil, significantly housing fossils. Simple, lyrical text swiftly 
moves from describing the child’s bit of land to discussing 
more generally how the land might have appeared in earlier 
eras. The crucial point is made that, despite constant changes, 

“The land provided for all the life that lived upon it.” Dramatic 
double-page spreads stress that even naturally caused fires do 
not thwart balanced ecosystems. Dynamic gouache watercol-
ors—ending with a gray, urban world literally turned upside 
down by human-caused habitat destruction and fossil fuel use—
make the case for taking note immediately. A trio of racially 
diverse children are shown noticing even as adults rush by at 
the brink of catastrophe. Just at that brink, the text asks read-
ers if they “can hear the little bit of land talking to you?”—then 
gently prods them, via a series of uplifting scenarios, into taking 
care of it. The enthralling artwork is reminiscent of the Golden 
Books illustrated by Tibor Gergely, including vivid colors, an 
impeccable sense of composition, and slightly comical render-
ings of animals and people. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Enlightening and encouraging. (author’s note, glossary, 
additional facts, resources) (Picture book. 4-8)

RAMEN FOR EVERYONE
Tanumihardja, Patricia
Illus. by Shiho Pate
Atheneum (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 14, 2023
978-1-66590-435-3  

Get ready for ramen, handmade to 
order and delightful to devour!

Hiro, a Japanese boy with beige skin and straight, dark hair, 
loves ramen. Every Sunday night, his father makes this flavorful 
noodle dish using a process he learned from his father in Hawaii. 
Hiro carefully observes how his dad gathers ingredients and vig-
orously stirs, chops, slices, stews, shreds, and more—creating 
the perfect broth and nice, springy noodles. When Hiro turns 
7, he decides to try to make ramen just like his dad does, using 
his notes and his memory. However, things don’t turn out as 
planned, and Hiro is devastated. At last, the boy finds his own 
talent for creating unique bowls that perfectly suit his family’s 
tastes. Pate’s spirited, manga-esque illustrations feature diago-
nal panels and dynamic text (accompanied by near-flawless Japa-
nese translations) rendered in a vibrant palette of eye-catching 

yellows, blues, greens, and oranges. Tanumihardja’s simple yet 
evocative prose draws readers into the drama and tension of 
the ramen making and brings to life Hiro’s loving, understand-
ing family; this is a rich depiction of a Japanese child offering a 
modern take on a traditional dish. Backmatter includes back-
ground on the dish, rules for cooking in the kitchen with young 
chefs, and a recipe for easy miso ramen. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

A celebration of the complexity and care that go into mak-
ing this Japanese staple. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE RABBI AND HIS DONKEY
Tarcov, Susan
Illus. by Diana Renjina
Kar-Ben (24 pp.) 
$19.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781728445595  

Sometimes slowness wins out over 
speed.

Hamor, a donkey belonging to 
Egypt’s renowned Rabbi Moses Maimonides, unhurriedly 
carries his master to the sultan’s palace daily and learns much 
from the wise thoughts he expresses aloud. One day, the sul-
tan asks the rabbi to write a medical book, but he has little 
time, so the sultan provides a sleek horse to deliver the rabbi 
to the palace more swiftly. Good news for the rabbi, sorrowful 
news for Hamor, who misses hearing the rabbi’s lessons. The 
rabbi isn’t altogether pleased, however, agreeing that the rapid 
horse allows him more time for writing—but less time for 
thinking. He realizes that he requires slower-paced journeys 
to gather his thoughts while traveling: Riding Hamor is his 

“only time for thinking in [his] whole day.” In the end, perhaps 
it’s Hamor who teaches a wise scholar a valuable lesson? This 
thought-provoking tale will be especially welcome in Jewish 
school and synagogue-library collections as an introduction 
to the acclaimed 12th-century Spanish-born Sephardic Jew-
ish scholar-philosopher Rabbi Moses ben Maimon (also called 
Maimonides). Based on Maimonides’ own writing, it advances 
a gentle, respectful message about human-animal relationships. 
Architectural and apparel styles, vegetation, and decorative 
motifs strongly evoke the Middle Eastern setting; yellow ocher, 
russets, and orange-browns convey the warm hues of desert 
sands. Humans, Hamor, and animal characters are expressive; 
the people are brown-skinned.

A reminder that wisdom comes in different forms and 
from different sources. (historical note; portrait of Rabbi 
Moses Maimonides) (Picture book. 4-7)

“A celebration of the complexity and care that 
go into making this Japanese staple.”

ramen for everyone
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YOU SO BLACK
Theresa tha S.O.N.G.B.I.R.D.
Illus. by London Ladd
Denene Millner Books/Simon & 
Schuster (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jan. 10, 2023
9781665900348  

A spoken-word artist adapts her 
melodic poem into a picture-book cel-

ebration of Blackness.
“You so Black, when you smile, the stars come out. / You so 

Black, when you’re born, / the god come out.” The poem begins 
by invoking the nighttime sky and stars before moving on to 
mathematics and the pyramids, both of which originated in 
Africa. The verses praise the physical, intellectual, and emo-
tional attributes of Black people, highlight their creative con-
tributions, and praise their resilience in the face of hardship. 
The author stresses the importance of family ties along with 
the quest for freedom. The narrative makes it clear that Black is 
more than a color and that it is not restricted to any shade. The 
evocative language and structure are similar to that of a praise 
song, an African poetic form. Ladd’s vibrant mixed-media col-
lages pair perfectly with the spirited words and enhance and 
amplify their meaning. The bold colors and striking images 
support the uplifting text. Illustrations of the very recogniz-
able inauguration of President Barack Obama and the Martin 
Luther King, Jr. Memorial along with depictions of regular 
Black children and families reinforce the message that Black 
excellence is everywhere. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An intriguing blend of spoken-word and picture-book art-
istry. (Picture book. 4-8)

NIC BLAKE AND THE 
REMARKABLES
The Manifestor Prophecy
Thomas, Angie
Illus. by Setor Fiadzigbey
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (304 pp.) 
$19.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-0-06-322513-8 
Series: Nic Blake and the Remarkables, 1 

A girl discovers the truth behind her 
favorite book series—and her destiny.

On her 12th birthday, Nichole Blake’s disappointed that her 
father still won’t teach her how to use the Gift. They are Mani-
festors, the most powerful of the supernatural Remarkables, 
and they keep their powers secret from the Unremarkables they 
live among in Jackson, Mississippi. But TJ Retro, Nic’s favorite 
fantasy author, is in town for a book signing—where she learns 
that not only is he a Manifestor, too, but that he knows her 
father. Mr. Retro reveals that his books are a fictionalized ver-
sion of their childhood war against an evil villain. Before Nic 
can get answers, her father’s secrets catch up to him. To prove 
his innocence, Nic—with the help of a long-lost twin brother 

and her Unremarkable best friend—must navigate the fantasti-
cal secret world of the Remarkables to find a powerful stolen 
artifact. The first act relies on the narrator’s humor and charm 
to carry the heavy amounts of exposition and to set up familiar 
fantasy tropes so that stock concepts (like the chosen one) can 
later be subverted and interrogated in entertaining, thoughtful 
ways. The Manifestor mythology combines African and African 
American folklore and Biblical stories, and the book explores 
Black Americans’ historical and present-day traumas alongside 
a fast-paced adventure and inventive worldbuilding. The ending 
teases more threats to come. All major characters are Black.

Readers will eagerly await the unearthing of more secrets 
in the next installment. (Fantasy. 8-12)

B IS FOR BANANAS
Tillotson, Carrie
Illus. by Estrela Lourenço
Flamingo Books (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 11, 2023
978-0-593-52806-8  

This anthropomorphic banana is 
NOT ready for bed.

The protagonist of Counting to Bananas (2022) returns to 
explore the alphabet. “A is for awake,” announces the narrator. 

“B is for bedtime.” But our hero wants B to be for banana; the 
narrator points out that this is a bedtime book. Banana is not 
having any of that and suggests that C should be for Banana 
(Captain Banana the pirate, that is). Still, Banana bathes (“D is 
for Dirty”), uses the potty (“G is for Going”), and brushes their 
teeth (“I is for Incisors”)…but when the narrator announces “L 
is for Listening,” Banana has finally had enough and takes over, 
pencil in hand, and crosses out all the bedtime words, replaces 
them with more playful fare, and acts each out in Banana-edited 
illustrations. Q isn’t for quiet but quarterback. R isn’t for relax but 
robot. Humoring Banana, the narrator announces that “S is for 
Scary,” as in stories. Banana backs down, frightened, and the 
bedtime words return and end with one “zonked” Banana. Exu-
berant Banana has as much fun taking control of the alphabet as 
they did taking over counting. Lourenço returns with digitally 
created illustrations full of Banana’s bonkers energy and plenty 
of color. Speech balloons are used throughout as Banana argues 
with the narrator. Banana might end up tuckered out, but little 
listeners will probably be supercharged with giggles. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

An a-peeling alphabet adventure. (Picture book. 2-5)
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MULYSSES
Torseter, Øyvind
Trans. by Kari Dickson
Enchanted Lion Books (156 pp.) 
$29.95  |  April 11, 2023
9781592702763  

A free-wheeling nautical adventure with oblique references 
to classic legend and literature.

Applying thin colors only to the larger panels of his sketch-
ily drawn outline art, Torseter tracks the misadventures of a 
hapless narrator, an animal (judging from the title, likely a mule, 
though not readily identifiable as such) who, in the wake of 
suddenly losing apartment, belongings, and job, is hired as first 
mate by a collector, a human with an elephant’s nose, searching 
the seas for the “Biggest Eye in the World.” (“Do you have any 
previous experience as an explorer?” “I’ve been to Sweden.”) As 
soon as the going gets tough, the collector flies home via heli-
copter, leaving Mulysses to survive a whirlpool created by a 
one-eyed whale and to discover a stowaway who steals all the 
lemons onboard for her gin and tonics but later saves him from 
a giant. Most of the tale is told wordlessly, with occasional terse 
quips or comments for text (translated from Norwegian). Savvy 
readers (or those sharing the book with an adult) may pick up 
on references to Greek mythology, such as the cyclops Odys-
seus encountered. It’s a visually appealing but cryptic tale; those 
easily amused by surreal details and incidents may be—mildly—
engaged. Human characters have skin the white of the page. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

More oddity than Odyssey. (Graphic fiction. 7-9)

OBIOMA PLAYS FOOTBALL
Unigwe, Chika
Illus. by Chinyere Okoroafor
Cassava Republic Press (48 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781913175375  

A girl who uses a wheelchair faces challenges at her new 
school. 

Eight-year-old Obioma loves playing football—soccer, to 
readers in the United States. Using her arms as legs, she scores 
goals with a “special stick” and propels her wheelchair as fast 
as a cheetah; she jokes that her best friend Mmeri is a tortoise 
next to her. Obioma also loves the oranges that grow near her 
school. Alas, she’s forbidden to “set foot” on the farm—but 
surely rolling in with Mmeri on her lap to grab the fruit doesn’t 
count. After being caught orange-handed, Obioma’s sure she’s 
in trouble when she comes home and overhears her parents 
discussing something serious. But their news is even worse: 
Obioma and her family are moving to another city for Mum-
my’s job. At her new school—which has no ramp, requiring 
Daddy to carry her inside—kids stare at her and jeer that girls 
and wheelchair users can’t play football. Obioma grows sadder 
and sadder…until another child asks her to play. Unigwe warmly 
introduces readers to an energetic, appealingly mischievous 

girl whose disability is just one part of her. Cleverly reinforcing 
this multifaceted portrayal, Okoroafor’s cartoon illustrations 
depict Obioma’s wheelchair as a simple white outline, visible 
but muted amid lush yellow, green, and blue background hues. 
All characters are Black, with varying shades of brown skin, and 
the setting appears to be African, possibly Nigerian. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

An encouraging take on moving and making new friends. 
(Picture book. 4-8)

CAN YOU SEE IT?
Verde, Susan
Illus. by Juliana Perdomo
Abrams (40 pp.) 
$15.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781419761638 
Series: Sensing Your World 

Warm guidance on the difference between looking and 
seeing.

Verde is well established as a writer skilled at introducing 
concepts of mindfulness to young readers, with titles such as 
those in the I Am series, illustrated by Peter H. Reynolds, to her 
credit. With this latest offering, she collaborates with illustra-
tor Perdomo to invite children to “slow down— / find stillness, 
and notice / with patience and curiosity.” First-person narration 
delivers this invitation in the voice of a child who presents Black. 
The young narrator first distinguishes between looking at a tree 
and truly seeing the life it experiences and sustains—“Signs of 
change and letting go, / flowering and feeding, / shading and 
sheltering. / A place to call home.” The narrator then directly 
asks readers what they see in the accompanying, brightly col-
ored illustration of flora and fauna alike in an up-close image of 
the tree’s branches. The following pages continue in this man-
ner, helping readers “see” both tangible and intangible qualities 
of the world they inhabit, with illustrations echoing illustrator 
Karen Katz’s style and expanding on the text to prompt care-
ful examination. While the book is engaging, some may notice 
a missed opportunity for inclusion of visually impaired people, 
who, while unable to literally look at the world, can surely per-
ceive a great deal in other ways. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Much good to see here. (Picture book. 3-8)

THE ARTIST 
Vere, Ed
Doubleday (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  April 4, 2023
978-0-525-58087-4
978-0-525-58088-1 PLB  

An adult artist celebrates child artists.
A multicolored creature—a dragon 

or perhaps a dinosaur—creatively ablaze, 
enlivens a city with her art. As third-per-

son narrator, author/illustrator Vere speaks for child artists who 
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may not be able to articulate what it’s like to create. He also 
helps child artists understand, appreciate, and validate them-
selves. He gets kid artists and their imperative to create, and he 
draws like them, too: Check out the colorful, boldly imagina-
tive, dynamic, quirky, and wonderfully child-appealing illus-
trations herein. Bonus: Vere also speaks to parents, caregivers, 
teachers, and librarians who will share this volume with kids to 
offer perspective on and to help them respect and accept child 
artists and value their creative processes and masterpieces. If 
this seems philosophical and lofty, the soothing text and lively 
art will change minds. Kids will note illustrations they could 
have produced—and that’s the point. Plus, they’ll love that the 
protagonist makes a very common childhood artistic faux pas: 
She colors outside the lines! But, narrator Vere assures his artist-
hero: “Mistakes are how you learn! Heart is what matters. And 
your art is full of heart….Please paint again!” His final encour-
agement for all child artists: “Keep seeing the beauty…keep 
going!” Understanding adults know children need such incen-
tives to continue creating, to keep imaginations buzzing, and to 
use whatever media they desire to portray the world as they see 
it. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

This book proclaims what children already know: Creativ-
ity and making art spark joy. (Picture book. 4-8)

PURR-IM TIME!
Waldman, Jenna
Illus. by Erica J. Chen
Apples & Honey Press (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9781681155937  

The Jewish holiday of Purim, here 
dubbed Purr-im, is celebrated by a trio of 
lively kitties.

Two striped cats and one Siamese bake the tasty haman-
taschen, shaped like Haman’s hat, and make baskets of food 
and gifts to share. After joining a parade with other felines, with 
everyone in costume, the cats attend temple, where they listen 
to the reading of the Megillah, or the story of Purim, in which 
brave Queen Esther saves her people from the evil Haman. 
Esther discovers Haman’s plot to kill the Jews (described here 
as “hurt[ing] the Jews”) and warns the king—“All it takes is one 
strong voice,” the narrator notes. The kitties follow the cus-
tom and wave noisemakers called graggers every time Haman’s 
name is mentioned. There’s also a carnival with fun and games. 
The narrator reminds readers to give to those in need by con-
tributing tzedakah, or charity, for helping is also fun. The kitties’ 
various activities present a perfect parallel to the real human 
holiday. Everything is described in lilting, generally four-line 
verses, in ABCB form. Filled with movement and joy, the illus-
trations depict adorable kittens who will delight readers with 
their antics while also gently teaching them about the holiday. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

Chag Purim Sameach. Happy Purim—and Purr-im—to 
all. (note for families, craft instructions) (Religious picture book. 
4-8)

ODE TO A BAD DAY
Wallace, Chelsea Lin
Illus. by Hyewon Yum
Chronicle Books (48 pp.) 
$16.99  |  April 18, 2023
978-1-79721-080-3  

It’s only fitting that a day this bad 
gets its own lyrical poem.

“Oh you Bad Morning.” Right from the start, a child who 
presents as Asian with straight black hair, peachy skin, and dots 
for eyes can tell it’s going to be a bad day. On most double-page 
spreads, rhyming lines in irregular meter convey the sensibil-
ity and grandeur of the traditional ode, glorifying a different 
aspect of the bad day. The verso describes the outrage (“Oh 
Too Much Milk in My Cereal, / soggy, squishy! Boggy, mushy! 
/ You turned my crispy into gushy!”), while the recto declaims 
the lament (“Oh you Too Much Milk”). It is impressive how 
many despairing, outraged, and sad expressions Yum is able to 
give the young protagonist as the day progresses through each 
indignity, including itchy clothes, being late, dealing with a line 
cutter, and getting the hiccups. One particularly poignant illus-
tration sees the child prone on the floor of a supermarket with 
one knee raised: “Oh you Boredom.” Not every rhyme is per-
fect, but the overall sentiment comes through loud and clear, 
and Yum’s soft watercolor and colored pencil artwork is a won-
derful foil for the negative feelings. This is especially true as the 
day draws to a close, a new day is within sight, and more hopeful 
thoughts take over. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

This is one bad day readers won’t mind reliving again and 
again. (Picture book. 4-8)

HOW TO CATCH A 
DADDYSAURUS
Walstead, Alice
Illus. by Andy Elkerton
Sourcebooks Wonderland (40 pp.) 
$10.99  |  April 1, 2023
978-1-72826-618-3 
Series: How To Catch… 

It’s time to look for the elusive Daddysaurus.
In this latest installment in the seemingly never-ending 

series about a group of diverse kids attempting to trap mythi-
cal creatures, the youngsters are now on the lookout for a big 
mauve dinosaur with an emblazoned D on his stomach and a 
superhero cape. The fast-moving Daddysaurus is always on the 
go; he will be difficult to catch. Armed with blueprints of pos-
sible ideas, the kids decide which traps to set. As in previous 
works, ones of the sticky variety seem popular. They cover bar-
bells with fly paper (Daddysaurus like to exercise) and spread 
glue on the handle of a shovel (Daddysaurus also likes to garden). 
One clever trick involves tempting Daddysaurus with a draw-
ing of a hole, taped to the wall, because he fixes everything that 
breaks. Daddysaurus is certainly engaged in the children’s lives, 
not a workaholic or absent, but he does fall into some standard 

“This is one bad day readers won’t mind reliving again and again.”
ode to a bad day
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tropes associated with fathers. The rhyming quatrains stumble 
at times but for the most part bounce along. Overall, though, 
text and art feel somewhat formulaic and likely will tempt only 
devotees of the series. The final page of the book (after Dad-
dysaurus is caught with love) has a space for readers to write a 
note or draw a picture of their own Daddysaurus. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

This frenetic ode to fatherhood is predictable fare but may 
please series fans. (Picture book. 4-8)

THE BEE WITHOUT WINGS
Williams, Amberlea
Princeton Architectural Press (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 21, 2023
9781797222509  

A warm relationship develops between 
a young child and a wingless bumblebee.

When Sasha notices the titular bee, 
she is immediately moved to help, first 

placing the inert body in the cup of a crocus, then offering her a 
sugar-water solution. The latter remedy works, reviving the bee, 
who comically poses on two pipestem legs, the other four flexed 
like a bodybuilder’s. In the land of the living the bee may be, but 
without wings, she can’t forage for food or flee predators. Chris-
tening her new insect friend Bea, Sasha cares for her all summer, 
even going so far as to fashion a homemade paraglider so Bea 
can experience flight. But bumblebees’ lives are short, “and one 
sad, unfixable day, Bea was gone.” The following spring, Sasha 
pays tribute to Bea with a bee-friendly garden. Williams’ flight 
of fancy is stronger visually than textually, illustrations investing 
both the peanut-shaped black-and-yellow bee and Sasha’s cat, 
Molly, with expressive appeal. Bea is voiceless, however, and this 
combines with her physical helplessness to undermine the illus-
trations’ efforts—she’s more an object for Sasha’s benevolence 
than a character with any real agency. Sasha has beige skin and a 
light-brown bob. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Real bees need human help; this fictional bee needs a char-
acter makeover to really fly. (bee facts, information on creat-
ing a bee-friendly garden) (Picture book. 3-6)

GRANDAD’S PRIDE 
Woodgate, Harry
Little Bee Books (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 25, 2023
978-1-4998-1461-3 
Series: Grandad’s Camper 

The protagonists of Grandad’s Camper 
(2021) return in this tale of love, identity, 
and community. 

On their last visit to their White Grandad, brown-skinned 
Milly convinced him to fix up his old van and take it to the 
beach. This time, Milly is joined by their parents—one White, 
the other brown-skinned. Milly learns about how Grandad 

and his late partner, Gramps (depicted as brown-skinned in 
flashbacks), would travel in their van to march and dance in 
Pride events around the country. Granddad is convinced he’s 
too old to attend Pride now, but Milly rouses their family and 
their town to put on a local Pride celebration, with volunteers 
creating banners, making costumes, baking treats, and putting 
on a drag show. Readers familiar with Milly and Grandad will 
welcome this sophomore outing, and the book will be in espe-
cially heavy rotation in libraries during Pride Month. Wood-
gate’s upbeat art brims with color and, aptly, rainbow motifs, 
depicting a supportive community diverse in race, ability, and 
self-expression. This is a quiet yet moving read with a powerful 
message: You don’t need corporate sponsorship or larger-than-
life events to celebrate Pride; all you need is love. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A winner from beginning to end—and affirmation that 
Pride belongs in every community. (Picture book. 4-8)

SCHLEMIEL COMES 
TO AMERICA
Yolen, Jane
Illus. by Óscar Perez
Reycraft Books (48 pp.) 
$14.95  |  April 1, 2023
9781478876113  

Don’t count all your fools in one 
place.

Schlemiel the tailor lives in Chelm, a 
town in Jewish folklore famous for fools. 

He fancies himself wise and a shrewd arbiter, and he just might 
be…at least, compared with the other Chelm residents. Look 
what happens when the mayor is frightened that a rock on the 
mountain looming over Chelm might fall. Some citizens carry 
the rock down to the village, and Schlemiel remarks they could 
have rolled it down instead. The villagers haul it back up to 
where they found it—then roll it down, crushing several build-
ings. Schlemiel decides they’re so foolish, he’s going to Amer-
ica. On the way, he settles a dispute between two people about 
where a bridge leads, confounds an immigration official, and 
earns big money when he solves a problem at a construction site 
involving piles of dirt and holes. Young readers will likely find 
the stories in this early chapter book mildly amusing—if they 
get them. However, the artwork is ill-suited to the text. Char-
acters look stiff and bland, and their eyes don’t focus. Scenes 
and people appear staged, as if posed for a tableau. Characters 
are light-skinned except for one brown-skinned person on the 
immigration line. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A disappointing effort. (about Chelm) (Chapter book. 6-8)

“A winner from beginning to end—and affirmation 
that Pride belongs in every community.”

grandad’s pride
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WHAT STAYS BURIED
Young, Suzanne
Harper/HarperCollins (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  March 7, 2023
978-0-06-325712-2  

A young medium comes into her 
power.

Calista does not want to turn 13. For 
now she can see and talk to ghosts and 
help them find peace. But as per family 
tradition, once her 13th birthday comes 

(in just one week’s time), that sight will disappear, leaving her 
with far less powerful medium abilities. What’s worse, she will 
no longer be able to talk to her beloved father and grandmother, 
whose spirits are sticking around to help. Little sister Molly 
hasn’t come into her abilities yet, but she is suddenly pestered 
by an evil force. First ominously referred to as the Tall Lady, the 
spiteful ghost Edwina Swift cursed the Wynn family (who are 
cued as White) and has been using their souls to gain unimagi-
nable power. When young people in Calista’s small New York 
town of Meadowmere start disappearing, it’s up to her to race 
against time to find them and defeat Edwina for good. An excit-
ing, well-paced, and well-structured plot coexists with clunky, 
awkward prose and inconsistent worldbuilding, taming some 
truly terrifying scenes of demonic possession and ghostly mal-
ice. Close third-person narration drags down the storytelling 
with constant explanations rather than revelations, but some 
young readers will still enjoy the frights and triumphs.

Clunky but creepy. (Paranormal. 10-14)

BECAUSE I’M YOUR MOM
Zappa, Ahmet
Illus. by Dan Santat
Little, Brown (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 28, 2023
978-0-316-33821-9  

A decade after Because I’m Your Dad (2013) came out, musi-
cian Zappa and illustrator Santat reunite to bring the same story 
to life from a slightly different perspective. 

Grandiose promises mix with those of a more standard vari-
ety as a mama monster makes a series of vows to her child. An 
innocuous “Because I’m your mom…you’re gonna get kissed all 
over your tummy every day” appears not long before, “Because 
I’m your mom, you can have nachos for breakfast, pancakes for 
dinner, and Popsicles in the shower.” As the book progresses, 
the mama continues to couple loving low-key activities along-
side others involving plane rides, rock concerts, and “self-
ies with the Sphinx.” Why would the mama monster do such 
things? “Because that’s what my mom did for me.” The affec-
tion rings true, but actual mamas may balk at a couple of the 
more extravagant vows, worrying about their own child’s expec-
tations. Santat aids where he can, giving the whole venture a 
peppy vibe replete with bright greens, purples, and blues. Alas, 
horned monsters and puppicorns can take you only so far when 

the unmemorable text fails to invite rereads. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

For Zappa fans, a book to rejoice in. For everyone else, a 
story you’ve seen before, in one iteration or another. (Picture 
book. 2-5)
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HARLEY QUINN
Ravenous
Allen, Rachael
Random House (368 pp.) 
$19.99  |  April 25, 2023
978-0-593-42990-7 
Series: DC Icons, 2 

“There’s always been something driv-
ing my chaos, something that makes the 
darkness worth unleashing.”

When 19-year-old Harleen Quinzel 
wakes up in a hospital bed with no memory of how she got there, 
she scrabbles for the details of a life that seems weirder with every 
passing day. She was a Gotham University student and a new 
intern at Arkham Asylum, working with the brilliant and deadly 
Talia al Ghūl, Arkham’s only female Super-Villain. A terrifying pres-
ence wearing a burlap mask haunts her dreams and Arkham’s halls, 
weaving a web that ensnares almost every part of Harleen’s life. 
Questioning who she was, who she became, and who she can trust, 
Harleen must reckon with her own demons before the nightmares 
draw too close to stop. More than enough context is provided 
to firmly situate readers unfamiliar with Harley Quinn: Reckoning 
(2022). This volume is slightly less gung-ho about its quasi-dys-
topian feminism, carrying the momentum and maturity of the 
plot from the end of the previous volume into layers of intrigue 
that never drag despite the story’s length. The before and after of 
Harleen’s accident are neatly demarcated, immersing readers in 
the blood, sweat, and tears of her memories before cartwheeling 
through the fallout. Harleen’s grit, pluck, and struggles to carve 
a place for herself make her easy to sympathize with despite any 
number of poor decisions she makes. Main characters are White. 

Likely to leave readers ravenous for more. (Fantasy. 14-18)

THE MAKING OF 
YOLANDA LA BRUJA 
Avila, Lorraine
Levine Querido (352 pp.) 
$19.99  |  April 11, 2023
9781646142439  

A teen bruja-in-training receives 
troubling visions about imminent gun 
violence at her school. 

Sixteen-year-old Yolanda Nuelis Alva-
rez is a Black Dominican American girl 

raised in the Bronx within a close-knit support system of family and 
friends. Strongest of all is her bond with her bruja grandmother, 

THE MAKING OF YOLANDA LA BRUJA by Lorraine Avila ......... 144

THE STARS OF MOUNT QUIXX by S.M. Beiko ..............................145

BLOOD DEBTS by Terry J. Benton-Walker .......................................145

THIS DELICIOUS DEATH by Kayla Cottingham ............................. 152

FUNERAL SONGS FOR DYING GIRLS by Cherie Dimaline .......... 153

THROWBACK by Maurene Goo .......................................................156

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

BLOOD DEBTS 
Benton-Walker, Terry J.
Tor Teen (416 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-1-250-82592-6 
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Mamá Teté, who acts as Yolanda’s mentor in her spiritual jour-
ney in communion with their guides and ancestors as part of a 
long-standing family tradition. As her initiation approaches, 
Yolanda begins having disturbing visions about Ben, the new 
student who recently started attending Julia De Burgos High, a 
White boy with a history of racist behavior. Ben joins the Brave 
Space Club, the activist group that Yolanda heads, and intention-
ally causes conflict with the other students. Certain that there 
is a looming threat to her school, a hitherto welcoming space 
for students from marginalized communities, Yolanda tries to 
understand her responsibility as a community organizer and as 
a bruja before tragedy strikes. Avila’s novel is unabashedly politi-
cal, with a determined, powerful, actively engaged protagonist 
on a coming-of-age journey that is both distressing and hopeful. 
It’s an intersectional novel both on a personal level—Yolanda is 
Black, Latina, queer, and deaf (she has cochlear implants)—and 
in a wider sense as it thoughtfully, candidly engages with racism, 
violence, and privilege while centering Yolanda’s growing bonds 
of family, community, activism, and spirituality. 

A remarkable, beautifully rendered debut. (Paranormal. 
13-18)

THE STARS OF 
MOUNT QUIXX 
Beiko, S.M.
ECW Press (296 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  April 25, 2023
9781770416956 
Series: The Brindlewatch Quintet, 1 

Science, magic, and an unexpected 
romance interweave in this series opener 
when two sisters arrive in the quaint but 
odd town of Quixx.

Eighteen-year-old Constance Ivyweather and her 14-year-old 
sister, Ivory, arrive in sleepy, decrepit Quixx for their summer 
holidays. While they wait for their absentee parents to join them, 
proper, anxiety-prone Constance and nonconformist, adventure-
seeking Ivory encounter a variety of quirky residents living under 
the shadow of Mount Quixx, whose constant fog never lifts. 
When a fight between the sisters ends with Ivory’s disappear-
ing into its crater, Constance follows suit, and the sisterly duo 
encounter a whispering mountain, an old science project, and the 
fabled monsters feared by all the townsfolk. Genderfluid Der-
rek, an elegant, intelligent, well-mannered, spiderlike arachnas-
tronomer, convinces the girls to help them work on a machine 
to solve Quixx’s fog problem and allow its residents to see the 
stars once more. Fans of Diana Wynne Jones and TJ Klune will 
find much to love in this wholly original novel that blends science 
and magic, modernity and tradition, and features a sweet mon-
ster romance, found families, kooky characters, and a pair of sis-
ters whose fraught relationship is central to their coming-of-age 
stories. Constance and Ivory read White; ample diversity in skin 
tones, gender, and sexuality are the norm in what promises to be 
a wonderful quintet. 

Queer, quirky, and delightful. (Fantasy. 13-18)

BLOOD DEBTS 
Benton-Walker, Terry J.
Tor Teen (416 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-1-250-82592-6  

Twins with a lineage of magic and a 
family history stained by violent betrayal 
pursue blood and justice in this bewitch-
ing contemporary fantasy. 

Secrets and grief have torn Cris and 
Clem Dupart’s family into pieces. All 

the people Clem loves die or abandon him. The doctor says his 
mother has weeks to live. His aunt left their family’s estate and 
won’t explain why. Ever since their father’s fatal heart attack 
11 months ago, his twin sister has shut him out. But no matter 
how much she misses her brother, Cris can’t bear to tell him the 
truth about why she’s given up practicing generational magic. 
When Clem and Cris find a hex doll beneath their mother’s bed, 
they realize their survival depends on reuniting their estranged 
relatives. Someone wants to destroy their family, perhaps the 
same someone who blamed their grandmother for murdering 
the mayor’s daughter 30 years ago. Set in New Orleans during 
an election year, realistic, magically charged political intrigue 
surrounds this high-suspense mystery about a justice-seeking 
family of Black gen—conjurers who channel power from ances-
tors and the moon. Writing from multiple perspectives with 
trauma-informed care, Benton-Walker develops each charac-
ter with emotional complexity, including those with insidious 
intentions. Social themes, including cultural appropriation of 
sacred practices, racism, mental illness, sex work, sexuality, and 
consent, adeptly intertwine with the story’s conflict. This page-
turning debut demands a sequel. 

Riveting and relevant. (author’s note, magic chart, family 
trees) (Fantasy. 14-18)

THE HALF-LIFE OF LOVE
Bourne, Brianna
Scholastic (368 pp.) 
$19.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781338712667  

In a world nearly identical to our 
own, two teens struggle with tragedy.

Flint’s existence has unfolded under 
the shadow of a phenomenon in which 
people experience a twinge, or medi-
cal event, at the halfway point of their 

lives, revealing the exact date when they will die. Flint and his 
family have returned to his childhood home of Carbon Junc-
tion, where he half-lifed when he was in third grade. When the 
book opens, his death date is just 41 days, 9 hours, and 42 min-
utes away. Flint is reacting angrily to his heartbroken parents’ 
attempts to help, barely eating, and refusing basic comforts like 
warm clothing. Carbon Junction is also home to the Half-Life 
Institute, where the phenomenon is researched. September, a 
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Battles continue to rage in 
schools across America about how 
history is taught and who is includ-
ed in the story of “us.” These con-
troversies go beyond test scores and 
textbooks; they represent different 
visions of justice, community life, 
and what this society stands for. Af-
ter all, if we don’t wrestle with the 
past in all its difficult complexities, 
we can’t make sense of the forces 

shaping our lives in the present. 
As historian Patrick Wyman pointed out on Twitter, 

“Lot of folks out there confuse ‘history’ with ‘stories from 
the past that make me feel good about who I am.…’ Histo-
ry should make you feel uncomfortable....The past doesn’t 
exist to validate your sense of who you are in the present.” 
The following books provoke and engage, inform, and en-
lighten. They invite readers to reflect on challenging ques-
tions and recognize that meaningful learning never occurs 
without discomfort. 

Caste: The Origins of Our Discon-
tents: Adapted for Young Adults by Is-
abel Wilkerson (Delacorte, 2022): 
Trimming down her 2020 adult 
bestseller, Wilkerson offers teens 
global historical and contemporary 
contexts against which to consid-
er America’s racial hierarchy rather 
than framing this country as excep-
tional and unique.

My Selma: True Stories of a South-
ern Childhood at the Height of the Civil 
Rights Movement by Willie Mae Brown (Farrar, Straus and Gi-
roux, Jan. 3): This memoir is an effective blend of details from 
everyday life and extraordinary history. Brown’s girlhood in a 
loving Black Baptist family unfolded even as the civil rights 
movement shook Alabama and the rest of America.

For Lamb by Lesa Cline-Ransome 
(Holiday House, Jan. 10): A master of 
historical fiction returns with a sto-
ry set in Mississippi during the Jim 
Crow era as various narrators seek 
self-determination and fulfillment 
within an unforgiving society’s tight 
constraints. 

A Mighty Long Way (Adapted for 
Young Readers): My Journey to Justice at 
Little Rock Central High School by Car-

lotta Walls Lanier with Lisa Frazier Page (Delacorte, Jan. 
17): The Little Rock Nine, the first Black teens to attend 
the city’s Central High School, made history at consider-
able personal risk; in this fascinating memoir, the young-
est of the group shares an insider’s view of radical social 
change and its consequences in her life.

Promise Boys by Nick Brooks (Henry Holt, Jan. 31): 
Long-standing inequities in education are critiqued in 
this gripping mystery novel about Black and brown boys 
at an urban prep school who come under scrutiny after 
their authoritarian principal is murdered. (Read a profile 
of the author on Page 150.)

The Davenports by Krystal Mar-
quis (Dial Books, Jan. 31): African 
American elites are the focus of this 
noteworthy debut novel set in Chi-
cago shortly after the turn of the 
20th century; it centers the social 
and romantic intrigues of four young 
women.

How To Be a (Young) Antiracist 
by Ibram X. Kendi and Nic Stone 
(Kokila, Jan. 31): Scholar Kendi and 
YA author Stone collaborate in this 
original reimagining of Kendi’s How 
To Be an Antiracist in which one man’s personal journey is 
effectively contextualized against the backdrop of broad-
er social forces.

The Racial Trauma Handbook for 
Teens: CBT Skills To Heal From the 
Personal & Intergenerational Trauma of 
Racism by Támara Hill (Instant Help 
Books, Feb. 1): This accessible and 
important self-help guide aimed at 
Black and biracial youth shows how 
racism negatively affects our most 
intimate relationships even decades 
after events have passed. It offers 
readers critical paths to understand-

ing and healing.
The Sum of Us (Adapted for Young Readers): How Racism 

Hurts Everyone by Heather McGhee (Delacorte, Feb. 21): 
A think tank president applies her considerable research 
and public policy skills to this remarkable work that per-
suasively demonstrates how correcting inequities rooted 
in slavery will reap benefits for Americans of all races.

Laura Simeon is a young readers’ editor.

YOUNG ADULT  |  Laura Simeon 

black history comes to life 
in these teen reads
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brilliant young woman who interns there, is grieving the death 
of her 4-year-old sister. At its heart a romance, this alternating 
narrative juxtaposition of a melancholy but beautiful boy clad 
in all black and a vibrant girl who only wears bright colors is a 
familiar opposites-attract setup. The tension between the two 
is drawn out at length, which should please fans of the genre. 
The science-fiction elements are less developed but still cre-
ate a compelling premise that guides the plot and gives ample 
motivation to the sympathetic characters for the complicated 
decisions they must make. The main characters are cued White; 
there are some queer and racially and ethnically diverse second-
ary characters.

A thoughtful, heart-rending story of doomed first love. 
(Romance. 13-18)

HOT DUTCH DAYDREAM
Boyce, Kristy
HarperTeen (304 pp.) 
$11.99 paper  |  April 18, 2023
9780063160309  

A driven scientist and an artist who 
lacks focus aim to be more productive 
but end up falling in love.

Sage Cunningham is going to spend 
the summer in Amsterdam looking after 
her mentor’s 3-year-old son, Diederik. In 

exchange, Dr. Reese will pay Sage’s expenses to attend a confer-
ence in Berlin and present at a poster session, something few 
college freshmen get to do. When Ryland, Dr. Reese’s teenage 
son from her first marriage, unexpectedly comes home early 
from a backpacking trip, Sage worries he could be a distraction. 
But Ryland, who finds it all too easy to get derailed by relation-
ship drama, is hoping some of Sage’s work ethic will rub off on 
him, and he asks her to help him focus while he prepares for 
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an upcoming art competition. Evenings spent together work-
ing on their separate projects in Ryland’s attic lead to friend-
ship—and then to more. However, Dr. Reese makes it clear that 
if Sage dates Ryland, she won’t be able to work in her lab going 
forward in order to avoid the appearance of favoritism. Sage has 
been counting on the position and Dr. Reese’s support to help 
her reach her professional goals, but can she really say goodbye 
to Ryland? The romance develops naturally and believably, with 
both protagonists learning that the right partner can help them 
achieve their dreams. Main characters read White.

Armchair travelers and fans of opposites-attract romances 
will adore this story. (Romance. 12-18)

SILVER IN THE BONE
Bracken, Alexandra
Knopf (480 pp.) 
$19.99  |  $22.99 PLB  |  April 4, 2023
978-0-593-48165-3
978-0-593-48166-0 PLB 
Series: Silver in the Bone, 1 

Through mythology and despite the 
dangers, a teen seeks the cure to her 
brother’s curse.

Ever since their guardian disappeared 
7 years ago, Tamsin and Cabell have been Hollowers, adventur-
ers who recover magical artifacts for fame and fortune. While 
Tamsin lacks the One Vision, or the ability to see magic, her 
encyclopedic knowledge, preparedness, and suspicious nature 
balance her brother’s approachability, humor, and rare abilities 
as an Expeller who can deflect curses. But when the siblings are 
offered a huge bounty for a legendary item, Cabell loses control 
of his own curse and becomes a monstrous hound. Tamsin vows 
to save him, leaving on a quest that takes her to a twisted version 
of Avalon. The discussions of familial bonds, including feelings 
of belonging and loyalty, are realistic and depicted well through-
out. The blend of horror, urban fantasy, and Arthurian lore is 
intriguing and original, and the fast pacing and humor enter-
tain. Tamsin’s character arc, particularly her views on friendship, 
love, found family, and trust, is slow, believable, and satisfying. 
The plot twists are equally gripping and manage to balance grim 
moments with lighter, uplifting interactions. Although it feels 
predictable, the slow-burn romance relies on building mutual 
trust and support. The main characters are light-skinned; there 
is some racial diversity in the supporting cast.

A gripping, thought-provoking, and inventive dark fantasy. 
(Fantasy. 14-18)

NATHALIE
An Acadian’s Tale of Tragedy 
and Triumph
Camelin, Debra Amirault
Ronsdale Press (264 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  Feb. 20, 2023
9781553806714  

The author mines her genealogy 
for this story of the expulsion of the 
Acadians.

This brutal, mid-18th-century act of 
ethnic cleansing, carried out by the British army against peace-
ful, French Catholic farming and fishing families in what is now 
Nova Scotia, is ripe with drama. Unfortunately, little of that 
comes through in the tale of Nathalie Belliveau, who at 13 finds 
herself separated from her family as they are forced aboard a ship 
bound for New England. She is separated again from the fam-
ily with whom she finds refuge—and a betrothed—when they 
in turn are deported. Ange, her beloved, and his family fetch 
up in Massachusetts, but Nathalie is taken to North Carolina, 
where she is indentured to a slave owner and his French-speak-
ing wife. Nathalie’s and Ange’s travails unfold in prose weighed 
down with unnecessary detail and in often painfully expository 
dialogue. One-dimensional, idealized characterizations prevent 
reader engagement: Ange comes across as something of a prig, 
and Nathalie’s predictable goodness is interrupted only by a gra-
tuitous, consequence-free instance of premarital sex. The cast 
is mostly White, though there are stiff encounters with a band 
of helpful Mi’kmaq people and cringeworthy ones with dialect-
speaking Black characters. The Grand Dérangement deserves a 
compelling story; this is not it.

It’s hard to imagine the reader who’ll willingly persist past 
the first few pages. (maps, family tree, author’s note, historical 
note) (Historical fiction. 13-16)

AB(SOLUTELY) NORMAL
Short Stories That Smash 
Mental Health Stereotypes
Ed. by Carpenter, Nora Shalaway & 
Rocky Callen
Candlewick (336 pp.) 
$24.99  |  April 11, 2023
978-1-5362-2414-6  

In this anthology examining liv-
ing with mental illness, authors tackle 
the subject through short stories, verse, 

graphic narrative, and a play script, all of which reflect their 
lived experiences. 

The collection’s greatest strength is its impressive diversity 
in contributors and subject matter, from well-known names 
like Nikki Grimes and Francisco X. Stork to the newer voices. A 
Jewish girl with premenstrual dysphoric disorder orchestrates 
her second-chance romance in “Don’t Go Breaking My Heart” 
by Anna Drury. Rocky Callen’s “They Call Me Hurricane” is 
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about Aida, a determined Ecuadorian American boxer battling 
depression. In Alechia Dow’s “We Are Stardust,” a fallen star 
grappling with negative thoughts becomes a brown-skinned 
human teenager. The book’s main lessons include the messages 
that you are not alone and should reach out for help and fol-
low a treatment plan. Stories that vary in tone are particular 
standouts, such as Jonathan Lenore Kastin’s “Peculiar Falls,” in 
which a vampire with social anxiety finds saving the world from 
a monster cheerleader easier than talking to his classmates, and 

“River Boy” by James Bird (Ojibwe), which tackles bullying and 
grief while following the sweet friendship between the school 
tough girl and a boy who constantly cries. Some entries would 
have benefited from more space to explore their interesting 
concepts more fully. Each contribution is followed by a brief 
autobiographical statement by the author.

Message-heavy but necessary. (about the contributors, 
source notes, resources) (Anthology. 14-18)

WHEN WE HAD SUMMER
Castle, Jennifer
Disney-Hyperion (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 25, 2023
978-1-368-08140-5  

A trio struggles during the first sum-
mer following the unexpected death of 
the fourth member of their close-knit 
group in this contemporary novel. 

Lainie, Penny, Daniella, and Carly 
met and bonded in the New Jersey sea-

side town of Ocean Park Heights when they were just kids, 
reuniting each year and joyfully completing the Summer Sisters 
Bucket List written by Carly. However, following Carly’s death 
from an undiagnosed heart condition, the surviving girls must 
navigate both their grief and a host of new experiences in their 
lives. Alternating chapters from their third-person perspectives 
form this poignant story that explores each of their situations 
through the lenses of their distinct personalities. Daniella, who 
is struggling with panic attacks, is the only one who lives in 
OPH. She announces that this summer she will be departing 
for Manhattan to attend a music academy. Her experiences are 
juxtaposed with Lainie and Penny’s off-kilter summer in OPH, 
during which they both struggle with family upheaval—and 
Penny with a first romantic relationship. If at times some of the 
life lessons they learn seem a bit on the nose, these vulnerable 
characters will still speak to readers. Carly and Penny default 
to White; Daniella, who is Carly’s cousin, is biracial (African 
American and Italian American), and Lainie’s family is Colom-
bian. There is diversity in sexuality and ethnicity among the sec-
ondary characters.

A bittersweet tale of friendship surviving and growing 
amid heartbreak and change. (Fiction. 12-18)

¡VIVA LOLA ESPINOZA!
Cerón, Ella
Kokila (400 pp.) 
$19.99  |  April 11, 2023
978-0-593-40562-8  

A 17-year-old Californian enjoys a 
transformative summer before senior 
year with her mother’s relatives in 
Mexico.

A quiet and studious people-pleaser, 
Lola Espinoza feels pressured by Mami 

and Papi to make their college dreams for her come true. But 
when she gets a C in Spanish despite trying her best, they send 
her to Mexico City to stay with her maternal grandmother and 
master Spanish. Though initially upset about being forced to go, 
Lola is soon swept up by life with her enormous extended family, 
working as a hostess at her cousin’s restaurant, and the interest 
of two cute co-workers—popular, charming Río and stoic, lev-
elheaded Javier. But every time Lola kisses a boy, she gets sick. 
Upon learning of a curse that makes following your heart extra 
challenging for women in the Gómez family, Lola is determined 
to do whatever she must to free herself from its power. Javi, who 
turns out to be contending with family issues of his own, volun-
teers to help her. Humor and insights abound throughout Lola’s 
curse-breaking quest, and readers will root for the considerate 
protagonist as her confidence grows. The story thoughtfully 
touches on identity and heritage: Lola’s paternal grandparents 
were undocumented, Papi attended college in Mexico, and Lola 
feels sensitive about her language struggles. It also explores 
colorism in Latine communities; Lola has tan skin, Rio is light-
skinned, and Javi, who has a darker complexion, has a Zapotec 
mother.

A tender coming-of-age story about family and first love. 
(Fiction. 13-18)

CHAIN OF THORNS
Clare, Cassandra
Illus. by Alexandra Curte
McElderry (800 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Jan. 31, 2023
9781481431934 
Series: The Last Hours, 3 

Belial, Prince of Hell, makes his 
move on London in this trilogy closer.

With 11 ensemble characters (not 
counting the odd Greater Demon) to 

juggle, Clare uses up most of her chunky page count untangling 
the romantic snarls of the first two volumes—plus chucking in 
occasional attacks by lesser demons or raving maniac Tatiana 
Blackthorn to give her demon-slaying Edwardian-era Nephilim 
something to do besides steamily tonguing one another, length-
ily weltering in secret longing and self-loathing, or (at last!) 
explicitly consummating their ardor. The angular figures posing 
stiffly in Curte’s randomly scattered tableaux do little to either 

“Humor and insights abound.”
¡viva lola espinoza!
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“You can tell any story in any medium, right? It’s all sto-
rytelling,” Nick Brooks tells Kirkus on a recent Zoom call 
from Los Angeles. Brooks—a filmmaker, musician, and 
writer—is living proof of his asssertion. The multimedia 
artist’s latest project is the young adult novel Promise Boys 
(Henry Holt, Jan. 31), in which a charter school principal’s 
perplexing death sets three young boys on a mission to 
prove their innocence. In a starred review, our critic called 
the book “breathtakingly complex and intriguing.”

Brooks, a former public school educator, built the 
world of Promise Boys from the material of his life and mem-
ories, he says. “I was just thinking about all the different 
people that I came across in my time as an educator. Like, 

OK, OK, what would the lunch lady say here? What would the 
basketball coach say?” Brooks, like the boys in his story, grew 
up in Washington, D.C. His protagonists, three young men 
of color, traverse a troubled world with many threats. But 
they are also boys who love, who dream, and who run into 
the arms of their grandfathers, brothers, and mothers; 
boys we get to view up close. “They’re just kids with big 
hearts,” says Brooks. “They’re amalgamations of people I 
know. Hopefully they feel very realized, because they’re all 
coming from very real places.” 

Brooks left education to pursue his myriad passions 
in the arts, going on to make music with acclaimed sing-
er Tony Williams, to study filmmaking at the University of 
Southern California, and eventually to publish the mid-
dle-grade fantasy novel Nothing Interesting Ever Happens to 
Ethan Fairmont, which came out last October. “Working 
within the school system, it was so hard to create change,” 
he says. “In the arts, [I thought], I can get a platform and a 
voice. I can get people to finally listen to me.” 

Promise Boys packs multiple unrelenting critiques un-
derneath its thrills and mystery: critiques of the profit-
driven, militaristic charter school culture that routinely 
criminalizes Black and brown students; of the larger para-
digms underpinning our shared notions of guilt and inno-
cence. Brooks shares that one of his hopes, with this book, 
is to set much-needed discussions about schools in mo-
tion: “How do we support educators? How do we support 
schools, particularly those that serve Black and brown kids 
and underserved communities?”

It will come as no surprise that Brooks’ influences are 
various. He was a childhood fan of the Hardy Boys. He 
cites Black Panther co-writer and director Ryan Coogler as a 
major inspiration. Rapper DMX can be counted as another 
seminal artist in the development of Brooks’ craft: “I’m a 
guy who grew up on DMX. He’s the godfather of emo rap, 

Dante Bailey

BEHIND THE BOOK

Promise Boys
Nick Brooks draws on life experience—and his work as a musician and 
filmmaker—in his novel Promise Boys
BY RICARDO FRASSO JARAMILLO
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he was such an emotional guy, and his words were so poetic. 
I love writing those lines, those conversations, those mo-
ments that make you feel. I got a lot of that from DMX.” 

An astute reader will notice all of Brooks’ disciplines 
and influences at play in Promise Boys. The action-driven 
book reads, in moments, like a screenplay. Brooks weaves 
firsthand accounts from various voices and characters in 
the story, enabling him to make what he thinks of as music 
in “the flow of language.” Of course, the story is ultimately 
a novel, a form Brooks loves for its ability to make a reader 
feel lost in another world. 

Young readers will move through Promise Boys guided by 
many of the familiar mystery novel tropes: an unexplained 
murder, a group of endearing protagonists who befriend 
each other in order to discover the truth, a moment or two 
of comic relief, and more than one cleverly fashioned bait-
and-switch along the way. Brooks, a lifelong mystery lover, 
offers readers all of the genre’s expected joys: “It’s like a 
puzzle. I like solving puzzles—it’s always fun for me to try 
to put the pieces together and figure out if I can get ahead 
of the artist who was behind the story.” But the genius of 
Promise Boys is its subversion of the mystery novel’s conven-
tions; in the face of mystery, we are made to ask ourselves: 
Who do we most readily imagine as capable of the atro-
cious, or the heroic? 

Asked what he is working on now, Brooks responds pas-
sionately with a litany of future projects: another YA mys-
tery, a middle-grade graphic novel, a picture-book series, 
more TV and film work. A rapidly growing group of fans 
will be waiting expectantly for the next of Brooks’ visions 
and stories to take shape. 

Ricardo Jaramillo has written for the New York Times, the Be-
liever, McSweeney’s Quarterly Concern, and other publications. 
Promise Boys received a starred review in the Dec. 1, 2022, issue.
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raise or turn down the heat of a narrative that runs to lines like: 
“He was about to crush his lips to Alastair’s…when a scream split 
the air. The scream of someone in anguished pain.” Eventually 
Belial does get around to launching his evil scheme to take over 
London and then the world despite already bleeding from two 
wounds previously dealt by legendary magic sword Cortana. 
The love matches among the tight circle of friends are notably 
diverse, involving couples whose various members include some 
who are part Indian or Persian, those who are gay or straight, 
and even the formerly undead. The book closes with a tidying-
up epilogue and even a bonus story, “Aught but Death,” which 
focuses on Cordelia and Lucie.

Fiendishly romantic from start to (eventual) finish. (Fantasy. 
14-18)

WORK WITH WHAT YOU GOT
A Memoir
Clark, Zion & James S. Hirsch
Candlewick (240 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 11, 2023
978-1-5362-2421-4  

A professional athlete recounts grow-
ing up in the foster care system.

Due to caudal regression syndrome, 
Clark was born without legs. Later, he 
was also diagnosed with ADHD. But, he 

writes, being Black and disabled weren’t his greatest obstacles. 
In fact, he doesn’t consider himself disabled, just “built lower 
to the ground” as he nimbly walks on his hands. Relinquished 
at birth by his incarcerated mother, Clark entered the foster 
care system in Ohio. In straightforward language, Clark and co-
author Hirsch critique the numerous challenges of life in foster 
care, such as instability and foster parents’ lack of training in 
caring for disabled children. The book reveals that children in 
foster care are frequently abused—as Clark himself was—and 
susceptible to poverty and mental illness. Clark, who joined a 
gang and was arrested for assault at 14, avoided further nega-
tive outcomes thanks in part to caring adults, including some 
foster parents, coaches, and his adoptive mother, Kimberlli 
Hawkins. She saw Clark play trumpet in the high school band, 
took him in as her foster son, and reawakened his faith in God. 
Though he excelled at wrestling and wheelchair racing, among 
other sports, in high school and beyond, Clark feels his most 
important contribution is being a role model, especially to kids. 
Though it may feel familiar, his motivational advice is refresh-
ingly down-to-earth, acknowledging many ways to make a dif-
ference and encouraging kids to face tough situations one step 
at a time.

Honest and eye-opening. (photo credits) (Memoir. 14-18)
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BELLE OF THE BALL
Costa, Mari
First Second (320 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  March 21, 2023
978-1-250-78412-4  

A queer love triangle leads to an 
unexpected romance.

Belle Hawkins, high school senior 
and school mascot (she wanted a role 
where she didn’t have to show her face), 
finally finds the courage to ask out her 

crush, confident head cheerleader Regina Moreno. But she 
learns Gina already has a girlfriend, star athlete Chloe Kitagawa. 
Meanwhile, Gina has a Ten-Year Plan, and she refuses to let 
Chloe get them off track by failing her English class. Knowing 
Belle would be keen to please her, Gina gets her to tutor Chloe. 
Turns out, Belle and Chloe were friends when they were kids. 
As the school year progresses, Chloe and Gina’s relationship 
has its ups and downs, their friendships with Belle grow, and 
Belle’s romantic feelings change. With a palette of pink hues 
and strong black outlines, the cartoon art uses exaggerated 
elements for comedic effect and to cue heightened emotions. 
The three leads have well-developed personalities and are all 
lovingly imperfect and relatable. They are physically distinct 
with notably different body shapes, styles of gender expres-
sion, and ethnicities. Belle appears White and is cued Jewish, 
Chloe’s name implies Japanese heritage, and Gina is Brazilian 
American. Queerness is normalized, and the shifting dynamics 
of queer women between friendships and romantic partner-
ships are accurately depicted, making the happy ending believ-
able. There’s enough conflict to propel the plot and give space 
for growth, but overall, this low-stakes tale feels like a warm, 
charming hug.

Funny, heartfelt, and absolutely adorable. (Graphic romance. 
13-18)

THIS DELICIOUS DEATH 
Cottingham, Kayla
Sourcebooks Fire (304 pp.) 
$11.99 paper  |  April 25, 2023
978-1-72823-644-5  

California victims of a climate 
change–induced pandemic uncover a 
deadly plot.

Two years ago, humanity was for-
ever changed when melting permafrost 
unleashed a strange pathogen. Those 

affected by the Hollowing developed the need and desire to 
consume human flesh. Fortunately, lab-grown SynFlesh allows 
them to lead mostly normal lives. Zoey, Celeste, Jasmine, and 
Valeria, who all suffer from Hollowness, are headed to the Des-
ert Bloom music festival in the Mojave Desert. On their way, 
they meet No Flash Photography, one of the bands. Val becomes 
enamored with Eli despite the lead singer’s anti-Hollow stance. 

At his invitation, they attend a party at the festival, in the mid-
dle of which Val runs away. The other girls find her consuming 
Kaiden, Eli’s band mate. After a blood-induced frenzy, they have 
both a dead body to dispose of and a mystery to solve, as they 
discover that a strange powder added to Val’s drink may have 
induced her attack. As Val’s appetites increase and other Hol-
lows are drugged, the friends must uncover the one responsible 
and bring them to justice before society turns on all Hollow 
people. This gripping, layered novel centers queer and racially 
diverse characters. Through the device of an unusual hunger, it 
offers perceptive examinations of scapegoating, alienation, and 
self-loathing that will resonate with teens from marginalized 
and stigmatized communities, especially LGBTQ+ ones. At the 
same time, it is a satisfying read for any fan of zombie stories. 

Riveting horror combined with savvy social commentary. 
(content warning) (Horror. 14-18)

ARTHUR, THE ALWAYS KING
Crossley-Holland, Kevin
Illus. by Chris Riddell
Candlewick Studio (240 pp.) 
$29.99  |  April 11, 2023
978-1-5362-1265-5  

A stately rendition of the Arthurian 
legend, garbed in sumptuous dress.

With much use of rich golden tones 
and his customary fanatical attention to detail, Riddell fills 
every available space, from page corners to broad pictorial bor-
ders and wordless full spreads, with grave knights in extravagant 
full armor, slender damsels and crones in flowing silks, luxuri-
ant castles and chambers, and frighteningly bestial giants and 
other monsters. Crossley-Holland’s retelling of the Matter of 
Britain is less impressive, though he does cover the main Chris-
tian-inflected storyline (with a few additions, such as the tale of 
Gawain and the Green Knight). By adding care for the Earth 
as a knightly task, he introduces a contemporary note. But the 
women are still malign witches, flighty incompetents, or tempt-
resses—and along with having Sir Lancelot mansplain early on 
that “women are the same as us, but different” (“Strange crea-
tures,” says Sir Tristram. “Their feelings are so strong,” whines 
Sir Geraint), the author doubles down later by mystically declar-
ing that the Holy Grail is actually Mary, at once male and female. 
But if the sex all takes place behind euphemisms or closed doors, 
at least, there is much rousingly explicit gore in narrative and 
visuals, and both Arthur and the annoyingly all-knowing Merlin 
wind up as properly available for return comings. Some of the 
Round Table knights, such as Sir Lamorak, are depicted with 
brown skin.

Visually stunning but there are many better—because they 
are less rigidly traditional—versions around. (Illustrated fantasy. 
12-15)

“Will resonate with teens from marginalized communities.”
this delicious death
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SNOW & POISON
de la Cruz, Melissa
Putnam (288 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 18, 2023
978-0-593-32668-8  

In a single day, the beautiful daughter 
of the widowed Duke of Bavaria acquires 
a mysterious stepmother and falls in love 
with the heir to the Spanish throne. 

Nicknamed Snow White for her 
light complexion, Sophie, 16, has led 

a lonely life in the castle since her mother died. Her father is 
seldom home, and even when he is present, he has little time 
for his only child. Now, he’s arranged for Sophie to make her 
debut into society on the same day he marries Lady Claudia, 
who comes from a noble family in Moldavia. Thrilled to learn 
her stepmother is young, Sophie can’t wait to meet her, though 
after they have a weird encounter in the castle larder, Sophie 
wonders if Claudia’s to be trusted. She has no such doubts about 
Prince Philip, the young man she meets at her debut, however. 
While he’s equally smitten, his father, King Ferdinand of Spain, 
has other ideas. Sophie discovers hidden depths in Claudia but 
remains far from certain of a future with Philip, whose father 
will stop at nothing to prevent their marriage. The characters 
are Europeans living in 1621 Bavaria, but little is done to bring 
the era or setting to life. Inconsistent characterization and 
plotting toy with readers’ expectations. Fairy-tale retellings are 
popular, and this is well-trodden territory that demands some-
thing that feels fresh. Unfortunately, slapdash execution yields 
generic results. 

A miss from a prolific author; cotton candy for her fans. 
(author’s note) (Fantasy. 13-16)

FORGET ME NOT
Derrick, Alyson
Simon & Schuster (320 pp.) 
$19.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781665902373  

Traumatic amnesia and the smother-
ing confines of a conservative town can’t 
stunt the blooming of young love. 

Stevie Green and Nora Martin have 
been dating secretly for nearly two years 
when disaster strikes: a terrible accident, 

a head injury, and suddenly, 18-year-old Stevie has no memory 
of the past couple of years. She returns from the hospital to a 
life where nothing feels quite familiar. Her mother, whom she 
always considered a best friend, is distant due to the reverbera-
tions of events that Stevie can’t remember. Her father has grown 
remote, engrossed by the pundits on Fox News and regurgitating 
intolerant beliefs. Even Savannah and Rory, her closest friends 
from Catholic school, feel like strangers, endorsing anti-Asian 
comments even though Stevie is biracial (Korean and implied 
White). And then there’s Nora, a girl she can’t recall meeting in 

her former life but whom she feels utterly connected to all the 
same. As Stevie fights to regain her memories and reconcile the 
sensations of wrongness that pervade her relationships, Nora 
fights for Stevie, determined that their love will regrow despite 
the hurdles presented by their town and her own hostile, physi-
cally abusive mother. Derrick tells Stevie’s story with finesse, 
the beats well paced and building powerfully. Small-town Penn-
sylvania is vividly portrayed, the complex emotions Stevie feels 
for her hometown becoming viscerally relatable. 

Heart-rending and heartwarming. (Fiction. 14-18)

FUNERAL SONGS 
FOR DYING GIRLS 
Dimaline, Cherie
Tundra Books (280 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 4, 2023
9780735265639  

Nearly 16-year-old Winifred Blight’s 
life is forever changed when she falls in 
love with a ghost.

Business is bad at Toronto’s Winter-
son Cemetery. This means trouble for 

Winifred and her father, Thomas, the chief crematory operator. 
If the cemetery closes, Thomas will lose his job and they’ll have 
to move out of their apartment above the admin offices. It’s just 
been Winifred and her White father since her mother, Mary 
Kalder, who was Métis from Georgian Bay with Romanian trav-
eler ancestry, died during childbirth. Now, Winifred tries to find 
a way to save her home while navigating the humiliating and 
humbling trials that come with growing up in a cemetery, includ-
ing being ostracized at school by peers who call her Wednesday 
Addams. As things look increasingly hopeless, a man who runs 
local ghost tours inquires about adding the cemetery to their 
itinerary. It would bring in money, which would be a good thing. 
But is the cemetery truly haunted? The “ghost” tourists spot-
ted was actually friendless, bereft Winifred, dressed in a cape 
and curled up at the base of an obelisk. Complicating matters, 
she falls for Phil, the apparition of a 15-year-old girl who died of 
an overdose on the cemetery grounds. Winifred is an engaging 
lead with an emotional and fulfilling journey. Artfully melding 
horror, deadpan humor, and an impossible romance, this well-
crafted narrative from Dimaline (Métis) follows lived-in charac-
ters who are tortured by grief. 

Atmospheric, intimate, and melodic; the rich storytelling 
sings. (Fiction. 14-18)
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QUEER POWER!
Icons, Activists & Game 
Changers From Across the 
Rainbow
Dom&Ink
Penguin Workshop (160 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  April 18, 2023
978-0-593-52135-9  

A who’s who of the queer, iconic, and 
fabulous.

Readers looking for a casual intro-
duction to a diverse selection of mem-

bers of the LGBTQ+ community (and their allies) will enjoy this 
compilation of dozens of individuals, a handful of whom are 
discussed collectively. The names range from the exceptionally 
well known—such as singer and actor Lady Gaga, drag superstar 
Shea Couleé, and activist Sylvia Rivera—to icons who may be 
new to them, like Black plus-size model Dexter Mayfield, Black 
British activist Lady Phyll, and Salvadoran American intersex 
writer/actor/director River Gallo. The book also includes a few 
sections offering advice, such as “How To Be a Support to a 
Queer Person” and “Ways To Celebrate Pride Season All Year 
Round.” The bold graphics and colorful artwork are sure to 
grab readers’ attention, although the likenesses of the portraits 
vary in degree of verisimilitude. Readers seeking traditional 
biographical sketches will definitely need to look elsewhere 
for solid facts, including birth dates, death dates, and sources 
of additional information; they may also feel bemused by the 
prominently featured opinions of the author. As a curated list 
of one individual’s heroes, the book is good; as anything else, it’s 
less than iconic. 

Beautiful fluff with little substance. (organizations, 
helplines, resources, sources) (Nonfiction. 12-14)

AN IMPROBABLE SEASON
Eves, Rosalyn
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (352 pp.) 
$19.99  |  April 25, 2023
9780374390181  

A trio of teens experience love, loss, 
and laughter in this Regency coming-of-
age story.

It’s 1817, and hopes and expectations 
are running high as Thalia and Kalliope, 
the Aubrey sisters, head to London for 

their first season. Joining their cousin, Charis Elphinstone, who 
would rather be home studying birds and insects at Elphin-
stone manor in Oxfordshire, the trio embark on adventures and 
scandals with equal measure. Alternating third-person narra-
tion highlights the young people’s personal loves—Thalia’s for 
poetry, Kalli’s of home and hearth, Charis’ of the natural world—
and their dreams for the future. Each one seeks happiness in a 
world that abounds in rules and regulations for women’s lives. 
Heroes—and a scoundrel—are no match for the cousins, who, 

most importantly, have each other. The trio’s friendships with 
one another shine throughout the story; their fights and loving 
interactions are true highlights. The heroes, for their parts, are 
kind and thoughtful, making them matches worthy of cheer-
ing on. Outings to Regency hot spots and balls are entertaining 
and include historical details for readers to enjoy. Regency fans 
will enjoy this comfortingly familiar feeling story of endearing 
young women chasing happy endings through a maze of societal 
rules. Main characters default to White.

A delightful romp. (Historical romance. 13-18)

THE SOUND OF A RAINBOW
Frayne, Sharon
Latitude 46 (250 pp.) 
$22.95 paper  |  March 18, 2023
978-1-988989-59-4  

After being harassed online, a for-
mer child singer is packed off to summer 
camp by her self-centered stage mother. 

Raven’s nearly 16, and her happiness 
has already been destroyed. During the 
finals of a televised singing competition, 

her overused vocal cords snapped, and the teen star ended up 
hospitalized for a vocal hemorrhage. The result was online bul-
lying and threats, leading Raven to attempt suicide. Now she’s 
been packed off incognito to Camp Rainbow Wings, whose 
advertising features clowns. It’s a performing arts camp where 
campers with physical, cognitive, and emotional disabilities 
are integrated with nondisabled campers. Raven’s waiting for 
her first chance to run away even though she likes thoughtful, 
persistent cabin counselor Tasha, who uses a wheelchair and 
struggles with the camp’s infuriatingly poor accessibility. But 
maybe she’s really staying for senior counselor Grif, who is gor-
geous, flirtatious—and horrible. He’s vicious to Raven’s new 
friend Ash, who’s neurodiverse, possibly autistic. He’s also rude 
about all the campers. Worst of all, he’s figured out Raven’s 
true identity, mocking her cruelly. Raven’s coming-of-age arc is 
predictable: a growing friendship with Ash, an improved rela-
tionship with her parents, and more confidence. Additionally, 
inconsistent plot development, flat characters, and unrealistic 
prose keep Raven’s adventure from feeling particularly satisfy-
ing. Most characters appear to be White.

Fails to compel. (Fiction. 12-16)
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ANDER & SANTI WERE HERE
Garza Villa, Jonny
Wednesday Books (368 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-1-250-84399-9  

Explores love and growing up viewed 
through artistic lenses.

Ander is a nonbinary Mexican teen 
who’s currently working at his fam-
ily’s restaurant on the Westside of San 
Antonio. They’ve decided to take the 

year before entering the School of the Art Institute of Chicago 
to dedicate themself to their art, including pursuing a youth 
residency through Beautify Not Gentrify, a local organization. 
What’s not so great is that their parents consider it more of 
a year off without purpose. Tired of feeling like they have to 
prove themself to their parents and dominant society through 
the authenticity and validity of their artistic expression, Ander 
often seeks comfort in their best friends, a tightknit group of 
queer teens who are often the highlights of the scenes in which 
they appear. From the beginning, Ander is aware of the huge 
impact U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement and its 
politics have had in their community, but so far, it has never hit 
very close to home. This changes when they become involved 
with Santiago, an undocumented teen from Mexico. Suddenly 
even their sense of self becomes shaken as they start to recon-
sider everything around them. Although the young couple’s 
relationship is loving, the pace initially moves very slowly, mak-
ing it difficult to sustain readers’ interest. However, the close 
friendships help bind the narrative together.

A relevant coming-of-age journey for patient readers. 
(author’s note) (Fiction. 14-18)

FIRST-YEAR ORIENTATION
Ed. by Gibaldi, Lauren & Eric Smith
Candlewick (336 pp.) 
$19.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-1-5362-2449-8  

These 16 contemporary stories about 
the first day of college address the unset-
tling mix of feelings caused by launching 
into a new life in an unfamiliar place.

Each story is set at fictional Rolland 
College in New Jersey, a believable back-

drop for depicting experiences common to new students in resi-
dential colleges in the U.S.: saying goodbye to parents, meeting 
roommates, attending activity fairs, exploring campus environs, 
and navigating parties and alcohol. The authors, many of them 
well-known YA names, including Gloria Chao, Adi Alsaid, and 
Kathleen Glasgow, each write about a different protagonist, 
deftly exploring deeper themes such as missing home, worrying 
about fitting in, finding friends, and remaking oneself. The sto-
ries showcase authentic feelings and generally end on a positive 
note, which is comforting for readers anxious about starting 

college. The stories are cleverly interlinked, with characters 
making cameos in other stories or experiencing different sides 
of the same events. The cast of characters, like the contributors, 
is racially and ethnically diverse, and some are queer. Among 
the variety of stories are two focusing on former child actors, 
one featuring a girl disappointed to be at Rolland and not an Ivy 
League, and one about the daughter of a college employee who 
has chosen to work on campus rather than enroll as a student. 
The rest of the collection rounds out a diversity of experiences.

A strong short story collection focusing on a life-changing 
transition. (author bios) (Anthology. 14-18)

LAST VIOLENT CALL
A Foul Thing; This Foul 
Murder
Gong, Chloe
McElderry (240 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Feb. 28, 2023
9781665934510 
Series: These Violent Delights 

This volume containing two novel-
las from the world of These Violent 
Delights presents new mysteries featur-

ing familiar faces.
In A Foul Thing, Roma Montagov and Juliette Cai’s life of 

wedded bliss in Zhouzhuang township is disrupted by a ghost 
from their past. It’s 1931, 4 years since they faked their own 
deaths in the explosion that rocked Shanghai, when a young 
man approaches them with a request to protect his fiancee. 
After Roma and Juliette save the woman from an assailant, she 
reveals that she once participated in an experiment conducted 
by a group of Russian scientists and Lourens Van Dijk, the 
man whose serum made Rosalind, Juliette’s cousin, immortal. 
Alarmed by Van Dijk’s involvement, the couple decide to probe 
deeper, and the answers they find compel them to ask old friends 
for help. Things pick up a few months later in This Foul Murder, 
when lovers Benedikt Montagov and Marshall Seo board the 
Trans-Siberian Express to find Van Dijk and bring him to Zhou-
zhuang. A gruesome murder at the start of the journey threat-
ens to disrupt the train schedule, so Benedikt and Marshall take 
matters into their own hands and begin investigating to find the 
killer. The stories, while action-packed and full of danger, are 
less harrowing than the characters’ previous adventures. Flirty 
banter and tender moments between both couples are liberally 
sprinkled throughout, making for entertaining interludes that 
set the stage for the next book.

Will delight shippers and whet fans’ appetites. (Historical 
fantasy. 13-18)

“Will delight shippers and whet fans’ appetites.”
last violent call
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THROWBACK 
Goo, Maurene
Zando Young Readers (368 pp.) 
$19.99  |  April 11, 2023
978-1-63893-020-4  

Goo takes readers on a journey exam-
ining the impacts of Korean American 
heritage and parental expectations on 
mother-daughter relationships.

Sixteen-year-old Samantha Kang 
doesn’t understand her perfectly poised 

mother’s desire to conform to wealthy White American soci-
ety. Likewise, Priscilla Kang doesn’t understand her daughter’s 
choice of boyfriend or lack of ambition. When Halmoni, Sam’s 
beloved maternal grandmother, falls ill, intense feelings bubble 
up, leading to family turmoil. Sam downloads Throwback Rides, 
a magical ride-share app that drops her off in 1995, where she 
must help teenage Priscilla’s all-American dream come true if 
she hopes to return to the present before her phone battery 
dies. Goo’s masterful storytelling examines the complex nature 
of familial relationships: As Sam observes the daily microag-
gressions Asian students face at school and the tense relation-
ship between Priscilla and Halmoni, each still dealing with 
residual grief following Priscilla’s father’s death, she begins to 
empathize and understand the person her mother becomes. 
The strength of this realization lies not in excusing her moth-
er’s behavior but compassionately understanding the ongoing 
fallout of trauma. Sam navigates the delicate balance between 
the ways parents’ dreams for their children can be at odds with 
what children wish for themselves. The story maintains light-
ness as Sam attempts to make her mom homecoming queen, 
falls for a football player in the ’90s, and tries her best to fit into 
an era at odds with her progressive 21st-century values.

A deft, delightful, and emotionally complex examination 
of intergenerational relationships. (Fiction. 14-18)

NOT HERE TO STAY FRIENDS
Hill, Kaitlyn
Delacorte (352 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  April 4, 2023
978-0-593-48370-1  

Sloane McKinney finds herself unex-
pectedly filming a teen reality dating 
show, vying for the affection of a popu-
lar actor while questioning her changing 
feelings for her best friend, Liam Daniels.

It’s the summer before her senior 
year, and Sloane is leaving Knoxville, Tennessee, to spend the 
break with Liam and his TV producer father at their home 
in Los Angeles. Eager to fill an empty slot on his newest real-
ity dating project, Liam’s father bribes Sloane with assistance 
getting into a screenwriting program if she participates—and 
makes it into the top four out of the 25 contestants. She agrees 
but finds herself confused about her feelings for Liam, who 

is on set as a production assistant, when she should be vying 
for the attention of handsome actor Aspen Woods, the star of 
Aspen Woods’s Future Leading Lady or AWFLL, as Liam likes to 
think of it. Each chapter alternates between Sloane’s and Liam’s 
first-person perspectives. The attraction between the two sim-
mers in just the right way, and the scenes showing their genuine 
connection and interest in each other are highlights of the book. 
Some events are a bit hard to believe, but readers won’t get too 
hung up on these plot points. The star of this story is Sloane and 
Liam’s deep friendship and budding romance. Central charac-
ters are presumed White.

An absorbing, well-drawn read about a meaningful friend-
ship and growing passion. (Romance. 12-18)

ENHANCED
Kade, Candace
Enclave Escape (368 pp.) 
$24.99  |  March 14, 2023
9798886050349 
Series: The Hybrid, 1 

A university freshman straddles the 
line between two worlds in a futuristic 
dystopian Beijing. 

It’s 2124. In the Asian Federation’s 
New Beijing Metropolis, a post–Genetic 

Revolution world sees those who can afford it living genetically 
engineered lives as the Enhanced, with modified attributes 
that determine their high social status. Seventeen-year-old Lee 
Urban was born a Natural in the dangerous Outskirts, without 
any genetic modifications, adopted by an affluent Enhanced 
family from the Metropolis, and forced to hide the truth about 
her DNA her whole life. Now, her dream to become an Artisan 
is predicated on her gaining a high enough social credit score 
and surviving unscathed the perils of attending Peking Univer-
sity without revealing that she is faking being an Enhanced. But 
as a mysterious hacker threatens to reveal her secret, Urban’s 
lies start to unravel, risking herself, her family, and her relation-
ship with her Natural boyfriend, Everest, the only person who 
accepts her for who she is. The novel excels in its portrayal of an 
unequal, divided society obsessed with social status and genetic 
modifications, with technology present in every aspect of life. 
This premise sets the scene for Urban’s slow journey toward 
identity and agency. Despite some abrupt transitions, a vaguely 
defined political setting, and uneven pacing, Urban’s story flour-
ishes in twists and turns that intrigue and engage. Most charac-
ters are assumed to be of Chinese descent. 

Uneven but ultimately satisfying. (Science fiction. 14-18)

“Deft, delightful, and emotionally complex.”
throwback
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BUFFALO FLATS
Leavitt, Martine
Margaret Ferguson/Holiday House 
(240 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 25, 2023
9780823443420  

A young woman comes of age in an 
1890s Canadian settlement of members 
of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints.

Rebecca Leavitt is determined to 
own a piece of land. She knows the ideal spot: It has a per-
fect place to sit, look over Buffalo Flats, and appreciate the 
Rocky Mountains rising in the west. Unfortunately, only men 
can homestead and acquire land, but if she can raise $480, her 
father could purchase the land and make out the deed in her 
name. Over the course of a year, Rebecca works tirelessly, try-
ing to raise the money she needs while managing the realities 
of life in a community that moved to Canada from Utah. In 
this character-driven novel, Rebecca is a funny, focused, and 
believable young woman who battles internally over right and 
wrong, especially when it comes to dealing with romantic feel-
ings and appreciating people who are hard to get along with. 
The author mines her own family history to create a tale in 
which the landscape is viscerally described in its tempestuous 
beauty, and situations such as stepping in as midwife, rescu-
ing a neighbor from an abusive husband, and dealing with 
life-threatening flooding give a sense of the daily struggles. 
Everyone is assumed White; though there is discussion of the 
buffalo and elk affected by settlement, only glancing mention 
is made of Indigenous inhabitants. 

Immersive historical fiction. (author’s note) (Historical fic-
tion. 13-18)

SPELL BOUND
Lukens, F.T.
McElderry (336 pp.) 
$19.99  |  April 4, 2023
9781665916226  

Two teens apprenticed to rival sor-
cerers start to fall for each other as the 
world around them implodes.

Nonmagical almost-17-year-old Edi-
son “Rook” Rooker just wants back into 
the world of magic that he lost when his 

grandmother passed away. And while being magicless himself 
is a major obstacle, his optimistic scheme to develop an illegal 
yet scientific way to access magic while being apprenticed to 
powerful sorceress Antonia Hex is pretty much going according 
to plan. Until, that is, the Magical Consortium gets wind of his 
detection device. Given how Antonia—due to previous run-ins 
with the Consortium—is not technically allowed to have new 
apprentices, she is arrested alongside rival colleague/accomplice 
Fable. Rook is now on the run, hiding from those who want to 

prevent him from accessing magic and determined to rescue 
Antonia and Fable with help from Sun, Fable’s introverted, 
annoyingly cute, and extremely magical apprentice. While the 
strong worldbuilding and the overall arc about magic, oppres-
sion, and overcoming obstacles are well done, the true highlight 
of the novel lies in its cozy sense of humor, relationships, and 
theme of belonging, explored both in terms of working families 
created by apprentices and masters and the endearing grumpy-
sunshine romance that develops between Rook and Sun. Both 
Sun and Fable are nonbinary. Antonia is brown-skinned; Sun is 
implied Korean, and Rook is assumed White. 

A delightful novel about magic and belonging. (Fantasy. 
14-18)

PIECES OF ME
McLaughlin, Kate
Wednesday Books (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 18, 2023
978-1-250-26434-3  

When art student Dylan blacks out 
and loses three days of her memory, the 
life she’s struggling to hold together 
begins to splinter and change.

Hospitalized after what appears to 
be a suicide attempt and diagnosed with 

dissociative identity disorder, she embarks on a difficult path 
to finding peace with her condition, her alternate personalities, 
and herself, exploring what it means to live a life where you’re 
not the only person inside your own head. Insecure yet resil-
ient, Dylan is easy to root for, if sometimes underdeveloped as 
a character beyond her diagnosis. Her traumas are largely pre-
sented with care, and her “alters” are given humanity in their 
own rights. She has a supportive and nonjudgmental network 
of loved ones and an accepting romantic interest, valuable and 
still too rare elements in stories about serious mental illness. 
But Dylan’s journey through the psychiatric system is unrealis-
tically smooth, coming across as textbook and well-meaningly 
educational. This is combined with elements that make other 
parts of the novel read like a thriller in their explorations of 
Dylan’s psyche and its mysteries. The result is an occasionally 
uncomfortable clash in tone. However, for a condition often 
given deeply offensive representation, the book does pave new 
ground, if unevenly, and promotes a message of hope. Main 
characters read White.

Informs and educates despite some uneven execution. 
(further research) (Fiction. 14-18)
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PHOTOBOMB
Ostow, Micol
Scholastic (304 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  April 4, 2023
9781338795486 
Series: Lethal Lit, 2 

Another deadly mystery’s afoot, and 
Cuban American teen detective/tempo-
rarily retired true-crime podcaster Tig 
Torres is on the case!

Due to recent ghastly incidents, Hol-
low Falls is experiencing an economic boom and notoriety fueled 
by so-called murder tourism, much to Tig’s chagrin. Though the 
young sleuth does her best to refrain from crime-busting and 
podcasting, especially given the dangers that have befallen her 
friends Wyn, Max, and Ella, she slips back into action when 
Mayor Highsmith is attacked at an art gallery exhibit. The case 
gets complicated with the arrival of Darsi Chase, Tig’s New York 
City friend who’s all about the influencer life. Tig reluctantly 
accepts Darsi’s help with the investigation, as Darsi’s aggressive 
social media habits draw undesirable attention. When Tig and 
friends stumble upon a gruesome scene, the killer’s true motive 
comes into focus: to erase all traces of a cold-case murder cap-
tured in the background of one of the exhibit photographs. As 
Tig’s world is torn asunder once again, can she solve the mystery 
and catch the Photobomb Killer before more victims follow? 
An overall solid thrill piece, this sequel to K. Ancrum’s Murder 
of Crows (2022) drags during the first half. Fortunately, the over-
lapping plotlines come together midway through to better suc-
cess, albeit with a less memorable villain at its core, more grisly 
violence (and explosions!), and an unsatisfying, halfhearted con-
tinuation of Tig and Wyn’s budding relationship.

Plenty of delights to be had here, but the case is starting to 
go cold. (Thriller. 12-18)

SPEAKING OUR TRUTHS
The -Ism Youth Files
Ed. by Roberts, Dmae Lo,  
Eleanor Gil-Kashiwabara &  
Sandra de Helen
MediaRites (150 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  March 15, 2023
9781633040380  

Twenty-six creative works by young 
people inspired by mental health strug-
gles exacerbated by the pandemic.

In three sections, “World on Fire,” 
“…That Happened,” and “The Journey Continues,” 20 young 
people ages 10 to 21 who are Black, Indigenous, people of color, 
and/or disabled creatively convey their experiences of distress, 
loneliness, stamina, healing, and more. The works reflect on the 
isolation and widespread fears brought about by the simultane-
ous stresses of Covid-19, social unrest and racist attacks, and 
the stresses of reintegration into in-person schooling. They also 

record peers’ cruelty and adults’ obliviousness. Diaristic and 
poetic outpourings of emotion are followed by writers’ reflec-
tions on their lives and writing and punctuated by colorful text 
boxes with helpline information. Online experiences, good or 
bad, loom large, as do internal or external pressures and confu-
sion about identity and the future. One writer justifies refusing 
Covid vaccination. A suicidal teen’s description of her expe-
rience is wrenching. A couple of writers identify as autistic. 
One contributor lives in Kolkata, India; reading her powerful 
account, one wishes for more global voices. Some writers’ activ-
ism is inspirational; others inspire simply by holding on, show-
ing optimism and resilience. Some understand that even bad 
experiences can be sources of learning. There is vivid poetry 
and both black-and-white line and full-color art. A stronger edi-
torial hand could have added clarity to some of the pieces. 

Young readers may be touched, inspired, or helped—or all 
three. (contributor bios) (Anthology. 14-18)

THE SHARP EDGE OF SILENCE
Rosenblum, Cameron Kelly
Quill Tree Books/HarperCollins 
(496 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 11, 2023
9780062932105  

A young woman returns to her pres-
tigious New Hampshire boarding school 
the fall after she was raped by a fellow 
student. 

Told in first-person perspective by 
three different students, the narration alternates among Quinn, 
who goes by Q, a promising artist who is the assault survivor; 
Charlotte, a talented dancer whose relationship with a popular 
guy is making her second-guess herself at every turn; and Max, 
a high-achieving student on a full-ride scholarship who has 
acutely felt his outsider status during his time at Lycroft Phelps. 
In a winding tale that incorporates the traumatic experience of 
sexual assault, the failure of people to take a stand against cam-
pus cultures that encourage sexual violence, an all-male secret 
society, and an exploration of the magnetic appeal of team loy-
alty and camaraderie, this novel takes its time building its char-
acters’ stories. While the proliferation of misogyny in insular 
privileged schools is not a new tale, this telling is expansive in 
its examination of the subject and offers an auspicious, realisti-
cally imperfect resolution for patient readers who stick with it 
to the end. The three main characters reflect a White default; 
there is ethnic diversity in secondary characters as well as some 
passing critique of the superficial claims of valuing diversity on 
display at their school.

An unflinching, necessarily emotionally difficult read with 
plenty to say. (author’s note) (Fiction. 14-18)

“An unflinching, necessarily emotionally difficult read.”
the sharp edge of silence
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DIVINE RIVALS
Ross, Rebecca
Wednesday Books (368 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 4, 2023
978-1-250-85743-9  

A war between gods plays havoc with 
mortals and their everyday lives.

In a time of typewriters and steam 
engines, Iris Winnow awaits word from 
her older brother, who has enlisted on 
the side of Enva the Skyward goddess. 

Alcohol abuse led to her mother’s losing her job, and Iris has 
dropped out of school and found work utilizing her writing 
skills at the Oath Gazette. Hiding the stress of her home issues 
behind a brave face, Iris competes for valuable assignments that 
may one day earn her the coveted columnist position. Her rival 
for the job is handsome and wealthy Roman Kitt, whose prose 
entrances her so much she avoids reading his articles. At home, 
she writes cathartic letters to her brother, never posting them 
but instead placing them in her wardrobe, where they vanish 
overnight. One day Iris receives a reply, which, along with other 
events, pushes her to make dramatic life decisions. Magic plays 
a quiet role in this story, and readers may for a time forget there 
is anything supernatural going on. This is more of a wartime tale 
of broken families, inspired youths, and higher powers using 
people as pawns. It flirts with clichéd tropes but also takes some 
startling turns. Main characters are assumed White; same-sex 
marriages and gender equality at the warfront appear to be the 
norm in this world.

Ideal for readers seeking perspectives on war, with a heavy 
dash of romance and touch of fantasy. (Fantasy. 14-18)

HE WHO BREAKS THE EARTH
Sangster, Caitlin
McElderry (592 pp.) 
$21.99  |  April 11, 2023
9781534466142 
Series: The Gods-Touched Duology, 2 

Anwei’s revenge is closer than ever in 
this follow-up to 2021’s She Who Rides the 
Storm.

Anwei’s magic has been changing 
since the events at Patenga’s tomb dur-

ing which she confronted Tual Montanne and miraculously 
saved Knox’s life. Now, she’s hunting for information on Tual’s 
hideout, eager to finish the battle she began. Unfortunately, 
Knox has begun having the same fainting episodes Mateo suf-
fered from, while Willow, the spirit of Knox’s dead sister, has 
attached herself to Mateo instead of Knox. She’s hungry for 
souls, and as a shape-shifter, Mateo can harvest them for her. 
This extra voice urging him on does nothing to help his struggle 
over the tomb’s horrible revelation: A shape-shifter is formed 
when a Basist and a Devoted share a bond, then one kills the 
other. The sacrifice his adoptive father, Tual, performed to turn 

Mateo into a shape-shifter was botched, and to fix it he needs 
to convince Lia to love him—then kill her. If he fails, he will die. 
Tual thinks he has the perfect bait to lure in Lia in the form of 
Aria, her sister, but Lia is vengeful and is retaking her broken 
oaths to restore her diminished powers. The strong opening is 
squandered when the consequences of the characters’ actions 
are undone by a deus ex machina ending. Additionally, the 
underdevelopment of established lore and mythology will leave 
fantasy fans unsatisfied. 

A serviceable duology closer that sadly does little to 
expand on the setting’s worldbuilding. (Fantasy. 14-18)

THE HITHERTO SECRET 
EXPERIMENTS OF 
MARIE CURIE
Ed. by Schmidt, Bryan Thomas &  
Henry Herz
Blackstone (350 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 11, 2023
978-1-66504-703-6  

A fictional collection of fantastical 
imaginings of Marie Curie’s teen years. 

After an opening grounds readers 
in the basics of the life of Marya Salo-

mea Skłodowska, better known as Marie Curie, as well as the 
important people and places of her youth, 16 authors imagine 
her youth, with mixed-genre twists. The more grounded stories 
imagine Marya using her scientific know-how to solve myster-
ies and save lives; these intermingle with tales of her hunting 
monsters and raising the dead. The result is jarringly different 
depictions of the same person; readers are best served by treat-
ing each tale as its own alternate universe. The most success-
ful manage to straddle the divide by leaning into folklore, such 
as “The Cold White Ones” by Susanne L. Lambdin, a standout 
unfortunately marred by the repeated use of a slur for Romani 
people. The contributions overall tend toward dark themes, 
dwelling on Marya’s depression after deaths in her family (a 
formative experience that loses its power through the repeated 
focus it receives) and the oppression she faced as a woman and 
from Russia’s occupation of Poland. Occasional free-verse 
poems from Jane Yolen seem more concerned with Curie’s adult 
self and need more context than the short stories. Many of the 
entries are followed by a “Science Note” explaining the science 
used (frequently chemical reactions) and giving historical and 
cultural context.

Ambitious and offbeat but suffering from repetitiveness. 
(further reading, editor bios, author bios) (Historical speculative 
fiction. 14-18)
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HARVEST HOUSE
Smith, Cynthia Leitich
Candlewick (320 pp.) 
$19.99  |  April 11, 2023
978-1-5362-1860-2  

The crossroads of a Kansas town 
is the site of a story with many hidden 
layers. 

High school sophomore and theater 
kid Hughie Wolfe, younger brother of 
Hearts Unbroken (2018) protagonist Lou-

ise, is a member of the Muscogee Nation. He’s looking forward 
to a great year, but his hopes are dashed when the school can-
cels the fall play. Hughie turns instead to helping with a Hallow-
een haunted house that’s fundraising for a good cause. But the 
rural crossroads where it’s set up is the setting for a local legend 
about an “Indian maiden” scorned in love who seeks revenge on 
young women. Worse, the organizer wants to cast Hughie in the 
role of Indian ghost and plans to create a haunted Indian burial 
ground for her attraction. Meanwhile, in a twisted echo of the 
legend, a creepy man is targeting brown girls in the area. The 
book superbly highlights and discusses key topics facing con-
temporary Indigenous youths, including redface and the plights 
of missing and murdered Indigenous women and two-spirit 
people. Hughie’s encounters with different types of racism are 
recognizably authentic, handled with delicacy and distinct real-
ism. The diverse cast showcases a range of Indigenous lives. The 
book begins slowly by establishing the characters’ backgrounds 
and motivations, including mysterious Celeste, whose intermit-
tent first-person chapters reference The Bad Man and whose 
identity is gradually revealed. The pace picks up in the middle 
and rides out to the end. 

An atmospheric novel compellingly interweaving chills 
and contemporary themes. (Fiction. 12-18)

THE BONES OF BIRKA
Unraveling the Mystery of a 
Female Viking Warrior
Surrisi, C.M.
Chicago Review Press (208 pp.) 
$19.99  |  April 18, 2023
9781641607063  

A history of Vikings, archaeology, 
and the assumptions we make, shown 
through the story of an unexpected 
discovery.

In 1871, Swedish entomologist Hjalmar Stolpe traveled to 
the small Baltic Sea island of Björkö seeking fossilized insects 
trapped in amber. Instead he found the remains of abandoned 
Viking town Birka. Intrigued, he became a passionate advocate 
for a new type of archaeology that integrated natural sciences. 
One of his most significant finds was grave Bj 581, containing 
skeletons of a human and two horses, weapons, and the remains 
of splendid clothes, among other things. Stolpe was sure he’d 

found an important Viking warrior—naturally, he assumed, a 
man. In 2009, an examination by Swedish archaeology profes-
sor Anna Kjellström, whose specialty is osteology, indicated 
that the bones were likely female. DNA analysis later revealed 
that the Bj 581 warrior had XX chromosomes. Mystery writer 
Surrisi covers this compelling story—including how the archae-
ological world reacted to the news and what gender (including 
transgender identity) and sex might have meant in the Viking 
world—in minute detail along with touching upon the history 
of the Vikings, how we’ve learned about them, and how our 
understanding has changed over time. Occasionally her prose 
lacks clarity and the narrative feels adrift; however, her scope 
and the thoroughness with which she tells the story give readers 
a very good feel for how scientific research works and how bias 
impacts investigation.

A worthwhile account of a provocative find. (glossary, dis-
cussion questions, resources, source notes, index) (Nonfiction. 
12-18)

THE LAST SAXON KING
Varga, Andrew
Imbrifex Books (316 pp.) 
$18.99  |  March 7, 2023
9781945501821 
Series: A Jump In Time, 1 

A teen boy discovers he is a time 
jumper when he ends up in Anglo-Saxon 
England. 

Daniel Renfrew is a lonely 16-year-
old, home-schooled by his professor 

father on topics that range from obscure historical facts and 
Latin verbs to hands-on lessons using medieval weapons. One 
day, Prof. Renfrew is confronted at home by a mysterious man 
who demands something from him. In the ensuing attack, Dad 
gives Dan a device and directions to follow, sending Dan back 
in time to England in the year 1066, when King Harold II is 
about to face his biggest challenge yet. There, Dan befriends 
Sam, who is also from the modern world. Dan learns that he 
and his father come from a long line of time jumpers pledged to 
keep the timeline safe. Sam supports those engaged in an ongo-
ing war against a time-jumper faction bent on changing history. 
If he ever hopes to go back to his own time, Dan needs to put to 
good use everything his father has taught him to ensure history 
happens as it’s meant to. This first entry in a series following 
Dan on his time jumps is a mixed bag. Fun adventure and an 
interesting historical background clash with a narrative voice 
that sounds too young for the characters’ ages and too superfi-
cial to adequately explore what they endure. Gender bias against 
girls within the time-jumping community feels outdated. Most 
characters are assumed White.

Uneven time-traveling entertainment. (Historical fantasy. 
12-18)

“An atmospheric novel compellingly interweaving 
chills and contemporary themes.”

harvest house
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THE SECRET LANGUAGE OF 
PRAIRIE DOGS
Villanueva, James
Wild Lark Books (245 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 3, 2023
9781957864471  

A young curandero juggles ordinary 
life and his healing blessing.

Santos’ ancestors are Aztec healers, 
but he need not look very far back to find 
evidence of resistance. Don Julio escaped 

Mexico after his family perished in the Mexican Revolution. On 
the day he died, he blessed his 4-year-old grandson, Santos, with 
a long and gratifying life full of healing. Now Santos is a high 
school junior and a curandero, or faith healer. But there is talk 
in his hometown of Southland, Texas, about a monster who 
leaves carcasses behind. Santos is no monster, but for his spiri-
tual healing rituals, he does make animal sacrifices. While San-
tos tries to defuse the town’s interest in the supposed monster, 
a traumatized boy who doesn’t speak comes into his life looking 
for help. Dulcero experienced such terrible things in Honduras 
that he has shut down. Santos’ interest in the boy grows even 
as his premonitions indicate that something isn’t right. Still, 
he’s trying to navigate a regular teen’s life of school and friend-
ship; his best friends may know that he’s gay but not that he’s a 
curandero. The narrative unfolds gradually, but through estab-
lishing connections between the characters, it makes them feel 
lived-in and three-dimensional. The descriptions of the town of 
Southland make it feel like another character, one that is deeply 
relevant to the plot. 

A slow-paced, culturally rich story. (Paranormal. 14-18)
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indie
ADVANCE TO CONTACT: 1980
Soviet Endgame Book One
Aaronson, Alex & James Rosone
Front Line Publishing (338 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $19.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Nov. 7, 2022
9781957634623
9781957634616 paper

U.S. Marines, Soviet airborne troops, 
Iraqi and Iranian soldiers, and Sand-
inistas and Contras tangle as the world 

inches toward Armageddon in Aaronson and Rosone’s series-
starting thriller.

The authors explore an alternate version of 1979 and 
1980 in which the era’s real-life military confrontations veer 
into fictional scenarios. The novel starts with the seizure of 
American hostages at the U.S. Embassy in Tehran by Iranian 
students, then proceeds to a rescue mission that recovers 
most of the hostages after a bloody firefight between Marine 
infantry and Iranian forces. Iraqi President Saddam Hussein’s 
invasion of Iran ensues, but in this telling, the U.S. govern-
ment conducts airstrikes that obliterate Iraqi tank columns. 
Elsewhere, an attack by Sandinista missile boats on American 
warships pitches the U.S. into war with Nicaragua. Meanwhile, 
President Jimmy Carter sees his approval ratings soar to over 
70% as the administration seeks to secure ratification of the 
Equal Rights Amendment. Meanwhile, Operation Bogatyr, the 
Kremlin’s plan to “free the workers of the world” by conquer-
ing Europe, proceeds apace. The novel has a teeming cast of 
characters from all the contending forces, but the closest thing 
to a protagonist is Marine Corps Sgt. Carlos Rodriguez, who 
fights Iranians, watches his marriage disintegrate stateside, and 
goes on a covert op to Nicaragua, where he’s taken prisoner by a 
Sandinista militia member who hates Soviets more than Ameri-
cans. Aaronson and Rosone, both veterans, paint a panorama of 
military experience from every angle: tank melees, damage con-
trol in a stricken destroyer, helicopters blasted by sandstorms, 
soldiers drowning their grief in alcohol. The novel’s geo-strat-
egizing sometimes bogs down in long-winded debates in the 
White House Situation Room. However, the action scenes are 
detailed, realistic, and gripping, especially in small-unit infan-
try clashes, which build from clipped, tense procedural to pan-
icked frenzy: “ ‘Shoot back! For cryin’ out loud, Poole, you have 
to shoot back!’ Rodriguez screamed as he sent three-round 
bursts in the enemy’s direction.” The authors’ energetic prose 
and fine rendering of conflict make for an engrossing read.

A rousing war saga that blends alternate history with grit-
tily convincing combat.

EAGLES by Rik Forgo & Steve Cafarelli ..........................................165

RELUCTANT WARRIORS by Gwen Mansfield ................................ 172

ELENA THE BRAVE by Julie Mathison ............................................ 173

RIDDLES ISLAND by Jan E. Pat ....................................................... 175

NO PLAID SUITS by Amrita Rose .....................................................176

ABUELA’S FIDEO by Gabriela Tijerina ...........................................179

LIBRETTO by Ann Wadsworth ..........................................................179

ASPARA by Pearl Whitfield ..............................................................179

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

RIDDLES ISLAND
Pat, Jan E.
Self (267 pp.)
$9.08 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
June 26, 2021
9798644014545
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THE GOOD NEWS IS, YOU 
DON’T HAVE ENDOMETRIOSIS
How I Survived IVF With My 
Sanity (Mostly) Intact
Barrett, Jade
Self (101 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  $0.99 e-book  |  Nov. 6, 2021
9798757235806

A woman chronicles her family’s five-
year fertility struggle in this memoir.

High school teacher Barrett admits 
to living a fortunate life up to the point when she and her hus-
band decided to start a family. She grew up being a “tomboy,” 
playing sports in high school, and was a late bloomer in the 
romance department. In 2011, she met Brendan on a dating 
website, and they married four years later. Their efforts to have 
a baby were not so fruitful. The author sought help from her 
gynecologist, who could not see any evidence of a problematic 
conception. But Brendan was tested and diagnosed with low 
sperm motility. After processing the grim reality of the situa-
tion in 2019, Barrett, at 35, “the magical age when a woman’s 
fertility evaporates faster than a puddle in the desert,” and her 
husband decided to investigate assisted reproduction efforts 
at a clinic. What followed was a succession of nightmarish epi-
sodes where the couple dealt with irksome infertility specialists 
(and one winner), embryologists, uncontrollable emotions, anx-
iety-induced meltdowns, and an array of complicated, uncom-
fortable procedures. All collectively amount to an eye-opening 
experience for readers seeking an insider’s perspective on a 
very complex process. Among the most resonant, cautionary 
takeaways in the book is Barrett’s advice to couples research-
ing in vitro fertilization intervention to first seek out in-person 
or online psychotherapy options since “going through assisted 
reproduction consists of a series of the highest highs and some 
of the lowest lows one can experience as a human being.” The 
author’s step-by-step narration is insistent yet affable and wryly 
humorous, appropriate for the intimate and sensitive nature of 
the material. She also writes frankly about her vulnerability and 
feelings of inadequacy as a woman and a wife, noting that “IVF 
and infertility has shown me just how prone I am to failure.” 
Readers be forewarned: As a no-nonsense storyteller, the author 
often expresses her personality and her immense frustration 
with the IVF process with profanity to get her exasperation 
across. Barrett’s prose makes the journey relatable and proves 
that this situation can occur with any couple, no matter their 
health status or personal histories.

A passionately written account that skillfully depicts the 
sensitivities and complexities of conception.

EINSTEIN
The Man and His Mind
Berger, Gary S. & Michael DiRuggiero
Damiani (209 pp.) 
$51.77  |  Nov. 8, 2022
978-8862087841

A biography examines Albert Ein-
stein not only as a scientist, but also as 
a private man who held deep moral and 

philosophical convictions.
As Berger observes in the preface, the indelible imprint Ein-

stein’s work left on the canvas of modern physics has made his 
name “synonymous with genius.” He reinvented the field—his 
theory of general relativity had ramifications for the whole cos-
mos and helped illuminate the movement of planets, the emer-
gence of black holes, the foundations of the Big Bang, and the 
character of gravity as well as many other theoretical principles. 
The theory also contributed to a bevy of practical applications 
like GPS systems. But he was much more than a scientist—he 
was a staunch supporter of civil rights, a “militant pacifist” who 
advocated nuclear disarmament, and an enthusiastic music lover. 
Berger and DiRuggiero limn an intriguing peek into Einstein’s 

“informal life,” one in which the famed scientist expressed his 
“soft and tender” side. They also take readers on a tour of his 
intellectual life, a panoramic view of Einstein’s thought process 
that deftly illumines his prohibitively complex scientific theo-
ries. For example, while Einstein pined to understand the world 
as it really exists, he also believed that physics rested on axiom-
atic assumptions that were dubious: “It is basic for all physics 
that one assumes a real world existing independently from any 
act of perception. But this we do not know. We take it only as 
a programme in our scientific endeavours.” The book includes 
a remarkable collection of photographs—Berger has spent his 
life amassing them as well as documents related to Einstein’s 
life, an archive to which DiRuggiero has made significant con-
tributions. One obvious paradox of Einstein’s legacy is cleverly 
summed up by a remark made by Charlie Chaplin on meeting 
him: “The whole world admires you, even though they don’t 
understand a word of what you say.”

Even though Einstein’s fame is universal, very few truly 
comprehend its basis, let alone the man who was more than 
a brilliant physicist. The authors set out to correct this hole 
in the public’s understanding of Einstein on two fronts—his 
theoretical innovations and his life beyond them. On the first 
score, they articulate an impressively accessible account of the 
development of his thought process, one that limpidly captures 
its essential elements. But the true achievement of the book 
is the depiction of Einstein as a private citizen, the man who 
profoundly regretted once supporting the American develop-
ment of an atomic bomb. Einstein is portrayed as a man capable 
of great philosophical doubts despite his towering intellectual 
accomplishments: “As for the search for truth, I know from my 
own painful searching, with its many blind alleys, how hard it 
is to take a reliable step, be it ever so small, towards the under-
standing of that which is truly significant.” For those already 
acquainted with Einstein’s life in its totality, the volume is still 
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worthwhile for the assemblage of iconic and rare photographs 
of the man at various stages of his life. This account of Ein-
stein’s life is a touch gushing—his infamous character flaws, 
including his tortured relations with his family and colleagues, 
are not fully addressed. Nevertheless, this is a marvelous intro-
duction to one of the greatest minds of the 20th century.

A captivating depiction of Einstein that’s adorned with 
arresting photography.

ONLY OONA
Cain, Tamatha
Orange Blossom Publishing (470 pp.) 
$26.99  |  $18.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Jan. 3, 2023
9781949935615
9781949935585 paper

A historical novel dramatizes the life 
of Oona O’Neill Chaplin, with a focus 
on her teen years in the 1940s in New 
York City and Hollywood. 

In a prologue set in 1927, Oona, “not-
quite-two-years,” reaches for her father, Eugene O’Neill, at a 
family photo shoot. He brushes her away. The story then jumps 
to Manhattan and Oona at 14. She lives in Greenwich Village 
with her divorced, distracted mother, Agnes, who has enrolled 
Oona in the tony Brearley School. Oona meets Carol Marcus, 
who attends Dalton, at dance class and is soon mostly resid-
ing in the Marcus family’s Park Avenue apartment. Carol intro-
duces her to Gloria Vanderbilt, and the girls become popular 
among the cafe society set. Amid this attention, Oona yearns 
for more contact with her father, now living in California with 
his new wife and gatekeeper, Carlotta. Oona finally is allowed 
to visit but is allotted little time with the playwright, making 
the vacation, as she later tells Truman Capote, “terrible for a 
whole week, and then it was over.” She also helps Carol pursue 
William Saroyan, although Oona labels him a “jerk” and is wary 
of her own judgmental beau, J.D. Salinger. She then joins her 
mother, now living in a Hollywood trailer park, which leads to 
meeting Charlie Chaplin and, at 18, forging a lasting connec-
tion with the actor and director. Cain masterfully presents the 
emotionally neglected, financially shaky Oona as a striving 
hero whose focus on appearance is part of her battle armor. 
In a beautifully rendered sequence, Oona smashes a mirror, 
then “picked up the jagged pieces one by one...straightened her 
shoulders and got to work setting everything in order.” While 
her May-December relationship with Chaplin has had Freud-
ian interpretations, the author offers more complexity here, 
including how Oona inspired the filmmaker’s masterpiece 
Limelight. Cain covers Oona’s post-marriage life in the book’s 
final quarter, but the teen years, perhaps inevitably, are the high 
point of this engaging novel.

A lively, insightful rendering of a celebrity’s coming-of-age 
in the Stork Club era.

An SF author spins stories about spiri-
tuality and the supernatural. Tales by a 
Bengali writer explore family life in Cal-
cutta. A story cycle focuses on Russian 
immigrants in America. Kirkus Indie 
recently reviewed these three impres-
sive collections, which feature charac-
ters ranging from a teenager who faces 
a spectacular sea monster to a desperate 
man who searches for exquisite pearls 
concealed in pillows. All three titles re-
ceived a Kirkus star.

In Bruce McAllister’s Stealing God 
and Other Stories, a dying pope meets a 
boy with a bizarre talent, and a young 
man with an Indigenous heritage pil-
fers Native American objects. A tale 
called “Sandy” introduces a startling 
character: “Because she had four arms 
and a six-fingered hand on each arm, 
Sandy could look for four-leaf clovers 
faster than I could.” McAllister’s “fan-
tastically dark imagination makes this 
unnerving collection difficult to put 
down,” our reviewer writes.

Ashapurna Debi’s Brahma’s Weapon, 
translated by Prasenjit Gupta, with an in-
troduction by Pulitzer Prize winner Jhum-
pa Lahiri, dissects the complicated domes-
tic relationships between men and women 
in Calcutta. One of the most notable Ben-
gali authors of the 20th century, Debi, who 
died in 1995, skillfully examined the abys-
mal effects of poverty on various house-
holds: “Scarcity destroys character.” Ac-
cording to our critic, “For those new to 
Debi’s work, this is a remarkable introduc-

tion, one that showcases her deep reserves of literary radiance.”
The Most Excellent Immigrant by Mark 

Budman revolves around a Russian-born 
Jewish engineer in Boston who’s “the 
interpreter of dreams and afflictions.” 
Touches of magic realism surface in these 
pages: “The Green Man stands alone on 
the sidewalk of a new housing develop-
ment where every house is at least half a 
million in Earth money.…His skin is poi-
son-green, the color that makes you think 
of an industrial spill.” Our reviewer calls 
the book “a dazzling read with true philo-
sophical depth amid wild flights of fancy.”

Myra Forsberg is an Indie editor.

INDIE  |  Myra Forsberg

short and 
seductive tales
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EAGLES 
Up Ahead in 
the Distance
Forgo, Rik & Steve Cafarelli
Time Passages (503 pp.) 
$39.99 paper  |  $12.99 e-book  |  Nov. 10, 2022
9781734365337

A definitive look at a band that helped 
shape the musical soundscape of the 1970s.

If you thought you knew all there is to know about the 
Eagles, think again. Forgo and Cafarelli have teamed up for this 
encyclopedic work about the popular band. Album by album, 
song by song, their book covers the Eagles from about 1971 to 
1980. (It’s the second of three volumes). Definitive isn’t hyper-
bole here. A 43-page index is followed by a 2,149-item, 38-page 
bibliography, including previously published interviews the 
authors draw from liberally. The book unfolds chronologically, 
diving deep into what made the band tick, its influences, and 
the musicians it in turn influenced. The authors pepper the 
narrative with graphic pullouts for each year, including “Nug-
gets” (outrageous vignettes), “On the Road With…” (acts the 
band toured with), “Collaborations” (acts the bands sang with), 
and much, much more. Forgo and Cafarelli share plenty of 
Eagles lore, including when Joe Walsh kissed Raquel Welch 
after accepting an award, the time manager Irving Azoff helped 
Glenn Frey avoid a drug arrest in the Bahamas, and the stories 
behind classic Eagles songs, like “Desperado,” “Hotel Califor-
nia,” and “Take it Easy.” There are record charts, graphics galore, 
insights into cover art, tales of drug use and other debauchery, 
and studio tidbits recounting the stories of Don Henley, Frey, 
Walsh, Timothy B. Schmit, Bernie Leadon, Randy Meisner, and 
others who contributed to the success of the Eagles over the 
decades. The authors have done a beautiful job of concocting 
a volume that will appeal both to faithful and casual fans. This 
doorstopper never lags, but it can be daunting. In fact, there are 
instructions on “how to use” the book, something that might 
scare away the average reader. But those who stick with it will 
be rewarded. 

A rigorously researched, captivating tome on one of the 
top bands of the 20th century.

THE LIGHT REFLECTED
Freshwater, Will
Bowker (212 pp.) 
$20.99  |  $9.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Sept. 3, 2022
9798986899565
9798986899527 paper

A fisherman/musician falls for a 
friend who’s back in town for the sum-
mer in Freshwater’s second gay romance 
novel in a series.

It’s 1999, and 20-year-old Max Balais has lived in Provincetown, 
Massachusetts, all his life—a rarity in a place known for its many 

tourists and vacationers. Between shifts as a cod fisherman, 
Max likes to hang out on Commercial Street, picking up guys 
looking for temporary holiday fun. He’s hoping to have an espe-
cially raucous summer given that it may be his last in P-Town. 
He plans to finally leave to study trumpet at Boston’s Berklee 
College of Music in the fall, even if it means leaving his wid-
owed mother and younger sister to get by on their own. Then 
his best friend, Danny Cavanaugh, comes back to town after 
a year at college and throws Max’s plans up in the air. As the 
scion of a prominent, wealthy local family, Danny is everything 
Max wishes he was. The two young men begin a tumultuous 
summer fling, but when Danny’s familial business obligations 
threaten to take him away permanently, Max must act rashly in 
an attempt to keep him from slipping away. Freshwater brings 
Provincetown to life with wonderful specificity, from the his-
toric buildings that Danny’s family’s foundation seeks to the 
fishing boats to the sweaty nightclubs: “The laidback vibe of the 
early evening had noticeably shifted. Alcohol and impatience 
were changing the well-mannered audience into something less 
predictable.” At times, Freshwater’s prose is so lively and inven-
tive that occasional slips into cliché stand out: “When it came 
to sex, it was less about finding ‘Mr. Right’ and more like set-
tling for ‘Mr. Right Now.’ ” Still, the author manages to hit the 
right romantic notes without skimping on character psychology 
or on providing readers with a rich sense of place. 

A sexy, poignant gay love story about men from different 
sides of the wharf.

THE CORONAVIRUS 
PANDEMIC
A Global Wake-Up Call To 
Change and Redeem Lives
Gabriel, Esmat M.
Christian Faith Publishing (237 pp.) 
9781639615315
9781639615292 paper

In this collection of nonfiction 
pieces, a psychologist and acclaimed 

Coptic scholar evaluates the Covid-19 pandemic through a 
spiritual lens.

The recipient of the Recognition Award bestowed by the 
Coptic Orthodox Church’s Pope Tawadros II in 2018, Gabriel 
has written multiple books on the history and theology of 
Coptic Christianity, served as a contributor to Logos TV’s Cop-
tic Civilization program, and traveled the world as a foremost 
English-speaking expert on the Coptic Orthodox Church. But 
his speaking tours came to an abrupt halt during the Covid-19 
pandemic. As a trained behaviorist and former faculty mem-
ber at Thomas Jefferson University, he does not downplay the 
severity of the pandemic—or follow the scientific denialism 
of some American Christians—as he mourns the death toll 
and acknowledges “there appears to be no end in sight to this 
global disaster.” As a Christian, he also believes in the power of 

“divine intervention to bolster humanity against fear” and that 
the pandemic represents a “global wake-up call to change and 
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redeem lives.” Christians are urged to remember their “man-
date to love our brothers and sisters as ourselves.” Divided 
into three “books,” this volume comprises more than 60 essays, 
devotionals, and historical vignettes. Many chapters deal with 
pandemic-related issues surrounding grief, anxiety, and self-
sacrifice, while others center on broader topics, such as Coptic 
history, the veneration of saints, and basic Orthodox theology 
where the author “decided it was time to put in writing what I 
had said at the microphone for years.” The first book centers 
on “Meaningful Lives and Spiritual Joys,” providing readers 
with stories of hope and resilience from Christian history. The 
second and third books (“Great Character Transformation” and 

“The Effects of Family Values on Enjoyable Family Life”) draw 
on biblical stories and Coptic history in their examples of how 
to find meaning and purpose in difficult times. 

The volume’s chapters are typically only two to three pages. 
They are not designed to be read in a single sitting but rather 
perused individually to be meditated and dwelled on. Even the 
historical examples about biblical figures and Orthodox monks 
encourage readers to reflect on their applicability to contempo-
rary life. Despite Gabriel’s pride in his Coptic heritage and firm 
command of Orthodox dogma and history as reflected in the 
work’s scholarly endnotes, the author emphasizes an ecumeni-
cal message that welcomes Protestant voices like C.S. Lewis and 
Roman Catholic perspectives, including excerpts from Pope 
Francis’ 2020 Easter reflections. An appendix of Orthodox 
saints and patriarchs is also offered for readers unaccustomed 
to the faith. Bringing in the best practices of his medical profes-
sion, the author presents readers with gentle reminders about 
the value of physicians and mental health experts without mini-
mizing the spirituality that is equally central to his belief system. 
Non-Christians may not agree with Gabriel’s theology, but it 
will be difficult for even skeptics to deny that this is an acces-
sible yet learned work, born out of spiritual wisdom, precision, 
and a career dedicated to “improving the life of man—mind, 
soul, and spirit.”

A nuanced and erudite Coptic perspective on science, reli-
gion, and life during a pandemic.

HENRY WHARTON 
SHOEMAKER
Scoundrel of 
the Susquehanna
Graybill, Guy
Catamount Publishing (150 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Oct. 24, 2022
9798888190043

A historian debunks the works of a 
20th-century folklorist in this biography.

Henry Wharton Shoemaker was a 
man who wore many hats. Born in New York City to a railroad 
magnate and financier, Shoemaker in his adult life was tied 
closely to Pennsylvania, where he served as one of the state’s 
leading conservationists, historians, and folklorists through-
out the first half of the 20th century. He was also, according 

to Graybill, one of the great “facile liars” in America’s “liter-
ary legions.” Indeed, the author’s motivations for writing this 
biography are explicitly to “debunk Shoemaker’s work” and 
expose his “lack of integrity and his willingness to stray as far 
as he wished from the honest presentation of Pennsylvania’s 
history.” While providing a succinct overview of Shoemaker’s 
life, the book focuses on his written record and efforts to popu-
larize Pennsylvania’s folklore. Through a careful consideration 
of reputable scholarship on the Keystone State’s history and 
an examination of the dubious sources listed in the folklorist’s 
writings, this book systematically and convincingly exposes 
Shoemaker’s unsavory narratives. Particularly egregious was 
Shoemaker’s proclivity to falsify Indigenous history, creating 
stories about Native American princesses, chiefs, and wars that 
were imaginary. So brazen was the folklorist that many of his 
writings defied science in his claims of nonexistent underwater 
rivers and impossibly large wolf packs. A former history teacher 
and author of multiple books on Pennsylvania history, Graybill 
does not hold back in his critiques of Shoemaker, whose shoddy 
scholarship is rightfully treated as an affront to the profession 
and the state. In doing so, the author also offers readers an 
engaging, scholarly approach to the state’s history that is com-
plemented by an ample assortment of photographs, paintings, 
and newspaper clippings germane to Shoemaker’s life and lore. 
In addition to discrediting Shoemaker, the book adds to readers’ 
historical understanding of his life by utilizing private archival 
materials now possessed by the folklorist’s distant cousins. The 
volume’s appendix contains a heretofore unpublished work, 
perhaps “Shoemaker’s last literary effort,” that, unsurprisingly, 
revels in sex, gore, and Native American ghosts.

A concise yet thorough repudiation of the history and folk-
lore written by a Pennsylvania luminary. 

4 DAYS IN PARIS
Sparks in Paris Book 1
Haddock, Lexi
Chrysalis Press (276 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  Dec. 4, 2022
9781955119184

After a woman moves to Paris and gets 
dumped by her boyfriend, she decides to 
stay in France for a few months to savor 
her time abroad in this novel.

It’s 1999, and Callie has recently 
graduated from an American college and relocated to Paris to 
marry her long-distance boyfriend. Unfortunately, immediately 
after she arrives, her dream man ends their relationship with 
little explanation. Devastated, Callie decides to stay in Paris 
anyway. She might meet someone else in the romantic city, she 
thinks, or simply reinvent herself. After several months without 
a new Prince Charming materializing, she decides that it’s time 
to go home, but not until after she rings in the new year with 
her two closest girlfriends, Lila and Emilie. As the three women 
joke about the havoc of the new millennium, Emilie’s brother, 
Julien, arrives to join their festivities. Callie is immediately 
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smitten but then remembers with a thud that she has only a 
few days left in France. She isn’t the type for a fling, nor does 
she want to jeopardize her relationship with Emilie by getting 
involved with her brother. Even so, Julien convinces her to 
move forward, enjoying the few days they have together with-
out worrying about the future. Thus begins a whirlwind four-day 
courtship during which Callie and Julien gallivant through Paris, 
taking in the sights and trying not to fall too hard for each other. 
Told entirely from Callie’s perspective, the tale aptly captures 
the emotions of a young woman struggling to find her place in 
the world. As Callie finally opens herself up to the possibility 
of a brief affair, she also grapples with her need to put down 
roots somewhere. With slapstick humor and just the right level 
of Y2K–era nostalgia, Haddock’s story is at its strongest when 
it focuses on the undeniable chemistry between the two main 
characters. As the pair travels from one iconic Parisian destina-
tion to another, the novel does, at times, read like a travel guide, 
laying out train routes and lengthy, didactic details about loca-
tions and sights that slow down the narrative. Despite these 
cumbersome moments, the urgency of the couple’s relationship 
will keep readers turning pages.

Part travelogue, part love story, this engaging tale is full of 
feel-good holiday vibes.

FIRES THAT FORGE
Book 1: Lords of Order and 
Chaos Series
Hanson, R.J.
Self (229 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $10.99 paper  |  $1.99 e-book
July 15, 2022
9798839744226
9798621162634 paper

Strange killings change the lives 
of two determined men in this fantasy 

series opener.
It is 1648 in the kingdom of Lethanor, and Killian and 

Helena Morosse have been murdered. Their adult son, the 
physician Silas, finds them in their bedroom with necks 
punctured and blood pooled on the floor. Knowing that the 
deaths of his well-heeled merchant parents will shock the city 
of Moros, Silas travels immediately to the home of his dear 
friend Inquisitor Dunewell. Though Dunewell isn’t a brilliant 
sleuth who might use “mentalism” to solve the case, he is a 
tenacious investigator and a long-lived, physically impressive 

“Great Man.” At Killian and Helena’s funeral, most of the king-
dom’s high-ranking people pay their respects. But conspicu-
ously absent is Lady Evalynne, a Great Woman of legendary 
feats. Yet her adviser, the mage Uriel-Ka, assures Silas that 
Evalynne will find the killer. Meanwhile, Dunewell encounters 
the lovely Erin of House Theald. The elfin woman whispers an 
enchantment over the inquisitor that allows her to linger in 
his mind. She also suggests a vampire may be the culprit he’s 
after. While investigating the murder case, Dunewell learns of 
House Morosse’s possibly suspicious business dealings with 

Lord High Inquisitor Gyllorn. One of the principal suspects 
in this financial matter—Silas himself—remains in Dunewell’s 
confidence throughout. Hanson’s tale seeks to infuse high 
fantasy with elements of a detective novel. The grisly murders 
are detailed in lines like this one, focusing on Silas: “When he 
closed his eyes, he could still feel” the blood, “the jelly of it, 
between his toes.” Hints of a grand war rumble in the back-
ground as readers learn of the wider world in which Prince 
Ralston battles a sorcerer named Daeriv. Also intriguing are 
the Great Men, like Sir Brutis, who is nearly 200 years old. 
Overall, Hanson fleshes out the fantasy setting at the expense 
of the pacing and structure that might create a truly gripping 
mystery. Multiple instances of a chapter told from both Silas’ 
and Dunewell’s perspectives are more disorienting than reve-
latory. But the narrative’s final explanation adds a twist to the 
two protagonists’ relationship and propels readers toward the 
next installment.

This loose tangling of fantasy and mystery should enter-
tain fans of both genres.

SWINGING FOR JOY
Hight, Aishah
Illus. by Whimsical Designs by CJ
Cellar of Purple (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $18.99 e-book  |  Feb. 7, 2023
9798986333205

A lonely girl and her magical canine 
help an unhappy boy in this debut pic-
ture book.

London and her dog, Joy, love to hop 
on a playground’s swings. London tells Joy everything—includ-
ing a secret wish. When the two hear a boy crying, they rush 
to help and discover that he lost a hat. Luckily, Joy is a wish-
granting pooch. When the boy whispers his wish in Joy’s ear, she 
takes off for the hat with confidence even though she’s blind: 

“London and the boy were trailing, but not very far behind. / 
They were excited and filled with hope of what Joy’s sightless 
search would find.” Soon, the item—an original Tuskegee Air-
men hat worn by the boy’s great-grandfather—is discovered, 
and both wishes are granted. London’s wish was to make a new 
friend. The digital illustrations from Whimsical Designs by CJ 
offer a vibrant feel to the enjoyable series opener, featuring a 
diverse playground with people of several ages, skin tones, and 
abilities. London’s Afro puffs, curly and tinted purple, and her 
hoop earrings with the word Love inside capture the Black girl’s 
big personality and gregariousness. Hight’s text stretches over 
two-page spreads, sometimes making the rhymes hard to rec-
ognize in the long phrases. But once the rhythm is found, the 
scansion flows well throughout despite verb tense shifts that 
readers may find jarring. The nod to the Tuskegee Airmen may 
encourage kids to seek more information about this important 
part of American history. 

A fun tale about finding a friend through kindness.
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“The digital illustrations offer a vibrant feel 
to the enjoyable series opener, featuring a diverse 

playground with people of several skin tones.”
swinging for joy
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NIGHTFALL IN THE GARDEN 
OF DEEP TIME
Higley, Tracy
Stonewater Books (432 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $6.99 e-book  |  Oct. 28, 2022
9781737057970

In this fantasy, a bookstore owner dis-
covers a magical portal to literary wonders.

Kelsey Willoughby is the owner of 
the Chestnut Street Book Emporium, 
though perhaps not for much longer. 

Business is slow; she’s behind on the property taxes; and an 
aggressive buyer is waiting in the wings to absorb the store 
into a planned hotel complex. The Emporium has been in the 
family for over 60 years, and Kelsey will feel as if she’s betrayed 
her declining Gran—the woman who raised her—if she sells 
the shop. Kelsey has tried everything to save the business, 
but she’s running out of ideas. “Stories have power, you know, 
Kelsey,” Gran tells her during a visit to her assisted living facil-
ity. “But perhaps you just need some inspiration. That’s what 
the garden is for.” Kelsey doesn’t know what garden Gran is 
talking about—until one night she sees something shimmer-
ing in the empty, walled-off lot beside the store. There, she 
finds an impossible, lantern-lit garden party attended by 50 
costumed revelers who already seem to know her. In this 
enchanted garden, Kelsey finds not only an escape from the 
pressures of her real life, but also an opportunity to meet her 
long-dead literary heroes like Agatha Christie and T.S. Eliot. 
With their guidance, she maybe can become the storyteller 
she’s always wanted to be and even discover the secret about 
the parents she’s never known. The story, narrated by Kelsey, 
embraces its fantastic aspect, and even the more realistic 
spaces are rendered in dreamy, loose prose: “I lean against the 
counter and allow myself the luxury of scanning the bookshop, 
bathed in the honeyed afternoon sunlight spilling through 
stained glass windows set high in the wall to my right, above 
the murals of famous authors. Dust motes dance in sunbeams 
to the soft strains of Vivaldi, tiny Tinkerbells darting through 
Neverland.” Higley evokes a specific mood quite masterfully, 
transforming the experience of browsing in an old bookstore 
into a novel. It may strike some readers as overly cloying, but 
others will undoubtedly fall in love.

A cozy, atmospheric fantasy for bibliophiles.

CREATING SUPERFANS
How To Turn Your Customers 
Into Lifelong Advocates
Hodak, Brittany
Page Two (296 pp.) 
$27.00  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Jan. 10, 2023
9781774580783

A strategy guide for turning casual cus-
tomers into ardent fans of one’s company.

“Too many businesses fall into the 
trap of becoming something lots of people ‘sort of ’ like 
instead of intentionally creating an experience the right peo-
ple can’t stop telling their friends about,” writes Hodak in her 
colorful nonfiction debut. “Don’t be filler; be unforgettable.” 
It’s a tall order—and the implicit goal of every marketing 
book ever written—and she lays out a program for achiev-
ing it that’s intimately connected with a phenomenon that 
most of her readers will have experienced: fandom. Hodak 
looks at organizations, such as Disneyland, Amazon, and 
Ritz-Carlton hotels, which have generated “superfans”: cus-
tomers who, on their own initiative, create other customers. 
She then attempts to distill how these organizations man-
age to do this (and are able to continue doing it). By looking 
at a range of businesses and drawing on the insights of their 
leaders, she boils down this type of success to its essence: a 
focus on caring attention to detail. “The quickest way to get 
someone to care about you and the things you care about,” 
she writes, “is to demonstrate that you care about them and 
the things they care about.” Using well-designed graphics 
and bulleted key points, Hodak effectively takes her readers 
through the important components of improving their cus-
tomer relations. Readers may find her organizing mnemonic 
to be a bit hokey (“SUPER,” with “S” standing for “Start with 
Your Story,” “U” for “Understand Your Customer’s Story,” and 
so on), but the concept behind it is conveyed with consistent 
can-do energy and an appealing lack of pomposity, with relat-
able personal touches, such as the author’s confession that 
Rocky IV is her favorite Rocky movie. Her emphasis on the 
core value of customer service as the key ingredient of super-
fan creation will likely be of use to many readers. 

A high-energy series of pointers for building customer 
enthusiasm.
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BARR NONE
The Riversedge Law 
Club Series
Impellizzeri, Amy
Wyatt-MacKenzie Publishing  (262 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  $6.99 e-book  |  March 7, 2023
9781954332485

Three attorneys get involved in a 
dangerous plot involving sex work in this 
series mystery. 

Impellizzeri’s tale centers on Tricia 
Connors, a starry-eyed young associate at the Manhattan firm 
of Barr Knoll, run by its charismatic, egotistical founder of the 
same name. Instead of the great opportunities Barr promised, 
she finds herself relegated to menial tasks along with her room-
mates, Cassandra and Ruth. Tricia is taken in hand and given a 
style makeover by a woman known only as the Times Square 
Madam, who inhabits the firm’s top-floor office. She has Tricia 
rope Cassandra and Ruth into an immigration scam in which 
the trio pretend to be engaged to three of the firm’s foreign cli-
ents to help them score visas. Subsequent assignments involve 
explicitly sexual “client development” tasks; Cassandra and 
Ruth resist, but Tricia goes along while angling to become the 
new madam. In a plotline set in a post-Covid present, Barr 
Knoll associate Carly Jenner stumbles across files pertaining to 
deaths in a suspicious car crash 10 years earlier. Carly’s colleague 
Rain Street believes the victims were murdered and prods Carly 
to investigate; meanwhile, Carly is fighting on behalf of a group 
of women in a workplace sex-discrimination lawsuit. This sec-
ond installment of Impellizzeri’s Riversedge Law Club series 
paints a mordant picture of low-level lawyering with a feminist 
edge. Her characters are overworked, underpaid, and perpetu-
ally exploited and demeaned by creepy patriarchs. The braided 
subplots feel unfocused and overcomplicated at times, and 
the story sometimes spins its wheels as Tricia and Carly rumi-
nate on their unhappy lives. Fortunately, Impellizzeri’s prose is 
shrewd and evocative (“Rain has a way of drawing people out. 
Like she already knows your secrets. Like you’re just confirming 
and not confessing”), and the courtroom jousting is lively and 
well paced: “Barr, you haven’t changed a bit from the days I was 
working for you and watching you pimp out women as whores 
to international real estate tycoons,” testifies one implacable 
witness on the stand. 

A legal yarn with an ungainly structure that’s rescued by 
punchy prose.

ROAD KILL
Texas Horror by Texas 
Writers: Vol. 7
Ed. by Jensen, William
HellBound Books Publishing (259 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Sept. 16, 2022
978-1953905406

Monsters, ghosts, and relentless 
dread inhabit this anthology of Texas-
based horror short stories.

The beautiful Lone Star State, as 
these tales prove, sees more than its 

share of frights. A bad storm hits Texas in Hayden Gilbert’s “Ax-
Squatch.” Volunteer firefighters Isaiah and Holly “Hound Dog” 
clear roads of fallen trees but soon run into a terrifying crea-
ture stalking their nearly vacant county. It’s just one of the many 
horrible entities and occurrences that characters throughout 
this collection suffer. There are people seeking lethal revenge; 
all sorts of beings with claws or wings; and even the possibil-
ity of aliens. The horror, nevertheless, isn’t always tangible. In 
Madison Estes’ opening tale, “Pestilence,” Allison is convinced 
her cheating boyfriend gave her something—an itchiness and 
an overwhelming sense of “filth” that simply won’t go away. And 
in Patrick C. Harrison III’s “The Devil Witch of Hanging Oak,” 
former enslaved man and narrator Chuks recounts the whirl-
wind of events that will result in his hanging, which is only min-
utes away. The stories’ scariest moments typically don’t crop up 
until the end. Readers, for example, won’t immediately know 
what Eladio is up to in Tytus Berry’s “Definitive Act.” His elabo-
rate plan, which involves a 9-by-12-inch manila envelope and a 
razor, only makes sense later, with a denouement that’s a play on 
a classic piece of literature. While all the tales share a genre and 
their Southern setting, they feature a variety of time periods, 
from the 1800s and the early 20th century to, in one instance, 
the mysterious year “198_.”

In this seventh installment of a series, Jensen compiles a 
memorable batch of eerie stories that readers can polish off in 
an afternoon. These Texas authors weave relatable themes, such 
as love and family, into unsettling narratives. For example, Alex 
in John Kojak’s “The Boogie” gives a ride on a rainy Houston 
night to a paying stranger. His passenger, a father like Alex, tells 
how his 4-year-old daughter’s bedtime stories led to a bizarre 
haunting. Other tales deftly tackle issues like racism and misog-
yny. In the case of Cedrick May’s dark Western “Ambush and 
Blood for a Hoodoo Cowboy,” a Black man in 19th-century 
post-slavery Texas and a Seminole face off against a vicious, big-
oted gang. Similarly, Jacklyn Baker elevates the fear of a sudden 
pregnancy in “Blue Moon” as a single woman named Adriana 
gradually realizes her unborn child is growing unnaturally fast. 
These authors prove to be gifted storytellers, including Texas-
born journalist and Pulitzer Prize–winning novelist Katherine 
Anne Porter, whose entry, “The Grave,” finds young siblings 
learning about death. (Porter died in 1980.) Consistently strong 
prose abounds in this collection, including from Patrick Tor-
res, who writes in “Secrets That Keep Us”: “Falling stars lit the 
sky for a moment….Voices came from the fields. Some were 
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“Impellizzeri’s prose is shrewd and evocative, and 
the courtroom jousting is lively and well paced.”

barr none
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chanting, some speaking Spanish and Nahuatl and languages 
more ancient.” There’s plenty of violence that horror fans will 
likely anticipate; characters spill blood, lose body parts, and 
endure horrid treatment from others. But tension drives these 
tales as well, such as a character watching years-old security 
footage to determine if a girl is alive or not and someone hear-
ing the onomatopoeic cues of a wretched, unseen thing.

Gleefully unnerving and often profound scary tales.

GAWDZILLA
Poetry
Juanita, Judy
EquiDistance Press (90 pp.) 
$9.95 paper  |  Nov. 19, 2022
9781732609808

Black feminist poet and educator Juan-
ita rails against those who threaten the 

“inviolable right to live” in this collection.
“Some time after my youthful and 

equally fervent participation in the Black 
Panther Party, I became a Nichiren Soka Gakkai Buddhist,” 
remarks Juanita in her preface to this new collection. The poet 
goes on to explain how the second president of Soka Gakkai 
International, Josei Toda, denounced people who would employ 
nuclear weaponry as “ ‘devils’ in the Buddhist sense of ‘robbers 
of life.’ ” Throughout this book, Juanita calls out the “evils of 
imperialism,” including nuclear aggression, equating it with the 
destructive movie monster Godzilla. The opening work even 
draws on a plot summary of the original 1954 film: “American 
nuclear weapons testing has created a seemingly unstoppable, 
dinosaur-like beast”; in “return of godzilla,” the concept of the 
creature is used to draw attention to other monstrous aspects 
of humankind: “unfaltering racism / uglier than godzilla’s 
scales.” On another occasion, the poet takes aim at Hollywood 

“as out-of-date / an institution as slavery.” Other poems touch 
on figures from popular culture; one provocatively juxtaposes 
Dave Chappelle and Malcolm X, and in “lizzo fights godzilla,” 
the titular singer and flautist confronts “amerikkka the beauti-
ful,” with the speaker declaring “we is 100% behind you baby 
girl / behind your superb black ass...let us worship lizzo / that’s 
right—bow down.” Toward the close of the collection, the poet 
includes “The Gun as Ultimate Performance Poem,” an 8-page 
work that addresses gun control in America.

Over the course of this compilation, Juanita writes glo-
riously unrestrained poetry that always packs a punch. For 
instance, a poem titled “old black woman” rapidly develops into 
an unsettling portrait of racial oppression: “her favorite show 
was lassie / said white people love their dogs so much / because 
it was bred in them / to treat blacks like beasts / of burden dur-
ing slavery.” Meticulously placed line breaks further intensify 
this poem’s impact. Elsewhere, “swimming towards godzilla, 
swimming from godzilla” deftly pinpoints the horror, sadness, 
and futility of the refugee crisis: “in the great Mediterranean / 
their arms paddle to freedom / the women and babies scream 
and sink / into eternity / a few feet from the raft.” Such jarring 

imagery compels readers to face issues of social injustice head-
on. Juanita’s poetry can also be wryly amusing, as in a poem that 
points out the absurdity of people being defined by their skin 
color: “ ‘I’m crazy about the new guy. What a pumpkin.’ / ‘Are 
you sure he’s not a yam? Or even a sweet potato?’ ” Through-
out, her poems aim to shake readers up and make them rethink 
issues from new angles, as in the aforementioned “The Gun as 
Ultimate Performance Poem,” in which the speaker declares, “I 
don’t want gun control. I want police who are unarmed, peace 
officers.” Readers will find this to be incisive writing that aims 
to be a powerful tool for positive change.

A moving, defiant poetic exposé of world injustice.

THE GIFTED EGG
Kalin, Mara
Illus. by Samantha LeDuc
Seafield Press (32 pp.) 
$14.81  |  $12.99 e-book  |  July 28, 2022
978-1957706009

A hopeful duck finally finds a path 
to having a duckling of her own with the 
help of her best friend in this debut alle-
gorical picture book.

Lola and Anna are two duck friends 
who have similar lives. But Lola constantly lays loads of eggs, 
and they always hatch. Anna only produces a few eggs, and they 
break, with the shells empty. Anna and her mate, Timber, have 
longed for a family, but though they follow the advice of other 
ducks, “nothing seems to work.” Finally, Lola offers to give Anna 
one of her eggs. Anna cares for the egg, and when it hatches, it 
doesn’t matter to her and Timber that their duckling doesn’t 
resemble them. Anna is happy to be a mother. Adults who read 
this book will immediately spot the allusion to human couples 
who struggle to have children. They will appreciate the tips that 
the ducks give Timber and Anna, such as doing “downward fac-
ing duck” and eating more greens. But kids will be drawn to the 
simple, enjoyable story of two would-be duck parents wishing 
to have a child who, thanks to a friend, are able to raise a duck-
ling of their own. Kalin’s accessible language makes the tale 
easy to follow for young independent readers, and LeDuc’s soft 
watercolor and ink illustrations tread the line between realism 
and cartoon art. The ducks occasionally have accessories such 
as watches, but they mostly act like normal birds.

A gentle, engaging, and unusual animal tale about wishing 
for a child.
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JUSTICE IS SERVED
A Tale of Scallops, the Law, & 
Cooking for RBG
Karst, Leslie
She Writes Press (288 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  $8.99 e-book  |  April 4, 2023
978-1647424589

A home chef recounts fretting about 
the exciting opportunity to cook for a 
United States Supreme Court justice.

In this delightful memoir, culinary 
mystery series author Karst writes of rediscovering her love of 
food and cooking in the midst of a career as a small-town appel-
late attorney. This passion culminates in the pinnacle of her 
hobby when she is commissioned to cook for Ruth Bader Gins-
burg in February 2006. When the author received the news nine 
months earlier, a lavish menu began spinning inside her head, as 
did fears and insecurities on how to perfect an important meal 
for such a distinguished guest. With affable, enthusiastic prose, 
Karst describes how her father, a constitutional law professor 
who met Ginsburg in the 1960s, arranged for his daughter to 
host a dinner party with the prestigious justice in honor of his 
pending retirement. The dinner menu construction became the 
author and her partner Robin’s raison d’être for visiting Paris 
to research tempting, delicious, sophisticated, and sumptuous 
entrees, side dishes, and desserts to incorporate in what came 
to be known as “the dinner.” As the countdown to the event 
dwindled to mere weeks and all the cookbooks the author 
could meticulously scour were perused, Karst’s anxiety about 
cuisine, wine selection, and china finally resulted in an impres-
sive, elegant multicourse dinner fit for a Supreme Court justice. 
The author makes the journey a fun one thanks to a smooth, 
charming writing style and the food preparation subject matter 
that readers can relate to. More than just a dabbling chef ’s jour-
nal of the most important meal prep of her life, the book is also 
educational, fortified by intriguing information about Supreme 
Court cases and protocols along with “interlude” sidebars that 
elaborate on everything from Ginsburg’s personal and profes-
sional history to her outspoken reputation as an outlier. Bonus 
material features complete recipes for some of the dishes Karst 
prepared for the justice’s meal, including “Seared Sea Scallop 
with Ginger-Lime Cream Sauce,” “Wasabi Mashed Potatoes,” 
and “Blackened Ahi.” Home chefs and Ginsburg fans will find 
this culinary adventure exquisitely delectable.

A savory stew of memories and entertaining anecdotes 
about a dinner with Ruth Bader Ginsburg.

GRIEF AND HER 
THREE SISTERS
Poems
Lovelady, Jerry
Atmosphere Press (146 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $16.99 paper  |  $7.99 e-book
Nov. 15, 2022
9781639885237
9781639885909 paper

This collection of poetry explores 
love, loss, and Earth’s natural cycles.

“In a world that seems quite short of love right now I hope 
that this book eases some of the heartaches,” remarks Lovelady 
in his author’s note. Divided into four parts, the volume fea-
tures threads of compassion and hope in its approach to both 
world affairs and personal struggles. Many of the poems found 
here strive to understand grief. In the title piece, the poet per-
sonifies “Memory,” “Vain Hope,” and “False Pride” to examine 
how they interact with and influence their sister, Grief. Love-
lady regularly draws on the natural world to understand life’s 
major transitions. For instance, in the opening poem, “The 
Great River Taketh,” the poet observes: “In death there is 
always life. / In a seed there is hope for life.” On other occasions, 
Lovelady ponders the stars (“Twinkling bodies boldly pinned / 
to flowing black velvet dresses”); the “expected chaos” of cur-
rent events; and even the process of writing itself. The poet 
takes seemingly mundane tasks, such as mowing a lawn, and 
transforms them into poignant meditations on life. In “Mowing 
as Dharma,” Lovelady writes: “My lawnmower does not care. / 
It mows them all over with impunity. / Their Zombie seedlings 
will simply grow back / from headless stumps.” Such lines offer 
thought-provoking commentary on natural cycles of loss and 
renewal. The poet’s evocative use of language serves to tenderly 
immerse readers in nature: “Hear the quiet sighs of sycamore 
souls. / A friendly breeze tousles / their slender white branches, 
/ festooned with dying leaves.” There are rare occasions when 
Lovelady relies on clichés, but this does not significantly detract 
from the quality of the writing: “We cuddled like two spoons 
in the drawer.” In this collection, the poet offers a refreshingly 
unique perspective on what it means to be human in an increas-
ingly inscrutable world. Readers will return again and again for 
the sense of respite and hope that fills these pages.

Compassionate, wistfully observant, and thoughtful poems.

“The poet offers a refreshingly unique perspective on what it means 
to be human in an increasingly inscrutable world.”

grief and her three sisters
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LORD CHIEF 
JUSTICE MANSFIELD
Chief Author of the 
American Revolution
Lowrie, Ernest B.
The Ewings Publishing (502 pp.) 
$29.99  |  $21.70 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
April 1, 2022
9798886400205
9798886400199 paper

An encyclopedic account of the life 
of Lord Chief Justice Mansfield, whose 

work had a significant impact on the American Revolution. 
Born William Murray in 1704 in Perth, Scotland, the earl of 

Mansfield became one of the most important judges in English 
jurisprudential history. Brimming with ambition, he experi-
enced the profession of law as a calling and overcame his fam-
ily’s ties to the Jacobite Court in order to rise to extraordinary 
prominence during the apogee of the British Empire’s power 
and prestige in the 1760s. As Lowrie observes in this remarkably 
rigorous account, Mansfield’s overarching desire in life was to 

“assimilate the English Common Law Heritage to the Roman 
Civil Law Tradition,” a task he accomplished only gradually and 
deliberately, which he believed was demanded by the tumultu-
ous times. Although he never visited the American Colonies, 
his legal outlook would play a considerable role in the outbreak 
of the American Revolution. While colonists bitterly com-
plained they were taxed without representation, Mansfield saw 
no substantive difference between legislation and taxation and 
no meaningful connection between legislation and representa-
tion. In fact, he saw the Colonies as joint-stock trading compa-
nies rather than governments beholden to the British Empire: 

“The British legislature…represents the whole British empire,” 
he wrote, “and has authority to bind every part and every sub-
ject without the least distinction, whether such subjects have a 
right to vote or not.” Lowrie shows an expert command of his 
material, and he weaves an enormous amount of information 
into a coherent and intellectually compelling narrative. Mans-
field emerges as a complex figure—a legal scholar who under-
stood the empire’s power over its outposts as unchallengeable 
but also interpreted the king’s power as checked by a parliamen-
tary supremacy. This book is more of a scholarly than popular 
rendering of Mansfield’s accomplishments, and as such, readers 
will occasionally feel overwhelmed by minutiae. Still, Lowrie 
achieves a lucid accessibility, and his contribution should prove 
invaluable to those looking to understand the legal climate of 
the American Revolution. 

An impressive work of historical scholarship that’s both 
sweeping and meticulous. 

RELUCTANT WARRIORS 
Book #3 in the Roll 
Call Trilogy
Mansfield, Gwen
Self (404 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Sept. 13, 2022
9798848982282

An imminent cosmic threat forces 
battling factions of humanity to wage 
war on two fronts in this third install-
ment of an SF trilogy.

It is 2093, and the survivors of the asteroid called Jur-
bay that destroyed half of the United States exist as “The 28 
United.” In the city of Ash, their leader, Avery DeTornada, has 
formed a truce with the army of The Third, led by a man called 
Raghill. Avery believes in combining forces and preparing for 
war against another army led by Chapman, her 10-year-old son, 
who is a half genetically engineered being. But Avery’s most 
trusted friends, Morris and Annalynn, believe that tackling 
another threat should take precedence. Five years ago, a second 
asteroid was discovered heading for Earth. This menace, named 
Jurbay’s Baby, must be dragged or blown off course within three 
years, otherwise the survivors’ monumental struggles will be 
for naught. Complicating Avery’s goals is Degnan, the wily 
operator of the Dark Market and creator of weapons capable of 
changing humanity’s fate. While Avery feels compelled to fight 
for her husband, McGinty; and their infant son, Justice, she 
must tread a dark moral landscape. Thankfully, her colleagues 
have superseded her authority in preparing for the asteroid. Yet 
the manipulative Chapman is willing to force Avery into bloody 
terrestrial warfare. Mansfield’s finale deftly addresses how rela-
tionships evolve over time and under extreme duress. When 
Annalynn and Raghill, who grew up together, begin working 
closely on curtailing the asteroid, new emotions overtake them. 
Only Avery’s chapters are first person yet the prose never fails 
to instill the “ticking of the world’s clock” in readers. Combin-
ing this warning with mentions of natural beauty (“We venture...
into the midst of multiple groves of hemlock trees”), the book 
echoes the present-day call for urgent action on climate change. 
Some of the conceptual play from prior volumes persists in the 

“repwas,” creatures that are a blend of reptiles and wasps. While 
many of the emotional turns are grim, the powerful narrative 
offers quiet hope with Avery’s line, “We may always disagree 
about our methods, but I trust you to...[s]eek a world of words 
and not weapons.”

A strong series finale that celebrates the growth of both 
individuals and societies.
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ELENA THE BRAVE 
Mathison, Julie
Starr Creek Press (344 pp.) 
$26.99  |  $10.82 paper  |  $2.30 e-book
March 1, 2022
9781735003788
9781735003764 paper

A teenager leaves 1940s Pennsylvania 
to seek her destiny in medieval Russia in 
the second book in Mathison’s Old Rus 
fantasy series, following Vasilisa (2021).

It’s 1942, and 15-year-old Elena Ivanova Volkonsky loves 
James Cagney movies, flying with her pilot father, and lis-
tening to great-grandmother Babka’s Russian ballads about 
witches, spirits, ogres, and giants. Her favorite: the saga of 

“Dobrynya and the Dragon.” A strange black stone gives her 
visions of the dragon slayer, and her focus shifts to Mitya, 
Dobrynya’s teenage son, as events unfold involving his father 
and the court’s ruler, Prince Vladimir. Elena’s odd feeling of 
kinship with Mitya, her discovery of her mother’s companion 
black stone, and hints of enigmatic secrets allow her to find 
her way into the Russia of Babka’s tales. Mathison weaves 
themes of love, betrayal, and self-discovery into a believable 
world of magic, myth, and history. In it, three remarkable 
young people—Elena, 16-year-old noble Mitya, and their 
young companion, Sasha, a 12-year-old boy saddened by his 
own secrets—embark on a quest through forest, desert, and 
mountains to find Dobrynya, whom scheming Prince Vladimir 
has ordered to slay one last dragon. (A mysterious traveler lists 
the trio’s unseen burdens, integral to what is to come: Mitya 
carries his “father’s sins,” Sasha bears “the burden of knowl-
edge without wisdom,” and Elena’s “line bears the burden of 
the stones.”) Mathison’s tale hauntingly interweaves the drag-
ons, 1940s America, and the dropping of the atomic bomb on 
Hiroshima in a way that might have felt forced in less-skilled 
hands. Elena is a spirited hero who’s quick to castigate herself 
for impetuosity but just as apt to put her knowledge, generos-
ity, and intuition into action. As she affects those around her, 
she absorbs lessons about love and loss. Readers will root for 
Elena to stay with Mitya and not return home, and the author 
masterfully finesses that decision. Also included is a glossary 
of historic and mythical Russian names and words.

A vivid mix of history, romance, and folklore with a notably 
relatable hero.

GRADUATING FROM THE 
ELECTORAL COLLEGE
McIntee, Tomas J.
Hurricane Lamp Press (238 pp.) 
$44.99  |  $19.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Jan. 6, 2023
9781959266006
9781959266013 paper

McIntee gives a comprehensive 
critique of the Electoral College that 
includes a consideration of its math-
ematical failings. 

McIntee observes that the Electoral College is not only 
“peculiar,” but also “immensely unpopular,” and yet it has man-
aged to endure as an American institution since the nation’s 
inception. Its longevity seems partly due to a mythology that 
has enshrouded it, a set of misconceptions the author swiftly 
but rigorously dismantles. This baroque system was not, despite 
insistence to the contrary, created to protect the representative 
power of smaller states or rural parts of the country, nor does 
it do so. Nor was it designed in order to enshrine slavery or to 
discourage the popular vote. Rather, it was the result of confu-
sion regarding the nature of democracy, more specifically who 
gets to vote and how. Yet according to McIntee, the Electoral 
College is ineffective and obsolete—it is unacceptably chaotic, 
often undermines democratic representation and proportional-
ity, and does not encourage candidates to aim for politically or 
regionally broad appeal: These are all issues McIntee handles 
with clarity. Also, he furnishes a remarkably concise history of 
the Electoral College and its shifting permutations. The author 
is especially astute when appraising the Electoral College’s 

“basic mathematical properties” (he is a mathematician by train-
ing). Further, this is a genuinely thoughtful study and not a 
political polemic: “The fact is that we don’t actually know what 
is the best way to elect a president....We don’t honestly know 
how American voters will behave either in the short term or the 
long term when faced with an entirely different voting system.” 
The only failing of this otherwise edifying work is its neglect 
of deeper philosophical arguments in favor of the Electoral 
College and pertaining to the nature of federal republicanism—
one can see this in his lack of serious analysis of the Federalist 
Papers. Nevertheless, this book remains a vital contribution to 
an important national debate. 

An analytically incisive account of the Electoral Col-
lege’s foibles.
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“Mathison’s tale hauntingly interweaves dragons, 1940s America, 
and the dropping of the atomic bomb on Hiroshima.”

elena the brave
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ANHEDONIA
A Collection of Short Stories
McLoof, Ted
Finishing Line Press (64 pp.) 
$20.99 paper  |  Oct. 7, 2022
9781646629817

This debut collection of short stories 
by McLoof examines the expectations 
and disappointments of human relations.

Anhedonia, the title of this collec-
tion, refers to an inability to experience 

pleasure. Many of the characters in these seven stories face 
varying degrees of tedium or ennui in their lives. The opening 
story, “Space, Whether, and Why,” takes the form of a dense 
paragraph, written in the first person, that relates the intricate 
details of a relationship in which one partner asks for “space.” 
In “Disneyland,” a 16-year-old lesbian decides to ask her father 
for advice about girls. The title story continues the theme of 
potentially uncomfortable encounters when a father decides 
to take his 8-year-old daughter along during a Chili’s dinner 
date. “How to Start Again in Twelve Easy Steps” is a series of 
notes-to-self on how to rekindle a failing relationship, such as 

“When she calls, be happy. Relish the sound of the ringtone.” 
Finally, in the closing story, “Negotiation,” a couple enter 
peace talks after a split. This brief, 35-page collection show-
cases McLoof ’s versatility; “Negotiation,” the strongest piece, 
is written in the second person, which effectively places the 
reader in the front seat of an emotional roller coaster: “Your 
fingernails are dirty and your clothes are stained with paint 
but that does not mean you are unprepared to meet with her 
right now.” The anxious negotiation is peppered with believ-
able statements of reconciling lovers: “I want to be who I am 
with you all the time.” McLoof also has an enjoyably succinct 
descriptive style: “She…sees this woman wrapped around her 
father like a strait jacket.” Some may find the collection’s 
opening story a challenge, as its conversational flow can prove 
overwhelming: “I asked you what you needed ‘space’ for, as in 
what is it you do when you’re taking your ‘space’ rather than 
what kind of a person asks for ‘space.’ ” However, it’s a clever 
replication of how a person in a struggling relationship com-
municates their heightened, overwrought emotions. Overall, 
McLoof ’s nuanced, perceptive study of how humans interact 
will leave readers wanting more. 

A skilled, incisive, and smartly conceived set of tales.

UNSHELTERED LOVE
Homelessness, Hunger, and 
Hope in a City Under Siege
Medford-Rosow, Traci
Morgan James Publishing (272 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  $7.99 e-book  |  March 14, 2023
9781631959820

A New Yorker connects with her 
unhoused neighbors in this memoir.

Medford-Rosow’s story of develop-
ing meaningful personal relationships 

with houseless people who spent their days near her Manhat-
tan home is effectively a 2020 time capsule. It recounts the 
changes that Covid-19 brought to New York City and offers 
a humane account of the realities that people without hous-
ing face. The sudden shutdown of many local businesses in 
March 2020 meant that local panhandlers had few donors, 
so Medford-Rosow and her husband, Joel, began taking daily 
walks through their neighborhood, first offering people dollar 
bills and then homemade sandwiches. Over time, they devel-
oped close relationships with several people, got to know their 
stories, and supported them as they tried to move into shel-
tered housing. Medford-Rosow connected most deeply with 
a woman who served as this book’s developmental editor and 
contributed short essays to the text under the pseudonym 
Maggie Wright; in them, she writes about the same events 
as the author but from her own perspective. In these pages, 
Medford-Rosow writes about emotional moments with an 
admirable lack of sentimentality. Throughout, she takes pains 
not to portray herself and Joel as heroic—for instance, she 
still worries that the city’s plan to use nearby hotels as shel-
ters will hurt local property values—and she offers no broad 
policy recommendations. Instead, Maggie’s personal journey, 
with its many setbacks and successes, serves as the book’s core, 
and it’s an effective one; her middle-class background and 
struggles with addiction are likely to resonate with many read-
ers. The book also does an effective job of evoking the uncer-
tainty of the early days of the Covid-19 pandemic, from the 
initial assumptions that offices would only be closed briefly to 
phases of reopening to premature claims of victory as the first 
wave receded. 

A focused and engaging remembrance of a specific com-
munity changed by the Covid-19 pandemic.
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BLUE SUNRISE
Overman, Gregg R.
FutureWord Publishing (452 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $0.99 e-book  |  June 6, 2011
9780984589043

In Overman’s SF series starter, the 
crew of a nascent Mars colony and a 
lunar pilot struggling with addiction play 
key roles in a crisis as a fleet of alien ships 
approaches Earth.

This outer-space epic is set on mul-
tiple stages in the year 2061. A Louisianan named Ben Allspot 
employs his formidable skills as a pilot, doing a job on Earth’s 
moon to send money back to his estranged family, but every-
thing he does is tainted by his all-consuming addiction to Car-
bodine—an insidious performance-enhancing narcotic that 
escapes routine drug testing. The drug is particularly plen-
tiful in the ramshackle corporate complex where he works. 
On Mars, eight pioneering astronauts arrive on a three-year 
NASA mission to establish a colonial beachhead. Virtually 
from the start, an accident tests their problem-solving skills 
and depletes their resources, forcing them to search for frozen 
water sources. This, in turn, leads to the discovery of ancient 
Martian organisms, a scientific milestone that, on Earth, trig-
gers the wrath of a Houston-based fundamentalist Christian 
church. Meanwhile, deep in the cosmos, a sentient race of 

“Trees” (creatures that become rooted during a plantlike phase) 
has risen to staggering intellectual and technological heights. 
They’ve also become enslaved by weasel-like mammals called 
the Koombar. When the latter had nearly destroyed them-
selves with greed, belligerence, and shortsightedness, the 
merciful Trees violated their noninterference policy to rescue 
them, but the Koombar betrayed them. Meanwhile, four black, 
cylindrical, faster-than-light machines have been detected 
beyond the orbit of Pluto, headed toward Earth. 

As all the pieces come together, the pages turn faster. Over-
man’s keen prose shows a gift for plainspoken but effective 
description that renders a number of hard–SF concepts into 
lay terms with plenty of wow factor: “This room was probably 
once filled with ice. Over time, the ice has sublimed…but it is 
an uneven process. Small air currents and pockets of dissolved 
gases and other things would have caused the ice to evaporate 
faster in some areas than in others. These things sculpted the 
surface, resulting in what we see now.” At another point, the 
story addresses the difficulties of working with antimatter. He 
also succeeds in getting into the heads (and, in the case of the 
alien space probes, the automated programming) of distinctly 
different life forms and cultures; the Trees and the Koom-
bar argue their points of view most effectively. That said, the 
human characters, such as the troubled Allspot, tend to be bet-
ter developed when they hail from places close to the author’s 
Mississippi Delta origins; the female characters, in particular, 
are largely a two-dimensional bunch. Overall, the book is remi-
niscent of a cinematic space epic by James Cameron or Roland 
Emmerich in which one gets carried away by the staggering 
adventure, wonder, and danger of it all—only to realize later 

how little of it felt fresh and new. Still, the sequel promised by 
this novel’s ending will be eagerly awaited by readers after they 
complete this star trek.

An often impressive debut of an author in deft control of a 
mind- and galaxy-spanning SF premise.

RIDDLES ISLAND 
Pat, Jan E.
Self (267 pp.) 
$9.08 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  June 26, 2021
9798644014545

Pat’s dystopian novel examines gen-
der identity, environmentalism, and sexu-
ality on an island enclave in the year 2111.

Set mainly on an island off the coast 
of what used to be Maine, the narrative 
begins in a post-Collapse world strug-

gling to survive nuclear fallout, environmental disintegration, 
and worldwide economic failure. In this future world of chaos 
and lawlessness, Riddles Island (which is child-free and mostly 
technology-free) offers increasingly rare amenities to its inhab-
itants—peace and security. The small, self-sufficient populace 
are all nonbinary (and use the pronouns mer instead of her/
him, e instead of he/she, and others), with most couples being 
polyamorous. The harmony, however, is maintained in large 
part through pharmaceuticals. The Ridlets, as they are called, 
take D2—a cocktail of drugs that regulates hormones, damp-
ens emotions, and supposedly keeps the residents “healthy and 
alert.” But when a raggedy pirate named Jed lands on the island 
and meets the nonbinary couple Rory and Dylan, he connects 
sexually with Rory and talks mer into quitting a daily dose of D2. 
Jed, who travels as far away as Brazil with his crew, visits Rory 
infrequently after that initial tryst. With each visit, he finds mer 
not only more feminine, but also more lucid (not to mention 
more open to lifestyles outside the strictly regulated confines 
of the island) after quitting the D2. When Rory discovers that 
e is pregnant, mer utopian existence suddenly looks much dif-
ferent. The characters here are vividly drawn (even secondary 
characters are memorable), the worldbuilding is nuanced and 
convincing, and its examination of gender identity and gender 
roles in society makes this novel hard to put down. Add to that 
a post-apocalyptic backdrop that adroitly explores climate 
change and global food security, and many readers will find their 
worldviews challenged, even expanded, after living vicariously 
through Rory and mer adventures on and off the island.

This visionary glimpse into humankind’s potential future 
is an absolute must-read for fans of post-apocalyptic fiction.
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“The characters are vividly drawn, the worldbuilding 
is nuanced, and its examination of gender roles 

makes this novel hard to put down.”
riddles island
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I AM THE THIRSTY DESERT
Pattison, Darcy
Illus. by Jordan Kim
Mims House (30 pp.) 
$25.99  |  $11.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
9781629441771
9781629441788 paper

A picture book offers an ode to the 
Sonoran Desert’s brief, intense bloom.

“Heat waves build, swell and sweep, shimmer and simmer, 
across my lands. I burn.” This Southwestern desert may appear 
to be devoid of life, but Pattison’s narration describes the 
Sonoran as a body filled with flora and fauna that can wait long 
periods for the fleeting rainfall that will animate them. Debut 
illustrator Kim’s colorful collages of repurposed paper depict an 
owl and a nest of eggs, a mountain lion that lies in the hot sand, 
and purple storm clouds that burst to flood the dry landscape. 

“The monsoon has sprouted my seeds,” the desert declares. A 
coyote sniffs at the steaming earth at the base of a cactus. Over-
night, eggs crack, flowers erupt into bloom, and “gorgeous, out-
rageous, fragrant, frail LIFE” fills the desert; toads emerge from 
puddles and chicks wander the hills. When the desert dries out 
once more, the seeds from flowers scatter on the wind to wait 
for rain. Large, legible text with plenty of alliteration and asso-
nance combined with realistic, intriguing pictures of a huge 
range of animal and plant life make this an engaging storytime 
read for preschoolers. An extensive notes section at the end of 
the book gives a short overview of the life cycle of the depicted 
species, from kangaroo rats and spadefoot toads to chuckwal-
las and Gambel’s quail, and offers readers enlightening details 
about the Sonoran’s ecology.

An informative, effective, and poetic introduction to a 
desert’s beauty and complexity.

GUT DRIVEN
Jump-Start Digestive Health 
To Nourish Body, Mind, 
and Spirit
Postolowski, Ellen
Illus. by Erin Hart
Frankie Mahwah Publishing (358 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  $7.99 e-book  |  Feb. 21, 2023
9798218050719

Gut health is good health in integra-
tive health coach and chef Postolowski’s 

nutritional wellness guide.
The author’s nutritional plan, spelled out in this book, seeks 

to get at the root cause of all sorts of common symptoms, from 
weight gain to mood swings to trouble sleeping: “You are only 
as healthy as the food you can digest,” says the author in her 
introduction, further asserting that gut health is related to bal-
anced hormones, improved brain function, and better immune 
response; she offers citations to back up her statements from 
the National Institutes of Health and scientific journals, among 

other sources. Postolowski’s solution is a three-week program 
she calls “Reset 90/10,” which takes its name from the idea 
that consistent progress can be made in an area by doing it 
perfectly 90% of the time and imperfectly the remaining 10%. 
The author expounds on her theories that certain foods cause 
inflammation in the gut and that this can have a negative effect 
on all other parts of the body; she then outlines her three-week 
regimen for eliminating inflammatory foods, followed by a mul-
tiweek “maintenance” period of reintroducing items into the 
diet. By the end of the process, the gut should be “reset” and 
healing, she says, and readers should have valuable information 
regarding what to eat or avoid. Postolowski’s prose is precise 
and accessible, with familiar elements from the mindfulness 
movement sprinkled throughout: “Aim to be in a restorative 
parasympathetic state when you eat. This means eating while 
calm and stress-free. Emphasizing how vital the parasympa-
thetic state is at mealtime means you’ll become more conscious 
as well.” The text is accompanied by several grayscale illustra-
tions by Hart, mostly of foods, and most of the second half 
is made up of healthy recipes to try during the program. The 
author effectively explains her reasoning each step of the way, 
offering tips, warnings, and encouragement for the apprehen-
sive reader. 

A highly structured and well-presented dietary manual.

NO PLAID SUITS 
How Not To Have a 
Boring, Normal Life
Rose, Amrita
Atmosphere Press (292 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Nov. 15, 2022
9781639885886

A self-help guide to enriching your life.
In her nonfiction debut, Rose gath-

ers a collection of her essays about “per-
sonal resilience, finding joy and creating 

a life of adventure and freedom.” An experienced yoga instruc-
tor and life coach, Rose assures her readers that they already 
have all the tools they need for a life on the edge. “Now it’s a 
matter of unlocking what you’ve secreted away inside yourself,” 
she writes, “thinking it wasn’t right, or good, or enough.” In 
Rose’s thematic conceit, our lives are full of boring, common-
place “plaid suits” that we hardly consider anymore. “They’re 
the stories we tell ourselves about who we are,” she writes, 

“they’re our patterns of behavior, and habits.” And often we 
don’t even know we’ve “shrugged them on.” In order to change 
these suits, she insists, it’s vital to first recognize not only that 
we wear them, but that they can also be counterproductive to 
our progress in life; getting rid of these suits can enhance our 
sex lives, bring us deeper contentment, and spur our creativity 
(“Give yourself permission to think creatively,” she urges her 
readers, “and you’ll increase your creative output along with 
building confidence in your own abilities”). In clear and forceful 
prose, Rose explores all the aspects of human nature that seem 
to keep everybody figuratively clothed in plaid. She’s always 
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ready with upbeat, straight-talking strategic encouragement, 
amounting to what she accurately calls “a gritty-nitty-let’s-not-
waste-time-get-right-to-it guide” to improving all aspects of our 
lives by changing the delusional narratives we so often comfort 
ourselves with. The author is obviously a born teacher; this is a 
no-nonsense personal motivation book with real heart. 

A brisk, useful self-help guide about changing the way we 
“wear” our lives.

POLISHED STONES
A Poetry Collection
Schumacher, Cynthia
The Peppertree Press  (82 pp.) 
$12.00 paper  |  May 11, 2017
9781614935162

Schumacher’s sixth set of poems 
offers meditations on the impermanence 
of life, the majesty of nature, and the 
importance of faith.

Starting off in spring, around St. 
Patrick’s Day, these vivid poems describe wonders in the out-
doors in “Scenic Interludes” with flashes of brilliant color, such 
as “pink cactus flowers” and tumbleweeds that are like “wiry 
knots / of hair torn from the heads / of battling giants.” With 
aging, the speaker notes, time slows down so that it’s possible to 
see “dogwood petals ride the wind / like small white butterflies.” 
Reflections of time gone by arise in “Recurrence,” in which the 
speaker visits a now-empty childhood home: “The attic window 
where I viewed, / as if from a castle tower, the pulsing flow / 
of people’s lives.” The speaker then realizes that “places cannot 
hoard our memories.” Other works about nature, the elderly, 
and immortality give way to a small but amusing group of limer-
icks, and then a final section, whose subject matter spans from 
Advent to Easter. Faith as a refuge is a predominant theme, as 
expressed in “Safe Harbor,” which describes “angelic voices 
high above / in the dazzling light of a single star.” The radiant 
poem “Christmas” celebrates “the friendly glow of lanterns and 
candles…as visible revelations of / a universal connection to 
Life.” Schumacher’s poems do a fine job of capturing the beauty 
found in nature and the emotions one feels when experiencing 
it. The jump from insightful reflections on aging to the search 
for a way to talk about immortality is seamless. The collection 
also offers works with offbeat scenarios, including a compelling 
exploration of the biblical figure Melchior. A few poems feel 
light as a feather, but more abundant are those that effortlessly 
express complicated thoughts.

An engaging collection with luminous language that seeks 
to explore and reassure.

MOONLESS NOCTURNE
Tales of Dark Fantasy & 
Horror Noir
Schwaeble, Hank
Esker & Riddle Press (338 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  $7.49 e-book  |  Oct. 11, 2022
978-1953134455

A collection offers chilling stories by a 
Bram Stoker Award–winning horror author.

The 10 tales in Schwaeble’s evocative 
volume draw from the sinister nature of 

situations and how that darkness influences the characters clos-
est to them. In his introduction, the author writes of his interest 
in the “slow-burn kind of fright, the kind that is often scary in 
retrospect more than in the reading,” and this is evident right 
from the opening yarn, “The Yearning Jade.” This Chicago-
set noir stars private detective Milo Chance, who is hired by a 
shadowy woman to find a highly coveted, mystical, but gravely 
cursed artifact. The author masterfully combines the super-
natural with the psychological in “Household,” a haunted house 
tale narrated from a distinctly unique perspective, as the prop-
erty itself details the melodrama of the residents living inside 
it and its manipulative puppeteering role. The disturbingly dys-
topian yet intellectually titillating “Everything not Forbidden” 
contains creative, futuristic worldbuilding. The tale paints a 
horrific backdrop where an artificial intelligence company’s ver-
sion of “supreme consciousness” is being developed to perfect 
humankind. Two of the most effective stories are quite short: 

“Shifty Devil Blues” is a take on the Faustian bargain complete 
with a dirty demon and a clever customer who hopes to out-
smart him; “Payday” involves two young boys, a gigantic plant, 
and a slimy creature in a forest that becomes the perfect vehicle 
for repeated revenge. The impressive titular novella is the col-
lection’s lengthiest tale, offering a supernatural mystery set at 
the dawn of the space age. The story features a hard-boiled pri-
vate eye, a murder, and a cameo by Carl Sagan, boasting about 
a (fact-based) project to detonate a bomb on the moon. This 
versatile volume encompasses a wide swath of time periods, 
atmospheres, and settings while remaining true to the suspense/
horror form. One entry, “Deepest, Darkest,” introduces read-
ers to Jake Hatcher, the special military operative and combat 
veteran who headlines Schwaeble’s long-running noir/supernat-
ural thriller series. This twisty action-adventure story is set in 
Africa, much like the cinematic closing tale, “Zafari,” in which 
a community of hungry zombies is the target of a rowdy troupe 
of heavily armed hunters. Strong writing, imaginative themes, 
and a gifted, gloomy sense of what frightens readers most per-
meates this assortment of dark fantasy, noir mystery, SF, horror, 
and suspense stories.

A devilishly tempting, contemplative volume of haunt-
ing tales.
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“This versatile volume encompasses a wide swath 
of time periods, atmospheres, and settings while 

remaining true to the suspense/horror form.”
moonless nocturne
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TYPECAST
Stein, Andrea J.
Girl Friday Books (364 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $0.99 e-book  |  Sept. 13, 2022
9781954854659

In Stein’s debut romance, a preschool 
teacher revisits her past when her former 
boyfriend writes a movie based on their 
breakup. 

When she was a freshman in college 
in the 2000s, Callie Dressler met and fell 

in love with Ethan Randel, a classic-film buff. They planned to 
move to San Francisco after graduation, but she ended the rela-
tionship before that happened. Ten years later, Callie works as 
an educator and lives in her childhood home in small-town New 
Jersey. Her relationship with Ethan is a distant memory until 
she learns that he wrote a screenplay for a film called Rerout-
ing and that it chronicles a breakup that’s very similar to theirs. 
The film’s release coincides with a major upheaval in her life: 
Her pregnant sister Nina, brother-in-law Michael, and niece 
Zoe move in with her as their own house is being renovated. 
As Callie juggles competing demands of work and family, she 
wonders if the release of Rerouting signals something important 

about her history with Ethan. As her past and present collide, a 
flirtation with a dashing architect named Ben Perlow prompts 
her to consider whether it’s time to write her own Hollywood 
ending. Stein’s novel presents a charming tale of first love and 
second chances that’s likely to entertain fans of the works of 
Emily Giffin. The narrative seamlessly moves between Callie’s 
college years and her present life as a preschool teacher. Overall, 
she’s a likable protagonist whose reevaluation of her relation-
ship with Ethan is thoughtful and nuanced. Although Ethan is 
primarily featured in flashback chapters, he’s a strong support-
ing character whose journey as a screenwriter mirrors Callie’s 
voyage of self-discovery. Callie’s developing relationship with 
Ben brings an additional spark to the story, and their quirky 
dialogue is fit for a rom-com like Sleepless in Seattle—a film that 
the characters specifically reference: “as an architect, I can cer-
tainly appreciate Tom Hanks’s pain in that movie,” notes Ben.

A heartwarming modern romance for movie mavens.

SO MANY ANIMALS!
A Child’s Book of Poetry
Ed. by Street, M.R.
Turtle Cove Press (104 pp.) 
9781947536142

A collection offers poetry and coloring 
pages for children, parents, and educators.

This anthology showcases the talents 
of 15 writers as they wax poetic across the 
animal kingdom, from birds, fish, and 

bears to dogs, cats, and farm animals. These rhyming poems 
are simple and concise yet crafted to appeal to young readers. 

“Come with me, / I’m bluebird free! / With azure wings, / I’m 
feathered glee,” writes Margaret Simon. Other winged crea-
tures featured include an itchy ostrich, a robin redbreast with a 
song to share, and a busy penguin. Dean Flowerfield’s imagina-
tion runs wild about different kinds of sea life while staring into 
a goldfish bowl. Turtles and gators “bump bounce boogie” on a 
log. A mother turtle “lays a clutch / Of moon-shaped eggs” on 
the shore before returning to the water. Editor Street explores 
the seasonal behavior of foxes, while Michelle Kogan zeroes in 
on the autumnal patterns of rabbits. A black bear takes a mean-
dering walk through a cityscape in a poem by Debra Friedland 
Katz, while a slobbery dog named Mr. Jaws takes an elevator 
ride in a piece by Adrian Fogelin. Honeybees, monarch butter-
flies, spiders, and other insects get their due, too. The poems are 
interspersed with coloring pages that correspond to the pieces. 
The book also includes pages for readers to write their own 
poems and draw their own illustrations. The collection’s poems 
are playful and fun to read, as when Fogelin describes “the click 
of hard toenails, the damp of a snout, / the flump of butts furry, 
the breath tinged with trout” of “The Bears on the Stairs.” The 
poets also get creative with fonts and formatting. In addition to 
learning about animals, readers are exposed to different forms 
of poetry, like haiku, acrostic, and triolet. A few animals, like an 
okapi (a relative of the giraffe), may be unfamiliar to many read-
ers, and some of the language, like Kogan’s description of sloths 
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as “three-toed pygmies” that are “critically endangered,” may go 
over kids’ heads or require explanation.

A delightful poetry anthology that readers of all ages 
will enjoy.

ABUELA’S FIDEO 
A Story of a 
Grandma’s Love
Tijerina, Gabriela
Del Alma Publications (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $9.99 paper  |  Dec. 3, 2022
9781736418239
9781736418222 paper

A Latine child remembers her grandmother’s love through the 
scents and tastes of a favorite soup in this debut picture book.

On a rainy day, Dulce Ramos yearns for her grandmother’s 
fideo soup. But because Abuela has died, Dulce believes there’s 
no way to figure out the recipe. Remembering the times she 
watched Abuela cook, Dulce decides to try her own recipe—
to disastrous results. In tears from her failure and grief, Dulce 
explains to her mother: “I was missing her, and I thought mak-
ing some fideo would make me feel better, but it just made me 
feel worse!” Dulce and her mother wish they’d learned the rec-
ipe from Abuela, but as they share their memories of how they 
helped her at each step of the process, they realize they know 
more than they thought. They start to make the soup, and the 
final product tastes like Abuela’s love for them. This touching 
story of sorrow and togetherness gives a strong sense of the feel-
ings of sadness people experience when their relatives die as 
well as delivering an empowering message that memories keep 
their love for them alive. Tijerina presents simple, brief passages 
on each page, incorporating some Spanish vocabulary to great 
effect, letting her illustrations convey the action. The geometri-
cally styled cartoon images—featuring big, round eyes and tri-
angle noses—are so heartfelt readers will imagine the smells (of 
delicious fideo and Dulce’s mistake) coming right off the page.

A tender tale of love and food triumphing over loss.

LIBRETTO 
Wadsworth, Ann
Wheatmark (356 pp.) 
$36.95  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Sept. 22, 2022
978-1627879873

In Wadsworth’s novel, an American 
freelance journalist finds both drama and 
community in central Italy.

Forty-five-year-old Allyn “Ally” Cros-
bie is in Perugia to interview Piero  
DiBrufa, the mysterious librettist for Sir-

ius, a local upcoming opera. But DiBrufa refuses to cooperate, 
so Ally’s editor tells her to “find something or someone in Peru-
gia to write about…or move on.” Her story-hunting leads her to 
Scottish pianist Vincent Norrie, who’s trying to write an opera 

of his own and with whom she quickly develops a warm cama-
raderie. At a dinner for local arts heavyweights, Ally also meets 
the elusive Elaine Bishop—Sirius’ stage director and Vincent’s 
longtime friend who becomes the subject of Ally’s piece. As Vin-
cent’s health mysteriously declines and further crises erupt at 
the opera, Ally must rethink the story she came to write while 
navigating the delicate triangle that she, Elaine, and Vincent 
have formed. The narrative takes a while to get going amid Ally’s 
one-off encounters and her dismissal of her editor’s demands 
for material. But Wadsworth plays the long game, and readers 
will easily settle into Perugian life; well-drawn side characters, 
including Ally’s headstrong apartment lessor, Signora Caccini, 
and bookseller Italo Montecalvo, add color to the narrative. 
Ally and Elaine’s will-they, won’t-they journey feels genuine and 
grounded, if sometimes hesitant. Wadsworth excels at depicting 
the complicated love between Ally and Vincent, two queer char-
acters whose intimacy is vivid and authentic. Humor sneaks in, 
as when Ally eavesdrops on a conversation while a spider creeps 
up her neck and in this exchange between Vincent and Ally:  

“ ‘And what new idea did you come up with for the beginning of 
my opera?’ ‘I think I had some sort of sexual encounter with 
a washing machine.’ ” Compared to the characters’ emotional 
depth, the plot twists involving the opera feel a bit flat, but they 
ably flesh out a vibrant part of Italy that may be unfamiliar to 
international readers.

A leisurely, moving tale of intimacy and art with a lovingly 
drawn Italian setting.

APSARA 
Whitfield, Pearl
PonderosaSage (433 pp.) 
$8.30 paper  |  $6.00 e-book  |  Dec. 23, 2021
9798784990266

A dancing girl weathers exile, palace 
intrigues, and horrendous childbirths on 
her way to becoming queen of Cambodia 
in this historical romance.

Whitfield sets her engrossing novel 
in the late 12th and early 13th centuries, 
when Kampuchea under the historical 

King Jayavarman VII encompassed Cambodia and much of 
Laos, Vietnam, and Thailand. Centering the story is Preah Chan 
Bopha, a peasant girl who is a prodigy of Apsara, a dance form 
with stately footwork and intricate hand gestures. Recruited for 
the royal dance troupe, Bopha is whisked off to Apsara school 
in the capital Angkor just months before her family is killed 
by foreign invaders. After years of studying, performing, and 
swooning over the handsome king, she is summoned to the pal-
ace to become Jayavarman’s lover and, eventually, he promises, 
his fourth wife. Unfortunately, Jayavarman takes offense at a 
stray remark of hers and exiles her to a village. There, a hellish 
pregnancy culminates in an agonizing delivery in the middle of 
a thunderstorm during which a falling tree crushes her house. 
Mother and twin boys pull through thanks to a midwife and the 
Hindu eagle god Garuda, whose voice reassures Bopha in times 
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“Wadsworth excels at depicting the complicated love between two 
queer characters whose intimacy is vivid and authentic.”

libretto
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of trouble. A contrite Jayavarman recalls her to Angkor for a 
wedding in which she parades to the altar atop an elephant. But 
Queen Bopha faces more challenges, including the enmity of 
the senior queen and an attempt on the king’s life. Whitfield’s 
well-observed portrait of medieval Khmer culture explores 
everything from cuisine—staples include dried fish and crick-
ets—to the brusque funerals in which the deceased is tossed 
into a ravine and devoured by vultures. But there’s also a uni-
versality to Bopha’s experiences: grieving loved ones; discover-
ing sex and motherhood; learning to assert herself in a man’s 
world. Whitfield conveys all this in limpid prose that conjures 
poetic insights out of simple details. (“I only saw my mother 
smile once….The rice was boiling and she moved it to where 
the coals weren’t so hot. Then she just squatted there, her face 
soft. She was far, far away. Then, I saw it. She smiled. It lit up her 
face….Maybe she had been beautiful at one time, before mar-
riage, before children.”) The result is a nice blend of striking set-
ting and resonant pathos. 

A captivating tale of survival and love full of rich period 
details.

BEYOND THE MONEY
8 Lifestyle Shifts for 
Entrepreneurs With 8 Figures 
or More
Willardson, Chad
Lioncrest Publishing (170 pp.) 
$26.99  |  $0.99 e-book  |  Oct. 25, 2022
9781544536729

A business book offers advice on 
what comes next for already successful 
entrepreneurs.

The founder and president of a wealth advisory firm and 
author of Stress-Free Money (2020), Willardson sees a need for 
looking beyond one’s established fortune. Rather than pro-
vide the counsel typically associated with financial advisers, 
he focuses on what might be thought of as life planning. Eight 
tightly written, engaging chapters address compelling issues 
that face the highly accomplished individual. The book appro-
priately begins by acknowledging a big challenge for entrepre-
neurs: “feeling like they have no one they can openly talk to.” 
The solution—joining a kind of support group for like-minded 
people—may seem obvious, but Willardson wraps the sugges-
tion around his own experience and those of others who have 
followed that path, validating the idea. The author’s encour-
agement to celebrate success is also a simple yet essential idea. 
Here, Willardson embraces the perhaps counterintuitive con-
cept of “measuring your progress backward” so “you can see the 
gains and feel happiness.” Other aspects of life get similar treat-
ment, whether it is protecting personal relationships, investing 
in health, or practicing delegation. Likely to especially resonate 
with business owners is the notion of control: “It’s important 
to be willing to let go and not get attached to the methods or 
the process.” Easier said than done, of course—so again, the 
author cites pertinent examples from his business and valuable 
insights from other company owners. The closing two chapters 
are, in a way, a clarion call for entrepreneurs to reach beyond 
their initial business victories. Willardson believes it is impor-
tant to never be completely satisfied because “all progress takes 
place outside of your comfort zone.” As expected, his view of 
retirement is nontraditional: “Once you’ve reached a high level 
of financial freedom and independence, you don’t need to think 
about money anymore. It’s time to use your vision for a higher 
purpose.” The author writes in plain language and with clarity, 
judiciously drawing on other sources to support his argument. 
He demonstrates a keen understanding of the entrepreneurial 
psyche and stays true to the book’s concept of exploring key 
lifestyle issues.

Extremely relatable, sound advice for high achievers.
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CHAOS CALLING
The Xenthian Cycle: Book 1
Williams, E.M.
Circle Star Publishing (356 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  $6.99 e-book  |  June 27, 2022
978-1778064517

Canadians with extraordinary abili-
ties battle otherworldly creatures in this 
debut paranormal novel.

Chinese Canadian real estate agent 
Anna Lin steps outside late one night to 

boot some pesky raccoons off her family’s property. But appar-
ently the noise she heard is a tentacled, serpentine beast hiding 
in the garage and flashing razor-sharp teeth. She reacts instinc-
tively and takes the monster out with “xhen” energy, a formi-
dable power she hasn’t used in years. (A bolt “burns a streaking 
hole straight through the creature’s mouth and out the back of 
its head.”) She learned how to use xhen as a child alongside her 
twin brother, Jason, and their Anishinaabe best friend, Dave 
LaRoque Montcalm. Soon, much bigger creatures menacingly 
fly over Toronto, and Anna doesn’t hesitate to combat these 

“skyworms.” Jason, now an emergency room doctor, and for-
mer CEO Dave quickly join her side as more skyworms appear. 
Their xhen teacher, Kalos, guides them as an inner voice and 
sometimes takes over one of their bodies. Apparently, this isn’t 
the first time the massive, shiny-scaled beasts have attacked the 
world, and the three xhen-wielding “Xenthians” may be human-
ity’s only chance at surviving. In this series opener, Williams 
aptly develops this trio of protagonists. The twins, for exam-
ple, begin the story estranged, having had dramatically differ-
ent responses to their mother’s chemotherapy and subsequent 
death. The author is unmistakably paving the way for future vol-
umes, merely hinting at such subplots as the skyworms’ origin 
and the heroes’ past training with Kalos. Still, there’s a wealth of 
exhilarating action scenes brimming with bright energy pulses 
as well as powers like teleportation and telepathy. The novel’s 
latter half rarely slows down, as even the Xenthians’ taking a 
breather retains the intensity of an active battlefield. Wil-
liams’ descriptions run through an array of colors, from slith-
ering orange skyworms and human soldiers’ military green to 
the glowing blue light that Anna’s xhen generates. Readers may 
want some answers in the sequel but will surely look forward to 
more superpowered clashes.

An action-packed tale of valiant heroes and vibrant, unfor-
gettable monsters.

PENELOPE AND ULYSSES
A Journey Into the Deepest 
and Most Longing Love 
Between Man and Woman
Zenovia
BalboaPressAU (196 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book  |  Aug. 1, 2012
978-1452506470

This debut play by Zenovia rethinks the 
relationship between Penelope and Ulysses. 

Penelope, queen of Ithaca, is often 
regarded as a mythological symbol of fidelity given her refusal 
to yield to her suitors during her husband Ulysses’ 20-year 
absence after departing for the Trojan War. In this play, Zeno-
via explores the emotional complexities of the Ithacan royal, 
elaborating on her “playfulness and sexuality” as a young 
woman and the “wisdom and strength” she accrues in later 
life. The author presents Penelope as two separate characters, 
younger and older, allowing the queen to enter into dialogue 
with her past self. The play opens with both women long-
ing for Ulysses while expressing nuanced emotions, shaped 
by youth and experience, respectively. The work is primar-
ily a philosophical exploration of female fortitude, driven by 
romantic longing. A detailed retelling of the Greek myth isn’t 
the author’s priority, however; she draws on events such as 
Penelope’s spurning suitors Agathy and Petroculos as a way of 
celebrating a woman’s resolve. At another point, Ulysses’ con-
versation with King Agamemnon about war offers a portrait 
of destructive masculinity. Zenovia writes powerfully poetic 
and memorable lines; Penelope’s exchanges with Ulysses, for 
instance, offer a passionate, philosophical exploration of 
evolving love: “ULYSSES: When a bird and a fish fall in love, 
where do they live? PENELOPE: In each other’s hearts, my 
love, my life. ULYSSES: We are the bird and the fish. Look for 
me in the sea, in the sky, in your heart.” Although Penelope 
dotes on her husband, she’s by no means subordinate to men. 
Unlike the Odyssey, this play offers a story of female valiance. 
Some readers may not appreciate the dreamily abstract man-
ner in which the characters sometimes communicate: “Upon 
our arrival in life we are also entering the unknown, and yet 
we cling to this known as if it were the only life.” Many oth-
ers, however, will find this reimagining of Greek mythology 
an imaginative and compelling commentary on female love, 
determination, and sacrifice. 

Tenderly perceptive, philosophically inquisitive writing. 
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“Many readers will find this reimagining of Greek 
mythology an imaginative and compelling commentary 

on female love, determination, and sacrifice.”
penelope and ulysses
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Se e n  &  He a r d
BY MICHAEL SCHAUB
TONI MORRISON PAPERS ON DISPLAY THIS MONTH

Manuscripts and papers from Toni Morrison will be exhibited at Princ-
eton University this month, the New York Times reports.

The exhibition, called “Toni Morrison: Sites of Memory,” will open on 
Feb. 22 at the university’s Milberg Gallery in Firestone Library, according to 
a news release.

Morrison, a Nobel Prize winner who is widely considered one of Amer-
ica’s greatest novelists, was Princeton’s Robert F. Goheen Chair in the 
Humanities for 17 years. She gave her archives to the university in 2014, five 
years before she died.

The exhibition at Princeton will consist of essays, speeches, day plan-
ners, and letters. Autumn Womack, the professor of African American Stud-
ies and English at the university who conceived the project, said, “Rather 
than offer either a sweeping overview of her career or an in-depth look at her best-known works, this exhibit follows the route 
mapped by the collection itself as it illuminates previously unknown aspects of Morrison’s life and practice, and reveals new 
ways of understanding seemingly familiar texts and events.” 

Princeton says that more projects honoring Morrison are in the works, including “a series of graduate and undergraduate 
courses featuring exhibition-related content; a symposium bringing together Morrison scholars and artists; and art exhibitions 
in partnership with Princeton University Art Museum.”

MEGHAN MARKLE MAY WRITE A MEMOIR

The new memoir from Prince Harry could just be the beginning of head-
aches for the U.K.’s royal family.

Meghan Markle, Harry’s wife and the Duchess of Sussex, is considering 
writing a memoir of her own, Radar Online reports.

The website cites an unnamed source as saying, “She fully intends to write 
this book and leave no stone unturned. It’s just a question of timing and how 
long she wishes to hold out in order to preserve what’s left of her and Harry’s 
relationship with King Charles, and what they can still eke out of the monarchy 
in terms of titles and fringe benefits.”

Harry’s memoir, Spare, was published by Random House on Jan. 10. Harry 
is said to have a strained relationship with his brother, Prince William, and his 
father, King Charles III, and the royal family was reportedly on edge waiting for the book. 

The family is also said to be displeased with the release of Harry & Meghan, a docuseries about the couple, which was released 
by Netflix in December. According to Page Six, William is now “done” with his brother because of the series.

“The feeling at this point is there’s little to lose and she may as well go ahead—and the process is already quietly underway,” 
the source told Radar. “It goes without saying that her book won’t pull any punches. The likes of Kate, Charles, Camilla, and all 
those who have stood in her way or made life difficult for her and Harry will be called out and dragged into this.”
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Many years ago, I attended a concert by the English punk band Gang 
of Four. Opening for them was an out-of-tune, out-of-time, trembling 
quartet so bad that I confidently said to a friend, “These guys are never 
going anywhere.”

These guys were R.E.M. They went somewhere.
The prediction business is tough, and I’ve tried not to indulge in 

it overmuch. Certainly, in the 30 years I’ve been writing for Kirkus—
reviewing something like 7,500 books, writing features on 600 or so 
more—I’ve often been tempted to deem a favorite a sure-fire best-
seller and a disliked one a guaranteed failure. I haven’t for good reason, 
for the vagaries of taste and the marketplace see to it that the wrong 

dogs often bring home the squirrel. Though reviewing is an emphatically subjective practice, I’ve tried to be 
as objective as possible, judging those books (or dogs) on their own merits.

Indeed, fair-mindedness is key, for every book deserves a fighting chance. When I came aboard in 1993, 
Kirkus had a reputation for snark, a reputation only infrequently supported by reality. I’ve always aimed for 
qualified kindness; having written many books of my own, I know all too well that it’s usually thankless, usually 
unremunerative work. Still, when authors attempt to game their allotted 15 minutes too greedily or advance 
some inhuman agenda—and recent years have seen too many—then, sure, their books are fair game for satire, 
snark, even savaging. The hard truth, though, is that most books, even the worthiest, soon disappear no mat-
ter what we say about them, while a few horrible ones enjoy undeserving good fortune. You never can tell.

Over three decades, what stand out in my mind are less the bad books than zeitgeist-y trend-spotters that 
themselves sink into the oblivion of flawed prediction. All those years ago, soon after the fall of the Soviet 
Union, America was going to be the world’s sole superpower and peace and democracy would prevail every-
where. Instead we came perilously close to seeing both disappear here at home, while war and totalitarianism 
are the world’s daily bread. All those years ago Japan was surely soon to be the world’s leading economic power. 
Now it’s China, as book after book proclaims. (If it were up to me, bookish Iceland would rule the planet.)

Some trends are noxious, as with the recent flood of memoirs by political functionaries, some defiant, 
most begging absolution. Other trends are neutral, though I’m not sure how many more memoirs by NFL 
players and coaches the world really needs. Still other trends are emphatically positive. Among the best, I 
think, is the growing number of diverse voices speaking for communities that were badly underrepresented 
when I started out.

I’m grateful to have been on hand for the good with the bad, grateful for having had the opportunity to read 
all those books, which have taken me into realms of knowledge I scarcely knew existed and introduced me to 
authors whose work I would never have encountered otherwise. Another 30 years seems unlikely, but I’ll hope 
to file a few thousand more reviews before I go.

Gregory McNamee is a contributing editor.
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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  


