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Fifty congressmen would never need to write a letter to the American 
president imploring her to stop disrespecting them on the basis of sex.

Leave alone, for a moment, the fantasy of the woman president. 
The fact is, on Friday, Jan. 31, 50 Democratic congresswomen were 
compelled to write such a letter to President Donald Trump. They 
admonished his misogynistic rhetoric, ad hominem attacks on promi-
nent women (diplomats, journalists), and anti-woman policies. In word 
and in deed, they note, Trump is eroding 50 years’ worth of gains by the 
women’s rights movement.

“It is as if you relish the opportunity to publicly humiliate any woman who fights back, 
speaks up, or takes up space,” they write, identifying the problem—for Trump—of women 
demanding to be seen, heard, and valued.

Every year, I begin writing the editor’s note to the Woman Issue by interrogating why we 
need to devote these pages to women writers. Every year, I want to start drinking at noon. 
Little wonder women’s anger remains a prominent publishing trend. It’s so plainly, painfully 
apparent, from the story above and so many others, that we need to dedicate more space to 
women’s stories.

To write is to claim space. It is to say, “My story is important. It deserves your attention.” 
Time and time again, in this country and around the world, women are told that their stories 
are undeserving relative to men’s. (Look at book advances and marketing budgets; look at the 
literary canon and school syllabi.) Women’s stories are considered niche, not universal. They 
are considered domestic, not heroic. And we don’t assume women have the authority to tell 
them. We want credentials.

It is highly unlikely that a man would need to write a letter to readers disclosing the sexual 
abuse that inspired his debut novel. But that’s exactly what Kate Elizabeth Russell, the author 
of My Dark Vanessa (William Morrow, March 10), did to defend against plagiarism allega-
tions in a complex situation that revealed this type of abuse—of 
a female student by a male teacher—to be much more common 
than we acknowledge. 

“I believe novels can help create space for readers to unpack 
and talk about sensitive or difficult topics,” Russell writes, invit-
ing others to share their truths. 

If women’s stories were afforded the resources they deserve, 
perhaps the truth of their lives wouldn’t be so shocking. And so, 
once more, we dedicate this space to women writers. I propose a 
toast in recognition of the depth of their artistry, the breadth of 
their experience, and the importance of their everyday lives.

Megan Labrise is the editor at large and host of the Fully Booked podcast.
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TROPIC OF VIOLENCE 
Appanah, Nathacha
Trans. by Strachan, Geoffrey
Graywolf (160 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  May 19, 2020
978-1-64445-024-6  

A teenage boy navigates a life of 
poverty and brutality on the island of 
Mayotte in the Indian Ocean.

Moïse is barely 14 when his adop-
tive mother, Marie, suddenly dies. They 

live on the tropical island of Mayotte, officially a “department” 
of France. Every year, scores of undocumented immigrants—
from the Comoro Islands, Africa, and elsewhere—wash up on 
Mayotte’s shores in small boats known as kwassa-kwassas. That’s 
how Moïse’s birth mother arrived. One night, she appeared in the 
hospital where Marie worked as a nurse, handed over her baby, and 
disappeared. In her latest novel, Appanah (Waiting for Tomorrow, 
2018, etc.) interrogates difficult truths about immigration, class, 
poverty, and race and doesn’t settle for any easy answers. After 
Marie dies, Moïse falls from a middle-class life to one of despera-
tion. He turns to a local shantytown and a brutal gang leader known 
as Bruce. In short, lyrically vivid chapters, Appanah alternates 
from one character’s point of view to another’s—some of them, 
like Marie, speaking from beyond the grave. “I used to think,” 
Moïse explains, “that on the day when I discovered the truth about 
my birth, something in my head would click into place.” Things 
don’t work out that way. Appanah, who was born in Mauritius and 
now lives in France, has written a crucial, timely novel. In it, she 
shows that beyond all the good intentions of the well-meaning 
lies a seething, anguished world that will require more than a few 
NGOs to recover. Moïse is just one of its victims.

Searing, lyrical, and ultimately devastating, Appanah’s 
latest novel might be her finest yet.

LITTLE FAMILY
Beah, Ishmael
Riverhead (272 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 28, 2020
978-0-7352-1177-3  

Five grifter children band together, 
holed up in an abandoned fuselage in 
Zimbabwe.

We meet Beah’s protagonists as an 
unnamed narrator glimpses a boy in a 
Zimbabwean forest before the boy slips 

4   |   1  m a r c h  2 0 2 0   |   f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

fiction
TROPIC OF VIOLENCE by Nathacha Appanah; 
trans. by Geoffrey Strachan ................................................................... 4

THE INDEX OF SELF-DESTRUCTIVE ACTS by Christopher Beha ....5

DEVOLUTION by Max Brooks ..............................................................8

LEONARD AND HUNGRY PAUL by Rónán Hession .........................16

ANTKIND by Charlie Kaufman ......................................................... 20

PEW by Catherine Lacey .................................................................... 24

A REGISTRY OF MY PASSAGE UPON THE EARTH 
by Daniel Mason ..................................................................................30

THE BOOK OF V. by Anna Solomon ...................................................43

TWENTY YEARS OF THE CAINE PRIZE FOR AFRICAN WRITING 
by The Caine Prize Committee ........................................................... 46

I DON’T EXPECT ANYONE TO BELIEVE ME 
by Juan Pablo Villalobos; trans. by Daniel Hahn ...............................47

ROAR BACK by John Farrow .............................................................50

GOLDILOCKS by Laura Lam ..............................................................56

THE DEVIL OF DOWNTOWN by Joanna Shupe ................................61

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

THE BOOK OF V.
Solomon, Anna
Henry Holt (320 pp.)
$27.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-250-25701-7



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

away. The child has heard an elaborate whistle and answered it, 
the all-clear of four adolescents and one small girl surviving by 
their wits. Elimane, Khoudiemata, Ndevui, Kpindi, and Namsa 
have come together to shelter in the remains of a crashed air-
plane covered with foliage. But these are no boxcar children—
each day they fan out to scam and steal their daily portion with 
a zest that Dickens’ Fagin would admire. They sneer at gov-
ernment workers along the road: “The census meant nothing. 
It was just another ploy that let those in power pretend that 
something was being done.” It’s an ingenious setup from the 
author of A Long Way Gone (2007), a memoir of Beah’s harrow-
ing coming-of-age in Sierra Leone as a child soldier. That book 
created a sensation—though some questioned its accuracy, 
Beah stands by his story—and his fiction is clearly informed by 
both his experiences with trauma and as a Los Angeles–based 
married father of three. When his characters become entangled 
with a crime syndicate midbook, their deeds grow graver, and 
the children blot out their fear with ganja and alcohol: “They 
were upset about not only what they had taken part in, but what 
it stirred up for them as well.” As the rainy season resumes, their 
old plane leaks more each year. Khoudiemata, perhaps the clev-
erest in the little family, starts a beach flirtation with a clique of 
rich young elites, who declare she is “fresh, original, real, and 
mysteriously unusual in a great way.” The awkwardness of that 
phrase conveys the belabored writing that occasionally detracts 
from the story. Still, readers will be drawn to discover what 
befalls a group fending for itself amid conflict and crime.

Beah draws on both his life and imagination to depict 
children leading brave, provisional lives.

THE INDEX OF SELF-
DESTRUCTIVE ACTS 
Beha, Christopher
Tin House (528 pp.) 
$27.95  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-947793-82-8  

An affluent New York family is flung 
into a tailspin in 2009 in the third novel 
by Beha (Arts and Entertainments, 2014, 
etc.).

Beha is the editor of Harper’s, and 
this story evokes the spirit of two famous essays the magazine 
published championing the social novel: Tom Wolfe’s “Stalk-
ing the Billion-Footed Beast” and Jonathan Franzen’s “Why 
Bother?” Its young hero, Sam, has arrived from Wisconsin to 
write about the intersection of hard data and news for a storied 
publication. The job introduces him to the Doyle family, whose 
patriarch, Frank, is a longtime baseball writer and political pun-
dit who recently disgraced himself making racist comments 
about Barack Obama on air at a Mets game. Doyle’s wife, Kit, 
is an investment banker pummeled by the Great Recession; 
their son, Eddie, is an Iraq War vet who’s overly enchanted with 
a street preacher, and their daughter, Margo, is making little 
progress on her dissertation on Wordsworth. The Doyles give 
Beha ample opportunity to expound on media, sports, religion, 

war, finance, and the arts; Justin, a black hedge fund manager 
noblesse-obliged by the Doyles, is a pathway to riff on race 
while Sam’s wife, Lucy, lets him explore marriage. The novel 
can feel a tick too orderly, as Beha carefully maintains his large 
cast and big themes. But each character is engaging and full-
blooded, and Beha pushes them hard: He’s concerned with how 
irrationality worms its way into everybody’s lives (via infidelity, 
faith, insider trading, plagiarism, addiction) and how that irra-
tionality can undermine us and push us closer to understanding 
ourselves. “We hated nothing more than indisputable evidence, 
because we wanted to dispute,” Beha writes. And though the 
novel’s tone is more intellectual than what Wolfe and Franzen 
prescribed, its breadth, ambition, and command are refreshing.

An admirably big-picture, multivalent family saga.
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Like most people in the book world, 
my favorite thing to do is recommend 
great books—particularly books you 
might not have heard about. So in 
honor of our annual Woman Issue, 
here are some excerpts from reviews 
of recently published novels, all of 
which have gotten Kirkus stars but 
not a lot of other hype. If you pick 
one up, let me know!

Fiebre Tropical by Juliana Delgado Lopera (Feminist 
Press, March 4): “Dragged unwillingly from Bogotá to 
Miami, crammed with her mother and sister into her 
grandmother’s apartment…Francisca misses her friends 
and her former life.…With a whip-smart, unapologetic 
voice peppered with Colombian slang, Francisca pulls us 
into her new life in ‘Yanquilandia.’ Trouble arises when 
she meets Carmen the pastor’s daughter, who wants her 
to accept Jesus into her heart….Instead, she finds her-
self falling in love with Carmen, threatening her fami-
ly’s tenuous place in the immigrant community….A rich, 
deeply felt novel about family ties, immigration, sexual 
longing, faith, and desire.” (Read an interview with the 
author on p. 22.)

The Living Days by Ananda Devi; translated by Jef-
frey Zuckerman (Feminist Press, Nov. 5): “Devi, a cele-
brated Mauritian author, uses modern London as a place 

to explore the legacy of colonialism 
and the limitations of global culture. 
Mary Grimes, an old white wom-
an, is sitting in her rotting home in 
Portobello Road, reminiscing as she 
waits to die. Her thoughts drift back 
to her youth during World War II. 
With death looming, young people 
are given license to live, and even 
timid Mary Rose manages to have 
a sexual adventure. She escapes her 

family and the countryside for London when her grand-
father leaves her his terraced house, and, there, she works 
as a sculptor until arthritis makes that impossible. She is 
now purposeless, poor, and alone—until she meets Cub. 
The son of a single mother of Jamaican descent, Cub is 13 
when he begins doing odd jobs for Mary [and] sleeping in 
her bed. Devi’s language is luscious…and her depiction of 
Mary so gentle, that the reader might be lulled into hop-
ing that this relationship is somehow not as grotesque as 
it seems….A gorgeously written, profoundly upsetting 
fairy tale of race, class, power, and desire.”

Deceit and Other Possibilities by Vanessa Hua 
(Counterpoint, March 10): “Secrets and lies drive the 

protagonists to acts of desperation 
in Hua’s dazzling story collection, 
first published in 2016 and now 
reissued with an additional three 
tales. Most of the 13 stories are set 
in the San Francisco Bay Area and 
revolve around characters from 
the Asian and Mexican immigrant 
communities who are caught be-
tween the expectations of their an-
cestral homelands and the promise 
of America….Hua writes with ten-

derness, humor, and empathy, imbuing her stories with 
lovely turns of phrase.”

Oligarchy by Scarlett Thomas 
(Counterpoint, Jan. 14): “Our pro-
tagonist, Natasha, is whisked from 
penury in Russia to a British board-
ing school when her post-commu-
nism, new-money father takes an 
interest in her. She also establishes 
herself as one of the girls who leads 
the student body into disordered 
eating and light debauchery.…This 
is a weird, twisty book, and anyone 
familiar with Thomas’ oeuvre will expect the kind of 
dark humor that is only possible from a writer of pro-
found compassion….Another strange delight from one 
of the United Kingdom’s most interesting authors.”

Creatures by Crissy Van Meter 
(Algonquin, Jan. 7): “This spiky, el-
liptical novel, which takes place on 
a fictional island off the coast of 
Southern California, begins with 
a beached whale. The inescapable 
odor and massive, macabre pres-
ence of the corpse are just two of 
the challenges Evangeline faces as 
she prepares for her wedding. Her 
long-absent mother has arrived 

uninvited. And it’s possible that the groom, a fisher-
man, has died at sea. While the whale is, in any prac-
tical sense, the least of Evie’s worries, it feels horribly 
emblematic of her circumstances—maybe even of her 
whole existence….A quietly captivating debut.” —L.M.

Laurie Muchnick is the fiction editor.

five women novelists 
to read now
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SUMMER LONGING
Brenner, Jamie
Little, Brown (384 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-316-47685-0  

When Ruth Cooperman retired from 
the cosmetics industry, she dreamed of 
settling down in a quirky, sleepy beach-
side town. Little did she know that lovely 
Provincetown on Cape Cod harbored so 
much drama.

It all begins when someone leaves a baby on the doorstep of 
Ruth’s summer rental house. Alarmed, Ruth calls Elise Doug-
las, the house’s owner. But Elise does not call the authorities. 
Instead, Elise, who has been trying to get pregnant for years, is 
utterly entranced by the baby, whom she names Mira. In short 
order, Mira upends the lives of nearly everyone in Provincetown. 
While Elise is besotted, her wife, Fern, is worried about Elise’s 
future heartbreak. Of course, Elise and Fern are also trying to 

run their business , Tea by the Sea, so they enlist Ruth, as well as 
other locals, to help babysit. Ruth’s seclusion erodes as her sum-
mer house fills up fast, as Elise and Fern move back in (so there’s 
more space for Mira); Ruth’s adult daughter, Olivia, comes to 
visit; and Olivia invites her dad, Ruth’s ex-husband, Ben, to stay, 
too. Meanwhile, Bianca Barros, like the Wicked Witch of the 
West, keeps popping into the tea shop, angry that Elise and Fern 
bought her niece’s house. Yet Brenner (Drawing Home, 2019, 
etc.) keeps the tone light, avoiding dark dives into emotional 
waters. Instead, she deftly keeps all the plates spinning as Elise 
and Fern renegotiate their marital goals; Bianca’s brother, Tito, 
takes a shine to Ruth; his nephew, Marco, catches Olivia’s eye; 
Marco’s sister, Jaci, avoids the family business of emptying oys-
ter traps by working at the tea shop; and Ruth notices Ben anew. 
Threading through all of the friendships and baby-juggling lies, 
of course, is the question of the summer: Who is Mira’s mother?

Lots of summer sun warms this light, charming 
beach read.
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DEVOLUTION 
Brooks, Max
Del Rey/Ballantine (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 12, 2020
978-1-9848-2678-7  

Are we not men? We are—well, ask 
Bigfoot, as Brooks does in this delight-
ful yarn, following on his bestseller World 
War Z (2006).

A zombie apocalypse is one thing. A 
volcanic eruption is quite another, for, 

as the journalist who does a framing voice-over narration for 
Brooks’ latest puts it, when Mount Rainier popped its cork, “it 
was the psychological aspect, the hyperbole-fueled hysteria 
that had ended up killing the most people.” Maybe, but the 
sasquatches whom the volcano displaced contributed to the 
statistics, too, if only out of self-defense. Brooks places the epi-
center of the Bigfoot war in a high-tech hideaway populated by 
the kind of people you might find in a Jurassic Park franchise: 

the schmo who doesn’t know how to do much of anything but 
tries anyway, the well-intentioned bleeding heart, the know-
it-all intellectual who turns out to know the wrong things, the 
immigrant with a tough backstory and an instinct for survival. 
Indeed, the novel does double duty as a survival manual, packed 
full of good advice—for instance, try not to get wounded, for 

“injury turns you from a giver to a taker. Taking up our resources, 
our time to care for you.” Brooks presents a case for making 
room for Bigfoot in the world while peppering his narrative 
with timely social criticism about bad behavior on the human 
side of the conflict: The explosion of Rainier might have been 
better forecast had the president not slashed the budget of the 
U.S. Geological Survey, leading to “immediate suspension of the 
National Volcano Early Warning System,” and there’s always 
someone around looking to monetize the natural disaster and 
the sasquatch-y onslaught that follows. Brooks is a pro at build-
ing suspense even if it plays out in some rather spectacularly 
yucky episodes, one involving a short spear that takes its name 
from “the sucking sound of pulling it out of the dead man’s heart 
and lungs.” Grossness aside, it puts you right there on the scene.

A tasty, if not always tasteful, tale of supernatural may-
hem that fans of King and Crichton alike will enjoy.

I’D GIVE ANYTHING
de los Santos, Marisa
Morrow/HarperCollins (272 pp.) 
$27.99  |  May 12, 2020
978-0-06-284451-4  

In de los Santos’ (I’ll Be Your Blue Sky, 
2018, etc.) new melodrama, a woman’s 
perfect domestic life unravels when her 
husband becomes embroiled in a scandal 
and a terrible secret she has been keep-
ing since high school threatens her rela-

tionship with her teenage daughter and her closest friends. 
On an idyllic evening in June 1997, Zinny is a deliriously 

happy, free-spirited high schooler partying at the local quarry 
with her tight gang—Kirsten, CJ, and Gray (“The fantastic 
four. The forever four”)—along with her beloved brother, Trevor. 
Twenty years later, bold and brave Zinny has become sedate, 
suburban Ginny shopping for pricey heirloom tomatoes in a 
gourmet market when she learns of her husband Harris’ firing 
from his VP job at a pharmaceutical company, ostensibly for 
offering insider information to hush up his unseemly obsession 
with an 18-year-old intern named Cressida. From those open-
ing chapters, the novel toggles between the diary kept by Zinny, 
which recounts how she withdrew from her friends after she 
discovered who set the school fire that killed Gray’s firefighter 
father, and Ginny’s first-person narrative of her attempts to pro-
tect her daughter, Avery, from Harris’ disgrace. While there are 
touching moments, especially in regard to Gray’s coming out as 
gay and the cruel bullying he receives, the protagonists are so 
flatly drawn that it’s hard to feel much empathy for their dilem-
mas; for example, eventual love interest Daniel, whom Ginny 
meets in the dog park, is introduced as a “very tall, thin man.” 
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Obvious plot contrivances, clunky, cringeworthy descriptions 
(Gray’s laugh is described as “a cross between a guitar strum and 
hot toast with butter and honey”), and writerly dialogue that no 
human would ever speak also diminish the pleasure.

A flawed tale but the author’s devoted fans will devour it.

THE SUNDAY GIRL
Drysdale, Pip
Sourcebooks Landmark (288 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-7282-1085-8  

After a breakup, Taylor Bishop plots 
revenge on the man who broke her heart 
in Drysdale’s U.S. debut.

Twenty-nine-year-old Taylor, a research 
analyst, thought London banker Angus 
Hollingsworth was her dream man, and 

wedding bells were ringing for Taylor from the beginning of their 
18-month relationship. Being with Angus was like living in a fairy 
tale, complete with luxurious trips to Paris. After Angus uncer-
emoniously dumps her right before a ski trip, Taylor is heart-
broken and then discovers Angus has posted a video online of 
a threesome she participated in with him and another woman. 
The humiliated Taylor gathers up her wits and the shards of her 
heart and decides she’ll take revenge on Angus if it’s the last 
thing she does. Well, after some rebound sex with her friend-
with-benefits, Jamie, that is. When Taylor spots Jamie’s copy 
of Sun Tzu’s The Art of War, she builds a revenge plot (loosely) 
around its tenets. Taylor then embarks on a series of admittedly 
cathartic, but definitely illegal, actions to make Angus suffer, 
but she gets back together with him after he apologizes for post-
ing the video and promises to take it down. One sweetly uttered 

“Baby” from his sexy mouth is all it takes for the vulnerable Tay-
lor to give in. After all, surely Angus’ bad behavior, including 
frequent hiring of prostitutes and actual physical abuse, can be 
attributed to his raging cocaine habit, and he claims he’s joined 
Narcotics Anonymous. But getting Taylor back feeds right into 
Angus’ devious plans, and Taylor quickly learns that she’ll need 
to take more extreme measures to escape him for good. Drys-
dale somewhat successfully attempts to dig into the psychology 
that keeps women with abusive men, but her portrait of Taylor 
lacks nuance, and Angus is equally two-dimensional. Readers 
might stick it out until the end, if only in the hope that Tay-
lor makes the truly vile Angus pay, but those expecting a clever 
twist will be sorely disappointed.

A by-the-numbers psychological thriller that fails to 
distinguish itself from the pack.

ENDLAND
Etchells, Tim
And Other Stories (352 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  May 12, 2020
978-1-911508-70-0  

Thirty-eight surrealistic short fictions 
about gods and monsters and other neigh-
bors cohabitating at the end of the world.

This collection by British multime-
dia artist and writer Etchells (Vacuum 
Days, 2012, etc.) may be about, as the 

author notes on the first page, “Kings, lords, liars, goal-hang-
ers, killers, psychics and prostitutes,” but it’s also a politically 
charged and graphic portrait of Western societies hanging on by 
a thread. With an introduction by Britpop legend Jarvis Cocker, 
who shares Etchells’ roots in Thatcher-era England, this partic-
ular work of art demonstrates once more that what goes around 
comes around. This loosely connected compilation of stories 
set in the shared universe of “Endland” finds characters both 
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conventional and macabre mingling in a place where adversity is 
constant and happiness, elusive. The first half resurrects 1990s-
era pieces from the long out-of-print Endland Stories (1999). The 
opener, “About Lisa,” concerns a young woman who works in a 
topless chip shop and whose life is changed by a murder. “Who 
Would Dream That Truth Was Lies?” introduces one of the 
book’s recurring conceits, a pantheon of gods that includes tra-
ditional Greek gods but also outliers like Herpes, Chandelier, 
and Rent Boy, among others, a conceit that continues in “Arse 
on Earth.” It’s easy to go too far, as in “Chaikin/Twins,” a nature-
nurture experiment that finds a man contrasting twin sisters, 
one pampered and one sexually brutalized. There are nontra-
ditional morality tales about a fallen starlet, a transient pop 
star, and a woman disintegrating into the ether of cyberspace. 
Stories in the collection’s back half are less graphic but turn a 
black mirror to the movies, from crime stories set in Endland to 
a horror fiction based on found footage to an unexpected take 
on “scripted reality.” They aren’t easy to digest, these lurid tales 
of poverty, parricide, ghosts, and untimely deaths, but they do 
pose some hard questions about the world outside our windows.

A surprisingly incisive rendering of a shattered soci-
ety—or, just another world gone wrong.

TELEPHONE
Everett, Percival
Graywolf (232 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-64445-022-2  

A family tragedy inspires a professor 
to an act of heroism with strangers.

At the opening of the latest novel by 
the prolific, eclectic Everett (So Much 
Blue, 2017, etc.), first-person narrator 
Zach Wells doesn’t seem like someone 

who is likely to put himself on the line for others. He lives a very 
narrow life on automatic pilot, introducing himself as a man of 

“profound and yawning dullness.” He finds teaching to be rote; 
he considers his scientific research and publication to be all 
but pointless. His love for his daughter would appear to be the 
main thing holding his loveless marriage together. He initially 
deflects the pleas for support from a colleague making her ten-
ure bid and the attentions of a student who seems to be flirting 
with him. “So often our stories begin at their ends,” he explains 
in the middle of establishing these plot details. “The truth was, 
I didn’t know which end was the beginning or whether the mid-
dle was in the true middle or nearer to that end or the other.” 
It’s hard for the reader to find it interesting to be living inside 
Zach’s head, since Zach doesn’t find it very interesting. So, this 
is really a story about storytelling: the stories we tell ourselves, 
the way we shape them, and the way they shape our lives. Having 
introduced the elements of his plot, Zach sees the tenure case 
resolve itself in a shocking manner, and the flirtatious student 
simply disappears from the narrative. All of this feels somewhat 
arbitrary. The focus seems to narrow on the family, and the 
daughter in particular, who apparently starts to suffer from a 
rare disease that causes partial blindness, seizures, dementia, 
and death. It is “unusually progressive,” terminal, and there is 
no cure. It is hell in a world without God. Yet, in a plot device 
that might be called a deus ex machina, Zach receives a series 
of handwritten pleas for help in the pockets of clothing that he 
buys on eBay. Against his usual impulses, he acts on those pleas: 

“So that I might…redeem myself?” He doesn’t believe in redemp-
tion or a redeemer. But he has to do something.

This is a novel that doesn’t really try to make you believe 
in it, or in much of anything, including cause and effect.
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BOOK OF THE LITTLE AXE
Francis-Sharma, Lauren
Atlantic Monthly (400 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 12, 2020
978-0-8021-2936-9  

Another complex, unsung strand in the 
American story emerges in this historical 
epic set in two hostile environments near 
the hinge of the 18th and 19th centuries.

It is the mid-1790s, and while most of 
the world is undergoing convulsive transi-

tion, the Rendón family leads a relatively quiet existence on the 
island of Trinidad, where Demas, the family patriarch, owns and 
operates a farm and blacksmithing business. But life for free and 
propertied black people like the Rendóns is about to undergo major 
changes as Trinidad’s rule moves from Spanish to English. Rosa, 
Demas’ headstrong, fiercely intelligent daughter, simmers with 
restless energy and a yearning for freedom that can’t be contained 
by her family’s traditional expectations or by the condescension, at 

best, from the wealthy white colonists. The story of Rosa’s coming-
of-age is interwoven with another narrative, set in the early 1830s, 
in which Rosa, now living in the northwestern United States and 
married to a Crow chief, is trying to help her son, Victor, recognize 
his potential as a man. How Rosa got from the Caribbean to the 
territorial badlands of a new American nation makes up the core 
of this ambitious work along with the personal “memberings” of 
Creadon Rampley, a cowboy drifter with an obscure past who’s 
drawn to Trinidad in 1810 by the promise of gold. Francis-Sharma 
(’Til the Well Runs Dry, 2014) forges a persuasively researched 
account so richly evocative of a relatively obscure corner of history 
as to make it seem almost phantasmagorical. Still, as enchanting 
as Francis-Sharma’s writing can be, especially in its re-creations of 
Trinidad and the characterizations of Rosa and her family, the book 
occasionally hits patches when too many complications and details 
clog its forward momentum. Sometimes you get impatient for the 
story to hurry back northward to the frisky, jaunty pace of Rosa 
and Victor’s harrowing adventures.

Some illuminating history and vivid set pieces emerge 
from a frustratingly cluttered narrative.
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Another complex, unsung strand in the American 
story emerges in this historical epic.

book of the little axe



OLD LOVEGOOD GIRLS
Godwin, Gail
Bloomsbury (352 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-63286-822-0  

Veteran Godwin’s latest (Grief Cottage, 
2017, etc.) tracks a half-century friend-
ship between two very different yet oddly 
compatible women.

The dean and dorm mistress of 
Lovegood College pair Feron Hood and 

Merry Jellicoe as roommates in 1958, hoping that sunny, out-
going Merry will be a steadying influence on Feron, who has 
recently lost her alcoholic mother and fled from an abusive 
stepfather. The girls do indeed form a lasting bond even though 
Merry leaves after a single semester to run the family tobacco 
farm when her parents are killed in a plane crash. They have 
both taken their first steps as writers under the guidance of Lit-
erature and Composition teacher Maud Petrie, and during their 

mostly long-distance relationship, Feron will be goaded to write 
three novels by Merry’s occasional magazine publications; she 
is at work on a fourth about their friendship as the book closes. 
The two women rarely meet in person, and Feron is bad about 
answering letters, but we see that they remain important in each 
other’s thoughts. Godwin unfolds their stories in a meditative, 
elliptical fashion, circling back to reveal defining moments that 
include tragic losses, unexpected love, and nurturing friend-
ships. Self-contained, uncommunicative Feron seems the more 
withholding character, but Merry voices one of the novel’s key 
insights: “Everyone has secrets no one else should know” while 
Feron reveals essential truths about her life in her novels. Maud 
Petrie and Lovegood dean Susan Fox, each of whom has secrets 
of her own, continue as strong presences for Feron and Merry, 
who have been shaped by Lovegood more enduringly than they 
might have anticipated. Feron’s courtly Uncle Rowan and blunt 
Aunt Mabel, Merry’s quirky brother Ritchie, devoted manager 
Mr. Jack, and a suave Navy veteran with intimate links to both 
women are among the many nuanced characters drawn by God-
win with their human contradictions and complexities on full 
display. A closing letter from Dean Fox movingly reiterates the 
novel’s conjoined themes of continuity and change.

Intelligent, reflective, satisfying fiction from an old 
master.

THE RESOLUTIONS
Hammes, Brady
Ballantine (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-984818-03-4  

Three troubled siblings from Chi-
cago go home for Christmas.

It almost feels like some kind of 
novel-writing challenge—can you come 
up with a plot that brings together ballet 
in Russia, elephants in Africa, and unem-

ployment in Hollywood? Hammes’ debut proves he can do just 
that, sticking one of the three Brennan siblings in each of those 
situations. Samantha is with a ballet company in the boondocks 
north of Moscow; though we hear a lot about how talented she 
is, we mostly see her shooting heroin and stumbling around. 
Jonah is living all alone in the woods of West Africa, suppos-
edly studying elephant communication on a research grant but 
really, at this point, just drinking all day. He is soon to get mixed 
up with someone named Slinky and be recruited into interna-
tional smuggling. In Los Angeles, Gavin is an actor on a show 
called Makin’ It. “It was like Friends meets Cheers, updated for 
the twenty-first century, but without the canned charm of the 
former and the easy, familiar humor of the latter.” All three of 
these overachievers meet up in Chicago, where their parents 
have downsized into a condo atop a Walgreens. Mom and Dad 
are so lightly sketched they barely exist, and everyone behaves 
so strangely to one another that when the kids cut their trip 
short and rush off to Africa three days after Christmas on an 
emergency mission, you almost believe they could and would lie 
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“ ‘Adunni, you must do good for other peoples, even 
if you are not well, even if the whole world around you 
is not well,’ ” says Adunni’s mother in Nigerian-British 
author Abi Daré’s debut, The Girl With the Louding Voice 
(Dutton, Feb. 25). The novel, awarded the 2018 Bath 
Prize, was lauded by judge Felicity Jones as a “winning 
book of many voices, heard and unheard.” 

This admonition of Adunni’s mother speaks direct-
ly to Daré’s mission in writing the book. The novel’s 
themes—arranged marriage and indentured servitude—
have haunted Daré for years. “What I noticed as a young 
girl of about 7 growing up in Lagos was that all the fami-
lies in our neighborhood had a girl my age as a maid do-
ing all the chores—the cooking and the cleaning—and I 
remember wondering, ‘Why are these girls doing all this 

work?’ ” says Daré. “These girls worked while I went to 
school, and many of them were badly treated, which I 
didn’t know about until doing my research later.” 

Daré describes telling these memories to her own 
daughter years later when she was about 7 years old; her 
daughter’s shock reignited Daré’s determination to tell 
the story of one of these girls. 

This is the premise of The Girl With the Louding 
Voice; here, after 14-year-old protagonist Adunni’s fa-
ther sells her into an arranged marriage as the third 
wife of a man many years her elder, Adunni’s escape is 
derailed by indentured servitude in an abusive house-
hold until she is able to fulfill her quest for education 
and agency.

“I was very angry about child labor and child traf-
ficking,” says Daré. “Parts of my research made me very, 
very sick—I read the story of a 9-year-old girl whose 
head had been split open by the woman who employed 
her, for example. I saw a video of a 4-year-old girl be-
ing thrown up in the air and slammed on the ground. I 
told myself I was trying to do something about these is-
sues while writing this book because, as these stories get 
shared, more people also protest and try to get lawmak-
ers to effect change.”

The Girl With the Louding Voice rests upon the pivotal 
role of the voices of girls and women. What is the power 
of girls’ and women’s voices for Daré? 

“I think there are a lot of great things that have hap-
pened—so many women have used their voices and the 
platform they have to ensure women’s voices are heard; 
they speak for people,” she says. “One of the great 
role model stories I read while writing this was Malala 
Yousafzai’s story; Adunni in a lot of ways is inspired by 
Malala because she risks her life to use her voice—she 
refuses to be silent in advocating for girls.”

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Abi Daré

A NIGERIAN-BORN, U.K.–BASED NOVELIST ADDS HER VOICE TO THE 
LARGER DISCUSSION ABOUT THE RIGHTS OF GIRLS AND WOMEN 
AROUND THE GLOBE
By Hope Wabuke
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to their parents and say they’re just heading off their separate 
ways. As flashbacks have by now established, these three have 
failed each other in the past. Can they change that now? When 
a child asks Gavin what it’s like to have a sibling, he replies, “It’s 
like a part of yourself you can never really know.” Maybe so. 
What you can know something about, though, is the elephant-
poaching industry, described here in gory and sickening detail.

Too much and not enough.

THE BRIGHT SIDE OF 
GOING DARK
Harms, Kelly
Lake Union Publishing (348 pp.) 
$24.95  |  $14.95 paper  |  May 12, 2020
978-1-5420-2091-6
978-1-5420-1411-3 paper  

A social media influencer goes 
through a self-imposed electronics detox 
while another woman hacks into her 
online identity in an attempt to distract 

a family member from thoughts of suicide.
Through Mia Bell’s hard work, @Mia&Mike has become a 

very, very successful brand. Pictey—a social media app akin to 
an Instagram/Facebook/Twitter mashup—is her platform, and 
half a million followers await her near-continuous posts and 
comments. As Pictey has grown from a startup to an offices-
in-168-nations behemoth, so has she, evolving from the strug-
gling owner of a small yoga studio to a well-known motivational 
influencer. However, in quick succession, Mia’s fiance breaks up 
with her, she hides that fact from her followers, and she fakes 
her Colorado wedding. Realizing what she has become, she then 
throws her phone over a cliff to separate herself completely 
from the account. Paige Miller, on the other hand, is a very 
well-paid Pictey standards enforcement and quality assurance 
team member medicating away her debilitating panic attacks. 
When Paige’s half sister, Jessica, comments on one of Mia’s 
posts with suicidal thoughts and follows through with a suicide 
attempt, a series of against-the-odds coincidences lead Paige to 
Jessica’s side in Colorado and the problematic decision to hack 
into Mia’s unusually silent account to impersonate her. Author 
Harms (The Overdue Life of Amy Byler, 2019, etc.) deals openly 
and honestly with depression, the aftereffects of attempted sui-
cide, and the benefits of medical treatment. Refreshingly, each 
character is a true-to-life individual with complicated emotions 
and unique voices. Most readers will be pleased that the story-
lines wrap up with grand moments and gestures so that hope 
and joyfulness in the future are the final notes of this tale; some, 
on the other hand, might find it overly tidy.

A surprisingly easy read containing a little romance, 
a lot of personal growth, and an honest look at weighty 
topics.
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Daré credits the appreciation for education that 
imbues The Girl With the Louding Voice to her mother. 

“I was raised by my mother, and she put my brother 
and me in the best schools, and every semester she 
would work hard so she could continue paying the 
fees,” she recalls.

Indeed, it was only through a trick Daré’s mother 
played on her—enrolling her for university and leaving 
her in the U.K. at the end of summer vacation—that 
Daré ended up at university in England. “I really want-
ed to kill her at the time, but I later realized she was 
doing what was best for me,” says Daré. “I was study-
ing French at university in Lagos—really just having 
fun with my friends—and I think she saw if I carried 
on that way I would waste four years and graduate with 
a degree in French [that] I couldn’t understand or use.”

What was it like growing up in England as a young 
woman alone? “It was the first time I was responsible 
for myself. It was a bit of a culture shock trying to un-
derstand being a minority in a culture,” says Daré. “I 
was very alone. It was very different.” 

The result of these experiences was that Daré start-
ed writing—first online, then stories, then The Girl 
With the Louding Voice. And in a time when the traumat-
ic experiences of people of color are often exploited by 
authors outside that experience, Daré’s respectful care 
of the material is multilayered and authentic. Here is 
an eloquent voice matched by elegant prose and char-
acters, genuine and realistic, whom we root for as they 
step away from a life of exploitation and into empow-
erment in a story that speaks to our larger cultural con-
versation about erasure, agency, and the voices of girls 
and women. 

Hope Wabuke is a writer and assistant professor of English 
at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln. The Girl With the 
Louding Voice was reviewed in the Nov. 15, 2019, issue.
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LEONARD AND 
HUNGRY PAUL 
Hession, Rónán
Melville House  (256 pp.) 
$25.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-61219-848-4  

Two men shape lives of uncommon 
integrity.

In his radiant first novel, Irish musi-
cian Hession (aka Mumblin’ Deaf Ro) 
takes readers into the quiet, seemingly 

ordinary world of two unusual men, both in their 30s, both soli-
tary by nature: Leonard, who writes entries for children’s ency-
clopedias, and Hungry Paul, a substitute postman, who works, 
when needed, on Mondays. Leonard lived with his mother, who 
has just died; Hungry Paul, with his parents, a retired econo-
mist and his cheerful wife, a primary school teacher, nearly 
retired herself. Although gossips may disparage an adult still 
living with parents as indolent, Hession portrays the men with 

respect and generosity. Hungry Paul “never left home because 
his family was a happy one, and maybe it’s rarer than it ought to 
be that a person appreciates such things.” The two appreciate 
their friendship as well: They play board games together, take 
walks, and confide in one another. Their friendship is a pact “to 
resist the vortex of busyness and insensitivity that had engulfed 
the rest of the world. It was a pact of simplicity, which stood 
against the forces of competitiveness and noise.” Of the two, 
Hungry Paul seems the more content, blessed with an invio-
lable “mental stillness” and “natural clarity” that inure him to 
troubling thoughts: “He just had no interest in, or capacity 
for, mental chatter.” Leonard is more inclined to second-guess 
himself and to conjure problems. He becomes afraid that with-
drawing from the world might narrow his perspective, turn him 

“vinegary,” and make other people seem increasingly “unfathom-
able and perplexing.” He wants to open himself to experiences 
but worries that if Hungry Paul is content within his small 
universe, Leonard’s yearning to break out of his “own palpable 
milky loneliness” will threaten their friendship. The prospect of 
change propels the plot, prodding each man to articulate, with 
surprising self-awareness, the depths of his identity and to real-
ize, as Hungry Paul reflects, that “making big decisions was just 
as consequential as not making them.” No one is “entirely out-
side of life’s choices; everything leads somewhere.”

A charming, luminous debut.

THE PALADIN
Ignatius, David
Norton (320 pp.) 
$27.95  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-393-25417-4  

CIA tech specialist Michael Dunne 
returns to the scene of a crime he didn’t 
commit, seeking revenge after wrongly 
serving a year in prison.

In 2016, Dunne was given the ultra-
secret assignment of penetrating Fallen 

Empire, a leftist WikiLeaks-like operation that may be linked 
to the Russians. When the FBI arrests him for running a spy 
operation against American journalists—really Fallen Empire 
operatives working under that guise—the CIA abandons him, 
letting him take the fall. He’s also abandoned by his beautiful 
and pregnant wife, who doesn’t take kindly to compromis-
ing photos of her husband with a young Swiss beauty, even if 
it was a setup. After his release from prison, Dunne returns to 
his hometown of Pittsburgh, where he puts together a private 
cyberconsulting outfit. Against everyone’s advice, he jumps 
back into the fray to track down those who betrayed him. Ulti-
mately, he must race against time to prevent a hacking plot 
from wreaking havoc on world financial systems. Dunne is not 
the most consistent hero. Known by his colleagues as “the ice-
man” for his cool under pressure, he is anything but cucumber-
like after his arrest. “I did nothing wrong!” he whines, over and 
over. And Ignatius (The Quantum Spy, 2017, etc.), who, for an 
esteemed journalist, is quick to dump on reporters, substitutes 
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In 2011, the last work of sculptor Louise Bourgeois was in-
stalled as part of the Steilneset Memorial on Vardø, Norway. 
The rocky, remote island sits on the lip of the Arctic Circle, 
roughly 1,200 miles north of Oslo, and is the site of a rash of 
witch trials that killed more than 91 women, as well as Indig-
enous men, in 1621.

When novelist Kiran Millwood Hargrave first came 
across images of Bourgeois’ installation online, she knew 
there was a story she needed to explore.

“It’s a chair on fire surrounded by these clouded mirrors,” 
says Hargrave of the haunting Bourgeois memorial. The im-
age sent her down a Wikipedia rabbit hole that led to the 
work of Liv Helene Willumsen, Professor Emerita of History 
at the University of Tromsø, who has translated the confes-
sions of women tried for witchcraft into English.

“She was very careful to capture the cadence of their voices 
and to really try and be truthful to the poetry of the way they 
spoke,” says Hargrave, describing what drew her to Willum-
sen’s translations. “It is the closest a non-native speaker could 
be to hearing what they were saying and how they were say-
ing it.”

The two women met to discuss the trials at length, includ-
ing what the historical record revealed and kept hidden. Once 
Hargrave spent time with the testimonies, a novel came 
pouring out of her in a kind of “fever dream” that lasted two 
months. “This was the first time that it felt like a story proper-
ly grabbed me and said, You have to tell this,” Hargrave recalls.

The result is The Mercies (Little, Brown, Feb. 11), a spare, 
lyrical book that explores the lives of women on Vardø before 
the 1621 witch trials started in earnest. The novel follows re-
cently betrothed Maren during a period of profound grief and 
trauma, in the months directly after a storm carries away al-
most all of Vardø’s men, including Maren’s father, brother, and 
future husband. When a zealous new commissioner is sent to 
oversee the struggling community, Maren is drawn to his wife, 
Ursa, in ways she can’t quite name—but which ultimately put 
the women in desperate danger. 

Hargrave, who is also a poet and children’s book author, 
evokes the monumental storm and its destruction with a 
ferocious clarity. It “comes in like a finger snap,” the kind of 
storm that barely “fits into stories,” she writes in the open-
ing pages of The Mercies. With such a mythical, destructive 
storm in its near past, Vardø becomes a breeding ground for 
mass hysteria and wrathful suspicion. 

But Hargrave wanted to resist the urge to focus on vio-
lence. Instead, she purposely structured the novel to illustrate 
women’s daily lives. “I’m always quite queasy when I read a 
witch trial book,” she says, “because it does feel voyeuristic, 
and it does feel like you’re luxuriating in the violence being 
done to women. 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Kiran Millwood Hargrave

THE MERCIES, HARGRAVE’S NOVEL OF 17TH-CENTURY WITCH 
TRIALS IN NORWAY, WAS WRITTEN AGAINST THE BACKDROP OF 
THE #METOO MOVEMENT
By Kristen Evans

Tom
 de Freston



a quick fade-out (perhaps with a sequel in mind) for a satisfy-
ing climax. But for the most part, the book does a nice job of 
sustaining its slow-boil suspense. Lifted by nifty surveillance 
schemes, the plot hums.

A solid, low-key spy thriller by a veteran of the form.

NO GOING BACK
Kamal, Sheena
Morrow/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Apr. 14, 2020
978-0-06-286976-0  

A very bad man has painted a target 
on Nora Watts’ back, and she vows to 
find him before he finds her…and her 
daughter, Bonnie.

Nora, who has a talent for finding 
people, missing or otherwise, is back in 

Vancouver after the events of It All Falls Down (2018), in which 
she investigated her father’s death in Detroit. She hopes to 
get to know 17-year-old Bonnie, whom she gave up for adop-
tion, and she’s also anxious to be reunited with her beloved dog, 
Whisper. But where Nora goes, trouble usually follows. An ex-
soldier named Dao has put a bounty on her head and has no 
qualms about using Bonnie to get to her. After all, she killed 
his lover and his previous employer two years ago. Nora plans 
to take on this threat herself, but despite her best efforts to 
keep everyone she knows from getting too close, she’s got a 
few allies who don’t plan on letting her tackle this alone. PI and 
ex-cop (and Nora’s former lover and AA sponsor) Jon Brazuca 
joins the search no matter how much Nora tries to shake him, 
and he realizes that he’s still carrying a torch for her. Brazuca 
has a few extra tools at his disposal, namely the resources made 
available by the security firm that employs him as well as bil-
lionaire former client Bernard Lam, who has his own motives 
for pursuing Dao. The few breadcrumbs they find lead Nora, 
Brazuca, and Lam to Indonesia, where they hatch a plot to 
snare Dao. Nora has a suspicion she might be the bait, but 
she’s not about to let him get to Bonnie. In Kamal’s third book 
to feature Nora, the author hints at the possibility of brighter 
days ahead for her complicated heroine, if only Nora can stop 
the man who harbors a deep hatred of her and who won’t stop 
until she’s dead. It’s worth noting that Kamal has never been 
one for overly neat endings. Don’t expect her to start now. Fans 
of Elizabeth Hand’s Cass Neary and Kristen Lepionka’s Rox-
ane Weary will especially find a lot to like.

A dynamic addition to a consistently thrilling series.
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“I’m also interested in how you get to that stage,” she con-
tinues, “and I wanted the propulsion to come not through 
these kind of unimaginable acts [of violence], but through 
very imaginable acts.”

It’s no accident that Hargrave also happened to write 
The Mercies from inside the #MeToo movement, watch-
ing with frustration as the potential for change stalled out in 
prolonged moments of shared suffering. 

“I was only recently starting to speak more openly and 
without embarrassment about my own experiences of sex-
ual assault,” Hargrave says. “And I wanted to talk about it, 
and I wanted to talk about women and learned helplessness, 
how we can break out of that and how we can take these 
lessons and move forward. Because the #MeToo move-
ment was amazing, but it did feel at points the conversation 
wasn’t going anywhere. It was just women being asked to re-
live their trauma in this pageant of suffering.”

In short, Hargrave says, she wrote The Mercies because 
she was angry. “It does come from an angry place, but it also 
comes from a hopeful place of what you can gain by having 
solidarity and by supporting each other,” she muses. “And by 
continuing to love and continuing to have hope.”

The Mercies gave Hargrave the distance she craved to 
process her own trauma and anger, and it also helped her 
think through the contours of collective trauma and its po-
tential for creating real change. 

Before everything on Vardø devolves into hysteria, 
Hargrave points out, there’s “a moment where women are 
surviving and living within their own framework, not one 
that’s been given to them. And that is kind of very liberat-
ing to imagine.”

Kristen Evans reviews fiction for Kirkus and writes about 
culture for BuzzFeed, the Los Angeles Times, The New Re-
public, NYLON, and elsewhere. The Mercies received a 
starred review in the Sept.15, 2019, issue.



ANTKIND 
Kaufman, Charlie
Random House (720 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 12, 2020
978-0-399-58968-3  

Always centrifugal screenwriter 
Kaufman delivers a terrific debut novel 
that makes Gravity’s Rainbow read like a 
Dr. Seuss story.

You know you’re in for strange times 
when a young fast-food cashier cites an 

anecdote about Jean Cocteau (“They once asked him what he 
would take from a burning house”) while offhandedly observ-
ing that the vehicle you’re driving is on fire. So it is with B. (for 
Balaam) Rosenberg, a film historian who, visiting Florida, falls 
in with a curious African American man of impossibly old age. 
That swampy state is the setting for Kaufman’s screenplay 
Adaptation, mysterious, humid, full of weird critters, just as we 
find it in the opening pages of Kaufman’s shaggy ant story. (As 

for the ants, once our strange kind does itself in, they’ll remain: 
“Only ants now. And fungus.” But that’s long in the future, as 
time begins to reverse itself like a film reel being rewound.) 
Rosenberg, who insists throughout that he’s not Jewish, finds 
and loses a film that our Methuselah has been making for 90 
years and that takes three months to view. It’s Rosenberg’s 
brief to reconstruct the thing via a single remaining frame and 
a weird hypnotist. Back in New York, he wows an HR rep and 
lands a job at an online shoe-delivery company, which lands him 
in the clown-shoe business, which leads to impure thoughts (“I 
picture her naked but with clown makeup on, and instantly I 
realize a new fetish has been born”) and eventually his dismissal 
from said conglomerate. He also falls in with a certain Don-
ald Trump—beg pardon, Trunk, as obnoxious in robotic as in 
human form. Inside jokes abound, with digs at the likes of Judd 
Apatow, Quentin Tarantino, and Wes Anderson, along with a 
ringing denunciation of one Charlie Kaufman (“a poseur of the 
most odious sort”). It’s a splendid, spectacular mess, much like 
Kaufman’s Being John Malkovich, commanding attention from 
start to finish for its ingenuity and narrative dazzle.

Film, speculative fiction, and outright eccentricity col-
lide in a wonderfully inventive yarn—and a masterwork of 
postmodern storytelling.

LAST IMPRESSIONS
Kertes, Joseph
Viking (320 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  Mar. 3, 2020
978-0-7352-3821-3  

Kertes (The Afterlife of Stars, 2017, 
etc.) returns to familiar terrain in his 
fifth novel, about a Hungarian Jewish 
Holocaust survivor nearing the end of 
his life who, with the encouragement of 
his son, reluctantly revisits his mysteri-

ous, tragic past.
Zoltan Beck does not like to linger on the past. “He’s a 

forgetter,” one of his granddaughters notes. “He likes to for-
get.” Having left Hungary in the 1950s and made his way to 
Toronto, Zoltan would rather enjoy the pleasures of life than 
dwell on his painful history, which he has mostly kept from his 
three sons. Even he does not know the circumstances of his 
beloved older brother’s death amid the chaos of their escape 
from a labor camp. But as he approaches the end of his life, his 
son Ben begins to search—and encourages him to search—for 
answers to unasked questions. This quest ultimately leads the 
pair back to Budapest, where they must uncover the truth at 
last. The premise of the novel is not particularly original, but 
in the right author’s hands, stories like these—no matter how 
frequently told—can be arresting and innovative. Sadly, that is 
not the case here. Although the novel has occasional moments 
of genuine tenderness, many of its emotional crescendos feel 
forced. When Zoltan discovers long-lost family in Budapest, 
for instance, his embrace of these strangers seems utterly at 
odds with every other aspect of his character. Furthermore, the 
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The hilarious baptism for the long-dead baby in Juliana 
Delgado Lopera’s bracing new novel is not an event that 
actually occurred. Despite its autobiographical under-
tones, Fiebre Tropical is fiction, after all. 

But the author’s family did once consider the idea.
“My family became very religious when we moved to 

this country,” says Lopera, who was raised a “strict Cath-
olic” in Colombia and immigrated to South Florida with 
their family at 15. In Florida, their mother joined what 
Lopera describes as a “culty church.”

“I remember once a big conversation about baptizing 
and naming babies that weren’t born because they were 
miscarriages,” Lopera says now. “I was like, ‘This is ridicu-
lous.’ We never really did it, but it was a conversation wom-
en in my family were talking about.”

Years later, in an MFA program at San Francisco State 
University, Lopera recalled that discussion and thought 
what a good writer always thinks: What if?

That stroke of genius—one of many—was part of the 
genesis of Fiebre Tropical (Feminist Press, March 4), a fun-
ny, vibrant, and surprisingly moving coming-of-age novel 
about alienation—from your home, your family, the yearn-
ings of your own heart. At its center is awkward but passion-
ate Francisca, a 15-year-old who has left her home in Bogotá 
with her mother and sister to live with her grandmother in 
the sweaty and oppressive steam bath that is Miami. 

Miserable and lonely, Francisca rebels when her moth-
er drags her to the new church. Located in a Hyatt ball-
room, the congregation encourages Mami to baptize the 
baby she lost to miscarriage 17 years earlier, using a Cab-
bage Patch doll as substitute.

Francisca wants no part of it.
“All I wanted were my girlfriends back home, cigarettes, 

and a good black eyeliner,” Francisca says. “None of which 
Miami was giving me.” But there’s no going back, because 

“this wasn’t a Choose Your Own Migration multiple-choice 
adventure with (a), (b), and (c) laid out at the end of each page 
and you could simply choose (b) stay in Bogotá, you idiot.”

But when Francisca falls in love with Carmen, the pas-
tor’s daughter, she decides to give Jesocristo a chance. “And 
so, queridisimo reader, with eyes shut and holding Car-
men’s left hand while her right hand landed on my fore-
head,” Francisca trades Sylvia Plath for Papi Dios—with 
hilarious and sobering results. 

Fiebre Tropical began as a short story, but the lively, con-
flicted Francisca proved too big to be contained, her voice 
so vivid and wise that she needed more space: “Women in 
my family possessed a sixth sense, not necessarily from be-
ing mothers, but from the close policing of our sadness: 
Your tristeza wasn’t yours, it was part of the larger collec-

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Juliana Delgado Lopera

THE VOICE OF FRANCISCA—THE TEENAGE COLOMBIAN IMMIGRANT 
WHO NARRATES LOPERA’S NOVEL, FIEBRE TROPICAL—COULDN’T BE 
CONTAINED IN A SHORT STORY
By Connie Ogle

Rebeka Rodriguez
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tive Female Sadness jar to which we all contributed.”
Lopera departs from Francisca’s point of view twice, 

for chapters exploring her mother and grandmother and 
their adolescences, shifts that add depth to the story. “I 
wanted to see what it would’ve meant for each woman 
to be 15 and coming-of-age in their worlds,” Lopera says.

Fiebre Tropical is written in English, but few para-
graphs pass without a Spanish word or phrase or expres-
sion, a dazzling echo of the way language flows in immi-
grant communities. 

“I had to learn English from the ground up 16 years 
ago,” says Lopera, who now lives in the Bay Area. “Be-
cause I was seeing it from the outside I could see the 
contour of the language differently. Nobody around me 
spoke standard English. Everybody was an immigrant, 
and they were mixing and pushing and creating language 
in a way that suited them….People speak like this if you 
go to New York or Los Angeles or Miami or even Texas. I 
think the literary establishment has not caught up with 
the way language is evolving on the streets. People trans-
late the world for themselves every day. It exposes you to 
a better understanding.”

You don’t need to speak fluent Spanish to appreciate 
the rhythms of Fiebre Tropical. Besides, as Lopera points 
out, being a little uncomfortable and out of your depth 
linguistically is something that brings us together.

“I think what’s happening with language is really excit-
ing. I’ve been here 16 years, and I still have to translate 
things every day, like idioms in English I don’t understand. 
My partner was born here, but I don’t always understand 
the jokes in English. We have to explain things to each 
other. There are so many people who exist in translation.”

Connie Ogle is a writer in Florida. Fiebre Tropical received a 
starred review in the Jan. 15, 2020, issue.

female characters are flat and underdeveloped, the dialogue 
often strikes a false chord, and the shape of the plot is predict-
able. Kertes does manage to incorporate bursts of humor into 
otherwise heavy subject matter, and he uses music and liter-
ary references cleverly. But these incidental assets ultimately 
do little to improve a story that is hackneyed and sentimental.

Jewish generational memory and trauma can be a lit-
erary gold mine, but what Kertes has unearthed is only 
gold-plated.

UNIVERSE OF TWO
Kiernan, Stephen P. 
Morrow/HarperCollins (464 pp.) 
$27.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-06-287844-1  

A story of wartime romance amid 
the moral quandaries of the Manhattan 
Project.

Kiernan is known for tackling big 
topics—the depredations of war (The 
Baker’s Secret, 2017, etc.) and scientific 

overreach (The Curiosity, 2013)—and this novel attempts to fol-
low suit. When Brenda Dubie, a talented, conservatory-bound 
organist, meets Charlie Fish, she’s not impressed by the gan-
gling math whiz despite his Harvard degree. Their accounts 
of what ensues alternate: hers in first person, at times look-
ing back from the vantage point of an old woman, and his, in 
third person. Charlie is working on top-secret wartime proj-
ects at the University of Chicago, but his superiors are also not 
impressed by him—he’s banished to a basement, where he, and 
we, learns far more than we’d ever hoped to about the nice-
ties of soldering electrical circuits. Egged on by a mother who 
regrets her own shrewish behavior now that her husband and 
son are off to war, Brenda cautiously embarks on a courtship 
with Charlie. But as Brenda strives to suppress her spunkiness 
in order to support a vision of masculinity that doesn’t even 
appear to be Charlie’s priority, Charlie is sent to New Mexico. 
Turns out all that soldering instilled just the detonation know-
how required for the nascent A-bomb, aka The Gadget. Char-
lie, kind and humane, hates the idea of being, in effect, the 
Trigger (his nickname) for civilization’s potential destruction. 
His internal conflict is far more interesting than the romance. 
Brenda’s retrospective musings reveal a long marriage to 
Charlie. Kiernan overcompensates for that loss of suspense, 
interposing obstacles in the path of true love—a half-hearted 
detour with a handsome airman on Brenda’s part—but they’re 
mostly snits and misunderstandings that aren’t believably char-
acteristic of either protagonist. Kiernan’s view of American 
women’s roles in World War II seems outdated even for that 
time. Contemporaneous accounts of the homefront belie his 
apparent supposition that all women did was pine for manly, 
battle-hardened men.

This drama of nuclear dawn fails to launch.
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PEW 
Lacey, Catherine
Farrar, Straus and Giroux
(224 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 12, 2020
978-0-374-23092-0  

A silent stranger of indeterminate 
origin is discovered sleeping on a church 
pew in Lacey’s haunting fable about 
morality and self-delusion.

A nice churchgoing family—Hilda, Ste-
ven, and their three boys—in the small-town American South stum-
bles on someone lying down before services on Sunday and agrees to 
take the stranger in. “Steven and I decided that you can stay with us 
as long as it takes,” Hilda tells the stranger, who responds with silence. 
The stranger is illegible to them—racially ambiguous, of indetermi-
nate gender, unclear age, no obvious nationality—and as an interim 
solution, the reverend decides they’ll call the stranger Pew, “until you 
get around to telling us something different.” They are kind, at first, 

and patient. Their questions as to Pew’s identity are only meant to 
help, they say—“we really don’t think you’ve done anything wrong, 
exactly,” and “God loves all his children exactly the same”—but still, 
they need to know “which one” Pew is, and Pew continues to say 
nothing. But other people do: Invited by Pew’s silence, they begin to 
confide in Pew, offering sometimes-chilling windows into their past 
lives. Pew, publicly silent but an acute observer of societal dynam-
ics, is both the novel’s narrator and its center, an outside lens into 
an insular and unsettling world. Pew’s only peer is Nelson, adopted 
by one of the church families from “someplace having a war,” a fel-
low charity case, ill at ease in town. “My whole family was killed in 
the name of God,” he says, “and now these people want me to sing 
a hymn like it was all some kind of misunderstanding.” As the week 
wears on, tensions begin to rise as the community prepares for its 
annual “Forgiveness Festival,” an ominous cleansing ritual central 
to the cohesion of the town. “The time right after, everyone’s more 
peaceful,” Nelson’s mother tells Pew. “Of course right now it’s a little 
more dangerous for everyone.” Setting her third novel in a placid 
town built on a foundation of unspeakable violence, Lacey (Certain 
American States, 2018, etc.)—spare and elegant as ever—creates a 
story that feels at the same time mythological and arrestingly like life.

Darkly playful; a warning without a moral.

EDEN
Lebbon, Tim
Titan Books (384 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-1-78909-293-6  

Nature personified seeks revenge for 
climate degradation in this dystopian 
thriller by Lebbon (The Silence, 2015, etc.).

Jenn, her father, Dylan, and her boy-
friend, Aaron, team up with sportsman 
Cove, Selina, a scientist, Lucy, a Ph.D. stu-

dent, and Gee, a former Canadian policeman who became an elec-
trician after he lost his husband and hand in a car accident. The 
team’s goal is to become the first to run across Eden, the oldest and 
wildest of the Earth’s 13 Virgin Zones, which were fenced off and 
allowed to return to a state of unpeopled nature after the planet’s 
rivers were polluted and its rainforests devastated. One of Eden’s 
attractions for Jenn is the chance to reunite with her mother, 
Kat, who abandoned her and Dylan nine years ago and who Jenn 
believes is inside the zone along with her own team. The illegal 
adventure race across the 300-mile stretch of forests, valleys, cliffs, 
ravines, rivers, and mountains quickly sours as Jenn is injured, the 
forest seems to be watching them, and Kat’s team members turn 
up dead and amalgamated into the natural environment. After a 
clunky start to set up the premise and accommodate the necessary 
worldbuilding, the story takes off, playing on contemporary fears 
of climate apocalypse as the team runs through the forest with 
animal-possessed Kat and a menagerie of wild animals in pursuit. 
Will any of them escape Eden with their lives?

Jurassic Park meets catastrophic climate change in this 
creepy, cinema-ready story.
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PRIVATE MEANS
LeFavour, Cree
Grove (240 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-8021-4888-9  

Over the course of a single summer, a 
middle-aged Manhattan couple grapples 
with the state of their marriage and their 
lives.

When Alice and Peter met, he was a 
young psychoanalyst and she was an even 

younger biophysicist. Soon, they had twin daughters. Now, he 
is an older psychoanalyst, she is still studying the complexities 
of starling flock dynamics, the twins are away at Berkeley, and 
the marriage is on the rocks. They have retreated into separate 
worlds, bored by themselves and each other. Peter has his work. 
For Alice, the only source of refuge is her beloved Dachshund-
Chihuahua mutt named Maebelle, and when the novel opens 
on Memorial Day weekend, Maebelle has gone missing. Alice 

is devastated; Peter is annoyed. Alice has a tryst with a man she 
meets through a “Manhattan Lost Dog” Facebook group. Peter 
has escalating fantasies about a beautiful young patient. Both 
of them agonize, separately, over their mutual indiscretions. 
Sometimes, they go out to dinner. Every unhappy family may 
be unhappy in its own way, but it feels as though we’ve heard 
this story before. It is an intimate domestic drama presented 
without subtlety; every action has a clear and obvious motiva-
tion, and every motivation is explained at length. Alice’s infidel-
ity, we’re told, is not just about sex, but rather because “she’d 
locate a shred of her former self.” Peter can’t stop fantasizing 
about the patient, he explains, because she reminds him “of 
so much I lack.” LeFavour (Lights On, Rats Out, 2017) offers an 
empathetic and detailed portrait of a marriage, but not—with 
the exception of one explosive scene toward the novel’s end—
an especially insightful one.

A familiar tale of upper-middle-class ennui.
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GLORIOUS BOY
Liu, Aimee
Red Hen Press (344 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  Jan. 22, 2020
978-1-59709-889-2  

A novel about family, communica-
tion, and colonialism in a rarely dis-
cussed sphere of World War II conflict.

On March 13, 1942, the Durants—
Claire, an aspiring anthropologist, and 
Shep, a British civil surgeon—rush to 

prepare their exit from Port Blair, a British penal colony on 
the Andaman Islands in the Bay of Bengal, now under threat 
from Japanese forces. Claire and Shep pack up her field journals, 
arrowheads, and shell bowls collected from the native Biya and 
his medically useful plant specimens from their expeditions 
into the forest over the past five years. But the one thing they 
can’t locate is their 4-year-old son, Ty. Mute since birth, Ty’s 
strongest bond is with his Indian caretaker, Naila, a 13-year-old 
girl who understands his silent capriciousness better than his 
own mother. Shep, desperate to get his wife to stay on the ship 
to Calcutta and safety, drugs her and stays behind on the island 
to look for their son. He finds Ty almost immediately—he and 
Naila were napping in a banyan grove—but the family’s separa-
tion decisively changes the course of each of its members’ lives. 
As one of the few remaining British officials on the island, Shep 
is locked up by Japanese troops, but not before he sends Ty off 
into the forest with Naila and Leyo, a Biya family friend, to 
hide with the tribe. Claire, meanwhile, joins the war effort as 
a codebreaker, devising a code based on the Biya language for 
a mission that might just allow her to reunite her family. The 
plot is rollicking in précis but much less gripping in execution, 
bogged down by an unmanageable amount of detail, the result 
of Liu’s (editor: Restoring Our Bodies, Reclaiming Our Lives, 2011, 
etc.) obviously meticulous research: “Claire gets to work mak-
ing her final tests of the TBX-8 transceiver pack, which will be 
her primary responsibility, and the SCR-536 mobile Handie-
talkie that Ward will use for voice communication back to 
the TBX.” At every turn, it seems, there’s another islander or 
British government employee whose backstory is meant to 
lend emotional heft to the novel. The result is a book that feels 
scattershot—even the most theoretically wrenching moments 
don’t quite land, and the reader comes away oddly unmoved by 
the entire cast.

The profusion of narrative threads and historical detail 
doesn’t quite add up to a well-told story.
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ROBERT B. PARKER’S 
GRUDGE MATCH
Lupica, Mike
Putnam (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-525-53932-2  

A second reincarnation for Sunny 
Randall, the Boston private eye who just 
can’t seem to walk away from organized 
crime once and for all.

Prostitution czar Tony Marcus has 
no reason to trust Sunny, who double-crossed him on a recent 
deal (Robert B. Parker’s Blood Feud, 2018, etc.) in which he didn’t 
get the illegal guns she’d promised him for saving the life of 
Desmond Burke, her ex-husband Richie’s equally mobbed-up 
father. But she definitely owes Tony one, and he has no hesita-
tion about calling in the marker by asking her to track down 
Lisa Morneau, who rose through the ranks from sex worker to 
supervisor to become Tony’s chief operating officer, his second 

brain, and bedmate. He doesn’t want to make Lisa do anything, 
he insists; he just wants to talk to her and ask why she left him. 
Though she’s skeptical about that claim and more generally 
reluctant to take another dip in Tony’s foul pool, Sunny finds 
herself drawn to a search for a woman who actually wielded con-
siderable power in the boys-only club of Boston’s crime families. 
The only problems are that Richie’s more recent ex, Kathryn, 
has just blown into town with an adorable 6-year-old son who 
throws Sunny considerably off balance and that agreeing to take 
on Tony’s job doesn’t get her anywhere. The main response of 
Tony’s aspiring rival Gabriel Jabari, who runs a place called Suite 
and wants to run a whole lot more, is to smile evilly and offer to 
hire Sunny himself. And Callie Harden, the friend and former 
co-worker of Lisa’s who agrees to meet with Sunny, gets shot to 
death after revealing very little about the missing woman. Sun-
ny’s convinced that both Tony and Jabari are holding back vital 
information and lying to her, and she’s right on all counts. Will 
Lisa Morneau survive long enough for Sunny to put together 
the pieces?

No great shakes as a detective story, but fans needn’t 
worry: Lupica has Parker’s formula down to a turn.

THE DISORIENTED
Maalouf, Amin
Trans. by Wynne, Frank
World Editions (522 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  May 12, 2020
978-1-64286-058-0  

An exile returns home to a land still 
torn apart by civil war 25 years afterward.

Think The Big Chill in Beirut with 
some of the sex but little of the light-
heartedness in Jeune Afrique editor-in-

chief Maalouf ’s charged novel. Adam, whose name, he records 
in his overflowing notebooks, “encompasses all of nascent 
humanity, yet I belong to a humanity that is dying,” receives a 
phone call in Paris, where he has been living since leaving his 
native Lebanon in a time of conflict. His friend Mourad lies 
dying, Mourad’s wife tells Adam, and wants to see him before 
he dies. Adam is reluctant: We haven’t spoken for years, he 
protests. Nonetheless, he travels home to a place he barely rec-
ognizes. Just what drove the two friends apart emerges slowly, 
and as friends gather to commemorate Mourad’s passing, they 
wistfully remember a time when, as Adam recalls, “My friends 
belonged to all denominations and each made it a duty, a point 
of pride, to mock his own—and then, gently, those of the oth-
ers.” The gentleness is long past, as an Arab jihadi pointedly 
tells Adam. For his part, Adam, a historian who is years over-
due delivering a commissioned biography of Attila, admits to 
knowing more about Caesar and Hannibal than about his own 
circle. He begins to chase down the details of their lives—but, 
as his partner in Paris chides, “I know you, Adam. You’ll fill hun-
dreds of pages with stories of your friends, but it will all end 
up mouldering in a drawer.” Those stories are inevitably ones of 
dreams dashed and new realities substituted for them: a woman 
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with whom he has a fitful affair wanted to become a surgeon 
but instead winds up as what Adam calls a “chatelaine,” that is, 
a hotel manager; another, a man of the world, withdraws to a 
monastery; a third, whose “long curly hair was more white than 
gray” now, has moved across the world to Brazil; and so on. 
None is particularly happy—and the story, fittingly, ends on a 
tragic, uncertain note.

A thoughtful, philosophically rich story that probes a 
still-open wound.

OPERATION DIMWIT
Majors, Inman
Louisiana State Univ. (240 pp.) 
$29.95  |  May 13, 2020
978-0-8071-7267-4  

Penelope Lemon deals with some 
unusual problems at the trailer park.

A sequel to Penelope Lemon: Game On 
(2018) finds Majors’ plucky heroine still 
struggling to remain in the middle class, 
now working as a receptionist at Rolling 

Acres Estates, where the property owner is a kleptomaniac and 
also masturbates daily in the restroom attached to Penelope’s 
office. Penelope and her boss, Missy, have noticed things disap-
pearing from their desks, and they’re sure Dewitt, the owner, is 
taking them. “ ‘Listen,’ Missy said, popping off the couch like 
a submerged pool toy breaking the surface. ‘We’re going up 
there and finding our stuff. He’s probably eaten the candy and 
the gum. But those socks of yours? They’re hanging in a Hello 
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Kitty frame in the sex dungeon beneath his trailer.’ ” While 
her son, Theo, is off at camp, Penelope expects to “live for two 
weeks as an unfettered badass single gal, as often depicted on 
television shows set in New York City,” but the realities of life in 
the backwater burg of Hillsboro, Virginia, will take things in a 
rather different direction. Majors’ arch delivery makes the book 
amusing sentence by sentence, but this time the plot is a bit 
too silly to be resonant. One storyline revolves around a bidet 
and an aging online suitor named Fitzwilliam Darcy; a second 
deploys a personalized green-and-orange dildo and a rampag-
ing squad of skunks. A more promising thread set at the gym, 
where Penelope runs into her ex-husband’s not-very-nice new 
girlfriend, lies about her athletic abilities, and gets asked out by 
a workout warrior, is set up but not sufficiently pursued. Per-
haps the difference between the original book and this sequel is 
that the first deals with the absurdities of modern life and the 
second with the absurdities of, well, the absurd.

Not as funny as the first book, but if there’s a third, we’d 
give it a chance.

WE HAD NO RULES
Manning, Corinne
Arsenal Pulp Press (168 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  May 12, 2020
978-1-55152-799-4  

Queer characters break rules and 
make them in Manning’s smart debut 
collection.

“My family had no rules,” says the 
teenage narrator in the title story. “At 

least it felt that way for a time, because most of the rules were 
vague and unspoken.” There’s one rule, however, that the narra-
tor and her sister, Stacy, come to understand: Being queer is not 
OK. Stacy is kicked out for “choosing” her sexuality, and the 
narrator runs away before her parents can reject her. But joining 
her sister’s queer household comes with new rules that, while 
intended to keep her safe, wind up putting her in a vulnerable 
position. These are intellectually keen stories that measure the 
high cost of heteronormativity and also critique equally restric-
tive norms within the queer community. “I’m sensitive about 
being recognized as queer or radical,” explains the narrator of 

“Ninety Days,” whose lover, Denise, has left her to transition to 
being a man. Being outwardly femme means the narrator has 
to perform her queerness and “come out, multiple times a day.” 
Sometimes the rule is that there are no rules. At least that’s 
what the queer narrator of “Chewbacca and Clyde” thinks 
when she comes home from a backpacking trip and brags to 
her partner, Meredith, about having had sex with a man. “Who 
are you?” Meredith asks. Manning’s overriding interest in sex, 
sexuality, and power means their characters are sometimes con-
scripted into playing specific roles that flatten them and some 
of these stories. But when they complicate the script, this work 
is a powerful testament to the complexity of identity and desire. 

“The term’s ‘bottom,’ ” a character describes, “but it’s not always 
about penetration.” Instead, it’s about the “the vulnerability 
and the weight and the pain...and the sheer disbelief that I was 
a space for claiming and fitting.” 

An incisive but slightly uneven debut collection about 
the nuances of queer identity.

A REGISTRY OF MY 
PASSAGE UPON 
THE EARTH 
Mason, Daniel
Little, Brown (240 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-316-47763-5  

Nine tales of human endurance, 
accomplishment, and epiphany told with 
style and brio.

Mason is one of our best histori-
cal novelists, creating panoramas of rich detail, propulsive 
plot, and artful character development in novels such as The 
Piano Tuner (2002) and The Winter Soldier (2018). In his first 

An enchanting cabinet of curiosities and wonders.
a registry of my passage upon the earth
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story collection, he shows how quickly and completely he can 
immerse readers in a foreign place and time. “Death of the Pugi-
list, or The Famous Battle of Jacob Burke & Blindman McGraw” 
is—if you’ll forgive the wordplay—a knockout punch: 17 short, 
numbered rounds recounting the life of a Bristol stevedore 
whose fate awaits him in the ring of an 1824 boxing match so 
vividly described you can almost taste the blood. (Yes, the title 
is a spoiler.) “The Ecstasy of Alfred Russel Wallace” follows an 
English “bug collector” and “species man” who is “entranced by 
life’s variety” to go to the Malay Archipelago, where, burning 
with fever, he concocts a theory of the natural world: “Every-
where he looked he saw the struggle for existence. He could 
not happen upon an insect without wondering how every trait 
had saved it from nature’s forge.” Did we mention that this 
real-life, little-remembered figure is also a correspondent of 
the great and celebrated Charles Darwin, whose return letters 
mysteriously cease once the theory has been shared? In “The 
Line Agent Pascal,” the titular Frenchman maintains a solitary 
railway station deep in the Amazon rainforest, his only human 
connection coming, Twitter-like, with other agents along the 

telegraph line. “However distant his colleagues were, he’d come 
to understand them intimately over the years, could describe 
each man, each station, with details he had never seen,” Mason 
writes. A pair of stories with female protagonists—one an 18th-
century hot air balloonist—offer relief from an overwhelmingly 
male cast.

An enchanting cabinet of curiosities and wonders.

STRANGE HOTEL
McBride, Eimear
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (160 pp.) 
$25.00  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-374-27062-9  

The third novel from the unique 
Irish author.

After her dazzling debut, A Girl Is 
a Half-Formed Thing (2014)—winner of 
the Bailey’s Women’s Prize for Fiction, 
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among others—McBride took a slight step back in The Lesser 
Bohemians (though that book did win the 2016 James Tait Black 
Memorial Prize). In her latest, a slim book that could be consid-
ered a novella, the author yet again dives relentlessly into the 
interior of her unnamed protagonist, narrating her travels to 
anonymous hotels in Avignon, France, Prague, Oslo, Auckland, 
and Austin. In each locale, she drinks wine, smokes cigarettes, 
and engages in one-night stands and lengthy bouts of what 
she admits is “existential overindulgence,” desperately seeking 
to avoid any further thoughts of an unnamed trauma that she 
suffered in the past (likely the loss of the father of her child, 
referenced only obliquely at moments throughout the book). 
The narrative is focused almost entirely inward, structured 
like a lengthy interior monologue or self-negotiation that often 
grows claustrophobic. Consistently, the protagonist reverts to 
her “preferred manner in which to proceed. Thinking her way 
carefully around every instant. Grammatically and logically 
constructing it….Lining words up against words, then clause 
against clause until an agreeable distance has been reached 
from the initial, unmanageable impulse which first set them all 

in train.” It’s clear that the woman has endured significant emo-
tional and spiritual pain. However, in relating her thoughts, she 
may be “relentlessly reshuffling the deck of pseudo-intellectual 
garble which...serves the solitary purpose of keeping the world 
at the far end of a very long sentence.” As in McBride’s previous 
books, there are numerous sparks of singularly brilliant prose—
e.g., “Outside the sky’s a horror of fight and bruise. Velour black, 
pumped with racket, gored by orange.” Ultimately, though, as 
the protagonist herself acknowledges, “the time for this digres-
sion is up. She should really be getting off this subject.” Readers 
will agree at many points in her story.

A bridge work that will hopefully lead to McBride’s 
next major novel.

THE ABSTAINER
McGuire, Ian
Random House (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 28, 2020
978-0-593-13387-3  

The Irish Republican Brotherhood 
battles the British in Victorian England.

Like McGuire’s second novel, The 
North Water (2016, etc.), longlisted for 
the Man Booker Prize, this violent, noir-
ish tale focuses on two men: policeman 

James O’Connor and Irish rebel Stephen Doyle. It’s Nov. 22, 
1867, in Manchester, and “the sky is the color of wet mortar.” 
Three Fenians—members of a secret society working for Irish 
independence—are about to be hung for killing an English 
policeman. (McGuire based this on a true story but made up 
everything that came after.) A group of policemen are discuss-
ing the hangings, and there’s talk of reprisals; later, an informant 
says he’s heard about a man coming from America “to wreak 
some havoc, that’s what they say.” The man is Doyle, a Union 
soldier from Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. A “strange bastard,” he 
meets with some Fenians and is told about O’Connor, a Head 
Constable who was brought over from Dublin a few months 
ago to assist the Manchester police in spying on the Feni-
ans. O’Connor’s wife, Catherine, recently died and he turned 
to drink. Now an abstainer, he’s a “man maligned, a victim of 
ignorance and English prejudice.” O’Connor is beaten at night 
and key pages from his police notebook, stolen. Complicat-
ing matters, another transplant, O’Connor’s nephew Michael 
Sullivan, has come to Manchester from New York. Against 
O’Connor’s wishes, he infiltrates the Fenians to become an 
informer. O’Connor becomes infatuated with Rose Flanagan, 
whose brother Tommy is one of his informants. There’s talk of 
an audacious Fenian revenge plot, but they’ll need handguns. 
Reminiscent of Joseph Conrad’s The Secret Agent, McGuire’s 
taut, intricately woven novel captures the aura of a dark, violent 
world riddled with terrorism and revenge, where a “man’s life on 
its own is nothing much to talk about.” 

This well-told, suspenseful tale will appeal to fans of 
Deadwood and Cormac McCarthy.
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FOUR BY FOUR
Mesa, Sara
Trans. by Whittemore, Katie
Open Letter (237 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-948830-14-0  

The grim truth about a boarding 
school gradually unfolds through shift-
ing perspectives and various found 
documents.

Spanish writer Mesa writes of power 
struggles at Wybrany College, an elite boarding school where 
the wealthy send their children to protect them from the vio-
lence of the city. Part 1 opens with an escape attempt by several 
of the schoolgirls. Their fear of being caught belies the school’s 
ambiance of freedom. In subsequent chapters, we learn of the 
relationships among the headmaster, Señor J., his underlings, 
and his students. Relationships between adults at the school 
involve private humiliation and subjugation. The relationships 
among the children mirror those of the adults. Señor J. takes 
on a protégé, a boy with disabilities: “The Headmaster is drawn 
to his submission, that passive acceptance of his fate.” The 
student, Ignacio, is transformed from passivity to confidence 
through his relationship with Señor J. and then begins to sub-
jugate his peers. At the school, everyone seems to “barter with 
love, with desire.” Relationships are transactional. There are 
hierarchies: between teachers and students and between the 
regular students and the “Specials,” or students on scholarship. 
Several students and a teacher go missing. The teacher’s replace-
ment, who’s the narrator of Part 2, is a wannabe writer posing 
as a licensed educator. He senses from early on that something 
is hidden within the school—a set of rules, perhaps, or some-
thing more sinister. “There’s an unhealthy stillness,” he writes, 

“something crouching behind the silence.” As the substitute 
gets closer to the truth he learns what danger lies in revealing 
the school’s secrets. A coda, in the form of fiction written by 
the teacher whom the substitute replaces, shines a light on the 
school’s opaque systems and secrets.

A meticulously constructed and chilling study of desire 
and influence.

THE IMPERFECTS
Meyerson, Amy
Park Row Books (384 pp.) 
$27.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-7783-0507-1  

When estranged siblings discover 
that their recently deceased grand-
mother left behind a multimillion-dollar 
diamond, they try to look past their dif-
ferences in order to unearth the secrets 
of their grandmother’s past.

Beck Miller has a better relationship with her maternal 
grandmother, Helen, than do either her brother, Jake, who 

lives across the country, or her married sister, Ashley, who sim-
ply can’t be bothered. Their mother, Deborah, has also done 
precious little to care for her mother over the years, so it’s no 
wonder that when Helen dies, she bequeaths her most valued 
possession, a bedazzled brooch, to Beck. Beck is shocked to 
discover that the brooch, which looks like costume jewelry, 
contains a real 137-karat diamond. Known as the Florentine 
Diamond, the gem once belonged to the Habsburgs and has 
been missing since the early 1900s. The stone is worth mil-
lions, and Beck feels compelled to share this windfall with her 
family members despite their dysfunctional relationships. As 
word spreads that the Millers are in possession of the famous 
Florentine, every possible claimant, from the FBI to the Ital-
ian government, makes efforts to confiscate it from them. The 
Millers begin investigating Helen’s youth in an effort to prove 
that she came by the stone honestly. As they uncover details 
of her childhood, including her narrow escape from the Nazis, 
the Millers also learn secrets about each other that threaten 
their already tenuous relationships. Told from the perspectives 
of all three Miller siblings as well as their mother, the story 
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The grim truth about a boarding school gradually unfolds through 
shifting perspectives and various found documents.

four by four
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emphasizes the ways in which varied perceptions of identical 
facts can create rifts in relationships. The author portrays com-
plex relationships with insight and finesse, if also with a degree 
of excessive detail. Although the novel has the unfortunate 
quality of shifting points of view too quickly, often making it 
feel disjointed, the questions with which the main characters 
grapple are sufficiently engrossing that readers will remain 
engaged. Replete with details about gemstones and the mecha-
nisms for determining a diamond’s quality and provenence, the 
novel showcases how greed and selfishness can cause fissures in 
relationships that reverberate for generations.

A solidly entertaining multigenerational saga about 
sacrifice, self-reliance, and what it means to be family.

A CHILDREN’S BIBLE
Millet, Lydia
Norton (224 pp.) 
$25.95  |  May 12, 2020
978-1-324-00503-2  

A group of children are forced to 
fend for themselves in the face of rising 
sea levels, worsening storms, and will-
fully ignorant parents.

This somber novel by Millet (Fight 
No More, 2018, etc.) is a Lord of the Flies–

style tale with a climate-fiction twist. Evie, the narrator, is one 
of a group of kids and teenagers spending a summer with their 
parents at a lakeside rental mansion that’s pitched as a vacation 
retreat but increasingly feels like a bulwark against increas-
ingly intense weather on the coasts. The parents’ chief activity 
involves stockpiling alcohol, leaving their children to explore 
the area. When a massive storm hits, the parents double down 
on self-medicating (“during the night the older generation had 
dosed itself with Ecstasy”) while the kids explore further, ulti-
mately arriving at a farm that’s well stocked, at least for a while. 
The novel takes some time to find its footing, introducing a 
host of characters who are initially difficult to differentiate, but 
it ultimately settles on Evie and her rising fury at the grown-ups’ 
incapacity to rise to a challenge and her younger brother, Jack, 
who’s become increasingly obsessed with a Bible he’s received 
and whether it can serve as a climate change survival handbook. 
(At one point he attempts to gather up animals, Noah-like.) 
Millet’s allegorical messages are simple: The next generation 
will have to clean up (or endure) the climate mess prior ones cre-
ated, and any notion that we can simply spend our way to higher 
ground is a delusion. Millet presses that last point in the novel’s 
latter pages as the brief peace of the farm is disrupted in often 
horrific fashion. In the process, Jack’s Bible plays an allegorical 
role too: Can we maintain civilization as we know it when the 
world descends into Old Testament–style chaos?

A bleak and righteously angry tale determined to chal-
lenge our rationalizations about climate change.

LIFE FOR SALE
Mishima, Yukio
Trans. by Dodd, Stephen
Vintage (192 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Apr. 21, 2020
978-0-525-56514-7  

Offbeat, sardonic yarn about self-
commodification and its discontents.

Mishima is best known for brooding, 
elegant novels such as The Sailor Who 
Fell From Grace With the Sea (1963) and 

the stories collected in books like Death in Midsummer (1953) as 
well as his spectacular suicide by seppuku after leading a failed 
coup attempt in 1970. This slender novel, published two years 
before his death, sounds his disdain for the capitalism that had 
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replaced traditional Japanese values. Hanio, a young man, awak-
ens in a white room where a nurse and paramedic await him. “It 
dawned on Hanio that his attempt at suicide had failed,” writes 
Mishima, matter-of-factly. Since clearly Hanio can’t pull it off 
by himself, he takes out an ad reading, “Life for Sale. Use me 
as you wish.” The first response is from an old man who tells 
him his young wife is sleeping with a gangster, and Hanio duti-
fully marches off to seduce her with an eye to getting himself 
and the young woman gunned down by her affronted lover. It 
doesn’t quite work out. Nor does Hanio succumb to the min-
istrations of a comely young widow whose son hires him to be 
her boyfriend. There’s just one hitch: She’s a “very unusual sort 
of person,” as the kid says, in fact a vampire. And so on. Things 
are never as simple as they seem, and all of his contacts are con-
nected in a strange conspiracy that hinges on the Asia Confi-
dential Service, a spy network that may or may not exist. The 
one person who seems to get it is a disaffected young woman 
who’s fond of LSD and literature and who tells him, “I know 
what your problem is. You’re tired of trying to die.” She’s right, 
but now that others are out to do him in, Hanio no longer has to 
go to the trouble of finding a way to do it—a nice if bleak twist.

An eccentric satire that stands in contrast to Mishima’s 
more formal works and that makes for quick and enter-
taining reading.

MY MOTHER’S HOUSE
Momplaisir, Francesca
Knopf (304 pp.) 
$26.95  |  May 12, 2020
978-0-525-65716-3  

A shockingly original exploration of 
class, race, and systemic violence.

“The two-story (three, if you counted 
the basement), one-family (two, again, if 
the basement was included) House had 
had enough. Fed up with the burden of 
Its owner’s absurd hoarding, inexcusable 

slovenliness, and abuse of power, It spontaneously combusted 
everywhere a power source sprouted unkempt.” These lines 
from the opening paragraph of Momplaisir’s debut give the 
reader a sense of the shocks to come in this strange, disturbing 
novel. The home that’s on fire is not only conscious and willful; 
it’s also a central character in the narrative. Those parenthetical, 
half-hidden references to the basement give us the first hint of 
the gruesome revelations to come. This house, tainted by the 
human evil it contains, is reminiscent of the opening line of Toni 
Morrison’s Beloved: “124 was spiteful. Full of a baby’s venom. The 
women in the house knew it and so did the children.” And, like 
Morrison, Momplaisir uses the tropes of fantasy to try to assert 
truths that ordinary language and realistic imagery cannot com-
municate. Morrison compelled readers to confront American 
slavery and its aftermath. Momplaisir addresses both the legacy 
of colonialism in Haiti and the immigrant experience in the 
United States. The man who drives the House to self-immolate 
is Lucien, a ne’er-do-well who doesn’t live up to the promise his 

light skin and expensive education suggest. He is obsessed with 
Marie-Ange, who, as a general’s daughter, is out of reach—until 
her father runs afoul of President Duvalier. Lucien expects a 
bright future for his wife and their daughters when they eventu-
ally move to New York, but the success he wants still eludes him 
in a community that only grudgingly makes room for an influx 
of Haitians resettling in Queens. Lucien satisfies himself by 
indulging his darkest needs. Momplaisir’s unflinching depiction 
of the horrors white supremacy has wrought is powerful. But 
the narrative is presented almost entirely in expository mode; 
the whole novel feels like the backstory to a story that never 
entirely takes off. And, while the characters function as symbols, 
they never quite emerge as real. And that includes the House.

Momplaisir’s debut introduces her as an author to 
watch.
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A shockingly original exploration of
class, race, and systemic violence.

my mother’s house
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FRACTURE
Neuman, Andrés
Trans. by Caistor, Nick & Garcia, Lorenza
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (368 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-374-15823-1  

A Japanese man shattered by sense-
less, unimaginable violence suffers an 
ongoing existential crisis, documented 
in part by the women in his life.

Spanish Argentine novelist Neuman 
(The Things We Don’t Do, 2014, etc.) is a literary alchemist, so it’s 
a pleasure to see his most recent work translated so quickly by 
Caistor and Garcia. The emotional journey here is fundamen-
tally about the ways people break, what holds them together, 
and who emerges on the other side. To say its protagonist is 
a survivor is technically accurate but underplays the damage 
that forms his fundamental character. Yoshie Watanabe nar-
rowly avoided being killed at Hiroshima as a boy but lost his 

entire family in the blast. Decades later, an elderly and retired 
Watanabe is rocked again when he’s proximate to the tsunami 
that devastated the nuclear reactor at Fukushima in 2011. Wata-
nabe’s life story is relayed, appropriately, in fragments, punc-
tuated by narration from the women most important to him. 
Yoshie refuses to identify as hibakusha, the label attached to sur-
vivors of the atomic blasts. But he’s never really whole, either, 
devoting his life to an undying quest for order, punctuated by 
an obsessive nature and a heartfelt admiration for the obscure 
art of kintsugi, an ancient practice that repairs shattered things 
with gold. Leonard Cohen’s song “Anthem”—“There’s a crack 
in everything / that’s how the light gets in”—immediately 
comes to mind, and Neuman himself nods to it. The women are 
interesting reflections here—there’s a fellow student Yoshie has 
a fevered romance with in Paris; a politically active journalist he 
has a combative liaison with in New York; an interpreter in Bue-
nos Aires; and a widow with three children in Madrid. The uni-
formity of the women’s cadence and vocabulary tarnishes their 
individuality a bit, but the story remains a moving meditation 
on the reverberating waves that shape us and the inescapable 
impermanence of life.

A quiet study of a man struggling to find a serenity to 
quell his long-entrenched terror.

SWEET SORROW
Nicholls, David
Mariner/Houghton Mifflin Harcourt 
(416 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-358-24836-1  

Nicholls’ leisurely, nostalgic, and 
often amusing novel traces the coming-
of-age of an adolescent boy in 1997 
Britain.

The author of Us (2014) homes in on 
one mildly eventful summer. Sixteen-year-old Charlie Lewis, 
looking back from a point 20 years in the future, has just fin-
ished secondary school in a little town “too far away from Lon-
don to be a suburb, too large to be a village, too developed to 
count as countryside.” Anxious about his parents’ recent sepa-
ration, which has left him alone to cope with his unemployed, 
clinically depressed father, he hasn’t been paying attention in 
school and flubbed his exams, making it unlikely that he will 
head off to university with his friends. When he’s not working 
a few hours a week under the table at a local gas station, where 
he nets some extra money by pulling off a low-level scam, he’s 
left with plenty of time on his hands. One day, after sneaking 
into a local estate to sit in the grass and read a Vonnegut novel, 
he meets and falls hard for upper-class, relatively sophisticated 
Fran Fisher. She agrees to go out with him for coffee a week later 
on the condition that he join in a local summer production of 
Romeo and Juliet in which she is playing Juliet. Reluctantly, he 
does so and learns to love Shakespeare as well as Fran. Narra-
tor Charlie, now happily on the brink of marrying someone else, 
looks back on this period of his life with affection and a touch 
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of compassion for the bewildered boy he used to be. While the 
narrative stakes aren’t very high and the plot ambles through 
some predictable paces, the developing relationship between 
the two young lovers is charming, with none of the feverish 
highs or lows of the play they often reference. Charlie and his 
theatrical colleagues make good company, and even the fraught 
family situation is satisfactorily resolved.

An old-fashioned, endearing romance for readers with 
time to spare.

THE ANTHILL
Pachico, Julianne
Doubleday (320 pp.) 
$26.95  |  May 12, 2020
978-0-385-54589-1  

After a 20-year absence, Lina returns 
to Medellín in search of the authenticity 
of her childhood. In a city busy rebuild-
ing itself from the ruins of conflict, 
what she finds is nothing as simple as 
atonement.

For decades, Medellín, Colombia, had one of the highest 
murder rates in the world. Caught at the epicenter of the con-
flict between FARC guerilla forces, the government-backed 
paramilitary, and Pablo Escobar’s narco crime wave, the city 
was so dangerous that citizens were effectively under siege in 
their own homes and under active attack in the streets. Yet 
this is also the city Lina called home for the first eight years 
of her life, until her mother’s violent death, and the place to 
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A jarring book that thrives on its many contradictions.
the anthill
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which she returns when she finds herself adrift at the end of 
her Ph.D. program in London. Lina seeks out her closest child-
hood friend, Mattías, with a vague plan of volunteering at the 
community center he runs in a desperately poor neighborhood. 
Lina struggles to reconcile her muddled memories of her friend 
Matty with the intense, edgy Mattías she now meets, but even 
as the pressure of the childhood secret she keeps begins to over-
whelm her, strange occurrences at the Anthill start to mount. Is 
the sharp-toothed, gray-skinned boy the children see hanging 
around just another of Medellín’s forgotten street children, or 
is he something more sinister? Where does Mattías go during 
his long absences, and what happened to him in the years Lina 
was gone? Finally, in coming back to Colombia, is Lina doing 
a service to her city and to the memory of her past life, or is 
her very presence opening the wounds that have just begun to 
heal? Pachico’s (The Lucky Ones, 2017) second book continues 
to assert the young author’s mastery of her chosen landscape. 
The tension between the residents of Pachico’s vibrant and 
tormented Medellín and the mission groups, professional vol-
unteers, and poverty tourists is palpable and gets to the heart 

of one of the area’s primary dilemmas—how to build on a past 
which cannot be spoken and yet will not be erased. The inser-
tion of a supernatural element in the novel is distracting, how-
ever, and too overt a metaphor for the paradoxes more skillfully 
and subtly asserted by Pachico’s pitch-perfect rendering of 
Medellín’s many voices as they seek to reconcile their pasts with 
their futures.

A jarring book that thrives on its many contradictions.

MEMBERS ONLY
Pandya, Sameer
Mariner/Houghton Mifflin Harcourt 
(352 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  May 12, 2020
978-0-358-37992-8  

Over the course of a week, an Indian 
American professor’s life spirals out of 
control.

University lecturer Raj Bhatt loves 
the exclusive Tennis Club, TC for short, 

to which he and his family belong even though he has always 
felt uncomfortable as one of its few nonwhite members. When, 
in an effort to connect with a black couple who want to join the 
club, he lets slip a slur in front of the membership committee, 
the other members of the TC are horrified. Raj feels awful, but 
he can’t help wondering why the racial slights he’s faced during 
his time there haven’t received the same attention. Meanwhile, 
after students in his anthropology class send video of him sup-
posedly criticizing Christianity and the West to a right-wing 
website, he finds himself in the middle of an internet firestorm 
that threatens his job. Suddenly, he’s being labeled a racist and a 
reverse-racist simultaneously. This first novel from Pandya (The 
Blind Writer, 2015) aims to skewer both the upper-crust milieu 
of exclusive country clubs and conservative campus culture, 
and it partially succeeds. Pandya is sharply critical of right-wing 

“news” sites and conservative students who argue against any cri-
tique of the West, but his depiction of these phenomena is not 
totally believable. Pandya focuses on website comments, not 
social media or Reddit (the hubs of online hate today), and Raj’s 
outraged students feel more like convenient obstacles than real 
people. Also, while he captures the details of the country-club 
setting, he doesn’t examine the politics of those characters as 
closely. The novel’s satirical edge might have been more effec-
tive if Raj were either more sympathetic or more odious. The 
novel ultimately sides with him, but he causes many of his prob-
lems himself and is irritating enough that it’s hard to feel too 
sorry for him.

A readable but frustrating critique of contemporary 
politics that lacks bite.
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THE WILD ONE
Petrie, Nick
Putnam (400 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jan. 14, 2020
978-0-525-53544-7  

After stumbling on a cache of videos 
revealing a shadowy group working to 
control the government, a security expert 
is murdered, her husband becomes the 
suspect, and damaged vet Peter Ash is 
called in to find the couple’s missing son.

Ash’s client is the dead woman’s mother. When she tells him 
she believes her son-in-law has taken her grandson and fled to 
his native Iceland, Ash heads there to make contact with the 
suspect’s family, who he believes are hiding him. It doesn’t take 
long for Ash to become convinced that the fugitive husband 
is not the killer and to figure out that some American govern-
ment officials are determined to stop his investigation. Crime 
fiction is almost routinely too long these days, but even in that 

context this story feels, at 400 pages, much too long. Petrie 
(Tear It Down, 2019, etc.) is aiming at the combination of pro-
cedural and physical action that characterized Lee Child’s Jack 
Reacher series. Ash, an Iraqi veteran who suffers from PTSD, 
is clearly modeled on Reacher, but a tormented Reacher, and 
torment doesn’t have nearly the appeal that smartass wit does. 
The book is unrelievedly grim. The violence, when it comes, is 
sadistic and prolonged (and the scenes in which that violence 
is witnessed by a child are very unpleasant). Worse, the book 
mutes the satisfaction of seeing the bad guys get theirs in favor 
of a kind of hopeless cynicism.

Brutality, cynicism, and the frozen landscapes of Ice-
land. Not the most winning combo.
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THESE WOMEN
Pochoda, Ivy
Ecco/HarperCollins (352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  May 19, 2020
978-0-06-265638-4  

Six women struggle in the shadow of 
a serial killer who was never apprehended.

“Thirteen girls dead. Fifteen years 
gone. By Dorian’s count, and her count is 
right, three other serial murderers have 
been hauled in, tried, and locked up in 

Los Angeles in that time. But not a single arrest for the murder 
of girls along Western.” Dorian is a white woman who owns a fry 
shop on the edge of a neighborhood known mainly for prostitu-
tion and drugs. Her half-black daughter was the 13th and last of 
the girls found in the street, discarded, with their throats cut. 
Unlike the others, her daughter was a babysitter, not a prosti-
tute, but no one seems to care about that distinction. No one 
seems to care about these murders at all except one babbling 

woman who may have been the sole survivor of the attacks, and 
no one is listening to her. Then, 15 years later, more girls turn 
up dead. Pochoda (Wonder Valley, 2017, etc.) again tells a story 
of Angelenos on the margins. These women’s stories intersect 
at the murders, and their connections are unraveled by a tiny, 
bike-riding cop named Essie Perry. It is Perry to whom Dorian 
comes to complain about the poisoned hummingbirds being 
left at her fry shop and her home. “What are the chances that 
a woman who shows up at the station with a box full of dead 
birds had a daughter killed in nearly identical fashion to three 
victims found off Western?” wonders Essie. This seamy thriller 
is loaded with feminist intentions, ideas about photography 
(including an homage to Larry Sultan), a quick dip into women’s 
boxing, and more. Unsurprisingly for Pochoda, the strongest 
character is the LA neighborhood itself.

Gritty, sometimes cheesy, very on-the-nose with its 
message—but satisfying as a murder mystery.

MISS JULIA KNOWS A 
THING OR TWO
Ross, Ann B.
Viking (336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 14, 2020
978-0-525-56051-7  

A chronic meddler meddles some 
more in the business and personal lives 
of friends. No lessons are learned.

Reflecting on her life, Miss Julia 
Murdoch thinks the time has come for 

her to set her pride aside, judge less, and learn to live and let live 
instead of trying to tweak the world around her to become the 
best version of itself. But like a police officer called back to one 
last case, Miss Julia’s got a thing or two to do before she gives 
up her meddling ways—or, as she thinks of it, doing the Lord’s 
work in everyone’s best interest. First off is helping neighbor 
Mildred Allen, who has her hands full of her husband Horace’s 
memory problems, which are a real burden for Mildred, as she 
likes to remind people. Mildred’s estranged daughter, Tonya, 
has sent her a young girl whom Tonya apparently adopted and 
abandoned, a bit like a care package but more like an I-don’t-
care package. Mildred generously allows the girl, whom Tonya 
calls Penelope, to act as a nursemaid to Horace during the times 
she isn’t being watched by Miss Julia and Lillian, her household 
help. Miss Julia and Lillian are on the verge of getting Penelope 
to open up when she informs them that her name isn’t Penelope 
but Alicia. Just imagine! In addition to getting Mildred to bond 
with the girl, Miss Julia’s also determined to help poor Etta 
Mae Wiggins, the best certified nursing assistant at the Handy 
Home Helpers. When Etta Mae finds out that her boss, Lurline 
Corn, may be ready to clean house and sell the business, she’s 
beyond worried, but Miss Julia has a plan or five up her sleeve to 
make sure Etta Mae comes out on top. 

As fast, feisty, and full of personality as its heroine.
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GHOSTS OF HARVARD
Serritella, Francesca
Random House (480 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-525-51036-9  

A Harvard freshman investigates the 
suicide of her schizophrenic brother and 
finds herself chasing a conspiracy and 
hearing the voices of the dead.

Cady Archer is determined to attend 
Harvard even though her beloved older 

brother, Eric, killed himself there. Considered a genius in math 
and science, Eric suffered from schizophrenia but had stopped 
taking his prescriptions, and his yearlong mental health spiral 
into paranoia and delusion still haunts Cady and her parents. 
Cady is attending Harvard against her mother’s wishes, but 
she’s driven by a need to understand what happened the night 
Eric died. Her quest leads her to a handsome, seductive friend 
of Eric’s, the professor with whom he was working on a secret 

project, and something more troubling: voices in her head. Is 
Cady suffering from schizophrenia, too? Or are the voices she’s 
hearing truly ghosts, real people who once lived on the Harvard 
campus and faced their own dilemmas there? The question of 
Cady’s mental health is interesting, and Serritella—best known 
for the essay collections she writes with her mother, thriller 
writer Lisa Scottoline (I See Life Through Rosé-Colored Glasses, 
2018, etc.)—brings the famous campus to life in a vivid way. She 
also effectively explores the aftermath of loss and grief on a fam-
ily. But Serritella is on shaky ground once the story veers into 
the supernatural. Cady’s conversations with the ghosts are tire-
some and ultimately don’t add much to the narrative. In fact, 
they detract from what could have been a solid psychological 
thriller. Her conversations with Bilhah, a slave who is terrified 
her son will be sold away from her, feel uncomfortably like pan-
dering. The book is repetitive and far too long, and though the 
endgame strives to shock readers with twists, it’s ultimately 
unsatisfying.

A thriller that fails when it turns to the supernatural.
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THE MOTION OF THE BODY 
THROUGH SPACE
Shriver, Lionel
Harper/HarperCollins (352 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-06-232825-0  

A sexagenarian starts working out. Is 
it self-care...or something more sinister? 

What on earth is happening to Lio-
nel Shriver? In novels like The Post–Birth-
day World (2007), she stood out as a savvy, 

cleareyed observer of human foibles. Of late, though, her fiction 
has become increasingly hectoring, determined to call out what 
she sees as PC groupthink and browbeat her own characters for 
their gumption deficits. Here, her bugbear is people who cult-
ishly abuse their bodies in the name of good health. The drama 
centers on Remington, who’s decided to run a marathon at 64 
after leaving his job at New York’s state transportation agency. 
His wife, Serenata, ought to be immediately supportive, being 
a fitness junkie herself. But she prides herself on being a free-
thinker (she invented her own workouts! She invented the hair 
scrunchie all by herself!) and sees marathons as a fad. Remy, she 
thinks, has “caught a contagion, like herpes.” To her relief, Remy 
barely wheezes across the marathon’s finish line, but en route 
finds a booster in a trainer named Bambi Buffer, who spews 
uplift while pressing Remy to train for a triathlon. Serenata sees 
cow-eyed conformists wherever she looks: in Bambi, in Remy’s 
fellow triathletes, in her own insufferable born-again daughter. 
But Shriver’s juiciest target is the woman who cost Remington 
his job, a simplistically rendered social justice warrior bogeyman: 
an unqualified 27-year-old Nigerian woman with a gender-studies 
degree who becomes Remington’s boss and then deliberately 
works to undermine him as an older white man. Alas, no triath-
lon can conquer the injustice of it all. There’s a note of intentional 
satire here: Remington’s goals and Serenata’s judgments are both 
inflated for effect. But in the process, Shriver has made a cartoon 
of her talents as a social observer.

Shriver has written some fine novels. Run away from 
this one.

ALMOND
Sohn, Won-pyung
Trans. by Lee, Sandy Joosun
HarperVia/HarperCollins (256 pp.) 
$25.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-06-296137-2  

A Korean teenager struggles with a 
rare emotional impairment.

Soon Yunjae, a highly intelligent 
teenage boy who lives with his mother 
and grandmother in Seoul, suffers from 

alexithymia, a defect believed to be rooted in the amygdala—
the almond-shaped region of the brain—that renders him inca-
pable of expressing, or even identifying, his emotions. Yunjae’s 

antagonist, nicknamed Gon, has returned to his home after 13 
years following a mysterious disappearance that saw him shunted 
among various foster homes and finally to a youth shelter. In that 
long exile, he’s become a hardened juvenile delinquent, bitter 
toward the father he believes abandoned him and acting out at 
every opportunity. When Yunjae becomes the victim of an act 
of random violence that shatters his life and thrusts him into an 
unwanted state of independence, Gon, sensing his classmate’s 
vulnerability, singles him out for special torment. The radical 
imbalance between Gon’s physical and emotional abuse and 
Yunjae’s inability to respond in any meaningful way fuels the 
novel’s escalating tension and justifies Yunjae’s blunt description 
of his story as one “about a monster meeting another monster.” 
But that imbalance subtly shifts as the two damaged boys inch 
toward something that looks like a friendship and becomes more 
complicated when a young girl named Dora enters the picture. 
In her debut novel, director and screenwriter Sohn makes the 
bold decision to choose an emotionally constricted first-person 
narrator, but the risk pays off. With the aid of a skillful transla-
tion, she conveys the hollowed-out feeling of Yunjae’s life and his 
almost inexpressible desire to overcome it, heightened by the 
contrast with Gon’s inability to control his rage. The novel will 
appeal fully to adults, but mature young readers who must cope 
in their everyday lives with the struggles of late adolescence will 
find themselves identifying with Yunjae and moved by his plight.

A sensitive exploration of what it’s like to live at life’s 
emotional poles.

THE BOOK OF V. 
Solomon, Anna
Henry Holt (320 pp.) 
$27.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-250-25701-7  

Esther, the Old Testament teen-
ager who reluctantly married a Persian 
king and saved her people, is connected 
across the ages to two more contem-
porary women in a sinuous, thoughtful 
braid of women’s unceasing struggles for 

liberty and identity.
Biblical Esther, second-wave feminist Vee, and contempo-

rary mother-of-two Lily are the women whose narrative strands 
and differing yet sometimes parallel dilemmas are interwoven 
in Solomon’s (Leaving Lucy Pear, 2016, etc.) questing, unpre-
dictable new novel. All three are grappling—some more dan-
gerously than others—with aspects of male power versus their 
own self-determination. Esther, selected from 40 virgins to be 
the second queen—after her predecessor, Vashti, was banished 
(or worse)—is the strangest. Her magical powers can bring on a 
shocking physical transformation or reanimate a skeletal bird, 
yet she is still a prisoner in a gilded cage, mother to an heir, frus-
trated daughter of an imperiled tribe. Vee, wife of an ambitious 
senator in 1970s Washington, finds herself a player in a House 
of Cards–type scenario, pressured toward sexual humiliation by 
her unscrupulous husband. Lily, in 21st-century Brooklyn, has 

A bold, fertile work lit by powerful images, almost 
old-school in its feminist commitment.

the book of v.
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chosen motherhood over work and is fretting about the cos-
tumes for her two daughters to wear at the Purim carnival hon-
oring Esther. Alongside questions of male dominance, issues of 
sexuality arise often, as do female communities, from Esther’s 
slave sisters to Vee’s consciousness-raising groups to Lily’s sew-
ing circle. And while layers of overlap continue among the three 
women’s stories—second wives, sewing, humming—so do sub-
tly different individual choices. Finely written and often vividly 
imagined, this is a cerebral, interior novel devoted to the notion 
of womanhood as a composite construction made up of myriad 
stories and influences.

A bold, fertile work lit by powerful images, often 
consumed by debate, almost old-school in its feminist 
commitment.

EXILE MUSIC
Steil, Jennifer
Viking (432 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-525-56181-1  

Even after escaping the horrors of 
Nazi-occupied Austria, a creative young 
girl continues to be tested as she strug-
gles to make a new life in Bolivia.

Orly Zingel, born in 1928 to musi-
cal Jewish parents living in Vienna, has 

grown up happy and comfortable. She has a best friend, a 
make-believe world, and a beloved extended family, but all 
these will quickly be lost to her in 1938, when the Germans 
take over Austria and swiftly begin persecuting its Jews. Her 
father, a viola player in the Vienna Philharmonic, loses his job, 
and her opera-singer mother will soon find it impossible to 
make music too; and then the family is forced from their home 
into a cramped, overcrowded apartment. Steil (The Ambassa-
dor’s Wife, 2013, etc.) traces this all-too-familiar descent a little y
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too sweetly in the scene-setting opening chapters but then 
with mounting intensity as Orly’s innocence is replaced by 
loss, shame, and terror. Fortunately, and after much effort, the 
Zingels secure visas to leave Austria, but their destination, La 
Paz in Bolivia, presents an immense culture shock which only 
Orly seems able to embrace. Befriending locals, she begins to 
learn both Spanish and Indian languages and delights in the 
country’s music and myths. Steil traces the extreme challenges 
faced by the immigrants, both initially and after the war ends, 
with commitment but excessive length. As the extent of the 
Holocaust becomes known, the survivors must deal not only 
with their own losses, but also the sight of Nazis settling in 
Bolivia, too. Grief, vengeance, and elements of restoration 
wind through Orly’s coming to terms with the past and her 
future, an important and touching journey though one that is 
diffused by its indulgent pacing.

An empathetic revisiting of horrific history rendered 
less conventional for a Holocaust novel by its unusual 
setting.

VANISHING MONUMENTS
Stintzi, John Elizabeth
Arsenal Pulp Press (304 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-55152-801-4  

A nonbinary photographer returns to 
haunt—and be haunted by—their child-
hood home in Winnipeg, Canada, after 
their mother’s dementia worsens.

Stintzi’s debut novel follows Alani 
Baum, a nonbinary photographer and teacher, as they return 
from Minneapolis to Winnipeg after a 27-year absence to 
wrap up their mother’s affairs. The protagonist, who often 
references Roman literature, tells us that to remember his 
speeches, the orator Cicero imagined “his rhetorical points 
pinned onto memorable things in a perfect recreation of his 
own palace in his mind, which allowed him to picture him-
self walking through the rooms he knew so well, visualizing 
things in his home that represented different movements in 
rhetoric.” The schema of Cicero’s memory palace serves as a 
blueprint for the novel as Alani moves through their mother’s 
house and revisits the fraught relationships with family, lov-
ers, and friends that reanimate the rooms: “As soon as you 
enter the upstairs bathroom you’ve set the sequences of these 
memories in motion. There’s no getting out now, and there’s 
no changing the order.” Such lyrical language comes as no sur-
prise from Stintzi, who will also debut a collection of poetry, 
Junebat, in April. The novel derives its title from the Monu-
ment against Fascism in Hamburg-Harburg, Germany, which 
Alani recalls learning about from a friend’s boyfriend in 1991. 
The monument was an aluminum column on which, beginning 
in 1986, visitors inscribed their names to pledge to fight fas-
cism. Once visitors filled part of the monument, people drove 
it into the ground, which provided more blank space to write. 
By the time Alani returns to Winnipeg, nothing is left of the 

monument, or Alani’s relationships, except memories—and 
the struggle to make meaning from those absences.

A surreal, poetic meditation on the struggle to feel at 
home with the past, family, and one’s own body.

ALL ADULTS HERE
Straub, Emma
Riverhead (368 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-59463-469-7 

When Astrid Strick witnesses a 
school bus run over a longtime acquain-
tance of hers—Barbara Baker, a woman 
she doesn’t like very much—it’s only the 
beginning of the shake-ups to come in 
her life and the lives of those she loves.

Astrid has been tootling along contentedly in the Hudson 
Valley town of Clapham, New York, a 68-year-old widow with 
three grown children. After many years of singlehood since her 
husband died, she’s been quietly seeing Birdie Gonzalez, her 
hairdresser, for the past two years, and after Barbara’s death she 
determines to tell her children about the relationship: “There 
was no time to waste, not in this life. There were always more 
school buses.” Elliot, her oldest, who’s in real estate, lives in 
Clapham with his wife, Wendy, who’s Chinese American, and 
their twins toddlers, Aidan and Zachary, who are “such hellions 
that only a fool would willingly ask for more.” Astrid’s daugh-
ter, Porter, owns a nearby farm producing artisanal goat cheese 
and has just gotten pregnant through a sperm bank while hav-
ing an affair with her married high school boyfriend. Nicky, the 
youngest Strick, is disconcertingly famous for having appeared 
in an era-defining movie when he was younger and now lives 
in Brooklyn with his French wife, Juliette, and their daughter, 
Cecelia, who’s being shipped up to live with Astrid for a while 
after her friend got mixed up with a pedophile she met online. 
As always, Straub (Modern Lovers, 2016, etc.) draws her charac-
ters warmly, making them appealing in their self-centeredness 
and generosity, their insecurity and hope. The cast is realisti-
cally diverse, though in most ways it’s fairly superficial; the fact 
that Birdie is Latina or Porter’s obstetrician is African Ameri-
can doesn’t have much impact on the story or their characters. 
Cecelia’s new friend, August, wants to make the transition to 
Robin; that storyline gets more attention, with the two middle 
schoolers supporting each other through challenging times. 
The Stricks worry about work, money, sex, and gossip; Straub 
has a sharp eye for her characters’ foibles and the details of their 
liberal, upper-middle-class milieu.

With humor and insight, Straub creates a family worth 
rooting for.
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LATITUDES OF LONGING
Swarup, Shubhangi
One World/Random House (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-593-13255-5  

A promising debut novel sweeps 
through a series of stories that join 
human lives to the natural world in 
South Asia.

The first book of fiction by Mumbai-
based journalist Swarup is made up of 

four linked novellas. Their titles—Islands, Faultline, Valley, and 
Snow Desert—suggest the book’s emphasis on how people con-
nect (or don’t) to their planet. Islands is a strong start, the engag-
ing story of an arranged marriage between two very different 
people that grows into genuine love. Girija Prasad, India born 
and Oxford educated, is a man of science. His bride, Chanda 
Devi, has more education than many Indian women but is 
also a mystic who routinely speaks to ghosts and trees and can 

sometimes see the future. In the middle of the 20th century, 
Girija’s government job takes them to the remote, wildly beau-
tiful Andaman Islands, a penal colony under the British Empire 
that newly independent India is trying to figure out what to 
do with. The book vividly recounts their often humorous, 
sometimes surreal, and ultimately touching relationship. The 
subsequent three sections are not as well developed. Faultline 
delves into the lives of Mary, a Burmese woman who was Girija 
and Chanda’s housekeeper, and her son, a political prisoner in 
Burma who has renamed himself Plato. Valley branches off from 
that section to follow Plato’s best friend, a smuggler from Nepal. 
Thapa is “a man nearing sixty, besotted by a girl young enough to 
be his granddaughter” whom he meets in a dance bar in Kath-
mandu. Thapa’s travels lead to the final section, Snow Desert, 
and the story of Apo, the aged leader of an isolated village in 
the icy Karakoram Mountains, in the no-man’s land between 
Pakistan and India. In all of the sections, the author writes of 
characters’ many visions of geological time and of the web of 
life endangered by human actions: “In the approaching horizon 
of the future, the calamity is a certain uncertainty, the greatest 
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one there ever will be. It links them all.” Visions are remarkable 
experiences that are notoriously difficult to capture in language, 
and here they fall into ineffectual repetition.

Aiming for a story of human connection to the universe, 
this novel falters after a strong start.

A HUNDRED SUNS
Tanabe, Karin
St. Martin’s (384 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-1-250-23147-5  

Just a month after moving to Hanoi 
in 1933, Jessie Lesage has lost her hus-
band and daughter in the train station. 
Why will no one believe her? Why does 
everyone insist she arrived alone?

Happily married to Victor, a lesser 
member of the renowned Michelin family, Jessie has trans-
formed from the eldest child of impoverished Virginian parents 
into a polished Parisian socialite. With their young daughter, 
Lucie, she is eager to help her husband gain a stronger foothold 
in the family business by moving to French colonial Indochina, 
where Victor can personally oversee the rubber plantations 
and factories. Given the recent unrest among the workers, still 
derogatively called “coolies” in the 1930s, the Michelins need 
a strong hand to quell potential worker uprisings. Of course, 
Jessie has a few personal reasons for wanting to leave France, 
too, including her meddlesome mother-in-law and her own 
past. Once in Hanoi, the Lesages meet the French expatriates, 
including Arnaud de Fabry, a prominent financier, and his wife, 
Marcelle. A former fashion model–turned–bon vivant with an 
Indochinois silk tycoon for a lover, Marcelle quickly tucks Jes-
sie under her wing. Soon, however, the shadows thicken. Not 
surprisingly, Victor does discover a communist overseer at one 
of the plantations. More strangely, on a business mission from 
Victor, Jessie witnesses a policeman (an officer eager to impress 
the Michelins) tossing the body of a tortured man into the 
streets, an event that sets in motion a plot of dastardly intent. 
Shifting focus back and forth between characters, Tanabe (The 
Diplomat’s Daughter, 2017, etc.) reveals secrets in exquisitely 
paced steps—just when the reader thinks she knows who can 
be trusted, Tanabe’s tale twists into another back alley, exposing 
another unexpected skeleton in a closet. With doubt clouding 
every corner, Tanabe ratchets up the tension as Marcelle seeks 
political and personal vengeance, and Jessie increasingly cannot 
tell reality from imagination.

A smart, riveting psychological thriller.

TWENTY YEARS OF 
THE CAINE PRIZE FOR 
AFRICAN WRITING 
The Caine Prize Committee
Interlink (240 pp.) 
$20.00 paper  |  Mar. 23, 2020
978-1-62371-935-7  

Best-of gathering of stories from the 
first two decades of the distinguished 
literary award devoted to African letters.

In his introduction, Nigerian poet 
and novelist Ben Okri writes that the Caine Prize for African 
Writing “has turned out to be a regenerator of African literature,” 
a literature that experienced a boom in the immediate post-colo-
nial era but is less well known today. The mostly young writers 
represented in the collection have, he continues, delivered “tales 
political, tales harrowing, tales humorous, tales told with vitality 
and passion and intelligence.” All that is abundantly evident in 
the editors’ choices. The inaugural piece, by the Egyptian writer 
Leila Aboulela, mirrors her own life as an immigrant to Scotland. 
Shadia, a young woman, has fallen behind in a statistics class and 
asks a Scottish classmate for his notes: “Her ignorance and the 
impending exams were horrors she wanted to escape,” Aboulela 
writes, but at the price of striking up a conversation with a man 
who has a disagreeable ponytail and earring: “The whole of him 
was pathetic,” she sniffs, and even when the young man, barely 
comprehensible because of his accent, expresses an interest 
in Islam (“Ah wouldnae mind travelling to Mecca), she can find 
no bridge to him. Other pieces speak to the difficulty of cross-
ing cultures, the Nigerian writer Rotimi Babatunde’s “Bombay’s 
Republic” being a sidelong case in point: A Nigerian soldier finds 
himself fighting the Japanese in Burma, save that the enemy has 
vanished because the British have put out the word that “the 
Africans are coming and that they eat people,” a calumny that 
demands a response—and finds one when he returns to his 
homeland. All the stories are excellent, but some are especially 
memorable, among them Henrietta Rose-Innes’ “Poison,” the 
2008 winner, which presciently speaks of an environmental apoc-
alypse that finds the sun over Cape Town “a pink bleached disk, 
like the moon of a different planet.”

Essential for students of contemporary world literature.

CATHERINE HOUSE
Thomas, Elisabeth
Morrow/HarperCollins (240 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 12, 2020
978-0-06-290565-9  

Students accepted to the mysterious 
and prestigious Catherine House agree 
to give up contact with the outside world 
for three years in exchange for unimagi-
nable power and influence.

Ines arrives at Catherine House 
because she has nowhere else to go. After months spent partying, 

A smart, riveting psychological thriller.
a hundred suns
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she has barely graduated high school. “I was staying out late, 
swallowing magic pills, and laughing so hard I threw up,” she 
recalls. Burdened by a deeply traumatic memory, Ines sees the 
isolation of Catherine House as a way to insulate herself from 
the consequences of the real world. But Ines quickly realizes 
that she doesn’t fit in at Catherine House either. She lacks the 
motivation that drives other Catherine students, like her quiet, 
focused roommate, Baby, who desperately wants to be accepted 
to the “new materials” concentration. The highly competitive 
department attracts the school’s best and brightest students 
as well as the bulk of its funding. But what do new materials 
students actually study in the laboratories of Catherine House’s 
basement? And why are all students asked to take part in cult-
like meditative sessions that seem to bind their identities to the 
school? Thomas’ debut borrows from the grand tradition of the 
gothic, exchanging ghosts for dubious scientific experimenta-
tion and excavating how figures of power and privilege manipu-
late disadvantaged students to their own benefit. Thomas is at 
her best when she cracks open the conventions of elite spaces 
and turns them on their heads. Instead of a whitewashed insti-
tution with token diversity, Catherine House brims with sexu-
ally fluid teens from all walks of life. And despite Catherine 
House’s reputation, the school crumbles from the inside out. 
Because Ines has experienced so much trauma, however, she’s 
often disconnected and distant from the characters and events 
that propel the plot forward. Even her curiosity and ability to 
explore Catherine’s depths are tamped down by depression and 
fear. This results in muted, lyrical observations about what it 
feels like to be in “the house...in the woods,” but it also means 
the reader only learns as much as Ines herself can see and pro-
cess. In the end, we’re shut out of the mysteries of Catherine 
House, too.

A promising but uneven debut that walks the line 
between speculative fiction and ghost story.

SIRI, WHO AM I?
Tschida, Sam
Quirk Books (352 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-68369-168-6  

A young woman with amnesia must 
use social media to figure out who she is 
in this quirky mystery.

Mia wakes up in an LA hospital 
dressed in Prada and a tiara with a mas-
sive head wound and no idea who she 

is. The trauma of the injury has caused amnesia, and the doc-
tor says time in familiar surroundings will help her remember. 
Unfortunately, the only reason she even knows her own name is 
because of her phone. Having retained a wide knowledge of pop 
culture and Twitter muscle memory but no clue about herself, 
she takes to her social media profiles to discover who she is. An 
Instagram photo of a house with the hashtag #homesweethome 
leads her to think she might be on the right track. Upon enter-
ing the house, however, she meets Max, a grad student who says 

he’s housesitting for a French billionaire, not Mia. With Max 
at her side, Mia attempts to figure out what exactly is going on 
before she runs out of money or the true owner of the house 
comes back. Tschida’s debut shines in its prose, maintaining a 
light, chatty tone as Mia narrates her struggles, complete with 
footnotes when appropriate. Despite not knowing who she is, 
Mia has a strong personality that will endear her to the reader, 
who will worry for her as the plot twists and turns. The dynamic 
between Mia and Max is playful and fun, keeping the mood light 
even when things start getting darker. Tschida’s a deft hand at 
characterization and dialogue; characters jump off the page and 
interact in interesting ways. The mystery isn’t easily solved, and 
the journey to the solution is clever and enjoyable.

A strong debut that’s fun and funny, perfect for lovers 
of modern romantic comedies and light mysteries.

THE LAST TRIAL
Turow, Scott
Grand Central Publishing (448 pp.) 
$29.00  |  May 12, 2020
978-1-5387-4813-8  

Trying his final case at 85, celebrated 
criminal defense lawyer Sandy Stern 
defends a Nobel-winning doctor  and 
longtime friend whose cancer wonder 
drug saved Stern’s life but subsequently 
led to the deaths of others.

Federal prosecutors are charging the eminent doctor, Kiril 
Pafko, with murder, fraud, and insider trading. An Argentine émi-
gré like Stern, Pafko is no angel. His counselor is certain he sold 
stock in the company that produced the drug, g-Livia, before 
users’ deaths were reported. The 78-year-old Nobelist is a serial 
adulterer whose former and current lovers have strong ties to 
the case. Working for one final time alongside his daughter and 
proficient legal partner, Marta, who has announced she will close 
the firm and retire along with her father following the case, Stern 
must deal not only with “senior moments” before Chief Judge 
Sonya “Sonny” Klonsky, but also his physical frailty. While tak-
ing a deep dive into the ups and downs of a complicated big-time 
trial, Turow (Testimony, 2017, etc.) crafts a love letter to his profes-
sion through his elegiac appreciation of Stern, who has appeared 
in all his Kindle County novels. The grandly mannered attorney 
(his favorite response is “Just so”) has dedicated himself to the 
law at great personal cost. But had he not spent so much of his 
life inside courtrooms, “He never would have known himself.” 
With its bland prosecutors, frequent focus on technical details 
like “double-blind clinical trials,” and lack of real surprises, the 
novel likely will disappoint some fans of legal thrillers. But this 
smoothly efficient book gains timely depth through its discus-
sion of thorny moral issues raised by a drug that can extend a 
cancer sufferer’s life expectancy at the risk of suddenly ending it.

A strongly felt, if not terribly gripping, sendoff for a 
Turow favorite nearly 35 years after his appearance in Pre-
sumed Innocent.
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I DON’T EXPECT 
ANYONE TO 
BELIEVE ME 
Villalobos, Juan Pablo
Trans. by Hahn, Daniel
And Other Stories (356 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-911508-48-9  

A grad student gets caught up in a 
world of gangsters.

Villalobos (I’ll Sell You a Dog, 2016, 
etc.) is known for experimental novels that tangle the absurd 
with the grotesque, the poignant with the foulmouthed. His lat-
est novel to appear in English might be his best yet. The story 
follows a Mexican literature student, conveniently named Juan 
Pablo Villalobos, who travels to Barcelona to work on his dis-
sertation and, by way of his cousin, gets caught up in a world 
of gangsters and thugs. He has to do what they tell him to do, 
or else. He finds himself casting his girlfriend aside, pursuing 
a Catalan lesbian named Laia, and, possibly worst of all, chang-
ing his dissertation topic. The narrative alternates between his 
point of view, his enraged girlfriend’s diary entries, and long, 
rambling letters from both his now-deceased cousin and his 
passive-aggressive, guilt-tripping mother, who refers to her-
self in the third person (“would it have killed you to call her on 
Christmas Eve?”). Villalobos’ narrative style is so propulsive 
it’s nearly impossible to stop reading. There’s certainly a mys-
tery—or two or three—buried under all this, but where the red 
herrings end and the mysteries begin could be anyone’s guess. 
Along the way, Villalobos has a lot to say about racism, color-
ism, tensions around immigration, literary theory—oh, and the 
nature, uses, and limits of humor in literature. This is a hilari-
ous novel, and it’s brilliant and it’s bittersweet, too, in surprising 
ways. The mixture is uneasy and also just right.

Pitch-perfect from start to finish.

HIT LIST
Woods, Stuart
Putnam (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Mar. 17, 2020
978-0-593-08322-2  

Stone Barrington under siege.
Stone’s name is the 10th and last on 

the list that crosses his desk. But since 
it’s accompanied by an unsigned note 
that adds, “Dead, no special order, start-
ing soon. Figure it out,” he wastes no time 

shoring up his defenses. And a good thing too, since his nemesis 
straightaway shoots three other victims and makes three clean 
getaways, along the way breaching the perimeter of Stone’s 
swanky East Side building and short-circuiting his security sys-
tem. But Stone’s idea of going to ground isn’t quite the same as 
yours or mine. When Vanessa Baker, the baker he slept with 
in Treason (2020), phones him, he responds without ado to her 

overtures, and she’s soon ensconced in his place. He huddles with 
his old NYPD partner, police commissioner Dino Bacchetti, and 
CIA director Lance Cabot to identify his aspiring executioner. 
His efforts, first to shake off, then to track down the predator, 
lead him and his Gulfstream 500 to his estate in England, to his 
place in Cold Harbor, Maine, and eventually to Santa Fe. When 
he’s attacked by a hired killer during a shopping trip in Turnbull 
& Asser, he shoots the assailant, then seeks to apply pressure that 
will lead him to the paymaster. He even finds time to proposition 
Holly Barker, the secretary of state whose presidential campaign 
would be mortally wounded by news of any assignation with him. 
More people will die but not anyone you care about, and certainly 
not Stone, whom Dino describes, with pardonable understate-
ment, as “the luckiest guy I know.”

Strictly for fans prepared to worry that Woods’ highfly-
ing franchise hero may actually breathe his last this time.

THE NARCISSISM OF 
SMALL DIFFERENCES
Zadoorian, Michael
Akashic (304 pp.) 
$28.95  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-61775-818-8  

A Detroit couple faces personal and 
professional challenges.

The latest novel by Zadoorian (Beauti-
ful Music, 2018, etc.) explores the lives of 
two people questioning the relationship 

they’ve been in for the last 15 years. It’s 2009; Ana Urbanek and 
Joe Keen live a comfortable life in Detroit. Ana works in advertis-
ing, where she makes a good living. Joe is a freelance writer, and 
his income is far more variable and intermittent. While the eco-
nomic disparity between their professions leads to some tension 
within the relationship, it’s minor. Though they’ve been together 
for a while, neither Joe nor Ana has an interest in having children, 
and even marriage is something that seems overly formal. As 
both turn 40, however, the occasion makes them question their 
choices in life. Ana gets a promotion at work while Joe takes a 
day job; each of those offers its own challenges to their senses of 
self and to the relationship they’ve nurtured for so long. These 
themes are accentuated by the choice of setting, both in terms of 
the city and in terms of the year. Detroit in 2009 is depicted as 
a place whose glory days are behind it and whose future is uncer-
tain. Ana and Joe are neither fortune-seeking gentrifiers nor griz-
zled veterans, and their need to find a specific place where they 
belong makes for some of this novel’s most affecting moments. 
The parallel narratives don’t quite line up, as Ana’s challenges, 
including doing work for an organization she feels ideologically 
opposed to and grappling with a potential workplace romance, 
feel several echelons higher than Joe’s. But overall, Zadoorian 
concisely evokes his protagonists’ struggles.

This novel’s stakes can sometimes feel too modest, but 
its empathy and lived-in qualities are both appealing.

Pitch-perfect from start to finish.
i  don’t expect anyone to believe me
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THE GOOD WIFE
Adams, Jane A.
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-7278-8962-1

London copper DCI Henry John-
stone (The Clockmaker, 2019, etc.) brings 
his famous murder bag to the country to 
investigate a grisly killing.

In 1929, there’s no better place for 
the citizens of Newark-on-Trent to spend 

the spring bank holiday than Southwell Races. In addition to 
a chance to see the magnificent thoroughbreds put through 
their paces, there’s betting for the punters, rides for little ones, 
and a place to have a picnic lunch in the open air. It’s little won-
der that Dr. Ephraim Phillips and his wife, Nora, make for the 
fairgrounds with their three small children or that their close 
friends Dr. Clive and Martha Mason go with them. Even though 
the Masons have not been blessed with children, their friend-
ship with the Phillipses gives outgoing Martha the chance to 
exercise her charm on Nora’s unruly brood. Unfortunately, of 
the four friends who venture out to the fairgrounds, only three 
are destined to return, and the brutal death of the fourth sends 
shock waves through the village. And once he views the body 
stashed away in the empty horsebox, head bashed in by a 
blunt object, Sgt. Emory knows that this is no job for the local 
police. He calls the Central Office of the Metropolitan Police 
to have DCI Johnstone and Sgt. Mickey Hitchens sent up to 
help. Johnstone is no paragon of tact: His blunt interrogations 
have ruffled more than one witness. But his reliance on data and 
scientific methods, including the equipment in his murder bag, 
make him the ideal detective to crack a case that brings a new 
twist almost daily. It takes an investigator who takes nothing for 
granted to solve a murder where nothing is as it seems. 

Fast-paced fun.

THE LAST SCOOP
Belsky, R.G.
Oceanview (368 pp.) 
$26.95  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-60809-357-1  

The murder of her first boss and 
mentor leads Channel 10 News director 
Clare Carlson (Below the Fold, 2019, etc.) 
to a serial killer of the worst kind: the 
one whose victims have never been con-
nected to each other.

Newspaper editor Martin Barlow may have retired, but 
he still can’t resist a great story. And this one, he tells Clare, 
is “the biggest story of my life,” one that starts with New York 

District Attorney Terri Hartwell and leads to “more than one 
murder. Maybe lots of them.” When Marty’s beaten to death 
the next day outside the town house where he lives with his 
daughter’s family, Clare knows she has to follow the hints he’s 
left her about the wraithlike killer he’s dubbed The Wanderer. 
But she can’t imagine what Hartwell’s rumored political aspira-
tions have to do with the stabbing of high school cheerleader 
Becky Bluso in Eckersville, Indiana, nearly 30 years ago. Her 
brief visit to a Chelsea house of rough-sex prostitution reveals 
nothing more substantive than a warning that there’s no story 
here and she should lay off it. Although she uses her relation-
ship with her married ex-lover, Scott Manning, who’s now with 
the FBI Behavioral Sciences Unit, to maneuver herself into the 
FBI investigation of five murders linked by DNA, her attempt 
to link backroom political operative Russell Danziger, who’s 
been working with Hartwell, backfires when his own DNA isn’t 
a match. Meanwhile, she frets about getting scooped, getting 
fired, and getting shut out by Linda Nesbitt, the daughter in 
Virginia she’s never acknowledged as hers. Buffeted by a per-
fect storm of crimes ranging from political shenanigans to serial 
homicide, Clare can only hope that “a big story always made 
everything better.”

Readers sucked in by the torrid pace may well overlook 
the ramshackle plotting. Even the final surprise falls flat.

THE SCENT OF DANGER
Buckley, Fiona
Severn House (240 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1780291338  

For Queen Elizabeth’s half sister and 
sometime spy, even a trip to visit rela-
tives is fraught with danger in 1586.

Ursula Stannard’s last adventure (A 
Web of Silk, 2019, etc.) left her with twin 
girls to care for. One is now married; 
the other, 20-year-old Joyce, still lives 

with her and still blames her for her father’s incarceration in 
the Tower of London. While going over the ledgers for one 
of her properties, Ursula realizes that her trusted steward has 
been cheating her. When she and Roger Brockley, her longtime 
servant and partner in adventure, ask for an explanation, the 
steward tells them he’s being blackmailed by his Uncle Crispin 
about a youthful indiscretion. Deciding to kill three birds with 
one stone, Ursula, Joyce, the Brockleys, and a groom travel to 
Devon to threaten Crispin, visit her relatives, the Hillman fam-
ily, and check up on two agents she recruited for Walsingham, 
the queen’s spymaster. Upon their arrival, Ursula learns Peter 
Gray, one of the agents, has been killed in a very odd accident 
and that Gregory Reeves, the other agent, was found frozen to 
death on the moor. Certain that neither death was accidental, 
Ursula begins to ask questions. Because a fire at her relatives’ 
house has made space tight, she and her party rent rooms from 
Henry and Catherine Gresham, a puritanical couple who are 
forcing their daughter, Mildred, into marriage with a much older 
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man. Ursula seeks help from the vicar, Dr. Lucious Parker, and 
his homely but clever sister, Sabina. All too soon, word spreads 
about Ursula’s quest, and she nearly dies when she’s poisoned 
in a tavern. She recovers but becomes increasingly entangled in 
local affairs like Mildred’s doomed romance. Sick and tired of 
endless involvement in the queen’s business, she nevertheless 
feels it her duty to persevere even though she fears for her life.

An action-packed mystery bathed in impeccable his-
toric atmosphere.

BEYOND GONE
Corleone, Douglas
Severn House (256 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-0727889850  

Simon Fisk, the Return Specialist, 
combs northern Nigeria for a kidnapped 
teen with secretly fearsome connections.

Scores of young women are abducted 
every year by the fundamentalist Islamic 
terrorist group Rusul Alharb. But very 

few of them have the pedigree of Adaku Oni, 16, who’s actually 
Peace Corps volunteer Kishana Coleman, granddaughter of U.S. 
Secretary of State James Coleman, who’s been posing as a Suda-
nese aid worker. Like most grandparents, the secretary would 
do anything to get his beloved granddaughter back, and in his 
case, that includes luring Simon to Africa under false pretenses 
and framing him for murder (the stick), then promising him a 
new start in life and a free ride to college for his daughter, Hailey, 
whom Simon found many years after her own kidnapping (Gone 
Cold, 2015) and stashed in Moldova with his lover, former War-
saw attorney Anastazja Staszak (the carrot). Only after Simon 
agrees to look for Kishana does Coleman add a condition: 
He’ll be accompanied by Simon’s own college girlfriend, Jadine 
Visser, whom Coleman has undisclosed reasons for wanting to 
tag along. Jadine, a professor at the University of Cape Town, 
has none of the professional credentials Simon would normally 
require of anyone joining him on such a dangerous mission. But 
he reluctantly accepts her companionship and leaves the city for 
the hinterlands that are Rusul Alharb’s stronghold. That’s where 
he’ll find unwilling informants, unreliable allies, and disconcert-
ing evidence that Kishana may well have been radicalized by her 
captors, reunited with her father, Rusul Alharb member Ahmad 
Abdulaziz, and turned into a killing machine herself.

A starchy blend of action and suspense fueled by well-
placed surprises that frequently upstage the violent set 
pieces.

ROAR BACK 
Farrow, John
Severn House (256 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-0727889379  

Montreal cop Émile Cinq-Mars (Ball 
Park, 2019, etc.) follows a winding trail 
from 28 break-ins at an apartment com-
plex to a gang war that could level a lot 
more than the playing field.

After punching holes in the windows 
of 17 of the apartments and snipping the locks on the storage 
sheds of 11 more, the thieves helped themselves to all the toasters 
they could carry. Why take all this trouble on a single night to 
heist such negligible swag and leave behind a dead man pinned to 
the inside of a closet with a machete? Before Cinq-Mars, newly 
promoted to sergeant-detective in 1978, can get much further 
than asking this question, his retired mentor, Capt. Armand Tou-
ton, commands him to persuade the Rev. Alex Montour not to 
attend the parole hearing to urge the release of car thief Johnny 
Bondar, who really needs to stay in prison. Montour, a pastor who 
turns out to be a woman, won’t be persuaded; Bondar is duly set 
loose; and things promptly get weirder and more violent. Soon 
after Cinq-Mars and Detective Norville “Poof-Poof” Geoffrion, 
the hapless partner assigned to him, interview Moira Ellibee, a 
robbery victim who assured them that the man who assaulted her 
in the process must have been an apparition because she’s been 
under the personal protection of the Blessed Virgin since she was 
14, mobster Dominic “The Dime” Letourneau and his mistress 
du jour are blown to pieces. When Poof-Poof follows Detec-
tive Alfred Morin and Sergeant-Detective Jerôme LaFôret, the 
homicide detectives who’ve grabbed the machete murder from 
them, to Bondar’s coming-out party, Bondar is killed along with 
Poof-Poof. All these crimes are connected, more or less, by the 
figure of Willy “Coalface” d’Alessandro, a cop whose two decades 
undercover with the mob have given him a tapestry of loyalties as 
complicated as his survival instinct is simple.

Remarkable stuff. Fans of Bill James’ Harpur and Iles 
saga of cops and robbers are in for quite a treat.

AFTER SHE WROTE HIM
Gentill, Sulari
Poisoned Pen (256 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-1-7282-0915-9  

Did she create him, or did he create 
her? And who killed whom?

A murky prologue reveals the discov-
ery of a dead man at a gallery, triggering 
a buzz of excitement and speculation. 
Gentill (Give the Devil His Due, 2019, etc.) 

introduces a yin-yang pair of protagonists. Lawyer and writer 
Madeleine d’Leon gets a burst of inspiration about a new char-
acter: Edward “Ned” McGinnity, a literary novelist permanently 
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scarred by the loss of his family in a tragic accident. Edward, for 
his part, is pleased with his new creation, crime writer Made-
leine d’Leon. Edward’s lover is Willow Meriwether, whose work 
is being shown at the gallery where the murder occurred and 
who is the first witness to be questioned by police. The victim 
is ruthless editor Geoffrey Vogel, who was far from friendly 
with Edward. Though Madeleine has made her reputation writ-
ing mysteries, she struggles with the very different demands 
of a police procedural. As Edward emerges as a prime suspect, 
his portrayal of Madeleine deepens to include her grief over a 
miscarriage and a largely loveless marriage. And as Madeleine 
becomes more involved in her creation of Edward to escape her 
personal problems, so Edward focuses on his own creation in 
order to deny the seriousness of his plight as a suspect. Lines 
become even more blurred when the lives of Madeleine and 
Edward interact and both characters develop a dangerous 
obsession that threatens to destroy them. This was the winner 
of Australia’s Ned Kelly Award for best fiction.

Brisk and refreshing. Gentill sustains her tantalizing 
premise with crisp prose and accelerating suspense.

AUNTIE POLDI AND THE 
HANDSOME ANTONIO
Giordano, Mario
Mariner/Houghton Mifflin Harcourt 
(352 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-358-30942-0 

Dreams of a sweet Sicilian retire-
ment are dashed for a Munich matron 
when her ex turns up and entices her into 
a murder investigation. 

The story opens at a moment of high drama: A shady char-
acter known as Handsome Antonio is holding a fish cleaver up 
to the throat of beloved Auntie Poldi. The witness and chroni-
cler of this scene is her nephew, an aspiring writer who’s the gre-
garious first-person narrator of her adventures (Auntie Poldi and 
the Sicilian Lion, 2018, etc.). Antonio wants, and assumes that 
Poldi has, “it!” But before the reader can learn what “it” is, the 
story flashes back to a visit Poldi receives from her Tanzanian 
ex-husband, John Owenya, whom she thought she was well rid 
of. Not only does this put a crimp in her budding relationship 
with Vito Montana; John’s half brother, Thomas, has disap-
peared, presumably on the run from the Mafia. Given her repu-
tation as a detective, it’s no wonder that John wants Poldi’s help. 
The only clue left behind is a card with the name “Handsome 
Antonio” and a 12-digit number printed on it. And so the game 
is afoot, Poldi’s heedless headlong sleuthing (she rides a Vespa) 
chafing against her nephew’s long-winded timidity. The murder 
of Thomas raises the stakes but doesn’t darken the tone of this 
comic caper. There’s no dearth of banter, chases, and narrow 
escapes. A dash of zest comes from capsule descriptions of the 
narrative at the beginning of each chapter.

Giordano’s third Auntie Poldi mystery is frothy, if for-
gettable, fun. Mrs. Pollifax would be proud.

A STUDY IN MURDER
Hutton, Callie
Crooked Lane (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 12, 2020
978-1-64385-302-4  

Romance author Hutton (His Rebel-
lious Lass, 2019, etc.) turns to mystery in 
this tale of dark doings among the haute 
ton of Bath.

Lady Amy Lovell is perfectly content 
to occupy 1890 with visits to the other 

gentle ladies of her class, lively debates at the local book club, 
her friendship with William, Viscount Wethington, and, of 
course, her secret life writing mystery novels under the pen 
name E.D. Burton. She’s not quite sure why she allowed her 
father to press her into an engagement with shipping magnate 
Ronald St. Vincent. But once she receives an anonymous letter 
alleging that her fiance is involved in the opium trade, he swiftly 
becomes her ex-fiance, an appellation she insists on heatedly 
and repeatedly once he’s found in her garden with a knife in his 
chest. Like all mystery writers, Lady Amy believes firmly that 
no one is better equipped to solve the case than she is, and like 
all police officers, detectives Edwin Marsh and Ralph Carson of 
the Bath constabulary invite her with increasing urgency to butt 
out. The friction between professional and amateur sleuths leads 
to a series of repetitive confrontations between Lady Amy and 
the law, interspersed with a series of equally pedestrian encoun-
ters with suspects. Hutton, who writes spicy Regency romances, 
keeps the temperature between Lady Amy and Wethington well 
below a simmer as the two dutifully rehash each conversation 
and ponder their next move. Although there’s plenty of bad 
behavior, the two build so little momentum that the big reveal 
is a letdown since the culprit could be pretty much anyone.

A quicker pace and more careful cluing would help.

OF MICE AND MINESTRONE
Lansdale, Joe R.
Tachyon (224 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  May 14, 2020
978-1-61696-323-1  

Five stories, four of them new, filling 
in more of the early years of that imper-
ishable East Texas duo, Hap Collins and 
Leonard Pine.

Kathleen Kent’s brief introduction 
suggests that the running theme here is 

“Kindness and Cruelty.” An even more precise motto might be 
“Violence Is Inevitable,” since Lansdale consistently treats the 
often lethal outbursts of his characters in disarmingly matter-of-
fact terms, as if the boys couldn’t help it. Three of the stories pres-
ent Hap (white, straight, tough, sentimental) in the days before 
he met Leonard (black, gay, tougher, chip on shoulder), and two 
of them barely count as stories: “The Kitchen” is a retrospec-
tive valentine to the simple pleasures of a family visit to Hap’s 
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the price of admission.
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grandmother, and “The Sabine Was High” allows the pair to 
swap anecdotes about Hap’s stint in prison and Leonard’s hitch 
in Vietnam after Hap meets the bus bringing Leonard home. In 
between, the title story shows Hap’s futile attempts to rescue a 
stranger named Minnie from the husband who batters her, tracks 
her down to her sister’s, and maybe kills her; “The Watering 
Shed,” the sole reprint, tracks the progress from Hap and Leon-
ard’s maiden voyage to a local bar to a suddenly ugly, race-tinged 
quarrel that leaves two men dead; and “Sparring Partner,” the 
longest and best of the lot, follows the two friends to the per-
fect milieu, the boxing ring, where they hire out as punching bags 
for allegedly more dangerous opponents and where ritualized 
violence is subject to rules that have to be followed unless they 
don’t. The dialogue throughout is worth the price of admission, 
not as stylized as Elmore Leonard’s but laden with the same irre-
sistible combination of relaxed badinage and playful threats that 
sometimes spiral into serious consequences while still remaining 
playful.

The 17 down-home recipes contributed by Lansdale’s 
daughter, Kasey, many of them as chatty as the stories, are 
a bonus.

THE SECRETS OF BONES
Logan, Kylie 
Minotaur (336 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-250-18059-9  

After a cadaver dog finds a body hid-
den at a parochial school, the staff is 
shocked to learn that the departed is a 
former colleague.

Assembly Day at St. Catherine’s Pre-
paratory Academy for Girls is all about 

showcasing job opportunities for students, and administrative 
assistant Jazz Ramsey has a unique career path she wants to 
share. She’s in the process of training Wally, her Airedale puppy, 
to become a human remains detection dog, an expert who can 
assist in police searches to find bodies whose presence people 
might never discover. Because Wally’s only just learning, Jazz 
borrows Gus, a retired HRD dog, for her demo for the girls, 
hoping Gus will find the bone and tooth she’s hidden in the 
room. When Gus alerts her at an unexpected spot, Jazz hustles 
the girls out and phones the police, knowing there must be a 
body concealed nearby. And so there is. It appears from the 
jeweled cross it sports that Bernadette Quinn, a teacher who 
resigned from the school some three years earlier, has never 
really left. Jazz and her boss, Sister Eileen Flannery, are stunned 
by the discovery. Though Bernadette was controversial because 
of her strict rules, her religious fervor, and her insistence that 
she spoke directly to angels, there was never any indication of 
foul play in her departure. Because Bernadette’s close relation-
ship to the school makes the cops suspect that Eileen might 
have had something to do with her death, Jazz starts asking 
questions to help clear Eileen’s name. At first she thinks it’s a 
good excuse to connect with police officer Nick Kolesov, her 

ex-boyfriend, and learn more about her former colleague; even-
tually, she’s disconcerted to learn that Bernadette might have 
been hiding some major secrets. 

Only a puppy would be surprised by the big reveal, but 
the amiable lead makes the reading worthwhile.

DEATH ON TUCKERNUCK
Mathews, Francine
Soho Crime (264 pp.) 
$27.95  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-61695-993-7  

A wedding, a hurricane, and a murder 
combine in a breathtaking mélange.

Little do Nantucket police officer 
Meredith Folger and her fiance, Peter 
Mason (Death on Nantucket, 2017, etc.), 
know that their last-minute wedding 

plans are soon to go awry. Since cold, distant new police chief 
Bob Pocock cuts Merry no slack, she’s working until the last 
minute. Dionis Mather and her father, Jack, have a family busi-
ness taking care of the denizens of Tuckernuck, a small pri-
vate island off the grid, who are completely dependent on the 
Mathers’ boats to ferry them and all their supplies from nearby 
Nantucket. When a hurricane is forecast, Dionis and Jack 
mobilize to help the few still left on the island in September 
board up their houses and leave for Nantucket before the storm 
strikes. The only flies in the ointment are entitled NFL quarter-
back Todd Benson and his supermodel wife, who have nothing 
to do with the rest of the islanders, most of whose houses have 
been handed down through generations. Although the Bensons 
are not at their recently built mansion, they’ve left two horses 
and their stable girl, Mandy, without any plans for their safety. 
Mandy turns up as the Mathers are evacuating the last people, 
demanding a seat on the boat and refusing to stay with the 
horses. As the Category 3 storm approaches, Dionis sees and 
reports a distress rocket off Tuckernuck to the Coast Guard. 
Jack suffers a heart attack, and she promises him she’ll return 
and help those horses. The Coast Guard sends a chopper to a 
grounded yacht, where they find two people badly wounded. 
The woman dies on the way to the hospital, and the man’s head 
wound renders him unable to answer questions, giving Merry a 
possible murder to solve. Dionis ends up marooned on Tucker-
nuck at the height of the storm, caring for both horses and a 
man with a bullet wound. Can Merry work out the relations 
among all these doings before her wedding day?

An exhilarating, page-turning blend of mystery, detec-
tion, romance, and people-versus-the-elements.
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A SILENT DEATH
May, Peter
Quercus (432 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Mar. 31, 2020
978-1-78429-498-4  

A Spanish cop, incurring a crime 
lord’s vengeful and wholly unearned 
wrath, is saddled with a new partner she’s 
not crazy about herself.

Agreeing to take a late-night call to 
cover for a colleague who wants to go 

home to his wife and baby, Officer Cristina Sánchez Pradell, of 
Marviña’s Policía Local, finds herself face to face with a man she 
takes to be an armed intruder. Before he can identify himself as 
Ian Templeton, who broke into his own house after he forgot his 
keys, he’s startled by a dark figure behind him and fires three 
shots, killing Angela Fry, the pregnant girlfriend who’d returned 
with him. Templeton, who’s actually Jack Cleland, a British fugi-
tive widely sought for drug trafficking and killing a cop, blames 
Cristina’s presence for Angela’s death and swears revenge against 
her whole family. That includes her husband, Antonio; their 
10-year-old son, Lucas; her cancer-stricken sister, Nuri; Nuri’s 
husband, fellow police officer Paco; and Ana, Cristina’s deaf, 
blind aunt, whose role will be pivotal. Cleland’s threats ring hol-
low as long as he’s in custody, but on the journey to transfer him to 
the custody of John Mackenzie, a disgraced ex-cop on his first day 
as an investigator for Britain’s National Crime Agency, Cleland’s 
underlings break him out, killing one cop and shooting Paco non-
fatally so that he can relay the news to Cristina. Mackenzie, a Scot 
who has long-standing issues with authority figures of all kinds, 
is ready to take the next flight home, but Sub-Inspector Miguel 
López, the chief of Marviña Station, insists that he stay and help 
Cristina, who clearly needs all the help she can get, however anti-
pathetic its source. As the unwilling partners track down leads to 
Cleland’s present whereabouts, Cleland, effortlessly outmaneu-
vering them, zeroes in on one soft target after another. May (I’ll 
Keep You Safe, 2018, etc.) keeps a few surprises in reserve but not 
enough to prevent you from thinking you’ve seen this all before.

Familiar thrills lashed to a razor’s edge.

SHAKESPEARE FOR 
SQUIRRELS
Moore, Christopher
Morrow/HarperCollins (288 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 12, 2020
978-0-06-243402-9  

Manic parodist Moore, fresh off a 
season in 1947 San Francisco (Noir, 2018), 
returns with a rare gift for Shakespeare 
fans who think A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream would be perfect if only it were a 

little more madcap.
Cast adrift by pirates together with his apprentice, half-

wit giant Drool, and Jeff, his barely less intelligent monkey, 

Pocket of Dog Snogging upon Ouze, jester to the late King 
Lear, washes ashore in Shakespeare’s Athens, where Cobweb, a 
squirrel by day and fairy by night, takes him under her wing and 
other parts. Soon after he encounters Robin Goodfellow (the 
Puck), jester to shadow king Oberon, and Nick Bottom and 
the other clueless mechanicals rehearsing Pyramus and Thisby 
in a nearby forest before they present it in celebration of the 
wedding of Theseus, Duke of Athens, to Hippolyta, the captive 
Amazon queen who’s captured his heart, Pocket (The Serpent of 
Venice, 2014, etc.) finds Robin fatally shot by an arrow. Suspected 
briefly of the murder himself, he’s commissioned, first by Hip-
polyta, then by the unwitting Theseus, to identify the Puck’s 
killer. Oh, and Egeus, the Duke’s steward, wants him to find and 
execute Lysander, who’s run off with Egeus’ daughter, Hermia, 
instead of marrying Helena, who’s in love with Demetrius. As 
English majors can attest, a remarkable amount of this mad-
ness can already be found in Shakespeare’s play. Moore’s con-
tribution is to amp up the couplings, bawdy language, violence, 
and metatextual analogies between the royals, the fairies, the 
mechanicals, his own interloping hero, and any number of other 
plays by the Bard.

A kicky, kinky, wildly inventive 21st-century mashup 
with franker language and a higher body count than Hamlet.

WILDFIRE
Oldham, Nick
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-0727889591  

DCI Henry Christie’s best attempts 
at retirement come to naught.

Custody sergeant Bill Heaton is 
pretty well satisfied that Thomas Costain 
is the man who kicked Damian Med-
way to death on a quiet Lancaster street. 
And soon after the local constabulary 

puts Tommy under 72-hour arrest, Brendan O’Hara and Cillian 
Roche, a pair of killers hired by his gang-lord grandfather, Con-
rad Costain, break into the jail, kill Heaton, free Tommy from 
his cell, and run off. Detective Superintendent Rik Dean, his 
forces stretched to their limit by a fire that’s claimed the lives 
of Andrea Greatrix and the child she held on her lap, wants 
Henry (Bad Cops, 2018, etc.) to help out DC Diane Daniels, of 
the Force Major Investigative Team—or, actually, to let Diane, 
who worked with Henry long ago and still admires him, to 
help him as he tries to make sense of this outbreak of violence. 
Henry, who’s already been targeted by O’Hara and Roche for 
personal revenge ever since he asked them to stop vaping at The 
Tawny Owl, the pub he runs, holds out for the outrageous sum 
of 1,000 pounds a day. Once he gets it, he throws himself as 
wholeheartedly into the case as if he were 30 years younger. And 
a good thing too, for the killings, which have continued apace 
with the beheading of Isobel York and the dismembering of her 
husband, John, show no sign of abating. It’s clear that the crime 
family run by the patriarch Conrad Costain is behind most of 
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the mayhem, but a forgotten figure from Henry’s past turns up 
to claim a share of the credit.

Stouthearted police battle better-armed criminals to 
an outcome as implausible as it is inevitable.

READ OR ALIVE
Page, Nora
Crooked Lane (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 12, 2020
978-1-64385-301-7  

Book collecting goes south for the 
septuagenarian set when a librarian and 
her friends become murder suspects in 
the death of a shady dealer.

Cleo Watkins, who’s such a book 
lover that she captains the library’s 

Words on Wheels bookmobile, is nothing but thrilled that 
Henry Lafayette, her gentleman friend, has arranged for the 
Georgia Antiquarian Book Society Fair to be held in Catalpa 
Springs. But when her cousin Dot decides she doesn’t want 
dealer Hunter Fox selling her first edition of Gone With the Wind 
and other sentimental favorites, things go sideways fast. Hunt-
er’s claim that he’s never met Dot before—and never took her 
books—so infuriates her that she stomps her foot in anger, and 
Hunter’s claim is supported by flirtatious seller Kitty Peavey, a 
belle of the book-dealing ball who seems able to convince any-
one of the male persuasion of her version of the truth. The most 
important man convinced that Dot is trying to take advantage of 
poor Hunter is professor Weber, head of the society and Kitty’s 

“pre-fiancé.” So while Dot complains to Cleo about the injustice 
of it all, the society members are treating Dot and Cleo both as 
undesirables. It’s enough to make Cleo vow to get Dot’s books 
back. Before Cleo can do much of anything, though, Hunter is 
killed, and suddenly Cleo and Dot’s vow for justice sounds like 
the foundation of a murder plan, at least to the police. Cleo’s 
got to find the killer to save herself, Dot, and even Henry, who’s 
also implicated in the crime—oh, no!

A niche read for book fiends and book lovers that won’t 
raise anyone’s blood pressure.

CLOSE UP
Quick, Amanda
Berkley (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-9848-0684-0  

Quick returns to 1930s California 
(Tightrope, 2019, etc.) with another sexy 
but derivative thriller.

After refusing to marry the man her 
wealthy parents favored, fiercely inde-
pendent Vivian Brazier moved from San 

Francisco to Adelina Beach to pursue her career as an art pho-
tographer. Her mother and sister, Lyra, who becomes engaged 

to Vivian’s reject, send her gifts, but her father has cut off sup-
port, so she does studio portraits and freelance photojournal-
ism to support herself. Studying her own photos surrounding 
the murder of Hollywood star Clara Carstairs by the Dagger 
Killer leads her to believe the perp is a photographer, and her 
tip to the police puts them on the right path. But a chance to 
sell her work at Fenella Penfield’s gallery falls through, and Viv-
ian is stunned when she uses her sixth sense to learn that Fenella 
is furious over Vivian’s photos of nude men. Meantime, Nick 
Sundridge, who works with his dog, Rex, as a private eye, is 
striving to harness his strange fever dreams to help his inves-
tigations. After Vivian’s narrow escape from the Dagger Killer, 
Nick arrives to warn her that she’s marked for death by a hired 
killer. He’s an emissary for Luther Pell, who is an old wartime 
friend of his uncle’s and who runs a nightclub in Burning Cove 
and has connections to the FBI and other government agencies. 
Nick convinces Vivian that he can protect her by posing as her 
assistant while trying to find the killer whose coded journal of 
poems contains the names of his victims and the methods he’s 
used to kill them. Escaping when the killer tries to burn them 
alive, Nick and Vivian (and Rex) move to the Burning Cove 
Hotel, where they set a trap for their quarry while the flame of 
their attraction burns brighter.

The overly complicated mystery plays second fiddle to 
the sexual tango between two psychic partners.

A FULL COLD MOON
Redmond, Lissa Marie
Severn House (240 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-0727889874  

A Buffalo cop adds yet another 
bizarre case to her string of bad-luck 
investigations.

Police detective Lauren Riley’s badly 
injured partner, Shane Reese (The Murder 
Book, 2019, etc.), is recovering in Lauren’s 

home while she’s transferred from working cold cases to Homi-
cide till he returns. Lauren’s stuck working with a detective 
soon to retire in what looks to become the tricky case of Gun-
nar Jonsson, from Reykjavik, found beaten to death with a brick 
near his upscale hotel. Although Buffalo has its share of mur-
ders, few of the victims are foreign citizens, so the FBI quickly 
becomes involved. A search of Jonsson’s room reveals DNA test 
results that explain his reason for visiting Buffalo: his discovery 
of the father he never knew. The product of a one-night stand, 
Gunnar has a half brother in Iceland and two newly discovered 
American half siblings, Brooklyn and Ryan, whose seriously ill 
father, John Hudson, had recently won a multimillion-dollar 
settlement that gives all his relatives a very good motive for 
murder. Lauren’s FBI partner, Special Agent Matthew Law-
ton, a computer expert with no real crime-solving experience, 
pitches in, and they turn up a new lead when the hotel’s daytime 
desk manager reveals that Gunnar was sharing a room with a 
Mr. Steinarsson, whom she assumed was his husband and who 
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checked out the day of Gunnar’s murder. Pressed by the Ice-
landic government and the wealthy Mr. Hudson, the police and 
FBI send Lauren and Matt to Iceland looking for more clues 
while their colleagues keep after Brooklyn, a drug addict, and 
Ryan and his wife, who still seem like the best bet. In Iceland 
they partner with Berg Arnason as they seek out Steinarsson, 
a wealthy, well-connected businessman so determined to evade 
them that they begin to wonder what he’s hiding.

A prime character-driven procedural with the added 
allure of Iceland.

BERKELEY NOIR
Ed. by Thompson, Jerry & Hill, Owen
Akashic (256 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-61775-797-6  

Sixteen new stories reveal the darker 
side of friendly, funky Berkeley.

What kind of crime could possibly 
fester in a town named for an 18th-cen-
tury British philosopher? Well, there’s 
academic crime. A prep school tutor 

helps produce photo-edited porn in Jason S. Ridler’s “Shallow 
and Deep.” A professor buys a child bride in Summer Brenner’s 

“Identity Theft.” A high school senior witnesses the abduction 
of his AP British Literature teacher in Michael David Lukas’ 

“Dear Fellow Graduates.” Slightly darker is the counterculture 
crime: Editor Hill in “Righteous Kill” and Shanthi Sekaran in 

“Eat Your Pheasant, Drink Your Wine” both show what hap-
pens when the economically oppressed rise up against their 
oppressors. In “Lucky Day,” Thomas Burchfield reveals the evil 
that can come when a well-meaning aide breaks his boss’s car-
dinal rule never to allow patrons into the library early. A wor-
ried mom from Holloway wangles her son a prized place in the 
Berkeley school district in Aya de León’s “Frederick Douglass 
Elementary.” And in Nick Mamatas’ “Every Man and Woman 
Is a Star,” a yoga instructor plays cat and mouse with a deadly 
adversary. Lucy Jane Bledsoe offers a trip out onto the bay that 
smacks of desperation in “The Tangy Brine of Dark Night,” but 
Jim Nisbet’s voyage in “Boy Toy,” although turbulent, is ulti-
mately just a pleasure jaunt. J.M. Curet’s “Wifebeater Tank Top,” 
the tale with the firmest criminal pedigree, is the most violent, 
but its poetic language and come-from-nowhere ending make 
it the best. 

The crime without the grime.

MURDER ON 
PLEASANT AVENUE
Thompson, Victoria
Berkley Prime Crime (336 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 28, 2020
978-1-9848-0574-4  

A plucky group of early-20th-century 
detectives (Murder on Trinity Place, 2019, 
etc.) takes on the Black Hand.

The leads include Frank Malloy and 
Gino Donatelli, former police officers 

who started a detective agency after an unexpected legacy made 
Malloy a wealthy man; Malloy’s wife, Sarah, the daughter of a 
wealthy society family who runs a maternity clinic for the poor; 
and their nanny, Maeve, a budding sleuth who works in Malloy’s 
office. All of them leap to attention when Gino’s sister-in-law 
Teodora reports that Jane Harding, a worker at the settlement 
house where Teo volunteers, has been kidnapped by the Black 
Hand, who are notorious for abducting the wives and children 
of anyone who can afford to pay ransom. The New York Police 
Department is corrupt, and the local Italian immigrants never 
report crimes. Mr. McWilliam, who runs the settlement house, 
had asked Jane to marry him, but she’d asked him to allow her to 
experience more of the single life before deciding. Seeking clues, 
Sarah visits Mrs. Cassidi, an earlier kidnapping victim who’s 
refused to talk to anyone, in hopes that her nursing experience 
and sympathetic manner will get results. Mrs. Cassidi admits to 
being raped but knows little about where she was held captive, 
a quiet place in a house where she could hear children. Soon 
after Nunzio Esposito, a leader of the Black Hand, tells Mal-
loy that no one’s been taken from the settlement house, Jane 
suddenly reappears but refuses to discuss where she’s been. Lisa 
Prince, Jane’s well-to-do cousin, reluctantly agrees to take her 
in even though Jane’s jealous of her wealth and can be unpleas-
ant to deal with. When Esposito’s found murdered in a flat he 
rented for his mistress, Gino, who’s just arrived on the scene, is 
arrested. Now the clever sleuths must solve both the murder 
and the abductions to clear Gino’s name.

A middling mystery with telling historical details and 
the usual pleasures provided by the regulars’ interpersonal 
dynamics.
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s c i e n c e  f i c t i o n
a n d  f a n t a s y

SHOREFALL
Bennett, Robert Jackson
Del Rey/Ballantine (512 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Apr. 21, 2020
978-1-5247-6038-0  

Tolkien meets AI as Bennett (City 
of Stairs, 2014, etc.) returns with a busy, 
action-packed sequel to Foundryside 
(2018), neatly blending technology, phi-
losophy, and fantasy.

Tevanne is a medieval-ish city-
state made up of four “campos,” each controlled by a mer-
chant guild. One lies in ruins, the outer wall now “little more 
than masonry and rubble about ten feet high.” The sight 
causes Sancia Grado, the nimble thief introduced in Found-
ryside, to wonder, “Did I do that?” Well, yes—and much more 
besides. Though in ruins, the campo still plays a role in the 
current proceedings even as Sancia and her cohort—Gregor, 
Orso, and other Foundrysiders with nicely Shakespearean 
names—start things off by trying to run a confidence game 
on the hitherto unexplored Michiel campo. As ever, things 
get complicated when the objects in Sancia’s world manifest 
consciousness through a clever process of programming called 

“scriving.” When a formidable foe named Crasedes Magnus 
enters the scene, having scrived himself into near invincibility, 
Sancia realizes she’s got her work cut out for her if Tevanne 
is going to survive and remain a playground for her mischief. 
The insider language comes thick and fast as Bennett spins 
out his story: “She’d never really had the opportunity to han-
dle the imperiat much,” he tells us, “and unlike most scrived 
devices, she had difficulty engaging with hierophantic rigs.” 
Still, old-fashioned tools come in handy, as when Gregor dis-
patches an unfortunate watchman with his sword: “Orso saw 
hot blood splash his invisible barrier, and the soldier collapsed 
into the waters, pawing at his throat.” Vorpal blades won’t do 
much against Crasedes, though, for whom Bennett gives a fine 
backstory amid all the mayhem. It’s up to Sancia, as ever, to 
divine the magical means to make him rue his ways—or, as he 
thinks, as the very stones of Tevanne rise up to fight against 
him, “This…is not how I wanted things to go.” 

An expertly spun yarn by one of the best fantasy writers 
on the scene today.

RACE THE SANDS
Durst, Sarah Beth
Harper Voyager (544 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Mar. 19, 2020
978-0-06-288861-7  

This stand-alone fantasy blends clas-
sic horse-racing tropes with political fan-
tasy and even a dash of Pokémon.

Those who live in the Becar Empire 
know that reincarnation exists. Those 
who are purest become augurs, able 

to read the past, present, and future of a person’s soul; good 
people are reincarnated as humans; those with more flaws 
spend their next incarnation as animals; and the irredeemable 
sinners spend eternity incarnating as kehoks, vicious, mind-
less, chimerical monsters. Kehoks cannot be tamed, but dar-
ing riders can control them mentally through force of will and 
race them while risking dismemberment and death both from 
their competitors and their own mounts. Former grand cham-
pion–turned–disgraced trainer Tamra Verlas needs a winning 
kehok-rider pair who will garner her the gold necessary to retain 
custody of her daughter. Raia hopes that a new life as a rider will 
allow her to hide from her parents, who have affianced her to a 
rich but cruelly dominating man. And the metallic lion kehok 
she learns to race seems to have his own ambitions and intel-
ligence beyond his apparently brutish nature. Meanwhile, Becar 
roils with uncertainty, because Prince Dar cannot succeed his 
late older brother, Zarin, as emperor until he locates his prede-
cessor’s current incarnation, even as the neighboring realm of 
Ranir threatens invasion. Of course, these plot elements dove-
tail in exactly the way you’d expect, but that doesn’t mean that 
the race to victory isn’t charmingly crafted and extremely enjoy-
able. Durst (The Deepest Blue, 2019, etc.) offers her patented mix 
of solid worldbuilding, characters with determination and heart, 
and a jab of violence to ensure that the result never cloys. Fans 
of Tamora Pierce’s strong female protagonists will also appreci-
ate the tribute that Durst pays her in the acknowledgments, the 
character name “Tamra,” and the storytelling.

If mostly lacking surprises, still guaranteed to check 
the boxes for fans of fantasy and horse-riding novels.

GOLDILOCKS 
Lam, Laura
Orbit/Little, Brown (352 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-316-46286-0  

When Earth is ravaged by climate 
changes that poison the air and water, 
five women steal a spaceship to colonize 
a new world in this feminist SF thriller.

Thirty years after she made history 
as one of the Atalanta Five, the botanist 

Dr. Naomi Lovelace is finally ready to tell her story. Lam’s (Shat-
tered Minds, 2017, etc.) novel slips forward and backward in time, 



|   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  m a r c h  2 0 2 0   |   5 7

tracing four decades of Naomi’s life with Dr. Valerie Black—the 
entrepreneur who raised her after her parents’ tragic deaths 
and the woman whose company developed the Atalanta space-
ship. Designed to warp from Mars to a distant, habitable planet 
called Cavendish, the Atalanta orbits Earth, awaiting the arrival 
of its all-male crew. The erosion of women’s rights on Earth 
means that Naomi, Valerie, and the others—who will become 
known collectively as the Atalanta Five—have been forced out 
of their jobs, but Cavendish offers them something none can 
claim on Earth: the chance to start over. Although the novel’s 
earliest tensions involve mechanical failures and miscalcula-
tions, the drama shifts quickly to interpersonal conflicts that 
threaten the integrity of the Atalanta’s mission. Each member 
of the crew has a well-developed voice and her own drives and 
ambitions, which makes the novel increasingly difficult to put 
down as betrayals and double-crossings play out aboard the 
claustrophobic ship. The unexpected ending will leave satisfied 
readers searching for read-alikes in its wake.

A slow-burning fire of a novel that begs the reader to 
keep turning the page.

THE KINGDOM OF LIARS
Martell, Nick
Saga/Simon & Schuster (608 pp.) 
$27.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-5344-3778-4  

Martell’s debut novel is a shelf-bend-
ing adventure fantasy that chronicles the 
life—and looming death—of Michael 
Kingman, an ill-fated young man await-
ing execution for the killing of a king.

Set in a secondary world—particularly 
noteworthy for a fractured moon whose pieces frequently fall to 
the planet, wreaking havoc on the populace—the narrative takes 
place largely in Hollow, a once-thriving kingdom now beleaguered 
by tragedy, treason, and an impending civil war. Michael is an 
outcast whose father was executed for infamously killing a child 
prince years earlier, and he’s obsessed with finding the truth 
behind his beloved father’s death. A war hero, the king’s adviser, 
and a man of honor, his father would never have killed a child, 
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especially a child he vowed to protect. But with the once-vener-
ated name of Kingman now irrevocably tarnished, Michael, a con 
man doing what he needs to survive, is faced with the monumental 
task of restoring his family’s name. After an alcoholic nobleman 
nicknamed Domet the Deranged agrees to help Michael prove 
his father was framed in addition to teaching the young Kingman 
how to use his fledgling magical Fabrication skills, Michael slowly 
realizes that his father was just a pawn in a much larger game of 
politics and power. An obvious strength of this novel is Martell’s 
worldbuilding prowess as well as his utilization of magic, which is 
subtle but powerful. But while the multiple subplots surrounding 
Kingman’s father’s death create a knotty mystery, they do some-
times slow the book’s momentum. Martell generally keeps the 
pages turning, however, with a story full of relentless action and 
more than a few jaw-dropping plot twists. The structure of the 
narrative—a character awaiting death sharing their life story—is a 
bit overused in fantasy (in The Ruin of Kings by Jenn Lyons, among 
others), but the quality of the story more than makes up for it.

An impressive fantasy debut that creates a solid founda-
tion for (hopefully) a much larger narrative to come.

AUXILIARY
London 2039
Richter, Jon
TCK Publishing (212 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  May 1, 2020
978-1-63161-075-2  

Nightmares from an earlier genera-
tion of stories about the robotization of 
mankind return in this tale investigating 
a possible murder by machine.

Set a scant 19 years in the future, Rich-
ter’s futuristic dystopia is a world where integrated computer 
systems mediate all interactions with the world—that is, for the 
people still interested in the real world who haven’t completely 
immersed themselves in their AltWorld experiences. Most doc-
tors, teachers, and even police officers have been replaced by 
AI, leaving cops like Carl Dremmler working in a black hole of 
human interaction. The good news is that TIM—The Imagina-
tion Machine, for the uninitiated—does a faultless job of manag-
ing the machines, from hospital and education systems all the way 
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down to spex, the data storage/personal assistance/holographic 
visualization devices people use to do, well, pretty much every-
thing. TIM’s hackproof status is called into question when Leti-
tia Karlikowska’s boyfriend, Conor McCann, reports her murder 
as he’s committing it. Conor claims that the culprit wasn’t him 
but his Human Enhancement Technology HET arm, which car-
ried out the crime against his will. Dremmler and Petrovic, his 
assigned partner, anticipate that the case will be open and shut, 
but Dremmler’s visit to Augmentech, the HET parent company, 
opens the door to a series of troubling questions about whether 
humans or machines are really in charge.

Neither technological clichés nor a predictable plot 
can prevent the fun kind of fear Richter’s creepy future 
world evokes.

BONDS OF BRASS
Skrutskie, Emily
Del Rey/Ballantine (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-0-593-12889-3 

Ettian Nassun and Gal Veres are 
best friends, and maybe more, who are 
attending the Umber Empire’s system-
spanning military academy, but when Gal 
is outed as heir to the Empire that killed 
Ettian’s parents and conquered his peo-

ple, Ettian must choose whether to follow his heart and keep 
Gal alive or follow the drumbeat of his people as they attempt 
to restore their empire.

Ettian, an Archon war orphan, and Gal, who appears to 
be the well-off son of Umber-born parents, look out for one 
another at the Umber military academy. Ettian shines as a 
pilot and officer  —his way of ensuring that he’s never hungry 
or homeless again—while peace-loving Gal spends more time 
goofing off and finding ways to subvert the Empire’s warmon-
gering ways. All that changes when other Archon war orphans at 
the academy learn that Gal’s the Umber heir and try to kill him. 
Despite the revelation, Ettian risks his life to save Gal. Then, 
when Umber politicians try to use the prince’s vulnerability to 
their own advantage, Ettian is the only one Gal can trust to keep 
him safe. They escape to the neutral Corinthian system, where 
Ettian discovers the Archon people are not done fighting for 
their homes and families. He’s torn between his love for Gal—
and his hope the prince can forge a lasting peace—and his love 
for the Archon people he thought lost forever. Together with 
Wen, a sharp-witted girl running from the Corinthian mob, the 
boys’ loyalties, love, and mettle will be tested as their secrets 
and sacrifices are forced into the light. Fans of Pierce Brown’s 
Red Rising series will find a fantastic home in Skrutskie’s (Hull-
metal Girls, 2018, etc.) rich, diverse, and multilayered world. Her 
thoughtful SF portrayal of children navigating war, displace-
ment, and PTSD while finding love and friendship in unimagi-
nable circumstances is very much worth the read.

An impeccably paced, character-driven SF novel—the 
first in a trilogy—aimed at both adults and teens.

THE MOTHER CODE
Stivers, Carole
Berkley (352 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-9848-0692-5  

A team of scientists scrambles to 
preserve human life on Earth after a bio-
weapon unleashes a catastrophic epidemic.

In 2049, the U.S. military releases 
nucleic acid nanostructures, called 

“IC-NANs,” to infect rebel fighters 
in Afghanistan. Designed to kill quickly and leave no trace, 
the viruslike agent succeeds in its mission, albeit all too well: 
Finding hospitable hosts in desert archaebacteria, the deadly 
nanostructures mutate and spread at a voracious clip. Six years 
later, a human child is born inside the accommodating con-
fines of a giant protective robot, called its Mother. Biochemist 
Stivers’ propulsive debut novel bridges the intervening years, 
cutting between a small cadre of government scientists and 
their increasingly desperate attempts to derive a solution to 

A team of scientists scrambles to preserve human life on Earth 
after a bioweapon unleashes a catastrophic epidemic.

the mother code
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r o m a n c ethe spread of the nanostructures and a child named Kai who 
wanders the deserts of Utah with his Mother in search of other 
child survivors like him. The format serves Stivers well, as it 
reveals the post-apocalyptic aftermath of the pandemic with-
out giving away the secret to Kai’s survival. This leads readers 
to invest seriously in the scientists, among them Sara Khoti 
and Dr. Rose McBride, who play critical roles in designing the 
Mothers while contributing more of themselves to the future 
of the human species than may at first seem obvious. And while 
some early dialogue has otherwise intelligent characters reit-
erating plot points for the reader’s benefit (“So let me get this 
straight. The spherical NAN that you sprayed from the drone 
can infect human cells”), and one may wonder why only a few 
key people have been entrusted to handle an emergency of this 
magnitude, the sheer momentum and urgency of Stivers’ prose 
will keep readers riveted to the page.

Fast-paced plague fiction that weds realism and SF 
while posing truly profound questions about the nature 
of motherhood.

THE INGREDIENTS OF YOU 
AND ME
Bocci, Nina
Gallery Books/Simon & Schuster 
(304 pp.) 
$16.00  |  Apr. 28, 2020
978-1-5011-7889-4  

A big-city baker faces off with her ex-
boyfriend when she moves to his small 
town to start a new chapter.

Parker Adams made her name in 
New York City with a chic bakery and appearances on a cook-
ing competition show, but six years of 12-hour days have taken 
their toll. When she gets a buyout offer too good to refuse, she 
takes it but finds herself at loose ends with no firm plan for 

“Parker Phase Two.” She accepts her best friend Charlotte’s invi-
tation to visit the small town of Hope Lake, Pennsylvania, with 
equal parts desperation and reluctance. Desperation, because 
she sold all her recipes along with her shop and cannot seem to 
find a new groove in the kitchen. Reluctance, because a secret 
long-distance affair with Charlotte’s friend Nick ended badly 
when he suddenly stopped answering her texts. Parker sees the 
move as a way to “kick the cobwebs off the creativity pool in my 
brain and help me find what’s next.” She tries to ignore Nick, 
focusing instead on working with local seniors to reconstruct 
recipes from their childhoods. Soon, Parker rediscovers the 
magic of baking, but lingering mutual attraction and unfinished 
business draw her to Nick again. It turns out that the thing that 
ended Parker and Nick’s relationship—poor or absent commu-
nication—still infects their relationship to a frustrating degree. 
They begin an air-clearing conversation without finishing it so 
many times it’s hard to keep track. Worse, Nick is incredibly 
dull, but at least Parker’s journey through a transitional period 
is interesting, and her close relationships with her girlfriends 
add humor.

A competent small-town romance.

TINY IMPERFECTIONS
Frank, Alli & Youmans, Asha
Putnam (336 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-593-08502-8  

The director of admissions at a pres-
tigious private school attempts to bal-
ance her job, her family, and her love life 
in Frank and Youmans’ debut.

Once upon a time, Josie Bordelon 
was walking the catwalk as a sought-after 

fashion model. Now that she’s almost 40, she’s the director of 
admissions at Fairchild Country Day School, an ultraprestigious 
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private school in San Francisco. Josie’s used to being the only 
black woman in a largely white male–dominated field, and after 
all these years, she knows what to expect from her job—over-
scheduled children, pushy parents, and a boss who wants to 
undermine her. While she may be killing it at work, her personal 
life is another story. She hasn’t had a serious boyfriend in years, 
much to the chagrin of her Aunt Viv and her best friend, Lola. It’s 
too bad that the only man who’s caught Josie’s eye lately is a mar-
ried and gay dad of a prospective student. And even though Josie 
just wants her daughter, Etta, to attend an Ivy League college and 
major in something practical, Etta insists she wants to follow her 
ballet dreams and study dance at Julliard. But it turns out that 
Etta’s career goals aren’t the only shock Josie’s about to face—her 
job, her romantic life, and her own Aunt Viv have plenty of sur-
prises up their sleeves. While Josie’s budding relationship is cer-
tainly interesting, it takes a back seat to the rest of the plot, and 
it never quite gets the chance to blossom. The book shines, how-
ever, when it comes to the Bordelon women, especially Josie’s 
hardworking and hilariously meddling Aunt Viv, who clearly loves 
Josie and Etta more than anything. The family’s bond comes 
across vividly on the page, manifesting in sometimes-gentle and 
occasionally not-so-gentle banter among the three women. Frank 
and Youmans create strong voices even for the side characters, 
like Josie’s no-nonsense teacher BFF, her quick-witted assistant, 
her clueless boss, and Etta’s snooty ballet teacher.

A fun, snappy read about the over-the-top world of 
private school admissions and the unbreakable bonds of 
family.

THE MOST ELIGIBLE LORD 
IN LONDON
Quinn, Ella
Zebra/Kensington (368 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Mar. 31, 2020
978-1-4201-4967-8  

A reformed rake has to win the trust 
of a skeptical lady before he can woo 
her in this first of a traditional Regency 
trilogy.

Lady Adeline Wivenly is enjoying her 
first season in London when she attracts 

the attention of handsome flirt Frederick, Lord Littleton. 
“Frits” Littleton’s bloodline, wealth, and title make him a catch, 
but he is known as a rake. Worse, last year, he jilted Lady Dorie 
Calthorp, one of Adeline’s closest friends, after leading her on 
all season long. Frits knows he made a mistake with Dorie, but 
now he’s ready to settle down, and Adeline has caught his fancy. 
Adeline avoids him as much as politeness allows, in deference 
to Dorie’s feelings, so Frits finds creative ways to cross her path 
during the usual social activities of the ton—carriage rides, plays, 
and balls. As Frits’ basic decency reveals itself, Adeline begins to 
question Dorie’s perspective. When she overhears another lady 
scheming to trap Frits into marriage, Adeline decides to warn 
him, throwing them together even more. In the meantime, 
Adeline is the target of an unscrupulous suitor who will stop at 

nothing to win her. Quinn (The Seduction of Lady Phoebe, 2019, 
etc.) creates a richly detailed traditional Regency world whose 
social rules dictate much of the characterizations and plot. Frits 
and Adeline are likable enough—they bond over their love of 
country life, especially animal husbandry—but their relation-
ship moves at a glacial pace. Worse, they seem to have little 
effect on one another. While Adeline’s inexperience explains 
some of her naiveté, she is frustratingly bad at understanding 
basic human psychology. So many characters are crowded into 
the storyline that readers may need a chart to sort them out. A 
late and unwelcome incursion of politics and violence adds no 
excitement to the romance. 

Copious historical details cannot mask a pointlessly 
slow pace. Might have worked better as a novella.

THE DEVIL 
OF DOWNTOWN 
Shupe, Joanna
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Jun. 30, 2020
978-0-06-290685-4 

In Gilded Age New York, a young 
heiress falls in love with the city’s most 
notorious kingpin. 

Justine Greene is the youngest of 
three sisters born into the highest ech-
elon of society. Her family thinks she’s 

shy, retiring, and committed to charity, but she hides the full 
extent of her work with impoverished women downtown. Jus-
tine refuses to let anyone make decisions for her and decides 
to help other women seize control of their lives. Where she 
used to serve meals or deliver blankets, now Justine is actively 
investigating and searching for deadbeat husbands who have 
abandoned their wives and children. One investigation brings 
her into the orbit of Jack Mulligan, the leader of New York’s 
largest criminal empire. When Jack offers to assist her in 
exchange for a future favor, Justine has no choice but to agree, 
and they are inexplicably drawn to each other. Justine is the 
only person who refuses to bend to Jack’s will, and she appreci-
ates the generous, charming man who treats her like an adult 
instead of a child. In this final book of the Uptown Girls tril-
ogy, Shupe (The Prince of Broadway, 2019, etc.) explores the 
porous boundary between what is legal versus what is ethical. 
Although Jack is a criminal, he does more to help people in 
the neighborhood than Tammany Hall politicians or the local 
police. Justine falls in love with Jack but fears she will compro-
mise her principles by staying with a man who believes only in 
power; meanwhile, Jack doesn’t understand her naïve inability 
to see how the world really works. This dilemma is a richly lay-
ered, nuanced exploration of how lovers compromise on seem-
ingly insurmountable differences.

A strong finish to an excellent series about strong-
willed women determined to live life on their own terms.

In Gilded Age New York, a young heiress falls in love 
with the city’s most notorious kingpin.

the devil of downtown
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nonfiction
LOVE IN THE BLITZ
The Long-Lost Letters of a 
Brilliant Young Woman to 
Her Beloved on the Front
Alexander, Eileen
Ed. by McGowan, David & Crane, David
Harper/HarperCollins (480 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 26, 2020
978-0-06-288880-8  

Letters from a young Londoner to 
her lover offer an intimate chronicle of 

life on the homefront.
In 2017, McGowan purchased a large cache of letters writ-

ten by Eileen Alexander (1917-1986), from 1939 to 1947, to Ger-
shon Ellenbogen, her boyfriend, fiance, and, in 1944, husband. 
Deftly edited by McGowan and with informative chapter intro-
ductions by Crane, the letters offer a moving, sharply etched 
chronicle of wartime London, where Eileen lived with her fam-
ily, joined the war effort, and eagerly awaited Gershon’s return 
from a post in Egypt. As Alexander herself noted, she was a 
lively, engaging correspondent: “letter-writing is undoubtedly 
my medium,” she wrote to Gershon; “when I’m writing (and 
particularly when I’m writing to you, my dear love) I have the 
feeling that I’m living my experiences all over again—but living 
them more richly, because they’re being shared with a friend.” 
Alexander’s wit and intelligence shine through reports of her 
work, their friends’ romantic entanglements, her reflections on 
religion, her sexual longing, and tidbits of gossip, some related 
to their mutual friend Aubrey Eban, who later became, as Abba 
Eban, the internationally renowned “Voice of Israel.” Awarded 
a first in English at Cambridge, Alexander laces her letters 
with literary references, and though nightly bombings often 
required sleeping in shelters, she and her friends were able to 
dine out, gather in one another’s houses, and attend the theater 
and movies, excursions that she recounted in detail to Gershon. 
The war certainly took its toll, psychologically and emotionally, 
but Alexander assured Gershon, “I’m a Girl of Simple Needs. 
The only things I must have are you,” friends, books, and “con-
stant Hot Water.” As “depressing and exhausting” as the war 
was, Alexander wrote, “if I were asked to choose between death 
and a shameful peace—I would choose death,” she wrote. “The 
only price I couldn’t pay would be your life.”

A rare, vivid perspective on the impact of war. (two 
8-page b/w photo inserts)

THE MAN WHO RAN WASHINGTON by Peter Baker & 
Susan Glasser .......................................................................................63

MAGNETIZED by Carlos Busqued; trans. by Samuel Rutter .............65

DARK MIRROR by Barton Gellman ...................................................70

AMERICAN BABY by Gabrielle Glaser ..............................................70

BEGIN AGAIN by Eddie S. Glaude Jr. ...............................................72

GHOST FLAMES by Charles J. Hanley .............................................. 80

MAN OF TOMORROW by Jim Newton ............................................. 94

THE BOOK OF ROSY by Rosayra Pablo Cruz & 
Julie Schwietert Collazo ......................................................................95

HOW INNOVATION WORKS by Matt Ridley ...................................97

THOSE WHO FORGET by Geraldine Schwarz; 
trans. by Laura Marris ....................................................................... 99

FOR ALL WHO HUNGER by Emily M.D. Scott ............................... 99

OWLS OF THE EASTERN ICE by Jonathan C. Slagh ......................100

ONE MIGHTY AND IRRESISTIBLE TIDE by Jia Lynn Yang ...........102

BIOGRAPHY OF RESISTANCE by Muhammad Zaman ................. 103

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

EDITOR’S NOTE: In the review of Ben Hubbard’s MBS 
in the February 15, 2020 issue, we mistakenly noted that 
Mohammed bin Salman is second-in-line to succeed the 
king in Saudi Arabia. In fact, he is first in line. We apolo-
gize for the error, which has been corrected online.
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THE MAN WHO 
RAN WASHINGTON 
The Life and Times of 
James A. Baker III
Baker, Peter & Glasser, Susan
Doubleday (732 pp.) 
$35.00  |  May 12, 2020
978-0-385-54055-1  

A penetrating portrait of a powerful 
Washington insider.

New York Times chief White House 
correspondent Baker and New Yorker staff writer Glasser bring 
political acumen and thorough research to their absorbing 
biography of James Addison Baker III (b. 1930), who served 
presidents Ford, Reagan, and both Bushes, decisively shaping 
American policies at home and abroad. Drawing on prodigious 
sources, including more than 210 interviews (70 hours with 
Baker), the authors offer a balanced view of a man praised for 
being pragmatic, scrupulously organized, and authoritative, 
and derided as manipulative, self-aggrandizing, and cynical. He 
habitually leaked information and “cunningly took credit for 
something he actually opposed in order to pocket a chit.” One 
political columnist noted, “taking responsibility isn’t Jim Bak-
er’s style.” Born into an influential Texas family, he followed his 
father into corporate law, where he felt bored. In 1975, his long-
time friend George H.W. Bush recommended him for under-
secretary of commerce in Ford’s administration. His impressive 
political savvy led Ford to tap Baker to run his 1976 presidential 
campaign; although Ford lost to Jimmy Carter, Baker saw his 
own reputation rise. When Reagan took office in 1981, he made 
Baker his White House chief of staff. The authors portray Rea-
gan as distracted and distant but also “a man of driving ambition 
and more calculation than his public image suggested.” Baker, 
too, was ambitious, and he could be ruthless in pursuing his 
goals. After running the White House, Baker became secretary 
of the treasury and, in George H.W. Bush’s administration, sec-
retary of state. Although he spoke no foreign languages and had 
no international relations experience, he succeeded in helping 
to reunify Germany, organize a crucial Middle East peace con-
ference, deal with the Iran-Contra scandal and Iraq’s incursion 
into Kuwait, and preside over the end of the Cold War. He later 
served as chief counsel for George W. Bush during the 2000 
election recount. With Baker as their focus, the authors afford 
a sharp, insightful view into Washington dealmaking.

An engrossing biography that is highly relevant in 
today’s America. (16 pages of photos)

ALARIC THE GOTH
An Outsider’s History of the 
Fall of Rome
Boin, Douglas
Norton (272 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Jun. 9, 2020
978-0-393-63569-0  

A fresh look at a little-known corner 
of the history of the Roman Empire.

Alaric, born around 370 C.E., led 
an army that sacked Rome in 410; this 

expert history describes his life but mostly his times. Boin, a 
professor of history and the author of Coming Out Christian 
in the Roman World, emphasizes that Rome’s “decline and fall” 
was a concept invented by later historians. No fourth- or fifth-
century Roman believed the empire was “falling” even though 
times were difficult. Almost nothing is known of Alaric’s early 
life, and only a few historians, not all of whom were contem-
poraries, recorded his later accomplishments, most of which 
were military actions. Alaric was born into a Gothic tribe that, 
a few years later, under pressure from Huns invading from the 
north, migrated into Roman territory. As recent immigrants, 
they were denied the benefits of Roman citizenship, which 
caused resentment as well as economic hardship. By the sec-
ond century, Romans had lost interest in most military matters, 
so the army had become dependent on “barbarians.” Alaric 
enlisted as a young man and quickly rose to high rank. Around 
395, having won an important victory, he quit the emperor’s 
service, apparently frustrated at being denied promotion, and 
was elected ruler of his tribe (later known as Visigoths). For 
the remainder of his life, he fought against Rome, invaded and 
plundered Greece, and laid siege to Rome three times. Twice, 
he was bought off, but the third attack resulted in the sack, 
during which his men plundered but (rare for the time) did 
not massacre the citizens. A few months later, as his army and 
tribe wandered Italy, he died. Although Alaric never comes 
fully to life as an individual, Boin delivers a revealing account 
of the late Roman empire, which was misgoverned, retreating 
from its frontier provinces, and almost perpetually at war but 
still certain it was the epitome of civilization.

An admirable history of a lesser-known Roman era. (12 
illustrations)

An engrossing biography that is highly 
relevant in today’s America.

the man who ran washington



Hadley Freeman, House of Glass (Si-
mon & Schuster, March 24): In an im-
pressive work of familial investigation, 
the Guardian columnist excavates de-
cades of her family’s history throughout 
the Holocaust era. Some of her family 
members escaped to France and Amer-
ica, but some remained, and one died in 
Auschwitz. Our reviewer writes, “The 
author provides thrilling tales of es-
cape, near misses, arrests, deportations, 
resistance, and betrayals. After the war, 

members of the family stayed in France but never forgot the 
way some of their French neighbors 
had eagerly denounced Jews to the Na-
zis. Freeman made a host of other as-
tonishing discoveries, [including the 
fact that] one sibling became friends 
with Chagall and Picasso.” Ultimately, 
the author provides a hybrid memoir/
history that is “frightening, inspiring, 
and cautionary in equal measure.”

Kim Ghattas, Black Wave (Hen-
ry Holt, Jan. 28): Ghattas, a journal-
ist born in Beirut, digs deeply into the 
chaotic political atmosphere of the Muslim world. The au-
thor’s incisive account focuses on “three events of the same 
year, all tightly linked: the overthrow of the shah and the 

revolution in Iran, the Soviet invasion 
of Afghanistan, and the attack on the 
Grand Mosque of Mecca by Saudi mili-
tants.” Whether chronicling the Iranian 
Revolution, Saddam Hussein in Iraq, or 
the machinations of Iran and Saudi Ara-
bia, the author shows one thing defini-
tively: “Wherever Americans have been 
involved, the aftereffects have been 
worse, whether attacking Iraq in 1991 
and 2003 or attempting to shift the bal-
ance of power in the Middle East, with 

the bumbling of the current administration enabling such 
things as the savage murder of dissident Saudi journalist Ja-
mal Khashoggi. The headlines from the Middle East make a 
little more sense through the lens Ghattas provides.”

Susan Hennessey and Benjamin Wittes, Unmaking the 
Presidency (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, Jan. 21): In one of the 
more memorable portraits of the disastrous Trump adminis-
tration, Hennessey and Wittes clearly demonstrate the rap-
idly deteriorating integrity of the presidency. “The authors,” 
wrote our reviewer, “effectively tap a wealth of material, in-
cluding administration leaks, comments from ex-staffers, and 

Trump’s own words….If the presidency 
is beginning to look like an autocracy, it 
is because Trump has assumed the pow-
er to protect the guilty while cultivating 
impunity for and from friends.” It’s a dis-
turbing drama that continues to deepen 
on a daily basis.

Honor Moore, Our Revolution 
(Norton, March 10): In her latest book, 
poet Moore focuses on her mother, Jen-
ny McKean, using letters, scrapbooks, 

interviews, and Jenny’s unfinished memoir to create “a sen-
sitive portrait of a complex, contradictory woman.” Though 
she grew up wealthy, she eventually worked with her hus-
band, who became a priest, to allevi-
ate the poverty in the slums of Jersey 
City, “where they lived in near poverty 
and, influenced by the Christian radical 
Dorothy Day, threw themselves ‘into a 
life of service, away from the spiritual 
emptiness and lack of community in 
which they had grown up.’ ” Not only 
an instructional portrait of the wom-
en’s liberation movement bursting into 
American culture in the 1970s, this is 
also “a deeply insightful, empathetic 
family history.”

Gertrude Stein, The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas 
Illustrated; illustrated by Maira Kalman (Penguin Press, Mar. 

3): Our reviewer describes this delight-
ful project succinctly: “Whimsical il-
lustrations meet quirky prose in this 
tag-team reinvention of the iconic 1933 
book.” Teamed with the drawings of 
Kalman, the New Yorker magazine sta-
ple, Stein’s odd classic truly comes alive. 
Though not every page contains imag-
es, “Kalman’s 70-plus color illustrations, 
rendered in her distinctive playful and 
Fauve-esque style, perfectly reflect the 
artistic and intellectual world of Paris 
in the 1920s and ’30s.” No question, for 

Stein fans, and others interested in the rich culture of the time, 
this is “a sparkling, imaginative rendition of a literary classic.”

Also of note are those titles I’ve mentioned in previ-
ous columns: Martha Ackmann’s These Fevered Days, Rebec-
ca Solnit’s Recollections of My Nonexistence, Vivian Gornick’s 
Unfinished Business, Peggy Orenstein’s Boys & Sex, and Anna 
Wiener’s Uncanny Valley. —E.L.

Eric Liebetrau is the managing editor and nonfiction editor.
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AN ARMY LIKE NO OTHER
How the Israel Defense 
Forces Made a Nation
Bresheeth-Zabner, Haim
Verso (448 pp.) 
$29.95  |  May 19, 2020
978-1-78873-784-5  

A history of Israel focused on the role 
of the army in becoming “an apartheid 
state.”

Bresheeth-Zabner, who teaches at 
the University of London’s School of Oriental and African Stud-
ies, begins his account with the 19th-century Zionist program 
to relocate European Jews to Palestine to escape pervasive anti-
Semitism. The stated goal of the movement was to reclaim the 
biblical homeland as a new Jewish state. With the drive for inde-
pendence after World War II, a genuine Israeli military came into 
being. Despite its name, the Israel Defense Forces, established 
in 1948, served as a vehicle to gain control of territory, usually by 
expelling the Indigenous occupants. As a result, Israel has been in 
an almost constant state of war—not because of external threats 
but as a way to justify repression of the Palestinians. The author 
argues that the IDF routinely commits atrocities against Pales-
tinians and other Arab populations within and beyond Israel’s 
borders. He thoroughly documents the growth of a military-
industrial complex as a major driver of Israel’s economy, with cus-
tomers all over the world and major support by the U.S.—again, 
to the benefit of the IDF. Furthermore, the central role of the 
IDF means that Israeli politics is determined by military con-
siderations, with every political party recruiting ex-generals as 
candidates. Bresheeth-Zabner drives home his points relentlessly, 
with chapter after chapter portraying an Israel in which non-Jews 
are second-class citizens, at best, and politicians pay only lip ser-
vice to democratic principles. For general readers, the narrative 
is a difficult slog, with numerous references to names and events 
that will be unfamiliar to many nonscholars. Nor is it smoothly 
written, with the author relying more heavily on the blunt force 
of his arguments. However, readers with a strong interest in this 
ongoing quandary may find some value.

A hard-eyed look at the role of Israel’s army in the cre-
ation of the Jewish state.

MAGNETIZED 
Conversations With a 
Serial Killer
Busqued, Carlos
Trans. by Rutter, Samuel
Catapult (192 pp.) 
$23.00  |  Jun. 2, 2020
978-1-948226-68-4  

In his second book, Busqued unnerves 
and entertains readers with this forensic 
tale synthesized from more than 90 hours 

of dialogue with a serial killer.

The author’s interviews with Ricardo Melogno detail not 
only his crimes, which took place during one week in 1982, but 
also his motivations—or lack thereof—and the killer’s fascinat-
ing, disturbing psyche. When asked by the narrator, Melogno 
readily admitted to shooting four taxi drivers at point-blank 
range. However, when pressed about why he did it, he was 
unable to offer a satisfying answer. According to the court 
investigator who arrested Melogno, he waited until “something 
indicated ‘that one’ to him. He could sense it, but he didn’t 
know how or why. He couldn’t say why he killed them, or how 
he chose them.” From there, readers embark on a dark journey 
into Melogno’s childhood, when he was largely neglected but 
occasionally accompanied his abusive mother to spiritual and 
healing ceremonies. “My mother used religion as a weapon: 
she beat the living daylights out of me, but she’d say it wasn’t 
her who was beating me, it was God punishing me through 
her.” Due to his upbringing, Melogno developed superstitions 
and beliefs in certain dark arts: “In all those places my mother 
took me…well, everyone said that I had this strong ability for 
channeling that I had inherited from her.” Due to his presence 
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and his behavior, described by some as an “evil streak,” many 
inmates and guards feared him, a situation Melogno describes 
with particular intensity. Though this book is short, it packs a 
hard punch, from the first page—Busqued’s first comment to 
Melogno: “I was told that someone saw you levitate”—through 
the artfully rendered interview process with criminal, arresting 
officers, and psychiatrist. The narrative is perfect for anyone 
fascinated by the criminal mind, the distinctions between men-
tal illness and possession, or the concept of predestined evil.

A truly visceral read that will not let readers look away.

CONFESSIONS OF 
A BOOKSELLER
Bythell, Shaun
Godine (320 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-1-56792-664-4  

A bookseller in Wigtown, Scotland, 
recounts a year in his life as a small-town 
dealer of secondhand books.

“The pleasure derived from handling 
books that have introduced something of cultural or scientific 
significance to the world is undeniably the greatest luxury that 
this business affords,” writes Bythell. In a diary that records 
his wry observations from behind the counter of his store, the 
author entertains readers with eccentric character portraits and 
stories of his life in the book trade. The colorful cast of char-
acters includes bookshop regulars like Eric, the local orange-
robed Buddhist; Captain, Bythell’s “accursed cat”; “Sandy the 
tattooed pagan”; and “Mole-Man,” a patron with a penchant for 
in-store “literary excavations.” Bythell’s employees are equally 
quirky. Nicky, the author’s one paid worker, is an opinionated 
Jehovah’s Witness who “consistently ignores my instructions” 
and criticizes her boss as “an impediment to the success of the 
business.” His volunteer employee, an Italian college student 
named Emanuela (whom the author nicknamed Granny due to 
her endless complaints about bodily aches), came to Wigtown 
to move beyond the world of study and “expand [her] knowl-
edge.” Woven into stories about haggling with clients over 
prices or dealing with daily rounds of vague online customer 
requests—e.g., a query about a book from “around about 1951. 
Part of the story line is about a cart of apples being upset, that’s 
all I know”)—are more personal dramas, like the end of his 
marriage and the difficult realities of owning a store when “50 
per cent [sic] of retail purchases are made online.” For Bythell, 
managing technical glitches, contending with low profit mar-
gins on Amazon, and worrying about the future of his business 
are all part of a day’s work. Irascibly droll and sometimes elegiac, 
this is an engaging account of bookstore life from the vanishing 
front lines of the brick-and-mortar retail industry.

Bighearted, sobering, and humane.

A LITTLE HISTORY OF POETRY
Carey, John
Yale Univ. (304 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Apr. 21, 2020
978-0-300-23222-6  

A light-speed tour of (mostly) West-
ern poetry, from the 4,000-year-old Gil-
gamesh to the work of Australian poet Les 
Murray, who died in 2019.

In the latest entry in the publisher’s 
Little Histories series, Carey, an emeri-

tus professor at Oxford whose books include What Good Are the 
Arts? and The Unexpected Professor: An Oxford Life in Books, offers 
a quick definition of poetry—“relates to language as music 
relates to noise. It is language made special”—before diving in 
to poetry’s vast history. In most chapters, the author deals with 
only a few writers, but as the narrative progresses, he finds him-
self forced to deal with far more than a handful. In his chapter 
on 20th-century political poets, for example, he talks about 14 
writers in seven pages. Carey displays a determination to inform 
us about who the best poets were—and what their best poems 
were. The word “greatest” appears continually; Chaucer was 

“the greatest medieval English poet,” and Langston Hughes was 
“the greatest male poet” of the Harlem Renaissance. For read-
ers who need a refresher—or suggestions for the nightstand—
Carey provides the best-known names and the most celebrated 
poems, including Paradise Lost (about which the author has writ-
ten extensively), “Kubla Khan,” “Ozymandias,” “The Charge of 
the Light Brigade,” Wordsworth and Coleridge’s Lyrical Ballads, 
which “changed the course of English poetry.” Carey explains 
some poetic technique (Hopkins’ “sprung rhythm”) and pauses 
occasionally to provide autobiographical tidbits—e.g., John 
Masefield, who wrote the famous “Sea Fever,” “hated the sea.” 
We learn, as well, about the sexuality of some poets (Auden was 
bisexual), and, especially later on, Carey discusses the demons 
that drove some of them, Robert Lowell and Sylvia Plath among 
them. Refreshingly, he includes many women in the volume—
all the way back to Sappho—and has especially kind words for 
Marianne Moore and Elizabeth Bishop, who share a chapter.

Necessarily swift and adumbrative as well as inclusive, 
focused, and graceful.

BRAVER THAN YOU THINK
Around the World on the Trip 
of My (Mother’s) Lifetime
Downs, Maggie
Counterpoint (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 12, 2020
978-1-64009-292-1  

Journalist Downs dedicates a trip 
around the world to her dying mother.

In 2010, newly married and having 
just quit a 10-year job as a reporter in 

Palm Springs, the author took a relatively low-budget trip to 



places her mother, who was suffering the late stages of Alzheim-
er’s disease, had always wanted to see and others that were on 
her own bucket list. The first couple weeks were a sort of hon-
eymoon, with Downs and her husband, Jason, staying in Peru at 
a freezing-cold hostel, facing dangers while climbing the Inca 
Trail, and getting attacked by mosquitoes in the Amazon rain-
forest. Then Jason returned to work, leaving Downs to make 
her way through South America, Africa, and Asia, sometimes 
on her own and other times with companions she met along the 
way—and often without internet or phone access to commu-
nicate with her family and friends. She often paid for her food 
and lodging by volunteering or working, sometimes teaching 
English and one time working as a DJ playing American country 
music in Uganda. When her mother died, Downs was staying 
at a yoga retreat in Egypt. “Word of my mother’s death,” she 
writes, “spreads quickly through the dozen or so long-term resi-
dents, and they rush to take on some of my pain.” She returned 
home for the funeral and then set off again. At multiple points, 
the author seems to be trying to assure herself that her travel 
is truly for her mother and not a form of escape. Recounting 

a whitewater rafting trip on the Nile, she writes, “I knew she 
would take chances if she had the opportunity. I have to do this, 
because she cannot.” Downs has a fluid, conversational writing 
style, zooming in to particular anecdotes that illuminate her 
experience rather than trying to cover the entire year. While 
the segments devoted to her mother and her disease are inte-
grated rather awkwardly into the narrative, the travel sections 
are compelling and lively.

A poignant tale of connection and disconnection 
through travel.
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HOW WE CHANGE
(And Ten Reasons Why We 
Don’t)
Ellenhorn, Ross
Harper Wave/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 19, 2020
978-0-06-296111-2  

An airy treatise on changing one’s 
ways—or not.

Ellenhorn, a counselor and consul-
tant, has a penchant for stating the obvi-

ous in obvious terms: “True self-help,” he intones, “is just that: 
helping yourself. It’s an act of personal leadership and direc-
tion.” Elsewhere, he comes across as overly New Age–y: “We are 
made of stardust. Each of us contains the universe, while each 
of us is also powder.” As it happens, like the universe, most of us 
are inclined to entropy: We can change, but we’d rather not be 
bothered. Ellenhorn identifies 10 arguments that one can eas-
ily mount to resist any efforts at remaking oneself: “Staying the 
same protects you from the unknown,” he proffers, and “Stay-
ing the same protects you from changing your relationship with 
yourself.” Given that we’re inclined to remain who we are and 
do what we do, whether eating too much, drinking ourselves 
silly, or retreating into sullenness, what’s a person bent on hon-
oring a New Year’s resolution to do? Amid the flab (“hope…
exists within an anticipatory sense of time”), meta self-congrat-
ulation (“to write requires a lot of grit in the face of loneliness 
and accountability”), and mixed and jumbled metaphors (“exis-
tential concerns are always baked into the restraining forces 
in your particular field”), there are a few helpful hints for the 
would-be self-helper. One example is when one of the author’s 
numerous anecdotal subjects creates “idiot cards” to remind 
himself playfully why he shouldn’t smoke, and another is when 
Ellenhorn counsels that resentment is a way to memorialize an 
injury without having to change and thus, “a self-defeating way 
to right a wrong.” Such moments are too few, however, in a book 
that feels like mostly padding atop a wobbly therapeutic couch.

In the quest to reform one’s behavior, this book is 
slightly more helpful than a hang-in-there-kitty poster. (22 
illustrations)

LIFE IS IN THE TRANSITIONS
Mastering Change in a 
Nonlinear Age
Feiler, Bruce
Penguin Press (368 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 12, 2020
978-1-59420-682-5  

“Life is the story you tell yourself.” So 
writes the bestselling author, encour-
aging readers to discover that story for 
themselves.

The meaning of our lives becomes clear only through sto-
rytelling: How did you survive being rejected in work or love? 

How did you make your way through divorce, illness, war? One 
thing that storytelling tells us is that the arc of life is never so 
neat as a fairy tale. Feiler writes that while many of us assume 
the path of life is one of upward progress, we “are shocked to 
discover they oscillate instead.” It seems unlikely that any adult 
would be so shocked, but the assertion makes a useful hook 
on which the author hangs the idea that lives have different 
shapes—some butterflies, some spirals, some, to borrow from 
the British, pears. Feiler continues, abandoning notions of lin-
earity for the sloppy, unpredictable courses that we live, whether 
through life-threatening illness or accident, drug addiction, the 
loss of job or loved one, and so forth. He is generous in opening 
his pages to the stories of others by way of illustration. One of 
the most affecting relates the tale of the granddaughter of Gen. 
George Patton, who had been born into wealth and prestige 
and abandoned it to become a nun—a path that did not hap-
pen overnight, thanks to an abbess who ordered her to go live 
a little beforehand, marking the transition to holy orders thus: 

“Go slow; insist on deep, personal reflection; mark each stage of 
the journey with carefully constructed rituals that delineate and 
demarcate the new status achieved.” That seems a useful man-
tra for lives lived in the secular world as well, and Feiler provides 
plenty of examples as well as a well-constructed set of questions 
as prompts for reflection.

An unusual self-help book, of particular use to those 
contemplating writing a memoir or otherwise revisiting 
their past.

YES TO LIFE
In Spite of Everything
Frankl, Viktor E.
Beacon (136 pp.)
$19.95  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-8070-0555-2  

Published for the first time in Eng-
lish translation, these speeches introduce 
the Austrian psychiatrist and Holocaust 
survivor’s belief in the essential meaning-
fulness of life.

Frankl gave these three lectures in Vienna in 1946, just 
nine months after his liberation from a concentration camp. 
Together, they offer a condensed primer to his best-known 
work, Man’s Search for Meaning (1946). Known as “logotherapy,” 
Frankl’s approach aimed to help suicidal people find meaning 
through creativity, love, and suffering. This was no mere intel-
lectual construct but a pattern he observed in his patients and 
manifested in his own life. Fatalism is overcome, Frankl insists, 
by individuals creating meaning. However, this is more compli-
cated than achieving contentment, for in a “balance sheet” view 
of life, bad moments outweigh good ones. Therefore, happi-
ness cannot be the goal, he argues. Instead of asking “What can 
I expect from life?” he advocates flipping the question to “What 
does life expect of me?” Joy comes from fulfilling that duty. He 
gives the real-life example of a man being sent away for a life 
sentence: Frankl expects the prisoner would then have deemed 

More than 70 years later, Frankl’s philosophy still inspires.
yes to life



his existence meaningless, yet when fire broke out on the 
prison ship, he saved 10 lives. From this, the author concludes 
that “none of us knows what is waiting for us” and so suicide is 

“the one thing that is certainly senseless.” Furthermore, illness 
and suffering offer opportunities for spiritual growth, whether 
through resistance or—if death is inevitable—acceptance. 
Frankl cites a terminally ill patient who could no longer work 
but found meaning in reading, music, and conversation. To 
modern readers, many of the sentences may seem convoluted 
while the oral format accounts for slight repetition. However, 
the case studies are relatable and the overall viewpoint convinc-
ing. Psychologist Daniel Goleman’s introduction, though over-
long, gives useful context.

More than 70 years later, Frankl’s philosophy still inspires.

REMAIN IN LOVE
Talking Heads, Tom Tom 
Club, Tina
Frantz, Chris
St. Martin’s (400 pp.) 
$29.99  |  May 12, 2020
978-1-250-20922-1  

A music memoir that is as much 
about love as music.

Frantz’s highly detailed, “true inside 
story” begins with a pleasant boyhood. 

Born to a military family, he moved around, went to good 
schools, enjoyed listening to music—especially the Beatles—
played drums, and joined various bands. While attending Rhode 
Island School of Design, he met fellow art students Tina Wey-
mouth, his future wife, and the aloof David Byrne, who, Frantz 
writes, “got into music to get out of himself.” Weymouth and 
Frantz helped Byrne write lyrics for “Psycho Killer,” and Frantz 
wrote “Warning Sign,” which Byrne later took sole credit for. 
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Throughout, the author offers a devastating portrait of Byrne as 
a back-stabbing liar who aggrandized himself while disrespect-
ing his band mates. Their first band, the Artistics, played some 
venues, and they moved to New York’s Bowery in 1974, where 
they got a regular gig playing as Talking Heads at the CBGB 
club, their all-time favorite venue. A keyboard player, Jerry 
Harrison, formerly of Modern Lovers, joined them. The star-
struck Frantz began meeting people like Patti Smith, John Cale, 
Debbie Harry, Lou Reed, and Andy Warhol. Throughout the 
narrative, he proves to be an inveterate name-dropper. Frantz 
describes the band as “pioneers” in the “Punk/New Wave/Post-
Punk music” scene. In 1976, they played 76 gigs. At this time, 
Byrne wanted to kick Weymouth out of the band, but as the 
author rightly notes, her inventiveness on bass “was one rea-
son Talking Heads sounded so unique.” In 1977, they recorded 
their first album and toured Europe with the Ramones. After-
ward, Frantz and Weymouth got married. Though not the most 
elegant stylist, the author offers entertaining stories about Stop 
Making Sense, Jonathan Demme’s documentary about the band; 
the origins of the Tom Tom Club; Byrne’s big white suit; and the 
day, in 1991, Byrne “sneaked out of Talking Heads.”

Although written in mostly colorless prose, this is a 
gold mine for fans of the 1970s and ’80s music scene.

DARK MIRROR 
Edward Snowden 
and the American 
Surveillance State
Gellman, Barton
Penguin Press (448 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 19, 2020
978-1-59420-601-6  

A three-time Pulitzer winner digs 
deep into “the surveillance state that 
rose up after [9/11], when the U.S. gov-

ernment came to believe it could not spy on enemies without 
turning its gaze on Americans as well.

In 2010, Gellman left the investigative team of the Wash-
ington Post, where he had developed journalistic expertise in 
national security issues and topics related to surveillance and 
digital encryption. By 2013, as he was figuring out his career as 
a freelance author, his life changed dramatically: He was vis-
ited by documentary filmmaker Laura Poitras, who had been 
approached by a then-anonymous whistleblower with alleged 
access to evidence of surveillance conducted illegally on Ameri-
can citizens by federal government agencies. Gellman’s master-
ful narrative proceeds along two primary tracks. One relates 
the life story of the whistleblower, the now-famous Edward 
Snowden. The other is a primer about investigative journalism 
regarding one of the highest-risk exposés in U.S. history. As 
the author unspools his own saga, he also delivers an endlessly 
insightful narrative about the practice of investigative journal-
ism, a book that deserves its place alongside All the President’s 
Men, Five Days at Memorial, Nickel and Dimed, and other classics 
of the genre. Gellman sets both skillful narrative tracks within 

the vital context of how a panicky network of federal govern-
ment officials asserted their authority to break seemingly any 
privacy law or regulation in the wake of 9/11. The author does 
not view his role as advocate or dissenter. Rather, throughout 
the book, he sees his mission as informing all readers about the 
extent of government overreach into private lives. “The reader 
is entitled to know up front that I think Snowden did substan-
tially more good than harm,” writes Gellman, “even though I 
am prepared to accept (as he is not) that his disclosures must 
have exacted a price in lost intelligence.” Explaining the illegal 
government surveillance requires cutting through a mountain 
of technological jargon, a task the author handles expertly.

A riveting, timely book sure to be one of the most sig-
nificant of the year.

AMERICAN BABY 
A Mother, a Child, and 
the Shadow History 
of Adoption
Glaser, Gabrielle
Viking (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Jun. 2, 2020
978-0-7352-2468-1  

A searing narrative that combines 
the detailed saga of one unwed teenage 
mother with deep research on all aspects 

of a scandalous adoption industry.
Glaser—a journalist who covers health and culture and whose 

previous book, Her Best-Kept Secret (2013), investigated women 
and problem drinking—describes the life of Margaret Erle, who 
grew up in 1950s Manhattan as a strong student and well-behaved 
Jewish girl devoted to her family despite a constantly harping 
mother and a tender but weak father. As with many girls at the 
time, Margaret understood little about anatomy or sex. She and 
her boyfriend, George Katz, felt certain that they would remain 
together forever, and in 1961, Margaret became pregnant at the 
age of 16, which infuriated their parents. Though women had 
begun to assert their rights more openly by this time, Margaret 
was still “part of a growing demographic of young women who 
for decades would feel shame, and stay silent.” From this point, 
the author, whose own Jewish faith informs the narrative, offers 
a consistently engaging, skillfully presented, nearly year-by-year 
account, aided by open cooperation from Margaret. The book 
derives from a 2007 newspaper feature Glaser researched about 
David Rosenberg, the son Margaret and George had been forced 
to surrender to a shady adoption agency in 1961. David had been 
adopted by a loving couple, and he knew nothing about his bio-
logical parents. When he required a kidney transplant, finding a 
donor became complicated. His transplant led to a series of arti-
cles (and eventually this book) about the outcome, including the 
developing bond between David and an unrelated donor identi-
fied almost miraculously through a Jewish network. Throughout, 
the author deftly follows this genuinely human story, exposing 
the darker corners of adoption in 20th-century America. In 2006, 
Ann Fessler’s The Girls Who Went Away lifted the curtain on the 

Explaining the illegal government surveillance 
requires cutting through a mountain of technological jargon, 

a task the author handles expertly.
dark mirror



The Book on Tax Strategies, Vol. 1 
New cover edition with more than 26,000 copies sold 

The Book on Advanced Tax Strategies, Vol. 2 
Available at all major retailers starting March 5, 2020. 

Believe it or not, the U.S. tax system is filled with loopholes designed 
specifically to benefit real estate investors. In this two-volume series, 
bestselling authors and CPAs Amanda Han and Matthew MacFarland 
bring the best strategies to slash your taxes and turn your real estate 
investments into a tax-saving machine.

Tired of losing a large portion of your 
investment income to the IRS?
Prepare for tax season the right way.

M O R E  I N F O R M A T I O N  A T   BiggerPockets.com/AdvancedTaxes
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plight of other women just like Margaret, and Glaser accom-
plishes an equally impressive feat here. In a narrative filled with 
villains, a birth mother and her son exhibit grace.

A specific story of identity that has universal appeal for 
the many readers who have faced similar circumstances. 
(b/w photos)

BEGIN AGAIN 
James Baldwin’s 
America and Its Urgent 
Lessons for Our Own
Glaude Jr., Eddie S.
Crown (272 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 21, 2020
978-0-525-57532-0  

A penetrating study of how the words 
of James Baldwin (1924-1987) continue to 
have (often painful) relevance today.

Glaude, a frequent guest on political talk shows and chair 
of the African American Studies department at Princeton, has 
long read, admired, and taught Baldwin’s work. In this follow-up 
to his 2016 book, Democracy in Black: How Race Still Enslaves the 
American Soul, the author mines that work to illustrate our ongo-
ing inability to confront what both Baldwin and Glaude call the 
lie at the center of our American self-conception and how the 
nation refuses “to turn its back on racism and to reach for its bet-
ter angels.” Glaude employs a blend of genres: some biography 
of Baldwin (the text ends at Baldwin’s gravesite), literary analy-
sis of key works, memoir (first-person appears throughout), and 
pieces of American history, especially those events that many of 
us don’t want to think about. Repeatedly, the author examines 

“the ugliness of who we are”—and of the men we have elected 
president (Reagan and Trump do not come off well). In prose 
that is eloquent and impassioned—sometimes hopeful, some-
times not—the author presses his fingers on our bruises, the 
ones many of us would prefer to ignore. Among his many topics: 
Martin Luther King Jr. and how his murder both elevated his 
status and began to create the myth that conceals much of the 
truth about him; the civil rights movement and how many of its 
gains have been lost; the mass incarceration epidemic and what 
the author believes are the legally sanctioned murders of young 
black men. Much of the focus, of course, is on Baldwin: his liter-
ary rise, his years abroad (France, Turkey), and how, later in life, 
he continued to sell well but had lost the approval of many key 
literary critics. Both Baldwin and Glaude argue that we must 
begin again.

Baldwin’s genius glimmers throughout as Glaude effec-
tively demonstrates how truth does not die with the one 
who spoke it.

A BITE OF THE APPLE
A Life With Books, Writers 
and Virago
Goodings, Lennie
Oxford Univ.  (304 pp.) 
$21.95  |  Jun. 9, 2020
978-0-19-882875-4  

The history of a pioneering publish-
ing company devoted to women writers, 
as told by one of its longtime publishers.

In 1978, at age 25, Goodings, the chair 
of Virago Press, arrived in London from her native Canada 
determined to succeed in publishing. Her first job was as an 
assistant to a man at a publicity company who bellowed, “Cof-
fee please!” and called her a communist when she suggested 
he could get it himself. It wasn’t long before she joined Virago, 
one of the first publishing houses devoted to championing the 
works of women. When Goodings asked Carmen Callil, the 
founder, why she started the company, Callil said, “To change 
the world, darling. That’s why.” In her debut memoir, Good-
ings charts the company’s history and offers observations on 
not just “the march of feminism,” but also editing, reading, so-
called post-feminism, and more. Much of the book reads like 

A penetrating study of how the words of James Baldwin 
continue to have (often painful) relevance today.

begin again



an expanded catalog of Virago titles, with dozens of examples 
of the authors and books they publish, and the tone can be self-
congratulatory and defensive. Of women who criticized Virago 
for not being radical or independent enough, the author writes, 

“How many people have you reached? How many lives have you 
touched? Have you changed anyone’s mind? Given anyone joy? 
Inspired change?” Goodings defends Virago’s many compro-
mises—selling to Little, Brown in 1995, publishing “celebrity 
feminists”—as necessary steps toward a bigger goal. But that 
goal was vital, and the book is strongest when Goodings shares 
anecdotes about the many women authors she has worked with. 
Among them are Margaret Atwood, whose attitude toward late 
trains and clueless interviewers was a carefree, “never mind, it’s 
all material” for future books; and Adrienne Rich, who, when a 
female hotel receptionist apologized for reserving a double bed 
after seeing Rich’s female partner, “calmly, graciously, put out 
her hand for the key and said, ‘Yes, that’s right.’ ”

An informative, occasionally dry account of a publish-
ing house that has mostly succeeded in its mission “to rock 
the boat.”

ATOMIC SPY
The Dark Lives of Klaus Fuchs
Greenspan, Nancy Thorndike
Viking (416 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 12, 2020
978-0-593-08339-0  

The story of one of the Soviet 
Union’s most dangerous spies.

Though the Soviets’ bevy of suc-
cessful spies no longer provokes outrage, 
their lives retain an irresistible fasci-

nation. Readers who have missed a few earlier biographies of 
Klaus Fuchs (1911-1988) will not regret this latest by historian 
Greenspan, whose book The End of the Certain World chronicled 
the life of Fuchs’ mentor, Max Born. A young mathematical 
prodigy, Fuchs entered college in 1930. Always an activist, he 
switched from the Social Democratic Party to the far more 
energetic Communists and became a leader in opposing, some-
times violently, the burgeoning Nazi student movement. When 
Hitler took power in 1933, Fuchs fled to Britain, where he 
obtained a doctorate in physics, impressing everyone with his 
brilliance. He joined the British atom bomb research project 
in 1941 despite a security file that expressed concern over his 
Communist Party membership. Even at this time, he was pass-
ing documents to a Soviet controller. When Britain joined the 
Manhattan Project in 1943, he was one of the first to arrive in 
the U.S. Sent to Los Alamos, he won praise and remained after 
the war, returning to Britain in 1946 to become a leader in its 
nuclear program. By 1949, information from American code-
breakers and Soviet defectors pointed to Fuchs as a spy, and 
he confessed after a few interviews. Greenspan focuses much 
attention on her subject’s early life, emphasizing his activism 
over his research and portraying a likable if bland character who 
regretted only betraying his friends, many of whom remained 

friends. The Manhattan Project occupies just 30 pages while 
more than 100 recount Fuchs’ surveillance, interrogation, and 
trial, a section that offers more detail than some readers will 
want. Ironically, his greatest regret was not spying or spending 
nearly a decade in prison but losing his citizenship. He wanted 
to remain in Britain. After his release, he moved to East Ger-
many, resumed his research, and died full of honors.

An appealing biography of a productive spy.
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Glennon Doyle

IN HER NEW MEMOIR, UNTAMED, THE AUTHOR ENCOURAGES 
WOMEN TO FOLLOW THEIR HUNCHES AND THEIR HEARTS
By Laura Jenkins

To understand what inspired Glennon Doyle’s new 
memoir, Untamed (Dial Press, March 10), you have to re-
wind the clock to an evening four years ago. She was at a 
BookExpo dinner in Chicago to plug her book Love Warrior, 
which chronicles the collapse and revival of her marriage to 
Craig Melton. In walked retired soccer player Abby Wam-
bach, two-time Olympic gold medalist and FIFA Women’s 
World Cup champion. Doyle said to herself, “There she is.” 
How could Doyle—a straight, Christian mommy blogger—
reconcile her magnetic attraction to Wambach with a book 
about how she’d saved her marriage? 

At the risk of disappointing her husband, family, pub-
lisher, and hordes of fans, she ultimately decided to go with 

her heart. She filed for divorce and subsequently married 
Wambach in 2017. In Untamed, Doyle issues a rallying cry to 
return to what we know rather than repressing ourselves in 
order to meet the expectations of others. Between raising 
three kids, speaking engagements, and her work with To-
gether Rising, the philanthropic nonprofit she founded in 
2012, Doyle took time out to talk with Kirkus. 

What does it mean to be tame?
It’s when you’re living in a way that is different than your 
hunches, than what’s inside of you. In religion, it was being 
told that I had to believe something in order to be safe or 
saved. In relationships, it was the same. Even after infidel-
ity in my marriage and trying to forgive—it was all of these 
things I was “supposed” to do. I was supposed to forgive and 
let go, whatever the hell that meant. I was supposed to like 
sex. I was supposed to be grateful. Being tame is abandon-
ment of self in order to please or to remain in the tribe. 

How did you learn to trust your own voice and embrace 
your love for Abby?
I committed myself to tuning out all of the outside voices, 
which were all telling me to do something different. The 
feminists wanted me to do one thing; the Christians want-
ed me to do another thing, my parents...everybody just had 
their own opinion, which was amazing. It’s so good when 
you realize that you can’t please everybody. Falling in love 
with Abby was like everything crystalizing. Because it was 
so outside of anything I’d ever been conditioned to do or 
want. It was so clear that it had to come from inside.

If you’d never met Abby do you think you might still be try-
ing to force yourself into a tame existence? 
When I was a Sunday school teacher and an early writer, I 
was going to gay pride parades. [This was] 10 years before I 
met Abby. It’s one thing to be a feminist who fights for be-

Am
y Paulson



I YOU WE THEM
Walking Into the World of 
the Desk Killer
Gretton, Dan
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (1,104 pp.) 
$40.00  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-374-17437-8  

A massively detailed account of the 
good bureaucrats who follow orders and 
thereby kill millions.

British arts and political activist 
Gretton has long puzzled over the worse angels of our nature. 
In this long, dense narrative, the author begins by recounting 
such things as a communications manager’s protest that she 
and her colleagues have nothing to do with the evil their corpo-
ration has undeniably committed; a flash of conversation with 
an interviewer of Nazi architect Albert Speer who heard him 
confess, “I loved machines more than people’; and news of the 
death of Ken Saro-Wiwa, the Nigerian activist who tried to stop 
oil conglomerates from devastating his homeland. These all 
have in common a struggle between violator and victim largely 
enacted by “desk murderers,” a term that traces loosely to Han-
nah Arendt and her book Eichmann in Jerusalem, with its coinage 
of the more famous phrase “the banality of evil.” The evil these 
people commit is banal indeed, but the crimes are extraordi-
nary. Over the course of hundreds of pages, Gretton tells stories 
of Nazi functionaries such as Eichmann himself, presiding over 

“a bafflingly detailed discussion over exactly how Jewishness 
is to be defined.” That definition, of course, would condemn 
millions to death, a process begun by the legal maneuverings of 
another team of Nazi desk murderers to deprive German and 
then all subject Jews of their citizenship—and stateless people 
are susceptible to awful state crimes, as are the anonymous 
inhabitants of faraway lands. That eventually brings Gretton 
to the torturers of the George W. Bush administration and, 
beyond, drone pilots and others who “can stroke their child’s 
sleeping face in the night, and in the morning send the email 
that kills people they have never met.” The text, which is one 
of a planned two volumes, is too long by half and wildly diffuse, 
with digressions into philosophy, the psychology of storytelling, 
and the like. However, the subject is tremendously important 
in a time grown ever darker—and ever more reminiscent of the 
darkest days in modern world history.

For philosophically inclined—and patient—readers 
with a bent for resisting institutional evil. (145 illustrations)
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lief in all women. But it’s another thing to be an individual 
woman who believes in and fights for herself. I was a fem-
inist—of course I believed in the right for all women to 
choose their own lives. But it took me till I was 44 to be-
come a woman who believed in my own right to live my own 
life—allowing it to become personal, to infiltrate my home 
and my relationships and my beliefs about myself. 

You observe that many women are terrified of having a 
self. Why is that?
What I hear from women so often is this ingrained idea that 
what they want, at their deepest, is at odds with what their 
people need…“I can’t do this because of my kids; I can’t do 
this because of my husband.” We’ve been trained to believe 
that what is true and beautiful for us—if we choose it—will 
make us selfish. There’s this whole martyrdom idea that we 
think somehow makes us good mothers….I think it makes 
us really irresponsible mothers. Because what we’re doing is 
raising children who then repeat that pattern, and nobody 
gets to live. 

What would you say to those who are afraid of becoming 
“untamed?”
When people think of untamed, they think of wild. And 
when they think wild, they think fierce and scary. When we 
become untamed we become beautiful and dangerous, not 
ugly and dangerous. Your wild is exactly what you were born 
to bring to the world. There’s no possible way to get more 
beautiful.

Laura Jenkins is a writer and photojournalist living in the Texas 
Hill Country. Untamed was reviewed in the Jan. 15, 2020, issue.
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AU REVOIR, TRISTESSE
Lessons in Happiness From 
French Literature
Groskop, Viv
Abrams (256 pp.) 
$25.00  |  Jun. 9, 2020
978-1-4197-4298-9  

A Francophile learns about life from 
French novels.

Growing up in rural England, come-
dian, journalist, and podcast host Gros-

kop wanted desperately to escape the conformity and dullness 
that surrounded her. Being French, she decided at a young 
age, “represented something so exciting for me: dynamism, 
energy, heat.” She studied French in school, went to France on 
school exchanges, and had French-speaking pen pals. As she 
boasts repeatedly in this breezy, enthusiastic riff on 12 canoni-
cal (white, mostly male) writers, she learned to speak and read 
the language fluently, and she diligently immersed herself in 

Frenchness, “snorting up every little croissant crumb of culture 
and language I could find.” Acquiring Frenchness brought her 
joy, she writes, and reading French literature has been “mean-
ingful and life-changing.” However, her attempt to show “the 
intersection between Frenchness and happiness” by glossing 
over works by Proust, Hugo, Camus, Flaubert, Balzac and oth-
ers is unconvincing. From Françoise Sagan she learns that the 
French version of happiness is “being young—or stubbornly 
young at heart” and “living in the moment.” From Colette’s 
Gigi, “a slightly messier Cinderella story,” she learns that “we 
can’t all be born with agency and choices” but still can end up 
content. From Victor Hugo, she discovers that “personal happi-
ness is intimately linked to having a clear conscience.” Cyrano de 
Bergerac “is about body positivity”; like Gigi, Cyrano’s “overall 
philosophy is this: make the most of what you’ve got and play 
to your strengths.” From Guy de Maupassant, who, though a 
literary star, suffered from syphilis and tried twice to commit 
suicide, Groskop learned “that life is actually played out in a 
haze of different shades of gray.” Stendhal teaches her “about 
the tempestuous nature of desire.” There seems nothing par-
ticularly French about these life lessons, and, in the end, the 
author admits that her Francophilia came from needing “a pre-
tend foreign identity in order to feel happy”—a need she has 
happily outgrown.

An exuberant yet superficial celebration of French 
classics.

LIGHTS OUT
Pride, Delusion, and the Fall 
of General Electric
Gryta, Thomas and Mann, Ted
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (368 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 1, 2020
978-0-358-25041-8  

Two Wall Street Journal reporters 
expand years of their newspaper cov-
erage into a detailed book about the 

decline of General Electric due in large part to management 
incompetence, greed, and dishonesty.

Founded in Schenectady, New York, in 1892, General Elec-
tric eventually grew into one of the world’s largest corporations, 
selling products and services with sterling reputations, devel-
oping a loyal workforce, training managers who earned renown 
(especially Jack Welch), and providing reliable investments for 
stockholders. Examining what went wrong during the past two 
decades, Gryta and Mann focus mostly on CEO Jeff Immelt 
and his successor, John Flannery. During their stewardships, GE 
stock prices and number of employees dropped significantly. At 
times, financial disaster seemed imminent, as the corporation 
sold many of its electricity-related assets to raise cash. When 
Flannery arrived in 2017, the company was fighting “dysfunc-
tion tending toward chaos and a confrontation with the past 
that was mere weeks from spilling into public view. Beneath the 
placid surface, GE was in total disarray.” The authors attempt 
to place the demise in a larger context by noting that for many 
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decades, GE served as a model of excellent management for 
countless other corporations. This leads the authors to wonder 
about the viability of many other seemingly healthy corpora-
tions. Often, the authors’ exploration of the bigger picture falls 
victim to the excruciatingly detailed saga of GE. Readers with-
out a direct connection to the corporation—e.g., current or for-
mer employees, outside corporate analysts, and investors—will 
be tempted to skim the parts of the narrative about the dizzying 
maneuvering inside the corporate suites. The authors’ knowl-
edgeable reporting is mostly top-down, as they rarely focus on 
lower-level employees. They analyze Immelt from a variety of 
angles, and while he certainly emerges as a complex figure, the 
authors struggle to make him compelling as a protagonist. The 
book would have been more engaging if shortened by nearly 
100 pages.

An overlong survey that may interest business students 
as a case study.

THE WORLD
A Brief Introduction
Haass, Richard
Penguin Press (400 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 12, 2020
978-0-399-56239-6  

The president of the Council on For-
eign Relations presents “the basics of 
what you need to know about the world, 
to make you more globally literate.”

In a follow-up to A World in Disarray 
(2017), Haass, a former diplomat and adviser for both George 
H.W. Bush and Colin Powell, examines “the ideas, issues, and 
institutions essential for a basic understanding of the world.” 
Though he focuses primarily on the era beginning with the 
Thirty Years’ War, the author references ancient history when 
it sheds light on contemporary circumstances. Haass takes a 
rather middle-of-the-road approach, trying to describe the 
mechanics of political science and global affairs in a way that 
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Mikki Kendall

THE ACTIVIST AND AUTHOR POSES TOUGH QUESTIONS FOR 
WHITE FEMINISM AND POINTS THE WAY TOWARD A TRULY 
INTERSECTIONAL MOVEMENT
By Anjali Enjeti

Mikki Kendall’s new book, Hood Feminism: Notes From the 
Women That a Movement Forgot (Viking, Feb. 25), won’t make 
nonblack readers comfortable—nor should it. The book is a 
searing criticism of white feminism and the antiquated fram-
ing of the patriarchy that excludes black women, particularly 
low-income black women, from the narrative. Kendall leaves 
no stone unturned. Her incisive analysis delves into respect-
ability politics, affordable housing, harmful stereotypes, and 
the whitewashing of issues like eating disorders and poverty. 
If the hashtag #SolidarityIsForWhiteWomen—which Ken-
dall coined in 2013—was the spark that started a conversation, 
Hood Feminism provides the muscle and the strategy to build 
a more intersectional movement.

Kendall spoke about the book from her home in Chicago. 

#SolidarityIsForWhiteWomen seems to be more rele-
vant now than ever. Can you talk about how the conver-
sations it inspired have evolved over the years?

Oddly enough, I’m starting to see more men and male-pre-
senting people use it. A white man in Utah tweeted at me 
and told me that when he first saw the hashtag he didn’t 
understand it, but then he started paying attention to how 
often the word “women” was used to mean “white women.” 
He never noticed this until he came upon the hashtag. A 
white man in Utah is not who I expected to get it. We had a 
nice conversation about it. 

Why does feminism continue to be so resistant to a 
broader inclusivity?
Some of it is class based, and race is a predictor of class. 
White privilege doesn’t mean that you’ll never struggle, but 
it does mean you’re less likely to be lower income. So it be-
comes very easy, in an insular sort of way, to assume that 
problems like food insecurity and gun violence affect those 
people over there. They don’t really see that their neighbor is 
hungry, that kids are raising money to pay off school lunches 
because adults refuse to support federal programs for free 
breakfast and lunch. 

Respectability and identity politics play into this too, in-
cluding white identity politics. We act like white women don’t 
make decisions based on race. Obviously, Trump’s election 
tells us that they do. And let’s be honest—even a kombucha-
sipping, Black Lives Matter pin–wearing white girl in New 
York still might vote in ways that aren’t great. We can’t afford 
to approach any issue as if there’s a binary, straightforward an-
swer. Gender depends on race, class, ability, religion, all of it. 

How does the myth of the Strong Black Woman ulti-
mately harm black women? 
It’s really just a mammy kind of narrative, right? She’s so strong, 
and she needs nothing, and she can take care of everything herself. 
People will say strong black women can do anything, there-
fore we don’t need to make sure that the schools in their area 
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provides context and perspective in writing that moves at a 
lively clip, both compact and inviting. Although he covers all 
the regions of the world, the lion’s share of the attention goes 
to, in descending order, Europe, North America, Asia, and 
everywhere else. The author explores the way things work, 
or don’t, in the political sphere: How do various state actors 
contend with terrorism? Did nuclear proliferation ever serve 
a positive role? Will cybercrime turn the internet on its head? 
Where are global health and trade headed? Will alliances and 
coalitions ever be enough to ensure global order? How do 
we best navigate the increasing effects of climate change? 
Throughout, Haass tries to track certain historical trajectories, 
with mixed success. During a discussion of the post–Cold War 
era, he writes, “no one would have the ability—and few would 
have the desire—to challenge the primacy of the United States 
given its tradition, with some exceptions, of not seeking to 
impose its will on others.” A strong case can be made for the 
primacy of “exceptions.” In covering so much territory in so lit-
tle space, Haass can’t help but do a lot of skimming, though the 
lacunae are beguiling enough to make readers seek out deeper 
investigations into certain topics—and the author’s “Where To 
Go For More” section is a good start.

A valiant attempt, with many fruitful insights, to help 
fashion citizens capable of sound independent judgments. 
(maps, charts, graphs)

FROM DARWIN TO DERRIDA
Selfish Genes, Social Selves, 
and the Meanings of Life
Haig, David
MIT Press (464 pp.) 
$39.95  |  May 19, 2020
978-0-262-04378-6  

Of Mendelian demons, genetic catal-
ysis, and other evolutionary matters hav-
ing to do with why we’re here.

We are born, we grow up, and we 
die. If we have fulfilled our biological mandate, we produce 
others who do the same. Is that all there is? Biologists have 
long shied away from the question of whether life has mean-
ing. For instance, writes Harvard evolutionary biology profes-
sor Haig, the great scholar Ernst Mayr dismissed early efforts 
as “impoverished and inadequate for understanding the liv-
ing world.” Charles Darwin provided a framework for that 
understanding with his evolutionary theories, though, espe-
cially natural selection. Haig explores ideas from Aristotle 
to Richard Dawkins, examining teleological questions that 
seek answers for the “end” of why we live and what we live for. 
The author accomplishes this with, among other avenues, a 
detailed exploration of how genes work. Sometimes his expla-
nations are resoundingly clear, as when he likens organismal 
behavior, made up of the interactions between “the historical 
individuals we identify as organisms and the historical individ-
uals I have called strategic genes,” to the relationship between 
a nation and its citizens. At other times, it helps to have some 
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are staying open. We don’t need to worry about eviction or 
any of a dozen issues that explicitly impact them more be-
cause they’ll figure it out. Meanwhile, I don’t give a shit how 
strong you are. Unless you figure out how to grow a money 
tree—in a world where a black family will have $100 saved 
in the bank compared to a white family that has $5,000—
you never have enough. 

How can we look at feminism as a way to help op-
pressed people thrive, instead of how it’s typically 
framed—as  a means to reduce oppression? 
We need to look at what we are empowering specific wom-
en to do. It’s not so much that we have women in power that 
matters, it’s what they do with that power. We don’t have 
an Equal Rights Amendment in part because of Phyllis 
Schlafly. Is feminism trying to get equality for all women, or 
is it really about making sure that white women have equal 
power with white men? 

Do you think the term patriarchy is outdated? 
We either have to put a modifier in front of it or stop us-
ing the word altogether. It’s either the white male upper-class 
patriarchy or we have to acknowledge that there are patriar-
chies plural, because different cultures have different tradi-
tions. White women will criticize the fact that Indigenous 
women don’t get to wear war bonnets or headdresses and 
that Muslim women have to wear hijabs. The women who 
live in these cultural constructs have nothing to do with the 
white male patriarchy. They don’t need white input. And 
white women shouldn’t weaponize the white male patriar-
chy against women with different traditions. They should 
fight their own daddies, uncles, and brothers. 

Anjali Enjeti is an Atlanta-based writer and a vice president of the 
National Book Critics Circle. Hood Feminism was reviewed in 
the Dec. 15, 2019, issue.
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background in modern biology and its concepts and language, 
as when he writes, “bacterial recombination involves the for-
mation and dissolution of partnerships between coreplicons 
or the substitution of one gene for another in a process that 
has clear winners and losers.” Winning and losing are part of 
the whole process of evolution but not all of it. As Haig writes, 
departing from that terminology to add a fresh concept to the 
mix, “fitness is the telos of our genetic adaptations, but each 
passion has a proximate telos toward which it cajoles us to 
action.” That is to say, when we’re hungry, we seek food—and, 
according to other moods, sex, fame, and the like, a compre-
hensible notion made all the richer by Haig’s capable layering 
of more complex ideas. Daniel Dennett provides the foreword.

A challenging though rewarding exploration of the 
meaning and purpose of life.

GHOST FLAMES 
Life and Death in a 
Hidden War, Korea 
1950-1953
Hanley, Charles J.
PublicAffairs (528 pp.) 
$32.00  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-5417-6817-8  

A Pulitzer Prize–winning journal-
ist forges a masterly new history of the 
Korean War through character studies of 

the participants caught in the conflict.
During his 40-year career at the Associated Press, Hanley 

reported from nearly 100 countries around the world, and his 
journalistic talents are on full display in his latest book. He 
also demonstrates a novelist’s touch and a wonderful ear for 
dialogue and detail. He builds his history via observers’ tes-
timonies about the war, from the initial invasion of South 
Korea by North Korean troops on June 25, 1950, to the stun-
ning “morning of silent guns” on July 28, 1953. The characters 
Hanley chooses to highlight aptly represent the diversity of 
people involved, from refugees and soldiers on both sides to 
U.S. military leaders like Matthew Ridgway, appointed Far East 
commander by Harry Truman after certain miscalculations by 
Gen. Douglas MacArthur. In countless poignant snapshots, the 
author describes harrowing, often horrific experiences, includ-
ing those of Sister Mary Mercy at a clinic in Pusan, where “sani-
tation is abysmal and disease endemic,” and “existing facilities 
fall far short of what’s needed to deal with the typhoid, typhus, 
smallpox, and tuberculosis spreading through the refugee popu-
lation”; and South Korean AP journalist Bill Shinn, who tried to 
cover the conflict while protecting his family. Elsewhere, Han-
ley discusses numerous witnesses to the horrendous retaliation 
by both North and South Korean troops in terms of executions 
and mass burials as well as American troops’ “depravity” in tor-
turing and raping the local population. The author also details 
the conditions at the POW camps, including Pyoktong, where 
a black American soldier endured not only an existence of “sim-
ple misery,” but also racist taunts from fellow American soldiers 
in the camp. In addition to excellent maps and a chronology, 
Hanley provides photos of the characters and an “After the War” 
section about each of them. The accretion of astounding detail 
makes for a vivid, multilayered look at a deeply complicated war 
in which few emerged as heroic.

A top-notch addition to the literature on the Korean 
War. (maps and b/w images)

The accretion of astounding detail makes for a vivid, multilayered 
look at a deeply complicated war in which few emerged as heroic.

ghost flames
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THE KING OF CONFIDENCE
A Tale of Utopian Dreamers, 
Frontier Schemers, True 
Believers, False Prophets, 
and the Murder of an 
American Monarch
Harvey, Miles
Little, Brown (352 pp.) 
$29.00  |  May 12, 2020
978-0-316-46359-1  

A nicely spun yarn of religious chica-
nery on the frontier in a nearly forgotten historical episode.

Harvey has a pronounced fondness for obscure characters 
from American history. In this book, the center of his atten-
tion is James Strang (1813-1856), a scoundrel to most, a saint to 
others, who “vanished into the night” in western New York in 
1843 only to appear some time later in Nauvoo, Illinois. There, 
though previously a professed atheist, he was baptized into the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints by none other than 
Joseph Smith. Strang, Harvey allows, may have come there in 
order to bilk Latter-day Saint settlers, as he had apparently 
done to New Yorkers before. However, Strang quickly realized 
that there was more to be made by being a religious leader, and 
when Smith was killed, Strang asserted that he was heir to his 
throne. Brigham Young prevailed, but Strang kept up his cam-
paign while establishing an offshoot of the church first in Wis-
consin, then on an island in Lake Michigan, fulfilling his “plans 
to lay claim to a kingdom all his own.” Strang, “always alert to 
the possibility of making a buck,” took that kingship seriously, 
siting his kingdom at a place that steamers plying the Great 
Lakes would dock in order to refuel on the island’s abundant 
wood. He also horned in on other businesses, including the fish-
ing trade that had sustained inhabitants before Strang’s arrival, 
along with several hundred of his followers. The conflicts that 
Strang sowed right and left—e.g., he condemned others for 
adultery while abandoning his repudiation of polygamy and 
taking multiple wives—soon caught up with him. Harvey notes 
that the end of Strang’s realm coincided with Herman Melville’s 
writing his great novel The Confidence-Man, and the author haz-
ards that there could have been no better model for a character 
who outshone P.T. Barnum in profiting from gullibility, if only 
for a short while. Harvey’s narrative is a page-turning exercise 
in popular history perfect for fans of Devil in the White City.

Entertaining historical excavation.



INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Eliese Colette Goldbach

THREE YEARS OF WORK IN AN OHIO STEEL MILL HELPED GROUND HER 
AND LED TO HER NEW MEMOIR, RUST
By Karen R. Long

On a recent Sunday afternoon, Eliese Colette Goldbach 
sat down in a Cleveland deli, ordered coffee and a wedge salad, 
and, between slow bites, took questions about Rust: A Mem-
oir of Steel and Grit (Flatiron Books, March 3). 

It recounts her three years as Utility worker No. 6691 
at the ArcelorMittal steel mill in Cleveland. That period of 
skilled labor, Goldbach said, aided her recovery after two 
men raped her—a newly arrived 18-year-old high school vale-
dictorian—at Franciscan University in Steubenville, Ohio.

At 33, she teaches at John Carroll University but still finds 
herself scanning help wanted ads for crane operators.

How did you hit upon the title?
[The book] had a bunch of different titles. My [Flatiron] ed-
itor Bryn [Clark] suggested Rust, and it really seemed to fit. 

The working title was Better Than We Are, which was from a 
quotation in the book.

You write that you majored in English partly because 
STEM and calculus came so easily. Really?
That’s part of my Cleveland-ness. Life makes more sense 
when there is an obstacle in your way. It’s part of my Amer-
icanness too, that idea that you have to be working, have 
to be struggling. Look at all those Europeans with all that 
vacation. Please.

Did you keep a journal at the mill?
I started writing about the mill shortly after I started. 
I was overwhelmed by the sights, sounds, smells, and I 
thought it could be an essay, maybe timed to the 2016 
presidential election. For a while I thought it might be a 
visual thing, like Anne Carson’s Nox. Then it went off into 
a lot of David Foster Wallace–y stuff, like McCain’s Prom-
ise. The essay got really long, and I realized I needed to 
find the story arc. My agent [Sarah Levitt] was really good 
at directing me. I knew my hospitalization [with bipolar 
disease] would be the climax. I had to figure out how to 
build up to that.

Did your parents or husband have veto power over any 
passages?
No. They haven’t read it. They’re reading it now. I am still 
nervous about my parents’ reactions, especially my father’s, 
because I talk about him a lot. 

You dedicate this to your dad, a staunch Republican and 
retired pawn-shop manager, and your mom, a dental hy-
gienist. Why? 
I have so much credit to give my parents. They insisted my 
sister and I get good educations. My bipolar disease came 
on after the rape, and they were always there for me. They 
found me in the hospital, they gave me emotional support, 

Cheryl DeBono-M
ichaelangelos Photography
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they helped me keep going. I wouldn’t have gotten to where 
I am with my writing if I didn’t have them behind me. 

You left for college hoping to become a nun, and then 
the sexual assault and mental illness reshaped your 
identity. Do you have a faith walk now?
My parents are very religious; they are always trying to get 
me to go to Mass. I did go at Christmas. For some time, I 
have felt the pull of it—the ritual, the beauty that I was 
brought up in. A couple of years ago, I started going more 
regularly. [My husband] Tony has been a big part of it. We 
encourage each other. It is a way for me to humble myself, 
and it gives me a spiritual practice within the way I was 
raised. Others have different paths.

Would you be willing to read from Rust at your Catholic 
girls’ high school?
It’s closed now, but absolutely, I would love doing that at 
other high schools. I really loved my all-girls education; I 
really did. Nothing was off-limits to us….One of the things 
I loved about my mill job was the uniforms are androgy-
nous. You could be seen not in a sexual way. And there is 
something very comfortable and powerful about that. In 
high school, with all the girls dressed in the same thing, 
that frees up a lot of mental energy.

What is Rust saying about this region?
So often we are seen as one thing in the Rust Belt. There 
are books that answer that: Detroit: An Anthology and Da-
vid Giffels’ The Hard Way on Purpose and Sarah Smarsh’s 
Heartland. Trump sees us as just one thing: down and out. 
But that isn’t the mill’s identity. It’s not just economic: It’s 
about pride, relevance, country, union. The steelworkers 
are still so strong. 

Karen R. Long manages the Anisfield-Wolf Book Awards for the 
Cleveland Foundation. Rust was reviewed in the Dec. 15, 2019, issue.
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THE SHADOW SYSTEM
Mass Incarceration and the 
American Family
Harvey, Sylvia A.
Bold Type Books (288 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-1-56858-880-3  

A black journalist with firsthand 
experience of the incarceration system’s 
impact on families, especially children, 
reveals its many wrongs.

With adequate statistics to back up her arguments, Harvey, 
who reports frequently on race and the criminal justice system 
(the Nation, New York Post, VQR, etc.), charges that structural 
racism, inequality, and biased legislation all hit poor and racial 
minorities the hardest. In addition to presenting her research, 
the author tells moving human stories of three cases—in Miami, 
Louisville, and Jackson, Mississippi. She rotates through these 
so every third chapter returns to one of them, a narrative strat-
egy that allows the author to expand on the details of each case. 
Rather than focusing on the people behind bars, Harvey investi-
gates the stories of their families on the outside, showing how the 
family members of the incarcerated provide a vital lifeline to the 
prisoners. Through her often poignant close-ups, readers get to 
know them and see how they have been adversely affected both 
economically and emotionally and how difficult it is for millions 
of children to spend quality time with incarcerated parents. Mov-
ing beyond the individual human stories that make this account 
so readable, Harvey also gives a bigger picture of the institu-
tions—the criminal justice system, the welfare system, and the 
education system—and their programs and practices that affect 
the lives of families of the incarcerated. Furthermore, she makes 
comparisons between the actions of the Obama and Trump 
administrations and examines what individual states have and 
have not done. Reform of the criminal justice system is essential, 
she writes. In order for this to occur, we must work diligently to 
overcome public indifference and willful ignorance: “Who are we 
if we don’t stand up for those most vulnerable?”

A solid combination of research, compassion, and anger 
that sheds light on a highly flawed system.

WANDERING IN 
STRANGE LANDS
A Daughter of the Great 
Migration Reclaims Her Roots
Jerkins, Morgan
Harper/HarperCollins (304 pp.) 
$27.99  |  May 12, 2020
978-0-06-287304-0  

A family’s story reflects African 
Americans’ struggle for survival.

Driven by a need to understand 
her own identity, cultural critic Jerkins mounted an investiga-
tion into her family’s tangled history, recounting in this candid 
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memoir the surprising discoveries that emerged from her emo-
tional journey. Like many African Americans, her ancestors 
fled the South—and oppression from the Ku Klux Klan and 
police—some settling in the Northeast, others in California, 
disrupting their ties to their cultural and spiritual heritage. “No 
one spoke about the past—the goal was to move forward and 
never look back,” she writes.” This silence, though, frustrated 
Jerkins, leading to a search “to excavate the connective tissue 
that complicates but unites us as a people, and to piece together 
the story of how I came to be by going back and looking beyond 
myself.” Traveling to Georgia, South Carolina, Oklahoma, and 
Los Angeles, she traced her lineage, seeking answers to ques-
tions that had bothered her throughout her life: Why, for exam-
ple, was she taught to be afraid of water? Why did her family 
believe in conjuring, spells, and hoodoo? And, critical to her 
sense of self, why was she so light skinned, a trait that raised 
others’ curiosity, as if a child with lighter skin than her parents 

“was an aberration in the natural order of things.” Everything 
she learned underscored the power of white supremacy in 
the U.S. She found out that although the Jerkins family grew 
up near water, it was not necessarily a conduit to freedom but, 
more ominously, a place where blacks were drowned. On the 
lush resort island of Hilton Head, she realized that “beautiful 
landscapes masked black carnage.” From a historian, she was 
dismayed to learn the prevalence of black slave owners: “In 1830, 
in twenty-four states…there were 3,775 black owners of 12,760 
slaves.” Although her search sometimes proved unsettling, in 
the end, Jerkins was able to “tease out the interwoven threads 
of who I am as a black woman.”

A revelatory exploration of the meaning of blackness.

ENEMY OF ALL MANKIND
A True Story of Piracy, Power, 
and History’s First Global 
Manhunt
Johnson, Steven
Riverhead (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 12, 2020
978-0-7352-1160-5  

The logo of modern capitalism isn’t 
properly the dollar sign but instead the 
skull and crossbones.

Wide-ranging as always, Johnson, author of such bestsellers 
as Everything Bad Is Good for You and How We Got to Now, locates 
the origins of our current dog-eat-dog economic condition in the 
actions of a flotilla of 17th-century pirates. Led by a mutineer 
named Henry Every, six ships converged at the mouth of the Red 
Sea, just where modern pirates gather today, to raid the fleets of 
the declining Mughal Empire. They attacked one huge ship that 
had the misfortune of having a cannon misfire even as a lucky 
shot from the pirate fleet took down the main mast. Aboard was 
a fortune in diamonds—and a harem that the pirates, as might be 
expected, treated as their own. The attack set in motion a num-
ber of things. For one, the British East India Company, sensing 
weakness, moved to secure a foothold in India while thwarting 

Parliament’s regulatory efforts to weaken the power of that early 
corporation. For its part, the British government declared Every 
and company to be enemies of mankind to be killed upon sight. 
Every disappeared, but some of his shipmates were not so fortu-
nate. Johnson writes with vigor and evident fascination for Every 
and his exploits—that foundational mutiny, for instance, “one 
of those rare moments from history where we can re-create an 
almost second-by-second account of the actions.” His equation 
of their “radical dream of economic and political liberation” with 
the behavior of modern moguldom is arguable, but the predatory, 
sociopathic nature of the pirates is surely not. This makes it ever 
stranger that Every, now almost unknown, should have been a 
rock star in his day, and especially in a media-innocent time when 
brigands such as Walter Ralegh and Edward Teach commanded 
much public notice.

As with all of Johnson’s work, a highly readable, deeply 
researched look into a little-explored corner of history.

A HONEYBEE HEART HAS 
FIVE OPENINGS
A Year of Keeping Bees
Jukes, Helen
Pantheon (256 pp.) 
$26.95  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-5247-4786-2  

An intimate look at one woman’s 
experience with beekeeping.

After helping a friend of a friend with 
his bees, British writer Jukes decided to 
get a colony of her own even though she 

knew little about them. “I hadn’t even realized…that honeybees 
are different from bumblebees,” she writes, “that there are over 
twenty thousand species of bee in the world, and only a frac-
tion of them make honey.” The author had a woodworker build 
her a special hive so she could establish her colony in a wind-
protected section of her back garden. While she waited for the 
appropriate time to begin her new hobby, she plunged headlong 
into the complex history of bees and beekeeping through the 
centuries, and she shares her extensive research with readers. 
Though informative, these elements are occasionally dry. For-
tunately, Jukes juxtaposes this history with her ongoing interac-
tions with her hive, which brings her tale back to life. Readers 
share in her concerns about cold weather and how the new 
colony is adjusting to their nontraditional hive, rejoice in the 
abundance of new bees, and worry as the hive moves closer and 
closer to the swarming phase. The author clearly conveys the 
necessity of dedication, focus, and calm when handling bees, 
and she palpably portrays the moment when she was able to 
fully let go of her day-to-day anxieties and concentrate solely on 
her charges. She also interweaves a late-blooming romance into 
her story, which further sweetens the narrative. Throughout 
the book, Jukes portrays her experiences with vivid imagina-
tion and a spirit that encourages readers to think deeper about 
a creature that is vital to all life on this planet. “The honeybees 
opened me out,” she writes, “led me into a new understanding 

As with all of Johnson’s work, a highly readable, deeply
researched look into a little-explored corner of history.

enemy of all mankind



of the world and my place in it….Flowers, bees, weather, peo-
ple—they’re all connected, all part of a larger ecosystem.”

Entertaining reading for budding apiarists and arm-
chair nature enthusiasts. (b/w photos)

MAKE CHANGE
How To Fight Injustice, 
Dismantle Systemic 
Oppression, and Own Our 
Future
King, Shaun
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 21, 2020
978-0-358-04800-8  

A blend of memoir and manifesto by 
Black Lives Matter leader King.

Born in 1979, the author was already a well-known activist, 
using social media for progressive causes, when a friend and 

Morehouse College classmate sent him a note advising him of 
a YouTube post showing the infamous 2014 “I can’t breathe” 
killing of Eric Garner by New York police. “The case and the 
injustice of the murder…consumed me from that day forward,” 
he writes. “I took it personally.” He dug deep to discover that 
the NYPD had banned the chokehold that killed Garner two 
decades earlier and discovered that police across the country 

“have shot and killed an average of three people a day,” most of 
whom never made the national news cycle, especially if they 
were members of ethnic minorities. Things are worse than ever, 
King writes, in a book that shares the spirit of Saul Alinsky’s 
Rules for Radicals. The institutions that ostensibly protect all 
citizens are crumbling, gradually overcome by a creeping fas-
cism that has risen slowly and stealthily over decades. What’s 
to be done? “Making change isn’t theoretical,” writes the author. 

“You have to get out there and fight for it. You have to be in the 
game, in the campaign, in the war.” Of course, that fight will 
involve losing some battles, as King’s mentor Bernie Sanders, 
who provides the foreword, has experienced, and it’s likely to be 
met by objections on the part of well-meaning people: “Nobody 
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believes in me,” “I’ll start later,” “I’m afraid of failure.” There’s 
no time for all that, and King advises instead getting out and 
becoming involved in grassroots movements: “Don’t be pushy 
to the point of weirdness, but exchange information, and let 
them know that you are hoping to volunteer alongside them 
and could start immediately.” That encouragement is welcome, 
and in any event, writes King, those who oppose democratic 
change are busy on their end: “They are not passive defenders 
of the status quo but deliberate, forceful advocates of it.”

A vigorous complement to other primers in political 
activism and social justice.

THE UNEXPECTED GUEST
How a Homeless Man From 
the Streets of L.A. Redefined 
Our Home
Konik, Michael
Diversion Books (312 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-63576-729-2  

One privileged LA couple tastes the 
labyrinthine magnitude of the city’s home-
lessness epidemic when they invite one of 

those chronically affected to live in their backyard guest cottage.
Konik (Report From the Street: Voices of the Homeless, 2018, 

etc.), an ex–professional gambler, and his wife, jazz singer Char-
maine Clamor, have tired of their lives of material success. They 
have reoriented themselves away from the pursuit of fame and 
fortune to that of healing, creativity, and community build-
ing. “Maybe the better angels of our nature aren’t as distant and 
inaccessible as most of us imagine,” muses Konik. “Maybe all 
that’s required to access and embrace these angels is to decide 
consciously and willfully that we’ve got everything we’ll ever 
need, with plenty of extra to share.” When Fisher King Mike, 
a local man who suffers from schizophrenia, bipolar disor-
der, and chronic homelessness, comes to them for help, they 
trepidatiously begin a process of trust-building that starts with 
Mike’s bags camping out behind their hedge. Two years later, 
he’s become part of the family. To the book’s credit, all parties 
behave in a deeply human manner. Mike proves himself to be an 
excellent handyman but struggles with reliability and his cadre 
of inner demons. Konik and his wife waffle between their gen-
erosity and their distrust, their resistance to having their space 
and routine disturbed and their concerns about Mike’s hygiene. 
Though Konik’s dialogue can be wooden as he translates his 
narration from the stage to the page (he’s currently a comedian 
as well as a writer), and lapses into self-promotion or melo-
drama sometimes distract the reader from the bigger issues at 
stake, Konik has an amusing storytelling style that keeps the 
pages turning.

Honest and entertaining, this book forces readers 
to confront the systems of inequality in which we are all 
implicated.

CAMP GIRLS
Fireside Lessons on 
Friendship, Courage, and 
Loyalty
Krasnow, Iris
Grand Central Publishing (256 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-1-5387-3226-7  

Krasnow continues to focus on inti-
mate relationships and personal growth, 
this time through the lens of the summer 

camp experience.
A self-described “summer camp lifer,” the author, whose books 

include The Secret Lives of Wives and Surrendering to Motherhood, has 
penned an extended love letter to the lakeside camp of her youth. 
Throughout, she advocates for the positive, life-changing effects 
of camp life for all children. Starting at the age of 8, Krasnow 
attended northern Wisconsin’s Camp Agawak for two months 
and continued for the next 10 summers as a camper and counselor. 

“Camp…is where it all started for me,” writes the author, continuing, 
“all that is very adventurous, very sentimental, very brave, and very 
naughty about who I am today was birthed and nurtured there.” 
Later, the mother of four sons accompanied her boys to their sum-
mer camp to work as staff. In yet a third camp run, she returned to 
Agawak in her 60s to spend summers as a staff member, reviving 
the camp literary magazine. Krasnow organizes the chapters by 
traits purportedly cultivated by camp—independence, ambition, 
versatility, responsibility, and so on—and intersperses her recollec-
tions with those of some lifelong camp friends about how the expe-
riences engender these qualities. While the author does fall into 
repetition and mawkishness as she recounts her beloved activities, 
songs, and traditions, most readers will be convinced of the value 
of summer camp in building confidence and character—especially 
for iGen kids. Free of technology and parental micromanagement 
yet “seasoned by full-throttle summers that teach us a bounty of 
skills,” writes the author, “we become resourceful and adventurous 
adults who feel like we can do just about anything—no matter our 
age.” Not everyone will relate to the intensity of Krasnow’s immer-
sion in camp life, but her argument for the importance of a sacred 
childhood space will resonate with many.

A lighthearted read appropriate for summertime. (b/w 
photos)

GODS OF WAR
History’s Greatest 
Military Rivals
Lacey, James & Murray, Williamson
Bantam (416 pp.) 
$32.00  |  May 19, 2020
978-0-345-54755-2  

Six long accounts of wars in which 
great captains fought on either side. 

Excepting the occasional master-
piece like John Keegan’s The Face of Battle, 

Honest and entertaining, this book forces readers to confront the 
systems of inequality in which we are all implicated.

the unexpected guest



military buffs often look down their noses at the “great battles” 
genre. However, historians and professors Lacey (Marine Corps 
War College) and Murray (Naval War College) follow their pre-
vious book, Moment of Battle: The Twenty Clashes That Changed 
the World (2013), with another expert mixture of lively nuts-
and-bolts descriptions of combat and opinions on why some 
legendary generals won their wars and others did not. Hanni-
bal kept defeating Roman armies, but Romans never gave up; 
eventually, their best general, Scipio, defeated Hannibal. Caesar 
is better known, but Pompey, equally triumphant during his 
lifetime, chose the wrong allies when the two had a falling out. 
During the Crusades, Richard the Lionhearted won many vic-
tories, but Saladin possessed more resources and patience, so 
Richard’s goal, Jerusalem, remained out of reach. Napoleon’s 
early victories saved revolutionary France and then megalo-
mania took over. Against stubborn enemies, megalomaniacal 
leaders, no matter how brilliant, sooner or later make stupid 
decisions, and Napoleon did not break the mold. Robert E. Lee 
knew how to win battles, but Ulysses S. Grant knew how to win 
the war. Erwin Rommel, Bernard Montgomery, and George 

Patton were successful despite vastly disparate personalities. 
“Entirely different cultures, both national and military, formed 
their approaches to leadership,” write the authors in the “Con-
clusion” section of that chapter. In this genre, it’s obligatory to 
tie matters together with an insightful historical analysis, and 
the authors do their best without breaking new ground. They 
emphasize that wars are won by generals with a strategic over-
view of what they must accomplish (Scipio, Saladin, Grant) and 
lost by those who concentrate on winning battles (Hannibal, 
Napoleon, Lee). While collections of descriptions of famous 
campaigns remain the lowest common denominator of military 
history, this is a solid addition to the genre.

Good reading for military buffs who enjoyed the 
authors’ previous book. (photos/illustrations; maps)
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STAN LEE
A Life in Comics
Leibovitz, Liel
Yale Univ. (192 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 21, 2020
978-0-300-23034-5  

An analysis that goes deeper than 
most into the metaphysical vision of 
comics pioneer Stan Lee (1922-2018).

In the latest volume in the publisher’s 
Jewish Lives series, Leibovitz necessarily 

focuses on Lee’s essential Jewishness and indicates that his life and 
legacy deserve academic scrutiny. As an author and commentator 
who works closely with many Jewish media outlets (he is a senior 
editor at Tablet) and who has previously published on Jewish subjects, 
he has the right credentials for the subject. Most importantly, how-
ever, Leibovitz brings to the project a deep love for—and knowledge 
of—the comic-book world that Lee created and how that world 
impacted popular culture and vice versa. With Marvel Studios now 
dominating the movie industry, one is less likely to underestimate 
the popular reach of Spider-Man or the Avengers, but Leibovitz 
argues that most are missing the big picture, that even serious schol-
arly attention has been “focusing on history and sociology but rarely 
on philosophy and theology.” The author’s analysis is not exactly 
an introduction or a primer, and it will most satisfy those who are 
already well versed in the Marvel universe, the Talmud, and the 
cultural and political upheavals that so profoundly impacted the 
thematic progression of Lee’s empire. Leibovitz wants readers to 
recognize the cultural parallels between comic books and rock ’n’ 
roll, to see Lee as a kindred spirit with “another gnomic Jewish art-
ist, Bob Dylan,” and to see how “his comic books, like Dylan’s songs, 
have become vast cultural canvasses onto which anyone interested 
in the art form can paint his or her own interpretations, an ongoing 
dialogue with the artist that mirrors the ancient Talmudic logic of 
constant conversation and disputation.” The author also touches on 
Lee’s gift for self-mythologizing and the charges that, as a collabora-
tor, he has taken more credit than is his due.

Another solid addition to the series in which the author 
brings the seriousness his subject deserves.

THE REMARKABLE LIFE OF 
THE SKIN
An Intimate Journey Across 
Our Largest Organ
Lyman, Monty
Atlantic Monthly (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jun. 2, 2020
978-0-8021-2940-6  

A leading expert in dermatology sur-
veys the body’s largest organ, “a beautiful 
mystery, cloaked in feelings, opinions 

and questions.”
Although it is a conduit to our exquisite sense of touch and 

the ability to convey emotion (among a bevy of other useful and 

life-sustaining functions), the skin is often overlooked. “Skin 
is the Swiss Army knife of the organs,” writes Lyman, a doc-
tor and a recipient of the 2017 Wilfred Thesiger Travel Writing 
Award, “possessing a variety of functions unmatched by any 
other, from survival to social communication.” To research 
this intimate story, the author journeyed across the globe and 
through history. More than just a collection of interesting case 
studies and fun facts—though it is that, too—this book spans 
a range of fields in basic science and social science in its depic-
tion of the skin’s many roles. Drawing on his extensive clinical 
experience, Lyman explains the critical functions of the skin 
as a barrier and protector, a host for the microbiome, and a 
signaler of disease. He also broaches subjects as diverse as pso-
riasis, aging, race, and tattoos in his nuanced exploration of 
the profound interconnectedness of skin and self. These dis-
cussions of the mind-body connection are some of the most 
insightful elements of the narrative. Looking ahead, Lyman 
describes some of the skin’s potential for life-altering thera-
pies as researchers manipulate stem cells and genes to treat 
injury and disease with more effectiveness than ever before. 
Throughout this wide-ranging narrative, the author’s writing 
is clear and not overly technical, and he excels in relating even 
the most esoteric subjects to a shared human experience. The 
17-page glossary at the end is particularly helpful for readers 
not well versed in biology and other sciences.

Illuminating and thought-provoking, this book elic-
its a new awareness of and appreciation for the skin. (b/w 
illustrations)

ME & PATSY KICKIN’ UP DUST
My Friendship With 
Patsy Cline
Lynn, Loretta with Lynn, Patsy
Grand Central Publishing (240 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-1-5387-0166-9  

Country music legend Lynn shares 
personal moments about her friendship 
with Patsy Cline (1932-1963), another 
musical icon.

Lynn has sold more than 45 million albums worldwide 
and has earned countless accolades. But as she reveals in this 
warm memoir, if she hadn’t had the support and friendship of 
Cline, who died tragically in a plane crash in 1963, her rise to 
stardom might have been a lot harder to achieve. Lynn was a 
talented singer and songwriter when she first arrived in Nash-
ville in 1959, but she was naïve in many ways: about show busi-
ness; men, and husbands in particular; and elements about her 
own body, such as how to shave her legs or have an orgasm. 
But thanks to Cline’s forthright advice and tutelage, Lynn 
was able to navigate it all. She learned how to dress and wear 
makeup for her performances, how a piece of lingerie could 
keep her philandering husband at home, and why another 
woman’s sincere friendship was and is one of the most valu-
able assets a woman can have. “[Patsy] came into my life and 

Another solid addition to the series in which the author
brings the seriousness his subject deserves.

stan lee



changed everything,” writes the author. “And I know I meant 
a lot to her, too. She’ll always be a part of me. That’s what real 
friendships do. We made each other better.” Written in her 
hearty, straightforward, authentic voice—Lynn is a storyteller 
and country singer, not necessarily a prose stylist—the author 
shares an inspiring story of working in Nashville and on stages 
across the country that’s interwoven with moments spent 
with Cline where each encouraged the other to keep moving 
forward toward yet another successful album and achieve-
ment. Lynn reveals her sincere, heartfelt emotions throughout 
the narrative, giving readers a true sense of the depths of their 
friendship as well as the haunting pain of Cline’s death.

A touching memoir filled with the emotional highs and 
lows of a deep bond.

DISPARATES
Essays
Madden, Patrick
Univ. of Nebraska (208 pp.) 
$22.95 paper  |  Apr. 1, 2020
978-1-4962-0244-4  

The latest collection from a profes-
sor who attempts to renew and extend 
the legacy of the personal essay.

Among Madden’s credits are his co-
editorship of After Montaigne: Contempo-

rary Essayists Cover the Essays (2015), in which the contributors 
honored their debt to the essayist who established the form in 
the 16th century. In one of the shorter essays here, the author 
makes offhand mention of that project, describing how he was 
thwarted in his attempts to visit Montaigne’s tower and library 
because the site was closed on the day he made his pilgrimage. 
His plea that he “was a disciple of Montaigne” fell on deaf ears, 
and he was forced to remain outside, wandering the grounds, 
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A stranger phones to introduce herself. She arrives at the 
door bearing a box overflowing with letters, hundreds of 
them, neatly organized by year, and asks for help in telling 
the story those letters contain.

Successful writers often receive such requests. So it was 
with Swedish journalist Elisabeth Åsbrink (1947: Where Now 
Begins). When the visitor presented her with that box of let-
ters, she politely declined. They were in German, for one 
thing, a language she did not know well. For another, Ås-
brink writes in And in the Vienna Woods the Trees Remain (Oth-
er Press, Jan. 21), “I simply couldn’t stand the idea of writing 
about the Holocaust.”

But Åsbrink learned enough from her visitor to under-
stand that these letters were the link between a child and 
his parents who had been separated by borders, laws, a ty-
rannical government with a supremacist program of ethnic 
cleansing. “I also am the child of a refugee,” she tells Kirkus, 
speaking from her home in Sweden as her book, translated 
by Saskia Vogel, is published in the United States. 

Otto Ullmann, the father of the woman who brought 
that box of letters, had been born in Vienna to Jewish par-

ents. When the Anschluss came, and with it Nazi race laws, 
his family was forbidden to work, to go to school, to shop 
in “Aryan” stores. The noose tightened, month after month. 
But then came the chance for Otto, by then a teenager, to 
escape: a “children’s transport” movement organized by a 
Swedish relief organization.

Although the Swedish government had closed the door 
to Austrian refugees and, as Åsbrink writes, “people classed 
as Jews were openly viewed as undesirable immigrants,” 
young Otto was admitted into the country and sent to work 
on the rural estate of the Kamprad family.

The Kamprads were themselves refugees from Central 
Europe, having left to find better fortunes in a promising 
new country a couple of generations earlier. Yet young In-
gvar Kamprad, Otto’s contemporary, cheered on Adolf Hit-
ler, eventually enrolling in the Swedish equivalent of the 
Nazi Party.

As Otto worked the fields, the letters from his parents 
continued to arrive from Vienna, full of familiar phrases: 

“May God continue to protect you and preserve your health.” 
Then they bore other postmarks. Finally they came from 
Theresienstadt, the concentration camp/ghetto in Czecho-
slovakia, and then they stopped. Only after the Nazi regime 
fell did Otto learn why.

Ingvar formed a friendship with Otto, attending dances, 
bicycling country lanes, chasing after girls. “Mein Kampf was 
in [Ingvar’s] bookcase and had been both browsed and read,” 
Åsbrink writes, “but this hatred did not apply to Otto Ull-
mann.” Indeed, Otto learned the full extent of Ingvar’s in-
volvement with the fascist cause only after the war—or so he 
recalled, even though Ingvar told Åsbrink that they spoke 
openly of it. 

Ingvar Kamprad would found IKEA, the worldwide cor-
poration whose name comprises his initials along with those 
of the family estate, Elmtaryd, and a nearby village, Agun-
naryd. Even after the war, he continued to contribute funds 

TRANSLATIONS
Elisabeth Åsbrink

A SWEDISH JOURNALIST CHRONICLES AN UNLIKELY FRIENDSHIP IN A 
TIME OF GENOCIDE
By Gregory McNamee

Eva Tedesjo
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to Swedish nationalist leader Per Engdahl, identified by 
a West German commission as a leading figure in the in-
ternational neo-Nazi movement. Kamprad sat down for 
an interview with Åsbrink. When she found a file in the 
Swedish police archives documenting his Nazi involve-
ment during the war, he refused to talk further—but not 
before insisting that Engdahl “was a great man.”

Ullmann gained Swedish citizenship after three at-
tempts, becoming a journalist and, eventually, restaurateur. 
The friends drifted apart. Once, after a silence of 25 years, 
Kamprad telephoned him but only to ask if Ullmann had 
been talking to journalists about him. He did manage to 
tell him that he was sorry.

Åsbrink’s story was published in Swedish in 2011 (The 
English translation is by Saskia Vogel.) In the years since, 
nationalist politics have been on the rise, both in Sweden 
and in the United States, to say nothing of Germany and 
Austria. “Populists and extremists are the same every-
where,” says Åsbrink. “They have one thing in common: 
They want us to be scared. They want us to mistrust each 
other. We must stay compassionate and stay empathetic.” 

Today, there are fewer and fewer survivors of the Ho-
locaust left alive. Otto Ullmann has been dead for years 
while Ingvar Kamprad passed away in 2018, sometimes 
apologetic, sometimes defiant in acknowledging his 
Nazi past.

“I have no real message with this book,” Åsbrink says. 
“But I think of this always: It could happen to me, and it 
could happen to you.”

Gregory McNamee is a contributing editor. And in the Vienna 
Woods the Trees Remain received a starred review in the Nov. 
1, 2019, issue.

which he later decided had been all to the good, at least for the 
purpose of the resulting essay: “There’s something appropriate 
about being stymied in an essayistic quest, because essays were 
never about completing things; they distrust the very notion 
of tidy endings. Much better, it seems to me now, that I missed 
the dusty tower and instead strolled the grounds with the gar-
dener, who, like the Great Man he and I serve, contains within 
him the entire human condition.” And so it goes with these 
essays, which even the essayist suggests are arbitrary in their 
organization and inconsequential in their purpose yet contain 
many elements of the human condition. Madden writes a lot 
about writing and thinking, challenging readers to discover just 
what any of these pieces is really about. In “Freewill,” which 
invokes the wisdom of the rock band Rush, the author sug-
gests to readers that “there is no whole to be comprehended, 
no essential destination,” and later asks, “Where was I going 
with all this? I’m not sure.” Throughout, the writing is playful 
and marked by humility, with Madden often inviting readers—
and other writers—into the narrative.

A capable collection of writing that continually 
reviews itself. (illustrations)

CRYPTOGRAPHY
The Key to Digital Security, 
How It Works, and Why It 
Matters
Martin, Keith
Norton (320 pp.) 
$27.95  |  May 19, 2020
978-1-324-00429-5  

If Napoleon had had better pass-
words, you might be reading this in 
French today.

Computers may be new, historically speaking, but cryptog-
raphy is as old as writing. Martin, a British professor of informa-
tion security who wrote one of the standard texts on the topic, 
Everyday Cryptography, delivers numerous examples of failed 
codes from the past, including one that cost Julius Caesar dearly 
and another that essentially sent Napoleon packing to Saint Hel-
ena. On the matter of that Napoleonic code, Martin writes that 
it was “designed to counter frequency analysis” by blending plain 
text letters into “ciphertext” along with “masking common let-
ter combinations using dummy characters.” As with much that 
is technological, operator error ruined a good thing: The soldiers 
entrusted with the job encrypted only parts of the French mili-
tary’s communications, and the British soon decoded “La Grande 
Chiffre de Paris.” Every code will eventually be broken, and pass-
words like “password” and “god123” are going to be cracked in a 
second. In this survey, Martin gives readers the essentials of cryp-
tography without much by way of the underlying numbers even 
though cryptography is, strictly speaking, a branch of mathemat-
ics. Even though “you can breeze through life using cryptography 
without even being aware of it,” courtesy of the algorithms hidden 
away on your bank site and in your smartphone, it’s better to know 
a little about the devices and formulas by which messages go from 
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one place to another without being intercepted and decoded. The 
author’s text, while readable and indeed even elementary at times 
(“ASCII…defines the rules for switching between keyboard char-
acters and bits”), requires a high tolerance for nerdspeak and the 
ability to deal with terms such as “transport layer security” and 

“challenge-response” without immediately dozing off. Regardless, 
it’s highly informative and offers a good argument for hardening 
one’s digital security.

Tech-savvy readers will come away with a greater 
appreciation for the science involved in keeping secrets 
from prying eyes.

THE RADIO RIGHT
Creating the Silent Majority
Matzko, Paul
Oxford Univ.  (336 pp.) 
$34.95  |  May 1, 2020
978-0-19-007322-0  

A scholarly but accessible account of 
how John F. Kennedy’s administration’s 
battle against right-wing critics paved a 
path for the likes of Rush Limbaugh, Bill 
O’Reilly, and their ilk.

Censorship is widely understood to be something that right-
leaning institutions and corporations do to left-leaning critics. 
However, as Cato Institute staffer Matzko writes, in the case of 
radio bloviators such as Carl McIntire and Billy James Hargis, the 
roles were reversed. The story turns on the opening of the AM 
spectrum to syndicators at a time when formerly dominant net-
works such as CBS switched their attention to TV. Into the gap 
came right-wing commentators who set to work denouncing lib-
eralism, Cold War accommodationism, and Kennedy’s Catholi-
cism—all of which required payback. Matzko attributes the rise 
of these nationally syndicated programs, in part, to the ability 
to take local protests national: A Miami boycott of Polish (and 
therefore communist) ham went nationwide almost overnight 
thanks to relentless promotion by McIntire, a New Jersey–based 
fundamentalist preacher who, over several years in the 1960s, 

“averaged $2,040,000 in annual receipts”—about $16.8 million 
today, chump change compared to what his modern counterparts 
earn but still substantial. The Kennedy administration employed 
tools such as IRS audits and FCC regulations to crack down on 
right-wing dissent, guided by the Reuther Memorandum. The 
selective use of the since-abandoned Fairness Doctrine, which 
required stations broadcasting McIntire’s “20th Century Ref-
ormation Hour” to devote equal time to opposing viewpoints, 
helped bring down that syndicated program. (When it ended, 
McIntire attempted to broadcast offshore, which lasted a single 
day.) Apart from telling this little-known story, Matzko argues, 
reasonably, that the actions of the Kennedy administration 
helped reinforce grievances “about the perceived liberal domina-
tion of the mainstream media,” complaints about which are the 
bread and butter of the right even today.

Students of modern American politics and the sociology 
of communication will find this provocative, worthy reading.

IN THE KEY OF 
NEW YORK CITY
A Memoir in Essays
McClanahan, Rebecca
Red Hen Press (176 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  May 12, 2020
978-1-59709-850-2  

A transplant to Manhattan from 
North Carolina reflects on the blessings 
and bothers of living in the impersonal 
metropolis.

In her latest, McClanahan, a teacher in the Queen’s Uni-
versity MFA program and a winner of two Pushcart Prizes, 
explores many facets of the New York City experience, among 
other topics. She writes about how she tried to import some 
Southern hospitality and meet her neighbors with some home-
baked cookies only to discover that her gesture had been taken 
as a gross invasion of privacy. Yet she learned to navigate her 
way: with strangers on a park bench, with the removal of a squir-
rel from her apartment, with a grieving city following 9/11. In 

“Present Tense,” the author ruminates on infidelities, including 
that of her second husband, Donald, about midway through its 
25-year (and counting) span. The author also examines her place 
in the other position, as the mistress of a married man who 
was not going to leave his family. “Books tell us it takes about 
six months for the initial passion of an affair to cool,” writes 
McClanahan. “It took the man with the children a little more 
than six months; Donald, a bit less.” Since the preceding pieces 
are comparatively lighthearted snapshots of life in the big city, 
it’s even more powerful when what follows is an essay dealing 
with her cancer prognosis, surgery, and recovery. In “Shirley, 
Goodness, and Mercy,” McClanahan clearly demonstrates how 
quickly things can change and become a matter of life and death 
in the wake of what had seemed like a routine colonoscopy. In 
the penultimate essay, “Our Towns,” the author deftly connects 
the home that formed her with the one she has adopted. Dis-
cussing her viewing of a revival of Our Town featuring “Paul 
Newman’s first return to Broadway in nearly forty years,” she 
conjures memories of the play everyone remembered from high 
school and the towns where they had first experienced it.

A pleasing memoir/essay collection.

THE HILARIOUS WORLD 
OF DEPRESSION
Moe, John
St. Martin’s (304 pp.) 
$27.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-250-20928-3  

The creator and host of the titular 
podcast recounts his lifelong struggles 
with depression.

With the increasing success of his 
podcast, Moe, a longtime radio personal-

ity and author whose books include The Deleted E-Mails of Hillary 

Students of modern American politics and the sociology of 
communication will find this provocative, worthy reading.

the radio right
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Clinton: A Parody (2015), was encouraged to open up further about 
his own battles with depression and delve deeper into character-
istics of the disease itself. Moe writes about how he has struggled 
with depression throughout his life, and he recounts similar 
experiences from the various people he has interviewed in the 
past, many of whom are high-profile entertainers and writers—
e.g. Dick Cavett and Andy Richter, novelist John Green. The 
narrative unfolds in a fairly linear fashion, and the author relates 
his family’s long history with depression and substance abuse. 
His father was an alcoholic, and one of his brothers was a drug 
addict. Moe tracks how he came to recognize his own signs of 
depression while in middle school, as he experienced the travails 
of OCD and social anxiety. These early chapters alternate with 
brief thematic “According to THWoD” sections that expand on 
his experiences, providing relevant anecdotal stories from some 
of his podcast guests. In this early section of the book, the author 
sometimes rambles. Though his experiences as an adolescent are 
accessible, he provides too many long examples, overstating his 
message, and some of the humor feels forced. What may sound 
naturally breezy in his podcast interviews doesn’t always strike 
the same note on the written page. The narrative gains consid-
erable momentum when Moe shifts into his adult years and the 
challenges of balancing family and career while also confronting 
the devastating loss of his brother from suicide. As he grieved, he 
writes, his depression caused him to experience “a salad of regret, 
anger, confusion, and horror.” Here, the author focuses more 
attention on the origins and evolution of his series, stories that 
prove compelling as well.

The book would have benefited from a tighter structure, 
but it’s inspiring and relatable for readers with depression. 
(first printing of 200,000)

FIVE DAYS
The Fiery Reckoning of an 
American City
Moore, Wes with Green, Erica L.
One World/Random House (304 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Apr. 14, 2020
978-0-525-51236-3  

How one man’s death from police 
brutality exposed a city’s pain and anger.

On April 12, 2015, 25-year-old Fred-
die Gray was chased and searched by 

Baltimore policemen. When they found he had a pocketknife, 
they arrested him, placing him in leg irons in the back of a 
police van. By the time the van arrived at the station, Gray was 
unconscious; at the University of Maryland Medical Center, he 
underwent surgery for three broken vertebrae and an injured 
voice box. After a week in a coma, he died. Political analyst and 
activist Moore, head of the anti-poverty Robin Hood Founda-
tion and a Baltimore native, closely examines the unrest that 
followed Gray’s death by recounting the experiences of a series 
of people deeply affected by the events. The result is a visceral 
collective portrait of a community beset by poverty and injus-
tice. “What really happened over those five days?” Moore asks. 

“And what do we do next?” Among the voices that the author 
includes are those of a black policeman hoping “to heal the dis-
connect between police and the West Baltimore community he 
grew up in”; a woman whose brother was a victim of police bru-
tality, desperately trying to hold the perpetrators accountable; 
a white public defender who has devoted her career to working 
with juveniles; a prominent lawyer who turned to representing 
plaintiffs in police brutality cases; the owner of the Orioles, 
stunned by the protestors’ violence, who came to see that his 
team needed to foster a relationship with the community; a 
well-regarded civic leader who organized a peaceful protest 
march that included Congressman Elijah Cummings and local 
ministers; and the manager of a beloved recreation venue that 
was protected from the uprisings by a group who made sure that 
everyone knew the business was black-owned. By focusing on a 
cross-section of individuals, Moore underscores his point that 

“our fates are profoundly intertwined.” Gray’s death, a result of 
the complex consequences of poverty, impels all Americans to 

“wrestle with the history of complicity and bias.”
Moving testimony to a nation’s deep wounds.
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ALL THE WAY TO THE TIGERS
A Memoir
Morris, Mary
Nan A. Talese (240 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Jun. 9, 2020
978-0-385-54609-6  

Morris chronicles her journey to India, 
where she sought a tiger and found herself.

The author, who has won the Rome 
Prize in literature and the Anisfield-Wolf 
Book Award for fiction, has published 
multiple novels, story collections, and 

travel memoirs, including the acclaimed Nothing To Declare. At 
first blush, her latest seems rather thin and underrealized, its 
time-shifting format a distracting affectation. Soon, however, 
readers will acknowledge that this approach propels rather than 
disrupts the narrative flow even if some of Morris’ impressionis-
tic asides seem like random thoughts. The author recounts her 
devastating ankle injury in 2008, arduous recovery, and the 2011 
journey to India that took her all the way to the tigers. This last is 
a mostly uneventful tale, defined by a raging bronchial infection, 
bitter cold, and long periods of disappointment in the jungle. But 
Morris uses these longueurs to travel within, pondering the chal-
lenging relationship she shared with her parents, youthful self-
doubts, old demons, and her not-always-seamless emergence as a 
writer. These passages arrive with disarming candor. Though the 
accounts of her travails preparing for and finally traveling in India 
seem rather ill-humored for a veteran globe-trotter like Morris, 
the savvy travel writer generally shines through. Her descriptions 
of the villages and cities on her route are characteristically honest, 
observant, and striking. Her reports on the nature of the Bengal 
tiger, as well as conservation efforts to restore its numbers, add 
to our understanding of the animal and its place in the human 
imagination. For Morris, the restless child who became a res-
tive traveler, the adventure is always about seizing the moment, 
impermanence, and escape. “Real travelers, like real writers, 
move through the world like a child,” she writes. “With a child’s 
sense of wonder and surprise. To move as if you’ve never been 
somewhere before, even if you’ve been there a thousand times.”

Even when Morris is not on her A game, she still man-
ages to convey her passionate longing. (8 pages of photos)

MAN OF TOMORROW 
The Relentless Life of 
Jerry Brown
Newton, Jim
Little, Brown (448 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 15, 2020
978-0-316-39246-4  

Los Angeles Times reporter, colum-
nist, and editor Newton brings his deep 
knowledge of California politics to an 
engaging, sympathetic biography of the 

state’s 34th and 39th governor, Jerry Brown (b. 1938).

Drawing on abundant media coverage, archival sources, and 
interviews with key figures, including Brown himself, the author, 
who has written biographies of Earl Warren and Dwight Eisen-
hower, recounts the career of an unconventional, influential 
political figure. The son of politician Pat Brown, Jerry entered a 
Jesuit seminary in 1955 to study for the priesthood. He left after 
a few years, bristling under the “rules of obedience.” He enrolled 
at the University of California, where an activist countercul-
ture swirled around him, inspiring him “to bring the liturgical 
Catholicism of his training” and his “searching, restless intellect” 
to addressing real-world problems. After graduating from Yale 
Law School, he returned to California to work in politics. First 
elected to the Los Angeles School Board, in 1970, he campaigned 
as a reformer for secretary of state, winning by a small margin. 
A run for governor followed, and in 1974, after a narrow victory, 
he ascended to the State House, promising “energy, youth, clean 
and constructive government.” Although supporters praised the 

“rambunctious, ambitious and unorthodox aspects” of his person-
ality, his popularity waned. After a second term, Brown reflected, 

“I believe the people of California would like a respite from me. 
And in some ways, I would like a respite from them.” He lost a 
Senate race, failed three times to win nomination for president, 
and took a few years for introspection before staging a come-
back, facing down 10 opponents to win election as mayor of the 
benighted city of Oakland. What he learned from being mayor, 
he admitted, shaped his return to the governorship in 2011. He 
was older and, he believed, wiser than he had been decades earlier. 
Climate change became his overriding issue, for which he earned 
accolades at home and abroad. Newton follows all of Brown’s ups 
and downs in a fluid, highly readable biography.

A well-delineated portrait of an accomplished leader.

OVERKILL
When Modern Medicine Goes 
Too Far
Offit, Paul A.
Harper/HarperCollins (288 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Apr. 14, 2020
978-0-06-294749-9  

According to this expert skeptical 
account, there is less to many medical 
interventions than meets the eye.

Offit, a professor of pediatrics whose 
books include Pandora’s Lab: Seven Stories of Science Gone Wrong 
(2017), begins each chapter with the history of a belief or treat-
ment and why it became popular, and then he describes the 
research showing why it’s ineffective and sometimes positively 
harmful. Regardless, too often, these remedies remain popular. 
Antibiotic eye drops rarely cure pinkeye. Antioxidants and vita-
min E can contribute to cancer. Giving testosterone to older men 
doesn’t improve their sex lives but doubles the risk of a heart 
attack. Sunscreen doesn’t prevent skin cancer. Readers may be 
shocked to read that many studies designed to measure the effi-
cacy of mammograms in preventing breast cancer deaths find 
no benefit. Other studies disagree, and this is an area of fierce 

A valuable corrective text for our overmedicated nation.
overkill
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debate. Offit writes that mammograms may save lives, but the 
effect is not as dramatic as once thought. The prostate specific 
antigen test measures a blood chemical sometimes elevated in 
prostate cancer but sometimes elevated for other reasons. Many 
experts agree with the author that it does more harm than good. 
Some worthless treatments are blasts from the past. As a cure 
for the common cold, Vitamin C peaked in the 1970s with Nobel 
Prize–winning Linus Pauling’s research. Today, enthusiasts still 
consider it miraculous, but it’s no more so than other vitamins. 
That teething causes fever is a Victorian belief that has achieved 
new life with the internet; ditto the conviction that amalgam 
dental fillings contain poison and should be replaced. Medical 
organizations such as the American Medical Association and the 
American Academy of Family Physicians discourage most of the 
practices that Offit condemns. Physician inertia often hinders 
their work, but so does patient demand. Most readers know that 
doctors dispense too many unnecessary antibiotics, but research 
has shown that “no…factor was as strongly associated with 
patient satisfaction as receipt of a prescription for an antibiotic.”

A valuable corrective text for our overmedicated nation.

THE BOOK OF ROSY 
A Mother’s Story of 
Separation at the 
Border
Pablo Cruz, Rosayra & Collazo, Julie 
Schwietert
HarperOne (256 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Jun. 2, 2020
978-0-06-294192-3  

The true story of a Guatemalan 
woman’s journey to the U.S. and what 

happened to her and two of her children when she crossed the 
border.

As is the case for most immigrants, Pablo Cruz’s decision 
to leave Guatemala and travel more than 2,000 miles to the U.S. 
was difficult. Yet her husband had been murdered, she’d been 
shot, and there were threats being made on her oldest son’s life. 
Consequently, what choice did she have but to flee even though 
it meant leaving her two daughters and her clothing store behind? 
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Suffering significant deprivations during their treacherous jour-
ney, they arrived exhausted and dehydrated at the U.S. border. 
Because of the American government’s new zero-tolerance 
policy, the author was immediately separated from her children 
and locked up in Eloy Detention Center, where she endured 

“inadequate and often spoiled food…thin mattresses and tightly 
rationed toiletries…water that seem[ed] to be laden with chemi-
cals,” as well as “the unfathomable cruelty of some of the guards.” 
For more than 80 days, Pablo Cruz lived in fear, with her strong 
faith helping her through some of the darker moments. Help 
arrived via the Immigrant Families Together program, a highly 
effective group of angry mothers coordinated by Collazo, which 
helped secure Pablo Cruz’s release and aided her reunion with 
her sons. In this gripping narrative, the authors tell their respec-
tive sides of this intertwined story. Pablo Cruz details the 
emotional and physical distress she suffered before leaving her 
native country and throughout the ensuing months, when she 
constantly questioned her decision to flee to America. Collazo 
clearly describes the incredible outpouring of support she discov-
ered for these asylum seekers. The tale is haunting and eloquent, 
giving voice to a sector of society that requires serious aid rather 
than the discrimination and racial prejudice they too often face.

An emotionally intense narrative of a Guatemalan 
woman’s desperate search for a better life.

YOU’RE DOING GREAT!
And Other Reasons To Stay 
Alive
Papa, Tom
St. Martin’s (304 pp.) 
$27.99  |  May 12, 2020
978-1-250-24039-2  

A comedian muses on life, love, and 
simple pleasures.

Host of a daily SiriusXM show as well 
as a podcast, Papa gives ample evidence of 

his “ability to live on the happy side of the street” in a collection 
of funny, warmhearted essays whose overarching messages are, 

“we should be grateful for what we have” and “shouldn’t take life 
all that seriously.” The author is thankful for many things, includ-
ing coffee (at the first sip each morning, he writes, “my entire 
being knows the day is about to improve”); baking bread, which 
he does with unabashed pleasure; a weekly date night, which 
he claims keeps a marriage happy; gathering for dinner with his 
wife and two daughters (“I just want to look up and see them 
and have them see me and realize we’re family. That’s why we eat 
together”); and indulging his desires at 7-Eleven stores, “crammed 
with everything you could ever need or want, just waiting for your 
arrival like delicious outposts on the modern-day prairie.” Papa 
encourages everyone to find someone to love, which, with 7 bil-
lion people in the world, should not be difficult. Love, he writes, 
is “finding someone whose flaws you can put up with.” Certainly, 
a few things annoy the author: loud, rude people, for example, 
who invade places that should be quiet and soothing, like break-
fast rooms of motels. But if a few essays display irritation, most 

are generously encouraging. “Our minds are our worst critics,” he 
writes. “We do it to ourselves.” To keep thinking positively, Papa 
advises, “you need to avoid anything that can bring you down.” 
The most delightful essay is a nostalgic paean, reminiscent of E.B. 
White, to the funky, close-knit Manhattan neighborhood where 
he and his wife first lived: “we loved it, we loved each other, and 
even if we wanted to leave, our roots were growing deeper.”

Entertaining essays from a genial guide.

UNHOLY
Why White Evangelicals 
Worship at the Altar of 
Donald Trump
Posner, Sarah
Random House (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 26, 2020
978-1-9848-2042-6  

An examination of the historical rea-
sons for Donald Trump’s appeal to white 
evangelical voters.

Journalist Posner, a reporter for Type Investigations who has 
written for Rolling Stone, the Washington Post, and other outlets, 
looks back through five decades of evangelical activity to ascer-
tain why white evangelical voters would support Trump, who has 
repeatedly shown himself to be biblically illiterate and morally 
bankrupt. “They had been waiting for a leader unbowed,” writes 
the author, “one who wasn’t afraid to attack, head-on, the legal, 
social, and cultural changes that had unleashed the racist grievances 
of the American right, beginning with Brown v. Board of Education.” 
Throughout the book, Posner characterizes the Christian right as 
undeniably racist, steeped in a generational disdain for civil rights 
and secretly longing for an age of white dominance. As the author 
argues in mostly convincing fashion, because Trump embodies 
these same worldviews and despite his questionable Christian cre-
dentials, he is closely connected to Christian right voters. Posner 
takes pains to draw connections from early, sometimes obscure 
figures in evangelical politics—e.g., activist Paul Weyrich and strat-
egist Arthur Finkelstein—to a wide constellation of Trump sup-
porters and others pushing radical agendas. She shows how white 
evangelicals continue to fight against the changes brought about 
by desegregation, affirmative action, women’s rights, and LGBTQ 
rights. Posner’s discussions of American ties to Hungary’s right-
wing government, as well as Moldova as a center of worldwide far-
right activity, require more research and context to lift them above 
the level of conspiracy theory. Posner’s passionate antipathy for 
Trump, the “pagan king,” is consistently palpable, as is her disdain 
for conservatives in general. Though she makes many solid points 
about Trump’s racist, xenophobic, and misogynistic actions, most 
of these are already well-covered elsewhere. For a deeper dive into 
American evangelicalism that explains Trump’s appeal in a more 
organic, less headline-grabbing fashion, try Frances FitzGerald’s 
The Evangelicals.

More grist for anti-Trump readers that could serve 
as an entry point for further investigations of political 
evangelicalism.
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FRAGMENTS OF AN 
INFINITE MEMORY
My Life With the Internet
Renouard, Maël
Trans. by Behrman de Sinéty, Peter
New York Review Books (224 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-68137-280-8  

A French writer and translator 
explores the changing nature of the 
human experience when the internet is 

virtually inescapable.
Most Gen X readers have the ability to remember life before 

the internet but also to live now at the relentless pace that the 
digital age requires. Renouard, formerly a teacher of philoso-
phy, turns his considerable intellect to the consequences of life 
with the internet, specifically his own. One might expect such 
a contemplation to be either technical in detail or hopelessly 
academic, but the author strikes a surprisingly conversational 
tone. As the narrative opens, the author is on a Paris boulevard, 
idly daydreaming about whether he could use Google to recon-
struct where he was and what he was doing at a certain time 
two evenings prior. “For some people,” he writes, “to throw a 
few words into Google has become the gesture of a new form 
of divination—googlemancy.” These succinct but evocative chap-
ters aren’t essays in the traditional sense but rather pieces of a 
scaffolding on which the author can hang his often inspired, 
sometimes perplexing reflections. It doesn’t hurt that Ren-
ouard’s language is quite nimble. He can state the obvious with 
grace—“Each generation sees the technological advances of 
the previous era—no matter how near—as excrescences of an 
ancient world”—and then circle back to the thought in a subse-
quent chapter with a poetic melancholy: “In the Internet there 
is a fountain of youth into which you drunkenly plunge your 
face at first, then see your reflection battered by the years, in 
the dawn light.” Using films, books, and personal experiences 
as touchstones, Renouard offers a thoughtful consideration not 
of the internet’s properties or even its possibilities but how its 
very presence changes us as human beings.

A pleasing metaphysical ramble through the nexus of 
self, emotion, memory, and experience in the digital age.

HOW INNOVATION 
WORKS 
And Why It Flourishes 
in Freedom
Ridley, Matt
Harper/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$29.99  |  May 19, 2020
978-0-06-291659-4  

An enthusiastic history of human 
technical innovation.

Innovation is not the same as inven-
tion, writes bestselling science writer Ridley. Innovation 

rarely proceeds from a single genius and takes much longer. It 
resembles Darwinian evolution, a process of “rearranging the 
world into forms that are unlikely to arise by chance—and that 
happen to be useful….And innovation is potentially infinite 
because even if it runs out of new things to do, it can always 
find ways to do the same things more quickly or for less energy.” 
Throughout the book, the author delivers fascinating histories 
of technology that we take for granted. Many hands contrib-
uted to the developments of the steam engine, automobile, and 
computer. Ridley makes a convincing case that obsessive trial 
and error works better than inspiration and illustrates with 
insightful accounts of Edison, the Wright brothers, and Mar-
coni. Some breakthroughs are inexplicable. People hauled lug-
gage for a century, but the wheeled suitcase only appeared in 
the 1970s. Perhaps one of the greatest underrated innovations 
is corrugated sheet metal, a mainstay of slum housing around 
the world. Indoor flush toilets existed throughout history, but 
they smelled. Carrying a chamber pot outside worked better. 
The U-trap, a bend to prevent gases from backing up, started 
a revolution. Ridley’s readership will not be surprised to learn 
that innovation flourishes where individuals are free to experi-
ment with minimal interference from two large, unimaginative 
institutions: big business and government. He maintains that 
they worked together for a generation to suppress cellphones, 
which were feasible after World War II. In his opinion, the 20th 
century’s sole innovative source of large-scale energy, nuclear 
power, is in decline, mostly due to government regulation. He 
contends that patent laws do more harm than good and has 
little respect for activist zealots, especially when they ignore 
scientific evidence, a category in which he includes both oppo-
nents of genetically modified food and vaccination.

Opinionated, often counterintuitive, full of delicious 
stories, always provocative.

YOU’RE NOT SPECIAL
A (Sort-of) Memoir
Rienks, Meghan
Gallery Books/Simon & Schuster 
(256 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-9821-1010-9  

The creator of a popular YouTube 
channel makes her book debut.

When Rienks, a lifestyle vlogger 
and Instagram influencer, contracted 

mononucleosis as a teen, her mother, one of two “save-the-
world bookworm” parents, suggested that she make a You-
Tube channel. Once anxious and insecure, the author found 
her niche. In this confessional mashup of memoir, self-help 
advice, mildly amusing lists (“100 Things That Are Worse Than 
a Broken Heart” or 40 ways not to break up with someone), and 
cutesy chapter titles (“Pimp Yo Profile,” “What To Do When 
Your Parents Kind of Suck”), Rienks reassures fans that while 
“your problems are not unique…the upside is you’re not alone.” 
Throughout the book, which is best taken in small doses, the 
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author revisits the same handful of topics—parties, dating and 
sex, heartbreak, angst, depression, difficult friendships—from 
shifting angles, and the advice is often shopworn, obvious, or 
unhelpful—e.g., a chapter on confidence boils down to faking 
it until you make it. Underneath the buoyant performance and 
tongue-in-cheek vanity—“I can make an Oscar-worthy Tinder 
profile, formulate the perfect combination of cheeky yet engag-
ing messages on Bumble, and can compose a seamless response 
to every text that leaves the recipient completely and totally 
enamored”—Rienks occasionally hits on genuinely gritty top-
ics, including bullying, sexual assault, alcoholism, ADHD, and 
why she cut off contact with her mother (a rending portrayal 
of familial toxicity). Refreshingly, the author reinforces that 
it’s OK to seek help and that life often does get better. Rienks 
wisely stops short of drawing a direct line from specific trau-
mas to depression, acknowledging that there are complex fac-
tors for why certain events can affect people’s mental health. 
Rewardingly, the book ends with the author finding healthy 
love. Rienks’ existing audience will find the narrative to be a 
brave, behind-the-webcam look at self-discovery. Casual read-
ers may dismiss it as an erratic chronicle of resilience.

For the fans. (first printing of 100,000)

HOW TO ARGUE WITH 
A RACIST
What Our Genes Do 
(and Don’t) Say About 
Human Difference
Rutherford, Adam
The Experiment (224 pp.) 
$21.95  |  Apr. 21, 2020
978-1-61519-671-5  

An earnest review proving that the 
concept of “race” has no basis in science.

The title is misleading because it implies that, confronted 
with the evidence, a typical white supremacist will admit the 
error of his or her ways. Sadly, countless scientific studies have 
proven that deeply held beliefs are usually impervious to facts. 
Regardless, British science writer and geneticist Rutherford, 
author of A Brief History of Everyone Who Ever Lived (2017), 
writes a lucid history of Homo sapiens, emphasizing that 200,000 
years of wandering, breeding, and wandering again has jumbled 
our DNA so thoroughly that we have become a single species 
with a great deal of genuine though not terribly consequential 
variation. “Racial purity is a pure fantasy,” writes the author. 

“For humans, there are no purebloods, only mongrels enriched 
by the blood of multitudes.” This didn’t prevent dominant cul-
tures—e.g., the Chinese for millennia as well as the Romans and 
Aztecs—from taking their superiority for granted. Skin color 
played almost no role until the Age of Exploration, when white 
Europeans encountered societies that, lacking Western tech-
nology, were easy to exploit, often to brutal ends. Since almost 
all of the members of these societies had dark skin, that seemed 
a proxy for their weakness. After the scientific revolution in the 
17th century, research overturned many nonsensical beliefs, but 

scholars still can’t explain why, with few exceptions, it missed 
the boat on skin color. Great thinkers, including Linnaeus, 
Kant, Voltaire, and others, expressed confidence in black inferi-
ority, and 19th-century anthropology remained in the dark ages. 
In the 20th century, genetics came to the rescue by proving 
that far more variation exists within than between traditional 
races and that many racists beliefs are based on explanations 
that don’t involve genes. Rutherford admits that refuting the 
pseudo-scientific arguments of racial ideologues is futile, but he 
spends a great deal of time doing so; hopefully, readers are open 
to his arguments.

The author offers few crushing debating points but an 
excellent overview of human genetics.

ONE STEP AHEAD
Mastering the Art and 
Science of Negotiation
Sally, David
St. Martin’s (384 pp.) 
$29.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-250-16639-5  

How to become “a mindful, sophisti-
cated negotiator.”

Behavioral economist Sally, a vet-
eran teacher of negotiations at Cornell 

and Dartmouth, goes beyond his two favorite books on the 
topic—How To Win Friends and Influence People (“not scientific”) 
and Getting To Yes (“limited”)—to explain how “becoming an 
analytical observer of the people around you” is the path to 
more effective negotiation. In this appealing, well-written 
book, he covers the skills and moves of outstanding negotia-
tors, who “read” their counterparts, react, and create winning 
outcomes. The single most important factor for successful 
negotiators, writes the author, is toughness—not belligerent 
but rather determined and focused. Thorough preparation 
is critical. Advanced practitioners multitask, “practice, prac-
tice, practice,” and exhibit Edgar Allan Poe’s qualities of a con 
man: “minuteness, interest, perseverance, ingenuity, audacity, 
nonchalance, originality, impertinence, and grin.” They are 

“Machiavelli-esque,” combining concepts from game theory 
with insights from social psychology. Sally draws on a wonder-
ful array of sources to illustrate his points, including beauty 
contests, TV wrestling, sociologist Erving Goffman’s insights 
into “framing negotiation as a drama,” John Steinbeck’s Grapes 
of Wrath, the Korean armistice talks, and U.N. diplomat 
Gianni Picco’s preparations for his early 1990s negotiations 
to free Western hostages in Lebanon. Whether discussing 
the advantages of a Columbo-like “surface incompetence” or 
of changing a bargaining persona “as if it were a mask,” the 
author fully explores the nuances of interactions. He also cel-
ebrates Richard Holbrooke’s winning “performance” during 
talks to end the Bosnia conflict, when the American diplo-
mat’s troubled expression forced counterparts to ask, “What 
is it?” and Holbrooke said, “I’m worried. I don’t know if it’s 
going to work.” There are detailed chapters on key aspects of 
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negotiation, from drama, acting, and performance to fairness, 
gender, and emotions.

Not a quick read like many similar books but rather a 
deep, thoughtful master class on the “negotiation game.” 
(first printing of 125,000)

THOSE WHO FORGET 
My Family’s Story 
in Nazi Europe—A 
Memoir, a History, a Warning
Schwarz, Géraldine
Trans. by Marris, Laura
Scribner (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-5011-9908-0  

A German French journalist views 
amnesia about the Holocaust through 

the lens of her relatives’ lives—and raises an alarm about far-
right movements.

Schwarz’s grandparents defied a Hollywood trope of Euro-
peans caught up in the cataclysms of World War II: They were 
neither Nazi thugs nor noble resistance fighters. Her German 
Protestant paternal grandparents, Karl and Lydia Schwarz, 
were Mitläufer, people who “followed the current” of the times 
and, by looking away, helped to keep Hitler in power. Karl was 
an opportunistic rather than ideological Nazi Party member 
who profited from a policy that allowed him to buy a small oil 
business cheaply from Jewish owners but paid up when pro-
prietors’ heirs later sued for reparations. In this exceptionally 
timely and well-reasoned debut, the author makes a powerful 
case that seeds of the recent resurgence of far-right national-
ism in Europe were sown first by the denial and rationalizations 
of millions of people like her grandparents and then by post-
war mythmaking that preempted the “memory work” needed 
to correct faulty recollections of Nazism. Germany has done 
heavy repair work—from creating Holocaust memorials to 
accepting more than 1 million refugees by the end of 2015—
but France, Italy, Austria, and other countries lag far behind. 
Even in Germany, a backlash has arisen: After the Berlin Wall 
fell, “Eastalgia” parties sprang up in venues decorated with East 
German flags, banners, and other propaganda, and an extreme-
right party holds its first Bundestag seat since 1949. Europeans 
used to be able count on American support in opposing tyrants, 
but that “safety net” unraveled with Donald Trump’s election, 
and Schwarz draws extended parallels between the president’s 
tactics and fascists’ (“first, stoke fear”). History doesn’t repeat 
itself, but “sociological and psychological mechanisms do,” and 
this book, a deserving winner of the European Book Prize, 
shows clearly how a willful amnesia can poison nations that 
have sworn never to forget the Holocaust.

The granddaughter of a Nazi Party member makes a 
powerful, convincing moral case for resisting toxic nation-
alism. (b/w photos)

FOR ALL WHO HUNGER 
Searching for 
Communion in a 
Shattered World
Scott, Emily M.D.
Convergent/Crown (256 pp.) 
$25.00  |  May 12, 2020
978-0-593-13557-0  

The founding pastor of St. Lydia’s 
dinner church in Brooklyn reflects on 
her eight years ministering to a progres-

sive, diverse, and LGBTQ–affirming congregation.
In this intimate and openly heartfelt debut memoir, Scott 

explores the power of faith and community as strength-build-
ing resources for navigating difficult times. The author recalls 
her efforts in forming a unique church setting that aspired to 
welcome a diverse community and offer unconventional means 
of worship: sharing meals around a dinner table. At first, Scott 
tested her vision at temporary venues throughout the city, with 
small groups of worshippers, before landing a permanent loca-
tion in the Gowanus neighborhood in Brooklyn. Throughout 
the book, the author shares stories of the assorted individuals 
who were drawn to St. Lydia’s and their unified quest to mean-
ingfully connect with the needs of their neighborhood, includ-
ing the nearby public housing units. Pivotal experiences—e.g., 
Hurricane Sandy and the police shootings of unarmed black 
youths—motivated them toward direct social action within 
their community, serving to further bolster their ties as a con-
gregation. Scott’s intimately transparent voice and reflections 
on faith are what drive her compelling narrative. Throughout, 
she references scriptural texts and offers enlightened inter-
pretation of the individual stories. She’s equally relatable and 
forthright in exposing her own vulnerabilities and loneliness as 
a single woman living in the city along with her responsibilities 
and insecurities ministering to the needs of her congregants. 

“This is a story about how bread, broken and passed from hand 
to hand, rescued me from my aloneness,” she writes. “Per-
haps you’ve been alone as well, and need to be reminded that, 
despite all evidence to the contrary, your aloneness will not 
last forever. When I think of what our church made together, 
I think of those small beacons of light reminding you that even 
if you haven’t found it yet, there is a shore somewhere, and you 
won’t drown in these depths.” Scott delivers a moving personal 
memoir and an accessibly reverent meditation on finding faith 
through unconventional acts of worship.

Highly inspiring for anyone seeking solace in our mod-
ern world.

The granddaughter of a Nazi Party member makes a powerful, 
convincing moral case for resisting toxic nationalism.

those who forget
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THE RESTAURANT
A 2,000-Year History of 
Dining Out
Sitwell, William
Diversion Books (272 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Apr. 21, 2020
978-1-63576-699-8  

A chatty, episodic history of eating 
out from British food writer Sitwell.

Ranging from the Roman Empire to 
“The Future of Eating Out,” the author, 

food critic for the Telegraph, favors an anecdotal approach that 
should please readers of A History of Food in 100 Recipes. Sitwell’s 
preference for good stories over coherent narrative is evident in 
early chapters on the Ottoman Empire and legendary Moroc-
can globe-trotter Ibn Battuta, which don’t describe anything 
modern diners would think of as restaurants. An interesting 
chapter about medieval England, where food stalls in busy 
markets moved indoors to become cook shops and eventu-
ally sit-down restaurants, is followed by “The Coffee House 
Revolution,” more focused on socializing and talking politics 
than eating. Sitwell gets back to restaurants with “The French 
Revolution,” which reveals that Paris became a hotbed of fine 
dining because private chefs for the aristocracy opened res-
taurants there after their masters lost their heads during the 
Reign of Terror. From “the first modern-day celebrity chef ” 
(Marie-Antoine Carême) on, the author trots through material 
familiar to historically minded foodies: the impact of the gas 
stove, the ghastliness of postwar British dining; the 1967 arrival 
in London of authentic French cuisine at Le Gavroche, which 
fueled a subsequent explosion in great British cooking by chefs 
trained there; the fresh, locally sourced revolution led by Alice 
Waters at Chez Panisse in San Francisco; the outsize influence 
of restaurant guides; and the controversial rise of molecular gas-
tronomy. Sitwell seasons the narrative with some intriguingly 
offbeat fare: the transition of Britannia & Co. in Bombay from 
dishing out comfort food to British imperialists to serving Parsi 
delicacies to Indians; the question of “the cultural appropria-
tion of food” as embodied in a taco-frying machine patented 
by a Mexican immigrant and carried to global domination by 
Taco Bell; the conveyer belt in a crowded Japanese restaurant 
that ultimately moved sushi around the world and spawned the 
ecological catastrophe of industrial fishing.

The strenuously chipper tone grates, but it makes a 
refreshing change from the overseriousness of some res-
taurant critics. (150 full-color photos and illustrations)

OWLS OF THE 
EASTERN ICE 
A Quest To Find and 
Save the World’s Largest Owl
Slaght, Jonathan C.
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (368 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jun. 2, 2020
978-0-374-22848-4  

An American scientist chronicles 
his travels through remote Russian land-
scapes to study the elusive and endan-

gered Blakiston’s fish owl.
From the very first pages, Slaght, the Russia and Northeast 

Asian Coordinator for the Wildlife Conservation Society, grips 
readers with vivid language and tight storytelling. His many 
months trekking through the icy wilderness to find and track 
rare fish owls—the largest owl on Earth—inform a narrative 
that blends field research, personal journey, and adventure writ-
ing. Part of the book’s success lies in the author’s ability to pres-
ent the stakes and draw out the tension therein, making what 
could be a dry tale of bird-watching a compelling story of the 
necessity of conservation. In this case, the stakes include the 
owls’ disappearing habitat but also Slaght’s livelihood. “Field-
work is often regular repetition of challenging or unpleasant 
activities,” writes the author, “an application of persistent pres-
sure to a question until the answer finally emerges.” In the bit-
ter cold terrain of eastern Russia, it’s that much more difficult. 
Throughout the book, Slaght lives up to his rugged-conserva-
tionist persona as he writes of helter-skelter snowmobile trips 
circumnavigating rushing rivers of ice, vodka-soaked encoun-
ters with village locals, and solitary, achingly beautiful nights 
observing the majestic owls firsthand. He is an engaging writer 
who imbues each scene with an intimate sense of place. “The 
nights dragged on,” he writes, “a deep winter stillness perforated 
by occasional firecracker-like pops: ice expanding in tree cracks 
as air temperatures plummeted after sunset. The adult female 
fish owl was like a ghost. We heard her vocalize with her mate 
almost every night, but she appeared onscreen only once, when 
she hit our snare but pulled the knot free before we reached 
her.” The cast of characters he brings to life—both human and 
avian—illuminates the delicate symbiosis of the natural world 
and sheds a welcome light on the remarkable creatures that are 
too little known.

Top-notch nature writing in service of a magnificent, 
vulnerable creature. (8 pages of color illustrations; 2 maps)



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   1  m a r c h  2 0 2 0   |   1 0 1

HOW THE WEST STOLE 
DEMOCRACY FROM 
THE ARABS
The Arab Congress of 1920, 
the Destruction of the Syrian 
State, and the Rise of 
Anti-Liberal Islamism
Thompson, Elizabeth F.
Atlantic Monthly (496 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-0-8021-4820-9  

An impassioned argument that the Arabs of Greater Syria 
who fought for the Allies in World War I, deeply committed 
to the Wilsonian notion of self-determination, were robbed of 
their chance at democracy.

Thompson, the Mohamed S. Farsi Chair of Islamic Peace 
at American University, claims that this tragic story of Syria’s 
occupation by England and France—and their deliberate effort 
to “destroy the Syrian Arab state” just as it was forming its dem-
ocratic constitution—has “never before been told in English.” 
She notes that only four books have covered the Syrian Arab 
Congress and its drafting of a “147-article constitution modeled 
on its Ottoman predecessor with modifications inspired by 
American federalism and checks and balances”—a document 
created within the slim window between the declaration of Syr-
ian independence and the imperial partition of Syria as agreed 
upon at the San Remo Conference in April 1920. Beginning in 
1916, Prince Faisal, the championed leader of the Arab revolt 
against the Ottoman Empire who was famously advised by 
T.E. Lawrence, defied his father in advocating for Syrian inde-
pendence. Yet with Woodrow Wilson incapacitated by stroke, 
English and French leaders, using the League of Nations system 
of mandates as pretext, declared Faisal’s government illegal. 
The author clearly demonstrates how they planned the occu-
pation and partition just as a remarkable coalition of liberals 
and religious leaders agreed on a system protecting minorities 
to “balance freedom and rule of law.” In a book sure to interest 
students of Middle Eastern history, particularly in the 20th cen-
tury, Thompson fashions an original, authoritative study, laying 
out the process of the “theft” of Syrian democracy. “The history 
of postwar Syria,” she writes, “reveals that the tragedy of the 
1919 [Paris Peace] conference was due not to the oversight of a 
few exhausted and old-fashioned statesmen, but rather to their 
vigorous effort to expand a colonial and racialist world system.”

Bitter lessons from the past unearthed and expertly 
reexamined.

DEMAGOGUE
The Life and Long Shadow of 
Senator Joe McCarthy
Tye, Larry
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (608 pp.) 
$36.00  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-328-95972-0  

A politically informed life of the 
crusading right-wing senator who saw a 
communist in every film studio, univer-
sity, and military barracks.

Joseph McCarthy (1908-1957) began his career in the Sen-
ate in 1946 after a surprise victory in Wisconsin over the long-
serving Robert La Follette Jr. As Boston-based journalist Tye, 
the author of biographies of Bobby Kennedy and Satchel Paige, 
writes, McCarthy ran a bruising campaign of “relentless mes-
saging” as “a kick-’em-in-the-nuts type of candidate.” Decid-
edly out of his element in the staid confines of the Capitol, he 
quickly built a reputation, even among his fellow Republicans, 
as “a gasbag and a pretender.” An undisguised anti-Semite, he 
carved out a place for himself by teaming up with anti-commu-
nist (and Jewish) attorney Roy Cohn and launching a crusade 
against suspected communists in the government, including, he 
charged, untold thousands of agents in the State Department 
and other federal agencies and within the ranks of the armed 
services. That he did so while frequently hospitalized and 
treated with “morphine, codeine, Demerol, and other potent 
narcotics” to battle the alcoholism that would kill him was 
testimony to his scrappiness. Though notorious for bad judg-
ment—including giving a pass to the Nazis who had murdered 
American prisoners of war at Malmedy, which, Tye writes, “was 
just a warm-up act”—McCarthy put the fear in his opponents 
and browbeat his fellow senators into giving him his lead until 
he finally took it a step too far in hearings against the U.S. Army. 
The author concludes his meaty narrative by linking the current 
occupant of the White House to McCarthy by means of Cohn, 

“the flesh-and-blood nexus between the senator and the presi-
dent,” who taught Trump a cardinal lesson: If you say it often 
enough, loudly enough, and insistently enough, and frighten 
your listener while you do so, it becomes true—and, if only for a 
time, a guarantee of success for any tyrant.

A timely examination of a would-be savior whose name 
remains a byword for demagoguery. (16-page b/w insert)

A timely examination of a would-be savior whose 
name remains a byword for demagoguery.

demagogue
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MURDER IN THE 
GARMENT DISTRICT
The Grip of Organized Crime 
and the Decline of Labor in 
the United States
Witwer, David & Rios, Catherine
The New Press (288 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-62097-463-6  

A painstaking reconstruction of a 
sensational 1949 murder and a tumultu-

ous era that marked the beginning of the long decline of Ameri-
can labor unions.

Union organizer William Lurye received a hero’s funeral 
after he was stabbed to death by a mob assassin in New York’s 
Garment District. However, it soon became clear that Lurye 
was not quite the noble idealist eulogized by David Dubin-
sky, president of the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ 
Union. On the contrary, his moral complexities reflected those 
of labor itself in a less-regulated era in which the law of the jun-
gle often prevailed. A grand jury indicted two men for Lurye’s 
murder—Ben Macri, an associate of crime boss Albert Anas-
tasia, and hired hand Johnny Giusto—but both beat the rap: 
Macri was acquitted amid suspicions of witness tampering, and 
Giusto vanished. In this well-researched but less-than-riveting 
history of the murder and aftermath, Witwer and debut author 
Rios, both professors at Penn State Harrisburg, show the seis-
mic effects of the case: It helped lead to congressional hearings 
on labor racketeering that pitted a relentless Robert F. Kennedy 
against Teamster head Jimmy Hoffa, a televised spectacle that 
dealt unions a blow from which they have never fully recovered. 
To a striking degree, write the authors, “the growing level of 
income inequality in the United States has coincided with the 
historic decline in rates of union membership.” Timely as that 
message is when presidential candidates have made workers’ 
wages and benefits a key campaign issue, the book loses much 
of its suspense with Macri’s acquittal halfway through; much 
of the later material covers events that deepen the context for 
Lurye’s murder without advancing that central story. Some of 
that content—particularly regarding the remarkably brave 
women who risked their lives to organize garment workers in 
northeastern Pennsylvania—is fascinating, but a stronger nar-
rative thread might have extended its reach further beyond its 
natural home in the college classroom.

A worthy but imperfect marriage of true crime and a 
history of labor racketeering. (23 b/w images)

ONE MIGHTY AND 
IRRESISTIBLE TIDE 
The Epic Struggle Over 
American Immigration, 
1924-1965
Yang, Jia Lynn
Norton (384 pp.) 
$26.95  |  May 19, 2020
978-0-393-63584-3  

A history of the struggle for immigra-
tion law reform in 20th-century America.

In this excellent debut, Yang—a deputy national editor 
at the New York Times who was part of a Washington Post team 
that won a Pulitzer Prize for their coverage of the ties between 
Donald Trump and Russia—recounts the making of the his-
toric Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965, which opened 
the door to Asian, Latin American, African, and Middle East-
ern immigrants and “helped define America as a multicultural 
nation.” Until then, becoming an American was tied to Euro-
pean ancestry, with entry barred to nearly all Asians. In a lively, 
smoothly flowing narrative based on archival research, the 
author describes the “racial paranoia” of the 1920s, marked by 
the reemergence of the Ku Klux Klan, the continued popularity 
of Madison Grant’s The Passing of the Great Race, and the surge in 
eugenics. Anti-immigration sentiment led to a restrictive 1924 
law, which deliberately cut immigration under quotas based 
on the number of foreign-born Americans in 1890. In ensuing 
decades, writes the author, restrictions continued, with con-
cerns over communist infiltration by immigrants growing more 
important than the desire to control the race and nationality 
of Americans. By the 1950s, a “coalition of the powerful and 
powerless,” led by Congressman Emanuel Celler and including 
families of interned Japanese Americans, argued for immigra-
tion in the more conducive climate engendered by increasing 
celebration of the immigrant past, the scholarship of historian 
Oscar Handlin (The Uprooted), and politicians’ eagerness for 
urban ethnic votes. By then, even organized labor supported 
immigration. Throughout her important story, Yang highlights 
human and political drama, from the histrionics of racists to 
the political machinations of Harry Truman, John F. Kennedy, 
and Lyndon Johnson on behalf of the displaced and others. The 
author also reveals the roles of unsung heroes like White House 
aide Mike Feldman, who shaped JFK’s message in A Nation of 
Immigrants. Yang illuminates the little-known, “transformative” 
1965 law that spurred demographic changes expected to result 
in a nonwhite majority in America within a few decades.

Critical in understanding today’s immigration issues.
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BIOGRAPHY OF 
RESISTANCE 
The Epic Battle 
Between People and 
Pathogens
Zaman, Muhammad
Harper Wave/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Apr. 21, 2020
978-0-06-286297-6  

A vivid portrayal of our fight against 
an opponent that has been around for 

more than 3 billion years.
Zaman, a professor of biomedical engineering and inter-

national health, portrays a conflict—between humans and 
harmful strains of bacteria—that has played out in plagues and 
epidemics over millennia. That drama has now taken a turn 
for the worse with the rise of antibiotic resistance. In the U.S. 
alone, writes the author, more than 35,000 people die every 
year from drug-resistant infections. One of the primary causes 
is the overprescription of antibiotics and widespread use in 
industrial agriculture and livestock for prophylaxis and growth 
promotion. Bacteria mutate rapidly, and those that survive an 
antibiotic can pass their resistant genes to progeny as well as to 
other bacteria species. Indeed, one of Zaman’s main points is 
that bacterial resistance is not new. Bacteria have been engaged 
in a Darwinian evolutionary competition among themselves 
since their origin. Samples of bacteria from a newly unearthed 
deep cave in the U.S.—and from the guts of an isolated tribe 
in Venezuela—contained bacteria that were resistant to a slew 
of contemporary antibiotics. The practice of modern medicine 
has upset a balanced equilibrium. Outside the U.S., antibiotic 
resistance is occurring where the drugs are available without a 
prescription and frequently used. They may also be adulterated 
or substandard and so further encourage antibiotic resistance 
to infections that are themselves the result of poor hygiene and 
sanitation. Using firsthand observations from around the world, 
the author presents many examples of disease outbreaks and 
the experts and efforts used to resolve them. These vignettes 
follow chapters that capture the history of bacteriology and 
the scientists working to fight bacterial resistance, highlighting 
the usual suspects—and not sparing the moral shortcomings of 
some. So what next? Despite continued antibiotic resistance 
and few drugs in the pipeline, Zaman is optimistic, citing new 
interest in phage therapy and experimental research funded by 
private foundations and other ventures.

A compelling call to action demanding that govern-
ments and scientists rise to the challenge.

LAUGH LINES
Forty Years Trying To Make 
Funny People Funnier
Zweibel, Alan
Abrams (336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-1-4197-3528-8  

A memoir from an award-winning 
comedy writer whose collaborators and 
projects have often garnered a higher 
profile than him.

Zweibel—who has won multiple Emmy and Writers Guild 
of America awards, along with a Thurber Prize for his novel, The 
Other Shulman—has plenty of material to dish about, but his 
memoir is refreshingly light on dirt and scandal. As his lifelong 
friend Billy Crystal writes in the foreword, “If life were a forties 
movie, Alan would be called ‘a big lug.’ He is a large man with 
a sensitive persona and a heart of gold.” This is an amiable, big-
lug, heart-of-gold sort of book, whether Zweibel is recounting 
the formative years of Saturday Night Live, where he seemingly 
got along with everyone; or detailing his bitter split with Garry 
Shandling, with whom he’d partnered on It’s Garry Shandling’s 
Show and with whom he later reconciled. The author’s writing 
partner at SNL was Gilda Radner, and his book about their rela-
tionship gave him his highest-profile publishing success. The 
deaths of Radner and Shandling bring the narrative into emo-
tional depths that contrast with the rest of the breezy account. 
Zweibel chronicles how he got his start by selling jokes to the 
Catskills generation of comedians, at a price that “had soared 
to ten dollars a joke.” But the 1960s and ’70s experienced a gen-
erational sea change, and the author wanted to write and tell 
the jokes that these older comedians couldn’t. So he took to the 
stage himself, mainly to advance his writing career, where the 
man who would introduce him to Lorne Michaels and change 
his life told him he “was one of the worst comics he’d ever seen.” 
The career that followed ranges from early exposure to Larry 
David and Andy Kaufman to recent Broadway collaborations 
with Crystal and Martin Short.

A pleasant, amusing tale of a life in jokes, suitable for 
budding comedians and students of the form.

A compelling call to action demanding that governments 
and scientists rise to the challenge.

biography of resistance



INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Martha Ackmann & Jennifer Berne

The life of Emily Dick-
inson is a riddle, one that 
generations of the poet’s 
admirers have tried to un-
lock. A 19th-century re-
cluse who barely left her 
family home, who con-
ducted most of her mean-
ingful relationships by cor-
respondence, whose view 
of the world was the one 
from her bedroom window, 

Dickinson wrote poetry of such beauty, ferocity, and sadness 
that she’s still read by millions today.

Two authors have just published new books about 
Dickinson, and while they are very different works, both 
seek to explain the true story behind the evanescent mag-
ic of Dickinson’s poetry. The first, These Fevered Days: Ten 
Pivotal Moments in the Making of Emily Dickinson by Mar-
tha Ackmann (Norton, Feb. 25), is a journalist/scholar’s 
affectionate look at the life of a poet she has taught and 
studied for decades. On Wings of Words: The Ex traordinary 
Life of Emily Dickinson by Jennifer Berne, illustrated by 
Becca Stadtlander (Chronicle, Feb. 18), looks at Dickin-
son’s genius through a child’s perspective.

 Ackmann says she first encountered Dickinson in a high 
school literature class. 

“We were assigned to read ‘After great pain, a formal 
feeling comes–’ ” she remembers. “I couldn’t get a single 
line—I couldn’t untangle them. Like any kid, I just hoped 
I wouldn’t be called upon, but then something hap-
pened….Though I couldn’t explicate a single line of that 
poem, on some level I understood it. That’s a large part of 
Dickinson’s genius. She creates a very visceral response 

before you have an intel-
lectual response.”

After college, Ackmann 
became a high school 
teacher in St. Louis, but 
eventually she moved to 
Massachusetts and joined 
the Gender Studies De-
partment at Mount Holy-
oke College, where she 
worked for 30 years. She 
taught seminars on Dickinson in the poet’s nearby 
Amherst home, now the Emily Dickinson Museum.

She noticed that her students’ understanding of Dick-
inson seemed to deepen when she wrapped the poem they 
were studying around a period in Dickinson’s life. That in-
sight led to the “pivotal moments” structure of her new book. 
In one chapter, Ackmann re-creates the day Dickinson went 
head-to-head with the headmistress of her female seminary 
over whether she would convert to organized Christianity 
(she didn’t, choosing to be classified as a “no-hoper”). An-
other chronicles Dickinson’s fraught passage through the 
Civil War, when young Amherst men whom Dickinson 
knew personally enlisted, left to fight, and never came back, 
dying in miserable prisoner-of-war camps, hospitals, and on 
the battlefield. (Thirty-one Amherst men would die fighting 
for the Union.) Those tragic years were the most productive 
of Dickinson’s life: “It made her feel the edge of life more 
keenly. She was at the peak of her literary powers,” says Ack-
mann. “She always wanted to stare down life unflinchingly. 
She never ducked, she never turned away. “

Dickinson was a complicated mixture of shyness and 
ambition. Though she shunned the social scene in Amherst 
to the point of refusing visitors, she was ambitious and, in 
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A SCHOLAR AND A CHILDREN’S AUTHOR OFFER COMPLEMENTARY 
PORTRAITS OF EMILY DICKINSON IN THEIR BOOKS AND DISCUSS 
THEIR APPROACHES TO THIS ENIGMATIC POET
By Mary Ann Gwinn
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a strange way, eager for fame. What was at the core of that 
contradiction? 

Ackmann points out that, unlike the Brontë sisters, who 
had to work for a living and who died relatively young, Dick-
inson had the luxury of secreting and isolating herself in a 
genteel environment. “She had class privilege—she could 
live in her parents’ home and not wash or make hats in a fac-
tory like women across the road from her. She molded her 
environment to support her work….I think she knew that to 
write with the kind of intensity she needed, she had to have 
quiet days. She was an introvert’s introvert,” says Ackmann. 
But Dickinson reached out to people who mattered, nota-
bly Thomas Wentworth Higginson, the author with whom 
Dickinson maintained a lifelong correspondence and with 
whom she shared many of her poems.

Dickinson published only a handful of poems in her life-
time, but after her death, her sister discovered hundreds and 
hundreds (Dickinson wrote 1,789 in all). Today she is one of 
the world’s best-known poets.

Children’s-book author Berne came to the subject of 
Dickinson by a different path. A former advertising copywrit-
er, she moved into writing picture books “because there’s such 
a beautiful synergy between words and pictures. And I real-
ized if I started to write nonfiction picture books I could fi-
nally write about the subjects I love; people who explored the 
universe, about science, anything that interested me.”

Eventually Berne narrowed her focus to notable people 
in the fields she adored, and she has published acclaimed 
children’s biographies of Jacques Cousteau, Albert Einstein, 
and Neil deGrasse Tyson. At first glance, Dickinson would 
seem to be different, but there are key similarities with 

Berne’s other subjects, she says: “She isn’t a scientist, but 
she is an explorer. Everything she writes about she explores 
deeply….She does really deep dives intellectually and trans-
lates that into words, amazing words.”

Berne’s narrative transforms the difficult things Dick-
inson wrestled with—doubts about God, death, and the 
ephemerality of existence—into words that children can un-
derstand. “Her happys were happier, her sads were sadder,” 
she writes in On Wings of Words. Dickinson’s “extreme emo-
tionality and her fierce intellect combined to make her hy-
persensitive, and she wouldn’t have been any of that if she 
hadn’t been so sensitive to start with,” says Berne. “She was 
rare and unique, and she even turned her weaknesses into 
strengths.” Berne’s words are greatly enhanced by Becca 
Stadltlander’s illustrations, which distill the essence of Dick-
inson’s poetry and the world the poet lived in. 

The poet’s life will resonate with contemporary children, 
says Berne. “She was too revolutionary in her own time…her 
questioning of everything around her helps her deal with ev-
erything in the world.” She hopes her book will “inspire kids 
to take some of the issues they deal with and explore them, 
to write to make sense of their own world.”

Ackmann concurs. “Even very young children who read 
picture books have deep thoughts. They want to discover 
and look for answers.” Finding answers was one of Dickin-
son’s quests, and these two books are windows into the hows 
and whys of her lifelong search.

Mary Ann Gwinn is a Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist in Se-
attle who writes about books and authors for several publications. 
These Fevered Days received a starred review in the Nov. 15, 
2019, issue. On Wings of Words received a starred review in the 
Jan. 1, 2020, issue.

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   1  m a r c h  2 0 2 0   |   1 0 5

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



children’s
A SPORTING CHANCE 
How Ludwig Guttmann 
Created the Paralympic 
Games
Alexander, Lori 
Illus. by Drummond, Allan
HMH Books (128 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-1-328-58079-5  

Alexander chronicles how Jewish 
doctor Ludwig Guttmann became “the founding father of the 
Paralympic Games.”

In 1917, with World War I underway, Guttmann graduated 
from high school and became an orderly in Germany’s National 
Emergency Services, where he met a paralyzed coal miner with 
a grim prognosis: “Dead in six weeks.” For decades, paralyzed 
patients’ futures remained bleak. In 1939, after courageously 
resisting the rising Nazi regime, Guttmann—by then a neu-
rologist—escaped to England. In 1944 he established his Spinal 
Injuries Center at Stoke Mandeville Hospital, where bedrid-
den “incurables” languished. Guttmann, however, resolved to 
rescue them from “the human scrapheap,” developing inno-
vative treatments and encouraging self-sufficiency. Noting 
that playing such sports as wheelchair archery and basketball 
both “brought passion and fun back into patients’ lives” and 
improved their health, he realized that public competitions 
would also show nondisabled people that patients were “more 
than their injuries.” Through Guttmann’s tireless advocacy, a 
1948 archery competition on Stoke Mandeville’s lawn evolved 
into the Paralympic Games, currently the world’s third-largest 
sporting event. The author explores Guttmann’s career in thor-
ough medical and historical detail; diagrams and text boxes sup-
plement discussions of everything from the nervous system to 
Nazi atrocities, enabling readers to fully appreciate his efforts. 
Alongside archival photographs, Drummond’s color cartoon 
illustrations extend the straightforward text. Profiles of con-
temporary Paralympians provide an inspiring epilogue. Most 
photographed figures, including Guttmann, appear white; one 
contemporary athlete presents black.

Informative, engaging, and important. (timeline, bibli-
ography, notes, index) (Biography. 8-12)

A SPORTING CHANCE by Lori Alexander; 
illus. by Allan Drummond .................................................................106
ONCE UPON AN EID ed. by S.K. Ali & Aisha Saeed; 
illus. by Sara Alfageeh ........................................................................ 107
YOU’RE INVITED TO A MOTH BALL by Loree Griffin Burns; 
photos by Ellen Harasimowicz .......................................................... 118
CONNECT THE DOTS by Keith Calabrese ....................................... 118
ROT, THE BRAVEST IN THE WORLD! by Ben Clanton ..................119
TAD by Benji Davies ..........................................................................122
LIFTING AS WE CLIMB by Evette Dionne ...................................... 123
CANNONBALL CORALIE AND THE LION by Grace Easton .........124
SOUTHWEST SUNRISE by Nikki Grimes; 
illus. by Wendell Minor ...................................................................... 130
MUSIC FOR TIGERS by Michelle Kadarusman ............................... 135
LIFT by Minh Lê; illus. by Dan Santat ............................................. 137
A CEILING MADE OF EGGSHELLS by Gail Carson Levine........... 137
CHILD’S PLAY by Ramiro José Peralta; illus. by Blanca Millán; 
trans. by Jon Brokenbrow ..................................................................141
BEYOND WORDS by Carl Safina .................................................... 144
THE LIFE OF THE BUDDHA by Heather Sanche; 
illus. by Tara di Gesu ..........................................................................145
A BOWL FULL OF PEACE by Caren Stelson; 
illus. by Akira Kusaka ........................................................................148
GARGANTIS by Thomas Taylor; illus. by Tom Booth...................... 149
TOGETHER WE GROW by Susan Vaught; 
illus. by Kelly Murphy ....................................................................... 151
WOKE by Mahogany L. Browne, Elizabeth Acevedo & 
Olivia Gatwood; illus. by Theodore Taylor III ................................154
AMPHIBIAN ACROBATS by Leslie Bulion; 
illus. by Robert Meganck ....................................................................154
IN THE WOODS by David Elliott; illus. by Rob Dunlavey ............ 155
CONSTRUCTION PEOPLE by Lee Bennett Hopkins; 
illus. by Ellen Shi ................................................................................ 155
A PORTRAIT IN POEMS by Evie Robillard; 
illus. by Rachel Katstaller ..................................................................156
BOX by Carole Boston Weatherford; illus. by Michele Wood ........... 157

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:
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ONCE UPON AN EID 
Stories of Hope and 
Joy by 15 Muslim Voices
Ed. by Ali, S.K. & Saeed, Aisha.
Illus. by Alfageeh, Sara
Amulet/Abrams (272 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-4197-4083-1  

Fifteen accomplished Muslim writ-
ers from various regions and back-
grounds share Eid-themed short stories 

in this middle-grade collection.
Stylish Hawa from Philly spends Eid in New York City with 

the Mandinka side of the family and learns to get along with 
her cousin. Kareem buys himself a new bike, then learns how 
to embody the meaning of his own name: “generous.” Most of 
the young protagonists live in majority non-Muslim countries—
Americans of various ethnicities in the United States, a Syrian 
family living in a refugee camp on a Greek island—and identity 
issues are sometimes in the foreground. The traditions depicted 
vary, but the themes of family, community, and faith permeate 
the volume. Whether making or buying special foods—Eid 
brownies, doughnuts, lontong—or taking care of younger sib-
lings, these young heroes and heroines help make Eid special 
for others. The diversity within the collection is impressive, 
including several blended families and a recently converted one, 
and while the writing varies in style and quality, each story is 
engaging, full of emotion and thought. Particularly powerful 
are Jameela Thompkins-Bigelow’s poem connecting present-
day Eid scenes to imaginings of the early Muslims who arrived 
in the Americas enslaved and Hanna Alkaf ’s lyrical account of 
a Malay girl’s attempt to save Eid for her family. A well-placed 
graphic story by G. Willow Wilson and illustrated by Alfageeh, 
who also contributes a frontispiece to each story, provides a 
reprieve midway through the book.

This thoughtful and uplifting volume will keep readers 
turning pages year-round; here’s to many more. (Anthology. 
8-12)

UNTWISTED
Allen, Elise
Disney-Hyperion (336 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-1-368-00863-1 
Series: Twinchantment, 2 

Middle school is really hard…even if 
you’re a princess.

After saving their mother from a 
curse in Twinchantment (2019), brown-
skinned princesses Flissa and Sara 

thought they had ushered in a new age of unity for Kaloon’s 
non-Mages, like their parents, Mages like them, and Magical 
Animals. But with Kaloonification, all children—Mages, the 
general population, and Magical Animals alike—must attend 

the same public school, led by headmistress Amala, an old 
Mage once associated with the movement to cleanse Kaloon of 
its nonmagical population. She’s supposedly reformed, but as 
the kids get into the swing of things, tensions among the three 
groups of students do nothing but rise, and Amala seems but 
performatively concerned at best. Sara and Flissa’s own rela-
tionship becomes strained as they for the first time enter the 
public world as individuals, not twins pretending to be one prin-
cess. The book is both a typical middle school story of chang-
ing friendships and alliances, just with magic added, and also 
a slightly heavy-handed allegory about bigotry, social justice, 
and community. With so many groups of people, it’s sometimes 
difficult to keep the characters straight, and a rushed, clichéd 
ending cheapens what is otherwise a delightful story. But this 
is high fantasy that reads as contemporary, with magical tech-
nology and everyday, colloquial speech rather than the affected, 
medieval-meets-Renaissance language and customs character-
istic of most high fantasy, neatly broadening its audience.

Sits in a comfortable midpoint on the fluffy-to-sub-
stantive spectrum, giving it broad appeal. (Fantasy. 8-12)

WAR IS OVER
Almond, David
Illus. by Litchfield, David
Candlewick (128 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 12, 2020
978-1-5362-0986-0  

A young boy in the north of England 
wrestles with the repercussions of World 
War I.

John’s father is away at the front; his 
mother works in hazardous conditions at 

the munitions factory. When John’s classmate’s uncle, a consci-
entious objector and therefore outcast, agitates for peace, he is 
dragged off by the police, leaving behind only some drawings 
of German children. One escapes destruction by John’s class-
mates—a portrait of a boy called Jan that John secretly saves. 
Nudging the line between imagination and reality in classic 
Almond fashion, the deceptively simple third-person narrative 
describes how John and Jan meet in the dark woods and con-
nect as children who simply long for peace. In scenes enhanced 
by Litchfield’s dreamy, haunting black-and-white illustrations, 
Almond effectively juxtaposes the contradictions of war: John’s 
warm, loving mother uses her hands both to make rose-hip jam 
for his bread and to build weapons that will kill other small boys 
just like him. This slim volume contains depths that adults will 
wish to explore with young readers, from allusions to “Bread 
and Roses” to the meaning of the white feathers used to shame 
pacifists but that the scorned Uncle Gordon proudly claims as 
things of beauty. The story offers rich material for considering 
the impact of war on those on the homefront as well as the toll 
rabid conformity and hatred of the Other takes.

A testament to essential humanity. (Historical fiction. 9-12)

Traditions depicted vary, but the themes of family, 
community, and faith permeate the volume.

once upon an eid
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Children’s book award season 
has only recently passed, and once 
again a man won the Caldecott. I 
don’t think there is a soul alive who 
believes that Kadir Nelson’s work 
in The Undefeated (Versify/HMH, 
2019), written by Kwame Alexan-
der, was anything other than gold 
medal–worthy. But it does rein-
force an extremely odd statistic 
in our very estrogen-rich industry: 

the male dominance among the winners of the Calde-
cott Medal. Since the award’s inception in 1938, it has 
been won by 28 women and 62 men. (Several of those 
medals went to husband-and-wife collaborative teams, 
each member of which I counted once.) Over the last 
20 years, only three women have won—Sophie Blackall 
twice—for a 4-to-1 disparity.

What gives? Is it possible that male illustrators are 
80% more talented than female illustrators? That is, of 
course, ludicrous. But something’s going on, and it is a 
real problem, as anyone who has won one of these med-
als can tell you: A win delivers a quantum burst of initial 
sales and guarantees backlist survival for decades. It can 
put multiple children through private colleges; it can en-
sure a safe and comfortable old age. If unconscious bias is 
at work in this disproportionate recognition of male art-
ists over female and nonbinary artists, the equity prob-
lem goes beyond a shiny gold sticker on a jacket cover. 

Goodness knows, there’s no shortage of talented 
women artists whose books will be crossing the desks of 
the 2021 committee. 

Oge Mora, whose debut pic-
ture book, Thank You, Omu! (Lit-
tle, Brown, 2018), garnered her a 
2019 Caldecott Honor, returns 
this year to illustrate The Oldest 
Student (Schwartz & Wade, Jan. 
7). Her warm, emotive collages 
are the ideal accompaniment to 
the story of Mary Walker, who 
was born enslaved in 1848 and 
learned to read in 1964. Joining 
scraps of colored paper of every 
hue and texture are bits of printed paper from books and 
newspapers, underscoring the book’s theme.

Michaela Goade (Tlingit & Haida) won a 2018 Ameri-
can Indian Youth Literature Award for her illustrations 
for Shanyaak’utlaax: Salmon Boy, a traditional Tlingit tale 

(Sealaska, 2017). In 2020, her 
artwork graces Carole Lind-
strom’s We Are Water Protec-
tors (Roaring Brook, March 
17), her command of color and 
light powerfully underscoring 
the narrator’s fierce commit-
ment. Sinuous line and sym-
bol-rich imagery make this a 
viscerally moving experience.

Last year saw three books 
from newcomer K-Fai Steele: Jacob Kramer’s weird and 
wonderful Noodlephant (Enchanted Lion, 2019); Em-
ily Snape’s zany Old MacDonald Had a Baby (Feiwel & 
Friends, 2019); and Steele’s own A Normal Pig (Balzer + 
Bray/HarperCollins, 2019). In each, readers were treated 
to scene after scene of smart, funny cartoon animals mak-

ing serious comments on the 
human condition. They will 
doubtless look forward to 
giggling through Jory John’s 
upcoming Probably a Unicorn 
(Farrar, Straus and Giroux).

Cindy Derby’s debut, 
How To Walk an Ant (Roaring 
Brook, 2019), was offbeat as 
offbeat can be, in both con-
cept and execution; her art 
for Shannon Bramer’s poet-
ry collection, Climbing Shad-
ows (Groundwood, 2019), was 

moody and atmospheric. This year she goes all-out ex-
quisite with her art for Deborah Underwood’s Outside In 
(HMH, April 14), combing media extravagantly for a cel-
ebration of the outdoors that glistens.

Juana Martinez-Neal won a 2019 Caldecott Honor for 
Alma and How She Got Her Name (Candlewick, 2018) and, 
along with author Kevin Noble Maillard (Mekusukey 
Seminole), the 2020 Sibert Medal for Fry Bread (Roaring 
Brook, 2019). Her illustrations for Beth Ferry’s Swashby 
and the Sea (HMH Books, May 5), a tale of an unlikely in-
tergenerational friendship, are as characteristically warm 
and meticulous as her readers have come to expect.
These are just five women illustrators—there are so many 
more doing great, medalworthy work. Let’s pay proper 
attention to them all. —V.S.

Vicky Smith is the children’s editor.

five women who might 
capture the caldecott

Photo courtesy Leah O
verstreet
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LLOYD FINDS HIS 
WHALESONG
Amann, Skylaar
Illus. by the author
Page Street (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 19, 2020
978-1-62414-943-6  

A quiet young whale finds his own 
way to contribute to his pod’s song.

Grampa Whale sings to find food, and Mama Whale sings 
to keep the pod safe, but young humpback whale Lloyd’s song 
is just too quiet. While enjoying the peace of a kelp forest, 
Lloyd finds an unusual thing: a ukulele covered in “ancient, sea-
tumbled glass,” with “storm-strong seaweed strings.” Amann’s 
debut picture book contains a sprinkling of these descriptive 
turns of phrase, but her illustrations are what really shine. 
Each page conveys the mood with a different kind of ocean 
light, such as dappled kelp forest, deep, dark blue depths, and 
filtered sunbeams. The sounds at the center of the narrative 
are also depicted visually: The whale song is rendered as floaty 
pink lines nostalgically reminiscent of a stereo equalizer, the 
noise of a ship is unpleasant yellow-green zigzags, and Lloyd’s 
ukulele produces sparkling gold confetti. Lloyd learns to play 
his whale song on the ukulele just in time to save his pod from 
noise pollution caused by the ship. Along with an introduction 
to the science of whale song and how noise pollution affects it, 
readers will learn that everyone can contribute in their own way. 
Though this lesson is familiar, it is notable and refreshing in 
that Lloyd does not uncover an innate special power but rather 
employs a tool to support him.

A sweet story buoyed by beautiful illustrations. (fur-
ther information, whale song musical notation, bibliogra-
phy) (Picture book. 4-8)

LUCKY ME, LUCY MCGEE
Amato, Mary
Illus. by Meserve, Jessica
Holiday House (176 pp.) 
$15.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-8234-4364-2 
Series: Lucy McGee, 2 

Lucy McGee and her ukulele-strum-
ming classmates are thrilled that per-

formers Ben & Bree are coming to town for a one-night concert.
For Lucy, it seems like a godsend; she can’t find her uku-

lele anywhere, and the professionals will be giving one away 
at the concert. If she can go, and if she wins, she’ll never have 
to tell her parents she’s lost hers. But her dreams land with a 
loud thud when her father says the tickets are too expensive. 
Among the members of the Songwriting Club, only Scarlett 
has parents who will buy tickets, and they get an extra for one 
of her friends. Scarlett seems perfectly willing to sell that one 
to the highest bidder—whichever of her friends can fawn the 
most enthusiastically over her. Meanwhile, at home, Lucy’s 

younger brother, Leo, has turned “turtle,” becoming sad and 
withdrawn. The ukulele is finally found only after Lucy spills 
the lost-ukulele beans to her dad, who then cleverly connects 
the dots right back to guilty Leo. In a funny, believable way, 
neatly sketched Lucy and her pals perfectly capture children 
at that moment when they are full of dreams and schemes but 
sadly short of power. Scarlett’s willful conniving is particularly 
humorous. Appearing on most pages, Meserve’s captivating 
illustrations depict Lucy (and her family) and Scarlett as white 
and their classmates as diverse.

This sweet, empathetically savvy tale is sure to appeal 
to those transitioning to chapter books. (Fiction. 6-9)

ONE LAST SHOT
Anderson, John David
Walden Pond Press/HarperCollins
(336 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-06-264392-6  

Shy, imaginative, lonely Malcolm 
Greeley, 12, has absorbed the message 
that he’s not good enough so fully that 
it’s become a voice in his head, predict-
ing he’ll fail, blaming him after it happens.

When it comes to Little League, the voice sounds suspi-
ciously like his dad’s, a former college athlete. Malcolm enjoys 
beating his dad playing miniature golf at Fritz’s, a shabby, quirk-
ily furnished venue, until his dad enters him in a tournament, 
hiring a former nationally ranked golfer to coach him. Malcolm 
glumly accedes—the subject of his parents’ mounting argu-
ments, Malcolm tries to avoid triggering them. Seedy and out 
of shape, coach Frank has hidden depths and, like Lex, the girl 
Malcolm meets at Fritz’s, helps Malcolm see his world differ-
ently. Major characters are white; several names suggest Asian 
ancestry. Structured like a golf game and employing golf analo-
gies—with plenty of context for non–golf-conversant readers—
the novel cuts between the tournament Malcolm’s currently 
playing and his journey to it. The voices he hears are not mental 
illness markers but opinions and beliefs he’s internalized. At its 
best, the novel is first-rate, masterfully conveying Malcolm’s 
anxious monitoring of rising marital conflict he’s at a loss to 
fix. Lex is a compelling character, comfortable in her skin, and 
rewardingly, Frank defies expectations. Watching Malcolm free 
himself from his need to fix others’ problems is exhilarating 
even if the neat ending partly undermines that message. 

Droll, moving, resonant. (Fiction. 9-12)
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THE MIDDLER
Applebaum, Kirsty
Henry Holt (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 14, 2020
978-1-250-31733-9  

In a caste system based on birth order, 
a lowly middle child wants to matter.

It’s the late 21st century. Tools are 
mostly powered by hand, and cars are 
rare. Eldests—children born first in their 
family—are revered. Schools tout their 

bravery and heroism daily in compulsory chants. Then, at age 
14, they go to military camp, never to be seen again. They’re 
fighting the Quiet War, so named because their sacrifice allows 
everyone else to live quietly, unbothered. Eleven-year-old “Mag-
gie-middler” doesn’t think much about the war, but she wants 
attention. Forbidden at all costs from interacting with those 
who live outside the town limits (“shame upon the wander-
ers,” says the chant), Maggie makes friends with a wanderer girl 
anyway—then decides to turn the girl’s father in to the mayor. 
Debut novelist Applebaum’s prose sings. Forbidden air outside 
the town’s boundary carries the scent “of crisp, red apples” even 
though there are no apple trees nearby. Trios of alliterated adjec-
tives shift as Maggie’s awareness grows: Wanderers are “Dirty. 
Dangerous. Deceitful,” but when Maggie sees one victimized, 
he’s “Bleeding, battered, bruised.” Maggie’s unpredictable route 
to heroism involves a secret that renders moot any textual con-
frontation of the “eldest edict” readers might hope for, but it’s 
nonetheless satisfying. Characters seem white by default save 
one family whose name hints at South Asian origins. Disability 
and disfigurement are depicted gently, with respect.

Careful, serious, indelible. (Dystopian fiction. 9-13)

PIGLETTE
Aronson, Katelyn
Illus. by Byrne, Eva 
Viking (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 26, 2020
978-0-593-11678-4  

Piglette was born on a farm in France 
but dreams for something more. 

Declared “Perfection!” by her mother 
at birth, Piglette seeks out Parisian delights in Aronson’s cheery 
debut. Born after three brothers and three sisters, Piglette 
stands out in her family because “nothing piggish seemed to 
please her.” She doesn’t like slop and prefers pampering over 
playing in the mud. Her favorite place on the farm is a beauti-
ful pasture filled with sweet-smelling flowers such as lilies, lilacs, 
lavender, and roses. Lush language and soft pastel illustrations 
bring this heavenly setting to life. When Piglette realizes farm 
life is not for her, she hitches a ride on a “pungent pickup” full 
of flowers and moves to Paris to begin anew. In Paris, she might 
be a poet or a painter or a pastry chef, but what really draws her 
in is the magic of smells—leading her to a perfumery. Piglette’s 

journey abounds with alliteration: “They pampered Piglette 
like a princess.” When Piglette grows homesick, she leaves 
behind the city she has come to love and journeys home, but she 
finds a way to bring a dash of Paris to the pasture. Accompanied 
by pleasant, warm cartoons depicting family, friendship, and a 
little adventure, Piglette’s story is a joyful one that also makes 
for an amusing read-aloud. 

A sweet, lighthearted tale of a piglet discovering where 
she belongs. (Picture book. 3-6)

WHEN THE STORM COMES
Ashman, Linda
Illus. by Yoo, Taeeun
Nancy Paulsen Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 26, 2020
978-0-399-54609-9  

Weathering storms is best done 
together.

“What do you do when the clouds roll in, / When the wind 
chimes clang and the weather vanes spin?” the opening text asks 
as Yoo’s illustration focuses on rooftops, above which sea gulls 
wheel and leaves begin to blow. The page turn reveals two scenes 
as the narrative voice shifts to answer. “We watch. We sniff. We 
perk our ears, / and listen as the rumbling nears. / We count 
supplies. We check the news. / We find our comfort spot. We 
s n o o z e.” On verso, families of foxes and squirrels take notice 
of thunder while on recto, a human family breaks out candles and 
a flashlight as the cat sleeps, undisturbed. These parallel scenes 
move on through the rest of the book, sometimes on facing pages, 
sometimes not. The humans portrayed comprise a diverse, multi-
racial cast while the animals include family pets, whales, rabbits, 
birds, and bees (inaccurately depicted taking shelter in a paper-
wasp nest). Yoo’s friendly illustrations have a soft visual texture, 
and while the palette darkens considerably at the height of the 
storm and some characters register alarm at the thunder and 
lightning, the art overall creates a cozy, safe feeling. Yes, Ashman’s 
rhythmic couplets are about a literal thunderstorm bearing down 
upon a coastal community, but it could well be read metaphori-
cally as it depicts the strength found in facing challenges together. 

Picture perfect whatever the weather. (Picture book. 2-6)

CROSSING THE FARAK RIVER
Aung Thin, Michelle
Annick Press (224 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-1-77321-397-2  

When helicopters of the Sit Tat, 
Myanmar’s army, arrive in their north-
ern Rakhine province town, 14-year-old 
Hasina fears for her family and their 
Rohingya Muslim community.

State broadcasts depict the Rohingya 
as “Chittagonian Bengali Muslims,” 
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foreign terrorists, and attempt to pit Buddhist and Muslim 
neighbors against one another. When the Arakan Rohingya 
Salvation Army clashes with the Sit Tat, the latter immediately 
retaliates with violence, burning Rohingya homes. Hasina, her 
6-year-old brother, and her 13-year-old cousin, flee into the 
forest, her father charging Hasina to keep them all safe and 
promising to come for them. But after days in the forest avoid-
ing soldiers, the children make their way back only to find the 
adults gone, possibly rounded up. As Hasina desperately seeks 
to learn where the adults have been taken or if they are even 
alive, she must also figure out how the children can survive and 
stay safe even as people try to exploit them—or worse. In this 
novel, Burmese Australian author Aung Thin introduces young 
readers to the plight of the Rohingya, alluding to the horrors 
and violence of targeted persecution while also addressing 
how decades of authoritarian and military rule have affected 
the entirety of the country. An abrupt ending jars readers but 
emphasizes that for children in conflict zones, safety is elusive. 
Characters are Rohingya, Mro, and Burmese; Islamic terms are 
localized to both Rohingya language and context.

An urgent, timely narrative. (author’s note, timeline, 
glossary, resources) (Fiction. 11-15)

RAGWEED & POPPY
Avi
Illus. by Floca, Brian
Harper/HarperCollins (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $17.89 PLB  |  Jun. 9, 2020
978-0-06-267134-9
978-0-06-267135-6 PLB 
Series: Poppy, 2 

Avi returns to Dimwood Forest, fill-
ing a gap in the series with the story of 
how Poppy the deer mouse met her flam-

boyant friend.
Picking up where Ragweed (1999), chronologically the first 

book in the series, left off, the footloose golden mouse with 
the single earring again finds himself on a train—though not 
for long, as Lotar, a large but very young and “double-down 
dumb” raccoon, climbs into the boxcar and is separated from 
his mother when it begins moving. After squiring Lotar back 
to his mom, Ragweed finds himself on a second rescue mission 
after meeting Poppy, who has obliviously danced herself into a 
live-catch trap. In a stretched-out sequence of entrances and 
exits, Poppy manages to free herself, but Ragweed is snared, 
ultimately leading to a climactic mad scramble involving a 
family of humans, an eager dog, two raccoons, and hundreds 
of Poppy’s sibs and relatives. Party time! As night falls, the two 
main mice slip away to dance in the moonlight…setting up 
Ragweed’s first and last appearance in the rather naturalistic 
scene that opens Poppy (1995), the first-published book in the 
series. As favors to series fans Avi slips in a few cameos (nota-
bly by vituperative porcupine Ereth and local contractors of 
the Derrida Deconstruction Company) and a musical arrange-
ment for Ragweed’s theme song, “A Mouse Will A-Roving Go.” 

Floca supplies spot and full-page illustrations (not seen in fin-
ished form) featuring, mostly, mouse-level views of events.

A characteristically droll lagniappe for a durable and 
popular series. (Fantasy. 10-12)

VOTE FOR ME!
Baltscheit, Martin
Illus. by Boutavant, Marc
Eerdmans (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 28, 2020
978-0-8028-5543-5  

Anthropomorphic animals hold a presidential vote in this 
story originally published in France in 2012.

In a land inhabited by big-eyed, anthropomorphic animals, 
the male lion is always elected president. Every five years he 
asks, “Who’s voting for me?” and all the animals give him their 
votes, after which they “have as much cake and strawberry-
coconut juice as they [want].” But when a mouse challenges 

A characteristically droll lagniappe for a 
durable and popular series.

ragweed & poppy
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this practice and says there should be more than one candidate, 
the other animals get on their candidate soapboxes—and some 
clever political satire follows. After the secret vote is held, each 
candidate, one per animal group, has received one vote except 
for the lion, who didn’t vote. (The system represented seems 
to be quasi-parliamentary—only each group’s representative 
has a vote—making this a poor primer for U.S. electoral poli-
tics.) Chaos ensues as each new president engages in partisan 
self-interest. Disenchanted, the mouse seeks out the lion to 
help—which the lion agrees to do by becoming president again. 
This theme of patriarchy is reinforced by subtle misogynistic 
messages: The female ostrich is depicted as silly, the female 
carp as unintelligible, and the lioness as merely a helpmate 
to the lion. There’s also a not-so-subtle message about initia-
tive: Don’t bother, the story seems to say, since only the lion is 
wise enough to preside over a diverse population. The colorful, 
well-rendered illustrations are lively and often amusing in their 
clever depictions of animals’ expressions and actions. 

This advancement of patriarchy is way past its sell-by 
date. (Picture book. 5-8)

TRESPASSERS
Bard, Breena
Illus. by the author
Graphix/Scholastic (256 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $14.99 paper  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-338-26423-4
978-1-338-26421-0 paper  

Two unlikely friends intend to figure 
out what really happened at a mysterious 
mansion.

Gabby is looking forward to her family’s annual vacation 
at their lakeside cabin and fully intends to spend all her time 
reading mysteries. However, this year brings change once she 
meets her new neighbor Paige. Tough-girl Paige seems like 
trouble from the start, with her nonchalant attitude and a 
self-proclaimed shoplifting habit. Thrown together by proxim-
ity and parental prodding, the girls forge a tenuous friendship 
when they begin to speculate about what happened at a nearby 
abandoned mansion and decide together to write the story of 
its wealthy inhabitants. As the girls’ joint fiction becomes more 
elaborate, they decide to seek out the truth and break into the 
house to search for clues. Before long, their combined con-
jecture takes on a life of its own, challenging the girls’ percep-
tion not only of the world around them, but also of each other. 
Bard’s debut graphic offering accessibly explores interpersonal 
relations among both families and friends, urging readers to not 
always believe first impressions; her conclusions are not shock-
ing but are ultimately satisfying in their predictability. Cleanly 
styled, full-color illustrations bring her character-driven tale 
to life; expect instant comparisons to fan-favorites Raina Tel-
gemeier and Jennifer L. and Matthew Holm. Gabby and Paige 
present white, as does the majority of the cast.

A comfort read, just right for a warm summer day. 
(Graphic fiction. 7-11)

IT IS A TREE
Batori, Susan
Illus. by the author
Holiday House (32 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-0-8234-4531-8 
Series: I Like to Read 

In a version of the Indian fable “The 
Blind Men and the Elephant,” an assort-

ment of jungle animals plays a blindfolded guessing game.
The story begins wordlessly with the lion giving each animal 

a blindfold before leading the elephant to another area. Blind-
folded, the lion cub feels the elephant’s leg and declares, “It is 
a tree.” Readers will immediately see the illustration of a tree 
trunk within the speech bubble and understand how the cub 
came to that conclusion. Next, comically balancing atop a lad-
der, the blindfolded giraffe feels what must be a wall but is in 
reality the elephant’s flat side. The game continues with the 
hippo mistaking the elephant’s trunk for a snake; the croco-
dile, a wrinkled ear for a fan; the zebra, the tail for a rope; and 
the turtle, a tusk for a pipe. Each of these guesses is expressed 
in a simple sentence beginning “It is a…” with a visual of the 
animal’s guess to provide picture cues for emerging readers. A 
final review lists each word next to its position on an elephant-
shaped brick wall with tree-trunk legs, a rope tail, two fans, and 
a befuddled snake dangling between two pipes. But as readers 
turn the page, the now-cheering friends, blindfolds off, reveal, 

“It is an elephant.” The amusing cartoon artwork makes for an 
excellent enhancement. The story’s origins are revealed only in 
the cataloging-in-publication statement.

Cleverly designed for new readers’ success. (Early reader. 
6-8)

DOWN UNDER THE PIER
Beckerman, Nell Cross
Illus. by Sumpter, Rachell
Cameron + Company (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-1-944903-86-2  

Four friends revel in the sea riches secluded down under the 
pier.

Racing from Ferris wheel to carousel, Skee-Ball to whack-a-
mole, the children exhaust all of the greatest pleasures on offer 

“up on the pier.” But when the rides are done and their money’s 
gone, they go below the pier, where “Fun is free, and the world is 
ours.” Sumpter’s cotton-candy–colored illustrations, paint and 
pastels on brown paper, deftly capture the bright lights of the 
pier above and then, the deeper, dazzling beauty of the crea-
tures hiding below. Beckerman’s lightly repetitive, sometimes 
rhyming text imbues the narrative with a gentle surge and pull 
(“They don’t know what we know— / To slip down the stairs 
when the tide is low”), breaking in small moments of wonder 
and discovery. The four friends—two of whom appear to be 
white, a brown-skinned boy with tightly coiled brown hair, and 

Beckerman’s lightly repetitive, sometimes rhyming text 
imbues the narrative with a gentle surge and pull.

down under the pier
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a brown-skinned girl with straight black hair—trawl the pier’s 
underbelly unaccompanied by adults. They are young enough 
to find wonder in all of its treasures and just old enough to be 
allowed to wander off alone. The book concludes with a simple, 
engaging illustrated guide to some of the sea creatures that can 
be found in the intertidal zone.

A dreamy tribute to summer days—and sea life and the 
spaces in-between. (Picture book. 4-8)

A STORY ABOUT AFIYA
Berry, James
Illus. by Cunha, Anna
Lantana (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-1-911373-33-9  

A young girl wears a special white 
dress that records her day’s experiences 

in this story by Jamaican poet Berry. 
Afiya’s “fine black skin…shows off her white clothes,” a 

summer dress that she wears every day and washes every night. 
By day, the “frock” picks up images of whatever Afiya passes 
among—sunflowers, red roses, butterflies, animals, fish, or 
falling leaves. By night, the imprints stay when she washes her 
dress, but in the morning, her dress is white again, ready for 
new patterns and colors to impress themselves upon it. Afiya 
is “amazed” at the wonders she finds on her dress, and read-
ers will be amazed at the beauty of Cunha’s artistic rendering. 
Afiya’s hair surrounds her head like a crown, and the fantastical 
colors of her natural world, landscapes dominated by muted 
pinks, blues, and burnt yellow, all serve to enhance the beauty 
of Afiya’s dark skin. The spare, matte illustrations offer a feast 
of images to set the imagination soaring while the surreal story 
and its unusual language turn the wheels of the mind. 

A unique and beautiful combination of poetic story 
and expressive art. (Picture book. 3-8)

ASHA AND THE SPIRIT BIRD
Bilan, Jasbinder
Chicken House/Scholastic (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jun. 2, 2020
978-1-338-57105-9  

When her papa disappears and 
moneylenders come to collect on old 
debts, Asha knows it’s up to her to save 
her family farm.

Eleven-year-old Asha loves her vil-
lage of Moormanali, in the foothills of 

the Indian Himalayas, where her ancestors have lived for gener-
ations. Times are hard, however, so her papa has gone to the big 
city of Zandapur to find work to help pay for the family farm. 
But when he disappears for four months without sending any 
wages home, Asha’s mother is forced to take a loan from a cruel 
moneylender who demands repayment. Determined to find 
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her father, Asha decides to set off for Zandapur with her best 
friend, Jeevan—and with the help of a lamagaia, a vulturelike 
bird that Asha is convinced is the spirit of her long-dead grand-
mother. Bilan has created a richly drawn setting, fast-paced plot, 
and a strong but tender first-person-present narrative voice. 
The last third of the book, in which Bilan fully commits to the 
story’s more magical elements, is the most enjoyable, while the 
first two-thirds rely more on conservative Hinduism and there-
fore feel less imaginative. At times, the interactions between 
Jeevan and Asha fall along gender-stereotypical lines, but the 
most troubling aspect of the book is the title, which seems to 
appropriate Native American beliefs about spirit animals that 
do not have a parallel in Hinduism. 

A well-plotted narrative rooted in Hinduism. (author’s 
note) (Fantasy. 10-14)

THE GIRL AND THE 
WITCH’S GARDEN
Bowman, Erin
Simon & Schuster (288 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 26, 2020
978-1-5344-6158-1  

Magical powers, family secrets, and 
a mysterious garden hiding a potion for 
immortality fill the pages. Add in a stalk-
ing Persian cat. 

With her father undergoing chemo, 
12-year-old Piper Peavey is sent to live with her estranged 
mother and maternal grandmother on their estate in Con-
necticut. Only this is no ordinary estate; it is “dying,” and sto-
ries about it are “fascinating and terrifying [to] schoolchildren 
in the same breath.” It is said to be inhabited by a witch—her 
grandmother—with a white cat. For Piper, circumstances make 
it a bittersweet stay. Piper, who, like her family, is white, is aston-
ished to find that there are also four foster children living there: 

“bronze”-skinned Julius Gump, presumably Japanese American 
Kenji Naoki, and brown-skinned Camilla Cortez. The fourth 
kid, another boy, is missing. What connects these children is 
the possession of an “affinity,” or special ability. And everyone 
wants to enter the mysterious garden on the estate, but the 

“High Order of Magi” has magically restricted access to its hid-
den treasure. And no wonder—it is an “elixir of immortality.” 
It all has a familiar feel, and what follows is a quick-paced but 
unremarkable tale of working out clues, Piper’s growing ability 
to use her newfound affinity, and her obsession with obtaining 
the elixir for her dying father. Bowman ties up the family drama 
while leaving room for further adventures.

An unsatisfying remix. (Fantasy. 9-12)

OTIS P. OLIVER PROTESTS
Boyle, Keri Claiborne
Illus. by Duncan, Daniel
Sleeping Bear Press (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 15, 2020
978-1-53411-043-4  

To bathe or not to bathe? To Otis P. 
Oliver, that’s definitely not the question.

Otis P.’s peeved: The dog bathes 
once a month; he is forced to take four baths a week. How to 
show he’s serious about avoiding bathtime? Otis dons his dad’s 
suit and tie, delivers a rousing speech to bath-disgusted pals, 
and marches the unwashed bunch to his lawn, picket signs 
aloft. Notes passed between protester and mom, expressing 
Otis’s tub aversion (and, parenthetically, his dinner concerns) 
and mom’s responses—with put-upon sisters and dog acting as 
go-betweens—eventually effect a satisfactory compromise. In 
the end, though, Otis P. shows he has one more card to lay on 
the negotiation table. This comical tale about achieving one’s 
aims creatively should strike a resounding chord with kids, 
particularly those who aren’t on speaking terms with bathtubs 
themselves. Children will giggle at Otis’ tactics and back-and-
forth correspondence. The expressive illustrations are humor-
ous, energetic, and incorporate the hand-written notes, shown 
transcribed on pieces torn from lined notebook paper. Otis is 
white, chubby, and crowned with brown curls; wavy lines sug-
gest he reeks. His family presents with various tones of pale skin 
and different hair colors and styles; one sister wears glasses. The 
skin colors, sizes, and hairstyles of Otis’ chums are diverse. 

Even bath-happy readers will want to hear this book. 
(Picture book. 4-7) 

LEMON CHILD
Brönner, Nele
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Wilson, David Henry
NorthSouth (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-7358-4418-6  

A stubborn lemon realizes the world 
beyond his tree is worth exploring. 

High in the boughs of the mother 
lemon tree, the tiny lemon children joyfully bounce and giggle, 
talk and sing, looking forward to turning yellow. But not Tony, a 

“pretty miserable lemon” who prefers to stay in the shade, hop-
ing to retain his lime-green complexion. The target of his sib-
lings’ constant rhyming taunts, Tony continues to sour. Soon all 
the other lemons are bright yellow and ripe, and Tony is aban-
doned as they jump from the tree into the world. Stubborn and 
lonely, Tony is visited by several wild animals who help him gain 
the courage to take a leap of faith, but is it too late? Translated 
from the German, Brönner’s third-person narrative is lively and 
descriptive. The story’s message is conveyed with a light come-
dic tone that deftly avoids veering into the pedantic. Dialogue, 
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presented in hand-lettered, underlined text placed near the 
speaker, provides much of the sophisticated humor. The paint-
erly illustrations employ a vibrant color palette, reminiscent of 
Brian Wildsmith’s style. The lemons, including Tony, have per-
sonality to spare, with spindly limbs, tiny eyes, full sets of teeth, 
and extremely long noses. Although the ending feels slightly 
too quiet after the book’s dramatic buildup, late bloomers will 
relate to Tony’s feelings. 

A humorous tale that encourages stepping out into the 
unknown, even if it’s scary (Picture book. 4-8)

GUT GARDEN
A Journey Into the Wonderful 
World of Your Microbiome
Brosnan, Katie
Illus. by the author
Cicada Books (44 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-1-908714-72-5  

A quick introduction to some of the 
teeming tenants who call the human 

body “Home, Sweet Home.”
Squeamish readers may want to go slow: “My name is 

Demodex and I live on your face!” proclaims one eight-legged 
micro-critter at the beginning. Led by a preteen lad who poses 
for internal views, human figures with generically beige skin 
share space in cartoon illustrations with hordes of mottled, 
anthropomorphic blobs in diverse bright hues that wave, smile, 
and scurry busily over magnified interior fleshscapes. Brosnan, 
rightly pointing out that microbes live “EVERYWHERE” and 
that there are more of them in our bodies than actual human 
cells, nods to archaea, fungi, and other types of microscopic 
life but sticks largely to bacteria as she conducts a tour of the 
digestive system’s residents. Focusing more on functions than 
polysyllabic names (though there are plenty of the latter), she 
mentions pathogens and disease but keeps the tone positive 
by highlighting the roles common beneficial species play in 
nutrition, health, and maintaining a balanced intestinal eco-
system. She makes a puzzling claim that viruses cannot “evolve” 
and offers a woefully incomplete view of manure’s agricultural 
benefits, in addition to introducing as uncomplicated fact the 
benefits of probiotics and fecal matter transplants and failing 
to explore why farmers feel it’s important to feed their animals 
antibiotics. Still, as a unicellular fellow traveler puts it toward 
the end, there’s “plenty to chew on” here. This U.K. import’s 
British spellings and metric measurements remain unaltered.

Effectively makes the case that we are all biological 
boardinghouses. (Informational picture book. 7-9)

WITCHY THINGS
Brusa, Mariasole
Illus. by Sevilla, Marta
Trans. by Ross, Cecilia
nubeOCHO (40 pp.) 
$16.95  |  May 19, 2020
978-84-17673-60-4 
Series: Égalité 

In this Italian import by way of Spain, 
when a witch’s potion goes wrong, she 

sets out to do some other witchy things only to have a child 
question her actions.

Humorous and quirky illustrations accompany this equally 
whimsical tale of a witch whose potion doesn’t work. “For the 
love of STINKING SKUNK FARTS!” Her hair is still blue. She 
would rather her hair were “BLOOD RED, OR ASH GREY, or 
perhaps BOOGER GREEN.” In a bad mood and wanting to 
prove she is “A REAL WITCH, a really BAD ONE” she sets out 
to snatch a child. Soon she spies a red-haired, white boy named 
Adam, who is playing with dolls. Assuming he’s a naughty brat 
playing with his sister’s dolls, Adam becomes her target. A cir-
cular conversation ensues whereby Adam’s persistent, repeated 

“BUT WHY?” turns the witch’s stated intentions back on her. 
As it turns out, Adam loves styling hair, and after styling the 
witch’s hair she declares it to be “the MOST INCREDIBLE 
SORCERY I’ve ever seen!” Adam helps the witch to see it is 
more important to “do THINGS YOU LIKE, just because you 
like them” than “witchy things to FEEL more like a witch.” This 
clever tale of upended expectations was winner of the Italian 
children’s literature prize Premio Narrare La Paritá (Narrating 
Equality Award) under its original title, Turchina la strega. An 
equally delightful Spanish edition, Cosas de bruja, translated by 
Raúl Zanabria and Luis Amavisca, publishes simultaneously.

Stereotypes are oh-so-satisfyingly turned on their 
heads. (Picture book. 4-7) (Cosas de bruja: 978-84-17673-60-4)

IF YOU TAKE AWAY THE OTTER
Buhrman-Deever, Susannah
Illus. by Trueman, Matthew
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 26, 2020
978-0-7636-8934-6  

Sea otters are the key to healthy kelp 
forests on the Pacific coast of North 
America.

There have been several recent titles for older readers about 
the critical role sea otters play in the coastal Pacific ecosystem. 
This grand, green version presents it to even younger read-
ers and listeners, using a two-level text and vivid illustrations. 
Biologist Buhrman-Deever opens as if she were telling a fairy 
tale: “On the Pacific coast of North America, where the ocean 
meets the shore, there are forests that have no trees.” The tree-
like forms are kelp, home to numerous creatures. Two spreads 
show this lush underwater jungle before its king, the sea otter, 

A clever tale of upended expectations.
witchy things
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THE CHILDREN’S AUTHOR AND ILLUSTRATOR DREW ON CHINESE TAOIST 
FOLKTALES TO INVENT A BACKSTORY FOR MULAN AS THE NEW DISNEY 
FILM COMES TO THEATERS
By Kathie Meizner

Grace Lin is the author and illustrator of more than two 
dozen books for children, including The Year of the Rat (2007), 
the Newbery Honor book Where the Mountain Meets the Moon 
(2009), and Mulan: Before the Sword (Disney Press, Feb. 11), 
the prequel novel to the forthcoming Disney live-action film 
Mulan. Lin also did the cover art and chapter heading illustra-
tions. She answered some questions about the book.

How did Mulan: Before the Sword come to be?
Well, my agent called me up and said, “I have this op-
portunity. Disney wants to know if you’d like to write an 
original novel to go along with their movie.” I was quite 
behind on some other projects, and I said, “I don’t know; 
let me think about it.” And then I talked to some of my 
friends, who said, “Of course you have to do it!” 

Were you constrained in writing by what happens later 
in Mulan’s life? 
Yes and no. They gave me the script to the movie and ba-
sically said, write whatever you want—just don’t contra-

dict what’s going to happen in the movie. I guess in some 
ways it was constraining because everyone knows Mulan 
as a warrior, but she doesn’t really learn any warrior skills 
until the movie. I said, OK, it’s going to be a little tough 
to make her a warrior in my prequel novel because she 
hasn’t learned those skills yet. At the same time, some-
times when you have more constraints, it’s actually more 
freeing. You’re much more focused. So that was fun. Also, 
because she wasn’t a warrior yet, I didn’t have to wor-
ry too much about learning about martial arts or battle 
plans or anything like that. When I’m going to write a 
novel, I usually know the journey to get to the end, so this 
was a similar process. 

What did you most enjoy about writing this book?
I love delving into Chinese myths and putting it all to-
gether to make a whole new story. Mulan was perfect 
for me because she’s this mythological, folktale charac-
ter, and this was giving a new fresh take to her story. And 
there’s a witch character in the movie—it was really fun 
to be given the freedom to give her a background. They 
basically let me do her whole backstory. I was really ex-
cited about that; there was so much freedom there. 

What is your research process like?
My research process is not very organized. It’s the same 
for all of my novels. I spend anywhere from three weeks 
to six months reading everything I can on Chinese my-
thology and Chinese folktales. I never know what will 
trigger something, and I make notes on things I think are 
interesting. I tell people it’s like building a snowman. You 
gather up all this snow and then you start building some-
thing and see what happens. In my other books I kept 
more with Buddhist folktales. For this one, I went more 
to the Taoist folktales. For instance, Lu Ting-Pin is more 
a Taoist folk hero. I went more in that direction because 

Danielle Tait

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Grace Lin
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is introduced. A delicate balance allows this system to flourish, 
but there was a time that hunting upset this balance. The writer 
is careful to blame not the Indigenous peoples who had always 
hunted the area, but “new people.” In smaller print she explains 
that Russian explorations spurred the development of an inter-
national fur trade. Trueman paints the scene, concentrating on 
an otter family threatened by formidable harpoons from an 
abstractly rendered person in a small boat, with a sailing ship 
in the distance. “People do not always understand at first the 
changes they cause when they take too much.” Sea urchins take 
over; a page turn reveals a barren landscape. Happily, the story 
ends well when hunting stops and the otters return…and with 
them, the kelp forests. 

A simple but effective look at a keystone species. 
(further information, select bibliography, additional 
resources) (Informational picture book. 4-7)

PREMEDITATED MYRTLE
Bunce, Elizabeth C.
Algonquin (368 pp.) 
$17.95  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-61620-918-6 
Series: Myrtle Hardcastle Mystery, 1 

An aspiring sleuth in Victorian Eng-
land is convinced her neighbor’s death 
was no accident.

Twelve-year-old Myrtle, who might 
have just been spying—er, Observ-

ing!—the neighborhood with her telescope, is convinced 
that prickly Miss Wodehouse has been the victim of foul play. 
Though the police say the old lady had a heart attack, Myrtle 
disagrees. With her magnifying lens, her specimen jars, and her 
stubbornness, Myrtle will prove the old lady was killed—and 
find the murderer, to boot. Though unpopular Myrtle leans in 
to a self-image as “the precocious daughter who lurked about 
everywhere being impertinent and morbid,” she has allies. Her 
interest in detecting comes from her affection for her ador-
ing prosecutor father and the memory of her medical-student 
mother. Myrtle, middle-class and white, is encouraged by her 
equally quirky and exceedingly clever governess, Miss Judson 
(the multilingual, biracial daughter of white British and black 
French Guianese parents), who is at best half-hearted in her 
attempts to keep Myrtle out of trouble. Meanwhile, Caroline, a 
British Indian girl who’s been mean before, disassociates herself 
from Myrtle’s bully and becomes a staunch and equally geeky 
friend. Witty prose doesn’t always hew to historical accuracy 
but keeps the characters accessible and quite charming while 
Myrtle (surrounded by beloved and supportive adults) avoids 
many of the more tired tropes of the eccentric-detective genre.

A saucy, likable heroine shines in a mystery marked by 
clever, unexpected twists. (Historical mystery. 10-12)

they were talking a lot in the movie about Mulan’s chi, 
her spirit, and that’s a bit more Taoist than Buddhist. 

Were there obstacles you encountered?
At the very end there is a scene where in my original 
version you see the body of the White Fox. It’s a chill-
ing moment. Disney really did not want a corpse in the 
scene, so we talked about it, and I changed it. The White 
Fox becomes a pool of ick. And that’s fine; that actually 
is appropriate to a lot of folktales and Taoist themes. In 
some ways the obstacle made it better. 

You got to read the screenplay?
Yes, I got to read the script ahead of time; it was really 
fun. And then they sent me a lot of the images of the cos-
tumes and little clips of things. I loved [the 1998 animat-
ed film] Mulan when I was younger—I was so excited to 
see any Asian character, you know, anywhere. I didn’t re-
ally think about whether it was authentic or not authen-
tic. But reading the script, which is so much more au-
thentic in this new version of Mulan—it’s so much closer 
to what Chinese culture actually is—was so heartening. 

Is there anything else you would like people to know?  
I’m hoping that this book will bring new readers to my 
other work and also that readers will know that if they 
loved my books before, they will love this one, too. 

Happy Year of the Rat!  
It’s the year of new beginnings—hopefully in a good way 
for all of us! 

Kathie Meizner manages a public library in Maryland and 
reviews children’s books. Mulan: Before the Sword received 
a starred review in the Jan. 1, 2020, issue.
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LET’S PLAY MAKE BEE-LIEVE
Burach, Ross
Illus. by the author
Scholastic (48 pp.) 
$4.99 paper  |  $23.99 PLB  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-1-338-50525-2
978-1-338-50526-9 PLB 
Series: Bumble and Bee, 2 

Who’d bee-lieve hanging with bees 
could be fun?

Froggy thinks differently. Though a neighbor of Bumble 
and Bee, Froggy would rather read in the pond and stay out 
of their games. Somehow, though, the amphibian gets roped 
in. Take guess-the-animal. While the apian duo demonstrates 
ineptitude at figuring out what creature each pretends to 
be(e)—though it’s clearly obvious to readers—Froggy attends 
to reading. Or tries to—hopeless glances at readers are price-
less until, exasperated, Froggy butts in with the answers. Before 
long, Froggy enters the game and, due to an unexpected visitor 
the bees notice but Froggy doesn’t, they guess Froggy’s “iden-
tity” immediately. The other stories in this small graphic early 
reader, just the right size for little hands, are equally comical. 
A pirate game with the bees rewards Froggy with the “sweetest 
treasure in the world,” though, sadly, not of the sugar-laden, 
high-calorie kind. In the final story, the bees’ confused hide-
and-seek session finally brings Froggy peaceful reading time. 
This rollicking collection, presented comics style and with 
dialogue set mostly in speech balloons, will have readers for-
getting any fears of bees and eager to join these quirky friends. 
Simple language and sweet, expressive, humorous illustrations 
that work perfectly with the text will have children giggling 
and enjoying reading success.

Guaranteed to give emerging readers a buzz. (Early 
reader. 3-6)

YOU’RE INVITED TO 
A MOTH BALL 
A Nighttime Insect 
Celebration
Burns, Loree Griffin
Photos by Harasimowicz, Ellen
Charlesbridge (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-1-58089-686-3  

Full-color photographs accompany detailed instructions 
for attracting and studying North American moths as well as 
basic facts.

Early on, there is a candid shot of six kids sitting at a picnic 
table, verdant grass stretching out from all sides. (Five present 
white while one might be a child of color.) The children appear 
engaged in chatting and drawing pictures of moths. Superim-
posed in bright white type over the grass beneath them, con-
versational text explains that a moth ball is a celebration to 
honor “a spectacular insect” and invites readers to join in and 

learn more. Every page turn leads to bright, colorful photo-
graphs and further information. Layout, art, and text function 
together well. Without condescension, the text is ever fixed on 
its intended audience; after a thorough, illustrated listing of 
materials for a successful moth ball: “Did I mention we get to 
stay up late? Because we do!” photographs show the children 
setting up a sheet and lights for an observation area and then 
making snacks of rotting bananas and brown sugar to entice 
moths that respond more to sweets than to light. There are 
reminders to be gentle interspersed among facts that include 
differentiating between moths and butterflies, and the moth 
life cycle. The nature of the adventure assumes readers will have 
access to a private, nighttime green area in the summer as well 
as adults to help them.

Entomological ecstasy for rural and suburban budding 
scientists. (notes, glossary, resources) (Nonfiction.7-10)

CONNECT THE DOTS 
Calabrese, Keith
Scholastic (240 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-338-35403-4  

What are the odds of a life-or-death 
mystery in Elk Grove Park, Illinois?

Sixth graders Oliver Beane, whose 
parents divorced last year, and Frankie 
Figge, whose working parents often 
leave him in charge of his twin toddler 

brothers, will never be popular. When a new, weird girl named 
Matilda Sandoval moves to town and sort of befriends them, it 
seems a good fit. But she is sure someone is surveilling Oliver. 
It can’t have anything to do with the mysterious disappearance 
of Preston Oglethorpe, their middle school’s eccentric-genius 
namesake, can it? The trio decides to find him themselves and 
sort things out. Oglethorpe’s research into chaos theory had 
given him a mechanism to predict—even influence—events 
using mathematical equations. Some odd things are happen-
ing around town: There’s a rock band forming in the old folks’ 
home and a new man in Oliver’s mother’s life. Is there a pattern? 
Maybe the kids aren’t the only ones on Oglethorpe’s trail...and 
the competition may be deadly. Following A Drop of Hope (2019), 
Calabrese’s smartly written sophomore effort is a Rube Gold-
berg–ian romp sure to please brainy kid readers with its trio of 
protagonists. All the kid characters have real-world problems 
on top of dealing with a possibly evil genius and wannabe super-
villains, grounding the narrative nicely. Some Spanish surnames 
notwithstanding, the cast appears to be a mostly white one.

There are plenty of surprises in this caper with heart. 
(Mystery. 8-12)
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WHEN I HIT THE ROAD
Cavanaugh, Nancy J.
Sourcebooks Young Readers (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 1, 2020
978-1-4926-4025-7  

Rising seventh grader Sam is embark-
ing on a road trip to beat all others.

Pressured into visiting her recently 
widowed grandmother, Sam discovers 
that she will be accompanying the feisty 
elderly lady and two other companions—

Gram’s similarly exuberant and aged pickleball partner, Mimi, 
and Mimi’s hunky eighth grade grandson, Brandon—on a very 
quirky tour of places no one would ever want to visit in Florida. 
Stops include an alligator-infested road where their car breaks 
down, an empty church where they spend an uncomfortable 
night, a flooded, run-down cabin in a deluge, and a filthy, not-
barbecue joint. Many of the stops are interrupted by anxious 
calls from Sam’s controlling, stressed-out, workaholic mom, 
who’s trying to rein in the previously staid, seemingly gone-wild 
Gram. But it’s a voyage of discovery for Sam, who finds she’s not 
really the inept person she viewed herself as. Sam documents 
all the bizarre misadventures in letters she’s writing (at her 
mother’s determined urging) to her future self, revealing both 
her doubts about her capabilities and her growing understand-
ing of how universal self-doubt is. Despite these insights, the 
story is mostly fluff and fun: a wild, lighthearted exploration of 
a summer trip to remember. The small cast of seemingly white 
characters verge on caricatures, contributing to the overall 
goofiness of the story.

A perfect beach read: summery and silly. (Fiction. 9-12)

ORPHAN ELEVEN
Choldenko, Gennifer
Wendy Lamb/Random (320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  May 26, 2020
978-0-385-74255-9
978-0-375-99064-9 PLB  

Fleeing an orphanage, 11-year-old 
Lucy finds a home with a traveling circus 
while searching for her older sister. 

For the past five years, Lucy has lived 
at the Home for Friendless Children, 

where she stood out as an A student with a beautiful voice until 
chosen for special lessons with a “university lady.” Subjected to 
constant criticism and humiliation during these lessons, Lucy 
begins stuttering and eventually stops speaking. One day, when 
left unattended outside the orphanage fence, Lucy and three 
other orphans bolt, hitch a ride to Chicago, and connect with 
a sympathetic dwarf named Jabo, who works for Saachi’s Cir-
cus Spectacular. Under Jabo’s guidance, the three other chil-
dren find apprenticeships with the circus, but no one will take 
Lucy on unless she speaks. Unaware the orphanage is desper-
ately hunting for her and actively thwarting her sister’s efforts 

to find her, plucky Lucy must overcome her fear of speaking, 
earn a place with the circus, and connect with her sister while 
uncovering the sinister cause of her selective mutism. Set in 
1939, Lucy’s dramatic story plays out against the disparate, but 
carefully researched and authentically rendered, environments 
of a bleak orphanage eager to exploit its wards and the colorful, 
dynamic, diverse circus world eager to welcome four homeless 
orphans (all evidently white). The author’s note reveals the hor-
rifying reality that inspired Lucy’s story.

A fast-paced, intriguing, and surprising orphan story. 
(glossary) (Historical fiction. 8-12)

ROT, THE BRAVEST 
IN THE WORLD! 
Clanton, Ben
Illus. by the author
Atheneum (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 12, 2020
978-1-4814-6764-3  

A “scaredy-spud” puts on his brave 
face.

All “mutant potatoes” love mud. Mud is good for playing 
games, eating, and even sleeping. But few taters have more ten-
der feelings toward muck than Rot. À la Pete the Cat, Rot cel-
ebrates mud in song: “Mud between my toes! / Mud in my nose! 
/ Mud is GREAT / wherever it GOES!” When Rot’s big brother, 
Snot, tells Rot about the Squirm that lives “deep down in the 
mushy muck,” his love quickly turns to fear. But he doesn’t give 
up! Instead, Rot imagines himself in various disguises to work 
up courage. There’s “Super Spud” (a superhero), “Sir Super Rot, 
the Brave and Bold” (a superhero-knight), and even “Sir Super 
Rot the Pigtato” (a, um, superhero-knight-pig-potato). The dis-
guises are one thing, but, deep down, is Rot really brave enough 
to face the Squirm? Readers wooed by Rot’s charm in Rot: The 
Cutest in the World (2017) will laugh out loud at this well-paced 
encore—and it’s not just because of the butt cracks. Clanton 
creates a winning dynamic, balancing Rot’s earnestness, witty 
dialogue, and an omniscient, slightly melodramatic narrator. 
The cartoon illustrations were created using watercolors, col-
ored pencils, digital collage, and—brilliantly—potato stamps. 
Clanton’s reliance on earth tones makes for some clever, surpris-
ing page turns when the palette is broken.

Cute and brave—gee, Rot’s spud-tacular! (Picture book. 
6-8)

Clanton creates a winning dynamic, balancing Rot’s earnestness, 
witty dialogue, and an omniscient, slightly melodramatic narrator.

rot, the bravest in the world!



1 2 0   |   1  m a r c h  2 0 2 0   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Nancy B. Kennedy

A MIDDLE-GRADE BOOK OFFERS COMPLEX BIOGRAPHIES OF 
THE ACTIVISTS WHO FOUGHT FOR WOMEN’S SUFFRAGE IN THE 
20TH CENTURY
By Deesha Philyaw

Nancy B. Kennedy, a journalist and author of seven pre-
vious books, makes her middle-grade debut with Women 
Win the Vote!: 19 for the 19th Amendment (Penguin Random 
House Canada, Feb. 11), an illustrated collection of 19 brief 
biographies of individuals who fought for women’s suf-
frage in the 20th century. Published in honor of the cen-
tennial of the 19th Amendment, Women Win the Vote! fea-
tures well-known suffragists, including Sojourner Truth 
and Susan B. Anthony, alongside lesser-known trailblazers 
like Mary Ann Shadd Cary and Adelina Otero-Warren. 

Where did the inspiration for Women Win the Vote! 
come from? 
In late 2017, a colleague mentioned the upcoming centen-
nial in 2020 [of the ratification of the 19th Amendment]. 
I’m a hard news person, with a newspaper background. I 

wanted to write a nonfiction book, and the centennial 
seemed like a really gripping topic. I grew up in Roches-
ter, New York, the home of Susan B. Anthony, and I knew 
nothing about her. I was taught nothing. My family didn’t 
go to the Susan B. Anthony Museum House….But be-
cause of this connection [to my hometown] and because 
of my interest in hard news, I wanted to learn as much as I 
could. And I think in terms of headlines, so immediately I 
thought: 19th Amendment, 1919 [the year the amendment was 
passed by Congress], 19 heroes.

Women Win the Vote! is inclusive in that four of the 19 
women profiled are black, and the final chapter is com-
prised of shorter bios of other notable suffragists, includ-
ing Frederick Douglass. But you go even further by being 
really honest about racism within the suffrage movement.
At first I thought, “Oh, I want these to be inspiring sto-
ries. And aren’t these ladies wonderful?” But then the more 
you read about it, the more you see the racism. Not at the 
beginning when the anti-slavery movement was also going 
on. That was more inclusive. They wanted to go forward 
together and get the vote at the same time, African Ameri-
cans and white women. But then, after the 15th Amend-
ment enfranchised African American men, and white 
women were still not enfranchised, things got pretty ugly. 

Then I thought, “We’re just looking back on them 
from a different time. We can’t expect them to be as en-
lightened as we are.” But the more I read, the more I went 
from that thought to, “Well, they were just being pragmat-
ic. They knew they couldn’t get the vote [for everyone] be-
cause the Southern legislators would never agree to it. So 
they were just being pragmatic and playing to people’s ra-
cial beliefs.” And then I went from that to, “Oh, my gosh, 
that’s out and out racism.” [The suffragists] said terrible 
things. It wasn’t pragmatic; I think it was ideological. They 
believed some terrible things. 

Y.E.C. Creations Photography
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EVERY MISSING PIECE
Conklin, Melanie
Disney-Hyperion/LBYR (288 pp.)
$16.99  |  May 19, 2020
978-1-368-04895-8  

While trying to solve the mystery of 
a missing boy, Maddy finds a new family.

Ever since her father died, Maddy 
Gaines has been anxious, performing 
weekly safety checks on her small-town 
North Carolina home and garnering 

the sheriff ’s ire for calling in too many false alarms. When the 
11-year-old not only becomes obsessed with the news reports 
about the abducted Billy Holcomb, but thinks she has spotted 
him in her own neighborhood, she knows she must uncover 
proof before reporting it this time. Maddy’s heartfelt first-per-
son narration reveals how her recon missions to find out more 
about a new classmate named Eric leave her with increasing cer-
tainty that he’s actually Billy, as well as funny feelings for a boy 
for the first time. Adding to the light mystery are more areas 
of concern for the preteen: Her mother has recently remarried, 
and she and quirky Stan now want a new baby; her best friend, 
Cress, seems to be growing up faster than Maddy is ready to; 
and she’s afraid of losing the memories of her father. Conklin’s 
fine Southern storytelling, complete with Cheerwine, home-
made pies, and pig pickin’s, blends these nuanced realities with 
care. A nail-biting ending brings hopeful resolutions, including 
a growing family that still honors Maddy’s dad. Maddy, her fam-
ily, Billy, and Eric are white while Cress is black.

Maddy’s spunky resilience will appeal to girls adjust-
ing to their own changes. (Fiction. 8-12)

FOOTSTEPS IN BAY DE VERDE
Cotter, Charis
Illus. by Dwyer, Jenny
Running the Goat (36 pp.) 
$19.95  |  May 15, 2020
978-1-927917-28-2  

An illustrated ghost story set in Bay de Verde, Newfoundland.
Inspired by a story told to the author by a longtime Bay de 

Verde resident about an event his mother experienced when 
she was a child of 6, this spooky tale skillfully layers atmosphere 
and pacing. On a windy November evening in 1922, siblings 
Theresa, 4, Bridie, 6, and John, 8, huddle on a daybed in their 
Newfoundland kitchen, which is lit by a single kerosene lantern. 
It is an hour past their bedtime, and they are half-hiding in the 
shadows because they want to hear the ghost stories the adults 
tell after their everyday news is finished. The tales begin, and 
the children shiver deliciously. Then unexpected—but famil-
iar—footsteps are heard, and ghosts become more than just 
stories. Cotter’s tale harks back to an age when visiting was 
the activity and stories were the entertainment, so despite its 
skillful suspense, it manages to also convey a restful interlude. 
Dwyer’s shadowy double-page spreads evoke the mysterious 

I went to the National Archives a couple of months 
ago, and they have a suffrage exhibit with a letter from 
Carrie Chapman Catt, who was the head of the Nation-
al American Woman Suffrage Association. She wrote to a 
Southern senator, saying, OK, there are more white women 
than Black women in the South, so we can maintain white su-
premacy. She used the words white supremacy. She said that 
voting for the federal amendment would uphold white su-
premacy “constitutionally, honorably.”

Besides these kinds of complexities, what else do you 
hope young readers will take away from this book? 
One approach that I didn’t see anywhere else was to start 
with each of the suffragists as children. Not fully formed, 
in activist mode. So I read a lot of memoirs, letters, jour-
nals, and articles to get the women’s individual voices; 
they wrote prodigiously back then. I started each story 
with the suffragist at as young an age as I could find infor-
mation and then filled in their backstory. What kind of 
home life did she have? Where was she seeing discrimina-
tion? How did she come to the suffrage cause? 

When I worked at the Wall Street Journal, one thing I 
learned was that it doesn’t matter how complex a story is. 
If you tell it through the people, you’ll engage the reader. 
And in this day, when we have young activists focused on 
[issues like] gun violence and violence against women, I 
wanted to show readers, by example, that 100, 150 years 
ago, there were young girls just like them who felt strong-
ly about their causes. [I wanted to] give them a sense of 
possibility for their own lives.

Deesha Philyaw is the co-author of Co-Parenting 101: Help-
ing Your Kids Thrive in Two Households After Divorce. 
Women Win the Vote! was reviewed in the Dec. 1, 2019, issue.
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as they juxtapose the swirling smoke of wraiths with realistic 
renderings of the people. Some illustrations work better than 
others, as when a facial expression looks less like a frozen pho-
tograph and more like an evocative moment; but in all, the tone, 
mood, and atmosphere of the story are scrumptiously spooky. 
The people depicted are shown as white. 

A good old-fashioned ghost story sure to deliver spine 
tingles. (Picture book. 6-10)

WHO IS ANA DALT?
Cottleston, B.D.
Illus. by Piwowarski, Marcin 
Flowerpot Press (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-4867-1810-8  

Visual thinkers, take note: You may 
need to read the title and part of this 
rabble-rousing story out loud to catch 

the clever central pun, but children everywhere will relate. 
Who is Ana Dalt? “When I see something fragile, I want it 

so much! / But when I reach up to get it, someone always yells… 
// ‘DON’T TOUCH!’ / ‘Only ANA DALT should be touching 
that stuff.’ ” Time and again, the narrator, an overalls- and base-
ball-cap–wearing child with beige skin and dark, chin-length 
hair, is deterred. Want to explore a lawn mower or gardening 
tool? “That’s for Ana Dalt!” When a scary movie comes on… 

“This is for Ana Dalt” too. Ready to grab a fancy party snack?  
“ ‘THAT’S NOT YOUR TREAT!’ / ‘That’s for Ana Dalt.’ ” Frus-
tration builds until the narrator is standing on a stool with fist 
raised in protest. “It’s time someone tells me where Ana Dalt’s 
at! // Has anyone told her it’s nicer to share? / Does she even 
know? Does she even care?” Realistic illustrations with attitude 
emphasize facial expressions to capture a full range of emotions, 
including curiosity, anger, fear, and the struggle for understand-
ing. The protagonist’s parents appear to be an interracial couple, 
suggesting the child is biracial; a genial and hairy family dog 
accompanies the narrator throughout. Secondary characters 
present with various skin tones.

A humorous dose of wordplay and righteous childhood 
indignation. (Picture book. 4-8)

WHAT COULD THAT BE?
Dalvand, Reza
Illus. by the author
Orchard/Scholastic (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-1-338-53019-3  

In a parable both timely and ageless, a mysterious item on 
the forest floor excites ominous imaginings in all who come 
upon it.

Iranian author/illustrator Dalvand depicts trees and fig-
ures in shimmering, almost luminescent colors to make the 
item, a small black lump, look all the more enigmatic. A passing 

leopard thinks one of her spots may have fallen off, which is 
scary enough—but other animals’ thoughts tend to the cata-
strophic. To a crow it’s a piece of star that presages the sky’s 
imminent collapse; a fox thinks it’s a lost jewel that a murderous 
army is soon coming to fetch; and an owl sees it as the egg of a 
fire-breathing dragon. Even though a cat thinks the lump is just 
a bit of her “poo” and hastily buries it, the whole forest is left 
in a tizzy. Countering this natural tendency to think the worst, 
the author wonders if it’s maybe a seed, or a piece of chocolate…
or perhaps something lovely and magical that readers might be 
able to identify? Like Shaun Tan’s The Lost Thing (2005) or, going 
further back, Tom Paxton and Elizabeth Sayles’ The Marvelous 
Toy (1996), this may well stir some to ponder whether it’s better 
to embrace, or at least to welcome, the unknown rather than 
to fear it.

This German import is a simple play on a provocative 
notion, with art in pleasingly vivid hues. (Picture book. 6-8)

TAD 
Davies, Benji
Illus. by the author
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 9, 2020
978-0-06-256359-0  

A tiny tadpole finally finds her frog 
legs.

Tad, depicted as an earnest yellow eye attached to a wiggly 
black tail, is “the smallest almost-a-frog in the whole wide pond.” 
She wriggles “twice as fast just to keep up” with her endearing 
tadsiblings, all of them bursting with expression even though 
they are all pretty much simple egg-shaped eyes with tails. But 

“she [is] strong and she [is] clever,” and she counts on these skills 
to keep her safe from Big Blub, a creepy greenish fish who’s 
reputed to feed on little tadpoles. “Tad [has] never seen Big 
Blub” and “decide[s] not to believe” in him, her smug smile turn-
ing anxious as she finds hiding spots, “just in case.” The tadpoles 
grow legs and lose their tails, and they positively thrum with 
youthful energy as they rejoice in their new bodies—“All except 
for Tad,” who stays bean-shaped and be-tailed. The number of 
Tad’s tadbrothers and tadsisters starts to dwindle, slowly and 
ominously, until she’s left all alone. The slow suspense, tapping 
into young children’s fear of abandonment, builds masterfully 
with joyous payoff in a final, vibrant spread after Tad skedaddles 
away from Big Blub in a riotous burst of limbs. Davies’ mostly 
muted palette is dominated by teal and algae green, enlivened 
with the tadpoles’ bright yellow, orange, blue, and purple eyes.

One of the cutest tadpole-to-frog stories ever. (Picture 
book. 4-8)
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LIFTING AS WE CLIMB 
Black Women’s Battle 
for the Ballot Box
Dionne, Evette
Viking (176 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Apr. 21, 2020
978-0-451-48154-2  

African American women had to bat-
tle both sexism and racism in their quest 
for the right to vote.

The roots of the historical women’s 
suffrage movement can be found in efforts to end slavery in the 
United States. However, small numbers of black female aboli-
tionists participated, and as the activism expanded to women’s 
rights, African Americans were mostly excluded. Dionne pro-
vides a detailed and comprehensive look at the overlooked roles 
African American women played in the efforts to end slavery 
and then to secure the right to vote for women, arguing that 
black women worked consistently for their communities in all 
areas. The ways in which the black women’s club movement, the 
anti-lynching movement, and other activism combined to press 
for full citizenship are on display. “Getting the right to vote 
wasn’t the end goal; improving the lives of African Americans 
was.” There are familiar names such as Ida B. Wells and Mary 
McLeod Bethune, but there are also many not as well known. 
Dionne is clear about the fact that even as women prepared to 
march for the 19th Amendment, white leaders kept black suf-
fragists separate. Amply illustrated with archival drawings and 
photographs and supported with contextualizing sidebars, the 
narrative concludes with a discussion of the Voting Rights Act 
and contemporary efforts by African Americans to fight against 
voter suppression. 

A lively and critical addition as the United States com-
memorates the centennial of women’s suffrage. (sources, 
further reading, index) (Nonfiction. 10-16)

HOTDOG!
Do, Anh
Illus. by McGuiness, Dan
Scholastic (128 pp.) 
$5.99 paper  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-338-58720-3 
Series: Hotdog, 1 

Three animal friends help a bird find 
its missing mama.

With a long body and short legs, 
dachshund Hotdog awakes one morning 

to find he has a stuffy nose. Undaunted by his olfactory obsta-
cle, he ventures out to meet friends Lizzie the lizard, who can 

“blend in with almost everything,” and Kevin, a corpulent cat 
whose owners like to dress him in costume (his disguise du jour 
is a cow). The trio happens upon an adorable baby bird fallen 
from its nest and decides to help it find its mother by crossing a 
river, visiting a farm, and flying a kite. Reading like an updated 

version of P.D. Eastman’s beloved Are You My Mother, the tale 
sets the animals to asking every bird they encounter (a duck, a 
rooster, and a penguin) if they are indeed the bird’s mother, elic-
iting giggles from readers who surely know they are not. Do’s 
short chapters and bouncy prose play with type size and color, 
easing recent graduates of the Eastman classic into independent 
reading, and McGuiness’ cheerfully silly caricatures feel com-
fortably familiar. The plot is familiar too—it falls to Hotdog to 
save the day, buoyed by cohorts who play into the comedy—giv-
ing transitioning readers a comfortable scaffold. This is the first 
in a proposed series; sequel Party Time! publishes simultaneously. 

Transitioning independent readers looking for a funny, 
fast read need look no further. (Fantasy. 7-9) (Party Time!: 
978-1-338-58721-8)

THE TURTLE DOVE’S JOURNEY
A Story of Migration
Dunphy, Madeleine
Illus. by Garnsworthy, Marlo
Web of Life (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  May 9, 2020
978-1-970039-01-6  

The story of the monthlong, 4,000-mile migration of a 
European turtle dove from his nesting site in an English garden 
to rural Mali.

Dunphy’s account is based on the migration of a real bird 
of this species that was tracked with satellite telemetry by Brit-
ain’s Royal Society for the Protection of Birds. A series of warm, 
colorful illustrations is paired with a narrative describing each 
stage in the bird’s journey. The conversational third-person nar-
ration folds in lots of information: about how the bird knows 
where he is going—instinct, the sun, and recognition of land-
marks from previous flights; why he flies at night (to avoid pred-
ators); where he hides during the day; and the various dangers of 
the trip, including heat, dust, and weather. Interesting details 
are included, such as the astonishing fact that the dove travels 
over the English Channel faster than the ships crossing it. The 
moving, engaging story is told with just the right blend of poetic 
warmth and factual detail to satisfy curious budding naturalists: 

“Luckily, this [Sahara Desert sandstorm] is relatively mild, and 
the turtle dove flies above it—much like an airplane can fly 
above a rainstorm.” A closing essay describes why this species 
is thought to migrate and notes that it is sadly on the decline 
due to changes in agricultural practices, hunting, drought, and 
disease. 

A compelling introduction to the miracle of migration. 
(map, resources) (Informational picture book. 6-10)

A detailed and comprehensive look at the overlooked roles 
African American women played in the efforts to end slavery 

and then to secure the right to vote for women.
lifting as we climb
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CANNONBALL CORALIE 
AND THE LION 
Easton, Grace
Illus. by the author
Frances Lincoln (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 3, 2020
978-1-78603-031-3  

After Coralie befriends the lion in a 
traveling circus, the entire troupe spurns 

its dictatorial ringmaster.
Woods-dwelling Coralie swings from trees and juggles, 

unbound by rules. She’s “funny and brave and silly and strange” 
but lonely. When the boisterous little circus arrives, Coralie fol-
lows it. The Man in the Big Hat bosses everyone. “Less wob-
bling!” he tells the high-wire cat. “More bananas!” he shouts 
to the juggling chimp. When Coralie auditions, Lion roars 
appreciatively, but the Man in the Big Hat dismisses her tricks 
as “not good enough,” assigning her instead to be a “human can-
nonball.” Brave Coralie literally rises to the challenge: Easton 
frames her in midair, the amazed crowd a sea of faces far below. 

“ ‘ROAR!’ said Lion, which meant, ‘You were amazing!’ ” But 
the Man in the Big Hat excoriates her performance, banishing 
her and ordering the performers back to work: “More tricks! 
Less smiling! And absolutely no caring about each other!” This 
time, Lion roars so powerfully that man and hat blow clear 
away. Easton’s matte illustrations make striking use of red and 
black for the circus’s excitement. The ferny, blue-green woods 
and Lion’s radiating mane agreeably evoke earlier artists: John 
Burningham, Martin and Alice Provensen, even Henri Rous-
seau. Well-paced and patterned, the narrative offers fully seven 
opportunities for children to join in with a “ROAR.” Coralie 
and the Man with the Big Hat both present white; other human 
performers and the circus’s audience are diverse.

A roaring debut. (Picture book. 3-6)

THE ONE AND ONLY 
DYLAN ST. CLAIRE
Edwards, Kamen
Illus. by Ebbeler, Jeffrey
Doubleday (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-9848-9346-8
978-1-9848-9347-5 PLB  

The stars shine brightly for a boy 
who knows he is destined to twinkle and sparkle.

Dylan is one exuberant boy who is certain of his destiny: 
He will be “The Star” (literally) in the starring role of his school 
play about the solar system. He is well-trained in dance, song, 
and mime (with nods to Gypsy and Reba McIntyre) and quite 
comfortable with his talent. Alas, his teacher is assigning the 
roles, and Dylan is to play the role of the “SQUIRREL?!” Utter 
despair ensues even as the other students rejoice in their parts 
as objects in outer space. But then Dylan runs into the kid play-
ing the role of Saturn, who is clearly unhappy with having to 

perform at all but convinces Dylan that the role of the squirrel 
is “the best part of the show!” After all, how many squirrels have 
ventured into space? Dylan interviews the local squirrels and is 
determined, thereafter, to be the “first squirrel-stronaut” ever. 
Yes, it is finally stardom. Edwards’ little tale of a stage-struck 
boy may resonate with other wannabe performers and should 
entertain even those who prefer sitting in the audience. Ebbel-
er’s bright and colorful illustrations fill the pages with action, 
their slight exaggerations appropriately histrionic, while leav-
ing room for large speech bubbles for the characters’ dialogue. 
Dylan presents white, and his classmates are a diverse mix. 

School-age dreams of acting can come true. (Picture book. 
4-7)

BIRD’S-EYE VIEW
Eriksson, Ann
Orca (144 pp.) 
$24.95  |  May 12, 2020
978-1-4598-2153-8 
Series: Orca Wild 

What are birds, why are they impor-
tant, why are they in trouble, and what 
can we do to help them?

Biologist Eriksson, who explored our connections to the 
ocean in Dive In (2018), here turns to another of her passions, 
birding. In six nicely organized chapters, she provides both an 
overview and a close-up look at ways to get involved in learn-
ing about birds and supporting them. “Amazing Avians” offers a 
clear definition of the avian order, even showing its evolution-
ary connection to dinosaurs. “Winged Wonders” presents some 
significant bird phenomena such as migration, the dawn chorus, 
and tool use. “Zooming in on Wild Birds” talks about bird feed-
ing, bird-watching, and citizen science. “Why Wild Birds Mat-
ter” explains the importance of birds to the environment as well 
as to humans. “Beating the Big Bad Three” describes the major 
reasons bird numbers have declined: habitat loss, invasive spe-
cies, and climate change. Finally, she invites her readers to help 
in “Giving Wild Birds a Boost” and reports on group efforts 
internationally toward “Keeping Wild Birds in Flight.” There 
are plentiful photographs of both birds and birders of many 
ages, nationalities, and races; sidebars and small features offer-
ing additional information; and full pages devoted to introduc-
ing some young birders. With the recent announcement that 
billions of birds have disappeared from North American skies 
in the past 50 years, this is a particularly timely title. 

An accessible and appealing invitation to connect with 
the world of birds. (glossary, resource, index) (Nonfiction. 
9-14)

Easton’s matte illustrations make striking use of 
red and black for the circus’s excitement.

cannonball coralie and lion
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PRINCESS KEVIN
Escoffier, Michaël 
Illus. by Garrigue, Roland
Frances Lincoln (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-0-7112-5435-0  

A determined boy wears a princess 
costume to his school’s fancy dress show.

Despite what others think and in 
defiance of their laughter, Kevin, a little 

white boy, refuses to dress as a knight, cowboy, or superhero for 
his school’s costume event. Kevin is a princess. If girls can wear 
any costume they want, after all, then so can he. Proud of his 
outfit, Kevin seeks one final addition to “complete the look”: 
a knight to hold his hand. Bright, hand-drawn pen-and-ink 
illustrations accompany the narration. Kevin and Chloe (the 
other character named in the text) appear white, but their class 
includes students with light and dark brown skin. While the 
narration suggests that Kevin has support from his family, he 
faces rejection from his classmates without intervention. Apart 
from brief mentions of Kevin’s mother’s lipstick and Chloe’s 
father, adults play no role in the story. None of the students in 
class stand up for Kevin either. Even Chloe’s giggling remark 
that “You’ve got a lot to learn before you can be a real princess” 
as she helps him undress keeps Kevin from self-expression. Fur-
thermore, Escoffier places strict judgment in the text that “the 
whole point” of wearing a costume “is that you become some-
one totally different. Otherwise it makes no sense to dress up in 
the first place,” leaving no room for personal exploration.

Insensitive and unwelcoming. (Picture book. 4-7)

DON’T LET GO!
Eudes-Pascal, Élisabeth
Illus. by the author
Owlkids Books (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Apr. 15, 2020
978-1-77147-359-0  

This picture book assumes a direct-cinema approach to a 
tale about facing fears. 

A watercolor landscape rooted in blues invites readers to 
an iceberg beach of sorts. The anthropomorphic polar bears 
sport colorful swimsuits and tote balls, noodles, and goggles. A 
dad polar bear suggests “Let’s jump in!” to his child polar bear. 
The entire narrative is conveyed in pictures and through what 
looks like hand-lettered text in speech bubbles, with the child’s 
refrain of “don’t let go!” punctuating nearly every spread. The 
child clings to dad even though the little one seems to be of a 
size and age to go solo in the water. While the child bear desires 
and accepts a number of beach toys from siblings swimming by, 
the dad’s repeated suggestion to “float on your own” is refused. 
Crowded one-page illustrations confusingly juxtaposed across 
double-page spreads show other family members relaxing, bick-
ering, and playing in the water and along shore ice while boats 
pass on the horizon. As the child bear continues to cling to dad, 

the repetitive tale will either grow endearing in its familiarity 
or slightly stale—until readers notice that a couple of the bears 
complain about the warm water and melting ice, and a final 
scene of the child all alone crying for mommy suggests a dire, 
very short future. Both the visually difficult presentation and 
the apocalyptic storyline make this one suited for older readers.

A climate-change subtext makes this polar picnic no 
day at the beach. (Picture book. 7-10)

OLLIE AND AUGUSTUS
Evans, Gabriel
Illus. by the author
Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 26, 2020
978-1-5362-0967-9  

As Ollie starts school, he worries his dog, Augustus, will 
miss him.

Even though Ollie’s “small—like a pickling jar or a shoebox,” 
and Augustus is “big—like a fridge or a table,” these best friends 
do “most things together.” Ollie’s favorite activity is digging 
while Augustus likes stick collecting. Sometimes they annoy 
and irritate each other, but if they get mad, they make up in 
time for lunch. Poised to start school, Ollie fears Augustus will 
be lonely and advertises for a friend for Augustus, emphasizing 
everything Augustus likes to do. Next day, canine candidates 
line up to interview for the position. After a series of disap-
pointing play dates, none of the applicants understand Augus-
tus’ “favorite things,” nor does he understand theirs. Although 
Ollie spends the first day of school sad and worrying about 
Augustus, he’s in for a surprise. Delicate earth-toned illustra-
tions rely on fine, sketchy outlines, pale color highlights, and 
all-white backgrounds to humorously flesh out the spare text. 
Fragile, diminutive Ollie appears an unlikely match for his 
massive canine buddy, but amusing vignettes reveal these pals 
engrossed in painting, bike riding, people watching, dressing up, 
tree climbing, and, of course, digging and stick collecting.

An endearing, visually rib-tickling ode to best friends. 
(Picture book. 3-7)

BLACK SAND BEACH
Are You Afraid of the Light?
Fairgray, Richard
Illus. by the author
Pixel+Ink (192 pp.) 
$22.99  |  $14.99 paper  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-64595-000-4
978-1-64595-002-8 paper  

Nothing is as it seems at Black Sand 
Beach.

Dash is begrudgingly resigned to 
a summer spent at his family’s ramshackle vacation house at 
Black Sand Beach, “a place of mystery and intrigue where your 
darkest nightmares run alongside you as the waves lap at your 



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

PA M  M U Ñ O Z  R YA N
i n  m a ñ a n a l a n d ,  t h e  a wa r d - w i n n i n g  c h i l d r e n ’s 

a u t h o r  c r e a t e s  a  t i m e l e s s  p a r a b l e  w i t h 
t i m e ly  p o l i t i c a l  r e l e va n c e

People flee from their home, forced out 
by circumstances beyond their control, with 
nothing but a few salvaged possessions and the 
dream of a better future. “This story is an old 
story and a new story,” says Pam Muñoz Ryan. 

“It happened decades ago, it is happening now, 
and it will continue in the tomorrows to come. 
It is happening all over the world and even in 
your own backyard.”

It’s also the plot of Ryan’s new middle-
grade novel, Mañanaland (Scholastic, March 3). 
Eleven-year-old Maximiliano Córdoba lives in 
the village of Santa Maria, where he spends his 
time playing fútbol and helping his dad build 
bridges. As he prepares to try out for the village 

team, Max discovers a family secret: His rela-
tives are part of a secret group of Guardians 
committed to helping the Hidden Ones, people 
f leeing oppression in a neighboring country. 

For Ryan, the book started with a simple 
image: a boy and his dad crossing an ancient 
bridge, the boy’s claim that he wanted to hold 
the future in the palm of his hand. “I suspected 
it was going to be the premise for a novel, but I 
didn’t know for sure,” says the award-winning 
author, who has received the Pura Belpré Medal, 
the Newbery Honor, and the Kirkus Prize. “I 
didn’t know exactly where the story was going 
to take me or how it would develop.” The bridge 
scene remains at the beginning of the novel, but 
the plot spins out from there. When a Hidden 
One shows up at his door, Max must decide 
whether or not to help her. 

This familial conflict was inspired by Ryan’s 
own childhood. Raised in a multiethnic family 
in Bakersfield, California, Ryan was 12 the first 
time anyone talked to her about her biological 
father. “Children are actually very astute,” she 
says. “And I knew that it was on the periph-
ery of my life, but I obviously didn’t have the 
details that would help me grapple with what 
it was that nobody wanted me to know.” Max’s 
journey in Mañanaland is very much about fill-
ing in the unknown details of his family story 
and coming to terms with the ways in which it 
is not what he thought.

In the process he also has to grapple with 
the line between the real and the fantastical. 
How many of his grandfather’s tales are true? 
Is Mañanaland a real place? Can Max find his 

By Alex Heimbach
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mother there? The book’s blurry line between 
fantasy and reality was inspired by both the 
tradition of Latin American writers like Isabel 
Allende and Sandra Cisneros and Ryan’s own 
childhood credulity. “I was a believer,” she says. 

“If I went to a slumber party, any slumber party, 
and they told a scary story, my parents had to 
come get me because I believed everything.” 

Despite its fairy-tale aspects, the book lacks 
the kind of obvious happy ending readers might 
expect. To Ryan, the key was instead offering 
hope for the future. “I want to give my char-
acters tools and traits that let the reader know 
they have the ability to continue on,” Ryan says. 

“I think that kind of resolution is important 
for young readers.” She hopes that, in seeing 
how characters learn to cope and move for-
ward despite obstacles, young readers will feel 
empowered to do so themselves.

The other message she hopes readers will 
take from Mañanaland is one of compassion. 
Despite the political relevance of Max’s story, 
Ryan didn’t intend to make a statement about 
immigration. (In fact, she started writing the 
book before the 2016 election.) “I set out to 
write a parablelike story about the age-old con-
dition of people needing protection and those 
who protect. I didn’t consider the Hidden Ones 
immigrants per se, because immigrant insinu-
ates that you are immigrating specifically to 
a certain place and you’re going to stay there,” 
she says. “These people, they’re almost like 
fugitives. They’re in a state of f lux and on the 
move. But along the way, no matter where they 
end up, there are people with compassion who 

help them. I hope the reader recognizes that 
Mañanaland is not only a place, but a univer-
sal state of mind that we all strive for—safety 
for ourselves and our loved ones, life without 
fear or repression, acceptance and a feeling of 
worthiness.

As she was writing, Ryan kept coming across 
news stories about people getting arrested for 
leaving jugs of water for people crossing the 
Mexican border. This attempt to criminalize 
an act of compassion struck her as particu-
larly inhumane. “We’re all part of something 
bigger than borders and walls and rules,” she 
says. “We’re all part of the same family called 
humanity.” 

Alex Heimbach is a writer and editor in California.
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toes.” Eager to escape the sometimes-overbearing family adults, 
Dash and the other kids—his verve-filled younger cousin, Andy; 
his even-tempered, fuchsia-haired older cousin, Eleanor; and 
his best friend, Lily—decide to explore. But strange things keep 
happening: The beach’s nonfunctioning lighthouse is, perhaps 
quite literally, calling to Dash, and when the kids investigate, 
they find vengeful ghosts, a monster, and Dash’s diary from 
last year—but it’s been six years since he’s been there. Perhaps 
most disturbing are the “changelings” introduced in the third 
and final chapter: sway-backed, bipedal, horse-headed creatures 
with protruding ribs and enormous, humanlike mouths on their 
abdomens. These unresolved mysteries will leave readers with 
more questions than answers and make them eager for the next 
volume in the projected series. All characters are white except 
for Lily, who appears black. In this context, an encounter with 
the changelings that finds the white vacationers mistaking a 
monstrous changeling for Lily carries troubling undertones. 
Thin lines, oversized facial features—Dash’s mother even looks 
remarkably like Lois from Family Guy—and clothing styles 
from the late 1990s create an early-aughts aesthetic. 

Creepy, bizarre, and compelling. (Graphic suspense. 8-12)

MARGOT AND THE 
MOON LANDING
Fitzpatrick, A.C.
Illus. by Medina, Erika
Annick Press (40 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Apr. 14, 2020
978-1-77321-360-6  

Margot is interested in only one thing: space travel. 
When she regales others with her knowledge, they steer 

her attention to other topics (her mother), or are “unimpressed” 
(her teacher), or would rather play kickball (her friends, a mul-
tiracial bunch). One night, Margot wishes she never had to talk 
about anything but space ever again. And lo—the next morn-
ing, she can only recite Neil Armstrong’s famous speech from 
the 1969 moon landing, greeting her mother with “That’s one 
small step for man, one giant leap for mankind” instead of “good 
morning.” Throughout the day, Margot grows increasingly frus-
trated, and, that night in her bedroom, she explodes. She writes 
her feelings on her wall—in marker. But her mother, upon see-
ing the scrawled-up wall, does not reprimand Margot: She reads 
what Margot’s written and writes: “I hear you” alongside. The 
pair repairs the wall—and the relationship—and creates a space 
for Margot to write her thoughts. “Margot wasn’t sure when 
exactly her voice came back,” Fitzpatrick writes. “But she was 
glad she had someone there to hear it.” Medina’s empathetic 
illustrations skillfully convey Margot’s many emotions—hurt, 
frustration, anger—with color, expression, and perspective. 
Both Margot and her mother are brown skinned; their dinner 
of “dahl and rice” suggests they are of South Asian heritage. 

A charming picture book about both a child and her 
obsessions and frustration, anger, and repair. (Picture book. 
4-8)

KEEP IT TOGETHER, 
KEIKO CARTER
Florence, Debbi Michiko
Scholastic (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-338-60752-9  

Keiko and her two best friends navi-
gate the drama of seventh grade.

Keiko Carter is ready to start sev-
enth grade with her two best friends, 
Jenna Sakai and Audrey Lassiter. Jenna is 

finally back from spending the summer with her dad in Texas, 
and everything is perfect now that the trio is together again. 
Keiko wants to experience new clubs and activities together, 
but Audrey has something else in mind: boyfriends. Keiko goes 
along with it, but Jenna tires of always doing things Audrey’s way. 
Stuck in the middle of the fight, Keiko wants to make every-
one happy. And that’s just the beginning of her troubles. Her 
mom is never home because of a new job; her sister is hiding 
something; and Keiko might have a crush on a boy she shouldn’t 
like. Keeping the peace is what Keiko does, but she must decide 
if it’s worth sacrificing her happiness this time. In her middle-
grade debut, Florence creates a fun, accessible story, touching 
on the realities of middle school, such as friendships, fallouts, 
misunderstandings, first crushes, and fitting in. The highs and 
lows of the girls’ friendship highlight toxic relationships versus 
true friendship. Keiko is biracial, half Japanese American and 
half white; Jenna is Japanese American; and Audrey is white. 

Sweet and smart. (Fiction. 9-12)

TEDDY SPAGHETTI
Frank, Dorothea Benton &  
Frank, Victoria Hanna
Illus. by Andriani, Renée
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 12, 2020
978-0-06-291542-9  

On his first day of school, a boy uses his favorite thing in the 
world to make new friends.

Teddy loves three things: his red cape, his yellow rain boots, 
and spaghetti, which he could eat all day. Teddy isn’t exactly 
finicky; he likes “spaghetti with red sauce and meatballs…with 
white sauce with clams…or even with eggs and bacon!” But today 
the ordinarily happy kid is feeling a bit unnerved: It’s his first 
day of school. Mom encourages him to just be himself, and by 
doing so, he quickly gains new friends. But at lunch, the school 
bully approaches, hurling the titular epithet. Teddy freezes, but 
his new friends don’t; they are full of compliments for Teddy’s 
warm, fabulous spaghetti lunch. Teddy invites them to dig in—
there’s plenty. And when Bryan the bully asks in a whisper if he 
might have some, Teddy even shares with him and tells him he 
loves his new nickname. In Andriani’s cartoon illustrations, the 
expressive faces and, appropriately, the spaghetti are especial 
delights. Teddy and his mother have light skin; his classroom is 

Medina’s empathetic illustrations skillfully
convey Margot’s many emotions.

margot and the moon landing
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diverse. This mother-daughter collaboration is sweet but slight 
and unrealistic. With food allergies on the rise, many schools 
have banned food sharing, and the ease with which the kids deal 
with the bully is unbelievable. Moreover, while food-shaming is 
a depressingly common phenomenon, it is rarely the white kid 
with spaghetti and marinara sauce who is the target.

Share this one with kids who have very particular 
tastes. (Picture book. 3-7)

SAVING LADY LIBERTY
Joseph Pulitzer’s Fight for 
the Statue of Liberty
Friddell, Claudia
Illus. by Innerst, Stacy
Calkins Creek/Boyds Mills (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jun. 30, 2020
978-1-68437-130-3  

A poor Jewish immigrant who under-
stood what liberty meant crusaded for Lady Liberty’s pedestal. 

Joseph Pulitzer immigrated to the U.S. from Hungary as a 
teen to join the Union Army, entering the newspaper business 
after the Civil War. Traveling in Paris in 1878, Pulitzer saw the 
exhibited head of the Statue of Liberty. Americans had agreed 
to build the pedestal in New York’s harbor for this French gift—
but New Yorkers refused to pay. Pulitzer bought the New York 
World newspaper and generated some capital, but funds still fell 
short, the wealthy failing to contribute despite his fiery editori-
als. Pulitzer hatched a desperate ploy: He urged ordinary people 
to donate even tiny amounts and promised to print their names 
and stories in his newspaper. Money and tales poured in, and 
finally Lady Liberty stood. This is a well-written, inspiring ode to 
the contributions of immigrants. Pulitzer quotes and excerpts 
from some of his editorials are included; particularly wonder-
ful are replicas of some handwritten letters from children who 
donated, literally, pennies. Atmospheric illustrations in brown 
and blue brushed on sepia-toned backgrounds give a historical 
feel, with Pulitzer and most secondary characters depicted as 
white. Excellent information about Pulitzer and the Statue of 
Liberty, including a timeline, appears in the backmatter.

Pulitzer’s permanent legacy now beams a beckoning 
welcome to all American newcomers—a timely reminder. 
(Informational picture book. 7-10)

SMUG SEAGULL
Frost, Maddie
Illus. by the author
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 26, 2020
978-0-316-52319-6  

Smug Seagull meets its match.
The titular avian character is smug because it’s “the best 

snack swiper from shore to shore,” if it does say so itself—and it 
does. Repeatedly. No beachgoer’s snack is safe from its swiping 

ways, and it’s darn proud of that fact. “I got my name in lights!” 
it brags, pointing to a lamppost sign reading: “ATTENTION 
PLEASE DO NOT FEED THE SEAGULLS.” And “I got my 
name in the sky,” it continues, flying near a plane pulling a ban-
ner that advertises “The Seagull Grill.” The comics-influenced 
storytelling, with sunny-hued panels and speech balloons, is 
ideal for the text’s cheeky humor, which owes something of a 
debt to Mo Willems’ Pigeon books. Smug Seagull gets its come-
uppance not from a bus driver, but when a tiny crab swipes back 
a french fry the gull had swiped from the crustacean. A slapstick 
chase ensues, complete with underwater antics, and a decidedly 
less smug Smug Seagull emerges from the sea, humbled, dis-
mayed, and french fry–less. Things take a turn for the worse 
when it realizes beachgoers have found ways to prevent it from 
swiping their snacks. “I’VE LOST MY SWIPE TO A CRAB!!!” 
Smug Seagull wails. But all is not lost. The crab shows the gulls 
how to endear themselves to “tiny humans” and still get plenty 
of snacks.

Swipe this one off the shelf for a belly-laugh–inducing 
beach read. (Picture book. 3-7)

ACCORDIONLY
Abuelo and Opa Make Music
Genhart, Michael
Illus. by Burris, Priscilla
Magination/American Psychological 
Association (32 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Apr. 21, 2020
978-1-4338-3074-7  

Genhart draws on his own family’s history for inspiration in 
his newest diversity-celebrating picture book.

Abuelo plays accordion in a mariachi band where he “hoots 
and hollers” louder than anyone. Opa plays accordion in a 
polka band where his yodels can “[make] the windows shake.” 
But when Abuelo and Opa get together at their grandchild’s 
home, the Mexican-German cultural divide seems a chasm too 
wide to span. Though both are perfectly polite, an uncomfort-
able silence begins to settle—until the empathetic protagonist 
encourages them both to get out their accordions. Through 
their shared love of music, harmony is soon restored and a 
bridge built between two cultures. This is a reassuring story, 
emphasizing that though we may be different we can find com-
mon ground, an especially important message for multiracial/
multiethnic children who can often feel pulled between com-
peting identities. Burris’ dot-eyed and brightly colored illustra-
tions are darling, highlighting each culture well. The narrator 
has light-brown skin and dark hair; Abuelo’s side of the family 
has brown skin and Opa’s, white. As mixed-race families con-
tinue to grow, this title is sure to find a ready audience. Notes 
from both author and illustrator celebrate their own multieth-
nic backgrounds, which contributed to the story.

A warm musical celebration of multicultural families. 
(Picture book. 3-6)
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SUPER PUZZLETASTIC 
MYSTERIES
Short Stories for Young 
Sleuths From Mystery Writers 
of America
Ed. by Grabenstein, Chris
Harper/HarperCollins (400 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 23, 2020
978-0-06-288420-6  

In the spirit of Donald Sobol, cre-
ator of Encyclopedia Brown, 20 writers 

for young people offer short mysteries for budding sleuths to 
tackle…solutions in the back.

The MacGuffins range from the usual suspects (missing 
artworks, fundraising proceeds, and valuable jewelry) to more-
unusual engines of mystery, such as whether a supposed ghost 
is real or not and who stomped out the giant letters “F-A-R-T” 
in the snow. In each case, one kid or a small group winkles out 
clues, identifies suspects, and then gathers for a denouement. 
None of these entries are no-brainers, being either chock full of 
red herrings, fiendishly tricky, or reliant on coded messages or, 
for that “ghost,” a knowledge of atmospheric physics. Kate Mil-
ford’s locked-room–style camp tale will require some serious 
thinking outside the box while Steve Hockensmith’s “Possum 
Man and Janet,” in which a fifth grader reluctantly accompanies 
her truly dim-bulb superhero uncle on a caper, is one of several 
entries that are entertaining even without the requisite deduc-
tive wizardry. Readers can check their own solutions at the end, 
where the contributors have laid out all the clues and reason-
ing. Though character unsurprisingly takes a back seat to mise-
en-scène, names and details hint at some cultural and racial 
diversity in the casts, and Bruce Hale’s young sherlock, Gabriel 

“Gridlock” Jones, uses a wheelchair. 
Tasty challenges for preteen Poirots, middle-grade 

Miss Marples, and “Jigsaw Jones” grads. (Mystery/short stories. 
4-6)

SOUTHWEST SUNRISE 
Grimes, Nikki
Illus. by Minor, Wendell
Bloomsbury (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-5476-0082-3  

A young black child reluctantly 
moves from New York City to New Mexico.

The young protagonist is not excited about leaving New 
York City and “the feeling of wow / craning my neck to study / 
the tops of skyscrapers” to move to New Mexico, where every-
thing will be “browns and tans / …the only colors / deserts are 
good for” (a questionable choice of words). But on this first 
morning in New Mexico, the grumpy kid is gifted with a series 
of nature-based surprises. First, a mountain unnoticed the 
night before is waiting outside the “barless window.” Here and 
throughout the book, Minor’s lovely art captures the beauty 

of the Southwestern United States in gouache watercolors—in 
this case presenting a picturesque scene perfectly captured in a 
window frame surrounded by white space that makes the view 
all the more arresting. With the help of a field guide, the young 
protagonist sets off on a nature walk that reveals colorful flow-
ers, birds, lizards, vistas, and more, all described with Grimes’ 
signature poetic lyricism and vividly depicted in Minor’s gor-
geous illustrations. By the end of the walk, the intrepid budding 
naturalist is ready to give this beautiful new home a try. 

How glorious: a story about a black child experiencing 
the outdoors that is beautiful in every way. (Picture book. 3-7)

KING OF BOREDOM
Guarducci, Ilaria 
Illus. by the author
Schiffer (32 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Apr. 28, 2020
978-0-7643-5974-3  

A young tot is just plain bored in this 
Italian import.

Poor Ben. His favorite color is 
light gray. His favorite sport is sitting. Lackluster and dull are 
just fine for him. His parents try everything to generate some 
excitement in him—advice from doctors, silly clowns with 
crazy antics—but nothing seems to help. Even his appearance 
matches his personality: sullen and a bit droopy. One day, Ben 
declares he is the “Supreme King of Boredom.” After all, he’s 
quite good at it. But then he decides that every king needs a 
throne, so he makes one out of cardboard. And of course, what 
good is a throne if there is not a castle? He busily constructs 
that, too. Once he adds the royal court—including a queen—he 
just may not be his usual boring self anymore! In an intriguing 
twist, Guarducci doesn’t take the obvious route by depicting 
other humans as playmates; instead, Ben’s friends are stuffed 
animals. Even the queen, in a wedding ceremony of exchanged 
bored vows, is a toy. Ben uses the same items that were visible 
during his most boring of days and switches his outlook. His 
growing imagination “almost” gives him a fairy-tale ending. 
But…it’s still good to be bored every once in a while. Heavy-
lidded Ben presents white, as do his parents and many of the 
other characters who briefly interact with him.

Slight and silly—but not too boring. (Picture book. 3-6)

BABY BUILDERS
Guest, Elissa Haden
Illus. by Nakata, Hiroe
Dial (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 19, 2020
978-0-525-55270-3  

A picture book custom-built for con-
struction-site–obsessed tots.

Guest’s rhyming text imagines a workforce of toddlers 
heading out to work at a construction site. Nakata’s cherubic, 
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pudgy, diverse cast of characters is clearly up for the job—no 
adults ever appear on the scene to supervise their efforts. These 
industrious babies don protective gear, wield power tools, and 
operate heavy machinery across spreads sure to delight real-
world readers who dream of such feats as they observe con-
structions sites from their vantage points in strollers and car 
seats and on caregivers’ shoulders. And what are these babies 
building? “ ‘Done at last!’ / builders shout. / ‘Take a look! / Check 
it out!’ ” reads a spread with cheering, work-worn tots, and then 
a page turn reveals a cross-section of a magnificent three-story 
playscape in which the babies enjoy the fruits of their labor. But 
they’re still just babies, after all, so the closing spreads bring a 
depiction of cozy nighttime scenes, complete with a bath, jam-
mies, and sweet dreams. Nakata’s tots are adorably pudgy, round 
little thighs peeking out from diapered bottoms and creasing at 
the knees. Readers will enjoy spotting the babies’ little animal 
friends (a mole and some pillbugs) who emerge from the dis-
turbed earth to join in the fun. 

A dream-come-true building book for babes in arms. 
(Picture book. 2-4)

MY VIDEO GAME ATE 
MY HOMEWORK
Hansen, Dustin
Illus. by the author
DC (160 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Apr. 21, 2020
978-1-4012-9326-0  

Four friends enter a virtual real-
ity video game and complete a quest to 
retrieve an important science project in 
this new graphic novel.

Thirteen-year-old Dewey is a maker, but he has diffi-
culty with reading, writing, and numbers due to dyslexia. He 
is depending on his fabulous science project he’s worked so 
hard on to save his final grade—and his summer from summer 
school. It would be nice to win the science prize while he’s at 
it: a chance to play a new VR game console before it’s released. 
When Dewey’s friend Ferg shows up with the console in his 
backpack, broken from his tampering with it, he pleads with 
Dewey to fix it. It’s an emergency for Ferg: He needs to return 
it before his father, the principal, notices it’s gone. But when 
the game eats Dewey’s science project, the stakes are raised 
for him too. Dewey’s twin sister, Beatrice, and her good friend 
Katherine are along for the ride as they enter the game and 
figure out the rules, powers, and perils to complete their mis-
sion and get home. This comic features a diverse cast of lik-
able middle schoolers; Dewey and Beatrice both present black, 
Katherine is Latinx, and Ferg is white. Appropriately, the story 
is both momentum-driven and episodic, like a video game—
except it ends with a satisfying conclusion, unlike many video 
games. The graphics are busy and crowd the panels, but they 
match the story’s action and bring the game setting to life on 
the page.

A fun read with a deserving hero. (Graphic fantasy. 8-12)

THE WALRUS AND THE 
CARIBOU
Harper, Maika
Illus. by Cutler, Marcus
Inhabit Media (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Apr. 14, 2020
978-1-77227-256-7  

In this playful retelling of an Inuit 
origin story, a feisty elder creates two of the Arctic’s most cel-
ebrated animals. 

Guk, an Inuit woman with graying braids and light brown 
skin, has the power to “breath[e] life into the world.” With 
imagination and exuberance, Guk creates the walrus and the 
caribou. Young readers may notice that Guk’s creations aren’t 
quite as they should be: The walrus sports “huge antlers” while 
the caribou’s snout contains fearsome tusks. Aside from their 
comical appearances (rendered whimsically in Cutler’s cartoony 
illustrations), the walrus’ and caribou’s mismatched features 
also wreak havoc on the human world. The walrus’ antlers acci-
dentally “overturn the kayaks in the water”; meanwhile, “every 
time it saw a hunter, the caribou would charge him with its 
tusks.” Guk addresses these issues by gleefully swapping the 
appendages to better suit the animals. In a final act of reckoning, 
Guk punishes the caribou for its cantankerous attacks against 
the hunters, via a swift kick—thereby giving the caribou its dis-
tinctively flat forehead and skittishness of humans. Inuit author 
Harper’s high-spirited version of this Indigenous oral tale will 
make a delightful addition to both libraries and personal collec-
tions. Backmatter includes a short Inuktitut glossary with a link 
to more Inuktitut language resources.

A lively #ownvoices romp into the power of intention—
and the hilarity of trial and error. (author’s introduction, 
glossary) (Picture book. 5-12)

THE SAND ELEPHANT
Hermann, Rinna
Illus. by Dufft, Sanne
Floris (28 pp.) 
$17.95  |  May 5, 2020
978-178250-615-7  

Wishes and belief make playtime 
magical.

A white-presenting boy named Paul plays alone in a large 
sandbox. He draws an almost–life-size elephant and wishes his 
creation were a real playmate. The two-dimensional animal 
(thus far cleverly shown from above) comes to life. It recites a 
rhyme, thereby transporting them to Sandcastle Land, where 
other mostly white-presenting children merrily play with their 
(presumed) sand creations. When Paul slips from the tallest 
sandcastle tower, he knocks part of it over (oddly, the pictures 
miss the opportunity to depict this). The sand elephant reas-
sures Paul, saying “sand doesn’t mind about tumbles and col-
lapses.” Indeed, after a windy rainstorm, the sand animals and 
castle dissolve away, coming back to life after the other children 

A lively #ownvoices romp into the power of 
intention—and the hilarity of trial and error.

the walrus and the caribou
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recite the rhyme. Apparently “all [that] sand animals need…
are children who come and play in the sand again.” Originally 
published in Germany, this book’s soft-edged art and straight-
forward layout create a traditional presentation. The text’s 
comforting message of resurrection is pleasant, if obviously 
not universal. Speckled watercolors make for a convincingly 
grainy texture in the predominant sand. However, it sometimes 
visually reads dark and, frankly, dirty. Interspersed white back-
grounds and bright clothing on the children break up the mono-
tone washes.

A classic-feeling book with some rough edges. (Picture 
book. 3-6)

MARS’ FIRST FRIENDS
Come on Over, Rovers!
Hill, Susanna Leonard
Illus. by Paganelli, Elisa
Sourcebooks Wonderland (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 1, 2020
978-1-7282-0518-2  

Two unexpected pets, Spirit and Opportunity, perk up the 
bored, lonely fourth planet.

In the spirit of their Moon’s First Friends: How the Moon Met 
the Astronauts From Apollo 11 (2019), Hill and Paganelli send a 
lonely Mars to his father, the Sun, for a pet. Denied (Pluto is the 
whole family’s pet), the planet goes from one anthropomorphic 
solar sibling to another on a seemingly fruitless quest for com-
panionship. This culminates in the violent and exciting arrival 
of two speedy “little spacecrafts” sent from Earth as a family gift. 
Fondly watching the puppylike rovers trundle about his orange 
surface collecting rocks, playing in a sandstorm, and snuggling 
together for the night, Mars both promises to make them a good 
home and looks forward to the arrival of future “pets.” Smiling 
faces on all the planets, moons, and rovers in view—which are 
otherwise rendered with reasonable accuracy—give the outing 
a cozy tone overall. Better yet, though the rovers’ missions get 
barely a nod in the main narrative, a substantial epilogue fills in 
the blanks with basic facts about the solar system in general and 
Mars in particular, plus profiles of NASA and the entire com-
pany of Mars rovers from 1997’s Sojourner to 2012’s still-active 
Curiosity (with a note about an unnamed, upcoming “new pet”).

A warm invitation to visitors wheeled or in boots: 
“Come on over, rovers!” (Informational picture book. 6-9)

ALBERT HOPPER, 
SCIENCE HERO
Himmelman, John
Illus. by the author
Henry Holt (144 pp.) 
$13.99  |  May 19, 2020
978-1-250-23016-4 
Series: Albert Hopper, Science Hero, 1 

A ground-shaking, pulse-pounding 
journey to the Earth’s core and back 
(with a few side trips along the way). 

In typically grandiloquent tones—“We shall be…WORM-
ING TO the CENTER OF THE EARTH!”—froggy explorer 
Albert Hopper invites Junior Science Heroes (and niece and 
nephew) Polly and Tad on a voyage of danger and discovery 
aboard aptly named mechanical drill Wiggles. Though Tad’s 
inability to leave the onboard “Anything Can Happen” but-
ton alone results in time travel, an encounter with prehistoric 
cavefrogs (“We shall explore this…UNEXPLORED CAV-
ERN!”), and other unexpected twists, the trip also features 
plenty of basic natural science. The travelers go from crustal 
plates to core (“The inner core is nearly…TEN THOUSAND 
DEGREES!”), up and down a volcano’s lava tubes, and through 
an earthquake. Meanwhile Hopper or know-it-all Polly dis-
course on topics geological, from plate tectonics and the three 
types of rocks to cratons. Thick-lined cartoon vignettes with 
green highlights on nearly every page capture the comical turns 
better than they do the science, but along with tucking in the 
occasional rudimentary chart or poster, Himmelman backs 
up the factual content with summary notes from both Junior 
Science Heroes at the end. For an equally rousing but visually 
richer dive into the depths, follow up with Jon Chad’s Leo Geo 
and His Miraculous Journey Through the Center of the Earth (2012).

Will leave readers eager to…GO AGAIN! (Informational 
fantasy. 7-10)

ALPHONSE, THERE’S MUD ON 
THE CEILING!
Hirst, Daisy
Illus. by the author
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-5362-1117-7  

Alphonse and Natalie, the lovable, 
active preschool monster siblings from Alphonse, That Is Not OK 
To Do! (2016) and I Do Not Like Books Anymore! (2018), are back 
with a way to enjoy nature and the outdoors from their seventh-
floor apartment.

Playing indoors can be fun for the children if they use their 
imagination. They can drive their bunk bed, tumble in the hall-
way, and hide behind the big green chair and then leap out with 
a “Raaaar!” But when they play wiggly worms all over the small 
apartment and start to bump and upset things like Dad’s cof-
fee, then: “NATALIEALPHONSE, that is not a good game for 

Smiling faces on all the planets, moons, and rovers in 
view give the outing a cozy tone overall.

mars’  first friends
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indoors!” The kids begin to bemoan the fact that, unlike their 
friend Elfrida, who has a backyard with a tent for sleeping, they 
have no backyard space, and so Natalie declares, “I’m going to 
live in the park.” Ever patient and supportive Dad agrees, and 
they all go out to “have an expedition.” After exploring and liv-
ing under a bush for a while, they collect some sticks and head 
back to the apartment, with sticks to build a tent on the balcony. 
Bold, bright colors against white space depict the familiarly 
fiendish family’s third installment in a very familiar scenario, 
one that offers gentle guidance to caregivers as well as affirma-
tion and inspiration to children. 

Imaginative play leads to inventive solutions in this 
sweet sibling tale. (Picture book. 3-6)

YOU ARE AWESOME
Hoffmann, Susann
Illus. by the author
Philomel (32 pp.) 
$14.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-593-20218-0  

Funny, kind, brave…this book’s mes-
sage to kids is that they can be anything.

Each spread shows a child doing something they enjoy, such 
as making someone laugh, creating a work of art, or helping 
with chores. The words “You can be…” are at the top of each 
page in a section of solid-color border that frames the cartoon-
style double-page illustration. Each image features a child 
embodying the adjective they accompany, which is printed in 
bold, all-capital black type within the illustrated frame. A white 
child with glasses reads in a caregiver’s lap; the text reads: “You 
can be…CLEVER.” A black child with a determined grin and 
puffy pigtails pulls a younger child in a wagon; the text reads: 

“You can be…STRONG.” This predictable pattern along with 
the emphatic lines and bold colors will appeal to toddlers and 
even babies. This is a great read-aloud for talking about person-
ality, temperament, and emotions, but as only positive qualities 
and attributes are shared, it’s not a full exploration of the emo-
tional-literacy spectrum. The pairing of intellectual attainment 
with white children who wear glasses plays into stereotypes. In 
a disappointing tableau, one of these children is depicted in the 
foreground, with tidy hair and a bow tie, listening attentively as 
an adult reads aloud while two other children in the background, 
one a child of color, display preschooler-appropriate wiggles.

A (mostly) playful discovery of the awesome qualities 
that children can notice in themselves and others. (Picture 
book. 1-4)

ALWAYS BE A UNICORN
Horne, Pearl E.
Illus. by Spanjer, Kendra
Bailiwick Press (32 pp.) 
$16.95  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-934649-79-4  

Unicorns, prepare yourselves. A pep 
talk is at hand.

If someone once said to themselves, 
“You know what would make Oh, the Places 
You’ll Go better? Unicorns!” the result 

might resemble this addition to the graduation-book shelf. 
From the get-go the book tells readers, “You are a unicorn. Oh, 
yes you are.” As such, readers must embrace their unicorn-ness. 
They will face mistakes and lose their way, but as long as they fix 
their errors and remember to ask for help, things will work out. 
As the book continues, more animals in the art sprout horns, 
including a tortoise, a hippo, and an owl; one unicorn uses a 
wheeled prosthetic to replace absent rear legs. A rousing finish 
urges readers to “always be the unicorn you are.” At times some 
of this advice sends mixed messages, as when, “Just because 
you’re a unicorn doesn’t mean you’re perfect,” clashes with the 
later statement that “A unicorn’s intuition is rarely wrong.” The 
uncomplicated, shiny commercial art is as bright and cheery as 
the rest of the book, but occasional poor contrast causes dif-
ficulties. One section shaded a deep, dark purple that accompa-
nies the statement, “Keep close with your crew, no matter how 
motley,” comes off as muddied and very difficult to make out. 

As celebratory picture books go, this one is strictly for 
the unicorn obsessed. (Picture book. 4-7)

QUACK
Humphrey, Anna
Whitman (240 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 1, 2020
978-0-8075-6706-7  

A foundling duck becomes an emo-
tional-support animal and brings the 
whole fifth grade together.

Pouya and Shady’s good deed—
reuniting some ducklings with their 
mama—finds one duckling accidentally 

returning home with the two boys. Shady’s mom almost makes 
him return the duckling to its mother, until she sees Shady 
murmuring and quacking softly to the little bird. Shady has 
severe anxiety and selective mutism; once his mother realizes 
the effect the duck has on Shady, she’s converted. The duck, 
Svenrietta, becomes an emotional-support duck and a “regis-
tered service animal” at school. (The multiple kids who share 
narration duty also share the common misunderstanding that 
an emotional-support bird has the same legal status as a service 
animal.) What follow are the sort of charming misadventures 
one might expect when a diaper-clad waterfowl attends class. 
Svenrietta makes Shady and Pouya popular for the first time. 



1 3 4   |   1  m a r c h  2 0 2 0   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

Wealthy, white Shady sticks up for all the other “underducks”: 
the ESL kids; the kids who are poor like Pouya, who’s an Iranian 
refugee in a two-mom family; DuShawn, who is gender-noncon-
forming. The empowering diversity themes are well-meaning 
but stand on a shaky underpinning. In addition to the propa-
gation of common myths about domesticating wild animals, 
service animals, and refugees, there’s an overarching Christmas 
plot in a story where one of the primary narrators is from a Mus-
lim family (though religion per se goes entirely unmentioned).

Funny duck shenanigans don’t mitigate the concerns 
the text raises. (author’s note) (Fiction. 7-10)

CORAL
Idle, Molly
Illus. by the author
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 19, 2020
978-0-316-46571-7  

Mermaids share a message. 
Mermaids Coral, Filly, and Manta 

work together to create the reef they call 
their home. But when Coral hides in a secluded nook she hopes to 
keep for herself, she discovers the emptiness that can result from 
not sharing. Idle, creator of the much-loved Flora series, returns 
to the underwater world she created for Pearl (2018) with this 
clever metaphorical depiction of the parts of a flourishing reef: 
the coral that constructs the reef itself, the fish that feed there, 
and the sharks and rays that keep it balanced. But her gentle fable 
resonates beyond the environmental level. The mermaids’ conver-
sation sounds like squabbling siblings: “You’ve ruined everything!” 
and “All you make is a mess!” With colored pencils, she’s created 
a glowing, pastel-hued underwater world inhabited by three mer-
maids (Coral’s pink, Manta’s blue, and Filly’s a brown-toned yel-
low). (In a particularly nice design touch, the watery landscape of 
the back-cover flap exactly meets the pattern of the endpaper.) 
Her mermaids don’t sparkle; they, too, almost glow, matching the 
tones of their environment, and they reject clichéd mermaid imag-
ery, instead appearing more as armed, anthropomorphic fish than 
human women with fish tales. During the quarrel, both color and 
background fade away. Coral goes white with anger, reflecting the 
color of a distressed reef, before her color returns as they reconcile.

Words and pictures also cooperate to deliver a gentle 
but important lesson. (Picture book. 3-7)

THE SECRET RHINO SOCIETY
Jacobs, Jonathan E.
Illus. by Cotterill, Samantha
Paula Wiseman/Simon & Schuster 
(40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-5344-3000-6  

Three friends learn that imitation isn’t 
the best way to demonstrate appreciation.

Fran, a white earthworm, Hudson, a gray hippo, and Jean, a 
smiling, hovering white light bulb, have “one thing in common”: 
Each wants to be a rhinoceros. They admire rhinoceroses for 
distinct reasons, which seem to reflect qualities they feel they 
lack themselves: For example, petite Fran appreciates rhinocer-
oses’ intimidating aspect. The friends form a secret rhinoceros-
appreciation society, at which they all wear paper horns—but 
their celebration faces a challenge when they meet Ivy, a pale 
gray rhinoceros who doesn’t know how to charge, snort, or 
sharpen her horns. She’s a gardener, she explains. However, she 
does recognize that the group has more to offer than their per-
ceived shortcomings, and, with her encouragement, the Secret 
Rhino Society transforms their clubhouse into a space—a 
delightful sandwich shop—that welcomes all. Cotterill’s deli-
cate yet exuberant hand-built three-dimensional cardboard 
illustrations are a perfect foil to the book’s theme of navigating 
expectations and assumptions about others. Unfortunately, the 
text itself is underwhelming, and the book’s premise falls short 
of its potential. The abrupt shift from rhinoceros-appreciation-
bordering-on-appropriation to selling sandwiches (especially to 
nameless characters who appear only in the final spread) makes 
for a less-successful narrative arc than the title and artwork 
have promised. Nevertheless, it could help kick-start conversa-
tions about stereotypes.

A sweet but somewhat-flimsy visual treat. (Picture book. 
4-8)

EARTH SHATTERING EVENTS
Volcanoes, Earthquakes, 
Cyclones, Tsunamis and 
Other Natural Disasters
Jacobs, Robin
Illus. by Williams, Sophie
Cicada Books (72 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-1-908714-70-1  

A look at the causes and effects of nine types of natural 
disasters, from tsunamis to wildfires.

Now and then, Jacobs writes, “the planet reminds us who’s 
boss.” Loosely grouped as “Geological” and “Meteorological” 
disasters, the tally of reminders begins with an overview of plate 
tectonics, then goes on to explain in short segments of narra-
tive, first, how earthquakes are caused (with a side note on the 
role of fracking) and measured, then what to do if caught in one, 
common effects, and finally a map with notes on five particu-
larly destructive recent examples. Each succeeding entry is con-
structed along similar lines. The author asserts in a final chapter 
that climate change will spur larger and more widespread natu-
ral disasters—including even earthquakes and volcanoes—and 
that we are facing “the biggest environmental challenge we have 
ever seen.” Williams makes a brave effort to lighten the impact 
of this worrisome message with brightly colored cartoon views 
of stylized, impersonal eruptions or wreckage and by inter-
spersing her simple cutaways and diagrams with mildly comical 
cartoon images of various relevant gods from many traditions 



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   1  m a r c h  2 0 2 0   |   1 3 5

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

or modern (almost all white-presenting) figures cast in the role 
of observers, commentators, or responders rather than victims. 
Young readers will nonetheless be left as concerned as they are 
informed by this catalog of catastrophes.

An eye-opening, and -widening, early introduction to 
our restless planet. (Nonfiction. 8-10)

SCORE ONE MORE
Janovitz, Marilyn
Illus. by the author
Holiday House (32 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-0-8234-4514-1 
Series: I Like to Read 

Sam advocates for his friend, May, by 
allowing her to play on his soccer team 

after she’s been told she cannot join in.
The game continues and everyone takes a participatory role. 

“Lin kicks the ball. // They run. / They pass. // We block. But we 
do not get the ball. // Lin kicks again. / She gets it in. ‘Score!’ 
they yell.” Short declarative sentences, just one or two per page, 
with a controlled vocabulary build to provide suspense and 
excitement from each team’s perspective. The carefully crafted 
first-person text repeats a core list of words in a variety of sen-
tences that move the action along, allowing more-proficient 
new readers to feel accomplished. Sam and May eventually get 
the ball back to succeed in a winning score. “I need to score one 
more. / It is up to me. May yells, ‘Kick it in, Sam!’ // But I pass 
the ball to May. / I will let her try. // May kicks. // May scores! // 
We win!” Simple, finally outlined cartoon characters include a 
multiracial cast—Sam presents white while May has brown skin 
and straight, black hair—in varying soccer poses that serve as 
good picture cues for the action described. The modest story is 
poignant in its underlying message of inclusion and supportive 
friendship. 

Teamwork and camaraderie are strong factors in any 
soccer game. (Early reader. 6-8)

IT’S NOT MY FAULT!
John, Jory
Illus. by Chapman, Jared
Random House (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Jun. 9, 2020
978-1-9848-3060-9
978-9848-3061-6 PLB  

Inanimate objects defend themselves 
against misassigned blame.

An aggrieved teacher asks her student, “Why is your home-
work so messy?…Why can’t I read these test answers?…Why 
is your assignment so late?” The red-haired, gap-toothed boy 
confidently blames his pen, which growls in frustration in four 
increasingly large graphic-novel–style panels. The nameless 
white boy blames his shoes for mud tracked into the house, his 

backpack for his missing homework, and the moon for his late 
bedtime. “Welp. I think I’ve figured it all out. You just blame 
other stuff!” boasts this unlikable protagonist. But in a Scrooge-
ian maybe-dream, his angry pen launches into a lengthy diatribe 
about how “never taking responsibility for your actions…is a 
sham.” The lecture continues for multiple pages, ending with 
the pen’s dubious assertion that the boy is “a mostly good kid 
with mostly good intentions” (though the text provides no 
evidence to back up this claim). The next day the boy seems 
to turn over a new leaf, standing on a table and yelling to his 
multiracial classmates that he no longer blames his possessions 
for his mistakes, but when put to the test, he goes back to his 
old habits. What could be an interesting commentary on white 
male entitlement ultimately fails to deliver, but Chapman’s car-
toons of growling, angrily grimacing anthropomorphic objects 
are amusing.

An ineffective mixture of moralistic and didactic. (Pic-
ture book. 4-7)

MUSIC FOR TIGERS 
Kadarusman, Michelle
Pajama Press (192 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Apr. 28, 2020
978-1-77278-054-3  

Unlike the rest of her nature-
obsessed family, Louisa wants to be a 
musician, not a biologist.

But when Louisa’s mother finds 
out that the Australian government is 

about to destroy the Tasmanian rainforest camp their family 
has managed for decades, she insists that Louisa leave Toronto 
and spend the summer on the strange, small island with her 
even stranger uncle Ruff. But when Uncle Ruff gives Louisa a 
copy of her great-grandmother’s journal, Louisa becomes fas-
cinated with her family’s history of secretly protecting endan-
gered species, including the mysterious Tasmanian tiger, widely 
regarded as extinct. With the help of her new friend and neigh-
bor Colin—a boy who has autism spectrum disorder—Louisa 
deepens her connection with her family’s land, with history, 
and with her love of music. Kadarusman masterfully creates a 
lush, magical world where issues associated with conservation, 
neurodiversity, and history intersect in surprising and authen-
tic ways. The book’s small cast of characters (principals seem 
all white) is well drawn and endearing. Crucially, the author 
acknowledges the original, Indigenous inhabitants of the land 
as experts, something rarely seen in books about environmental 
degradation. Louisa’s narratorial voice strikes the right balance 
of curiosity, timidity, and growing confidence, and her charac-
ter’s transformation feels both incredibly natural and incredibly 
rewarding to behold. 

A beautiful conservation story told in a rich setting and 
peopled with memorable characters. (Fiction. 10-14)

Kadarusman masterfully creates a lush, magical world where issues 
associated with conservation, neurodiversity, and history intersect.

music for tigers
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WEATHER
Kastner, Emmy
Illus. by the author
Roaring Brook (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-250-31231-0 
Series: Nerdy Babies 

A quartet of crawlers in eyeglasses and onesies gets the low-
down on weather.

Following up Space and Ocean (both 2019) in the Nerdy 
Babies series, Kastner breezes through a broad range of often 
complex meteorological topics, from rain, snow, and hail (“Pre-
cipitation!”) to select types of clouds, thunder and lightning, and 
the difference between “weather” and “climate.” How much of 
this the multiracial set of precocious toddlers on view (“The 
wind has socks?” asks one. “Kind of!” answers another) or the 
actual rug rats they supposedly represent will absorb is ques-
tionable. However, putting the information out there does at 
least make it available to caregivers, and the author’s repeated 
appeals to be, and stay, curious about the world is a worthy mes-
sage for everyone. In a companion volume, Rocks, she makes the 
same plea while chipping away at the three types of rocks, geo-
logical formations, the rock cycle, and (without actually using 
the term, which is odd in a discourse featuring terms like “meta-
morphic” and “stalagmite”) plate tectonics. The “nerd” glasses 
are a cute, if stereotypical, conceit, but the babies are winningly 
expressive, and aside from a strangely drab rainbow in Weather, 
the illustrations add washes of bright color. Both titles are avail-
able in board editions, enabling caregivers to share them with 
an audience even less likely to understand them.

Likely to miss its intended audience—but may find 
another. (Informational picture book. 2-6) (Weather: 978-1-250-
31232-7 board; Rocks: 978-1-250-31219-8; 978-1-250-31224-2 board)

LONE WOLF
Kurpiel, Sarah
Illus. by the author
Greenwillow (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 12, 2020
978-0-06-294382-8  

A beloved pet questions her place in the world. 
Maple, the Parkers’ dog, loves her routines: tug of war with 

Jax, reading with Avery, and extra-long walks with Mom or Dad. 
She fits right in as the family’s fifth member. But, out in the 
neighborhood, people question whether Maple truly belongs. 
Is she a husky or a wolf? Most say wolf. The Parkers try to con-
vince everyone otherwise, but even Maple begins to have her 
doubts. She looks like a wolf. She hunts like a wolf. She howls 
like a wolf and digs like a wolf. Maple’s soul-searching eventu-
ally leads her to dart off into a nature preserve near the Park-
ers’ home. But out in the wild, the ground is tougher and the 
squirrels are harder to catch. Before too long, Maple misses her 
pack of humans. Will she make it back in time for her evening 
walk? Kurpiel’s debut is a tender family story about belonging 

despite appearances. The cartoon illustrations are packed with 
small details that enhance the story beyond the text (such as the 
chewed-up stuffed animals that are Maple’s prey). One espe-
cially delightful page turn breaks the frame in multiple places 
with a hilarious super-close-up. The family presents white, and 
community members are diverse in skin tone. Avery uses an 
electric wheelchair. The doggy-filled endpapers also depict a 
wheelchair-using bull terrier.

Pawsitive vibes all around. (Picture book. 4-8) 

THE DOG PATROL
Our Canine Companions and 
the Kids Who Protect Them
Laidlaw, Rob
Pajama Press (52 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Apr. 14, 2020
978-1-77278-103-8  

In the United States, 60.2 million 
households include a dog, resulting in an enormous number 
of children who’d benefit from learning about responsible dog 
ownership.

This effort explores three closely related themes: a history of 
how dogs came to be human companions; an examination of what 
responsible dog ownership looks like; and profiles of a number of 
children who are actively crusading to improve the lives of dogs. 
Clear, accurate, engaging, and informative text combines with a 
substantial collection of high-interest color photographs, several 
per large page, to round out a thorough exploration of an impor-
tant issue. Topics include nutrition, the problems of confining 
dogs to crates, and the greater effectiveness of positive reinforce-
ment over punishment in training, providing valuable, manage-
able information for young dog owners. Suggestions abound for 
tasks readers could actually accomplish to improve dogs’ lives. 
The profiles of young activists add a level of inspiration and ideas 
for those who want to take further steps and do more than just 
providing better care for their own dogs. Many of the children 
profiled have found small ways to raise money for big projects 
that have led to significant positive outcomes for dogs in need. 
A dog lover’s pledge, a thorough glossary, a detailed index, and a 
long list of useful websites round out a fine presentation.

Perfect for dog lovers and those contemplating that 
critical mission. (Nonfiction. 8-12)

THE INFAMOUS RATSOS 
CAMP OUT
LaReau, Kara
Illus. by Myers, Matt
Candlewick (80 pp.) 
$14.99  |  May 12, 2020
978-1-5362-0006-5 
Series: Infamous Ratsos, 4 

The Ratsos go on a Big City Scouts 
camping trip.

Kurpiel’s debut is a tender family story about 
belonging despite appearances.

lone wolf
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When Big Lou brings his sons, Louie and Ralphie, and their 
scout group (introducing new characters as fellow scouts) on a 
big camping trip, he has a special surprise for them: Grandpa 
Ratso, who had been Big Lou’s scout leader back in the day, will 
be joining them to run the campout. Grandpa Ratso introduces 
them to the old Big City Scout Oath, which the older scouts 
latch onto: “No matter the problem / we solve it ourselves; / we 
know we can fix it / without any help.” They also adopt Grand-
pa’s dismissive attitude toward the handbook. This shift isn’t 
much of a stretch, as older side characters have already labeled 
brainy Velma a nerd and mocked her academic aptitude. The 
toxic masculinity that underlies this refusal to ask for help or 
direction is mined for all sorts of humorous mishaps—soggy 
tents, lack of food, and, of course, getting lost. Meanwhile, the 
younger scouts use their heads and, under the guidance of the 
handbook, rack up badges while saving the day, natch. The sto-
ry’s climax brings in Grandma Ratso to set everyone straight, 
clearing up some confusion about the oath and reinforcing the 
message that it’s both smart and good to ask for help. While 
young readers may struggle with the cast size, the humor and 
funny illustrations make for a worthy compass. 

Campy (and camping) humor and a solid message will 
have readers wanting s’more! (Animal fantasy. 5-9)

LIFT 
Lê, Minh
Illus. by Santat, Dan
Disney-Hyperion/LBYR (56 pp.)
$17.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-368-03692-4  

Bridging the gap between picture 
book and graphic novel, this charmer 
catapults a simple storyline of sibling 
jealousy into outer space.

Iris, the older of two small children, always has the job of 
pushing the button on the elevator. “Up or down, our floor or 
the lobby, I always get to push the button.” One day, her toddler 
sibling reaches out and pushes the button before she can. Their 
parents’ joy over the smaller child’s new trick is pure betrayal 
to Iris. The baby has stolen her job, just like her stuffed tiger. 
Lê and Santat, creators of Asian/Pacific Award–winner Drawn 
Together (2018), have produced another inspired storyline fueled 
by emotions that come alive with magnetic illustrations. Dark 
frames around each scene keep the focus on Iris, a black-haired 
girl with expressive eyes that pierce through her messy bangs. 
(The whole family has black hair and pale skin.) Styled like a 
graphic novel’s, the illustrations focus on Iris’ feelings as she 
imagines a new elevator button, one that she can control, with 
the magical ability to transport her to other worlds. Frustra-
tion, invention, escape, wonder—all move across the pages 
with immediacy. Like Sendak’s Max, Iris uses anger to lift her 
away from the real world into jungles and outer space. And she 
returns to her room changed.

Breaking the bounds of a traditional picture book, Iris’ 
creative growth elevates us all. (Picture book. 4-8)

SLOTH WENT
Lehrhaupt, Adam
Illus. by Shum, Benson
Bloomsbury (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Jun. 2, 2020
978-1-5476-0245-2  

A young sloth successfully makes it.
Young Sloth has a lot of potty-train-

ing anxiety. His mom reassures him; an 
enthusiastic frog tells him “Just listen to your body and it will 
all work out”; and a friendly butterfly reminds him that even 
if he doesn’t succeed, it’s OK—“As long as you keep trying.” 
He slowly descends his tree, scurries to a special pooping spot 
(comically marked with an X), goes, and makes it back home in 
one piece. There’s no mention of bodily functions in the text, 
just a lot of sly references to taking “care of business” or how 

“it” will “come out fine.” The only clue prior to the author’s note 
is the tagline on the cover: “sometimes a little poop can be a 
big adventure.” The engaging backmatter explains more about 
sloth biology and lifestyle habits, clearing up any lingering ques-
tions about the protagonist’s motivations and actions. The con-
stipated hero is extremely endearing, with a personality-filled 
stub of a tail and an endlessly expressive face, but the story risks 
young children missing the point, with no direct references to 
sloth’s predicament; even the final payoff is buried before read-
ers can get a glimpse of his hard work! Sadly, adult sensibilities 
seem to be privileged over kids’ age-appropriate fascination 
with all things bathroom.

This story revolves around poop while avoiding gross-
out humor—and, perhaps, readers’ comprehension. (Picture 
book. 3-6)

A CEILING MADE 
OF EGGSHELLS 
Levine, Gail Carson
Harper/HarperCollins (400 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $18.99 PLB  |  May 12, 2020
978-0-06-287819-9
978-0-06-287820-5 PLB  

Life for Spain’s Jews in the late 15th 
century was as precarious as a ceiling 
made of eggshells, ready to crash at any 
moment.

Paloma is sensitive, inquisitive, and highly intelligent, attri-
butes that will both cause her intense pain and keep her alive. 
Her grandfather is an important figure in Spain’s Jewish com-
munity, using his wealth and political acumen to deal with the 
powerful Christians, including Ferdinand and Isabella, who rule 
the country, all in the service of keeping Jews from harm. Loma 
becomes his constant companion and aide, traveling with him 
across Spain on his missions. As she grows to maturity she is 
denied the opportunity to marry, though it is her dearest wish 
to have her own children. Levine seamlessly weaves historical 
facts with day-to-day life concerning food, clothing, prayers, 
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rituals, superstitions, and the social orders both within the 
locked judería and without, among Christian and Moorish 
Spaniards. Jews must always be wary, for bizarre accusations are 
made that incite mob violence against them. They face kidnap-
ping, forced conversion, torture and execution at the hands of 
the Inquisition, and, finally, expulsion from Spain. Loma tells 
all her fears and worries, how she finds solace in counting, her 
plans and dreams, and her deep love for her family as well as her 
hurt and anger as she faces grave dangers and loss.

Heart pounding and heart wrenching in equal measure. 
(author’s note, recipe, glossary) (Historical fiction. 10-14)

CANADIAN WOMEN NOW 
AND THEN
More Than 100 Stories of 
Fearless Trailblazers
MacLeod, Elizabeth
Illus. by Faddoul, Maia
Kids Can (80 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-1-5253-0061-5  

This anthology honors the accomplishments of contempo-
rary Canadian women as well as their predecessors who paved 
the way. 

The members of this impressive ensemble are diverse in age, 
ethnicity, sexual orientation, and ability, ranging from activist 
Anjali Katta, who founded GirlsCo. to raise money for girls’ 
education at the age of 16, to Shanawdithit, the last surviving 
member of the Indigenous Beothuk people in Newfoundland, 
whose drawings and writings are the sole records of her people. 
Actors, athletes, dancers, inventors, explorers, painters, scien-
tists, and the like are each given a dedicated chapter. Typically 
one contemporary individual is spotlighted on verso opposite 
a pioneer of that career. Occasionally an additional woman is 
highlighted or there’s a footnote with additional names and 
accomplishments. Each account includes Faddoul’s realistic 
portrait as well as a brief biography. These highlight important 
dates, early influences, and struggles as well as contributions 
to the advancement of society. About 50 women are honored 
in this format while an additional 50-plus more are recognized 
with a smaller portrait and brief description placed after the 
discussion guide and before the biography and index. The sheer 
number of individuals prohibits in-depth details of the life and 
work of any one, but MacLeod writes efficiently, even address-
ing controversies some individuals may present.

An inspiring resource for readers as well as a spring-
board for research. (Collective biography. 9-12)

WHAT IF YOU COULD SNIFF 
LIKE A SHARK?
Explore the Superpowers of 
Ocean Animals
Markle, Sandra
Illus. by McWilliam, Howard
Scholastic (40 pp.) 
$5.99 paper  |  Jun. 2, 2020
978-1-338-35607-6 
Series: What if You Had . . .? 

Wouldn’t you want stinging tentacles or superpowerful crab 
claws?

Markle and McWilliam continue their tour of the animal 
sphere begun with What If You Had Animal Teeth? (2013). Mar-
kle supplies scientific descriptions of nine marine creatures 
accompanied by photographic close-ups and realistic render-
ings, and McWilliam adds big, funny cartoon views of a thor-
oughly diverse cast of chimerically altered children sporting, 
essentially, superpowers. Who, after all, wouldn’t love to have 
the ability to squeeze through a chain-link fence like the giant 
Pacific octopus, slide over an icy sidewalk in the shell of a log-
gerhead sea turtle, or blow up like a starry pufferfish to float 
over a parade? Each animal is given two double-page spreads. 
On the first, a photograph appears on the verso, with a lively 
paragraph explaining the attribute explored, while McWilliam’s 
illustration on recto comically imagines a human child exploit-
ing that attribute. The following double-page spread provides 
further information including size, life span, and diet along with 
information about juveniles of the species and another cartoon. 
Appealing equally to curiosity about the real world and to read-
ers’ sense of play, this makes a natural companion for other 
eye-widening explorations of the deep like Corrine Demas and 
Artemis Roerig’s Do Jellyfish Like Peanut Butter?, illustrated by 
Ellen Shi (2020), and Brenda Z. Guiberson’s The Most Amazing 
Creature in the Sea, illustrated by Gennady Spirin (2015).

A winning mix of solid fact and undisguised fun. (Infor-
mational picture book. 7-9)

THE SEA KNOWS
McGinty, Alice B. & Havis, Alan B.
Illus. by Laberis, Stephanie
Paula Wiseman/Simon & Schuster 
(48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-5344-3822-4  

An introduction to the sea and some of the creatures that 
inhabit it.

Using the concepts of “sea” and “ocean” interchangeably, 
the book presents the ocean world in short rhythmic sentences 
that anthropomorphize it: “We are young. The sea is old. / The 
sea has secrets to unfold. / The sea knows.” Dynamic, colorful, 
semirealistic illustrations accompany the text. As the book pro-
gresses, readers find out what the sea knows: “The sea knows 
huge.” “The sea knows short.” “The sea knows bold.” “The sea 
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knows bright.” “The sea knows wind, and waves that tower.” 
Sacrificing information for form, the evocative text provides 
no information alongside the illustrations to expand on these 
statements. For that, readers must rely on the backmatter. 
Since the intended audience is presumably not one familiar 
with marine life but rather one only just learning about it, read-
ing the book becomes a cumbersome exercise of flipping back 
and forth between illustrations and backmatter. By doing this, 
readers find out “huge” is the blue whale; “short” are flat-topped 
crabs; “bold” are the clownfish that live among poisonous anem-
ones; and “bright” is the luminescent comb jelly. The book has 
alluring illustrations and well-researched, interesting, and age-
appropriate information; it is a pity the two were kept apart.

An imperfect yet captivating introduction to the ocean 
habitat. (Informational picture book. 4-8)

I LOVE ME!
Middlemiss, LaRonda Gardner
Illus. by Hughes, Beth
Beaming Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 21, 2020
978-1-5064-5554-9  

“I love me from the tip of my nose / all 
the way down to my ticklish toes.”

Using simple rhyming text with the title as a refrain, this 
book proclaims various assertions of body positivity. Though 
there’s a hint at inner worth (“how I share my heart within”), 
physical features are the main focus here. The text calls out the 
beauty of many parts of the body while a diverse, ever chang-
ing cast of characters with wide, bright smiles perform various 
activities. The illustrations include many physical types and 
conditions, a mix of racial appearances, and unspecified gen-
der presentations. Sometimes a depiction seems particularly 
intentional if also exclusionary, such as when a black child with 
a prosthetic arm appears accompanying text that reads “I love 
the way my arms bend and fold”—but nowhere else. The same 
goes for an arm displaying vitiligo included on the spread for 

“I love the color of my skin.” Such inclusions on these specific 
pages directly promote self-love for attributes often erased 
from certain categories, a distinct positive, but it is a shame 
they are not included in other areas as well. The message is 
certain and consistent, with nary a contention or doubt. Varied 
shapes make each cast member definitively distinct while bold 
colors enhance the book’s jubilant tone.

A celebratory proclamation of ultra-inclusive self-love. 
(Picture book. 3-6)

ARE YOU A CAT?
Muir, Coll
Illus. by the author
Harper/HarperCollins (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 19, 2020
978-0-06-286594-6  

A dog questions another animal’s 
assertion that it is not a cat.

“Why do you want to know if I’m a 
cat?” asks the black, feline-looking creature. “I’m a dog and 
dogs chase cats,” replies the self-identified dog, plump and 
orange-brown with black ears. The dog’s words appear through-
out in a white font against the slate blue background of the 
pages, the enigmatic animal’s words in black. It denies being a 
cat and then claims, in succession, to be a bird, a squirrel, a but-
terfly, and a rabbit. The dog challenges the not-a-cat to do the 
things those animals do: fly, crack open a nut, land gently on 
a flower, hop down a hole. The back and forth of the dialogue 
becomes pleasantly predictable, with the contrary creature 
repeatedly responding to the dog’s knowledge about what other 
animals do with a bland “I knew that.” When a mouse appears, 
the dog shrewdly asks whether its interlocutor wants to chase 
it. The creature admits to wanting to chase the mouse and, yes, 

“I am a cat.” Muir’s simple, slightly abstract cartoon art gives 
each animal broad personality along with an identifiable and 
amusing cast of minor characters. The butterfly and the rabbit, 
especially, look fairly alarmed as the cat tries to prove adept at 
uncatlike skills. 

Silly and slight—but the dog’s ability to ask the right 
questions is admirable. (Picture book. 2-4)

DIVE IN
Swim With Sea Creatures At 
Their Actual Size
Munro, Roxie
Illus. by the author
Holiday House (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-0-8234-4335-2  

A Caribbean coral reef is home to a remarkable variety of 
sea creatures you might meet were you to swim there. 

Munro, who most recently introduced her young readers to 
Rodent Rascals (2018), now invites them to dive into a coral reef, 
like those she’s visited, to meet some of its inhabitants, shown at 
their actual sizes. The conceit of this catalog is clever. A labeled 
diagram in the backmatter reveals that this is a mural, cut up 
into individual spreads. One, a double gatefold, accommodates 
a major portion of the reef shark. Each spread includes a label 
or labels and paragraphs of interesting information about the 
major creatures shown. This may include something distinctive 
about its habits (spotted cleaner shrimp and yellow nose gobies 
eat parasites off fish without being eaten in return), its body 
parts (rainbow parrot fish have fused teeth that make a kind of 
beak to scrape algae from coral), or the way it communicates 

Simple, slightly abstract cartoon art gives 
each animal each personality.

are you a cat?
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(squids and octopuses change color) or defends itself (Atlantic 
blue tangs and southern stingrays have barbs). Italicized words 
like “echinoderm” and “venomous” are defined in a glossary. 
These clear, well-defined paintings reveal recognizable crea-
tures (or parts, when they are too big to fit on the spread) among 
colorful coral and anemones. 

A fine way for budding marine biologists to get their 
feet wet while staying dry. (further information, resources, 
glossary, index, map) (Informational picture book. 6-10)

YOU AND ME BOTH
Narsimhan, Mahtab
Illus. by Cinar, Lisa
Owlkids Books (24 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Apr. 15, 2020
978-1-77147-366-8  

Best friends forever?
The unnamed first-person narrator loves best friend Jamal, 

and Jamal loves the narrator, too. It’s difficult to track which 
child is which in the busy illustrations, and physical attributes 
that might help with this task are inconsistent from spread 
to spread. For the most part, however, one child (perhaps the 
speaker, given how text is placed) is usually a purple hue with 
orange squiggles for hair while the other appears orange with 
purple squiggles for hair. What is clear is that the pals like the 
same things, and they adore each other. They’re sad at the 
school day’s end because they must say goodbye to each other. 
The final page reads: “Twins should always stick together.” This 
concluding spread shows the children, their arms around each 
other, with the most naturalistic appearance they’ve ever had. 
One child has dark brown skin and curly, perhaps afro-textured 
hair while the other has light brown skin, freckles, and similarly 
curly hair. It’s hard to know what readers will make of this con-
clusion. Are Jamal and the narrator not, in fact, to be parted at 
the end of the day? Are they children of separated parents in 
a custody arrangement that separates them as well? Is “twins” 
to be read metaphorically? Even fairly sophisticated child read-
ers will find themselves wondering just what’s going on, and the 
potential racial difference implied in the picture only further 
complicates the readings they may struggle to apply.

Thoroughly opaque. (Picture book. 5-7)

HOLIDAY!
Nelson, Natalie
Illus. by the author
Groundwood (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  May 1, 2020
978-1-77306-200-6  

When Holiday, a triangular blue chap 
in a party hat, arrives, ready to take Monday’s place, the seven 
days react.

Yellow, square Monday, accustomed to kicking off each 
week, is firm: “While I do appreciate your offer, the other days 

and I have everything under control.” As Holiday unpacks any-
way, peacemaker Tuesday demurs: “this Holiday seems kind of 
fun. Perhaps we could just see what happens….” Sociable Thurs-
day introduces Holiday to the others, enthusiastically touting 
Friday’s weekly party. Saturday and Sunday, who “usually sleep 
all week,” show up in bedroom slippers. While Monday remains 
dismayed, the others marvel at celebratory cake and balloons. 
When Holiday announces he’d like to stay longer by usurp-
ing additional days’ spots, though, there’s new pushback from 
Wednesday and Friday. Regretting the conflict, Holiday con-
tritely vows to leave. Tuesday offers a nifty compromise: Could 
Holiday return in a month or so? Even Monday sees the appeal 
of an occasional break. All ends well, with a nap for Monday 
through Sunday. Nelson’s digital collages use simple shapes, gen-
eralized facial features, and accessories for the armless, appar-
ently arbitrarily shaped characters. Text is delivered mainly in 
dialogue bubbles. While the mini-drama nicely anchors the 
story, there’s no apparent significance to Holiday’s visit beyond 
a routine-disrupting excuse for a party.

The teacher-friendly theme of cooperation and emo-
tive characters suggest a good fit for all settings. (Picture 
book. 3-7)

THE EAGLE HUNTRESS
The True Story of the 
Girl Who Soared Beyond 
Expectations
Nurgaiv, Aisholpan with Welch, Liz
Little, Brown (208 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 12, 2020
978-0-316-52261-8  

The Mongolian teen whose surpris-
ing 2014 win at the Golden Eagle Festi-
val was charted in a 2016 documentary 

retells the story, expanding on her family’s nomadic Kazakh 
culture and the changes success has brought. 

Nurgaiv’s grandfather and others secretly maintained the 
ancient Kazakh tradition of hunting with eagles, banned in 
Soviet-era Mongolia, teaching it to their sons. Watching their 
father teach her brother, Nurgaiv—calm, competitive, ath-
letic—longed to learn herself. Nine years younger, born after 
many failed pregnancies, she was literally raised with eagles. 
She relates how she persuaded her parents, found her eaglet, 
trained and hunted with her, and entered and won the competi-
tion. Interwoven with this account is the story of a changing 
Mongolia amid a changing world. Before Nurgaiv’s training 
began, tourists—trekkers, journalists, photographers, a film-
maker—came to observe her family, whose livelihood derived 
in part from their visits. Each milestone on Nurgaiv’s eagle-
huntress journey has been documented and shaped, as here, for 
an audience of outsiders. (Responding to past critiques, Nur-
gaiv here acknowledges that women eagle hunters competed 
in Kazakhstan before she did and downplays male opposition 
she faced.) Mediated by Welch and in translation, Nurgaiv’s 
voice is inconsistent. While expressions of clichéd adolescent 

Nurgaiv’s love for and pride in her homeland, culture, and 
family come through with quiet, persuasive power.

the eagle huntress
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excitement over her celebrity status feel somewhat manufac-
tured, Nurgaiv’s love for and pride in her homeland, culture, and 
family come through with quiet, persuasive power. 

An intriguing memoir from a girl who’s become a cul-
tural icon. (glossary) (Memoir. 8-12)

JACOB RIIS’S CAMERA
Bringing Light to Tenement 
Children
O’Neill, Alexis
Illus. by Kelley, Gary
Calkins Creek/Boyds Mills (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-62979-866-0  

Words alone could not provoke 
change in the terrible plight of tenement dwellers in late-19th-
century New York City.

In 1870, Danish-born Jacob Riis immigrated to the United 
States, where, after years of struggle, he eventually became a 
newspaperman. In his own life and in his work, he witnessed 
the horrendous living conditions of New York City’s poorest 
immigrants. It became the impetus for his lifelong crusade. 
One of the worst areas was Mulberry Bend, with filthy, over-
crowded, airless tenements. He wrote many articles describing 
what he saw, but nothing changed. Then he took photographs 
and gave lectures accompanied by life-size reproductions of 
those photos to any group that would listen. His 1890 book, 
How the Other Half Lives, inspired others, including Theodore 
Roosevelt, to finally begin to address the issues. Among other 
improvements, the worst slums of Mulberry Bend were cleared 
to create a park, giving people a place to breathe and play. But 
where did the inhabitants go? O’Neill clearly admires Riis and 
presents his biography in clear, direct language that conveys the 
facts of his life along with the essence of his nature. Kelley’s ink-
and-pastel illustrations in muted tones capture the gray dreari-
ness of the scenes as well as dark shadows of interpretations of 
the photos. Backmatter includes detailed information of every 
aspect of Riis’ life and work, including several of Riis’ photos 
and quotes.

A thoughtful, well-researched homage to an almost 
forgotten hero. (author’s note, glossary, timeline, sources) 
(Picture book/biography. 7-10)

FLOWER POWER
The Magic of Nature’s 
Healers
Paxmann, Christine
Illus. by Hajek, Olaf
Trans. by Michael, Jane
Prestel (40 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Apr. 14, 2020
978-3-7913-7399-7  

With an assist from author Paxmann 
and translator Michael, “Hajek has chosen to tell the stories of 
some of our most amazing plants, using words and illustrations 
to spark our imaginations.”

That’s what the introduction asserts, and the book delivers. 
It is perfect for browsing; open at any point, and a double-page 
spread offers a complete package of informative, often humor-
ous, text on the verso and whimsical, colorful art on the recto. 
As the endnotes explain, all pages are deliberately treated to 
appear as if painted on wood. Nevertheless, the print—includ-
ing colored headings and teaser questions—is easy to read. The 
text, dexterously translated from German, unabashedly relates 
the (Eurocentric) histories of Hajek’s chosen flowers. The art 
follows suit with its highly stylized, folk-art–inspired images of 
mostly white people garbed in fashions from earlier centuries. 
The exceptions are a graceful depiction of an Indian woman 
with ginger—since the root arrived in Europe via India—and tat-
tooed people who might represent South Americans or Pacific 
Islanders with the pineapple. Each plant’s story is unique, but 
all give bits of history, folklore, and science. Some fascinating 
facts relate how modern science has confirmed nearly miracu-
lous botanical properties already known and taught by genera-
tions of lay healers and researchers, as in the case of pineapples’ 
bromelain. There is a rudimentary explanation of phytophar-
maceuticals. Other facts are simply fun: Who knew about a salt-
shaker patent modeled on the red poppy’s seedcase?

As stimulating as a blast of chicory root. (index) (Infor-
mational picture book. 8-12)

CHILD’S PLAY 
Peralta, Ramiro José
Illus. by Millán, Blanca
Trans. by Brokenbrow, Jon
Cuento de Luz (28 pp.) 
$16.95  |  May 1, 2020
978-84-16733-76-7  

Danny loves to make music, Molly 
loves to paint and draw, and Marcus loves 

to write. 
The three siblings engage in their creative worlds individu-

ally and together, finding refuge from stressors around them and 
producing songs, stories, poems, and beautiful artwork. Color-
rich, collage-infused illustrations (printed on environmentally 
friendly pages) portray their joyful play, in contrast with pro-
tests, conflict, and fighting in the background. The street and 
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protest signs as well as the words on TV appear in the book’s 
original Spanish. The brown-skinned children continue to pur-
sue their passions despite their parents’ urging that they stay 
quiet, and their teachers become concerned that they’re not 
paying attention in school and are isolating themselves. But the 
children’s play is a form of therapy or mechanism for survival, as 
they seem to be able to shut off the hostile noises of the world 
around them. When the siblings realize that they need to move 
to a new, safer house in another country, they become very sad. 
However, shortly thereafter they conclude that home is where 
the heart and family are. They then create a warm home in their 
new residence and continue to be who they are—joyful creative 
children at play. The most important thing is for them to stay 
together.

A well-crafted, engaging book about resilient child-
hoods in the face of displacement and conflict. (Picture book. 

4-9)

MOM’S SWEATER
Perkin, Jayde
Illus. by the author
Eerdmans (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 21, 2020
978-0-8028-5544-2  

A girl struggles to understand her 
grief in this British import and picture-
book debut for artist Perkin.

After a visit to her mother in the hos-
pital comes a life-changing call the next morning: “She’s gone.” 
There’s a funeral and many condolences. The girl finds herself 
unable to concentrate and feels detached from the world, her 
father telling her that it is grief she is experiencing. Perkin 
writes matter-of-factly about struggling with the loss of a par-
ent. There’s no condescension to child readers; she respects 
their ability to understand, telling the story with a refreshing 
candor from the girl’s point of view: “Everyone would say, ‘I’m 
so sorry.’ But it wasn’t their fault,” the girl muses. Finding one 
of her mother’s sweaters, which retains her mother’s scent, the 
girl wears it often. Her sensitive father helps her comprehend 
the enormity of her feelings with the use of an apt and poignant 
simile, explaining that her grief is like her mother’s sweater: It 
stays the same, but she will “eventually grow into it.” There is a 
fitting plaintiveness to Perkin’s stylized figures—she draws eyes 
simply with everyone appearing as if they are looking down—
but smiles grow as times passes and the girl and her father come 
to understand their loss. The two are white; the family’s griev-
ing friends include people of color and multiracial families.

A deeply felt examination of grief. (Picture book. 4-10)

THE POSTMAN FROM SPACE
Perreault, Guillaume
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Bui, Françoise
Holiday House (144 pp.) 
$22.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-0-8234-4519-6
978-0-8234-4584-4 paper  

This graphic import from Québec is 
science fiction for anyone who finds Star Wars too invigorating.

In the early Star Wars movies, the backgrounds were usually 
more interesting than what was happening in the foreground, 
and this graphic novel borrows the same technique. As Bob the 
titular postman shuttles letters from one planet to another, he’s 
always passing something astonishing: a world shaped like an 
enormous dog bone or a post-office space station shaped like a 
mailbox. This irritates him, because Bob likes his postal route 
dull and routine. Any change gives him a stomachache. Fortu-
nately, nothing that happens here is remotely exciting, though 
Bob is increasingly annoyed by these mundane postal glitches. 
He trips in the mud or gets chased by dogs. The main excep-
tion is a lengthy parody of The Little Prince, which will be funny 
only to those who recognize the source. The scenes in the back-
ground, however, are stunning, with impossible, Escher-style 
architecture and a mail cart that hovers just above the ground. 
(Bob, fittingly, is a bland shade of white, but other characters 
have green skin or puce beaks.) The drawings are so masterful 
that they become a sort of understated joke. The more mar-
vels Bob sees, the more desperate he is to end this day of mis-
haps. But even Bob has to pause, a few pages from the end, and 
admire the sheer beauty of the world outside his window.

The space vistas are spectacular, if readers overlook the 
tedious postman in front of them. (Graphic science fiction. 7-10)

WHO WILL YOU BE?
Pippins, Andrea
Illus. by the author
Schwartz & Wade/Random (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-1-9848-4948-9
978-1-9848-4949-6 PLB  

It takes both family and community 
support early on to encourage children to grow up to be their 
full authentic selves. 

New life often sparks conversation from excited family 
around whom the expected child may look like in the family 
or what they may grow up to be. Pippins here explores how 
one African American family celebrates their newest addition. 
Addressing the newcomer, the narrator speculates about which 
qualities and enthusiasms demonstrated by loved ones the babe 
might share. This heartfelt narrative speaks to everyday experi-
ences, whether a family get-together, camping, or baking. Pip-
pins goes a step beyond family to layer this narrative with the 
important role community plays in the black experience. From 
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wondering whether the child will be like family members, such 
as “your cousin Curlena [who] is loud and joyful,” the narra-
tor moves on to wonder if the child will “find beauty in all that 
you see, like Ms. Jess” or “be compassionate, like Alessandra.” 
The striking, posterlike pictures are filled with bold characters 
engaging in both activism and quiet contemplation in addi-
tion to homey activities. Characters are all different shades of 
brown, reinforcing a sense of vibrant diversity (though there 
is no recognizable LGBTQ or disability representation here). 
Older kids will relate to hearing adults talk about whom they 
resemble, whether in appearance or personality.

A sweet work that promotes love and belonging. (Picture 
book. 2-5)

DANDYLION SUMMER
Preston-Gannon, Frann
Illus. by the author
Godwin Books/Henry Holt (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Apr. 14, 2020
978-1-250-13339-7  

Two sisters wish on a dandelion seed 
for “the best summer ever” and suddenly 
see a plant-bedecked lion, whom they 

name Dandylion.
The story is told by the younger sister, beginning with: “On 

the last day of school, my sister and I find a dandelion on the 
walk home.” The girls are portrayed simply, with light skin, large 
brown eyes, and single lines for eyebrows, mouths, and noses. 
Shades of green in Dandylion’s mane set off the many-colored 
flowers and leaves around his nonmenacing, round-eyed face. 
Both art and text are simple and gentle, portraying a summer 
full of lazy, play-filled days, moonlit nights, and unwavering 
familial affection. The layout varies from double-page spreads 
to single pages with more than one discrete image; a particu-
larly sweet section shows the girls riding on Dandylion’s back, 
reading a book with him in a tent, and then all three lying on 
their backs in a meadow that is certainly tick-free. Dandylion 
has been introduced to a number of townsfolk, but that doesn’t 
keep him from fading away as summer turns toward autumn. 
The little sister is sad, but her big sister is confident that Dan-
dylion and summer will both return. The final spread offers a 
concluding beat that relieves a text that was becoming almost 
unbearably sentimental. Yoko Tanaka’s Dandelion’s Dream (2020) 
offers a different, richer take on the dandelion-come-to-feline-
life theme.

Sweet—almost too sweet. (Picture book. 3-5)

A DUCK AND A SOCK
Rae, Elspeth & Rae, Rowena
Illus. by Gutiérrez, Elisa
Orca (168 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Apr. 14, 2020
978-1-4598-2490-4 
Series: Meg and Greg 

High-interest, low-reading-level sto-
ries present a fun way to reinforce pho-
nics skills for readers who need a boost.

Best friends Meg and Greg face tricky situations and daring 
adventures in several entertaining tales. Dilemmas range from 
replacing a sibling’s missing fish to helping ranch animals escape 
from a wildfire; they will hold readers’ interest as they create 
opportunities to bolster phonics skills. Each of the four seg-
ments contains episodic chapters in prose paired with comics-
style panels, cartoon illustrations, and speech bubbles that will 
foster engagement and support reading development. Labeled 
illustrations and end-of-segment extension activities provide 
additional opportunities for practice centered on the specific 
phonogram (“ck,” for instance, or “sh”) highlighted in that sec-
tion. These stories are geared toward emerging readers who are 
a bit older than the typical beginning reader and are thought-
fully designed to appeal to this older audience with eye-catch-
ing graphics and more-complex situations. This is Book 1 in a 
series intended for children just learning to read or readers with 
dyslexia and other learning difficulties, to be shared alongside a 
more experienced reader. Short explanations and strategies for 
each new phonogram introduced as well as plenty of helpful tips 
for using the book to support learning are included. Dyslexia-
friendly features are integrated into the book. All characters 
present as white in the illustrations.

A carefully formatted book with supportive features 
baked in brings new energy to the task of learning to read. 
(glossary, tips) (Graphic/fiction hybrid. 6-9) 

BEDTIME BONNET
Redd, Nancy
Illus. by Myers, Nneka
Random House (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-1-9848-9524-0
978-1-9848-9525-7 PLB  

A celebration of black hair, family, and culture.
Myers’ buoyant illustrations offer a wonderful portrayal 

of the nocturnal rituals of hair maintenance familiar in black 
households around the globe. A young black girl with two afro-
puffs sets the tone from the very first page: “In my family, when 
the sun goes down, our hair goes up!” From braids to locs, waves 
to rollers, each page oozes the joy of black hair in the ceremo-
nial routine of hair love expressed by individuals within this 
big, happy, multigenerational family. It’s all jokes and giggles 
until the narrator’s bedtime bonnet goes missing. She explains 
that her bonnet helps to protect her hair from tangles and is 

Buoyant illustrations offer a wonderful portrayal 
of the nocturnal rituals of hair maintenance familiar 

in black households around the globe.
bedtime bonnet
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as essential as brushing her teeth. As readers follow the central 
character’s journey through the house to find the missing bon-
net, many different methods of hair protection are distinctly 
displayed. Grandma puts a kerchief over her rollers while older 
sister wears a wrap. Daddy wears a tight cap over his waves 
while older brother wears a do-rag over his locs. As the family 
tears the house apart, one family figure remains uncannily quiet, 
leading to a resolution with a great deal of humor and heart. 
Morning reveals the success of nighttime follicle protection. 

This brightly hued picture book with loads of charm 
will entertain and empower readers. (Picture book. 4-9)

WILLOW THE ARMADILLO
Reeder, Marilou T.
Illus. by Mottram, Dave
Abrams (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 28, 2020
978-1-4197-4105-0  

Representation matters.
Willow the armadillo loves picture 

books. She checks armfuls of them out 
of the library and desperately wants to see herself in one. She 
tries several things to achieve her goal: taking a heroism class, 
auditioning, answering an ad (“YOU COULD BE THE NEXT 
PICTURE BOOK HERO!”). Nothing works out, and she 
becomes discouraged. An unexpected crisis helps her discover 
how to be a hero—do the thing she loves the most and help 
others along the way. Bright, colorful illustrations depict vari-
ous cartoon animal characters, some with more expressive faces 
than others. On the surface, Willow’s story seems heartwarm-
ing; however, it seems to make light of a much more serious 
problem in the children’s-book industry: a lack of representa-
tion not of animals but of children of color and other marginal-
ized identities. Will children of color, children with disabilities, 
and children with LGBTQ identities wishing to see themselves 
represented as picture-book heroes see themselves in this pink 
armadillo? The denouement, in which Willow decides to be 
happy reading others’ stories because “nothing could top being 
a hero in real life,” feels like a slap in the face to those children 
who deserve to see themselves. What is needed right now are 
books that can serve as mirrors for children and offer them the 
chance to see themselves as literary, and literal, heroes.

Sadly, this tale of picture-book representation misses a 
valuable opportunity. (Picture book. 5-8)

MCTAVISH GOES WILD
Rosoff, Meg
Illus. by Easton, Grace
Candlewick (96 pp.) 
$15.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-5362-0331-8 
Series: McTavish Stories, 2 

McTavish returns to save the Peachey 
family from themselves, living up to his 
description as a “rescue” dog.

In series opener Good Dog, McTavish 
(2018), the sandy-colored terrier brought a family back from the 
brink of disaster with sheer cleverness and good humor. In this 
second title, the role-reversal plot of the new dog training the 
family continues into summer vacation, as the Peacheys head 
to the Faraway Campsite. Ma Peachey is excited to head to the 
idyllic mountains, with flowering fields and a flowing river. But 
Pa Peachey sees ridiculous danger in the wilderness. Brother 
Ollie prefers a disco where he can meet girls. And Ava only 
wants to read German philosophers. Once again, young Betty, 
the most sensible of the bunch, is ignored by the complaining 
Peacheys, too selfish to notice the beauty around them. The 
grumpy family, depicted by Easton with dark hair, fair skin, and 
pointy noses, decides to pack up and return home—but where 
is McTavish? A game of hide-and-seek ensues, with the plucky 
pup staying just out of reach. McTavish is not leading them 
astray—he is providing them a perfect day experiencing the 
outdoors. This series has legs to stand on, with clean writing, 
grayscale illustrations that gently move the action forward, and 
lovable yet flawed characters needing redemption. Fans will be 
panting for more. 

A clearly entertaining read-aloud or read-alone for dog 
lovers. (Fiction. 7-10)

BEYOND WORDS 
What Wolves and 
Dogs Think and Feel (A 
Young Reader’s Adaptation)
Safina, Carl
Roaring Brook (176 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Apr. 21, 2020
978-1-250-14465-2  

Following on the heels of Beyond 
Words: What Elephants and Whales Think 
and Feel (2019), this second adaptation of 

Safina’s adult bestseller Beyond Words: What Animals Think and 
Feel (2015) provides strong evidence for the author’s assertion 
that “A wolf is not an ‘it.’ A wolf is a ‘who.’ ”

The conversational text begins with a short prologue about 
the author’s decision to research wolves in the wild to better 
understand his own dogs, Jude and Chula. Off he goes to the 
Lamar Valley of Yellowstone National Park, where scientists 
have been collaring and tracking wolves since their reintroduc-
tion in 1995. The last of the indigenous wolves had been killed by 

Safina makes it heartbreakingly clear that each dead wolf 
represents a huge disturbance to each discrete wolf pack.

beyond words
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a dutiful park ranger in 1926—before most people understood 
that without wolves, that particular ecosystem was doomed. 
Indeed, only a few years after reintroduction, the system had 
rebalanced. In 2012, gray wolves were removed from the federal 
endangered species list, and Wyoming ended its moratorium on 
wolf-killing. Used to moving beyond the confines of the national 
park during winter, wolves who had never feared humans were 
easy prey for hunters. Safina makes it heartbreakingly clear that 
each dead wolf represents a huge disturbance to each discrete 
wolf pack. Readers learn the personal histories, behaviors, and 
personalities of several specific wolves. There is some humor to 
soften the overall alarming wake-up call, and vivid descriptions 
allow readers to join treks across wintry landscapes. Later in the 
book, attention turns to the author’s dogs, domestication, and 
even theory of mind, all conveyed clearly and succinctly.

A fascinating and foreboding call to action. (Nonfiction. 
10-14)

THE LIFE OF 
THE BUDDHA 
Sanche, Heather
Illus. by di Gesu, Tara
Bala Kids/Shambhala (44 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Apr. 28, 2020
978-1-61180-629-8  

Before he was known as the Buddha—“the awakened one”—
Prince Siddhartha lived a decadent life within protective palace 
walls, surrounded by abundance and sheltered from life’s inevi-
table cruelties. 

Siddhartha becomes a man within the palace, marrying a 
wife and fathering a son. However, his curiosity about life out-
side the palace grows. When he finally travels outside, Siddhar-
tha sees old age, sickness, and death for the first time, and he 
learns that these painful experiences are universal and unavoid-
able. This realization becomes the first noble truth of Bud-
dhism, and it inspires Siddhartha to abandon his life of privilege 
to become a spiritual seeker. Through his meditations, Sid-
dhartha becomes the Buddha. His teachings, such as the foun-
dational “four noble truths,” spread worldwide and become 
known as Buddhism. This narrative manages to distill the life of 
one of the world’s most influential spiritual teachers into a slim 
illustrated narrative. Evocative of the traditional Tibetan Bud-
dhist paintings known as thangkas, the soft watercolors grace 
the rather stoic narrative with an emotional quality as it depicts 
the subject’s transition from Prince Siddhartha to the Buddha. 
The tale is set in India, and the skin tones depicted are realis-
tic and vary from peachy tan to deep brown. This picture book 
will serve families seeking to share their own Buddhist faith and 
practice with children as well as independent readers research-
ing spiritual practices. 

A succinct, beautifully crafted documentation of the 
origin of Buddhism. (Informational picture book. 6-12)

MY FAVORITE MEMORIES
Sarihi, Sepideh
Illus. by Völk, Julie
Trans. by Lauffer, Elisabeth
Blue Dot Kids Press (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  May 12, 2020
978-1-7331212-4-8  

In this German import, a little girl 
comes to understand that even though 
she cannot bring all her favorite things 

with her when she moves, she can keep them in her heart. 
One day, a little girl’s papa says to her, “We’ll fly in an air-

plane to another country and live in a new house there.” Mama 
gives her daughter a new suitcase to pack her “most favorite 
things.” As the little girl makes a mental list—an aquarium; the 
wooden chair her grandpa made for her; her school bus driver, 
who always “sang songs with them”; and especially her very best 
friend, who is “such a good listener”—she realizes she can’t 
bring any of them with her. Sadly, she walks down to the docks 
by the ocean, also one of her favorite things. Then, looking 
out to the open sea, she has a brilliant idea and everything falls 
into place. Sarihi’s simple, heartfelt story is equally matched by 
Völk’s unfussy yet evocative illustrations. Blending fantasy and 
reality, her delicate line drawings are sparsely filled and delib-
erately surrounded by white space—calling attention to details 
and opening room for the imagination. The protagonist and her 
family have white skin and black hair; some background charac-
ters appear to be people of color.

A charming tale exploring themes of change, migration, 
and resilience told from a child’s point of view. (Picture book. 
4-8)

MY WANDERING 
DREAMING MIND
Saunders, Merriam Sarcia
Illus. by Lyon, Tammie
Magination/American Psychological 
Association (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 14, 2020
978-1-4338-3183-6  

Saunders and Lyon, who previously 
focused on hyperactivity common to boys with ADHD in My 
Whirling Twirling Motor (2019), now turn to a female protagonist.

Sadie has a mind that loves to wander and dream, from 
ponies and monkeys to the depths of the sea. She wishes she 
could keep it pinned down, especially when her rich fantasy 
world causes trouble at home and at school. Like many young 
people with attention and executive-function deficits, Sadie is 
plagued by low self-esteem as a result of her symptoms. Fortu-
nately, her parents help her to see how her struggles can some-
times be great gifts. For instance, she daydreams because she 
is imaginative and gets easily distracted because she is curious. 
Though this reframing does not make her issues magically dis-
appear, the positive scaffold provides a hopeful launch pad for 
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progress. A note to parents and caregivers at the end of the 
story includes information on executive-function issues, espe-
cially how ADHD often manifests in girls, along with informa-
tion on how to individualize an approach to positive psychology 
for ADHD brains. This fills a needed bibliotherapy niche for 
families, therapists, and school counselors. Sadie and her family 
are white, and her classmates are fairly diverse.

A positive spin for all those who struggle with executive 
function and those who love them. (Picture book. 4-7)

I’LL BELIEVE YOU WHEN…
Unbelievable Idioms From 
Around the World
Schubert, Susan
Illus. by Bonita, Raquel
Lantana (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-911373-49-0  

Kids from different countries introduce idioms.
On the title-page spread, a child with dark brown skin and 

black curly hair says: “Do you see the dragon?” Another kid, 
with pinkish skin and straight orange hair, says: “Dragon? What 
dragon? I’ll believe you…” and the turn reveals a double-page 
spread with enormous, flying pink porcine creatures and the 
words “…when pigs fly!” A bucolic, woodland scene is the back-
drop, and lettering on a tree indicates “United Kingdom.” The 
pattern continues as other, diverse children join the first, black 
child in the same wooded scene, newly named animals and trees 
with different labels offering a variety. The humorous expres-
sions of disbelief include “…when crows fly upside down!” from 
the Malayali people of India; “…when the lobster whistles on top 
of the mountain!” from Russia; and “when chickens have teeth!” 
from the Yoruba people of Nigeria. The cartoons are stylized 
but mostly recognizable and usually humorous. The author’s 
note informs readers that idioms’ “meanings come from the 
speaking patterns of the time or culture that coined them” but 
provides no specific information about the 11 selected; only 
four are from non-European languages. Endpaper maps help 
orient readers geographically, and on the rear, the sayings are 
printed in the original languages, all in roman letters even when 
the original language uses a different alphabet or script. 

Buy this book when, as the Spanish say, “frogs grow 
hair!” (Informational picture book. 4-6)

MY RAINY DAY ROCKET SHIP
Sheppard, Markette
Illus. by Palmer, Charly 
Denene Millner Books/Simon & 
Schuster (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-5344-6177-2  

Painterly oils accompany rhyming 
verse to describe one imaginative child’s 
rainy-day adventure.

A child and the family dog are stuck inside on a wet day and 
must find alternative ways to entertain themselves. Tried-and-
true toys like cars, teddy bears, and balls are fun for a time, but 
after a while, the youth must find something with a bit more 
heft. Reaching into the farthest corners of the imagination, the 
child conjures “a whole new world / in a different place— / a gal-
axy off in / outer space!” Scanning the room, the child identifies 
a rocking chair as the perfect rocket ship. To create the launch-
ing pad, the child borrows some of Dad’s tools and a cardboard 
box full of socks. For a cool spacesuit, the child finds some pat-
terned yellow swim trunks and goggles. For a flag, the child uses 

“Mom’s old dishrag.” With some additional help from Mom and 
Dad, the launch is an incredible success. An old broom provides 
thrust down the hall. The child lands perfectly in bed and pre-
pares for a “safe arrival” in the “Land of ZZZZZZs.” The illus-
trations love this black family, highlighting the glow of their 
skin and luxuriating in the narrator’s abundant, textured curls. 
The lavish application of paint—broader than in most picture 
books—means this will show especially well in a group setting. 

Rhythmic storytelling and gorgeous illustrations make 
this a delight. (Picture book. 4-8)

JULES VS. THE OCEAN
Sima, Jessie
Illus. by the author
Simon & Schuster (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 12, 2020
978-1-5344-4168-2  

Little Jules is determined to impress 
her big sister with an amazing sand 
castle… 

…but the Ocean has other plans! Sima’s story hinges on Jules’ 
adoration of her big sister (unnamed and with slightly darker 
brown skin than Jules’ and their mom’s). When Mom brings 
them to the beach, Jules immediately starts building while her 
sister goes off with a boogie board. Jules toils away, and as the 
tide rolls in, the Ocean demolishes her creation. While Jules 
takes the Ocean’s destruction personally, her sister says, “this 
happens to everyone” before heading back out to the waves. 
Jules is discouraged as she sees other kids’ impressive, still-
standing sand castles, but she persists only to be thwarted again 
by the Ocean. Her lowest point comes when the tides sweep 
away her bucket. Big sister comes to the rescue—not to save 
it but to help build another castle, using only their hands. It’s 
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“definitely the BIGGEST…FANCIEST…MOST EXCEL-
LENT” castle, but then, “Uh-oh.” A massive, spread-spanning 
CRASH! both obliterates the castle and leaves Jules and her 
sister exhilarated, and they race back to tell their mom what’s 
happened. In a twist that feels lifted from a Bob Graham story, 

“Mom assures them that happens to everyone.” Sima’s big-nosed 
cartoons are also reminiscent of Graham’s, in both the charac-
ter-developing details (Jules’ ears stick out through her bobbed 
haircut endearingly) and their obvious affection for one another.

A sweet sisterhood seaside story. (Picture book. 3-6)

LITERALLY
Amazing Words and Where 
They Come From
Skipworth, Patrick
Illus. by Stevenson, Nicholas
What on Earth Books (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-912920-18-1  

Ukulele, mummy, karaoke: What do they have in common? 
These are three of just 12 nouns selected for their “surprising 
stories.” 

In this rather slim volume about linguistic cross-fertiliza-
tion, the author uses almost more words in his adult-oriented 
introduction and closing note than he provides for young read-
ers. The format presents phonetic pronunciation, original lan-
guage, original and English definitions, and a brief history for 
each word. While the historical anecdotes are interesting, this 
does not really add up to much of a book. The accomplished, 
striking, and vividly colored two-page spreads that cunningly 
work each word into the overall design of an illustration are the 
real draw. Ukulele means “jumping flea” in the original language, 
Hawaiian. The name was given to the instruments Hawaiians 
fashioned after seeing “small guitars brought by European set-
tlers….A ukulele player’s fingers bounce on the strings as quickly 
as jumping fleas.” In the picture, a band of orangey-brown fleas 
all bedecked in leis play ukuleles. Questions go unanswered. The 
entry for “mummy” doesn’t quite explain how the Persian word 
for “wax” came to be applied to the special Egyptian method 
of preserving bodies. “Karaoke” means “empty orchestra” in 
Japanese. The explanation mentions that the “first karaoke 
machines were developed in Japan” but doesn’t indicate when. 
The color key locating language families is difficult to correlate 
with the unlabeled map.

Striking illustrations cannot redeem these lackluster 
etymologies. (Informational picture book. 8-11)

BORN
Sobol, John
Illus. by Derby, Cindy
Groundwood (24 pp.) 
$18.95  |  May 1, 2020
978-1-77306-169-6  

In dreamy poetry and paintings, this 
gentle book is a lyrical and loving tribute to an unborn child as 
she waits to be introduced to the world.

A baby, “floating cozily in her mother’s womb,” hears the 
“thump-thump” of her mother’s heart, feels the calm safety of 
floating, and kicks “the edge of her world.” Accompanying this 
soothing text are images of a baby floating in a wash of colors, 
surrounded by peaceful but surreal imagery: some flamingos in 
the distance, a deep blue whale underwater, or the babe herself 
encased in a translucent chrysalis or seedpod. “Inside this beau-
tiful world she is a vast universe, a small sprouting seed.” But 
then, something starts happening! The currents lift her toward 
something exciting, and now there are new noises, new feel-
ings, and new colors. Out in the world, the baby’s outlines gain 
definition; she cries out and then takes a breath. Finally baby is 
united with mother on the page and welcomed into the world. 

“For she is born.” It’s undeniably a lovely book but perhaps more 
suited for mothers-to-be and new mothers than actual children. 
Its loving intent is clear, but it carries neither the informational 
heft of such books as Miranda Paul and Jason Chin’s Nine Months 
(2019) nor a new-sibling narrative for expectant older sibs.

Poetic text and evocative images infused with love and 
warmth welcome a new baby. (Picture book. 2-4, adult)

SHINE, BABY, SHINE
Staub, Leslie
Illus. by Nichols, Lori
Boyds Mills (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-59078-931-5  

A picture-book celebration of babies 
and their individuality.

While the text doesn’t directly quote the spiritual “This 
Little Light of Mine,” many readers will doubtlessly think of 
the song when they read Staub’s text in verse. Nor does the text 
define characters, instead leaving illustrator Nichols to depict 
not just a singular baby named in the title, but several babies 
and their diverse families. Smooth cartoon illustrations with 
stardustlike detailing depict: a white-appearing toddler with 
a single mother and older sibling who both also appear white; 
baby twins who, like their parents (one of whom uses a wheel-
chair), appear white; a baby who appears Asian with what seem 
to be two dads (one also appears Asian, and the other seems 
white); and a black-appearing family with a mom, dad, baby, 
and older child. These characters recur throughout the book, 
the ever present sparkles emphasizing the title’s “shine.” This 
family diversity contributes to the picture book’s success, mak-
ing it stand apart from a surfeit of titles about beloved babies. 

In dreamy poetry and paintings, this gentle book is a 
lyrical and loving tribute to an unborn child.

born
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However, readers may note that the inclusivity is a bit under-
mined by the text’s positioning of seeing and hearing as univer-
sal abilities with lines such as “Look, baby, look! You were born 
to see” and “Listen, baby, listen! Hear that joyful sound?” Given 
the thoughtful inclusion of a person with a visible disability, this 
stands out.

Warm and bright. (Picture book. 1-3)

A BOWL FULL 
OF PEACE 
A True Story
Stelson, Caren
Illus. by Kusaka, Akira
Carolrhoda (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-5415-2148-3  

A picture-book adaptation of the 
Sibert Honor book Sachiko: A Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Survivor 
(2016).

No one knows where Grandmother’s bowl came from, 
but everyone knows that it is precious. Passed down from 
mother to daughter, Grandmother’s bowl sits, full of food, in 
the middle of young Sachiko Yasui’s family table. Before every 
meal, everyone bows their heads and whispers, “itadakimasu,” 
or “we humbly receive this food.” As soldiers and sounds of 
war move into Nagasaki, Japan, Grandmother’s bowl holds less 
and less, but still, they express their gratitude. One day when 
Sachiko is playing outside, an enemy bomber approaches, and 
Nagasaki is destroyed. Forced to leave, Sachiko’s family expe-
riences loss and sickness over the next few years before they 
return to Nagasaki. Digging through the rubble, Father finds 
Grandmother’s bowl without a chip or crack. Each year they 
fill Grandmother’s bowl to remember those they’ve lost and to 
pray for peace. Stelson shares this true story with young read-
ers through a thoughtful, moving text. Kusaka’s illustrations 
are powerful and vivid, bringing readers into Sachiko’s experi-
ences and emotions. Their chalky, weathered texture helps to 
keep the terrifying two-spread sequence that depicts the bomb-
ing from completely overwhelming readers. Text and art work 
together to show the devastating, lasting consequences of war 
and to convey a message of hope and peace for the future. 

A heartbreaking but essential perspective on war and 
survival. (author’s note, photos, illustrator’s note, further 
reading) (Picture book/biography. 6-11)

SHURI
A Black Panther Novel
Stone, Nic
Scholastic (272 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-338-58547-6  

The fate of Wakanda is in Princess 
Shuri’s hands in this original Black Pan-
ther tale.

In this apparently alternate universe 
to the Black Panther film’s, much is differ-

ent (including many character’s personalities and the history of 
Shuri’s family), but one thing is the same: Shuri’s a technological 
genius. At 13, she loves her personal lab but is less than enthu-
siastic about royal duties. Third-person narration interspersed 
with Shuri’s first-person mission logs both use language that 
boomerangs from disorientingly formal to distinctly Ameri-
can, even though most characters are African. Furthermore, 
an excess of exposition bogs down the narrative. When Shuri 
alerts the Queen and King T’Challa (the current Black Panther) 
that the heart-shaped herb—which gives the Black Panther 
superhuman powers—is dying, bizarrely, neither one seems to 
take the news seriously. Thankfully, Shuri does, and her quest to 
find answers takes her beyond Wakanda’s borders. At one nota-
ble point, Shuri’s confusion with what Western readers may rec-
ognize as racial microaggressions teases a deeper theme. In the 
end, Shuri saves the day, but the supposed villain’s quarrel with 
Wakanda is understandable—similar to Killmonger’s in the film. 
But unlike the film, this narrative chooses not to engage with 
the issue in a rushed conclusion.

Offering an enjoyable romp but minimal depth, this 
demands readers willing to suspend devotion to canon. (Sci-
ence fiction. 9-12)

LIBRARY BOOKS ARE NOT 
FOR EATING!
Tarpley, Todd
Illus. by Chapman, Jared
Doubleday (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  Jun. 23, 2020
978-1-5247-7168-3
978-1-5247-7169-0 PLB  

Kids are shocked by their new librar-
ian’s eating habits.

“The day Ms. Bronte came to school, / story time was extra 
cool,” warbles the collective narrator—except for one “small 
problem, / couldn’t beat it. / Once she read a book… // SHE’D 
EAT IT!” Big, irregular die-cut chomps taken out of the cover 
and endpapers lead to cartoon illustrations featuring a frumpy, 
bespectacled long-necked dinosaur smilingly wolfing down 
stacks of generic library volumes. Ms. Bronte then goes on 
to the school’s other stashes of books as students and grown-
ups (diverse in skin color and facial features but all human) 
look on in wide-eyed dismay. Is it a love of books? Not at all, 

Text and art work together to show the 
devastating, lasting consequences of war and to 

convey a message of hope and peace.
a bowl full of peace
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as Ms. Bronte explains as she packs up to leave: “It’s not that 
I find books so yummy, / but nothing else here fills my tummy.” 
Fortunately, she suddenly realizes that the school’s overgrown 
soccer field, there all along but somehow going unnoticed, is in 
serious need of weeding…just the ticket for a hungry herbivore. 
This contrived twist combines with a vague moral about how 
books are for reading, not eating, to give Tarpley’s addition to 
the annals of bibliophagy a tentative air—particularly next to 
more robustly comedic variations on the theme, like Franziska 
Biermann’s The Fox Who Ate Books, translated by Shelley Tanaka 
(2016), or Emma Yarlett’s Nibbles stories.

Bland sauce: Others have dished up better. (Picture book. 
5-7)

A SERIOUS THOUGHT
Taul, Jonas
Illus. by the author
Groundwood (64 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-1-77306-229-7  

A child comes closer to finding a place in the world after a 
night and a day of thoughts and observations.

This small-scale bildungsroman, newly translated by the 
author from the original Estonian, pairs spare lines of narrative 
to equally spare ink drawings featuring a solitary lad of decid-
edly introspective bent. One night he puts himself to bed, but 
instead of falling asleep he flashes on thoughts ranging from 

“dangerous” (joyriding with crocodiles in evening wear, one wav-
ing what’s perhaps a liquor bottle) to “frightening” (a menacing, 
wolfish silhouette). His thoughts then turn larger in scale until 
he sees himself as “but one little boy among many other chil-
dren,” living separately on a tiny “marble” in space. Waking up 
puzzled and unsure, he goes for a walk and, absorbed in thought, 
gets lost. But after coming upon a hedgehog, an ant colony, and 
other diminutive creatures seemingly unbothered by their size, 
he reaches home at last with a lighter heart, no longer feeling 

“small or unimportant.” For all of the art’s simplicity there is a 
surreal quality to some scenes and details that gives the child’s 
imaginings an offbeat appeal. Moreover, his progress may reso-
nate with contemplative readers feeling similarly powerless and 
insignificant. With the exception of one child who is filled in 
solid black, the few human figures in the illustrations are paper 
white. 

Heavy lifting, even for reflective sorts…but reassuring 
at heart. (Picture book. 9-11)

GARGANTIS 
Taylor, Thomas
Illus. by Booth, Tom
Walker US/Candlewick (336 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 12, 2020
978-1-5362-0859-7 
Series: Malamander, 2 

Legend says that St. Dismal rescued 
Eerie-on-Sea from Gargantis, a super-
natural storm threatening to destroy the 

coastal village; centuries later, the storm is back.
Herbie Lemon, Lost-and-Founder of the Grand Nautilus 

Hotel, has a well-founded fear of the ocean. It’s tested when 
his imperious employer appoints him the one to decide who 
owns a fish-shaped glass bottle engraved with undecipherable 
Eerie Script. Professional beachcomber Mrs. Fossil found and 
claims it; Dr. Thalassi wants it for his museum; Eerie’s fisherfolk 
insist that because St. Dismal, Eerie’s first fisherman, invented 
the script, it’s theirs; young Blaze Westerley hopes it’s a clue to 
his uncle’s disappearance. When Violet Parma, whose curiosity 
invariably overrules Herbie’s caution, persuades him to open 
the bottle, what’s inside leads them to Gargantis. As storm-
quakes shatter the rock beneath Eerie, terrifying hotel guest 
Deep Hood, face and body concealed (except for a snaking ten-
tacle), bribes the fisherfolk to destroy Gargantis using Herbie as 
bait. Smart, impulsive Vi (who’s biracial, with a black father) and 
thoughtful, steadfast Herbie (white, like most of the other char-
acters) are well matched. The book-dispensing mermonkey and 
oracular cat from opening volume Malamander (2019) return in 
key roles. Underlying all the fun is a gentle, unforced message 
about life’s interdependence. Human, animal, and mechanical 
characters (especially the charming hermit crab) are a winning 
assortment: enchanting or horrifying, quirky or droll, invariably 
original. Enticing mysteries remain to be solved. (Most art was 
unavailable for review.)

Evocative settings, ingenious plotting, sly humor, and 
shivery suspense render this sequel an unmitigated delight. 
(Fantasy. 8-12)

WE ARE TOGETHER
Teckentrup, Britta
Illus. by the author
Tiger Tales (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-68010-177-5  

Rhyming advice for readers extols 
the values of teamwork and diversity as 
die-cut shapes reveal an increasing num-

ber of children. 
Two brown-skinned children stand on a hill, surrounded by 

a kite-filled sky on which the opening stanza declares, “together, 
we’re a team.” One child is printed directly on verso; the other 
is visible through a die-cut keyhole punched through it and 
the nine leaves beneath. Teckentrup’s characteristic textured 
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blocks of color make this composition feel layered, and the 
following spreads have even more depth and complexity; the 
real stunner shows a flock of birds in an autumn sky. Birds and 
trees are frequent motifs in this assortment of pastoral land-
scapes, paired with platitudes such as, “If we all sing together 
/ one voice becomes a choir.” Populated with a growing group 
of children standing to face readers and revealed through sub-
sequent die cuts, these scenes are artful rather than realistic; 
both polar bears and penguins frolic on the same iceberg in one 
winter tableau. Finally, a circle of 18 children, each framed by a 
cutout, gives way to a standard double-page spread of “one big, 
happy crowd.” Here, still heedless of the fourth wall, are dozens 
of children in celebratory poses with skin tones ranging from 
peach to deep brown—and three of them have visible disabili-
ties, counting the one with glasses.

A nifty presentation of the well-worn but evergreen 
message of human connectedness. (Picture book. 3-6)

WHOSE TRACK IS THAT?
Tekiela, Stan
Illus. by the author
Adventure Publications (48 pp.) 
$14.95  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-1-59193-958-0 
Series: Wildlife Picture Books 

When Tekiela, who previously challenged readers to guess 
Whose Baby Butt? (2018) can’t find any animal butts, he must 
make do with snapping pics of their tracks.

The first of two double-page spreads gives readers a close-
up photo of an animal track in sand, snow, or mud on the recto 
and a large-print clue, a tiny silhouette of the animal, and a 
small-print hint on the verso, the combination of which makes 
it almost impossible for readers not to be successful. (“This ani-
mal’s front paws look like a person’s hand, with five fingers. / 
It sometimes even dunks its food in water! / Whose track is 
that? / HINT: This animal has black rings around its tail.”) The 
following spread reveals a full-color picture of the animal (a rac-
coon, in this case) and some information about it. The photos 
of the tracks are a mixed bag. Some are difficult to make out, 
and the majority show only a single print, though the otter’s row 
of tracks does include a slide. Robin, bullfrog, earthworm, deer, 
bobcat, dog, beaver, Canada goose, and bear are the other ani-
mals. A backmatter spread of the full tracks of each animal pro-
vides readers with very clear illustrations for comparison, but 
there is no guidance on where to look for or how to cast tracks. 
Each is labeled with the relative size of the print, and a ruler (in 
inches only) runs along the bottom. 

A good guessing game but not a great resource to take 
into the field. (Informational picture book. 4-8)

HOW TO POTTY TRAIN YOUR 
PORCUPINE
Toro, Tom
Illus. by the author
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 12, 2020
978-0-316-49539-4  

The long and short of a pointy potty predicament, from a  
New Yorker cartoonist and debut picture-book creator.

Readers undisturbed by the image of bright yellow urine 
dripping from porcupine quills will probably be the best possi-
ble audience for this entry into the potty-training genre. A pair 
of children (they are biracial, with a black dad and white mom) 
take it upon themselves to housetrain their new porcupine pet. 
She can’t be diapered, the cat box is a nonstarter, the backyard 
is too public, and spreading newspapers is a bust. Could potty 
training be the answer? Alas, this porcupine is reticent to even 
attempt the job, thus leading the children to try every conceiv-
able method of trickery and persuasion. In the end, the easiest 
solution (asking nicely) turns out to be the best—and the most 
anticlimactic. Title notwithstanding, this isn’t a guide for teach-
ing tots the ins and outs of toilet training but rather a humorous 
descent into absurdity with a scatological edge best appreciated 
by those who have fairly recently conquered the potty or who 
are watching younger siblings master the feat. The porcupine 
herself is charming, and Toro’s visual gags and silly watercolors 
mostly make up for the flat ending. At best, droll, at worst, kind 
of gross. 

Unless you’ve got a porcupine who needs it, hand this to 
the trained and not the trainees. (Picture book. 3-6)

THE LAST TREE TOWN
Turley, Beth
Simon & Schuster (272 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-5344-2064-9  

Seventh grade has brought many 
changes in the life of 12-year-old Cassi, 
and she must figure out how to be herself 
through them all.

Daniella, Cassi’s older sister, has 
started high school and gone from being 

her best friend to a sullen and withdrawn stranger around the 
house. Her beloved Buelo has dementia and must now reside 
in a nursing home. Cassi has also become aware—and bothered 
by the realization—that though she feels very much connected 
to her Puerto Rican background on her mother’s side, others 
do not readily recognize the white, red-headed girl’s identity as 
Latinx (she gets her coloring from her Irish American father). 
On the other hand, this year she has qualified for Math Olym-
pics, her best and favorite activity. And she’s made a friend in 
Aaron, a new, white student in school and a fellow member of 
the Math Olympics team. It is from Aaron’s story that the book 
gets its title (his father is writing a memoir about living in towns 
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named for trees). Cassi’s character is well developed, making 
this first-person narration ring true, but the other characters in 
the story are not as fully formed. Ironically, at times it is dif-
ficult to decide if Turley’s handling of Cassi’s looks reinforces 
or dispels the myth that Latinx people have a specific, defin-
able appearance. The book ends on a hopeful note that does not 
trivialize the hurdles this smart young character faces.

A sensitive story of family, friendship, and personal 
growth. (Fiction. 10-13)

SPACEBOT
Twohy, Mike
Illus. by the author
Paula Wiseman/Simon & Schuster 
(48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 19, 2020
978-1-5344-4436-2  

Outtasight! An extraterrestrial lands 
in the night.

Strange beeps and a blazing light awaken household appli-
ances. The house glances skyward as does the family pup, who’d 
been snoozing in the doghouse. The light turns out to be a UFO, 
out of which strolls a metallic, robot dog with a glowing red nose. 
The dog instantly recognizes the newcomer as a kindred species 
and welcomes it with open paws, hoping the visitor will become 
a playmate. However, the creature ignores its Earthling counter-
part and is heartily greeted by…the aforementioned appliances 
who cheer for “Spacebot” like it’s a long-lost electronic rela-
tion. When it points its metallic paw upward, the devices take 
their cue: They soar into the sky and perform playful acrobatics, 
descending and returning home at the bot’s direction. Mean-
while, the dog has been futilely attempting to fly as well but has 
remained earthbound. A surprise awaits, though. Before Space-
bot departs, it tosses a glowing red ball to the pup. This “gift” fits 
right on pup’s nose and bestows the gift of flight. Guess who 
flies to the moon at the end of the story? This silly, quirky tale’s 
simple rhyme scheme reads and scans well; minimal text and lots 
of white space permit focus on characters and action. The car-
toon illustrations are lively, energetic, and expressive, and readers 
should enjoy the escapades of both appliances and pup. 

Make space on shelves for this one. (Picture book. 4-7)

TOGETHER WE GROW 
Vaught, Susan
Illus. by Murphy, Kelly
Paula Wiseman/Simon & Schuster
(40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 26, 2020
978-1-5344-0586-8  

In times of need, uneasy alliances align. Enemies become 
partners, if only for a little while.

This sweet picture book, told in rhyming couplets, pairs 
Vaught’s lean, soothing text with Murphy’s exquisite illustrations. 

Vaught is a practicing neuropsychologist and a lover of animals. 
Both traits play well in this tale that imagines a dark and stormy 
night in which its barnyard beasts must decide whether to shel-
ter outsiders. A family of foxes is caught out in the storm, and 
the mother is desperate to protect her kits. Understandably, the 
farm animals, normally prey for the fox, are not eager to share 
the warmth of their barn. However, the generous actions of the 
tiniest among them, a yellow duckling, allow the other creatures 
to see that in this time of crisis, even foxes need refuge. Murphy 
creates stunning images of deep blue stormy skies, and cows’, 
pigs’, chicken’s, and other animals’ emotion-filled eyes. Scenes 
that shift between the cold, wet out-of-doors and the cozy, well-
lit interior emphasize the foxes’ predicament. Vaught’s clipped, 
staccato couplets speed the pacing along, occasionally halting 
so readers can take in Murphy’s well-timed wordless spreads. 
One, in which mother fox and duckling commune silently, muz-
zle to bill, will have readers lingering and pondering.

Emotionally charged and eloquently rendered in words 
and art, this picture book is worth owning and cherishing. 
(Picture book. 4-8)

THIS IS A BOOK TO READ 
WITH A WORM
Wheeler-Toppen, Jodi
Illus. by McCartney, Margaret
Charlesbridge (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 28, 2020
978-1-58089-897-3  

Readers are encouraged to find a worm and to employ care-
ful observation techniques.

Immediately after the title page, a bespectacled worm wear-
ing a blue scarf—it acts as commentator throughout—reminds 
readers to be gentle when picking up worms and to return them 
safely to their places of origin after studying them. (Environ-
mentally conscious endnotes both suggest acquiring a worm 
from a bait shop if one is not available outside and caution 
against introducing these worms into the natural environment.) 
Two children, one black and one white, look out toward readers 
as if hearing the words printed above them: “Stop! To read this 
book you are going to need a worm.” Indeed, without a worm 
in hand, half of the text becomes moot. Readers—along with 
the two children—are urged to run a finger along the worm’s 
body; to stare into the worm’s “face”; to carefully observe worm 
sensitivities to alcohol fumes and light beams; to listen for the 
bristles called setae by holding up a paper-wrapped worm to an 
ear; to create a one-night, dirt-filled worm hotel in a clear plas-
tic bottle. For a book that seems otherwise eco-conscious, it is a 
surprise that a glass jar used with care is not recommended over 
plastic. As the gently humorous text gives directions and nature 
facts, the whimsical worm’s speech bubbles offer vocabulary 
pronunciations and tips about keeping worms healthy while 
they are under surveillance. The graphic art is lively and color-
ful, well matched with the text.

For exciting, optimal use, expect brown-edged pages. 
(resources, research notes) (Informational picture book. 6-9)

Murphy creates stunning images of deep blue stormy skies, and 
cows’, pigs’, chicken’s, and other animals’ emotion-filled eyes.

together we grow
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JASPER & OLLIE BUILD A FORT
Willan, Alex
Illus. by the author
Doubleday (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  May 26, 2020
978-0-525-64524-5
978-0-525-64527-6 PLB 
Series: Jasper & Ollie 

The mismatched pals from Jasper & 
Ollie (2019) are back.

Jasper, an impulsive, know-it-all fox, and chum Ollie, a 
deliberate sloth, decide to hold a fort-building contest. Or, 
rather, Jasper decides. The duo gets down to it. Jasper speedily 
and haphazardly slaps together a messy, precarious, dangerous-
looking structure, adding to it an extra story, duct tape, and 
outlandish embellishments, including a moat and a self-aggran-
dizing statue. In contrast, Ollie gathers proper tools, consults 
a blueprint, then builds a fort slowly, carefully, and logically. 
Surprise! When Jasper’s masterpiece is revealed, it thunders to 
the ground, a casualty of overweight and faulty construction. 
Jasper’s disconsolate. The very embodiment of a great friend, 
Ollie consoles Jasper with an invitation into an impeccably built 
treehouse that, as a curtain reveals, has cozy “room for two.” In 
a most satisfying conclusion—and with an uncharacteristic 
admission—Jasper concedes that Ollie’s fort is best, though not 
without adding a “Jasper” to it. This is a rollicking story of two 
endearing friends pitted against each other in a comical non-
competition, and readers, having recognized all along that this 
was never really a contest, will chuckle over Jasper’s raucous 
antics. The delightful, energetic illustrations depict Jasper’s 
riotous efforts on spreads and recto pages; Ollie’s labors appear 
on verso pages. Capitalized letters and onomatopoeic sound 
effects incorporated into the text heighten comedic appeal. 

Friends build a fort and an even stronger relationship. 
(Picture book. 3-7)

CACTUS AND FLOWER
A Book About Life Cycles
Williamson, Sarah
Illus. by the author
Abrams (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-1-4197-4337-5  

A saguaro cactus and its own flower 
become good friends and immerse them-
selves in the exuberance of life. 

They share these “butterfly days” 
by admiring the many-colored desert sky, the bright stars at 
night, and the various wild birds and animals. Life is great for 
the two “buds” until the terrible day a petal is lost to the wind—
soon to be followed by all. Cactus is inconsolable—not even a 
confluence of “all the butterflies in the world” can cheer him. 
Finally, memories of his friend start evoking joy instead of pain. 
When a new flower blooms, Cactus is ready to embrace life’s 

mysteries and inevitabilities. Williamson’s whimsical portrayal 
of Sonoran desert animals is the high point of this rather flat 
paean to the cycle of life. Disappointingly, the author/illustra-
tor presents myriad inaccuracies that elicit first puzzlement 
and then eye rolls among readers familiar with the region. True 
saguaro flower clusters are ivory and yellow; the solitary pink 
flower looks like that of the hedgehog cactus—a different spe-
cies altogether. Readers may also note that befriending the 
flower is akin to befriending one’s elbow—it is a part of the cac-
tus. It does not, as indicated in the story, live side by side with 
the saguaro. Despite the subtitle, neither the life cycle of the 
saguaro nor its blossom’s is discussed in any way, shape, or form. 

This well-intended fable founders amid misrepresenta-
tion of basic desert botany. (Picture book. 5-7)

TURTLE BOY
Wolkenstein, M. Evan
Delacorte (400 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-593-12157-3
978-0-593-12160-3 PLB  

A glum boy wants to stay in his bed-
room with his turtles.

Twelve-year-old Will stole his turtles 
from nature, including one he knows 
perfectly well is endangered, but he 

needs them to help him feel calm while he’s hiding. Outside 
of his bedroom, schoolmates tease him for a mild facial disfig-
urement—calling him Turtle Boy not because of his pets but 
because of his chin, which is slowly receding—while Mom and 
Rabbi Harris pressure him to prepare for his bar mitzvah. A bar 
mitzvah community-service assignment forces him to befriend 
dying teen RJ, which gives Will flashbacks to when Dad died 
when Will was 4 and flash-forward fears to Will’s upcoming 
facial surgery (for medical reasons, not cosmetic). With a light 
touch and occasional humor (can a Jewish turtle eat ham? What 
if he’s Reform?), Wolkenstein successfully weaves together 
Will’s gloom and avoidance, grief (portrayed, appropriately, as 
distinct from depression), emotional progress, and Jewish prac-
tice. Will’s friendship with RJ and taking on of RJ’s bucket list—
including a roller coaster, a middle school dance, a loud concert, 
and a pet (can an endangered turtle live in a hospital?)—as proxy 
grants Will a new centeredness and kick-ass drummer skills; it’s 
too bad that the life-lessons-from-dying-friend plot is such a cli-
ché. Will and most characters seem white by default.

A satisfying arc, from sadness to dawning hope and 
strength. (Fiction. 10-14)

A rollicking story of two endearing friends pitted 
against each other in a comical noncompetition.

jasper & ollie build a fort



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

WAR AT THE SNOW WHITE 
MOTEL AND OTHER STORIES
Wynne-Jones, Tim
Groundwood (248 pp.) 
$16.95  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-77306-047-7  

Nine short realistic stories make up 
this collection set (mostly) in various 
Canadian locales. 

Though all but the first seem to be 
contemporary, many of the issues their 

protagonists struggle with are timeless. The titular, Vermont-
set “War at the Snow White Motel” features Rex from Wynne-
Jones’ Rex Zero trilogy in a nuanced tale filled with dry humor 
that paints a smaller portrait of the very real everyday fears 
experienced by a brainy, anxious kid against a backdrop of the 
1964 Gulf of Tonkin incident. Others reference specific modern 
experiences, like the thought-provoking “Ant and the Praying 
Mantis,” which involves characters interested in Greta Thun-
berg’s #FridaysForFuture movement or in “Jack,” in which a 
boy who is tormented at school describes anti-bullying cam-
paigns like those common in many schools today. Collectively, 
these stories poignantly explore the navigation of the compli-
cated territory of peer dynamics and changing families through 
the lens of main characters who are smart misfits, almost all 
of whom are younger teen boys who seem to default to white. 
Clever dialogue and genuine, messy relationships among kids 
and their parents and friends as well as with older relatives who 
are dealing with dementia will ring true for readers who share 
these experiences. Author’s notes on each story are included in 
the afterword. 

An intelligent, emotionally resonant collection. (Short 
stories. 10-14)

THE PRETTIEST
Young, Brigit
Roaring Brook (320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 14, 2020
978-1-62672-923-0  

Three eighth-graders manage the 
fallout after someone publishes a ranked 
list of the prettiest girls in their class.

Being ranked No. 1 throws young 
poet Eve Hoffman’s life into chaos. A 
second-place ranking knocks Sophie 

Kane for a loop, too; she’s desperate never to be seen as “less 
than” or “white trash” like her single mom. Nessa Flores-Brady 
never expected to make the list (not because she’s Latina, but 
because she’s fat), and she’s determined not to let it affect her. 
Still, the rankings put Eve and Nessa’s best friendship at risk, 
threaten Sophie’s status as the most popular, and galvanize the 
eighth grade into targeted bullying. The rude, disgusting, and 
occasionally anti-Semitic messages that flood Eve’s phone are 
all too familiar for anyone who’s attended a majority-white 

middle-class American school—even their principal, an Asian 
American woman, recalls a time a boy snapped her bra so hard 
she bled, and no adults did anything. To the girls’ credit, they 
communicate about the effects of normative beauty stan-
dards and band together against the people (mostly boys) who 
enforce them, but of course the perpetrator isn’t whom they 
think. Eve’s older brother, Abe, and classmate Winston (who 
seems to be white) offer windows into the pressures of toxic 
masculinity. Endearingly nerdy references permeate the narra-
tive. Their school is a diverse one, with difference mostly con-
veyed through naming convention.

A sensitive story about sexual harassment and bullying 
with a feel-good ending. (Fiction. 8-12)

p i c t u r e  b o o k s  f o r 
n a t i o n a l p o e t r y m o n t h

COMMON CRITTERS
The Wildlife in Your 
Neighborhood
Brisson, Pat
Illus. by Tavis, Dan
Tilbury House (40 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-0-88448-691-6  

Ordinary creatures are celebrated in verse.
Some mammals, birds, insects, and other creatures receive 

their charming due in this bouncy collection of brief rhymes. 
The poems read and generally scan very well; each critter is the 
star of its own verse. Featured creatures, familiar as glimpsed 
(mostly) in yards, gardens, parks, or on neighborhood strolls, 
include ants, robins, spiders, squirrels, honeybees, both cat-
erpillars and butterflies, skunks, earthworms, and more. The 
poems are fun, and independent readers will enjoy the jaunty 
rhymes and rhythms. Poetry’s pleasures are best savored when 
recited, however, so kids who are already readers as well as lis-
teners in laps and groups will relish hearing these selections 
aloud. These verses will well reward memorization, especially 
when lines like these (from “Crow”) are involved: “And could 
this fact be much absurder? / A group of you is called a murder!” 
Educators and parents will appreciate that the poems also pro-
vide interesting, easily digestible nuggets of scientific informa-
tion. Delightful watercolor-and-ink cartoons add uncommon 
whimsy throughout and feature lush surroundings, shown addi-
tionally in lovely opening and closing spreads. Rhymes appear 
on verso pages with humorous portraits of critters; facing pages 
depict the animals in their accustomed settings. Further notes 
in the backmatter about the critters and poetry lend weight to 
the volume. 

An uncommon introduction to poetry. (Picture book/
poetry. 5-9)
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WOKE 
A Young Poet’s Call 
to Justice
Browne, Mahogany L. & Acevedo, Elizabeth 
& Gatwood, Olivia
Illus. by Taylor III, Theodore 
Roaring Brook (56 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Mar. 10, 2020
978-1-250-31120-7  

Poets Browne (Black Girl Magic, illustrated by Jess X. Snow, 
2018), Acevedo (The Poet X, 2018), and Gatwood (Life of the Party, 
2019) team up to offer a collection that calls young readers to 
awareness and justice. 

Browne’s introduction explains what it means to be woke—
“aware of your surroundings”—and connects this awareness to 
historical movements for justice, stating, “this is where our free-
dom begins.” The poems are assigned subject headings located 
next to the page numbers, in nearly alphabetical order, for easy 
access when flipping through this slim volume for inspiration. 
Some poems cover quiet topics that nourish individuals and 
relationships, such as body positivity, forgiveness, individual-
ity, and volunteerism. Other poems are louder, calling for lifted 
voices. In “Activism, Everywhere,” Browne writes, “It is resist-
ing to be comfortable / When we all have yet to feel safe and 
free”; her protest poem, titled “Right To, After Claude McKay,” 
powerfully echoes McKay’s historic verses while reversing the 
premise: “If we must live, let it not be in silence.” A resistance 
poem by Acevedo urges readers to “Rock the Boat,” and Gat-
wood’s poem on privilege asks, “What’s in My Toolbox?” Iden-
tity issues are covered too, with poems on disability, gender, 
immigration, and intersectionality. Each of the 24 poems is 
an irresistible invitation to take up space in community and in 
society, and each is eminently recitable, taking its own place in 
the spoken-word tradition. Taylor’s bold and colorful illustra-
tions complement the poems without distracting from their 
power; Jason Reynolds contributes a foreword.

Read it; gift it; use it to challenge, protect, and grow. 
(Picture book/poetry. 8-18)

AMPHIBIAN ACROBATS 
Bulion, Leslie
Illus. by Meganck, Robert
Peachtree (60 pp.) 
$15.99  |  $7.99 paper  |  Mar. 1, 2020
978-1-68263-098-3
978-1-68263-184-3 paper  

The amazing antics of amphibian 
acrobats unfurl. 

Bulion and Meganck (Superlative Birds, 2019, etc.) again 
combine their literary and artistic wits (and scientific knowl-
edge) to create a completely satisfying package for young people 
who want to learn about frogs (toads are classified with frogs), 
salamanders, and caecilians. Bulion not only appeals to their 
interest in poetics, but encourages kids to “Get Your Boots 

Wet!” It’s impossible not to warm to herpetology after reading 
aloud poems with lines about star-fingered toads like: “Her skin 
grows pockets, capped with lids, / to shield her embryonic kids, 
/ whose tails shrink as they sprout four legs, / no tadpoles hatch—
they stay in eggs, / ‘til star-shaped toe and pointy snout / poke 
through Mom’s skin…pop, pop they’re out!” Meganck’s wry car-
toons amplify the humor. The backmatter, strong as the main 
text, serves young readers well but will also spur teachers inter-
ested in multidisciplinary units on to new heights, serving as a 
model for many subjects. The poetry notes will provide lots of 
fodder for adults who want to introduce poetry in a systematic 
way, discussing both familiar forms and more esoteric poetry 
types, such as kyrielle and Skeltonic verse. The backmatter also 
includes a map (unlabeled) and a combined key to endangered 
status and relative size but no index.

Child readers and educators will find themselves 
enthralled by short, punchy poems and the science behind 
them. (glossary, resources) (Informational picture book/poetry. 
8-11)

POEMS ALOUD
An Anthology of Poems To 
Read Out Loud
Coelho, Joseph 
Illus. by Gray-Barnett, Daniel
Wide Eyed Editions (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Feb. 4, 2020
978-0-7112-4769-7  

Verses on diverse topics, to read fast 
or slow, loud or low, to audiences of one or many.

Coelho writes in such a casual, loose-jointed style that even 
a poem written to demonstrate how “rhyming words really 
pop!” forcibly yokes “stars” with “far” and “snows” with “grow.” 
He kits each short poem or group of poems with largely inter-
changeable performance suggestions, from “Start softly and 
finish LOUD. This is called crescendo!” to (for a choral pre-
sentation) an unhelpful “try reading some lines together and 
some lines separately.” The typography is likewise generic, as all 
the poems are printed in the same size and, except for bolded 
homophones in one about the experiences of a “Chilly Chili,” 
weight. Still, two scary entries—one featuring an unseen crea-
ture creeping up to whisper in your ear (“Don’t Look Now”), 
the other about unexpectedly coming upon a cave filled with 
human remains (“The Bones of Pampachiri”)—offer delicious 
chills that balance the lightheartedness of groups of riddles and 
tongue twisters. For visual exuberance, Gray-Barnett uses scrib-
bly lines and garish colors to good effect, and children or other 
human figures, when they appear, seem a racially and ethnically 
diverse lot.

A pleasant-enough gathering, with some bright spots. 
(Picture book/poetry. 7-9)
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IN THE WOODS 
Elliott, David
Illus. by Dunlavey, Rob
Candlewick (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 7, 2020
978-0-7636-9783-9  

An exploration of woodland inhabit-
ants in poems and pictures.

Elliott introduces prereaders to 15 
creatures that make the forest their home, ranging from the 
diminutive millipede and hornet to the “ungainly, / mainly” moose. 
Elliott’s tight, mostly rhymed verse celebrates with great humor 
and insight each organism’s distinctive qualities. Elliott chooses 
both common creatures like the skunk, advising children, “Give 
the skunk / a lot of / room, unless / you care for / strong perfume,” 
and more stealthy types, such as the fisher cat: “Does not like 
fish. / Is not a cat. / I don’t know what / to make of that. / But 
when you are / as fierce as she, / there’s no need for / consistency. 
He admires even the unattractive opossum, “not a classic beauty” 
but notable for bumping “along the woodland track, / your babies 
clinging to your back: / there’s beauty, too, in duty.” Dunlavey’s 
expressively atmospheric double-page paintings play with light 
effects, a scarlet tanager flashing through the dappled green and 
a porcupine that’s just shuffled out of the beams of an oncom-
ing truck. In addition to the pithy lyric portraits, Elliott provides 
intriguing facts about each animal in the backmatter, such as the 

“beaver’s teeth are constantly growing,” allowing inquisitive lis-
teners to connect with these creatures in a variety of ways.

An irresistible invitation to get out of the house and 
into the woods. (Picture book/poetry. 3-7)

AFTER DARK
Poems About 
Nocturnal Animals
Harrison, David L.
Illus. by Laberis, Stephanie
Wordsong/Boyds Mills (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Feb. 25, 2020
978-1-62979-717-5  

Who’s out at night, and what do they do? These poems 
answer that for you.

“Shhhh, listen… / Hear that howling? / Dogs don’t howl, / not 
like that.” It’s coyotes that are on the hunt, and everyone from 
mouse to deer better be on the lookout. Harrison’s night is broadly 
populated. Some mark their territory or hide from large predators. 
A mother skunk teaches her children not to venture into the road. 
Fireflies flash looking for mates in the grass, a little as though the 
insects are texting one another. Meanwhile: “Along a path of slime 
/ you softly flow, / scraping holes in petals / as you go”; the leopard 
slug eats hollyhocks and daffodils, all the while leaving a slimy trail 
as proof it was there in the night. The Mexican free-tail bat is on 
bug patrol. Twenty-one animals who live by the light of the moon 
get profiled in Harrison’s poems, written in a variety of forms, 
some rhymed and most not. Each is featured in a one- or two-page 

spread with realistic, appropriately dark, attractive illustrations 
by Laberis. Though none are anthropomorphized, they still have 
plenty of personality. A kit fox yawns luxuriantly; a flathead catfish 
opens its huge mouth to suck in a hapless frog. Two pages of back-
matter reveal four further facts about each profiled animal.

A fine collection of poetical odes to a nicely diverse 
group of nighttime fauna. (Picture book/poetry. 7-12)

CONSTRUCTION 
PEOPLE 
Ed. by Hopkins, Lee Bennett
Illus. by Shi, Ellen
Wordsong/Boyds Mills (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 17, 2020
978-1-68437-361-1  

Fourteen poems capture a skyscrap-
er’s construction, from beginning to 

completion, in vivid detail.
In the first verse, by Rebecca Kai Dotlich, the nascent high-rise, 

narrating from an empty lot, excitedly contemplates its future: the 
workers and materials its construction will entail and how it will 
eventually ascend to lofty heights; in the last, also by Dotlich, the 
finished structure proudly announces its presence on the “spectacu-
lar skyline.” The remaining robust poems, each by a different con-
tributor and presented on double-page spreads, describe the various 
skilled jobs and professionals involved in a skyscraper’s planning and 
building and also—take note, vehicle mavens—the trucks required 
at a construction site. Apart from enjoying jaunty rhymes that scan 
well and include numerous delightful turns of phrase, readers gain 
insight into the many workers who collaborate on a new building’s 
successful, safe skyward climb. Additionally, children will build their 
vocabularies with nifty words like “glaziers” and “welders.” Ono-
matopoeia is used to good, dramatic effect where applicable. Lively, 
appealing artwork grounds this collection: Many of its action-filled 
illustrations also highlight verticals and horizontals. Women are well 
represented throughout as skilled, busy professionals in various non-
stereotypical or supervisory positions. Workers are depicted with 
varied skin tones, hairstyles, and racial presentations, including the 
female Asian architect and her daughter, recurring characters. End-
papers are rich ocher, the color of soil.

A lovely foundation for forays into poetry and for build-
ing a love of buildings. (Picture book/poetry. 4-8)

TAG YOUR DREAMS
Poems of Play and 
Persistence
Jules, Jacqueline
Illus. by Deppe, Iris
Whitman (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 1, 2020
978-0-8075-6726-5  

Get moving in whatever activity 
brings satisfaction and joy.

Lively, appealing artwork grounds this collection: 
Many of its action-filled illustrations also 

highlight verticals and horizontals.
construction people
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Jules presents a plethora of possibilities as the theme of chil-
dren at play provides the structure for a collection of poems that 
encourage and applaud. Most of the verses are narrated in the 
first person, describing feelings of hope, patience, determination, 
frustration, pride, or glorious victory in games played singly, in 
pairs, or on teams. A batter ignores previous failures and concen-
trates on the next pitch while a fielder is so in the moment watch-
ing a ball that the outfield fence looms behind with the danger 
of a crash. A new friendship is formed with a clapping game, and 
a pair of tennis players waits endlessly for court time. Family 
relationships are forged and changed while engaging in hiking or 
miniature golf or riding scooters. Feelings of disappointment and 
hurt are overcome, and goals are set or achieved. Jules does not 
employ rhymes or obvious rhythm, but each poem flows easily as 
a brief vignette that captures just the right sentiment and spirit. 
The poems never indicate the gender or ethnicity of their narra-
tors; that is left to Deppe’s bright, appealing illustrations. Here 
readers see nonstereotypical depictions of girls and boys of many 
different racial presentations. One of the children playing the 
clapping game is in a wheelchair.

Fun and games, with something deeper to think about. 
(Picture book/poetry. 6-10)

A PORTRAIT IN POEMS 
The Storied Life of 
Gertrude Stein and 
Alice B. Toklas
Robillard, Evie
Illus. by Katstaller, Rachel
Kids Can (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 3, 2020
978-1-5253-0056-1  

A warming look at two paragons of 
American modernism.

With spare, free-verse poems and whimsical, wonderfully 
upbeat illustrations, Robillard and Katstaller bring to young read-
ers the enchanting story of American expats Gertrude Stein and 
Alice B. Toklas in Paris. Robillard concentrates largely on Stein’s 
domestic life, describing how she and her brother Leo, then Alice, 
resided at 27 rue de Fleurus at the turn of the 20th century and 
famously collected paintings by Matisse, Cézanne, Gauguin, “the 
one and only Pablo Picasso,” and other masters, creating a salon 
for all kinds of visual and literary artists that would come to have 
a huge influence on modernism. Robillard writes: “Gertrude 
knew when a painting had something special to say. / Because she 
was Gertrude Stein. / Gertrude Stein, the genius.” While Robil-
lard elides the romantic aspect of Stein’s relationship with “her 
partner, Alice”—and the fact that they were Jews living in World 
War II Paris—she takes great care to show how the intimacy 
of their partnership contributed to Stein’s mammoth literary 
output. Alongside Katstaller’s winningly childlike renderings of 
famous paintings and well-known portraits of Stein, Toklas, and 
their dog, Basket, Robillard includes quotes from Stein’s best-
known works, offering a tantalizing introduction to her work 
while humanizing her ingenuity.

This accessible, kid-sized portrayal of Stein and Tok-
las’ famous relationship is a charmer. (timeline, sources, 
author’s note) (Picture book/biography/poetry. 6-9)

FOLLOW THE RECIPE
Poems About Imagination, 
Celebration, and Cake
Singer, Marilyn
Illus. by Priceman, Marjorie
Dial (48 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 10, 2020
978-0-7352-2790-3  

An eclectic collection of recipes—
not for cooking but for life.

Employing myriad forms—from traditional sonnets to syn-
copated free verse—Singer hopscotches from themes reveal-
ing commonalities among food, recipes, and poetry to broader, 
kid-friendly treatments of nature, reading, and social stud-
ies. The collection starts with a definition: “What’s in a good 
recipe? / Something right for me and you / Steps to follow, A 
to Z.” Another poem draws parallels between writing and cook-
ing: “Sometimes you must follow things strictly word for word. / 
Sometimes it’s more lively if you improvise.” A cluster of haiku 
becomes a guide to enjoying the seasons: “Pomegranate seeds: 
/ In fall, I am rich enough / to dine on rubies.” Another poem 
muses on memories: “Sometimes it’s just a sharp whiff of mus-
tard, / and you recall being at the ballpark.” Toward the end of 
the book, poems grow increasingly sophisticated, offering reci-
pes for courage and understanding. Priceman’s playful combina-
tion of collage, printmaking, and energetic brush strokes evokes 
the offbeat nostalgia of a grandma’s recipe box. Her inclusion of 
a multiracial cast is commendable. While most of the poems 
tickle the imagination and roll smoothly off the tongue, a few 
fall flat, such as this that ends, “Although sometimes, / you’re 
bound to fail, / keep measuring—and use a scale.”

A mixed bag thematically but a delicious collection nev-
ertheless. (Picture book/poetry. 6-11)

A LITTLE CALLED PAULINE
Stein, Gertrude
Illus. by Stone, Bianca
Penny Candy (64 pp.)
$16.95  |  Apr. 14, 2020
978-0-9996584-9-9  

A story illustrated around a selection 
from Stein’s 1914 poetry collection, Ten-
der Buttons.

How, exactly, does one visually interpret Stein?? “I hope she 
has her cow” lends itself to a clear-enough image. And lines like 

“Nearer in fairy sea, nearer and farther” are obviously evocative. 
But what of “If it is absurd then it is leadish” or “little leading 
mention nothing?” Illustrator Stone takes words by the famed 
experimental poet and lets her imagination lead her to a story 

Robillard includes quotes from Stein’s best-known
works, offering a tantalizing introduction to her 

work while humanizing her ingenuity.
a portrait in poems
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about “a little girl named Pauline who lives with her mom in 
a house on stilts by the sea.” This interpretation is as good as 
any other, and Stone’s loose-limbed, crudely emotional, brightly 
washed illustrations do a lot to create a mystifying yet comfort-
ing world where a young white girl named Pauline, her mother, 
and their multiracial group of friends prepare for a party that 
ends with Pauline paddling out to sea. Stein isn’t for everyone, 
of course, so there’s no use asking that this interpretation be 
widely accessible or appealing, but it works, somehow, nonethe-
less. Less successful and more patronizing is the afterword, in 
which Stone explains that Stein “liked to use sentences in new 
ways that looked different than other people’s. Why not try say-
ing something silly while saying something serious? she must have 
thought.” Must she have?

An intimidating poem lovingly interpreted. (Picture book. 
6-10)

WRITE! WRITE! WRITE!
VanDerwater, Amy Ludwig
Illus. by O’Rourke, Ryan
Wordsong/Boyds Mills (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 17, 2020
978-1-68437-362-8  

Both technique and imaginative 
impulse can be found in this useful selec-
tion of poems about the literary art.

Starting with the essentials of the 
English language, the letters of “Our Alphabet,” the collection 
moves through 21 other poems of different types, meters, and 
rhyme schemes. This anthology has clear classroom applica-
tions, but it will also be enjoyed by individual readers who can 
pore carefully over playful illustrations filled with diverse chil-
dren, butterflies, flowers, books, and pieces of writing. Tack-
ling various parts of the writing process, from “How To Begin” 
through “Revision Is” to “Final Edit,” the poems also touch on 
some reasons for writing, like “Thank You Notes” and “Writ-
ing About Reading.” Some of the poems are funny, as in the 
quirky, four-line “If I Were an Octopus”: “I’d grab eight pencils. 
/ All identical. / I’d fill eight notebooks. / One per tentacle.” An 
amusing undersea scene dominated by a smiling, orangy octo-
pus fills this double-page spread. Some of the poems are more 
focused (and less lyrical) than others, such as “Final Edit” with 
its ending stanzas: “I check once more to guarantee / all is flaw-
less as can be. / Careless errors will discredit / my hard work. / 
That’s why I edit. / But I don’t like it. / There I said it.” At least 
the poet tries for a little humor in those final lines. 

Here’s hoping this will inspire many children to joy-
fully engage in writing. (Picture book/poetry. 7-10)

BOX 
Henry Brown Mails 
Himself to Freedom
Weatherford, Carole Boston
Illus. by Wood, Michele
Candlewick (56 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 14, 2020
978-0-7636-9156-1  

After losing his family to treacherous slaveholders, Henry 
“Box” Brown risks his life in an unusual bid for freedom.

Weatherford’s account, written in Brown’s voice, takes read-
ers through his life and times in measured lines of poetry, with 
one to four poems per spread; most have six lines, like the sides 
of the box. Poems such as “Work,” “Brutality,” “Nat,” “Laws,” 
and “Crop” document Brown’s early life as a slave. After he mar-
ries Nancy, her master goes back on his promise never to sell her. 
Brown tries to stay with Nancy through several sales, but when 
she and their children are finally sold away, never to return, 
Brown asks, “Lord, what more do I have to lose?” He dreams of 
freedom and prays for freedom until he is inspired to ship him-
self in a box to a trustworthy contact up North, where he begins 
the rest of his life. This lengthy retelling details what life was 
like for both enslaved and free blacks at this time in U.S. history 
as well as the pain and near suffocation Brown suffered on his 
way to freedom. The poems are set against a white background 
facing full-page textured paintings featuring stylized figures and 
patterns reminiscent of quilts. Brown’s story never gets old, and 
this illustrated biography is rich in context and detail that make 
it heavier on history and better for slightly older readers than, 
for instance, Ellen Levine and Kadir Nelson’s Henry’s Freedom 
Box (2007).

Heartbreaking and legendary. (timeline, bibliography, 
illustrator’s note, author’s note) (Picture book/biography/poetry. 
8-12)
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P U T T I N G  WO M E N  I N  T H E  S P O T L I G H T
s o u r c e b o o k s  a u t h o r s  l i n d a  s k e e r s ,  m a r i e  b e n e d i c t,  a n d 

l a u r a  b a t e s  w r i t e  p o i g n a n t  s t o r i e s  o f  r e m a r k a b l e  w o m e n 
f r o m  h i s t o r y— a n d  r e s o u r c e f u l  e v e r y d a y  g i r l s .

Linda Skeers’ dream job—journalist—was not among 
her parents’ approved careers for girls circa 1977.

“My parents said, ‘We’ll pay for college only if you become 
a nurse or a teacher,’” says Skeers, who chose nursing and 
spent many years in a profession that wasn’t her passion. “I 
was so easily swayed because they said, ‘You won’t find a job 
as a writer, that’s ridiculous! Here are your choices.’ ”

On her own time, Skeers began to research the achieve-
ments of little-known historical women. She pitched 
some magazine articles; before long, she had a book deal. 
Today, she is the author of several acclaimed books for 
young readers, including Women Who Dared: 52 Stories 
of Fearless Daredevils, Adventurers, and Rebels. On July 
1, Sourcebooks will publish her fourth book, Dinosaur 
Lady: The Daring Discoveries of Mary Anning, the First 
Paleontologist, illustrated by Maria Álvarez Miguéns.

The career choices for Mary Anning of Lyme Regis, 
England (1799-1847), were nonexistent. Girls of her era 
were expected to become mothers and wives. Anning 
eschewed those roles, turned her passion for fossil collect-
ing into a business, and made a series of discoveries that 
rocked the scientific world.

“She had so little education,” Skeers says of the woman 
who essentially founded paleontology. “She couldn’t take 
classes, and she couldn’t attend lectures; she only left this 
little village once in her lifetime. She had to teach herself 
French so she could read scientific articles and textbooks 
that she borrowed from other people; and she became one 
of the most world-renowned and most knowledgeable 
people at that time. She didn’t let anything stop her.”

Stories like Dinosaur Lady, featuring women and girls 
who follow their inclinations despite societal pressures, 
have found a welcome home at Sourcebooks, the largest 
woman-owned publisher in North America. Founded 
by Dominique Raccah in 1987, Sourcebooks prioritizes 
publishing women in all genres, from the New York 
Times bestselling historical novels of Marie Benedict 
to hot new YA debuts like The Burning by U.K.–based 
author Laura Bates.

Benedict was hard at work on 2019’s The Only Woman 
in the Room, a novelization of Hollywood star Hedy 
Lamarr’s hidden history (as the inventor of a “frequency 
hopping” radio technology that stymied German code-
crackers in WWII), when she began to wonder about Cle-
mentine Churchill’s absence from published photographs 

By Megan Labrise

[ S p o n s o r e d ]

Linda Skeers

Marie Benedict
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of her husband, Winston. There were countless images of 
the prime minister alone—occasionally, with other world 
leaders—but rarely with his wife, who was anything but a 
silent partner.

“[Zoom out] and you’re going to see her, whether it’s 
figuratively, as kind of a handprint she may have had on 
an event, or literally—she’s standing right there, she’s 
just been cropped out of the photo,” Benedict says. 

“That’s what got me wondering about her. Once I started 
the research, as usual, she proved more incredible than 
I ever could have imagined.” The novel that resulted is 
Lady Clementine.

Clementine Ogilvy Spencer-Churchill (1885-1977) 
took every opportunity to guide her husband’s political 
career, from pushing his advocacy for women’s suffrage to 
rehabilitating his reputation after the WWI Dardanelles 
disaster. She was a compelling speaker, powerful admin-
istrator, chairman of the Red Cross Aid to Russia fund in 
WWII, and a dear friend to first lady Eleanor Roosevelt.

“We think of Eleanor Roosevelt as one of the few 
presidential spouses of that era that really had some 
power,” Benedict says, “but what’s interesting to me is 
she was kind of closed out [of the war room at a certain 
point]. Clementine had free rein. She was Winston’s 
political partner in every realm. In some ways, she was 
more powerful than Eleanor.”

Like Mary Anning, Churchill faced condemnation for 
the unwomanly nature of her work— the same criticism 
some women in the workplace face today, Benedict notes.

“Across the board, women are dealing with the same 
issues, from a work perspective, and the same work-life 
balance issues,” she says. “Motherhood, guilt, shame, soci-
etal pressure: They’re things we still deal with today, every 
single day.”

Author and activist Laura Bates’ work centers on the 
everyday pressures young women face today. The founder 
of the Everyday Sexism Project, an online forum where girls 
can share their stories of harassment, coercion, and abuse, 
she has spent the last decade visiting schools across the U.K. 
and abroad, working with students to help comprehend and 
combat issues of gender inequality and violence.

“I have been profoundly affected by the experiences of 
the students I’ve met and worked with,” Bates says. “Par-
ticularly, it struck me that young women today are faced 
with an absolute onslaught of harassment, slut shaming, 
sexual pressure, online abuse and sexism, all while the 
world tells them they are equal now and girls have never 
had it so good.”

Her poignant, unflinching YA debut, The Burning, 
begins with a fresh start for high schooler Anna Clark, 
who moves to Scotland with her mother following a trau-
matizing episode of sexualized cyberbullying at her old 
school in England. When whispers and rumors begin to 
circulate at her new school, Anna must decide whether 
and how to fight back against sexist behavioral standards 
and bogus ideas of how a “good” girl “should” act.

“Telling our own stories is revolutionary and powerful 
and a vital way to change the ending for the next genera-
tion,” Bates says.

“While the book is fiction, it might shock readers to 
learn there is almost nothing that happens to Anna in the 
book that hasn’t happened in real life to a girl I’ve heard 
from or worked with,” she says. “So many parents contact 
me asking how to support their girls because they don’t 
know what the reality of girls’ online lives is like. I hope 
the book provides a window into that world and might be 
useful for parents as well as young people.”

Siggi H
olm

Laura Bates
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young 
adult

THE SUMMER OF 
IMPOSSIBILITIES
Allen, Rachael
Amulet/Abrams (384 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 12, 2020
978-1-4197-4112-8  

When their mothers, who were 
sorority sisters, decide to reunite in 
South Carolina, four high school girls 
find themselves spending a summer 
together.

All four girls are struggling with something: Scarlett is 
being pressured by her boyfriend to have sex; her twin, softball 
player Skyler, has arthritis and is unsure how to tell her parents 
that she wants to change her meds; Amelia Grace was looking 
forward to being a junior youth minister but after accidentally 
kissing a girl in front of her congregation feels pressure to hide 
part of who she is; and Jameelah, who goes by Ellie, is a tennis 
player who struggles with body image and belonging as a bira-
cial (white/Indian) Muslim girl who passes for white. They all 
make a pact to “accomplish something impossible before the 
end of the summer.” By that point they will learn more about 
themselves and one another and delve deeply into what they 
each want and what they must do to achieve it. The story alter-
nates between each girl’s first-person viewpoint. Readers learn 
about each teen’s thoughts, personal ambitions, and fears as 
well as events from their pasts. Allen’s well-rounded, realistic 
teen characters grow throughout, and she interlaces the story 
with complicated relationships that reveal each character’s idea 
of friendship. Scarlett and Skyler are white and Jewish; Amelia 
Grace is also white.

An engaging coming-of-age story. (Fiction. 14-18)

THE BLACK FLAMINGO 
Atta, Dean
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins 
(416 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Apr. 14, 2020
978-0-06-299029-7  

Courage and fierceness abound in 
this lyrical coming-of-age story about a 
young boy finding his way.

In his latest work, Atta flawlessly 
captures the pain, rage, and resilience 

of a boy growing to manhood while feeling like an outsider 
in his own life. Michael, a British boy of Greek Cypriot and 

THE BLACK FLAMINGO by Dean Atta............................................160

THE HENNA WARS by Adiba Jaigirdar ..........................................165

IN SEARCH OF SAFETY by Susan Kuklin .......................................166

SEVEN ENDLESS FORESTS by April Genevieve Tucholke ............ 174

THE ENIGMA GAME by Elizabeth Wein .......................................... 175

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

IN SEARCH OF SAFETY
Voices of Refugees
Kuklin, Susan
Candlewick (256 pp.)
$24.99  |  May 12, 2020
978-0-7636-7960-6
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Jamaican descent, feels caught between worlds: black and 
white, masculine and feminine, straight and gay. His story, 
told in verse form, allows readers to watch him grow and to 
experience each of the triumphs and tragedies that help him 
define himself on his own terms. Every moment, from asking 
for a Barbie for his birthday and receiving Teenage Mutant 
Ninja Turtles to legally discarding the surname of the father 
who walked out on him, brings Michael vibrantly to life on 
the page, giving readers a protagonist to cry with and cheer 
for. Featuring a diverse cast of supporting characters, from 
Daisy, Michael’s mixed-race (black/white) best friend, to the 
red-haired drama kid whom he shyly asks out, the author 
uses Michael’s first-person narration as a mirror to reflect 
the world and its brightness, humor, and horrors. Central to 
the narrative is Michael’s loving yet complicated relationship 
with his hardworking single mother, who sees his talent, val-
ues his spirit, and sacrifices for him. Michael’s journey of self-
discovery demonstrates the importance of not allowing labels 
to define you.

Gripping, unflinching, and unforgettable. (Verse novel. 
12-18)

INTO THE STREETS
A Young Person’s Visual 
History of Protest in the 
United States
Bieschke, Marke
Zest Books (168 pp.)
$19.99 paper | May 5, 2020
978-1-5415-7904-0

A visual primer covering some key 
U.S. protests from 1492 to 2018.

An introduction offers readers definitions of what protest 
is and the many ways it can manifest. The protests covered 
center people of different races, classes, sexual orientations, 
and genders as well as including non–identity related protests, 
making this a thoroughly representative book. Important 
players, like Marsha P. Johnson and Sylvia Rivera, activists for 
transgender rights in the Stonewall uprising, are highlighted, 
and continued injustice is acknowledged, including the mod-
ern-day prison industrial complex. Bieschke ends by offering 
suggestions for readers interested in starting their own pro-
tests. Despite these strengths, some of the language used to 
describe nonviolent protest (such as calling sit-in protesters 

“polite”) harkens to respectability politics. Applying the word 
“violent” to early Native American resistance while positioning 
European settler-colonists as having “used force”—not vio-
lence—to “evict” Native Americans feeds into common biases. 
Later, the same chapter claims slave owners were “often abu-
sive,” although the institution of slavery was itself inherently 
abusive. As the book progresses, these problematic missteps 
appear less frequently. Overall, Bieschke does an admirable 
job of connecting protests to their historical moments. Ample 
use of photos, historical illustrations, and informative side-
bars adds visual engagement.

Despite occasional stumbles, this is an engaging over-
view to inspire socially minded readers. (source notes, rec-
ommended reading, index, photo credits) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

THE PHANTOM TWIN
Brown, Lisa
Illus. by the author
First Second (208 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  Mar. 3, 2020
978-1-62672-924-7  

Conjoined twins Jane and Isabel 
“Jan-Iss” Peabody are performers in an 
early-20th-century carnival sideshow. 

Sold by their parents to the sideshow 
manager at the age of 3, the twins are exploited to perform for 
gawking audiences. The other performers (or “freaks,” an insult 
they have reclaimed) become their family. Now 16, Jane is ambi-
tious and outgoing while Isabel is more appreciative of their 
carnival support system. When a doctor who aspires to medi-
cal fame offers to surgically separate the sisters, Jane jumps at 
the opportunity to lead a “normal” life. Isabel is less convinced 
but agrees for her sister’s sake. Tragically, Jane dies as a result of 
the surgery, and Isabel, who loses their shared arm and leg, is 
fitted with prosthetic limbs. Haunted by her twin’s ghost, Isa-
bel struggles to come to terms with her new identity. Brown’s 
clean, cartoonlike images in subdued hues enhance the story. 
The novel touches on the ways that marginalized people were 
exploited by sideshows but also, at times, gained the ability to 
avoid institutionalization and support themselves. However, 
the story fails to deeply explore the nature of exploitation of 
difference both historically and today. Strong pacing will keep 
readers engaged, but the characters are not well developed 
enough for the story to resonate on a deep emotional level. Jane 
and Isabel are white; secondary characters are black, Japanese 
American, and have various disabilities.

A tale of longing and belonging. (author’s note, bibliog-
raphy, glossary) (Graphic fiction. 13-16)

THE BETROTHED
Cass, Kiera
HarperTeen (320 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-06-229163-9 
Series: Betrothed, 1 

In an imagined setting evoking medi-
eval England, King Jameson of Coroa 
pursues Hollis Brite.

The independent teenager makes 
Jameson laugh, but she lacks the educa-

tion and demeanor people expect in a queen. Her friend Delia 
Grace has more knowledge of history and languages but is 
shunned due to her illegitimate birth. Hollis gets caught up in a 
whirl of social activity, especially following an Isolten royal visit. 
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Women’s History Month offers a 
time to reflect on how far we’ve 
come—and how far we yet have to 
go. I appreciate the importance of 
centering women’s experiences in 
literature: As people who are mar-
ginalized despite making up half the 
world’s population, too many domi-
nant narratives and social standards 
that infuse popular media underval-
ue or actively (if subtly) denigrate 

women. Teen girls and the things they love are especial-
ly vulnerable to arrogant dismissal. These attitudes carry 
over and have an impact beyond the book world, as Shan-
non Hale astutely points out in her Washington Post edito-
rial, “What are we teaching boys when we discourage them 
from reading books about girls?” She writes: “Stories make 
us human. We form bonds by swapping personal stories 
with others, and reading fiction is a deeply immersive ex-
ercise in empathy.”

Hale goes on, “What happens to a boy who is taught he 
should be ashamed of reading a book about a girl? For feel-
ing empathy for a girl? For trying to understand how she 
feels? For caring about her? What kind of a man does that 
boy grow up to be?”

Even more sadly, female teachers and librarians are all 
too often complicit in perpetuating this bias. What can 
you do? Check out a few recent and forthcoming titles by 
women authors that explore life through the eyes of teen 
girls and young women. Recommend them widely. They 
will resonate with and make wonderful reads for people of 
any gender.

Almost American Girl by Robin 
Ha (Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins, Jan. 
28) is a graphic memoir by a young 
woman who grew up in South Korea 
until age 14, when her single mother 
decided to marry into a Korean im-
migrant family in Alabama. Ha strug-
gled to fit in with her new stepfamily 
and new home country—experienc-
ing cruel bullying from both. She also 
experienced the many ways women’s 

and girls’ behavior is policed. Hers is an uplifting story 
of courage and resilience. (Read an interview with Ha on 
page 174.)

Girls’ intense friendships are the focus of When You Were 
Everything by Ashley Woodfolk (Delacorte, March 10). Los-
ing a close friend can be just as heartbreaking as losing a ro-

mantic relationship, but relatively few 
books take such care to show how BFFs 
sometimes aren’t forever in a way that 
is nonblaming and avoids tired stereo-
types about teenage girls. This novel 
offers no easy answers but sensitively 
explores the impact of these losses and 
the growth of self-awareness.

J. Albert Mann delves into the dis-
turbing history of the institutionaliza-
tion of vulnerable people in The De
generates (Atheneum, March 17), historical fiction based 

on detailed research into the eugen-
ics movement and deliberate efforts 
to segregate and erase from public life 
those whose lives were deemed to have 
less value due to disability and other 
factors. Girls and women were often 
targeted for out-of-wedlock pregnan-
cies. Mann sensitively pays tribute to 
the many who suffered this fate.

Tigers, Not Daughters by Saman-
tha Mabry (Algonquin, March 24) is 

a magical meditation on grief: Three 
sisters in San Antonio are torn apart 
by the death of their oldest sister, who 
returns to haunt them. As our review 
says, “the male gaze is the true enemy 
in this novel, and it’s only when the 
young women join forces that they’re 
able to break free of its oppressive 
ties.” With its richly realized setting 
and characters, this story is haunting 
in more ways than one.

Grief is also the subject of Tyler Feder’s graphic mem-
oir, Dancing at the Pity Party (Dial, 
April 14). The death of a parent is 
never easy, but losing a mother to can-
cer as a college sophomore is hard in 
ways that Feder describes with hon-
esty, vulnerability, and wry humor. 
Compounding this challenge are the 
confusion and discomfort of well-in-
tentioned friends and acquaintances. 
This volume is a memorable tribute 
to the mother-daughter bond and the 

endurance of motherly love. —L.S.

Laura Simeon is the young adult editor. 

exploring young women’s 
experiences: five women 

authors to read now
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There has been bad blood between the two countries, not fully 
explained here, and when an exiled Isolten family also comes to 
court, Jameson generously allows them to stay. Hollis relies on 
the family to teach her about Isolten customs and secretly falls 
in love with Silas, the oldest son, even though a relationship 
with him would mean relinquishing Jameson and the throne. 
When Hollis learns of political machinations that will affect 
her future in ways that she abhors, she faces a difficult decision. 
Romance readers will enjoy the usual descriptions of dresses, 
jewelry, young love, and discreet kisses, although many char-
acters remain cardboard figures. While the violent climax may 
be upsetting, the book ends on a hopeful note. Themes related 
to immigration and young women’s taking charge of their lives 
don’t quite lift this awkwardly written volume above other royal 
romances. There are prejudicial references to Romani people, 
and whiteness is situated as the norm.

Skip this uninspired entry into the world of medieval 
love and court intrigue. (Historical romance. 13-16)

HOUSE OF DRAGONS
Cluess, Jessica
Random House (448 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 12, 2020
978-0-525-64815-4 
Series: House of Dragons, 1 

In a world dominated by order, chaos 
threatens to upend tradition when 
unlikely competitors are chosen to fight 
for the throne.

Emperor Erasmus is dead, leaving 
the Great Dragon to decide the future of the Etrusian Empire. 
Traditionally, the oldest child from each of the five Houses and 
his or her dragon compete for the throne. However, this time 
outsiders are called to compete: Chara and her rider, Emilia, 
youngest daughter of House Aurun, who holds the magic of 
chaos; Tyche and her rider, Lucian, reformed warrior of House 
Sabel; Karina and her rider, Vespir, the lowborn, lesbian servant 
girl and dragon handler of House Pentri; Dog and his rider, Ajax, 
the wily illegitimate son of House Tiber; and Minerva and her 
rider, Julia, who are challenged by Hyperia, who believes the 
throne is her birthright, and her feral dragon, Aufidius. During 
the stages of the Emperor’s Trial—the Hunt, the Game, the 
Race, and the Truth—each competitor faces their own personal 
weaknesses. Multiple perspectives create depth in this complex 
fantasy world with flawed human characters who have mur-
der, destruction, thievery, and cowardice in their backgrounds. 
Cluess’ dragons have unique personalities and voices of their 
own, becoming as central to the story as their human riders. 
Most characters are cued as white; blonde hair and blue eyes are 
valorized. Vespir’s lesbian identity is neatly and naturally woven 
into her character.

Witty and funny, with well-rounded characters who 
face complex inner moral issues. (map) (Fantasy. 12-16)

SAY YES SUMMER
Culli, Lindsey Roth
Delacorte (256 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 12, 2020
978-0-399-55231-1  

What if you said “yes” to absolutely 
everything?

Rachel Walls spent her entire high 
school career completely focused on aca-
demics and “purposely cultivating total 
anonymity.” Her hard work has made her 

valedictorian, but she’s also missed out on lots of typical teen-
age experiences. When Rachel finds a book about the power of 
saying “yes,” she takes it as a sign, and in the months before she 
starts college, she embarks on a “summer of yes.” Can Rachel 
figure out how to say “yes” to her longtime crush as well as an 
old family friend and verbal sparring partner? Or are there con-
sequences to saying “yes” blindly? The breezy plot starts with 
a graduation and finishes with a predictably happy ending. In 

Multiple perspectives create depth in this complex fantasy world.
house of dragons
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between there are days filled with a lakeside picnic, couch cud-
dling, and endless pizza and ice cream. Rachel’s season of explo-
ration is dramatic only in comparison to the rest of her life. The 
serviceable plot is held together by a compelling cast of sup-
porting characters, most notably Rachel’s spirited Nonna and 
her loving blended family. Unfortunately, the protagonist her-
self lacks dimension, with Rachel’s main characteristics being 
her work ethic and a deep-seated fear of making a mistake that 
will follow her forever. Most characters are white; there is pass-
ing mention of diversity in secondary characters.

A fluffy summer read with G-rated heterosexual 
romances. (Fiction. 14-18)

MY LIFE GONE VIRAL
Earl, Rae
Imprint (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 14, 2020
978-1-250-13380-9 
Series: My  Life Uploaded, 2 

The incomparable Millie Porter 
is back in this follow-up to My Life 
Uploaded (2018).

Millie’s life is going well, but anxiety, 
that thief of time and happiness, won’t 

let her enjoy it. She just knows disaster is coming down the pike. 
To cope with the catastrophic thinking that chases all rational 
thought from her brain, Millie follows Mum’s advice to focus 
on the facts: Millie is moving back home now that she and Gary 
the Neat Freak (Mum’s boyfriend) have come to a compromise 
over biscuit crumbs; she and best friend Lauren have smoothed 
things over; Danny is her boyfriend after a great deal of confu-
sion; and her vlog, Hashtag Help, has gone viral thanks to Dave 
the cat’s accidental on-camera shenanigans. Also a fact: Suc-
cess is hard, what with the whole “being quite great all the time” 
thing and her new agent, who’s pushing for “maximum Dave.” 
And then there are the not-so-pleasant surprises that come her 
way. Millie’s confiding first-person direct address is punctuated 
with blog and vlog transcripts. Her anxiety-driven thought tan-
gents will be familiar to readers who also suffer from anxiety, an 
oft-misunderstood and minimized mental health issue that is 
dealt here with honesty, gentle sarcasm, and a warm heart. The 
book assumes a white default; Danny has mixed Chinese and 
French Canadian heritage.

Will have readers cheering for #MoreMillie. (Fiction. 
12-16)

DEAR UNIVERSE
Gonsalves, Florence
Little, Brown (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 12, 2020
978-0-316-43673-1  

A teen struggles to keep her world 
divided into distinct halves.

At the start of the second semester 
of Chamomile’s senior year, her primary 
concerns seem to be whether she and her 
best friend, Abigail, can find cute prom 

dresses and whether or not she should wait until prom to lose 
her virginity to her boyfriend, Gene. Alone among her private 
school peers, she’s ambivalent about life post-graduation, pro-
crastinating on completing her college applications. What she’s 
actually avoiding is a future without her father, who’s suffering 
from severe, untreated (because he won’t allow it) Parkinson’s 
disease, gradually losing both his physical and mental abilities. 
When he suffers a medical emergency that causes Cham to 
miss Senior Night, Cham learns a hard lesson about love and 
loyalty. Cham finds an unexpected friend and ally in the class 
misfit, Brendan, and gradually begins to unite her experiences 
into one coherent narrative. Cham’s voice is brisk and witty, 
and her truths pop out unexpectedly, although the pacing often 
feels off—too much of the story gets wasted on nonessentials. 
Cham is engaging, and her life feels real; readers who like tidy 
endings may find the open, true-to-life resolution frustrating. 
Main characters are white.

A novel with an appealing protagonist that reflects 
life’s messiness. (Fiction. 14-18)

GHOSTED IN L.A.
Grace, Sina
Illus. by Keenan, Siobhan with Le, Cathy
BOOM! Box (112 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Apr. 14, 2020
978-1-68415-505-7 
Series: Ghosted in L.A., 1 

A new girl finds friendship with old 
souls in this graphic novel.

After following her boyfriend, Ron-
nie, from Montana to Los Angeles for 

college, Daphne Walters finds herself ghosted, then dumped. 
Tan, dark-haired, Jewish Daphne can’t find companionship with 
her roommate, Michelle, a moody white girl who locks her out 
of the room when her Bible group meets. Adding to her isolation, 
she is fighting with Kristi, her BFF, who is studying in Santa 
Cruz. Stumbling upon Rycroft Manor, with its old Hollywood 
elegance (and swimming pool), Daphne finally feels at home…
even though all the other residents are ghosts. While a slew of 
ghosts are introduced, only a few get flashback sequences in this 
installment, leaving the manor residents’ histories and myster-
ies mostly unexplored. Free of flourishes and trippy sequences, 
the clean lines, limited palette, and crisp, realistic artwork 
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focus on Daphne’s emotional journey, the loneliness of life in 
Los Angeles, the fear of being friendless as a college freshman, 
and the larger existential dread of dying without fully living first. 
The ghosts died in different decades and include a black woman 
and a gay white man; all are haunted by their pasts, and not all 
are friendly. Some living characters bring racial diversity to the 
cast, and sexual orientation is explored in depth.

A short and somewhat wistful coming-of-age with a 
paranormal twist. (Graphic novel. 12-18)

MORE THAN MAYBE
Hahn, Erin
Wednesday Books (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 12, 2020
978-1-250-23164-2  

Love blooms between two indepen-
dent, musically involved teens.

Vada and Luke have long admired 
one another from afar but finally begin 
talking during their senior year in high 
school in Ann Arbor. Each has family ties 

to the music world that both inspire and tether them, manifest-
ing in their lives in different ways. Vada is determined to grow 
her music review writing into a career while British-born Luke 
has made a fierce decision to keep his talent and love for song-
writing as something he only does for himself, which his former 
punk-rock–star dad can’t understand. Told in alternating first-
person narration, the slow unfolding of this love story will be 
relished by teens who favor swooning romances. The palpable 
understanding of how music speaks to some people’s souls will 
ring true for serious music lovers—though references to vari-
ous real-life artists both contemporary and older, from Demi 
Lovato to the duo’s reverence for Adam Duritz of Counting 
Crows, may not always resonate. Realistic and messy details 
about the complicated relationships imperfect adults have with 
their kids will likely ring true for a broader audience. All main 
characters are white. Luke’s twin brother, Cullen, is gay and 
happily coupled up with Luke’s best friend, Zack.

A character-driven story of first love and family drama 
replete with its own soundtrack. (Romance. 14-18)

THE HENNA WARS 
Jaigirdar, Adiba
Page Street (400 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 12, 2020
978-1-62414-9689  

Bangladeshi Irish teen Nishat is 
obsessed with winning her school’s busi-
ness competition—which entails outper-
forming the girl she has a crush on. 

Nishat is tired of hiding the fact that 
she is lesbian. But when she comes out to 

her parents, they respond with cold silence. Devastated, Nishat 

struggles to cope by focusing on winning the entrepreneurial 
challenge and by trying to ignore her romantic feelings for 
Flávia, a biracial (black Brazilian/white Irish) girl Nishat hasn’t 
seen since primary school. Nishat enters with a proposal for a 
business offering mehndi, or henna tattoos, a traditional Ban-
gladeshi art form Nishat learned from her grandmother. Nishat 
is thrilled about showcasing her beloved Bengali culture—until 
Flávia decides to do a henna business as well, a choice that Nishat 
feels smacks of cultural appropriation. Worse, now Nishat isn’t 
sure if Flávia’s overtures are signs of genuine romantic interest 
or a tactic to sabotage Nishat’s business. With her ultrasup-
portive sister by her side, Nishat fights to be her truest, most 
visible self. Debut author Jaigirdar seamlessly weaves issues of 
racism and homophobia into a fast-moving plot peopled with 
richly drawn characters. Each conflict is resolved authentically 
and naturally, moving the story along at the perfect speed. The 
scenes between Flávia and Nishat simmer, and their mesmer-
izing relationship unfolds with just the right amount of com-
plexity. Most satisfyingly, each character gets the ending she 
deserves.

Impossible to put down. (Romance. 13-18)

BREATH LIKE WATER
Jarzab, Anna
Inkyard Press (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 19, 2020
978-1-335-05023-6  

When swimming is everything, what’s 
left when your life doesn’t go according to 
plan?

A world champion swimmer at 14, 
Susannah Ramos’ changing body has 
betrayed her; she struggles to maintain 

her edge in the pool just two years later. Now, a manipulative 
coach and crippling self-doubt feel like insurmountable hurdles 
as Susannah fights to regain both her self-confidence and a 
spot in the upcoming Olympic Trials. A handsome newcomer 
to the team turns into more than just a friend, and Susannah 
must rethink her priorities as she works to regain her elite ath-
lete status. Blossoming romance is soon challenged by pressures 
from the swim team and difficult secrets coming to light. Jarzab 
expertly captures the intense pressures of high-stakes athletic 
competition and the complicated reality of loving someone 
with mental health struggles. Susannah’s family’s Mexican 
American heritage is significant to the plot, and themes of iden-
tity and feeling like an outsider in a predominantly white sport 
are explored authentically. Susannah is third-generation Mexi-
can American and growing up in suburban Illinois. Readers will 
root for Susannah in her journey to find her place, both in and 
out of the pool.

Racing action and tender romance shine in a story of 
hard love and harder competition. (Sports romance. 15-18)

Impossible to put down.
the henna wars
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FOUR DAYS OF YOU AND ME
Kenneally, Miranda
Sourcebooks (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 1, 2020
978-1-4926-8413-8  

Lulu Wells has wanted to kill Alex 
Rouvelis for almost as long as she’s 
wanted to kiss him. 

Sparks fly at the beginning of 
freshman year on election day as they 
compete for class president. But they 

become sworn enemies when vegan Lulu gets back at Alex, who 
won, for refusing to support her cause for a school garden—a 
moment she regrets when she realizes how much it hurts him. 
Alex gets his revenge by using presidential privilege to suggest 
that they go to a science museum for their freshman class field 
trip, knowing Lulu would hate it. Their romance blooms when 
they unconvincingly get stuck in the museum escape room and 
share their first kiss on the same day. From jealousy to first-time 
sex to respecting each other’s aspirations (Lulu is a graphic nov-
elist, and Alex hopes for a baseball scholarship to avoid working 
forever in his family’s restaurant), their relationship throughout 
high school is anything but smooth. The narrative is mostly lin-
ear, alternating between four years of annual school field trips 
and flashback chapters that fill in the gaps. Supporting char-
acters are two-dimensional and conveniently coupled up—the 
lack of single, independent characters throughout is unfortu-
nate. Lulu is cued as white, and Alex is Greek American; Lulu’s 
best friend is gay, and there is some ethnic diversity in second-
ary characters.

Naïve but endearing. (Fiction. 13-16)

IN SEARCH OF SAFETY 
Voices of Refugees
Kuklin, Susan
Candlewick (256 pp.) 
$24.99  |  May 12, 2020
978-0-7636-7960-6  

Chronicles the painful, yet power-
fully uplifting, stories of five refugees 
who came to the U.S. in search of better 

futures.
The people sharing their stories are Shireen, a Yazidi woman 

from Iraq who was sold into sex slavery by the Islamic State 
group; Nyarout, a Nuer woman from South Sudan who grew 
up in civil war and famine; Fraidoon, a Tajik man from Afghani-
stan living under the threat of a fatwa; Nathan, a Karen man 
from Myanmar who was born in a refugee camp in Thailand; 
and Dieudonné, a Hutu and Tutsi man from Burundi who fled 
ethnic cleansing at age 4. Written in a forthright and unembel-
lished manner and not for the faint of heart, this book will find 
its place among essential readings for understanding the devas-
tating toll conflicts have on populations throughout the world. 
It is also a beautiful testimony—a lesson in life, really—to the 

power of resilience and will to survive displayed by each of the 
five protagonists, now resettled in Nebraska. Kuklin, who has 
previously written about similar issues (see 2019’s We Are Here 
To Stay), does a brilliant job of capturing and transmitting the 
gripping, often raw, but always hopeful first-person testimonies, 
and readers cannot help but feel empathy for the individuals as 
they learn the horrors they survived (but never overcame, in 
some cases). 

A brutal, must-read account. (maps, sources, author’s 
note, chapter notes, timelines, resources, index) (Nonfiction. 
14-18)

NOWHERE ON EARTH
Lake, Nick
Knopf (304 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 26, 2020
978-1-9848-9644-5  

A small plane crashes in the Alaskan 
wilderness, and stowaways Emily Perez 
and her younger brother, Aidan, struggle 
to stay alive. 

Trekking across the frozen moun-
tains with a little kid and a hurt pilot 

requires Emily to use all the skills she has learned from her hardy, 
outdoorsy parents. Above all, it is imperative to keep Aidan 
alive, especially when the mysterious men come after them, 
shooting to kill. Because Aidan is not Emily’s brother at all: He 
is from outer space, and he is lost on Earth. Aidan also has the 
power, a useful survival mechanism, to make people want to 
love and protect him, and Emily will do anything to help him 
go back home. Lake’s story combines adrenaline-driven survival 
with a poignant examination of Emily’s ongoing anger toward 
her family; she feels they don’t truly understand or support her. 
The novel skirts deeper necessary conversations not only about 
Aidan’s power to override people’s memories and whether real 
love can grow from it, but also some of Emily’s actions during 
their escape. However, the overall message about connecting 
and empathy is deeply felt, as is Emily’s coming-of-age and 
understanding of her place in the universe as a young woman 
with her own voice. Emily’s grandparents came from El Salva-
dor and Germany; most characters are assumed white. 

A heady, if uneven, mix of science fiction and thriller 
with contemporary issues. (Science fiction. 14-18)

Gripping, often raw, but always hopeful.
in search of safety
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SEND PICS
McLaughlin, Lauren
Dottir Press (200 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Apr. 21, 2020
978-1-948-34026-7  

A close look at sexual coercion, 
cyberbullying, and other perils of surviv-
ing high school jock culture.

The story hinges around the close-
knit trio of Nikki, Ani, and Lydia, who 

welcome the attractive, worldly new girl Suze into their fold. 
DeShawn and Marcus, two best friends and outsiders, catch 
wind of a rumor when a photo circulates revealing Suze, looking 
drugged, being carried from a party by her friends. DeShawn, 
empath and gifted tech whiz, intuits that something is wrong 
while snarky, budding journalist Marcus senses a story. Tarkin, 
king of the Jonesville jocks, has nude pictures of Suze, and he 
blackmails her into dumping her friends and becoming his 
girlfriend. Suze sets out to settle the score, enlisting DeShawn 
for backup. Things go from bad to worse when DeShawn 
becomes a suspect in a serious crime. The quick assumption 
of DeShawn’s guilt exposes the injustices and life-threatening 
realities he faces as an African American young man while indif-
ferent administrators do little to protect students from harm 
(Ani is Indian American while Nikki, Lydia, and other major 
characters are white). Readers glimpse the inner workings of 
racism in criminal justice procedures, gender-based double 
standards, sexual coercion, diminishing privacy, and cyberbul-
lying. In exploring and exposing interlocked oppressions, read-
ers will grapple with intriguing twists on a rape revenge story, 
although the relationship between homophobia and sexism is 
not meaningfully explored.

A gritty read for a woke generation. (Fiction. 15-19)

OUT NOW
Queer We Go Again!
Ed. by Mitchell, Saundra
Inkyard Press (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 26, 2020
978-1-335-01826-7  

Queer prose anthology filled with 
diverse characters, experiences, and 
identities.

Dedicated to “every queer kid out 
there,” this volume includes contribu-

tions from 17 writers, including editor Mitchell, who share sto-
ries starring LGBTQIAP teens. The authors are a varied group 
(both international and multicultural), and their fiction reflects 
this. The anthology covers a range of genres and narrative 
styles—from realistic fiction to paranormal to fantasy—and no 
two are quite the same. Standouts include a piece that balances 
the need for control in “Kick. Push. Coast.” by Candice Mont-
gomery, about a skateboarder determined to land a new trick 
and talk to a pretty girl despite their label not feeling right; the 

hilarious and moving vampire saga about coming out, “What 
Happens in the Closet” by Caleb Roehrig; C.B. Lee’s pitch-
perfect “Lumber Me Mine,” about a lesbian reclaiming herself 
post-breakup and falling for a classmate in woodshop who is 
ace; Mark Oshiro’s entry that tackles dating as a big, Latinx gay 
man in the catfishing-gone-wrong “Refresh”; and Julian Win-
ters’ story tenderly exploring a father-son relationship, “Victory 
Lap.” Common themes emerge: questioning and exploring self, 
identities, and labels; family pressure; the desire to be seen and 
loved; and courage. This is a wonderful addition to queer lit for 
teens.

Readers will find affirmation and see themselves—
maybe for the first time—in this collection. (contributor 
biographies) (Anthology. 14-18)

JUST A BOY AND A GIRL IN A 
LITTLE CANOE
Mlynowski, Sarah
HarperTeen (352 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 19, 2020
978-0-06-239710-2  

Take one college freshman, an absen-
tee boyfriend, a moment of humiliation, 
and add summer camp.

For Sam, this summer is a chance 
for redemption after being shamed as 

an 11-year-old at the same camp where she is now returning 
as a counselor. Plus, boyfriend Eli is off to Europe and this is 
something to do. Despite her dedication to absent Eli, Sam 
can’t help being flattered by—and very attracted to—cool guy 
Gavin, who seems safe since he also has a long-distance love. 
What follows is a breezy summer fling that also addresses slut-
shaming (directed at Sam in the past and, now, at a buxom, 
Canadian, Christian counselor) and the questionable ethics of a 
relationship where both parties are already involved elsewhere. 
Sam makes bad choices romantically but blossoms into a great, 
compassionate counselor and friend. Mlynowski captures the 
sleepaway experience, specifically the Northeastern, secular 
Jewish variant, where most campers and staff are white and Jew-
ish, with humor and affection. Many readers will recognize the 
camp culture of hard work for little pay, insularity, day-off rituals, 
and bonding as well as the depictions of secular Jewish life, with 
its textured, overlapping social connections both in and out of 
camp. Fun, sexy, sex-positive, and inclusive (peripheral charac-
ters are racially and sexually diverse) while rooted in a specific 
identity and cultural space, this deceptively thought-provoking 
summer read also offers a thoughtful feminist subtext. 

Sizzling and smart. (Fiction. 14-18)



1 6 8   |   1  m a r c h  2 0 2 0   |   y o u n g  a d u l t   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Maria Padian

HER NEW YA NOVEL, HOW TO BUILD A HEART, IS THE STORY OF A TEEN 
GIRL DISCOVERING THE MEANINGS OF FAMILY AND BELONGING
By Ana Grilo 

Maria Padian’s new novel, How To Build a Heart (Al-
gonquin, Jan. 28), is an exploration of family, community, 
and self-discovery centering on Isabella “Izzy” Crawford, 
a multiethnic teenager caught between worlds and trying 
to find a way through with her mother and younger broth-
er after their Marine father’s death in Iraq. Padian, the 
author of Wrecked and other novels, answered some ques-
tions about the book.  

Like Izzy, you are a daughter of two cultures: your Irish 
father’s and your Latina mother’s. How much of your 
own experience informed the character?
I grew up identifying as white, living in the same small 
town, enjoying economic stability. So…very different from 
Izzy in those ways. However, like Izzy, I always felt eth-
nically adrift. I look nothing like my blond-haired, blue-

eyed father; I struggle to speak my mother’s first language, 
Spanish. Growing up felt like having a guest pass to a club I 
couldn’t join. I yearned to belong, but whenever I attempt-
ed to embrace aspects of one identity or another, I felt like 
a fraud. I leaned into those feelings when writing Izzy: the 
yearning to belong and the suspicion that you never will.

Izzy finds herself between her Catholic, Puerto Rican 
mother and her estranged Methodist, white American 
grandmother. How did you approach writing the intergen-
erational stories of these three very different women?
I drew very heavily from my personal background as well 
as the family I married into. I’m Catholic with Hispanic 
roots, but my husband is a white guy from North Caroli-
na, and I’ve been to Southern reunions like the one in the 
book, although, in the interest of full disclosure, I have 
never sampled liver mush. And the characters in the book 
are fictional, inspired by but not directly drawn from ac-
tual people. That said, it was easy to conjure them imagina-
tively given my background.

One of the most striking moments in How To Build a 
Heart is when a character says, “Blood makes you relat-
ed, but loyalty makes you family.” What does that mean 
to you?
Well, it’s a very Spanish saying, so it will be familiar to many 
readers. It’s also how I grew up: I had more so-called aunts 
and uncles who were not actual blood relatives than I can 
count. But in the context of this novel, it’s really the key. 
Since her father died, Izzy has moved from place to place, 
yearning for permanence and “family,” and [she] is puzzled/
saddened/angered by the absence of relatives. Although 
she can justify this from her mother’s side (they all live far 
away in Puerto Rico), understanding why they have lost 
touch with her father’s family in North Carolina troubles 
her. Getting to the heart of this question drives the plot 
and becomes Izzy’s literal journey. Ultimately, she recog-

Y.E.C. Creations Photography
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ATOMIC WOMEN
The Untold Stories of The 
Scientists Who Helped 
Create the Nuclear Bomb
Montillo, Roseanne
Little, Brown (272 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 19, 2020
978-0-316-48959-1  

Intertwining stories of the often 
ignored female scientists whose research 
led to the creation of the atomic bomb.

Montillo begins with Marie Curie, the one female physicist 
most people can name. After identifying, isolating, and purifying 
the first known radioactive elements—radium and polonium—
she and her husband, Pierre, shared the 1903 Nobel Prize in 
physics. Readers may not be aware that fellow French scientists 
conspired to keep her name off the award, believing incorrectly 
that she only assisted Pierre. Their daughter, Irène Joliot-Curie, 
would also win a Nobel Prize for her work with radioactive ele-
ments. Austrian Jew Lise Meitner fled to Stockholm to escape 
the Nazis, where she did mathematical work proving the pos-
sibility of nuclear fission. As World War II progressed, America 
began to explore the possibility of weaponizing nuclear energy, 
and the Manhattan Project began. American physicist Leona 
Woods helped perform the first nuclear chain reaction while 
Joan Hinton built elements of the first nuclear reactor. Montillo 
tells their stories—along with those of many other women—in 
this comprehensive work. The narrative bounces back and 
forth in time, sometimes in ways that may confuse readers, and, 
unfortunately, it ends with the nuclear bombs falling on Hiro-
shima and Nagasaki—it would have been nice to read some-
thing about what these women achieved afterward. Still, the 
book is lively, well-researched, and comprehensible. 

A useful work of scientific history. (author’s note, time-
line, source notes, bibliography, index) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

THE SULLIVAN SISTERS
Ormsbee, Kathryn
Simon & Schuster (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 26, 2020
978-1-5344-2053-3  

The Sullivan sisters grapple with 
learning the truth about their parents—
and themselves.

Eileen, Claire, and Murphy were 
once close, despite the death of their 
father and the struggles of their single 

mom, as demonstrated in the sweet opening chapter, set 7 years 
earlier, in which they build a huge blanket fort. Now, in a small 
town in current-day Oregon, the girls are growing apart and 
their mother is checked out. Eighteen-year-old Eileen struggles 
with alcohol, 17-year-old Claire is devastated by a college rejec-
tion, and 14-year-old Murphy just wants to regain the magic of 
her childhood—and bury the family turtle that died from her 

nizes that support and love and loyalty—not DNA—cre-
ate a family. 

The story is also full of complex female friendships, es-
pecially with Izzy’s best friend, Roz, and new friend, Au-
brey. How do they impact Izzy’s life?
Although wildly different, both friendships force Izzy to 
confront herself and her own motivations. With Aubrey: 
How much of that friendship is fueled by a selfish desire 
to get close to [Aubrey’s] hot brother and his cool friends? 
How much is real compassion and admiration? With Roz: 
Is Izzy heartless when she backs off from her? Or is she 
being smart to recognize that Roz makes bad choices that 
could drag them both down? I struggled with Roz myself! 
And here’s a little secret: I changed the ending of the book 
several times apropos Roz. 

Roz is such a complex girl, and you found a great way 
to do her story justice in the end.
She’s a girl we all know in a situation we’re all familiar with. 
I expect readers will have a lot to say about her!

The novel examines racism and privilege head-on in a 
way that feels very topical. Is it important to you as a 
writer to address contemporary topics such as these?
I’d love to write a good vampire romance, but my imagi-
nation just doesn’t work that way! I wonder if it’s all those 
years I worked as a news reporter. Realistic fiction feels 
right to me. My goal, however, is simply to tell a compel-
ling story, not write the news. Show, don’t tell. Or as Hen-
ry James put it: “Dramatize. Always dramatize.”

Ana Grilo is co-editor of The Book Smugglers blog and co-host 
of the Fangirl Happy Hour podcast. How To Build a Heart re-
ceived a starred review in the Nov. 15, 2019, issue.
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neglect. When Eileen receives word that they have inherited a 
house from their father’s brother, a man she never knew existed, 
she heads out of town to investigate. Despite Eileen’s wishes, 
Claire and Murphy join in the adventure. Soon, the girls learn 
that the castlelike house holds the key to disturbing family 
secrets. Despite this jarring plot twist, this outstanding story 
features three memorable characters, the right amount of sus-
pense, and a vivid rendering of the complexities of sisterly love. 
Claire is gay, an element of her identity that is woven naturally 
into the story; she connects with a Vietnamese American les-
bian who provides her with a valuable role model and who is piv-
otal in the denouement. The girls are white and Irish American. 

Absorbing and satisfying. (Fiction. 12-17)

HEARTSTOPPER
Oseman, Alice
Illus. by the author
Graphix/Scholastic (288 pp.) 
$24.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-338-61744-3  

Mismatched British schoolboys fum-
ble their way toward romance.

Charlie is a waifish year 10 (equiva-
lent to ninth grade) who is popular 
despite some taunting and social back-

lash for coming out at Truham Grammar School for Boys. Year 
11 schoolmate Nick is a red-blooded rugby player with a warm 
demeanor and hunky exterior. When the two are paired in a 
vertical classroom experiment, Charlie develops an immediate 
crush on presumably straight Nick, and Nick craves more and 
more time with Charlie both on campus and off. As the two veer 
toward a mutual romance, they individually struggle through 
wondering how to make it come to fruition, questioning if it’s 
even possible, and deciding whether a first boy-boy crush is a 
definite proclamation of gayness. Organic frame borders and 
fragmented panels underscore the respective action on the 
spreads (sweet and tender moments, run-ins with homophobic 
jerks) and prevent the visual graphics from going aesthetically 
stale. Handwritten text reinforces the lens of humanity through 
which Oseman spins this to-be-continued story. Crisp, clear-cut 
font is reserved for tech moments when back-and-forth texting 
is the storytelling vehicle. Charlie and Nick appear white, and 
there is ethnic diversity in the supporting cast. Fans of Ose-
man’s debut, Solitaire (2015), will enjoy this story that centers 
on protagonist Tori’s younger brother, Charlie; however, this 
volume stands alone and will engage readers new to her work.

An adorable diary of love’s gut punches. (Graphic novel. 
12-16)

CAMP
Rosen, L.C.
Little, Brown (384 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 26, 2020
978-0-316-53775-9  

A lovelorn gay Jewish teen shrouds 
his identity and sets a man-catching plan 
in motion at a queer summer camp.

Randall “Randy” Kapplehoff now 
goes by Del. He’s 16, at an LGBTQIA+ 
summer camp for the fourth year, and 

ready to finally hook, line, and sink the masc4masc love of his 
life. Previous seasons have been about starring in the camp’s 
annual theatrical production in gender-bending roles and paint-
ing his nails to express his inner shimmer. But longtime crush, 
hunky Hudson Aaronson-Lim (a charismatic serial dater), is 
more soccer than sequin, so Del cultivates a disingenuous shell 
to attract him (which he does) and keep him as a boyfriend, 
turning his back on the production of Bye Bye Birdie (which he 
regrets). He finds that even in a safe place of self-expression, 
there are still lots of layers to figure out, labels to peel off, and 
pasts to evaluate. Sex-positive (and safe) sexual awakenings and 
activity are peppered throughout. Gender fluidity is de rigueur, 
and a little queer history is layered in to pique interest in the 
past. The underlying message is drag: We’re all in it at some 
point. But are you treating or tricking yourself and your audi-
ence? This novel has the appeal of a rom-com movie-makeover 
but with more substantive explorations of self-betrayal, self-
evaluation, and eventual awakening. Secondary characters are 
ethnically diverse; Hudson is Korean and Ukrainian.

A drag act that plays with compassion and camp. (Fic-
tion. 14-18)

VIOLET AND THE TRIAL 
OF TRAUMA
Scarlet, Janina
Illus. by Alvendia, Vince
Instant Help Books (152 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  Mar. 1, 2020
978-1-68403-174-0 
Series: Dark Agents, 1 

A young witch trains to become an 
agent of the Underworld Intelligence 

Agency. 
Long ago, Greek gods divided the world into three realms, 

and Hades, after being assigned the Underworld, created an 
agency to unite immortals with mortals who possess special 
gifts to maintain order around the world. Violet is one of the 
agency’s new students, a Ukrainian witch whose parents were 
horrifically killed in front of her by a powerful necromancer 
when she was a young child. Now, as a 19-year-old Dark Agent–
in-training, Violet and her fellow recruits learn how to use their 
powers, engage in the art of combat, and, most importantly, 
understand their emotions. Scarlet draws from her experience 

The appeal of a rom-com with more 
substantive explorations of self.

camp
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as a psychologist to offer this self-help graphic fantasy that 
blends Greek mythology and education with a strong focus 
on the principles of mindfulness. Violet’s PTSD and the other 
recruits’ mental health struggles are addressed head-on and 
compassionately explored as the most meaningful lessons in 
their training. Alvendia uses simple panel layouts with unclut-
tered backgrounds which allow the characters and their emo-
tions to take center stage. His vividly drawn, cartoonlike style is 
heavy on blacks and grays with splashes of bright color. While 
the focus is on the psychological background of the characters, 
the worldbuilding is fun, fast-paced, and engaging. Violet is 
white, and there is diversity in the rest of the cast.

Thoughtful, fun, and educative. (Graphic fantasy. 14-18)

BY THE BOOK
Sellet, Amanda
HMH Books (384 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 12, 2020
978-0-358-15661-1  

Bookish 15-year-old Mary Porter-
Malcolm comes into her own in this 
lighthearted tale. 

Both her parents are professors, so 
it’s no surprise that Mary spends most of 
her time immersed in 19th-century lit-

erature. After her small alternative school closes, Mary’s forced 
to transfer to public school at the beginning of her sophomore 
year—where she is left all alone after her old friend Anjuli 
promptly ditches her. Overhearing three popular girls’ conver-
sation about Alex Ritter, a handsome senior boy she’s familiar 
with from a theater production, Mary warns them of his dan-
gerous charms. They welcome her advice and in exchange offer 
to help her embark upon a genuine high school experience (or, 
as Mary thinks of it, her debutante season). They try to set her 
up with various guys, all clearly wrong for her; meanwhile, Alex 
keeps popping up to banter with her. Mary’s diary entries pep-
per the narrative and provide some tongue-in-cheek humor. 
Debut author Sellet delightfully portrays Mary’s large, chaotic 
family—her twin sisters’ Shakespeare troupe; her stoic, athletic 
sister; and her annoying younger brother. Occasionally clunky 
writing and Mary’s habit of constantly cramming in references 
to classic literature—from Wuthering Heights to Anna Karenina—
may alienate contemporary bookworms. Mary and Alex are 
white, and there is some diversity in the supporting cast.

A sweet story with a focus on family and friendships. 
(Romance. 12-18)

THE BONE THIEF
Shields, Breeana
Page Street (384 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 26, 2020
978-1-62414-9306 
Series: Bone Charmer, 2 

Even with her two fated lifetimes 
knit together, Bone Charmer Saskia 
might find that her quest for vengeance 
will shatter her life…and her world.

Saskia’s life fractured into two paral-
lel timelines when the bone upon which her fate-determining 
kenning broke. In uniting the two lines, she discovered Latham, 
an evil Bone Charmer, was out to obtain her bones and lost 
both her mother and her grandmother at his hands. Now, she 
is set upon finding Latham, who has her mother’s body and her 
grandmother’s bones, all the while dealing with memories from 
two very different lives. Thankfully, at the training center for 
bone magicians, Ivory Hall, she has friends to help her in her 
quest for revenge and in the bone games, an arduous series of 
tests of their bone magic skills. Saskia doesn’t know whom to 
trust, and she’s having trouble integrating her memories. Can 
she discern Latham’s plans and bring him to justice before he 
comes for her bones? Shields’ sequel to The Bone Charmer (2019) 
offers the satisfying and thrilling conclusion that was lacking 
in its predecessor. The duology is actually one long tale. Read-
ers who navigate the somewhat confusing first volume will be 
glad they did, the last 60 pages here are the definition of un-put-
down-able. Main characters seem to be white.

A twisty plot examining fate and the power of forgive-
ness in a dark, magical world. (Fantasy. 14-18)

THE FIRE NEVER GOES OUT
Stevenson, Noelle
Illus. by the author
HarperTeen (160 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Mar. 3, 2020
978-0-06-227826-5  

The portrait of an artist as a young 
(wo)man.

Artist, writer, and youngest National 
Book Award finalist to date, Stevenson’s 

rise to prominence in the graphic-novel industry was meteoric, 
yet fame couldn’t fill the gaping hole she often felt in herself. 
Adrift during her college years, Stevenson found a fan base in 
drawing fan art. A summer internship with BOOM! Studios—
later her publishers—offered a glimpse of her future…and 
doubtlessly contributed to her career. But independence and 
isolation, struggles with her faith and sexuality, and serious 
mental health issues persisted despite success. Otherwise told 
from a first-person point of view, the book sometimes detours 
into second person for discussions of mental illness, which 
may elicit a sense of intimacy and immediacy for readers. Both 
the art and narrative thread are intermittent and somewhat 
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HER GRAPHIC MEMOIR, ALMOST AMERICAN GIRL, DEPICTS A KOREAN 
IMMIGRANT’S ADOLESCENCE IN ALABAMA
By Patricia Park

As a visual storyteller and author of the graphic YA 
memoir Almost American Girl (Balzer + Bray/HarperCol-
lins, Jan. 28), Robin Ha has to think inside the box. “The 
size of the comic panel is such precious real estate,” she 
explains in a recent interview, and can’t be crammed 
with too many pictures, word balloons, or captions. “It 
has to make sense proportionally.”

For Ha, also the author of the graphic cookbook 
Cook Korean! the image became everything. 

She moved to the United States from South Korea 
at 14 and, as a “1.5 generation” immigrant—the term Ko-
reans give to those who immigrate during adolescence—
she could not speak English. But she could draw. Pic-
tures became Ha’s first fluent mode of communication 
and, later, of friendship.

Almost American Girl chronicles Ha’s alienation as 
a teen immigrant in Alabama. She endures lunchtime 
taunts (a male classmate, under the pretense of an “Eng-
lish lesson,” gets her to repeat, “I…eat…shit”); snooze-
worthy algebra lessons (surprise, surprise: America is 
woefully behind Korea in math education); and the for-
eignness of a ham-and-cheese sandwich. Teachers spout 
chicken-scratch speech bubbles, reminiscent of the 
adults in “Peanuts” with their muffled mwa-mwa-mwa’s. 
Through Ha’s deft hand, the familiar is rendered unfa-
miliar, and readers experience her profound cultural and 
geographic disorientation.

To “blend in” to her new American life, Ha is urged 
to choose an American name. “Robin” is picked from a 
list of gender-neutral names not through deliberation 
but by the eeny, meeny, miny, mo method. In a tragic 
irony, her finger lands on a name with an impossible pro-
nunciation—there is no “R” sound in the Korean lan-
guage. So an anxious Ha stays up all night rehearsing her 
new name.

Yet the act of self-naming also becomes an empow-
ering one. Her Korean name, Chuna, is old-fashioned, 

“the equivalent” of “Bertha or Myrtle,” Ha writes, and 
choosing an American name is a chance to start over. 
Her stodgy name is not the only thing Ha is eager to 
shed from her old life. Back in Korea, Ha and her moth-
er—who never wed Ha’s biological father—experienced 
a different kind of prejudice.

“In Korea, it is common for single mothers to be dis-
owned by their family,” Ha writes. “No matter how hard 
Mom worked, she couldn’t change how society viewed 
her.” In a country where children could only be legally 
registered under their father’s name—the law has since 
changed for those born after 1998—to be fatherless was 
a stigma. Teachers punished her harshly. Parents urged 
their kids not to play with “a tramp’s daughter.” 

M
ichael Z. Daryabeygi

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Robin Ha
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The rigidity of Korean society was too much to 
bear, and Ha’s mother longed to pursue the American 
dream. “Our culture is very old. It’s basically founded 
in Confucian philosophy of women serving men, and 
it’s deeply ingrained in our psyche,” Ha explains. “If I 
could be ‘woke’ in Korea as much as I am in America, I 
don’t think I could stay there. I think it’d be just way 
too much discomfort and frustration. It would be too 
much to say, This is OK and I can just go along.”

The Korean scenes are rendered in sepia tones—a 
clever strategy to signal a shift into the past. “As a car-
toonist, there are many, many tools that can basically 
signal to the reader what’s going on,” says Ha. “Color 
is a big one.”

The Korean rights to Almost American Girl have 
been sold, and Ha is excited for its publication in South 
Korea. “I think it’s a good sign that they have seen what 
good it can do in Korea if it were read by feminists and 
people thinking about these issues,” she says. A way to 
push them to think outside the box, if you will.

Patricia Park, author of the novel Re Jane, is a professor in 
the MFA Program at American University and writes for 
the New York Times, the Guardian, and others. Almost 
American Girl received a starred review in the Nov. 15, 
2019, issue.

impressionistic; the illustrations are largely in grayscale, often 
with characters adrift in white space, lending a feeling of raw-
ness but also incompleteness. Absent are the bright colors, sly 
humor, and polish of her other pieces, such as Nimona (2015) and 
the Lumberjanes series. Rather than a how-to guide to publish-
ing or a behind-the-scenes peek at Stevenson’s artwork and pro-
cess, this is a highly personal tale of an emotional journey that 
somehow also manages to feel universal. 

A snapshot of success and struggles that adds to the 
conversation about mental health. (Graphic memoir. 14-20)

RUNNING
Sylvester, Natalia
Clarion (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-0-358-12435-1  

As her life begins to unravel, a teen 
struggles with her father’s decision to 
run for president.

Cuban American Mariana Ruiz has 
always supported her charismatic father’s 
political ambitions. Mari and her family 

have been by his side during every campaign, from local South 
Florida positions to his current role in the U.S. Senate. But as the 
Florida primaries approach, the young woman balks at the grow-
ing demands expected of her and the breaches of her privacy. 
Running away right before a national televised family interview, 
she becomes the focus of viral videos and manufactured tabloid 
articles. Sylvester adeptly delves behind the scenes in political 
families’ lives while presenting the complexity of a young woman 
realizing that her parents are not the heroes she always believed 
them to be. The diversity of South Florida is represented here 
with nuance; Mari’s friends have Haitian, Dominican, and Peru-
vian ancestry, and Spanish is sprinkled throughout, adding to 
the narrative’s setting. The characterization is multilayered; 
even Sen. Ruiz is multifaceted as a politician who struggles with 
staying true to his Latinx heritage and family while trying to 
cater to the pressures of his big developer donors. With subtle 
strokes, messages about the power of activism come through 
while never feeling preachy. The authentic voice will draw read-
ers in and help them see themselves in Mari. 

A timely call to stand up for your beliefs. (Fiction. 14-18)
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THE PAPER GIRL OF PARIS
Taylor, Jordyn
HarperTeen (368 pp.)
$17.99  |  May 26, 2020
978-0-06-293662-2

Passionate, impulsive Chloe and her 
popular older sister, Adalyn, were insepa-
rable—until the Nazis invaded France in 
1940 and Adalyn started keeping secrets.

Over half a century later, Alice, 
Chloe’s 16-year-old American grand-

daughter, has just inherited her childhood home in Paris. 
The fully furnished apartment has clearly been neglected for 
decades and raises more questions than it answers: Why didn’t 
Gram talk about her childhood? Who is the second girl in the 
photos throughout the apartment? Why didn’t Gram’s family 
return there after the war? Alice’s father is reluctant to discuss 
anything that might upset Alice’s mother, who’s still reeling 
from her mother’s death, so Alice decides to find answers on 
her own. What she eventually learns both shocks and heals her 
family. Chapters alternate between Alice’s and Adalyn’s voices, 
narrating Adalyn’s experience as a French Christian of the 
Nazi occupation and Alice’s attempts to understand what hap-
pened after the war. The girls’ stories parallel one another in 
significant ways: Each has a romance with a young Frenchman, 
each has a parent struggling with depression, and each must 
consider the lengths she would go to protect those she loves. 
Though at times feeling a bit rushed, Alice’s engaging contem-
porary perspective neatly frames Adalyn’s immersive, heart-
breaking story as it slowly unfolds—providing an important 
history lesson as well as a framework for discussing depression. 
Alice and her family are white.

Gripping. (Historical fiction. 12-18)

SEVEN ENDLESS 
FORESTS 
Tucholke, April Genevieve
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (352 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Apr. 28, 2020
978-0-374-30709-7  

This stand-alone companion to Tuchol-
ke’s The Boneless Mercies (2018) reimagines 
the legend of King Arthur—with a twist.

Eighteen-year-old narrator Torvi and 
her 14-year-old sister, Morgunn, are the 

only survivors of the devastating plague that swept through 
their steading. Torvi especially aches for her mother and Viggo, 
the shepherd who captured her heart. The arrival of a druid 
named Gyda shatters their quiet existence: She claims to be 
on a quest for a magical sword and that Uther, the fearsome 
wolf-queen of the feral wolf-priests, can lead her to it. The sis-
ters jump at the chance to join her. Torvi’s mother always told 
her that she was too softhearted and not destined for greatness, 
but Viggo insisted that she smelled of “dark forests, of gloomy 

caves, of exotic spices, of danger, of battle, of sacrifice, of hard-
won victory.” When Morgunn is kidnapped by Uther and her 
pack, Torvi vows to rescue her. Joined by a band of wandering, 
knife-wielding artisans, they set out for the long journey, pick-
ing up new quests and allies along the way. Tucholke delivers 
exquisite worldbuilding and imaginative characters, and Torvi’s 
tale is packed with peril and no small amount of sacrifice—even 
a touch of romance. Her story also speaks to the joy found in 
spending time with loyal friends as well as the power and magic 
of storytelling. Readers won’t want this one to end. All charac-
ters seem to be white.

Simply stunning. (map) (Fantasy. 14-18)

CLIQUE BAIT
Valett, Ann
HarperTeen (368 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 28, 2020
978-0-06-291808-6  

An elaborate revenge plot to take 
down the manipulative, bullying popu-
lar crowd consumes Chloe Whittaker’s 
senior year in Australian author Valett’s 
debut.

The exclusive Arlington Prep near 
Beverly Hills isn’t for the faint of heart. In fact, popular kids 
(dubbed Level Ones in the hierarchy cooked up by narrator 
Chloe, who considers herself an invisible Level Three, and her 
best friend, Monica) rule the school with an iron fist. Last year 
Monica became obsessed with the Level Ones, leading to her 
downfall and the fracturing of their friendship. Now Chloe 
will make them pay. To infiltrate the in-crowd, Chloe black-
mails handsome, green-eyed lacrosse team captain Will Bishop, 
who tells her that posing as his girlfriend will yield the quickest 
access to his social circle. Soon, Chloe is perpetuating the very 
behavior she claims to loathe. Predictably, Chloe falls for Will, 
who is also on her hit list, while struggling with guilt over her 
actions. A suspension of disbelief is a must. Teachers blatantly 
ignore truly awful behavior by Level Ones, and the author waits 
until the very end to humanize them and reveal the truth about 
what happened to Monica. Overwrought dialogue and under-
developed characters further hamper what might have been an 
affecting exploration of bullying and the corrupting nature of 
power. Most characters appear white; there is minor diversity 
in some secondary characters.

A missed opportunity. (Fiction. 14-18)
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MY SHOUTING, SHATTERED, 
WHISPERING VOICE
A Guide to Writing Poetry 
and Speaking Your Truth
Vecchione, Patrice
Seven Stories (128 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Mar. 31, 2020
978-1-60980-985-0  

A middle- to high school–grades 
primer on finding one’s poetic voice.

Seasoned poet and anthologist Vec-
chione here crafts a guide for would-be poets. Pitched toward 
teens inclined to pursue writing, Vecchione’s book makes the 
argument for poetry from a romantic, personal perspective, 
describing how she came to be a writer as a way of coping with 
emotional turmoil at home and feelings of isolation at school. 
The empirical advice is divided into five sections, each con-
sisting of easily digested short chapters covering both the why 
and how of creating verse. Excerpts from various poets dem-
onstrate a range of poetic styles. The backmatter includes a 
brief bibliography and online platforms for listening to poetry 
and submitting work for publication. The author incorporates 
numerous inspirational quotations about writing from famous 
writers throughout, including Ursula K. LeGuin and Toni Mor-
rison. Perhaps the work’s strongest section is the one offering 25 
provocative, creative prompts, such as being inspired by Pablo 
Neruda’s question poems and writing unanswerable questions 
of one’s own or writing a love poem without using the word 

“love.” Vecchione also offers helpful pointers for editing one’s 
work and knowing when to quash one’s inner critic. While this 
volume contains much sound advice, it is more likely to be used 
by individual teen writers who wish to cultivate their poetry 
skills than to become a classroom staple.

At once impassioned and practical poetic advice. 
(resources, bibliography) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

THE ENIGMA GAME 
Wein, Elizabeth
Disney-Hyperion/LBYR 
(432 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 26, 2020
978-1-368-01258-4  

Wein returns with another emo-
tional flight through World War II, this 
time in Scotland.

Three young people’s lives intersect 
in a remote Scottish village, their bond 

cemented by the unexpected receipt of the first Enigma machine 
to reach Allied hands. Characters who appear here from earlier 
volumes include: volunteer Ellen McEwen, respected by others 
who don’t know she’s a Traveller; flight leader Jamie Beaufort-
Stuart, alive but with a flight log of dead friends; and 15-year-old 
biracial Jamaican English orphan Louisa Adair, employed (by 
phone, without disclosing her skin color) to care for an elderly 

but fierce German woman. All of them are bound by a sense of 
helplessness and a desire to make a difference; Wein shines at 
exploring the tension between the horrors of war and its unex-
pected pleasures, many thanks to friendships that could only 
exist during a time of upheaval. In many ways a small story about 
big things—fitting in a novel thematically focused on the ways 
individuals matter—this is historical fiction at its finest, casting 
a light on history (with some minor liberties, noted in the exten-
sive backmatter) as well as raising questions still relevant today, 
particularly around class and race, nationality and belonging; 
unexpected connections across those gulfs lead to moments of 
love and heartbreak for readers and characters alike.

Another soaring success. (author’s note, resources) (His-
torical fiction. 12-18)

MY SUMMER OF LOVE AND 
MISFORTUNE
Wong, Lindsay
Simon Pulse/Simon & Schuster (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-5344-4334-1  

A series of poor life choices earns 
high school senior Iris Wang a one-way 
ticket to China.

As a flower-hearted girl born in the 
Year of the Tiger, Chinese American Iris 

was destined from birth to be unlucky. She prefers to live in a 
rose-tinted bubble, determinedly ignoring the consequences of 
her reckless decisions until things spiral out of control. When 
she fails her final year of high school and is rejected by all of 
the colleges she applied to, her parents send her to live with her 
estranged Uncle Dai and his family in Beijing in order for her to 
reflect on her mistakes. Iris’ initial terror, followed by delight 
at discovering that her uncle is a construction tycoon, fades 
when Uncle Dai insists that she not only work on improving 
her academic and Mandarin language skills, but also help her 
haughty cousin, Ruby, learn English. Though well-meaning, Iris 
is impulsive and careless, especially when it comes to spending 
money. Her bubbly first-person narration, rife with similes and 
brand names, occasionally veers from humorous to immature. 
The importance of family bonds is a theme that runs through-
out, but it is overwhelmed by the force of Iris’ effusive and self-
absorbed personality in this novel that reads like Confessions of a 
Shopaholic meets Crazy Rich Asians.

Like spun sugar—glitzy, sweet, and airy. (Fiction. 14-18)

Historical fiction at its finest.
the enigma game
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WAR AND SPEECH
Zolidis, Don
Disney-Hyperion/LBYR (416 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 5, 2020
978-1-368-01007-8  

A girl plots a takedown of the toxic 
Speech and Debate team that rules her 
school.

When Sydney starts at Eaganville 
School for the Arts, she immediately 
runs afoul of the powerful Speech 

and Debate kids due to her mouthy nature. She’s adopted by 
other misfits with Speech grudges—athletic Lakshmi; former 
Speech star Elijah; and gay theater aficionado Thomas. Sydney 
decides to avenge her friends by joining Speech and Debate and 
destroying it from the inside. To do this, she must become good 
enough to stay on the varsity team all the way to Nationals. The 
dissent Sydney and friends sow within the team involves inflam-
ing rivalries, toying with hormones, and various other dirty 
tricks—luckily, the varsity team members are so odious that 
their punishments remain hilarious. The true villain is the win-
at-all-costs abusive coach. Sydney also copes with her family’s 
new normal—incarcerated father, dramatically reduced socio-
economic status, and her mother’s boyfriend, a meathead lunk 
played for laughs (until he blossoms into a surprisingly support-
ive and caring character). Humor infuses everything—Sydney’s 
narration, gleeful profanity, irreverence, and elaborate scheme 
sequences. The members of the highly diverse cast have distinc-
tive voices and personalities (Sydney and Elijah are white, Lak-
shmi is Indian, and Thomas is black). The infiltrate-and-destroy 
storyline combined with immersion in a subculture that is 
taken with deadly hilarious seriousness make this read like the 
demented love child of Mean Girls and Pitch Perfect.

Outrageous and uproariously funny. (Fiction. 14-adult)

Deadly hilarious.
war and speech



indie
THE ALCHEMIST’S PORTAL
Acco, Kim
World Castle Publishing (197 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Nov. 9, 2019
978-1-70697-263-1  

In Acco’s debut SF/fantasy novel, 
three of the Vatican’s clerical elite 
fight malevolent entities who covet an 
alchemical artifact from the 17th century.

In a not-too-distant future, the 
Catholic Church embraces the use of high-tech superweapons 
to fight evil. This comes in handy when a doorway, fashioned by 
Prussian alchemists in the 1600s using meteorite ore, suddenly 
appears. The alchemists unwisely created it in a bid to reach 
God and heaven directly, and it had a tendency to teleport 
uncontrollably, spewing deadly radiation as it did so. Space min-
ers found it on the moon centuries later, then lost it again; now, 
it seems to be connected to violent, occult-related incidents 
around the globe. The church tasks a trio of Catholic “Magis-
ters” to investigate: tough priest Lev Kraal, advanced android 
Michael (which uses technology from benevolent aliens), and a 
new recruit, priest Wilhemina “Will” Grand, who’s haunted by 
guilt. In an action-packed, episodic narrative, they face demons 
and shape-shifters who aim to use the doorway for their own 
malicious purposes. Unusually, the author waits until midway 
through the novel to provide the sort of backstory that many 
other SF writers place upfront; the narrative occurs in the after-
math of a veritable Armageddon in which billions of humans 
died due to climate change, wealth inequality, war, and species 
extinction, among other reasons. Meanwhile, money and capi-
talism have practically been abolished. Fans of the Star Trek 
mythos may note that its noble United Federation of Planets 
had a similar origin, and the book’s ambiance is somewhat 
Gene Roddenberry–like, right down to Michael’s resemblance 
to Lt. Cmdr. Data and some cheeky humor, especially in the 
colorfully infernal villains’ repartee. Compared with other 
faith-based genre fiction, which is often written from an Evan-
gelical Protestant perspective, the preaching is relatively light, 
and there are nods to representatives of Judaism, Hinduism, 
and Buddhism. Although the Catholic Church, as portrayed 
here, seems fairly broad-minded, the tradition of priestly celi-
bacy perseveres, so there are no sex scenes; indeed, even evil 
entities treat the subject of sexuality with delicacy.

A speculative tale that has fun with its genre’s 
chapter-and-verse.
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DIGGING UP NEW BUSINESS
The SwiftPad Takeover
Barckmann, Lee
Inkwater Press (318 pp.) 
$17.95 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Sep. 15, 2015
978-1-62901-271-1  

Some Oregon techies must deal with 
a possible serial killer in their ranks in 
this satirical mystery novel.

Portland, Oregon, 2013. Kipling 
Rehain, a failed “alternative energy” entrepreneur, aging pothead, 
and secret Luddite (he only recently learned what IT stands for), 
attends a programmers’ meet and greet at the Mission Theater. 
There, he meets Cynthia “GG” Oglethorpe, a tech wunderkind 
with a revolutionary idea for a social media app that will bring 
people together rather than fragmenting them into partisan 
tribes: “I want to architect it right so it actually means something. 
Not endless pictures of cute pets and birthday greetings….I want 
to do something that matches people based on their ‘anti-inter-
ests.’ Suppose everyone had friends who were the opposite of 
themselves?” With this meeting, SwiftPad is born, and it prom-
ises to make boatloads of cash for them and their backers. Mean-
while, a skeleton belonging to a woman who disappeared 16 years 
ago is discovered buried in one of the city’s utility vaults. It’s the 
same day that Kip’s old friend Jim Hunt starts working for the 
utility company. As a set of old cold cases reopens, SwiftPad’s 
future—and those of its founders—becomes inextricably tied 
to Portland’s past. Barckmann’s (Farewell the Dragon, 2017, etc.) 
prose is stylish and funny, particularly when he describes the 
changing face of the Rose City: “There seemed to be a disdain 
in Portland for things he thought were important: style, cars, fra-
grance, and the statement you made when you stood up and took 
off your sunglasses. And they had a thing about body odor, or 
rather didn’t. It was especially evident on the MAX train.” While 
his characters don’t always make realistic decisions—it’s unclear 
why GG would be attracted or even intrigued by Kip, but she 
sleeps with him mere hours after meeting him for the first time—
the milieu is compelling enough to keep readers captivated. The 
book reads like a looser version of a Jonathan Lethem novel, riff-
ing on gentrification and the tech industry while exhibiting a 
genuine love for detective tales and the Portland of old.

An idiosyncratic but enjoyably atmospheric mur-
der mystery.

In these starred children’s and 
YA books by women authors, the he-
roes—all girls or women with the ex-
ceptions of a goby fish and a shrimp—
are inventive characters who depict 
various things worth knowing about, 
including a historic global race be-
tween two women, a visually rich In-
dian tradition, and an ichthyological 
fun fact. 

A Race Around The World by Car-
oline Starr Rose and illustrator Alexandra Bye: “In 1889, 
famed reporter Nellie Bly believed that she could circle 
the globe faster than anyone had before—in less than the 
80 days of Jules Verne’s fictional hero. She pitched the 
story to her boss at the New York World, who, after initial 
protests, approved her journey. As Bly left New York City, 
heading east, Cosmopolitan writer Elizabeth Bisland was 
sent off to the west, with little notice, to race Bly back 
to the city.”

The Unmarked Girl by Jeanelle Frontin: Frontin, says 
our reviewer, “constructs an effortless blend of SF sce-
nario, social allegory, and YA coming-of-age adventure.”

Randall and Randall by Nadine Poper and illustrator 
Polina Gortman: Young readers learn about the incredi-
bly cool mutually beneficial relationship between pistol 
shrimp and goby fish. “Based on a real-life symbiotic re-
lationship, this silly tale makes the science approachable 
through the goby’s giggle-
worthy antics.”

Priya Dreams of Mar
igolds & Masala by Meenal 
Patel: In this picture book 
illustrated by the author, 
Priya helps her grandmoth-
er Babi Ba feel a little less 
homesick for India by en-
listing her classmates to 
make her a huge garland of 
paper marigolds. Our re-
viewer says, “Priya’s strong 
connections to her grandmother and her diverse class-
mates, who are so open to learning her traditions, offer a 
wonderfully ideal view of culture sharing.” —K.S.

Karen Schechner is the vice president of Kirkus Indie. 

the more 
you know
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SEXTECH REVOLUTION
The Future of 
Sexual Wellness
Barrica, Andrea
Lioncrest Publishing (204 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  $6.99 e-book
Nov. 22, 2019
978-1-5445-0491-9  

Investors searching for the next big 
thing should look at vibrators and sex-ed 
talks, according to this starry-eyed busi-

ness manifesto.
Debut author Barrica, a former venture capitalist and CEO 

and founder of the website O.school, argues that the world is 
sunk in a mire of sexual ignorance and dissatisfaction thanks 
to inadequate school sex-ed courses and society’s embarrassed 
reluctance to talk about sex. She sees a crying need for private 
companies to step in and supply a market for “sexual wellness” 
that she estimates could be worth $122 billion by 2026. Barrica 
extols business opportunities in two sectors: nice, respectable, 
female-friendly retail outlets selling sex aids like vibrators and 
pre-warmed lubricant dispensers—she praises San Francisco’s 
pioneering Good Vibrations boutique—and media sources 
providing frank but nonpornographic information on sex. 
(Her O.school site offers videos, livestreams, and comments 
by sex educators on many topics, including sexually transmit-
ted infections, BDSM–related topics, and proper cunnilingus 
technique.) To get there, she warns, investors and entrepre-
neurs must surmount barriers, including venture capital firms’ 
limited-partner agreements with morals clauses and wary pay-
ment processors. The book concludes with a savvy primer on 
growing a sextech startup, including advice on scoring venture 
capital (“it takes 100 meetings for every one million dollars 
you want to raise”) and keeping your bank from freaking out 
about your business. (“Keep it vague.”) Barrica’s prose has the 
flavor of an investment prospectus—“By shifting the message 
away from prurience and toward wellness, it allows us to access 
a much broader market”—written from a very woke-capitalist 
perspective. She offers tips on trans-inclusive sextech terminol-
ogy—don’t say “women,” say “vulva owners”—and bemoans the 

“orgasm gap” that sees straight women climaxing just 65% of the 
time compared with straight men’s 95%. Barrica’s unblushing 
confrontations with sociosexual issues—“No one is talking to 
their kids about responsible consumption of porn”—may make 
readers squirm, but they also remind us why we might need a 
website to talk about these things with kids so that we don’t 
have to.

An impassioned and cogent, though boosterish, case for 
market-based sexual therapeutics.

LOULOU BROWN LOVES 
TO READ
Bernard, Deborah
Illus. by Brayer, Mark 
Palmetto Publishing Group (28 pp.) 
$19.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  $7.99 e-book
Nov. 5, 2019
978-1-64111-473-8
978-1-64111-257-4 paper  

A girl faces a classic dilemma—dis-
covering a quiet place to read—in this debut picture book. 

For red-haired, pale-skinned Loulou Brown, a rainy day is 
the perfect time to read. Unfortunately, a house full of siblings 
means her location options are limited. Jake is building a fort 
next to the window seat; Dylan is baking in the kitchen; Lilah is 
planning to play dress-up in the bedroom; and Thomas is prac-
ticing drums in the garage. Even the bathroom faucet drips. A 
trip to the library gives Loulou space, but the silence makes her 
wonder what’s happening at home, so she checks out the per-
fect books for each sibling—and for her own inspiration. While 
there’s no mention of how Loulou gets to and from the library, 
kids who adore books are sure to find her appealing. Her joy in 
choosing volumes for her siblings—and building relationships 
with them after being annoyed by their presence—offers a valu-
able lesson about sharing not only reading, but family time as 
well. Short, simple sentences make the story easily accessible 
to newly independent readers. Bernard’s invented books with 
clever titles for each sibling—Jake gets Ideas for Little Archi-
tects—are right on target and are deftly featured in the humor-
ous, soft-edged illustrations. Brayer (Licky the Lizard, 2018, etc.) 
uses a bright palette, despite the dreary day, which helps bring 
the exuberant Loulou to life.

Young book lovers will recognize a kindred spirit in 
this lively tale. 

NIGHT NIGHT, TREE FROGS
Carroll, Julie
Lulu (36 pp.) 
$11.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Aug. 5, 2019
978-0-578-22269-1  

Seven frogs lose their perch in a tree 
but find their way back as evening falls.

In this debut picture book, written with gentle humor, 
children can practice counting as one little tree frog, sitting 
alone on a leafy branch, happily greets a second and then wel-
comes another and another. Lap sitters and early readers will 
no doubt anticipate the outcome when the fifth frog appears 
and the branch begins “to bend.” When seven clowning frogs 
crowd together, the branch cracks under their combined 
weight, sending them to the grass below. Chaos reigns as the 
amphibians hop every which way until the wise, first tree 
frog suggests that they collaborate to get back home. Their 
teamwork pays off. When night falls, all seven frogs are back 
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in their tree, each on “his own little twig,” peacefully asleep. 
Carroll’s rhyming text offers children a clear, simple narra-
tive, albeit with a somewhat forced bounce (“Then there 
were seven little tree frogs / Hopping in the grass. / This way 
and that way, / In circles they would pass”). The uncredited 
color illustrations reflect the whimsical story and contribute 
professional polish, with full-page renderings of the smiley-
faced green amphibians perched in a pretty, leafy tree; hop-
ping about in the grass; and sleeping under a starry sky. Each 
frog wears a different-colored T-shirt, with one sporting a 
baseball cap, one strumming a guitar, one with a jump-rope, 
and another holding a hoop.

A perky, visually appealing addition to the counting-
book category.

THE PELTON PAPERS 
Coates, Mari
She Writes Press (328 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book
Apr. 7, 2020
978-1-63152-687-9  

Coates’ debut biographical novel 
chronicles the life of modernist painter 
Agnes Lawrence Pelton (1881-1961).

The story begins with Agnes as a 
child in Germany, where she was born to 

American parents; both had fled tragedies and scandals in their 
respective families. She’s a sickly child, and her parents eventu-
ally return to Brooklyn, New York, where her mother opens a 
music school. As a teenager, Agnes studies art at the Pratt Insti-
tute, which leads to a job teaching art in Massachusetts. Later, 
she spends an exhilarating year in Italy, studying under former 
Pratt instructor Hamilton Easter Field. She’s asked to exhibit 
her work in the famed Armory Show of 1913 when another men-
tor sees her work at Field’s gallery. After exhibiting alongside 
Henri Matisse and Pablo Picasso, Agnes finds herself at the 
center of the art world, and she rents a studio in Manhattan’s 
Greenwich Village. Along for the ride are her wealthy friends 
and patrons, including Mabel Dodge, who invites her to visit 
Taos, New Mexico. Later, she lives in a windmill in the Hamp-
tons, painting portraits for wealthy families, but she finds it 
unsatisfying. A trip to Hawaii rekindles Agnes’ desire for spiri-
tual growth, and when a friend invites her to live in a California 
artists’ commune, she jumps at the chance: “I knew that some-
thing was being born inside me, and without having to think 
about it, I knew what colors I would use.” Coates’ thoroughly 
researched novel, told from Agnes’ first-person point of view, 
succeeds beautifully at re-creating the emotional life of this 
once-obscure artist whose legacy has lately become the subject 
of renewed interest. The characters are resolute and unshake-
able, from Agnes’ stalwart mother to wealthy women who host 
political radicals and artists in their Fifth Avenue apartments. 
Coates draws Agnes’ character with care, depicting her as long-
ing for success and acceptance in the art world but also craving 
solitude. The author also describes the artist’s unique spiritual 

journey and the inspiration for her later, abstract works in vivid 
prose that’s worthy of the artist. 

An in-depth, highly personal portrait of a remark-
able talent. 

THE STORYTELLERS 
Corrigan, John F.
iUniverse (520 pp.) 
$42.99  |  $28.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Jul. 11, 2019
978-1-5320-7755-5
978-1-5320-7753-1 paper  

A fantastical reimagining of Gen. 
George Armstrong Custer’s bloody defeat 
at Little Bighorn, told from the perspec-
tive of an investigating detective.

Capt. Thomas Weir—one of the survivors of the massacre 
at Little Bighorn over which Custer presided—dies suddenly in 
New York and without an obvious explanation, a hale man in 
his 30s. His death is ruled to have been caused by “congestion 
of the brain,” but the private detective summoned to inspect 
the scene of his demise, Mr. DelCol, notices the look of unal-
loyed terror on his face. DelCol is hired by the New York Life 
Insurance Company to investigate the matter further, more 
particularly what precisely happened at Little Bighorn; many 
of the officers who died were bearers of insurance policies, and 
apparently there is reason to believe that “something happened 
out there—something beyond the ordinary, beyond the offi-
cial tale,” a suggestion chillingly described by author Corrigan 
(Aidan, 2005, etc.). DelCol contacts his uncle—Lt. Col. Paris 
DelCol—who helps him join an Army detail sent to recover 
the bodies of the soldiers of the 7th Cavalry who perished that 
fateful day, an opportunity to interview survivors. The deeper 
DelCol digs, the more certain he becomes that the prevailing 
wisdom about Custer’s debacle is suspicious. As one officer 
incredulously puts it: “Hell, how does an entire regiment—an 
entire crack regiment; hell, the crack regiment—go in against a 
band of savages and get annihilated?” DelCol also begins to sus-
pect that whatever did happen that day might require an expla-
nation that defies the possibilities of both science and ordinary 
experience and that his inquires very well might endanger his 
life. Blending Custer and others with fictional characters like 
DelCol, the author’s tale is not a conventional rehashing of a 
historical event well covered by historians and novelists alike; in 
fact, it’s a rare literary treat, the refreshingly imaginative refash-
ioning of a well-known story so original it becomes entirely 
renewed. Also, Corrigan is impressively skillful at blurring the 
line between the plausible and supernatural. This is a riveting 
book, dramatically powerful and historically astute.

A brilliant literary reworking of a familiar historical story.

Coates draws Agnes’ character with care, 
depicting her as longing for success and acceptance 

in the art world but also craving solitude.
the pelton papers
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A TENDENCY DARK 
AND DANGEROUS
Danvers, Emmalyn
Self (229 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Dec. 29, 2018
978-1-79270-246-4  

The story of a woman’s sexually excit-
ing and dangerous connection with a domi-
nating man, told entirely in free verse.

Evangeline feels as if she’s a secondary 
character in her own life. Her prudish, no-

nonsense boyfriend, Jesse, has their lives planned out, including 
her giving up her publishing job to have his children. His sister, 
June, is also her best friend; she’s loving but dismissive, engrossed 
in her own plans to wed a brilliant artist and demanding Evange-
line’s presence and service at the drop of a hat. Then Evangeline 
catches the attention of handsome and notorious Landon Kelly 
at a show at his art gallery, and she’s enthralled by his command-
ing personality when it focuses on her. They have a passionate 
affair, but it becomes clear that behind Landon’s playful exterior 
is something cruel and even violent. However, she’s addicted to 
his attention and emotionally unable to turn to Jesse or June for 
help. As the relationship threatens her living situation and career, 
Evangeline must look within to save herself. At first blush, Dan-
vers’ debut may seem like yet another Fifty Shades of Grey clone, 
but its approach is intriguingly unusual, as it tells its popular yet 
familiar story entirely in free verse. This stylistic choice brings 
out the steamy passion and charged eroticism of Evangeline and 
Landon’s problematic relationship even as it becomes unhealthy. 
The downside to this poetic presentation is that moments of 
exposition, such as an early section about Jesse’s job, stand in 
stark contrast to erotic or emotional scenes. Although the book 
does a good job of capturing raw sensuality, it also impressively 
focuses on just how torturous a relationship can be—as when 
Evangeline waits for a text message (“For nearly another week / 
I wait / and wait / and wait /… / The realization dawns on me / I’ll 
never be good enough”), struggles with guilt, or simply wrestles with 
the desire to finally tell Landon “no.”

An offbeat work that embraces the poetic possibilities 
of dark, erotic fiction.

GOING DARK
Duncan, Sharon
Western Isles Press (343 pp.) 
$2.99 e-book  |  Aug. 31, 2017 

In this London-based novel, the dep-
uty director of MI5 must untangle herself 
from blackmail; an enraged woman vows 
to regain her husband’s affection; and inter-
national terrorists rev up their demands.

In Duncan’s (Quantum of Evidence, 
2018, etc.) series opener, MI5 Deputy 
Director Deborah Mackenzie fears a 

male escort may expose their relationship. The man, Connor 
“Black Irish” O’Connor, is “a rising star in the exploding cyber-
security galaxy” who enjoys a double life trysting for cash and 
may be participating in the dark arts of international terror-
ism. Under false pretenses, Mackenzie tasks MI5 surveillance 
officer Kate St. Claire with digging up dirt on the gigolo that 
she can use to silence him. Kate just completed a period of 
compassionate leave following the deaths of her parents, Lord 
Jonathan St. Claire and his wife. A car bomb killed the pair and 
gravely injured Kate. The auto was Kate’s Alfa Romeo Spider, 
parked in the garage of her Mayfair Mews house when Lord 
Jonathan turned on the ignition. The previous evening was such 
a happy one for Kate, one she shared with Tariq Kassar, the 
Lebanese banker she dated since her father introduced them 
16 months earlier. But Kate’s relationship with Tariq incenses 
his estranged wife, Nadia Sultan, unafraid of violence and accus-
tomed to stalking her replacement. Suspiciously, Tariq virtually 
disappears after the explosion, leading some to believe that he’s 
involved in nefarious activities and that he may have rigged the 
Spider. Yet Kate believes her beau simply dumped her and that 
the bombing was connected to one of her work assignments. 
Duncan juggles numerous plots, most of which come together 
but some of which undoubtedly will be tackled in later books 
in the series. It’s refreshing to have strong, culpable female 
characters whose actions range from engaging in questionable 
activities (nude modeling, affairs with married men) to com-
mitting murder. Several characters have multiple aliases, which 
can be confusing. But descriptions are rich, and the pace is fast 
and furious as Kate seeks answers to professional and personal 
problems in England, France, and Morocco.

A dark thriller to keep the reading lamp turned on long 
into the night; recommended.

THE ARENA
Ellis, R.B.
Mage Publishing (393 pp.) 
$0.99 e-book  |  May 19, 2020  

Ellis offers a debut fantasy novel set 
in a violent city that’s secretly controlled 
by magical forces.

In the city of Yddinas, Cael Brenion 
is a longtime champion arena combatant. 
One night, the bloodthirsty audience 
demands that he not only kill his cur-
rent opponent, but soak his hands in the 

man’s gore. In his last moment with the enemy, the honorable 
Cael promises to provide for his opponent’s son; he also dedi-
cates the match to his own younger brother, 12-year-old Breilyn, 
who lives with a foster family. At the local temple, high priest 
Agenayus prepares Cael and the other arena victors to place 
their hands in a holy fire to absolve their sins. However, Chan-
cellor Rovert Orik intercedes and promotes Cael to Champion, 
an exalted status that only two other men in Yddinas enjoy, 
including Cael’s mentor, Braddw. Rovert is an insecure ruler 
who’s obsessed with having an heir despite his own failures 
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Wo r t h  D i s c o v e r i n g 

[ S p o n s o r e d ]

MY SISTER’S EYES
by Joan Arnay Halperin

“In this debut memoir, a Jew-
ish American woman charts 
her family’s escape from Nazi-
occupied Europe and cele-
brates the memory of a sibling 
she never met.” 

A thoroughly researched and 
intensely moving remembrance.

FINDING CLAIRE 
FLETCHER
by Lisa Regan

“Suspense novelist Regan (Aber-
ration, 2013, etc.) tells the story of 
a woman victimized by a twisted 
kidnapper and sexual predator.”

A wonderfully written crime tale 
that favorably compares to the 
work of Michael Connelly, James 
Lee Burke, and Elmore Leonard.

WE ARE THE LAND
by Leslie Lee

“Lee (Sacred Space, Pine Hol-
low, 2014) recounts her first 
trip to Ireland in search of 
ancestral roots.”

A charming, informative, and 
creative memoir.

THUNDERCLAP
by Juliane Corn Lee

“A woman recollects her frighten-
ing confrontation with leukemia 
and the ways in which it changed 
her outlook on life.”

A cancer survivor’s affecting and 
elegantly composed remembrance. 

THE ART 
OF STRENGTH
by Tammy Wise

“A debut manual offers a per-
spective on fitness that incorpo-
rates meditation, awareness, and 
energy patterns.”

A captivating, successful, and 
well-illustrated guide to strength-
ening the mind and body.

CHILDHOOD ABUSE, 
BODY SHAME, 
AND ADDICTIVE 
PLASTIC SURGERY
by Mark B. Constantian

“A plastic surgeon presents 
insights into patients’ motiva-
tions based on his practice and 
empirical research.”

A solid, well-researched, and well-
argued analysis of the behavior of 
plastic surgery patients.
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SIREN SONG 
by B.A. Blackwood

“In this trilogy opener, Blackwood 
pulls readers into the world of 
fallen angels through the eyes of 
Ariel, a spunky college freshman.”

An intriguing premise navigated 
by an affable heroine.

JAYA’S GOLDEN 
NECKLACE
by Peter Linenthal; 
illus. by the author

“Author/illustrator Linenthal (Look 
Look Outside, 2012, etc.) turns to 
the Silk Road in this picture book.”

An enjoyable tale that should spark 
conversations about the ancient 
world and diverse cultures.

CONSTABLE 
OUTREACH 35
by Jay Cadmus

“An elite American soldier is 
captured in Nicaragua during 
a time of brutal rivalry between 
the Contras and Marxist rebels 
in this historical novel.”

A thrilling peek into a tumultu-
ous era. 

THE CRUCIBLE
by B.A. Blackwood

“In this second installment of a YA 
series, a teenager has an inexpli-
cable link to an enigmatic crystal 
that Lucifer’s fallen angels desper-
ately covet.”

A breezy, winsome fantasy sequel 
populated by a delightful batch 
of characters.

EMPTY THREAT
by Danny Bell

“When a young woman who can 
enter fictional worlds decides 
to change their plots, she faces 
fierce resistance in this debut 
contemporary novel.” 

An entertaining premise, effec-
tive voice, and underlying 
warmth make a strong start to 
this fantasy series.

THE CENTER 
CANNOT HOLD
by Aaron Stander

“This 10th installment of a series 
focuses on a sheriff with a new 
case rooted deep in a Michigan 
county’s history.”

A well-told mystery that involves 
Midwesterners forced to grapple 
with their town’s past.
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[ S p o n s o r e d ]

HUNDRED PERCENT 
CHANCE
by Robert K. Brown

“A man recalls his college bat-
tle with leukemia in this debut 
memoir.” 

An intense, deftly composed 
cancer narrative.

THE WOUNDED MUSE
by Robert F. Delaney

“Debut novelist and veteran jour-
nalist Delaney offers a thriller 
set in a modern China that, in 
the mid-2000s, hasn’t become 
the open society that many have 
hoped for.”

An observant debut novel in 
which the characters’ selflessness 
shines through the haze.

THE EARL AND 
THE ENCHANTRESS
by Paullett Golden

“Two wallflowers bond over books 
in this debut historical romance.”

An engaging and unconventional 
love story.

THE INDIVISIBLE AND 
THE VOID
by D.M. Wozniak

“In this fantasy novel, a powerful 
magic wielder searches for his wife, 
who apparently left him for another 
man, as well as a villainous ‘voider’ 
with similar powers.”

A series starter that trips across 
fantastic terrain with a human 
touch.

PLAYING GOD IN 
CHAIR TWELVE
by Carl Dubler

“A debut memoir recalls a juror’s 
momentous decision and his 
struggle with religious faith.”

An emotional, edifying remem-
brance written with power and 
clarity. 

THE CONSULTING 
GIG
by C.J. Capen

“A job interview leads to an unex-
pected offer—and a potential 
lover—for a widow reinventing her 
life and career in this debut novel.”

An engaging second-chance 
romance.
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THE HIVE OF 
THE SÚLS: 
THE INTERSECTION 
POINT

by Richard C. Thuss

“Thuss’ (Fertility Zero, 2015, etc.) 
sci-fi novel tells the story of a 
small group of people trapped 
in a nightmarish town in the 
Nevada desert.”

A fun and often riveting novel that 
features mysteries of time, space, and unknown life forms.

BROTHER DANIEL’S 
GOOD NEWS REVIVAL
by Bruce Joel Brittain

“In Brittain’s (Marriage Roulette, 
2006) novel, a callow Kentucky 
teen joins a traveling Christian 
revival group and learns quickly 
about the ways of the world.”

A moving Southern bildungsroman 
written with verve. 

THE LEGENDS OF 
EVE: BOOK OF FIRE
by Anonymous

“In this second installment of a 
YA series, a group of students 
still mastering magic will have 
to confront a Shadow Army 
that’s intent on obliterating the 
world of Gaia.”

A lengthy but entertaining entry 
in an evolving fantasy saga.

THE LEGENDS OF EVE 
by Anonymous

“Teens with elemental powers 
become the first students in three 
millennia to attend a school, which 
shadowy forces have targeted, in 
this launch of a YA fantasy series.”

Distinctive characters and magic-
infused action should leave read-
ers craving the next volume.



INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Ellen Matzer & Valery Hughes 

TWO NEW YORK NURSES WRITE ABOUT THEIR EXPERIENCES OF THE 
AIDS CRISIS 
By Rhett Morgan

In the 1970s, Valery Hughes and Ellen Matzer were young 
nurses in New York City just beginning to see strange 
cases labeled as “the gay cancer.” From then through the 
1980s and ’90s, the two women watched patients suc-
cumb to the illness as it snowballed into the full-blown 
AIDS crisis. Hughes and Matzer have reconstructed 
these years in heartbreaking and impressive detail for 
their debut book, Nurses on the Inside. Through revisiting 
the countless patients they treated, Hughes and Matzer 
offer a unique, informed perspective on both the indi-
viduals affected by AIDS and the biased institutions that 
failed the communities most affected. 

What originally drew you to nursing? 
Valery Hughes: I wanted to do something that would 
be useful, transferrable (so maybe I could travel), and in-
teresting. I had some doubt about my competence, and I 

kept surprising myself when I did well each semester.
Ellen Matzer: My father always said to me, “Be a nurse. 
You will always have something to fall back on.” And Pace 
University was down the block from my father’s office, so 
I worked for him and went to Pace, never intending to be 
a nurse. After my first clinical experience in the hospital, 
I knew I was supposed to be a nurse.

What made you decide to turn your story into a book? 
EM: I had never intended to write a book about my 
experience. I never thought it was a significant thing 
to do....I just sat down at my laptop and wrote down 
some memories. I was surprised at how much detail I 
remembered from patients I had taken care of. Names, 
dates, families, staff, events. I wrote everything I could 
remember. After about 20 pages or so, I realized I had 
something to share, but something was missing. So, I 
called up Valery (we hadn’t spoken in a few years) and 
said, “We are writing a book.” She said, “OK. What are 
we writing?”

How did you reconstruct your memories?  
VH: Many of these things were traumatic and indelible, 
never to be forgotten. I remember the approximate dates 
of every new drug approval and every new scientific find-
ing by heart. We both had cards and letters from patients 
and families.
EM: I have a great recollection about those years, the pa-
tients and families and the course of their illnesses. It’s 
funny, I have taken care of thousands of patients since 
those years in the ICU but remember none of them the 
way I remember those years. As Valery pointed out, many 
memories are embedded in me, and I don’t think I will 
ever forget.
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(l-r) Ellen Matzer and Valery Hughes



What do you want today’s readers to take away from 
your experience with the crisis? 
VH: Although being gay is much more accepted now 
than then, there are many who consider us less than hu-
man. You can say the same about people of color (who 
are disproportionately affected by HIV) and people who 
inject illicit drugs. 

This crisis could happen again if we don’t address 
some of these social issues. It doesn’t have to be HIV; it 
could be something else. Infectious diseases don’t care 
about who they infect, but it is up to humans to be better 
than they were then. We need to care for all our people, 
address issues of stigma and prejudice head-on, and im-
prove access to care for people who feel disenfranchised. 
EM: The 1980s and 1990s were a crucial time in human 
health. They were traumatic and horrific. We had a job 
to do, and we did it with the most compassion and em-
pathy we had. What I would like people to take away is 
that these patients in the book were real people, with 
aspirations, families that loved them (or didn’t in some 
cases), jobs, careers. Their lives were cut short, and there 
was nothing we could do about it at the time except walk 
through the stages of their illness with them. 

Rhett Morgan is a writer and translator based in Paris. 
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in the bedroom. He encourages chancelloress Valeina to bed 
the man of her choice in order to become pregnant. Valeina, 
however, loathes Rovert and is determined to solve the riddle 
of Yddinas’ isolation from the northern realms, in part due to 
a mysterious, mirrorlike barrier. Only Agenayus, a powerful 
mage of the Suuroc race, knows the truth about mystical beings 
who live separately from humanity. For this series opener, Ellis 
marries the characters’ personal dramas to the fate of the city 
that they inhabit while also developing a grandly magical plot, 
which simmers in the background. Game of Thrones fans will 
savor the tightly controlled cascade of deceptions among the 
cast. The prose effectively reflects the hardscrabble existences 
of most of the people in Yddinas, as in the line, “A glare lingered 
between Cael and Breilyn, like two angry dogs fighting for the 
same tree to piss on.” When characters aren’t actually dueling, 
they cut each other with words, as when Rovert tells his wife, 

“You were a peasant, doomed to marry off into a middle-class 
family...and become another useless, spoiled hag.” The players’ 
bighearted gestures and delicious acts of evil are consistently 
riveting, and an intriguing, world-expanding finale makes the 
sequel unmissable.

A layered and emotional epic fantasy opener.

RAISE YOUR STANDARDS
The Definitive Guide to 
Building Seven-Figure Sales
Evans, Mark
Stafford Street Press (250 pp.) 
$14.97 paper  |  $6.97 e-book
Nov. 8, 2019
978-1-5445-0533-6  

A young millionaire presents a new 
way of selling.

Debut author Evans is a millennial 
with a message: “The old way of selling is dead.” He says that 
he’s earned more than six figures a year since he was 24, first 
as a salesman and then as an entrepreneur. Now a consultant, 
he trains people and companies on how to develop seven-figure 
sales teams. He’s developed a straightforward sales process with 
four basic pillars: “Mindset,” “Prep Work,” “Selling,” and “Fol-
low-Up.” A lot of how-to business guides cover similar ground, 
but Evans’ book is more nuanced than most; specifically, he 
notes how sales approaches can vary considerably depending on 
the players involved. He spells out what he considers to be the 
four main “people types”—extroverted “Party People,” noncon-
frontational “People Pleasers,” hyperdetailed “Fact Folks,” and 
ego-driven “Bulls”—and explains the best ways to sell to each of 
them. He urges readers to take his people-typing quiz, as well, in 
order to learn who will be most receptive to their sales pitches. 
Evans’ overall premise is one that’s not often heard in business 
circles: “Money is great, but it’s the ‘why’ behind this money 
that’s going to motivate you,” and an entire chapter helpfully 
stresses the importance of staying true to oneself because “you 
are your most valuable asset.” Indeed, the book is much more 
reader oriented than task oriented, overall. For instance, in one 
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exercise, which he calls “the big five,” he asks readers to identify 
their five primary life goals on an index card, stressing its impor-
tance: “If you don’t get anything else from this book, do yourself 
a favor, buy some plain old index cards and get busy.”

A useful, interactive guide for ambitious salespeople.

PERMISSION TO ROAR
For Female Thought Leaders 
Ready To Write Their Book
Freedman, Marni
MCM Publishing (356 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  $7.99 e-book
Aug. 15, 2018
978-0-9974413-8-3  

A how-to guide for women who 
dream of writing a nonfiction book.

Freedman (Shaking the Tree, Vol. 2, 
2019, etc.), a writing coach and licensed therapist, wants to 
help readers “unlock the book that is inside” them. Specifically, 
she aims to empower “big, bold thinkers,” and although many 
of her tips will help writers of any gender, her target audience 
is women, who, she argues, are more likely than men to have 

“trouble owning and touting their expertise.” In this practi-
cal volume, she aims to take readers step by step from brain-
storming and creating a writing routine to crafting an engaging 
title and working with different types of editors. Using her 

“Three-Key Method,” Freedman shows how would-be authors 
can identify their book’s “Promise,” or the “clear value” that it 
will deliver to readers; its “Premise,” or its core idea; and the 

“Approach,” or how one will present the information. Analyses 
of successful books, such as Susan Cain’s Quiet (2012) and Sophia 
Amoruso’s #Girlboss (2014), illustrate various authorial strate-
gies. By breaking down the writing process into understandable 
steps, Freedman effectively demystifies it. Refreshingly, she 
also resists shopworn advice, such as that one must write every 
single day, in favor of more realistic guidance, such as that one 
can create a writing calendar with specific goals and rewards 
to keep on track. She doesn’t hesitate to tackle the emotional 
aspects of writing, as well, such as how to “kick-start your self-
esteem boost” if you find yourself questioning whether you’re 
qualified to craft a book. She also urges readers to respect their 
intuition and inspiration, reminding them that “rules and orga-
nization alone do not create the magic” that “will make your 
book fly off the shelves.”

A clear road map that may help hopeful authors find 
their ways from ideas to finished books.

THIS REMINDS ME OF US
Gabriel, Julia
Serif Books (320 pp.) 
$11.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Aug. 21, 2019
978-0-9996548-9-7 

A devastating car accident forces a 
happily married couple to confront a 
new reality in this novel. 

When Serena Irving met Oliver 
Wolfe at a firemen’s carnival in St. Car-

oline, a small town on the eastern shore of Maryland, their 
attraction was immediate. After a whirlwind romance, the 
Princeton-educated daughter of a wealthy New York family 
married the firefighter and settled in St. Caroline despite her 
parents’ objections. Eight years later, Serena and Oliver have 
two sons, Mason and Cam, and she is pregnant again when a 
car accident leaves her in a coma for four months. When she 
wakes, Oliver is surprised to discover Serena has no memory 
of the past seven years. After physical therapy, she returns to 
a house she does not recognize and tries to adjust to life as 
the mother of two young sons. She finds support from her 
best friend, Ashley Wardman, a photographer coping with 
the recent death of her husband, Ben. Oliver, reeling from 
the death of his mother, Angie, tries to help; but he senses 
something is different about his wife. As her memories return, 
Serena discovers she has a talent for teaching. When a letter 
arrives for Serena from an attorney representing Ben, Oliver 
suspects that his wife may have had a secret life. This fourth 
installment of Gabriel’s (Hearts on Fire, 2017, etc.) St. Caroline 
series is an appealing contemporary romance and an affect-
ing portrait of a family recovering after a shattering tragedy. 
The story opens with Serena emerging from her coma. The 
author deftly establishes the history of Serena and Oliver’s 
relationship through flashbacks and their memories. The two 
are winsome protagonists whose romance endures despite her 
parents’ belief that the couple would “split up within the year.” 
While Oliver’s suspicions about his wife seem overblown, the 
subplot does allow the author to effectively explore the fire-
fighter’s fears that the life he can offer Serena in St. Caroline 
cannot compete with her privileged upbringing. Readers of 
the series will recognize characters from the previous install-
ments, including Becca Trevor and Jack Wolfe as well as other 
members of their extended families. 

A satisfying romance with well-drawn characters. 

An appealing contemporary romance and an affecting portrait 
of a family recovering after a shattering tragedy.

this reminds me of us
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THE EYE OF RA
Gartner, Ben 
Crescent Vista Press (280 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Dec. 18, 2019
978-1-73415-521-1

In this debut middle-grade novel, 
young siblings from the 21st century 
are mysteriously transported to ancient 
Egypt, where they find friendship and 
danger as they search for a way home.

John isn’t looking forward to summer 
vacation on his last day in the fourth grade. His family will be 
moving from Colorado to Maryland for his dad’s job. Unlike 
his big sister, Sarah, who is excited about the change, John is 
sure that he’ll be unhappy and friendless there. During one last 
mountain hike, the siblings stumble on a strange cave where a 
hieroglyph of an eye transports them to ancient Egypt. They 
meet Zachariah, a “brown-skinned boy, barefoot and bare 
chested, wearing a white kilt-like wrapping,” and find they 
are able to speak his language. The son of Imhotep, the king’s 
pyramid architect, Zack, as John and Sarah call him, invites the 
pair home. (The siblings tell the family they are shipwrecked 
refugees from a distant land.) Gartner seamlessly mixes history 
with fantasy in his well-crafted tale, integrating into the plot 
facts about pyramid engineering, gods and goddesses, housing, 
and food (the book includes a recipe for an ancient Egyptian 
dish). With emotional authenticity, Sarah’s ready acceptance of 
the adventure gives way to empathy for her younger brother’s 
homesickness and her own fears and doubts. John responds to 
their experience with disbelief, cautious acceptance, a desire to 
return to his own time, and analytic fascination—the stars in 
the Egyptian night sky are so abundant and bright, he reasons, 
because there’s no pollution. Respect for readers shows, too, in 
the author’s expressive language: “A lazy cloud” reclines against 
a lofty mountain pinnacle, “waiting for the sunset show”; 
Imhotep offers resonant assurance that friendships form with 

“shared experience and time.” And, after providing vivid encoun-
ters with scorpions, a tomb robber, a cobra, and a Nile crocodile, 
Gartner surprises readers with multiple plot twists having to do 
with an unsavory time traveler; concerns that the eye transport 
device could change history; news of a bizarre, anachronistic 
archaeological find; and a fun little kicker for an epilogue.

An engaging, eventful, history-based fantasy with real-
istic protagonists and an enjoyable, twist-filled plot.

THE ADVENTURES OF STU
Stu and the Aliens
Gilbers, Patricia
Illus. by Wang, Stella
Self (32 pp.) 
$9.95 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Apr. 24, 2019
978-1-09-369038-5  

Some intrepid ostriches band together 
to save a friend kidnapped by aliens in this debut picture book.

As a female ostrich explains, her boyfriend, Stu, and she 
hatched at the same time. He always makes her smile, but Stu 
shows his worth in another way when a spaceship arrives. The 
aliens (short, blue-green, and equipped with antennae) poke 
the ostriches with sticks, which isn’t a good beginning. Anna, 
a bossy ostrich, insists on being the first to look inside the 
ship—but she doesn’t return. Stu leaps into action, recruiting 
the ostriches who’ve been training for a race. They trick the 
aliens into leaving their ship and then frighten them off. In 
the end, the birds dance to celebrate their win. In her work, 
Gilbers tells an amped-up tale of hijinks and shenanigans that 
effectively uses different fonts humor and impact. For example, 
when the ostriches sneak up on the ship, they get “CLOSER, 
AND CLOSER, AND CLOSER!” The font size grows from 
normal to enormous, underlining the teasing suspense and pro-
viding cues for reading aloud (whisper, regular voice, shout). An 
amusing false ending rounds things off. The stylized, somewhat 
surreal illustrations by Wang (Bernerd and a Small Act of Kindness, 
2019, etc.) capture the story’s comic energy but are also soft-
ened by a palette dominated by green, blue, yellow, and pink. 
The birds are varied and appealing; they’re given anthropomor-
phic faces but otherwise are recognizably ostriches.

A playful and energetic animal tale with great read-
aloud potential.

START FINISHING 
How To Go From Idea 
to Done
Gilkey, Charlie
Sounds True (272 pp.) 
$24.95  |  $11.99 e-book  |  Sep. 24, 2019
978-1-68364-263-3  

A manual advocates an array of 
unconventional approaches to achiev-

ing productivity.
This new book from Gilkey (The Small Business Life Cycle, 

2014), founder of Productive Flourishing, delivers an assort-
ment of thoughts and strategies for isolating doable projects 
and ushering them across the finish line. The author asserts that 
projects allowing people to do their best work are “bridges to a 
better world.” Gilkey opens his overview with a stern look at 
other productivity and personal development guides, many of 
which intentionally or unintentionally make people feel faulty. 
He stresses instead the plasticity of potential: “We’re more than 
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the thoughts we have and actions we take and we can adopt 
new thoughts and take new actions that lead us to be the best 
versions of ourselves.” On the journey to accomplishing these 
projects and realizing those amazing versions, one of the main 
obstacles the author identifies is “thrashing.” This is the kind 
of “emotional flailing and metawork” people do while resist-
ing the commitment to complete a task, the stirring of “head 
trash”–like fears and insecurities. Paradoxically, it’s when faced 
with attacking the projects that personally mean the most that 
many people experience “creative constipation,” an “inner tox-
icity” that can lead them to lash out at others and themselves. 
In order to relieve this stress and move things in the right direc-
tion, Gilkey proposes many tactics, including such concepts 
as “chunking” (breaking projects into more easily handled seg-
ments), “linking” (connecting some “chunks” with others), and 

“sequencing” (lining up “chunks” to fall in a smoother order). 
And, human nature being what it is, there are also tips on how 
to combat the thoughtless or obstructive actions of others.

In expanding on all of this, the author’s tone is infec-
tiously upbeat and exceptionally forgiving. The “grind hard, 
grind harder, eventually die” attitude on prominent display in 
so many productivity books is entirely absent in these pages. 
Gilkey’s advice includes such simple practical items as assess-
ing your work environment (a change may unblock some key 
piece of congestion) and handling email more efficiently (“pro-
cessing” it only when you have email-related work to do rather 
than “checking” it far too often for no constructive purpose). 
He also recommends reshaping the habits and routines that can 
remove “scores of daily microdecisions” but can also clog up 
productivity if they’re not policed and periodically reexamined. 
In brightly well-designed and inviting chapters, Gilkey warns 
his readers to beware of projects that seem easier because they 
involve less “thrashing”: “Thrashing is…not a sign that you can’t 
finish the project or that you’re doing the wrong project. It’s 
a sign that…you’ll need to show up powerfully to get it done.” 
In one crystal-clear insight after another, the author provides 
readers with an enormous trove of strategies designed to help 
them succeed, whether their key projects are business-related, 
creative, or personal. He gives intuitively catchy names to the 
mental snarls that readers experience when working alone or in 
groups. The author cautions readers that it’s seductively easy to 
spend an entire life “in the meantime,” never hunkering down 
to create their masterpieces. His comprehensive book is a for-
midable corrective to that inertia.

A powerful and optimistic guide to clearing out the 
clutter and finishing your best work.

ONE NIGHT WITH LILITH
Golan, Martin
Adelaide Books (284 pp.) 
$19.60 paper  |  $7.99 e-book
Nov. 13, 2019
978-1-951214-49-4  

A devastating fire causes a couple in 
crisis to look back over their long mar-
riage in Golan’s (Where Things Are When 
You Lose Them, 2008, etc.) literary novel.

Rob and Amy Lerner are sitting in 
their favorite restaurant deciding to get divorced while, a few 
blocks away, their house burns to the ground. The fire destroys 
Amy’s painting studio and all of her art; Rob’s home office and 
all the material related to his import business; and every object, 
photograph, and heirloom that they owned. The couple is left 
staring at the rubble of their lives “like the body of a loved one 
under a sheet. The house was like that, a lost loved one.” The two 
met many years earlier in New York City, where Amy, then named 
Geller, was a promising—if unconfident—artist and Rob worked 
as a Yeshiva teacher to avoid a military draft. At the time, Rob 
identified Amy with Lilith—the first wife of Adam who wouldn’t 
submit to his dominion, who’s sometimes interpreted as a demon 
and stealer of children: “To Rob Lerner [Lilith] was simply the 
woman you will never tire of, never look at without lust, who will 
never lose her mystery, the woman who will make you whole.” 
The couple’s relationship was always combustive, however, and 
even after they marry, find financial success, and raise a son, 
Marco, the couple is haunted by events from their pasts—Amy’s 
brother Mickey’s death and the traumas of Rob’s Holocaust-
survivor father, Sol. The novel reviews their rocky relationship 
and asks where, exactly, it all went wrong. Also, how did the fire, 
which punctuated their dissolution, start? And what does Rob’s 
identification of Amy with Lilith—whom Sol claims to have seen 
in a Polish orchard during the war—say about the couple?

Golan’s prose is exact and insightful and full of lines that 
encapsulate the particular deficiencies of the Lerners’ marriage: 

“They had grown over the years to dislike each other with a pas-
sion that would have been admirable, perhaps breathtakingly 
beautiful, had it been love.” He constructs the characters of Rob 
and Amy in a deliberate manner and with great attention to detail. 
With incredible specificity, the author manages to present an 
affecting and recognizable portrait of coupledom, and as the sto-
rylines grow, their thorny lives become more deeply intertwined. 
Amy, in particular, is a fully imagined being—knowable when the 
reader takes her side and completely mysterious when the reader 
aligns with Rob. The Judaica in the story’s background lends it a 
slightly mystical mood, and it infuses the proceedings with a grim 
sense of inevitability. The book does drag in some places, and the 
reader may be forgiven for wanting to get back to the present-day 
plotline before realizing that the past is the main story. That said, 
Golan’s skillful and compelling character work is enough to keep 
the readers wondering, as Rob and Amy do, about the impossibil-
ity of happiness and the meaning of love.

A cleareyed and adeptly composed investigation of 
a marriage.
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THE FLAMES OF MY FATHERS
Halleck, Jordan
Self (247 pp.) 
$9.59 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  Jul. 10, 2018
978-1-980960-12-6  

This historical fantasy debut sees sol-
diers hunt ancient, magical artifacts dur-
ing the Mexican-American War.

In 1847, the United States battles 
Mexico for possession of North America’s 
western half. Lt. Jedediah Faust stands 

aboard the USS Bunker Hill off the coast of Veracruz. Through an 
enchanted telescope, he watches some Mexican soldiers on shore 
who have fiery blue auras. These aren’t merely warriors—they’re 
men controlled by ghostly “tormentors.” Faust takes Sgt. Cor-
mac McGuinness and Pvt. Benjamin Crowe ashore to hunt the 
creatures. His ultimate quarry is Viktor Chernyad, the Russian 
sorcerer responsible for animating the tormentors. Chernyad is 
a member of the Order of Exultus. He manipulates President 
Antonio López de Santa Anna’s troops so that he may locate 
the powerful Lamp of Shadow, rumored to be in Mexico. With 
the Lamp of Light already in his clutches, Chernyad needs the 
second object to open the dark dimension and free the vile wiz-
ard Tellurach, who would bring hell to Earth. Faust, for his part, 
would rather fight a war with mortals. But his lineage, including 
his father, Zebulon, has battled the Order for centuries. At a sub-
terranean pyramid called the Pit of the White Serpent, Faust and 
company seemingly defeat Chernyad. While the villain escapes, 
the heroes take possession of the Lamp of Shadow. Zebulon pulls 
strings and sends his son to Paris to consult with Jacques de Molay, 
the “last Master of the Order of the Temple in Jerusalem,” about 
how to keep the artifact safe. The meeting broadens Faust’s mis-
sion substantially, encompassing the being called Arananth and 
the ancient city of Atlantis.

Halleck’s series opener summons the kind of swashbuck-
ling fun associated with Conan the Barbarian novels and Indi-
ana Jones films. The well-rendered opening scene, with cameos 
by Gen. Zachary Taylor and Santa Anna, will convince readers 
that there’s plenty of adventure to be had without jumping 
continents. Historical details, including the Mexican army’s 

“antique artillery,” provide a narrative launchpad with gravitas. 
Yet confident storytelling and excellent pacing will ensnare 
readers, and the tormentors—“undead creatures whose souls 
have been twisted by dark magic”—only hint at the weirder tale 
ahead. The author’s prose spearheads each scene change in lines 
like this one, which depicts the heroes’ descent into the Paris 
catacombs: “Darkness fled from their torches like a ship cut-
ting against a relentless black tide.” Intriguing characters inter-
act with one another in entertaining ways. Throughout, Faust 
is rankled by Capt. Percival Blancheford, whose wealth and 
means supply transportation for the heroes. Crowe tells Faust: 

“You try to convince yourself that you’re better off without him, 
but you want to be exactly like him.” Numerous surprises lurk in 
the novel’s final third, including betrayal, death, and the femme 
fatale Capt. Zenobia Nubis. Audiences will forgive Halleck if 
his tale structurally resembles a football match, with the lamps 

bouncing between teams. He establishes a rich lore of “nine 
ancient cities” descended from the empire of “Alhur” and non-
human entities called preternaturals (one of them being Baltha-
zar Macabre) who may or may not interfere with mortal events. 
Both elements should allow the author an even deeper dive into 
strangeness for the sequel.

A rollicking supernatural tale that will intrigue history 
fans and scratch their itch for adventure.

ONCE A GIRL, 
ALWAYS A BOY 
A Family Memoir of a 
Transgender Journey
Ivester, Jo
She Writes Press (352 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book  |  Apr. 21, 2020
978-1-63152-886-6  

A Texan decides to have gender-
affirming surgery in this memoir.

Jeremy Ivester was born as Emily in 
1989. Growing up in Austin, he wanted to be one of the boys. He 
loved short haircuts, male clothes, and football, playing on teams 
where he held his own as the only one perceived to be a girl on the 
field. His idyllic tomboy existence was upended in middle school, 
where he was excluded by classmates as his gender nonconfor-
mity became more glaring in the midst of adolescent dating cul-
ture. He was further horrified when puberty gave him breasts 
and curves that felt decidedly unnatural. A decadelong process 
of self-discovery and self-adjustment ensued. Google searches 
helped Jeremy put the term “asexual” to his perennially misfiring 
dates and lack of interest in either sex. An MTV episode of True 
Life on gender-affirming surgery proved a revelation—maybe 
he could have the masculine body he dreamed of. After much 
exploration and equivocation—“I don’t necessarily feel like I’m 
a male….None of the pronouns feel right”—top surgery and 
hormones allowed Jeremy’s body to reflect his gender identity, 
and he experienced that quintessential rite of passage: chugging 
brews with male buddies, shirtless. (“I felt the sticky beer all over 
my chin and chest,” he recalls exuberantly.) His saga, penned by 
his mother, Jo Ivester (The Outskirts of Hope, 2015), and based on 
interviews and Jeremy’s video diary of his transition, incorpo-
rates reminiscences in both their voices and those of his father, 
siblings, and in-laws. It’s not a traumatic coming-out story: Jer-
emy’s family and co-workers were generally supportive. But there 
is quieter drama as they all navigate uncharted emotional terri-
tory, with Jo feeling unspoken anguish that Jeremy has decided 
to forgo marriage and children and young Jeremy enduring the 
aching loneliness that many gender-nonconforming kids feel: 

“My throat hurt and my chest tightened, and I felt isolated and 
deserted as I thought about how long it had been since I’d hung 
out with my teammates like when we were little kids.” The result 
is a heartwarming story that anyone with a complicated life and 
identity can relate to.

A multifaceted, rich, and moving exploration of the 
trans experience.
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A heartwarming story that anyone with a 
complicated life and identity can relate to.

once a girl, always a boy
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HITCHCOCK’S CALIFORNIA
Vista Visions From the 
Camera Eye
Jones, Robert & Auiler, Dan & 
Sinclair, Aimee
Photos by Jones, Robert & Sinclair, Aimee
Middlebrow Books (143 pp.) 
$27.95
978-0-9837376-3-6  

In this debut book, two photog-
raphers and a writer pay tribute to the cinematic language of 
Alfred Hitchcock.

Jones, Auiler, and Sinclair’s work begins with an introduc-
tion by Bruce Dern, the actor who starred in Hitchcock’s 1976 
thriller, Family Plot. Dern’s writing, enjoyable if unremarkable, 
makes the case for Hitchcock’s distinctive genius. The best 
of Dern’s stories is the one where he and director John Fran-
kenheimer have the prop master at Paramount build them a 
dummy to take in a car so they can drive in the high-occupancy 
vehicle lane. After Dern’s lively intro, each of the three authors 
presents a short essay on Hitchcock. Jones, a photojournalist, 
pens a love letter to cinema, describing his childhood experi-
ence of seeing Psycho for the first time. Thrilled and terrified, 
he became a lifelong “Hitchcock fanatic.” In 2014, while vis-
iting Bodega Bay, California—one of the filming locations for 
The Birds—Jones got the idea for the book: “In that moment 
I knew I would revisit these scenes out of Hitchcock’s cel-
luloid nightmares with a ‘widescreen’ camera and shoot them 
over…to recapture the essence of the feelings that Hitchcock 
had instilled in me.” Next is a short, academic essay by Auiler, 
a Hitchcock expert and movie historian, who focuses on how 
film locations informed and enriched the auteur’s work. Finally, 
Sinclair describes her first encounters with Hitchcock’s mov-
ies, her relationship with photography, and the experience of 
shooting “Souvenirs of a Killing,” a series of staged re-creations 
of memorable moments in the director’s films. These 17 pho-
tos are interspersed throughout the work. But the meat of this 
project is Jones’ 80 photos, vivid and glowing, of California loca-
tions featured in Hitchcock’s movies. After the photos comes 
the transcription of an exhaustive conversation between Jones 
and Auiler and a brief afterword by author Dorothy Herrmann, 
the daughter of Bernard Herrmann, who scored many of the 
director’s films.

Though this is an eclectic and varied collection of writing 
and images, the majority of the book is Jones’ photos. The vol-
ume’s dimensions—it’s almost twice as wide as it is tall—are a 
fitting tribute to the widescreen format Hitchcock preferred. 
The photos of California are beautiful, but the strongest effect 
they have is to make readers want to see the source material: a 
Hitchcock film. Looking at the photos, one can’t quite escape 
the impression of viewing a slideshow from a road trip that, 
while clearly a blast for the traveler, isn’t quite as enchanting 
secondhand. But Jones’ photos are still appealing—even, at 
times, haunting. In the conversation between Auiler and Jones, 
the former delivers an accurate assessment of the pictures: “I 
think even the casual observer…can sense Hitchcock’s ghost 

there.” Sinclair’s photos strike a different visual tone. Some-
times they’re unexciting, rote re-creations, but a few are genu-
inely titillating, like her picture of a camera in a sandwich from 
Topaz. Some of these visual odes add little, though—like a shot 
of cornstalks more evocative of stock photos than the crop-
duster chase in North by Northwest. Despite its unevenness, the 
panoramic book captures and conveys the authors’ delight in 
Hitchcock’s work and in the potency and splendor of his images, 
moving or still.

A rich and vibrant homage to a singular visual stylist.

NUTMEG STREET
Egyptian Secrets
Joseph, Sherrill
Acorn Publishing (205 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Feb. 1, 2020
978-1-947392-58-8 

A quartet of tweens investigates a 
theft after the death of a beloved Egyp-
tologist in this middle-grade series starter.

Twins Lexi and Lanny Wyatt and 
their friends Moki Kalani and Rani 

Kumar have developed a reputation for solving mysteries in 
their hometown of Botanic Hill, California. During a visit with 
one of their neighbors, the recently widowed Mrs. Thornsley, 
the four find out that her late husband, an Egyptologist col-
league of Lanny and Lexi’s parents, was behaving oddly before 
his death. The young amateur detectives are certain that he 
had nothing to do with the recent theft of an ancient Egyptian 
urn from a local research center, of which he’d been accused, 
so they set out to solve the mystery. Their investigation takes 
them all over town, to local businesses, zoos, and labs, and they 
encounter plenty of real, if short-lived, danger along the way. 
They evade a masked stranger, for example, and meet other 
suspicious people whose actions make it clear that the kids are 
indeed investigating a serious crime. The investigators leave the 
actual law enforcement to the police—with whom they have a 
special relationship, as Moki’s father is a sergeant—but the kids 
are the ones who figure out the true circumstances of the urn’s 
disappearance and save Dr. Thornsley’s reputation. The book 
ties up various loose ends in its closing pages, but the narrator 
makes it clear that there will be more adventures in store for the 
young sleuths.

Debut author Joseph has clearly put a great deal of thought 
into developing the book’s setting, and quirky details, such 
as the layout of Botanic Hill’s streets—there are 26 east-west 
streets, all named, in alphabetical order, for plants—give it 
vibrancy. The four protagonists are distinctly drawn, and Rani’s 
synesthesia—a condition that Joseph shares with her character, 
as explained in an author’s note—is presented as noteworthy 
without defining her. Moki’s Hawaiian heritage is handled less 
fluidly, however, as his ethnicity is highlighted many times over 
the course of the text. Secondary characters are also well devel-
oped—particularly Bruce Wilding, the twins’ tutor and grudg-
ing chauffeur. The dialogue sometimes feels forced; Lanny and 
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Moki excessively call each other “bro,” for instance, and at one 
point, the villain says, “You kids, you think you’re so smart.” 
The omniscient narrator also has a taste for melodrama: “She 
was instantly aware that, to others, her husband might look 
guilty. But never a doubt entered her mind. She knew her hus-
band could never have had anything to do with this atrocity.” 
The mystery, however, is solid, with plenty of twists and red 
herrings that will allow readers to match wits with the Botanic 
Hill Detective Agency. The Egyptology element is intriguing 
and informative, with plenty of detail for Egypt enthusiasts 
(natron and cobra venom each play a role in the mystery). Over-
all, Joseph has written a fine first volume with plenty of good 
backstory and clear series potential.

A well-developed mystery in which young detectives 
have fun while saving the day.

SELF-STYLED
Chasing Dr. Robert 
Vernon Spears 
Logan, Alan C.
Glass Spider Publishing (362 pp.) 
$28.99  |  $5.99 e-book  |  Nov. 16, 2019
978-0-578-55834-9  

A debut biography chronicles the life 
and exploits of a consummate American 
con man.

On Nov. 16, 1959, a National Airlines plane plunged into the 
Gulf of Mexico, killing all 42 people onboard. One of the tick-
eted passengers was Dr. Robert Vernon Spears, a well-known 
Dallas naturopath. But as Logan recounts in his absorbing book 
about Spears’ adventures, a medical career was another in a 
long line of self-inventions for a consummate con man, who, it 
turned out, never boarded the ill-fated Flight 967. Spears “could 
play any role,” the author writes. In fact, he was so good at “play-
ing these parts, he could have had financial rewards aplenty—if 
he had chosen to play like everyone else. Or if he had been bet-
ter at not getting caught.” Spears hasn’t achieved the notoriety 
of such celebrated American grifters as Frank “Catch Me If You 
Can” Abagnale, Charles Ponzi, or Joseph “Yellow Kid” Weil. But 
he committed his first crime, a forgery, at age 16, and—often 
in cahoots with close friend William Allen Taylor—roamed the 
country in search of “marks,” taking money from “the fat cats 
who could afford it. Or big businesses that would barely notice.” 

“He’s the conman’s grandma, a real smooth article,” one associ-
ate said of him. Making extensive use of public records, Logan 
uncovers a veritable gold mine of grift and deftly traces Spears’ 
post–World War II transformation into a naturopath. With a 
forged medical degree, he became head of the Texas Associa-
tion of Naturopathic Physicians before a corruption scandal 
thrust him into the even murkier world of backroom abortions. 
In July 1959, Spears was arrested in Los Angeles for performing 
a motel-room abortion. But in perhaps his most audacious con, 
he reinvented himself as a dead man when Flight 967 crashed. 
The book suffers from a dearth of information about Spears’ for-
mative years, with the author suggesting only that the criminal 

was inspired by poverty and a “yearning for escape.” But Spears’ 
picaresque journey makes for compelling reading and, Logan 
asserts, may even “inform us about...the ways in which conmen 
become leaders, whether that involves presidency of a medical 
guild or a nation state.”

This vivid account effectively captures the many rein-
ventions of a daring grifter.

PRINCESS AND TROLL
Once Upon A Time On A Bad 
Hair Day
Mammonek, M.
Illus. by the author
FriesenPress (136 pp.) 
$29.99  |  $18.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Aug. 26, 2019
978-1-5255-4907-6
978-1-5255-4908-3 paper  

Told in rhyming verse, this illustrated book for kids ages 1 to 
7 tells the tale of a princess with magical hair who is cursed by 
an unhappy troll.

A wise king and beautiful queen have a daughter they name 
Princess Marie Antoinette. She’s a perfect sweetheart with 
one noticeable difference from other babies: “The princess’s 
hair was magic— / the real fairy-tale stuff.” It changes color 
throughout the day, and though the colors are pretty, the prin-
cess’s parents are worried. A doctor prescribes “cough syrup 
and leeches” and warns that if Marie’s hair is cut, “she might 
stop being herself.” The baby’s fairy godmother arrives to reas-
sure them that “the princess’s hair is a different affair / that 
comes from the magic realm.” To protect his daughter, the king 
declares her hair a national treasure, never to be cut. As Marie 
grows up, her hair grows longer and longer, heavier and heavier, 
until she needs help carrying it from “Six maids, five servants, / a 
kitchen helper, butler, and caddie, / the teacher and his silly pet, 
/ a young page, and poor choir lady.” When a talented new court 
hairstylist arrives, the princess gains more freedom to move 
about and goes to school, where her magical hair amuses other 
students by changing color and dispensing butterflies and treats. 
Marie’s hair is cursed by a bitter, gloomy troll with a grudge, but 
her kindness finds a way to reach him. Mammonek (Escape From 
Cat City, 2018) tells a fanciful story bolstered by some serious 
undercurrents. Readers will likely enjoy the fun of all the ways 
Marie’s hair behaves and misbehaves and the various attempts 
to contain it. At the same time, the book includes messages 
about good self-care and the necessity of living in the real world, 
not in dreams. The rhyming verse usually works well, although 
the scansion can be off. Mammonek’s illustrations are a charm-
ing collage of photos and digital artwork in confectionary col-
ors set against backdrops of swirls, butterflies, and other images.

An attractive blend of fairy-tale elements with self-
esteem encouragement.
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EAST BROTHER
Mattessich, Stefan
Urizen Books (231 pp.) 
$13.00 paper
978-0-578-57261-1  

In Mattessich’s (Point Guard, 2017) 
novel, a shiftless young Navy seaman 
goes AWOL and takes refuge with an art-
ist uncle, who’s similarly adrift.

Twenty-something Jess Cooper is a 
“sweet, rudderless kid” in the Navy. Many of the adults in his life 
felt that he had “no fire in him…and he had no particular reason 
to think they were wrong.” The sensitive, artistic young man 
still seems unsure what to do with his life, but he feels no special 
urgency to figure it out. However, as a result of a bureaucratic 
error, he’s presented with an opportunity to escape the Navy’s 
despotic discipline, so he goes absent without leave while his ship 
is docked in San Diego. He seeks out his uncle Milo Manning, a 

“beach bum” who fritters away his days “time surfing, making art…
and eking out a livelihood as best as he could.” Milo lives in East 
Brother, a California beach town that was once a “haven for bohe-
mians and mystics looking for their chance at Shangri-La,” but 
it’s now overrun by development and new-money millionaires. In 
fact, Harry Contento, an unscrupulous real estate agent, is relent-
lessly trying to pry Milo’s property from his hands. It turns out 
that Milo is just as lost as his nephew is, but he introduces Jess 
to a “mogul in the making” who has much bigger dreams: “Jack 
the Cat,” a legendary heroin addict who managed to become the 
head of a criminal narcotic empire. 

Mattessich skillfully constructs an ambient mood of aim-
lessness in this novel. Along the way, he gets across the extraor-
dinary sense of alienation of those who lack ambition in a 
careerist age. Jack is an intelligently conceived foil to Jess and 
Milo, as he’s preternaturally motivated and always ready to leap 
headlong into new and uncertain experiences. Jess is neither 
dumb nor lazy, but he is irremediably average; indeed, his ordi-
nariness seems to be the source of his decency and his despair, 
and the author depicts this conundrum with impressive subtlety. 
Milo, meanwhile, is shown to be caught between the bliss of 
freedom and the onerous weight of purposelessness, and Mat-
tessich thoughtfully and poetically captures his predicament: 

“Life surrounds him, root and branch, in tendrils of smilax and 
the snares that spiders weave. It turns in circles of awesome 
fecundity. But he senses its remoteness, too, like a humming 
you hear only as the susurration of blood in veins.” Mattessich is 
at his best when he plumbs the depths of his characters’ broken-
ness and limns the elusiveness of redemption: “[Milo] doesn’t 
know where he stands anymore, or if there is even any place 
to stand. That margin has become a surface, and it flattens out 
a little more each day, robbing him of a vital third dimension.” 
Overall, this novel offers readers an unflinchingly realistic and 
achingly sad depiction of a profound lonesomeness—one that 
can’t be remedied by company but, at the same time, isn’t com-
pletely hopeless, either.

A heartbreaking and delicately composed story about 
the pain of ennui.

THE GHOST ON FIREFLY LANE
McCord, Pamela
Acorn Publishing (225 pp.) 
$22.99  |  $9.99 paper  |  Oct. 29, 2019
978-1-947392-73-1
978-1-947392-72-4 paper 

Three amiable, young ghost hunters 
learn lessons the hard way in this second 
installment of a middle-grade mystery series.

Pekin Dewlap grew up in the spirit 
world, able to see ghosts. But when the 

teenage Pekin hadn’t seen any since age 12, she missed the tal-
ent that made her feel special. So she started a ghost-busting 
business with her best friends, Amber and Scout. Later, Pekin 
developed a crush on Scout. In this second outing, the trio is 
recruited by the Dwyers, who wish to help their longtime ghost, 
a crying woman searching for her missing baby, to cross over. 
After talking with the Dwyers’ elderly neighbors, the Master-
sons, the teens identify the spirit as Lily Grayson, who died 
during childbirth in the house. Shortly after Lily’s death, her 
husband, Ron, sold the place, then moved away with their infant 
daughter, Violet. But identifying Lily is only their first challenge. 
Lily reacts violently when Pekin tries to talk to her about Vio-
let. Ron and Violet reject the team’s efforts to bring them to 
the Dwyers’ house. The friends then seek aid from their men-
tor, Mildew, and friendly ghost Miranda, whom they rescued in 
McCord’s (The Haunting of Elmwood Manor, 2019) series opener. 
This time out, the author shows the growth of Pekin, Amber, 
and Scout. Mildew offers them the opportunity to learn from 
her experiences, teaching them the tricks of the trade so they’re 
more prepared for danger. That promises to become even more 
important in future volumes, as McCord foreshadows Pekin’s 
starting to regain her paranormal ability. The friends also dis-
cover that every ghost requires different handling methods. On 
the personal side, while Amber is blissful in a relationship with 
jock Josh Parker, Pekin and Scout are stuck in romantic limbo, 
which interferes with their case until stress leads to a break-
through. This sequel, with no villain, does lack the suspense of 
the first volume. And even though the ghost hunt only lasts a 
week, the pace seems too leisurely, with the teens having time 
for normal activities while on duty at the Dwyers’ home. Still, 
this charming mystery remains a step forward for the trio’s 
Ghost Company.

These fledgling ghost busters and their adventures 
should enchant readers. 

An unflinchingly realistic and achingly sad 
depiction of a profound lonesomeness.

east brother
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DAWSON’S PAJAMA DRAMA
Ogilvie, Constance
Illus. by Hosam, Basma
Crumpled Paper Publishing (28 pp.) 
$22.99  |  Oct. 1, 2018
978-0-692-17636-8  

A boy and his family solve the puzzle of his missing pajamas 
in this debut picture book.

When 4-year-old Dawson wakes up in the morning, his paja-
mas are always missing. He imagines what might have happened 
to them: Did he leave his astronaut pajamas on the moon? Did 
his veterinarian pajamas get “eaten by a goat”? For each day of the 
week, he wears a different pair of pajamas associated with a pro-
fession, and each befalls an imagined tragedy on the job. Finally, 
when Dawson is out of pajamas, the whole family searches for 
clues, not realizing that Oliver, the dog, has been stealing them 
the whole time. Ogilvie’s verses scan well throughout, though 
sometimes pajamas are referred to as “them” and sometimes “it,” 
which may confuse young readers. She also introduces challeng-
ing and fun-to-say vocabulary words like “quizzical,” making this 
a good selection for reading aloud. Hosam’s (The World of Little 
Muslims, 2019) charming cartoon illustrations of the diverse cast 
are softly textured and packed with humor. Half-dressed Dawson 
appears in a variety of partially eaten, shrunk, burned, and shred-
ded pajamas in his imagined scenes but always looks pleased with 
himself in appropriately themed underwear. Kids will giggle at 
Dawson’s missing clothes, and parents will be impressed with his 
mother’s problem-solving skills.

This clever bedtime tale delivers a funny, low-stakes 
mystery.

SOMETHING LOST 
SOMETHING FOUND
Paruzel-Gibson, Natalia
Illus. by Catrinella, Laura
FriesenPress (40 pp.)
$18.99  |  $7.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Jan. 8, 2020
978-1-5255-4381-4
978-1-5255-4382-1 paper

A girl struggles with grief after losing her mother in this pic-
ture book from debut author Paruzel-Gibson.

Ella has trouble sleeping. She misses her mom, and she 
feels “like a balloon without air. Or like noodles gone cold on a 
plate.” When she sees a classmate acting happy, she asks her to 
sneeze on her, thinking it might be contagious, but all she gets 
is a cold. After she hears her grandmother say that money can’t 
buy happiness, Ella throws her piggy bank out the window. She 
later dresses up as a witch for Halloween and makes a happiness 
potion, and she tries to catch a star. Nothing works until she 
visits an apple tree that she and her mother had often visited, 
and the memory makes her happy. Many children’s books about 
grief deal with immediate loss, but Paruzel-Gibson engagingly 
allows Ella to take some time before reconnecting with happy 

memories. The digital, cartoon-style color illustrations by 
Catrinella (Chin Up, 2019, etc.) have a mixed-media feel, partic-
ularly in the apple tree’s beautiful texture. Some transitions feel 
jarring, as when the tree is introduced with an unusual phrase: 

“Ella had a much-loved friend.” However, the accessible vocabu-
lary and very understandable behaviors will resonate with young 
readers. Ella is white, and her neighbors have varying skin tones.

A touching exploration of long-term grief with charm-
ing illustrations.

STAGES
A Theater Memoir
Poland, Albert
Self (452 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Sep. 25, 2019
978-1-73393-450-3  

A Midwestern boy grows up to be the 
ultimate New York theater insider in this 
debut memoir.

From his early days in Indiana and 
Michigan, Poland was fascinated with show business. He 
started a Judy Garland fan club as a young man in the mid-1950s 
and even met the legendary star backstage. After a stint in col-
lege to appease his parents, the author moved to New York City 
with a friend, came out as gay, and transitioned from small roles 
in summer stock to a more lucrative career backstage. Poland 
began work as both a producer and general manager, booking 
college tours of the Off Broadway hit The Fantasticks and form-
ing a relationship with New York’s avant-garde Café La MaMa 
troupe. This work, essential to any professional production, 
was occasionally glamorous—spending evenings at Studio 54 
and rubbing shoulders with theatrical legends like Lucille Lor-
tel and Sam Shepard—but always demanding, requiring late 
nights of crunching numbers, securing funding, and ensur-
ing each show got the press coverage it deserved. As the edgy 
theater of the ’60s gave way to the more sanitized Broadway 
of the early aughts, Poland battled with the changing per-
formance scene and his own alcoholism. He watched friends 
perish during the AIDS crisis of the ’80s and introduced the 
scrappy dynamic of Chicago’s Steppenwolf Theater Company 
to a nationwide audience and the Tony Awards by bringing its 
adaptation of John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath to the Great 
White Way. Though the author retired in 2007, his memories 
are fresh and his voice as a writer is vivid, with amusing anec-
dotes about everyone from Vanessa Redgrave (who had her own 
unique set of demands while playing Mary in Eugene O’Neill’s 
classic Long Day’s Journey Into Night) to Hugh Jackman (whose 
star turn as song-and-dance man Peter Allen in The Boy From Oz 
took Broadway by storm). But more than a series of dropped 
names, Poland’s fast-paced memoir offers theater history, an 
in-depth chronicle of everything from counterculture-driven, 
low-budget spectacles to today’s star-studded New York stages.

A funny and inspiring behind-the-scenes perspective 
on the bright lights of Broadway.
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THE LAST CHANCE 
WRESTLING RANCH
Pounds, JimPat
Manuscript 
  

Big changes are in the works for 
a down-and-out Texas dude ranch in 

this literary novel.
Sally Rideout returned to the Rocking R ranch six months 

ago after years away. Now she manages the Texas property for 
her father, trying to keep the old dude ranch in the black while 
living in an ancient Airstream trailer out back. One day, after 
a morning run, she meets Kenneth Robinson, a guest who has 
come to the ranch with his two young horse-loving daughters. 
Kenneth runs a New Age–y spiritual institute in Austin—“We 
put on workshops about peak performance, finding the right 
livelihood…esoteric stuff like that”—and he thinks the Rock-
ing R might be a great place to hold some of his organization’s 
retreats. That night, Sally’s father, JW, is attending a profes-
sional wrestling match. The lines between performer and audi-
ence get a little blurry, and JW ends up punching a wrestler in 
the face. This leads to an unexpected arrangement between JW 
and two of the wrestlers: tag-team journeymen Billy “The Kid” 
Hargis and Sterling Spencer, who are tired of traveling around 
the country and like Texas just fine. They ask JW to be their 
promoter, and he agrees, hoping to turn the Rocking R into a 
wrestlers’ training camp. But can one ranch play host to a bunch 
of rambunctious wrestlers and a group of yoga-loving peace-
niks? Pounds’ (Grand Finale, 2019) prose animates his characters 
and their foibles with precision and understated humor: “Sally 
stared at him with all the spite she could muster. JW was shoot-
ing another of her plans in the foot, and she was tired of it. Hav-
ing JW around was sometimes harder than raising a child. Or 
even a champion pig.” The plot is fueled by the dynamics of the 
many eclectic personalities that make up the ranch’s extended 
community, and readers will enjoy spending time in their collec-
tive presence. The book’s only flaw is that it’s easily a hundred 
pages too long (and maybe even more), which creates some lag 
in the pacing. That said, rambling yarns like this one can per-
haps be forgiven when they meander a bit too far.

A colorful and immersive comic tale about the transfor-
mation of a family ranch.

WARBLES
Salinas, Alex Z.
Hekate Publishing (85 pp.) 
$8.00 paper  |  Nov. 11, 2019
978-1-912017-85-0  

A poetry editor opens up his own 
writing notebook in this debut collection.

Salinas is the poetry editor for the 
San Antonio Review, so his poems about 
the writing process are particularly 
adroit and thoughtful because his job 
requires him to think so intensively 

about craft. Some of his works are pat and practical—straight 
talk for young authors looking to make it. For example, one of 
his “21 tips to better writing” reads, “Submit your work only 
when absolutely, 100% ready / Don’t pull the trigger, / unless 
you’re prepared to kill.” Another suggests, “Read your work out 
loud. Don’t like your voice? / Get over it,” which is perhaps bet-
ter advice than it is poetry. Elsewhere, Salinas’ tone is less prag-
matic and more searching: “What writing poetry feels like in 
three haikus” begins, “Lord, it goddamn kills / Me making sense 
of this page, / Making it sing, squeal.” Here, the author opens 
up about his own writing process and the challenges that come 
with it, and his candor pays off. When Salinas leaves behind 
such artistic questions, though, his verse wanders widely; there 
are poems about love, about work, about family. His tone is 
conversational, even colloquial, and most of the time, this 
characteristic makes his poetry eminently readable and admi-
rably digestible. The charming “Fallback” opens, “Had a great 
idea / for a poem tonight. / Took a shower, / brushed my teeth, / 
hopped in bed, / then forgot it. / So I’ll tell you instead / about 
morality, / according to my godfather.” The poet’s light humor 
and his casual honesty may make one miss the fine quality of 
his verse—the balance of his lines and the careful choices that 
make up his diction. When he makes something hard look easy, 
it’s a pleasure to watch.

Deft musings on writing and life from a promising talent.

GREAT DIEBACK 
TO SINGULARITY
Scott, Daniel R
Clipper Implants Press (356 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  $6.99 e-book
Oct. 15, 2019
978-1-73405-071-4  

After climate change triggers disas-
ters and wars, two twin sisters join other 
scientists trying to keep civilization evolv-
ing toward cybernetic breakthroughs.

In Scott’s debut SF epic, the big-think narrative starts out as 
a faux history book of a 21st-century global-warming catastro-
phe that kills half of Earth’s human population with an apology 
to readers. Rather than grieving the “Great Dieback” fatalities, 
the work will follow key survivors attempting to put the world 
back together. Chief among them: attractive orphan twins Addi-
son and Ainsley Cameron, prodigies in the fields of technology 
and bioengineering. In 2028, they are at the University of Wis-
consin-Madison and on the verge of a pivotal advance in achiev-
ing “singularity,” the melding of humans, intelligent machines, 
and software. But then Armageddon hits, with storms, volca-
nic eruptions, nuclear strikes, and a fearsome Sino-Russian war. 
The Camerons find protection on a well-guarded Native Ameri-
can reservation that, by 2033, is the start of an enlightened new 
state, the Great Plains Union. Other parts of the globe—where 
infrastructure and internet remain—are also reconstituting 
themselves for an uncertain future, some with wicked inten-
tions. The intrepid Camerons temporarily separate. In Europe, 

Pounds’ prose animates his characters and their 
foibles with precision and understated humor.

the last chance wrestling ranch
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Addison infiltrates the cabal of Count Grubenflagg, conduct-
ing Frankenstein-like research to create supersoldiers. In China, 
an ex-lover of Ainsley’s is a deep-cover agent in the technocracy, 
secretly coaxing a Taiwan-based AI into service without trigger-
ing a nuclear bomb by authorities, who fear the singularity. Back 
in the GPU, Ainsley observes the start of diplomatic relations 
with the sketchy “Texican Territories” to the south. She will 
eventually travel to China. In all three theaters of action in this 
series opener, the protagonists take care how much they reveal 
and to whom. Sometimes significant developments recede into 
the cyberfoliage as the plot hopscotches from one hemisphere 
to another, and the denouement is practically a rising sea level 
of cliffhangers. Readers who are hooked will be eager for the 
next volume. Scott manages to deliver persuasive dialogue by 
individual AIs (groping for ethical behavior), and there are 
shoutouts to the robot literature of Isaac Asimov, a clear nar-
rative role model. One recurring aspect of the dense story the 
author never quite explains is the escalated sexual violence—
rape is so widespread that the Camerons offer women a popular 
body modification called “the Clipper,” an emergency vagina 
dentata. Another horror to pin on global warming?       

An engaging, globe-trotting post-apocalypse tale that 
should appeal to Asimov fans.

THE MUELLER REPORT 
GRAPHIC NOVEL
Slate, Barbara
Illus. by the author
Richard Minsky (108 pp.) 
$29.95  |  $19.95 paper  |  Nov. 8, 2019
978-0-937258-11-8
978-0-937258-12-5 paper  

The Mueller Report gets the comic-
book treatment in this graphic novel.

The much-anticipated Mueller Report—
officially titled Report on the Investigation Into Russian Interference in the 
2016 Presidential Election and named for Robert Mueller, the special 
counsel who conducted the probe—was finally released to the 
public on April 18, 2019. For those whose eyelids get heavy at the 
very idea of the two-volume, 448-page redacted report, Slate 
(You Can Do a Graphic Novel, 2018, etc.) offers this condensed, 
visually stimulating version: a graphic novel of excerpts accom-
panied by illustrations of the relevant events. Readers can learn 
all about Russian spies’ posing as Donald Trump supporters on 
Facebook; the infamous meeting between the Trump campaign 
and Russian agents in Trump Tower; Trump’s asking for United 
States Attorney General Jeff Sessions’ resignation; and Trump’s 
many colorful tweets. Along the way, the author delivers car-
toonish depictions of the major players, often placing their 
own words—as recorded in the report—into speech bubbles. 
Even with Slate’s attempts to streamline the report, the book 
makes for some technical reading. “The Internet Research 
Agency (IRA) carried out the earliest Russian interference 
operations—a social media campaign designed to provoke and 
amplify political and social discord in the United States,” reads 

the first sentence, accompanied by smirking portraits of Vladi-
mir Putin and Russian businessman Yevgeniy Prigozhin. The 
author’s drawings are simple and quite endearing—if not always 
flattering to those they portray—and she organizes the narra-
tive in a way that is easy to follow. It’s unclear who would be 
interested in reading Mueller’s findings at this time given that 
new Trump scandals have already displaced these older ones 
in the public’s mind. Still, for those who have not perused the 
work and need to get the highlights, Slate’s version goes down 
far easier than the original report. One could imagine it proving 
a useful tool in the future for readers who wish to understand 
the particulars of the Russia investigation when it is no longer 
general knowledge. But for those who just lived through it, the 
volume is less entertaining than it is distressing, disturbing, and 
occasionally infuriating.

A well-crafted visual depiction of the troubling con-
tents of the Mueller Report.

GERTIE
The Fabulous Life of Gertrude 
Sanford Legendre, Heiress, 
Explorer, Socialite, Spy
Smith, Kathryn
Evening Post Books 
$29.95  |  $6.99 e-book  |  Aug. 1, 2019
978-1-929647-44-6  

A biography of Gertrude Sanford 
Legendre, a wealthy socialite–turned–
World War II spy.

Legendre was born in 1902 to an “ultra-wealthy family” in 
Aiken, South Carolina, and enjoyed an enviably privileged 
youth. However, she always yearned for adventure—a desire 
that biographer Smith (co-author: Eleanor Roosevelt Goes to 
Prison, 2019, etc.) stirringly depicts in these pages. In particu-
lar, Legendre developed a youthful “obsession with big game 
hunting,” according to Smith, shortly after graduating high 
school, and she traveled to Nairobi, Kenya, on a hunting expe-
dition, during which she killed five lions. She later traveled to 
Ethiopia with the aim of bringing back an African antelope, the 
mountain nyala, for New York’s American Museum of Natural 
History—a mission she accomplished. During the halcyon days 
of the 1920s, she indulged in some “serious partying,” as the 
author puts it, on the French Riviera, but her life would take a 
dramatic turn during World War II. She was recruited to work 
for the American Office of the Coordinator of Information, 
the organizational precursor to the Office of Strategic Services, 
which eventually became the Central Intelligence Agency. She 
worked long hours at a cable desk in Washington, D.C., before 
being transferred to London, and she “reveled in being in the 
thick of war activity,” writes Smith. While on leave in Paris, she 
longed to get closer to the action and irresponsibly took a “joy 
ride” in enemy territory and was captured by German soldiers 
in Luxembourg. The dramatic crescendo of Smith’s action-
packed portrait is Legendre’s daring escape from her captors 
across the Swiss border, and it’s a sequence of events worthy of 
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a feature film. It’s clear that the author is enchanted by her sub-
ject, but she manages to avoid hagiography; for example, she 
includes evidence that Legendre didn’t get along well with her 
children. Still, for all her shortcomings, the book makes clear 
that she was a redoubtable force. As Smith puts it, Legendre 
truly “bucked many of the constraints of proper society that 
strait-jacketed so many of her female peers.”

A lively chronicle of an eventful life told with style 
and rigor. 

THE CAN DO DUCK
A Story About Believing 
In Yourself
Sosland, Morty
Illus. by Sosland, Sarah
Self (34 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $14.00 paper  |  $1.99 e-book
May 1, 2019
978-0-9768384-4-9
978-0-9768384-3-2 paper  

A duckling is afraid to try new things but learns how to 
make plans in this children’s picture book.

Little One, a newly hatched duck, lacks the courage to 
attempt things it’s never done, including walking and swim-
ming. Its mother points out advantages of learning new skills, 
and teaches Little One a simple method: “First say, I can. / Then 
make a plan. / Get right to it. / And then you’ll do it!” Every time, 
Little One discovers that when it envisions success and imag-
ines fun, it’s easy to learn to walk, swim, and fly—even if it takes 
a few tries. Little One goes on to attempt horseback riding and 
ice skating as well as new languages and earns a new name: “Can 
Do.” The text is by child psychiatrist Morty Sosland (Can Do 
and Friends to the Rescue, 2013, etc.); Esther Deblinger (Trauma -

-Focused CBT for Children and Adolescents, 2019, etc.), his wife, 
is a clinical psychologist who contributes teacher and parent 
guidelines for using the book. Many kids need help tackling 
new challenges, and the book provides helpful modeling of a 
process for planning, visualizing, and achieving success in kid-
friendly language. The appealing illustrations by Sarah Sosland 
have cartoony charm, nicely capturing Can Do’s activities and 
expressions, as when the duck is determined to learn to fly.

Positive advice for helping kids set and meet per-
sonal goals.

MONSTERS ARE AFRAID 
OF BABIES
Tana, Nicholas
Illus. by Abbott, Jessica & Leutwyler, Elise
New Classics Press (26 pp.) 
$24.99  |  $14.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Oct. 7, 2019
978-1-950033-00-3
978-1-950033-02-7 paper  

A little boy learns he has nothing to fear from monsters as 
long as his baby sister is around.

“Everybody knows” that “monsters are afraid of babies!” 
In this sweet, wacky picture book, motley, frightful monsters 
become scared when confronted by a boy’s baby sister. As her 
brother looks on, the googly-eyed, lumpy, toothy, horned beasts 
of various sizes, shapes, and colors observe his little sister with 
alarm as she toddles through the house making messes, caus-
ing chaos, and bringing the monsters to tears by outdoing their 

“sticky and icky” and “loud and stinky” ways. Using comedy to 
calm children’s nighttime fears of monsters in the closet or 
under the bed and to help them see their maddening, drooling 
little sibling in a new light, the work is one of a series of three 
books launching a new publishing imprint by writer, director, 
and musician Tana (The Kitten, the Cat & the Apple, 2019, etc.). The 
loosely rhyming text is large and well spaced, and young readers 
and lapsitters will enjoy repeating the funny sound effects pep-
pered throughout the story (“ERGG…DROOOOO…GUBB”). 
The team of Abbott and Leutwyler (King of Glee, 2019), which 
pictures the boy and his sister with beige-ish skin and dark 
brown eyes and hair—in the baby’s case, just one little curl spi-
raling up from the top of her head—has great fun with the witty 
depictions of the sadly intimidated monsters.

A reassuring message wrapped in rib-tickling humor.
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THE FORGE OF BONDS
Terrien, Wendy
Camashea Press (404 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Feb. 25, 2020
978-0-9983369-4-7
978-0-9983369-5-4 paper  

Two teenagers’ friendship becomes 
tested while they hone their abilities in 
this third installment of a paranormal 
fantasy series.

Fourteen-year-olds Sadie Callahan 
and Jason Lex have special powers. Sadie is a Yowie (the Aus-
tralian cousin of America’s Bigfoot) and can shift between 
human and animal form. Her Yowie heritage also enables her 
to heal quickly and turn invisible, although she’s yet to master 
this. Jason is a Rampart Guard, a fire-wielding warden of the 
barrier that keeps cryptids (Yowies, Yetis, etc.) hidden in the 
human world. Both Sadie and Jason are in training; whereas he 
embraces the changes he’s going through, she is less keen. Sadie 
has been chosen to lead the Yowies, but until she’s ready to 
face the current leader—the nefarious Garrison Devine—she 
remains in hiding and can pretend to live a normal life. This 
head-in-the-sand approach comes unstuck when a stray Big-
foot is seen around town. Sadie and Jason track it down, but 
when the Bigfoot turns out to be a Yowie—the same one that 
killed Sadie’s grandma—and Jason refuses to kill it, their bond 
of friendship is threatened. Will Sadie ever forgive him? And 
how will she cope when her mother, who everyone thought was 
killed when Sadie was a baby, comes back into her life? Terrien 
(The Clan Calling, 2017, etc.) writes in the third person, mixing 
narrative descriptions and dialogue to good effect. The teens 
and adults all have their quirks, but readers new to the series 
may struggle to keep track of the relationships. There are many 
characters, and they’re all a bit similar (in the sense that they 
remain good-natured and talk through their issues even when 
there’s friction). The plot, likewise, is very much a continuation 
of previous volumes. The complicated backstory goes largely 
unexplained, and the progression of the big picture is minimal. 
But while the current installment feels almost as if it’s tread-
ing water, its true beauty lies in the protagonists’ growth and 
the way they deal with ordinary teen issues (of which there are 
many). Rather than dazzle readers with big developments, the 
author anchors the paranormal elements and invites teens and 
adults alike to feel part of Sadie and Jason’s extended family.

A safe, cozy adventure built on the solid foundations of 
everyday life and uncommon imagination.

THE SLUG 
QUEEN CHRONICLES
Season One
Thomas, S.O.
Illus. by Loeblich, Corina Alvarez
Ichigo Black Books (402 pp..)
$24.99  |  $14.99 paper  |  Apr. 2, 2020
978-1-951406-06-6
978-1-951406-05-9 paper

In Thomas’ (Fenlick Whiskbur, 2019, 
etc.) middle-grade series starter, a girl 

with a strange ability must complete a mission in a twisted and 
dangerous fantasy realm.

On her 12th birthday, Cricket Kane expects her dad, as 
always, to give her one gift from him and another that repre-
sents her mom, who died the day that Cricket was born. This 
year, however, he’s oddly reluctant to give her the second 
gift. It’s a journal that her mother kept from ages 8 to 13, and 
it contains her mom’s notes about seeing the same kinds of 
visions that Cricket does: strange trails of colored dust wafting 
around people and things. Her mother, however, thought that 
the dust had “magical properties” and that “tooth fairies” and 
their leader, “the santa,” knew more about it. This may sound 
like a somewhat juvenile premise for the book’s middle school 
target audience, but Thomas provides a fairy-tale twist that’s as 
audacious as it is inventive—and a mite horrific, to boot. Under 
the santa’s direction, a spiderlike tooth fairy kidnaps Cricket’s 
baby brother. Only the girl can see the true appearance of the 
monstrous “slugwump” that the fairy left in the child’s place; 
the creature infects people with corrupting black dust, which 
turns them against Cricket. A catlike “cattawisp” confirms to 
her that “The santa you think you know is not the santa who 
is.” To rescue her brother, Cricket must travel to the source of 
the evil: Aeryland, formerly called “Fairyland.” Along the way, 
she faces danger, injury, and betrayal as she tries to master her 
own dust-driven powers. Thomas’ dark fantasyland is a page-
turner that’s teeming with unusual creatures such as tooth fair-
ies, aka “gibber snatches”; bloodsucking “hematoads”; ticklish 

“critterpuffs”; needle-toothed “buttersprites”; giant mountain 
rabbits; ghastly “gargolems” that turn living things to stone; and 
the aforementioned slugwumps, which are significant to the 
plot’s outcome. Debut artist Loeblich offers beautiful black-
and-white pen-and-ink illustrations, which are set in delicate 
oval frames on textless pages; Cricket and her dad are shown 
as dark skinned; her stepmother and best friend appear white. 
The images also capture the strange landscapes and creepy crea-
tures in intricate detail.

A highly original, well-illustrated fairy tale/horror story.
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Loeblich’s images capture the strange landscapes 
and creepy creatures in intricate detail.

the slug queen chronicles:  season one
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LOVE & OTHER FUTURES
Poetry from Untold Stories of 
Liberation & Love
Untold Stories of Liberation & Love
Bowker (68 pp.) 
$4.00 paper  |  Nov. 6, 2019
978-0-578-56637-5  

An inspirational volume offers poetry 
published by Untold Stories, a collective 

of women of color residing in Michigan.
This collection of diverse voices—“Black, Latinx, Arab, 

Indigenous, and Asian”—predominantly features free verse 
written in the first person. Each of the three main sections is 
tied to a specific workshop held in 2019: “Mothering”; “Migra-
tion, Rootedness, and Belonging”; and “Survival & Vision.” A 
fourth section highlights selected poems from these earlier 
chapters translated into Spanish, thereby allowing bilingual 
readers to compare and enjoy both versions. (The volume’s 
introduction is rendered in English and Spanish as well.) 
Uncredited photographs of various workshop participants and 
settings appear throughout the text, with design and graphics 
by Miriam Cuevas Enciso. The book also presents brief profiles 
of all 26 contributors, including the five “founding sisters” of 
Untold Stories, debut editors Rios, Simmons, Quiroz, Ibarra-
Frayre, and Reza. One of the most impressive poems is “Micro-
chimerism” by Maria Thomas, which represents a conversation 
of sorts between a mother and son as they trade stories of amaz-
ing animal feats: “You’re in kindergarten now / and the factoids / 
are getting / more sophisticated / more bizarre / more flatulent / 
and gory.” Reflecting their unbreakable bond, the title refers to 
the phenomenon whereby fetal cells can remain in a mother’s 
body for long periods of time. Thomas continues with animal 
imagery in order to combine the enthusiasm of learning with 
the responsibility of educating children in matters of social 

justice. On a more harrowing note, the mother in Quiroz’s 
“Truth” tries to protect her 3-year-old daughter from an abusive 
partner: “Then he blew up / No talk back allowed / he said / 
He’d taken enough / living brown in world of white.” Moreover, 
the lack of punctuation effectively lends a breathless quality of 
immediacy and escalation to the text. In “Awareness,” Ibarra-
Frayre considers the challenges of immigration and employs the 
image of boiling water—alternately dangerous, transformative, 
and comforting—to convey both suffering and strength: “And 
the boiling grief of my mother’s prayers / Creates an impene-
trable vapor of / Protection.” Every workshop participant was 
invited to publish at least one piece. While the volume as a 
whole may strike some readers as occasionally uneven, this proj-
ect underscores the notion that poetry belongs to everyone as a 
form of expression and connection.

A noteworthy collection with a compelling backstory of 
community building and personal empowerment.

WE SHOULD GET TOGETHER
The Secret to Cultivating 
Better Friendships
Vellos, Kat
Self (310 pp.) 
$33.65  |  $19.55 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Jan. 4, 2020
978-1-73437-970-9
978-1-73437-971-6 paper  

An analysis of the challenges of mak-
ing friends in the modern world.

Vellos has trained as a facilitator and 
conducted hundreds of hours of workshops on building com-
munities and forming adult friendships, and in her nonfiction 
debut, she attempts to break down the nature of friendship in 
the “always on” 21st century—its roots, its potential obstacles, 
its most familiar patterns, and some strategies for its improve-
ment. The stakes have never been higher, she says: “the average 
American hasn’t made one new friend in the last five years.” And 
the price for this trend is steep: Loneliness and isolation place 
enormous stresses on the body and the mind. Vellos distills her 
wide reading and dozens of interviews on the subject into an 
assessment of what she terms “platonic longing,” the desire felt 
by increasing numbers of people for the simple joys of close 
friendship. She addresses her book to readers who’ve found 
they have nobody with whom to share moments of pain, confu-
sion, or joy—to those, for example, who’ve gone on a dating app 
and wondered if it might work if they’re looking only for friend-
ship or who have tried friend-matching apps too and found that 
the great connections they promised haven’t materialized. She 
outlines many approaches to the complexities of friendship, 
from upping “your dosage” (simply trying to create more friend-
ship time with friends you already have) to practicing greater 
honesty when meeting potential friends. Throughout she 
focuses on the basics of friendship that writers from Cicero to 
Norman Vincent Peale have stressed: openness, flexibility, and, 
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most of all, commitment. “No amount of ‘I really like you too’s’ 
will convince someone that you want to be friends if you don’t 
take actions to make time and space for them in your life,” she 
says. The sheer amount of energy and inventiveness on display 
in these pages, engagingly written and illustrated by the author, 
will give even the most jaded some hope for more friendships 
in the future.

A heartfelt and winningly optimistic guide to under-
standing—and finding more—friendship.

DOUBLE BLIND
The Icelandic
Manuscript Murders
Winokur, Sara
Anchor House Publishing 
$2.99 e-book  |  Mar. 31, 2020

In Winokur’s Iceland-set debut thriller, 
a forensic scientist’s investigation into her 
twin brother’s long-ago disappearance may 
have ties to present-day murders.

The first thing that Brynja Páls-
dóttir notices about the mysterious paper scroll she receives 
at her office is the red ribbon tied around it. It’s just like the 
one that she wore in her hair as a child—the one that her twin 
brother, Lúkas, was holding for her on the day he disappeared, 
20 years ago. Inside the scroll is an unsigned poem that implies 
that her “other half ” is in a cellar somewhere. Brynja, the busy 
director of forensic sciences at Legacy Genetics in Southwest 
Iceland, decides to investigate further, starting with the Book 
of Möðruvellir—a set of ancient manuscripts that collect Ice-
landic family sagas, which the poem also cryptically refer-
ences. However, she finds that her migraine headaches, which 
she hasn’t had in years, have returned; at the same time, she’s 
maintaining a secret engagement to Icelandic Prime Minister 
Ari Ketilsson and also trying to determine what’s wrong with 
her father, who apparently has some form of dementia. Then, 
one day, an acquaintance suddenly collapses in her office. He’d 
eaten doughnuts that someone had anonymously sent to Brynja, 
and doctors suspect poison. Moreover, she believes that a new 
poem, which accompanied the doughnuts, is a warning of an 
imminent attack against the Icelandic Parliament. In the com-
ing days, more verses appear, and more poisonings follow—
some of which prove fatal. Certain that Lúkas’ disappearance 
is connected to the killings, Brynja races to find answers before 
anyone else gets hurt. 

Winokur’s story is planted firmly in Icelandic history. For 
example, Legacy has a national database of DNA profiles of 
Icelanders—not a criminal database but a repository of “our 
collective DNA,” as Brynja puts it, which plays a role in the 
story. The author also sees to it that subplots serve multiple 
dramatic purposes. For example, citizens’ protests against the 
databases are a possible threat not only to Brynja’s job, but also 
to her engagement; an attractive actress named Ásta is stirring 
up the protests as well as openly flirting with the prime minister. 
Despite the story’s density, Winokur smartly keeps the focus 

on the central mystery of the brother’s fate instead of merely 
compiling a suspect list—and fortunately, the able protagonist 
rarely lets her debilitating headaches slow her down. As a foren-
sic scientist, she often works with the police department, so she 
begins the novel looking into an unrelated missing person case. 
This effectively introduces Detective Superintendent Henning 
Holt, who makes for a convincing antagonist; he’s barely able to 
restrain his hostility toward the younger woman, who has the 
forensic position that he wanted. The best characters, however, 
are Brynja’s allies, including her reliable, supportive childhood 
friend Stína and her new, Danish assistant, Elly Sørensen, who 
helpfully asks frequent questions about Icelandic customs. 
Winokur’s compact descriptions keep things moving along 
briskly even when they detail aspects of DNA and RNA testing.

A riveting mystery tale with a compelling lead character.

Winokur’s compact descriptions keep things moving along briskly 
even when they detail aspects of DNA and RNA testing.

double blind
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Se e n  &  He a r d
WRITERS REMEMBER MARY HIGGINS CLARK
Mystery fans and writers mourn Mary Higgins Clark, the “Queen of Suspense,” who 
died Jan. 31, at the age of 92. 

At the Los Angeles Times, author and mystery literature expert Sarah Weinman 
wrote that Clark’s books “embodied the spirit of a tabloid-adoring aunt ready to 
whisper to you about extraordinary danger just lurking around the corner, waiting 
to find you.”

On Twitter, author Laura Lippman wrote, “My favorite memory is of her at Mal-
ice Domestic, dressed exquisitely, stamping her well-shod foot in mock exasperation: 
‘You girls now have so much fun.’ ”

Writer Harlan Coben tweeted, “Heartbroken. A generous mentor, hero, colleague, 
and friend. She taught me so much. I’ll always be grateful.”

And Christopher Rice wrote, “Mary Higgins Clark was a class act. I’ll always treasure the publishing advice she gave me. Ride out the 
rough patches and don’t get greedy. My heart goes out to her lovely family.”

WRITER HOLDS PATRICK DEWITT’S WEBSITE HOSTAGE
The author of a novel with a deeply unfortunate title is squatting on the website of 
author Patrick deWitt in hopes of getting his book noticed, Literary Hub’s Benjamin 
Samuel reported.  

Fans of deWitt (The Sisters Brothers, French Exit) who’ve dropped by patrick-
dewitt.net found a disclaimer: “Patrick deWitt is an award-winning author who has 
written 4 best-selling novels….This is not his site.”

The anonymous cybersqautter complains that they’ve written a novel that “the 
world has met largely with indifference….The novel is called In God’s Silence, Them 
Devils Sang,” they write. “It’s an acid western, yep, that’s a real genre.” They go on to 
describe the book as “half–Cormack McCarthy, half–Hunter S. Thompson,” misspell-
ing the name of the Blood Meridian author.

The cybersquatter says they’ll give the site back if deWitt’s literary agent or pub-
lisher read his manuscript. The Willamette Week reported that deWitt’s representa-
tives decline to comment on the matter.

Michael Schaub is an Austin, Texas–based journalist and regular contributor to NPR.
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LA LIBRARY SHARES KOBE BRYANT’S FAVORITE BOOKS
The Los Angeles Public Library honored Kobe Bryant by posting a list of books loved 
by the late basketball star, who was killed in a helicopter crash Jan. 26.

“As one would expect from a passionate storyteller, Bryant also appreciated read-
ing a good book,” wrote social media librarian Keith Kesler. “I searched through old 
interviews and social media posts to find the books that inspired the Black Mamba.”

Listed first is Paulo Coelho’s The Alchemist. Bryant and Coelho had been collabo-
rating on a children’s book before Bryant’s death; Coelho announced recently that he 
had deleted the draft of the book. Other works of fiction that Bryant liked include Tomi 
Adeyemi’s Children of Blood and Bone, Richard Bach’s Jonathan Livingston Seagull, 
Matthew Quick’s The Silver Linings Playbook, and Jason Reynolds’ Sunny.

Bryant also had a taste for nonfiction, with favorites including Phil Knight’s mem-
oir Shoe Dog, Malcolm Gladwell’s The Tipping Point, and Doris Kearns Goodwin’s Team of Rivals.

By Michael Schaub
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When we first meet Margaret Simon, the winsome protagonist of Judy 
Blume’s novel Are You There God? It’s Me, Margaret., she is just 11. Even at 
so young an age, she is beset by existential angst. For one thing, she has 
to accommodate to life on the strange planet called suburban New Jersey, 
her parents having packed up and moved away from New York City. “Long 
Island is too social—Westchester is too expensive—and Connecticut is 
too inconvenient,” they explain.

It’s not a convincing argument. But New Jersey it is—and with it, new 
rituals, such as running around under lawn sprinklers on a hot day. But 
there’s more: Margaret constantly writes missives to God, but she’s not 

sure whether she believes in God even as she does so. Her father is Jewish, her mother Christian; her mother’s 
family has disowned her because of that crossing-the-line marriage while her father’s mother worries that Margaret 
hasn’t made a slew of Jewish friends across the Hudson.

There’s more. Margaret and her new girlfriends are transforming into young women, giving rise to considerable 
anxiety and many questions for her. Her body is changing, and God isn’t helping by explaining what’s going on. Her 
new friend Nancy, meanwhile, proclaims, “In a few years I’m going to look like one of those girls in Playboy,” and 
chides Margaret for not knowing other suburban rituals, such as spin the bottle.

Margaret goes out on a quest that would do Joseph Campbell proud, investigating churches, synagogues, books 
on matters divine, asking God for guidance by means of her short, plaintive letters (“I guess this is my punishment 
for being a horrible person”). In time she turns 12, her body changing some more, 
the rift in her family happily mending. She’s hardly a horrible person at all, but 
the self-doubt lingers, as it does in every smart, sensitive soul.

When Judy Blume’s beloved novel first appeared half a century ago, in 1970, 
it came under immediate attack by a certain kind of militantly pious person for 
committing two great sins: It depicted the physical changes a girl goes through 
on the path to adulthood without blinking (and with various physical facts plainly 
explained), and it questioned the existence and omnipotence of a monotheistic 
deity. Half a century on, it continues to rank high on the American Library Asso-
ciation’s annual list of the most challenged books for just those reasons. 

If Margaret Simon were a real-live person—and she is, of course, in the hearts 
of millions of readers—then she’d be in her early 60s now, about my age. If you 
want to see what existential angst looks like for our cohort now, rush out to see 
Michael Apted’s film 63 Up, the latest, and perhaps last, installment in a magnificent documentary series that has 
aired every seven years since 1964. A Margaret is there among its subjects, speaking in a British accent, growing up 
before our eyes but still the wide-eyed, questioning young woman of 1970, destined to remain so for as long as there 
are readers.

Appreciations: Judy Blume’s Are You There 
God? It’s Me, Margaret. at 50
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H“An inspiring call to action.” 
–Kirkus, starred review

H“Beautiful.”
   —Booklist, starred review 

H“Passionate.”
     —Publishers Weekly, starred review 
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