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It is a truth universally acknowledged that Americans don’t widely 
embrace books by foreign authors. A quick survey of the bestseller lists 
reveals that we love homegrown talent—Amor Towles, John Grisham, 
Laura Dave, Jodi Picoult. Matt Haig’s The Midnight Library, on the New 
York Times list for more than 60 weeks now, hails from the U.K., relatively 
familiar ground. Other foreign hits of recent years, including work in 
translation by Karl Ove Knausgaard, Elena Ferrante, and Tove Ditlevsen, 
are exceptions that prove the rule.

And yet, American readers now have access to 
the widest range of global literature we have ever 
enjoyed. One notable example: The masterwork by 

Olga Tokarczuk, winner of the Nobel Prize in literature and the Interna-
tional Booker Prize, recently landed on these shores and is already creat-
ing a stir. Newly translated from Polish by Jennifer Croft, The Books of 
Jacob (Riverhead, Feb. 1) is a “massive achievement that will intrigue and 
baffle readers for years to come,” according to our starred review. 

In our first-ever International issue, we seek to highlight titles like The 
Books of Jacob that deserve a wide U.S. readership. Whether they’re written in English or have 
been translated, these books bring us vital perspectives from other parts of the globe. They 
also allow Americans some armchair travel—when many of us have done without the real 
thing during these two long years of the pandemic.

In their columns, our editors offer roundups of new international 
titles in fiction, nonfiction, children’s and young adult literature—ready-
made reading lists for anyone seeking to expand their literary horizons. 
We also speak with a handful of international authors, including Irene 
Solà, a novelist from Catalonia (Page 14); Sang-Keun Kim, a picture-book 
author/illustrator from Korea (Page 96); and Ayesha Harruna Attah, a 
young adult novelist from Ghana (Page 124). 

On Page 58, contributing editor Gregory McNamee recounts the 
fascinating backstory to Life of Che (Fantagraphics Books, March 15), a 

comic-book biography of Che Guevara written by Héctor Germán Oesterheld with illus-
trations by Alberto and Enrique Breccia. First published in Argentina in 1969 and destroyed 
by the military dictatorship, it resurfaced in Spain in 1987 and is now, at long last, receiving 
U.S. publication in an English translation by Erica Mena. It’s a bulletin not just from a dif-
ferent place, but a different time, a testament to both the evanescence and the endurance 
of great books. 

Finally, be sure to listen to the new episode of the Kirkus podcast, 
Fully Booked, which drops March 1. Editor at large Megan Labrise inter-
views Anton Hur about the art and craft of literary translation, without 
which so many books would be inaccessible to English-speaking readers. 
Hur’s most recent translations include Sang Young Park’s Love in the Big 
City (2021), an “addictive, profound novel” of gay life in Korea, according 
to our reviewer, and the forthcoming Violets (Feminist Press, April 12), an 
early novel by Kyung-Sook Shin, winner of the Man Asian Literary Prize.
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DREAM TOWN 
Baldacci, David
Grand Central Publishing (432 pp.) 
$29.00  |  April 19, 2022
978-1-5387-1977-0  

An old-fashioned gumshoe yarn 
about Hollywood dreams and dead 
bodies.

Private investigator Aloysius Archer 
celebrates New Year’s Eve 1952 in LA 
with his gorgeous lady friend and aspir-

ing actress Liberty Callahan. Screenwriter Eleanor Lamb shows 
up and offers to hire him because “someone might be trying to 
kill me.” “I’m fifty a day plus expenses,” he replies, but money’s 
no obstacle. Later, he sneaks into Lamb’s house and stumbles 
upon a body, then gets knocked out by an unseen assailant. 
Archer takes plenty of physical abuse in the story, but at least 
he doesn’t get a bullet between the eyes like the guy he trips 
over. A 30-year-old World War II combat veteran, Archer is a 
righteous and brave hero. Luck and grit keep him alive in both 
Vegas and the City of Angels, which is rife with gangsters and 
crooked cops. Not rich at all, his one luxury is the blood-red 
1939 Delahaye he likes to drive with the top down. He’d bought 
it with his gambling winnings in Reno, and only a bullet hole in 
the windscreen post mars its perfection. Liberty loves Archer, 
but will she put up with the daily danger of losing him? Why 
doesn’t he get a safe job, maybe playing one of LA’s finest on the 
hit TV show Dragnet? Instead, he’s a tough and principled ideal-
ist who wants to make the world a better place. Either that or 
he’s simply a “pavement-pounding PI on a slow dance to maybe 
nowhere.” And if some goon doesn’t do him in sooner, his Lucky 
Strikes will probably do him in later. Baldacci paints a vivid 
picture of the not-so-distant era when everybody smoked, Joe 
McCarthy hunted commies, and Marilyn Monroe stirred men’s 
loins. The 1950s weren’t the fabled good old days, but they’re 
fodder for gritty crime stories of high ideals and lowlifes, of 
longing and disappointment, and all the trouble a PI can handle.

Well-done crime fiction. Baldacci nails the noir.

fiction
DREAM TOWN by David Baldacci ..................................................... 4

JACKIE & ME by Louis Bayard .............................................................7

THE RED ARROW by William Brewer ..............................................10
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These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

LUCKY TURTLE 
Roorbach, Bill
Algonquin (416 pp.) 
$27.95  |  April 26, 2022
978-1-64375-097-2 
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KARITAS UNTITLED
Baldursdóttir, Krístin Marja
Trans. by Philip Roughton
Amazon Crossing (416 pp.) 
$18.00  |  March 1, 2022
978-1-5420-2707-6  

Award-winning Icelandic novelist Bal-
dursdóttir’s story of a woman’s struggle to 
become an artist in the early decades of 
the 20th century.

When the widow of a fisherman lost 
at sea moves her six children from rural western Iceland to the 
city of Akureyri, it’s in order to educate not just her sons, but her 
daughters as well. It’s 1915, and Icelandic women have just been 
granted suffrage: “This new era will bring women brighter days. 
We can get educations, and we can vote.” After a harrowing boat 
journey, Karitas, the artistic youngest daughter, is put in charge 
of her little brother and the household chores while the others 
go out to work. Told mostly in third person, with short sections 

from Karitas’ point of view, the novel depicts their time in a salt-
fish warehouse and their longing for dry feet and leather shoes 
during a winter so cold the urine freezes in the chamber pot. 
A rich neighbor arranges for Karitas to study art at the Royal 
Academy of Fine Arts in Copenhagen. Returning after five 
years, she tries hard to create a life as an artist even after get-
ting pregnant and moving to a turf-and-stone farmhouse with 
her fisherman husband. She fights with her highhanded spouse, 
hides from elf women, makes art when she can, despairs: “Was 
she focused on art, after all—or were there artists who thought 
of clotheslines?” But the true heart of the book belongs not to 
its eponymous heroine but the strong-willed women of Iceland 
generally. Life here is hard, death swift and ubiquitous. Through 
every loss and setback, the brutal winters, the months the men 
spend at sea with the fishing fleet, the women endure. As Kari-
tas’ mother says: “We fight, we Icelanders, we fight.”

A convincing portrayal of the lives of Icelandic women 
during an important period in the country’s history.
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About 25 years ago, I read a novel 
called Far Afield by Susanna Kaysen. 
Set in the Faroe Islands, an isolated ar-
chipelago near Denmark, the book is 
a fairy tale about a Harvard grad stu-
dent who arrives to do his anthropol-
ogy fieldwork carrying nothing but 
the clothes on his back, his suitcase 
having been lost en route. I had never 
heard of the Faroes and even consult-
ed an atlas to make sure they exist, but 

after reading Kaysen’s book I developed a yearning to visit. 
I haven’t made it—yet—but that reading experience has 
stuck with me for decades. Fiction is one of the best ways 
to travel the world, and these days it’s easier to find books 
that aren’t travelogues written by Americans but are inter-
national novels published in the U.S.

If you’re interested in Iceland, 
you can choose from two recent 
novels: Quake by Auður Jónsdótti, 
translated by Meg Matich (Dottir 
Press, Feb. 8), tells the first-person 
story of a woman who develops am-
nesia following two epileptic sei-
zures, while Karitas Untitled by Krís-
tin Marja Baldursdóttir, translated 
by Philip Roughton (Amazon Cross-
ing, March 1), set in the early 20th 

century, follows a woman from a poor family who strug-
gles to get an education and become an artist.

“I’ve never felt a sense of security in 
Ukraine,” says the narrator of one of 
the stories in Lucky Breaks, Yevgenia 
Belorusets’ debut collection translat-
ed by Eugene Ostashevsky (New Di-
rections, March 1). Our review says “a 
sense of unease pervades every corner 
of this book, which spotlights women 
affected directly and indirectly by the 
violence in Eastern Ukraine.” From 
nearby Poland comes Nobel Prize–
winning Olga Tokarczuk’s The Books of 
Jacob, translated by Jennifer Croft (Riverhead, Feb. 1), which 
our review said “tackles the mysteries of heresy and faith, or-
ganized religion and splinter sects, 18th-century Polish and 
Lithuanian history, and some of the finer points of cabalist 
and Hasidic theology.”

From Nigeria comes Eloghosa Osunde’s debut, Vaga-
bonds! (Riverhead, March 15), a series of interconnected 

stories about the “vagabonds” of 
Lagos, the people who refuse to 
conform. Our review says, “Os-
unde revels in the joys of storytell-
ing to render a city and its outsid-
ers in all their flaws and glory.”

Ayanna Lloyd Banwo’s Trin-
idad-set debut novel, When We 
Were Birds (Doubleday, March 
1), “unspools at the stormy cross-
roads that separates the living 
and the dead,” according to our 
review. “Blending sobering urban realities with Caribbe-
an-infused magical realism, Banwo has created a unique 

world expansive enough to contain 
a ghost story, a love story, a myste-
rious mythology, and a thoughtful 
examination of how family bonds 
keep us firmly rooted to our pasts.”

From the Middle East, two 
books that are subversive in dif-
ferent ways: Love, by Israeli Maay-
an Eitan (Penguin Press, Feb. 15), 
is an “intensely vivid, lyrical, and 
raw” first-person tale told by a sex 
worker; while Seasons of Purgatory, 

by Iranian Shahriar Mandanipour and translated by Sara 
Khalili (Bellevue Literary Press, Jan. 25), is a collection of 
short stories “with a bent for the quietly macabre and the 
burdens of those crushed by totalitarian rule,” according 
to our review.

Run and Hide by Pankaj Mishra (Farrar, Straus and Gi-
roux, March 1) follows three men from the so-called New 
India as they try to reinvent them-
selves; our review calls it “an in-
tense, probing novel examin[ing] 
rampant materialism and spiritu-
al bankruptcy.” Lídia Jorge’s epic 
The Wind Whistling in the Cranes, 
translated by Margaret Jull Costa 
and Annie McDermott (Liveright, 
Feb. 8), is both a family saga and a 
portrait of 20th-century Portugal. 
Chilean Poet by Aejandro Zambra 
is “a playful, discursive novel about 
families, relationships, poetry, and how easily all three 
can come together or fall apart.”

Laurie Muchnick is the fiction editor.
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FICTION  |  Laurie Muchnick

traveling the world via fiction



BENEATH CRUEL WATERS
Bassoff, Jon
Blackstone Publishing (256 pp.) 
$27.99  |  May 10, 2022
978-1-79993-888-0  

Two violent deaths in the same spot 
34 years apart bookend an American fam-
ily horror story from the heartland.

In 2018, Vivian Davidson returns to 
the ruin of the house in Thompsonville, 
Colorado, where she shot former lover 
Ruben Ray to death back in 1984, to 

hang herself. Why did she kill Ruben, and why did she wait so 
long after getting away with murder to kill herself? These are 
only the first of the many questions that torment Holt David-
son, the son who pulls himself away from his job as a firefighter 
in Topeka to come to her funeral after learning of his mother’s 
death from her best friend, police widow Joyce Brandt. It’s a 
small service, attended mostly by Pastor Boswell and Vivian’s 
fellow congregants from the First Lutheran Church. Vivian’s 
brother, musician Bobby Hartwick, isn’t there because he’s 
playing on the road somewhere, and Holt’s older sister, Ophelia 
Davidson, isn’t there because she’s staying in a halfway house 
after long years of institutionalization following a breakdown. 
Looking through his mother’s house in search of answers, Holt 
finds several things—a handgun, a Polaroid shot of the dead 
Ruben, an unsigned love letter—that raise even more questions, 
and he sets out in dogged pursuit of the truth. Each damning 
new confession he wrings from the people connected to the 
two fatalities attempts to paper over the even more shocking 
revelations to come, and each of these revelations brings new 
grief. No wonder Holt tells Joyce: “I should stop digging. Before 
it’s too late.” But it’s already too late.

A powerful family melodrama drenched in sadness and 
guilt with hints of redemption.

JACKIE & ME 
Bayard, Louis
Algonquin (352 pp.) 
$27.95  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-64375-035-4  

Bayard imagines Jack and Jackie Ken-
nedy’s momentous courtship through 
the eyes of Lem Billings, the future presi-
dent’s lifelong best friend.

Everyone knows how things turned 
out—every strand of Kennedy lore has 

been examined repeatedly. Bayard doesn’t change names or 
reveal new facts (and an author’s note pointedly acknowledges 
that he’s made up a plot point concerning Lem). Instead Bayard 
produces an “alternative history” evincing these very public fig-
ures’ inner lives while considering how different choices might 
have led to different outcomes. While Lem Billings was an 
actual Kennedy intimate, narrator Lem is reminiscent of The 
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Great Gatsby’s Nick Carraway, and his fictional reminiscences 
structure the novel around the triangular friendship he shares 
with Jack and Jackie in the years leading up to their wedding 
in the early 1950s. The result is a meditation on the definitions, 
possibilities, and failures of friendship. The real Lem survived 
homophobic times semicloseted. Here Lem is portrayed as a 
heartbreaking mix of fear, loyalty, and perception who watches 
as Jackie is sucked into the Kennedy maelstrom. She can’t stand 
Jack’s family but also can’t resist Jack, a presence as indefinable 
as quicksilver, calculating yet straightforward, treacherous with 
women yet remembered by Lem as the “finest” of men. A dedi-
cated lothario, Jack has no interest in marriage, but his family’s 
political ambitions for him require a wife, and Jackie meets 
Kennedy prerequisites. How deeply Jack grows to care for 
her remains unclear, but he does not want her to marry under 
false pretenses and asks Lem to make sure Jackie understands 
what to expect. Too softhearted, Lem sidesteps the brutal facts. 
Almost 30 years later, facing his own sexual identity crisis, he 
sees how his silence failed both Kennedys. Lem’s pre-AIDS 1981 
now seems almost as innocent as his 1950s. As for Jackie, she’s 

pure delight—beautiful of course, naïve but self-aware, her keen 
intellect showing small glints of the tough resilience she’ll need 
later on when she’s become an icon.

Romance with bite: the perfect escapism for today’s anx-
ious times.

HOPE AND GLORY
Benson, Jendella
Morrow/HarperCollins (400 pp.) 
$27.99  |  April 19, 2022
978-0-06-308057-7  

A young woman’s homecoming 
sparks the unraveling of family secrets.

When Glory Akíndélé, a British 
Nigerian woman, learns of her father’s 
death, she leaves sunny Los Angeles 
for good and returns to south London. 

While cleaning/snooping around her parents’ bedroom, Glory 
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finds the birth certificate of her twin sister, Hope, who died 
when they were children. Although Glory is unable to locate 
Hope’s death certificate, she uncovers a previously unseen pho-
tograph of herself, Hope, and their older sister, Faith, as young 
children posing with an older White couple. Glory starts asking 
questions that her grieving mother is unwilling, or unable, to 
answer: “The smudged memory of her sister’s existence came 
into sharp relief as she looked at the little girl wearing the same 
powder-blue pinafore as the tiny version of herself. While Glo-
ry’s face was a suspicious frown, holding the gaze of the cam-
era lens at a careful distance, Hope’s was open and inviting….A 
wave of nauseating grief shook Glory and sent her to her knees.” 
Glory is consumed by her desperation to find any information 
on Hope as well as by the sickening feeling that her father may 
not have been the man she believed he was. And if Glory’s life 
wasn’t complicated enough, throw in a new relationship, uncer-
tainty about her future career, and lingering guilt about not 
having returned home sooner when her younger brother, now 
in jail, was arrested. Filled with unexpected, but earned, twists, 
Benson’s novel balances moments of rich humor and devastat-
ing profundity. But Benson’s greatest success is her ability to 
write characters and family dynamics that feel deeply authentic.

A meditation on the sacrifices we make for love.

THE LIONESS
Bohjalian, Chris
Doubleday (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 10, 2022
978-0-385-54482-5  

An actress and her entourage are kid-
napped by Russians in Bohjalian’s uneven 
thriller.

In 1964, Hollywood’s gossip rags 
are agog as movie star Katie Barstow 
marries gallerist David Hill and takes 

her inner circle along on her honeymoon. And an adventure-
some honeymoon it is—on safari in the Serengeti with aging 
big-game hunter Charlie Patton, who once helped Hemingway 
bag trophies. But Katie is not the star of this ensemble piece. 
The populous cast—a who’s who at the beginning is indispens-
able—includes Katie’s publicist, Reggie Stout; her agent, Peter 
Merrick; her best friend, Carmen Tedesco, a supporting actress 
who plays wisecracking sidekicks; and Terrance Dutton, Katie’s 
recent co-star, a Black actor who’s challenging Sidney Poitier’s 
singularity in Hollywood. With obvious nods to Hemingway’s 
worst fear—masculine cowardice—Bohjalian adds in Felix 
Demeter, Carmen’s husband, a B-list screenwriter who reminds 
his wife of Hemingway’s weakling Francis Macomber. Felix 
seems a superfluous double of David, who feels inadequate 
because Katie is the breadwinner and his father is CIA. Then 
there’s Katie’s older brother, Billy Stepanov, whose abuse 
at the hands of their mother shaped the psychologist he is 
today; Billy’s pregnant wife, Margie; and Benjamin Kikwete, an 
apprentice safari guide. Thus, a proliferation of voices whose 
competing perspectives fragment rather than advance the story. 

The kidnapping plot seems less designed to test each charac-
ter’s mettle than to exercise Bohjalian’s predilection for minute 
descriptions of gore. The most heartfelt portrayal here is of the 
Serengeti and its flora and fauna, but none of the human char-
acters net enough face time to transcend their typecasting. The 
motives behind the kidnapping might have lent intrigue to the 
proceedings, but foreshadowing is so slight that the infodump 
explainer at the end leaves us shocked, mostly at how haphaz-
ard the plot is.

Perhaps A-list screenwriters will be able to spin TV gold 
from this sketchy treatment.
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THE RED ARROW 
Brewer, William
Knopf (272 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 17, 2022
978-0-593-32012-9  

Financial and psychological prob-
lems send a writer on an unusual odyssey 
in this exceptional debut.

Here’s a first novel by a published 
poet about an American in Europe hav-
ing trouble completing a writing proj-

ect—echoes of Ben Lerner’s Leaving the Atocha Station. Maybe 
more poets should write novels, for, like Lerner, Brewer has 
crafted a good one. His unnamed narrator is a painter by train-
ing who finds surprising success with a story collection and 
lands a big advance for a first novel. It doesn’t go well. He has 
been coping for some 20 years with suicidal depression, which 
visits him as something he calls the Mist and now saps what 
little faith he has in his writing. When his deadline arrives, he 
has managed to spend the advance without producing a page. 

He’s sort of saved by a ghostwriting gig for a physicist that will 
work down the narrator’s debt to his publisher. Then the physi-
cist disappears, which is where Brewer’s mostly flashback novel 
begins, with the narrator in Italy on a train known as “the red 
arrow,” bound for the town where he hopes to find the missing 
man. While traveling, he visits many memories: of painting, of 
a chemical spill in his West Virginia hometown, of the smart, 
supportive woman he married, of an ailing friend’s suggestion 
for therapy. And always there is the Mist, oppressing him and—
somewhat, unavoidably—the narrative. From the first page, the 
narrator teases with allusions to a “treatment” he has had that 
he’ll explain later, “because if I do so now, I’ll lose you.” The 
therapy is certainly unusual and is bound up with coincidences 
and confluences that touch on the physicist, theories of time, 
and references to W.G. Sebald’s Vertigo, Geoff Dyer’s book on 
D.H. Lawrence, and Michael Pollan’s on changing your mind. 

A first-rate work that intrigues and entertains.

END OF THE WORLD HOUSE
Celt, Adrienne
Simon & Schuster (320 pp.) 
$26.00  |  April 19, 2022
978-1-982169-48-0  

Best friends take a trip to Paris, 
where they relive the same mysterious 
day again and again.

The whole world is going to hell. Gas 
is $10 a gallon. Most countries have closed 
their borders and enacted media black-

outs due to civil unrest, bombings (“the nouveau Blitz”) and col-
lapsed economies. “No one would call it a world war,” the novel 
tells us, “but that was semantics.” During a cease-fire, Californian 
best friends and early-30-somethings Kate and Bertie decide to 
take a trip to Paris, taking advantage of cheap prices designed 
to attract travelers not too skittish to venture abroad. At a bar, 
Kate and Bertie meet a Frenchman who promises a private tour 
of the Louvre, so the women arrive only to become separated in 
the museum—over and over again. Bertie, the corporate illustra-
tor from whose close third-person perspective the novel is told, 
keeps waking up and reliving the trip to the Louvre with only the 
vaguest subconscious sense of déjà vu each time. But one day, it 
isn’t Kate whom Bertie meanders the empty museum with, but 
Dylan, a man who seems to know a great deal about what’s going 
on with time and where Kate might have disappeared to. When 
he begins to clue Bertie in, she realizes that the mystery goes 
deeper than she ever could have imagined. Celt’s decision to use 
a near apocalypse as the setting never fully makes sense; likewise, 
the logic behind the time loop remains just beyond full compre-
hension. The result is a novel whose picture never comes clear, 
like the photos Bertie takes as time slips around her. But as an 
allegory of friendship and the way adult relationships complicate 
the friendships we try to keep alive from youth, Celt’s story is 
truehearted and affecting.

A muddled but moving novel.
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A TINY UPWARD 
SHOVE 
Chadburn, Melissa
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (352 pp.) 
$27.00  |  April 12, 2022
978-0-3742-7775-8  

A moving but disturbing novel tells 
the story of a young woman’s descent 
into addiction and sexual violence.

This impressive debut novel opens 
with a gruesome murder, then moves 

back in time to recount how the lives of a “throwaway” young 
woman and a serial killer intersected. Chadburn builds her story 
around a real case, that of Vancouver pig farmer Willie Pickton, 
who confessed to having killed 49 women, many of them Indig-
enous and/or sex workers, over two decades before his arrest in 
2002. The novel’s fictional main character is Marina Salles, who, 
at age 18 becomes both Pickton’s last victim and his avenger 
thanks to an aswang, a supernatural creature from the folklore 
of the Philippines (who’s also an occasional narrator). Marina’s 

grandmother is Filipina, and she provides a warm household in 
central California during the girl’s childhood in the 1980s. But 
when Mutya, Marina’s restless, self-centered mother, moves to 
Los Angeles with a boyfriend, Marina in tow, their lives begin to 
unravel. The boyfriend bails, and Mutya’s addictions lead her to 
sex work; one night when Marina is 13, she brings the girl with 
her to a party, with disastrous results. Marina finds herself in fos-
ter care, cut off from both mother and grandmother and trying 
to figure out the harsh rules of her new environment. The foster 
facility she’s in turns out to be a training ground for drug use and 
sex work. While there, she falls in love with Alex, another girl, 
but their relationship is a short moment of sweetness in Marina’s 
journey to her fate. Chadburn’s prose is sometimes lovely, always 
compelling, and she handles multiple storylines skillfully. Marina 
is engaging and heartbreaking, and other characters are vividly 
portrayed as well—including Pickton. The novel is a relentless 
revelation of the everyday exploitation of girls and women, but 
readers should be aware that it describes rape and other forms of 
violence in horrific detail, over and over.

A dark, powerful novel traces the trajectory of a murder 
victim’s life.
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 “A dark, powerful novel traces the 
trajectory of a murder victim’s life.”

a tiny upward shove
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ACTIVITIES OF 
DAILY LIVING 
Chen, Lisa Hsiao
Norton (352 pp.) 
$26.95  |  April 12, 2022
978-0-393-88112-7  

Does time pass, or do we pass the 
time?

Alice, a 30-something Taiwanese 
woman raised on the West Coast and 
now living in New York, works as a video 

editor but devotes much of her time to her “project.” That 
endeavor is an inchoate attempt to chronicle the life and work 
(projects!) of performance artist Tehching Hsieh, a reclusive and 
enigmatic figure Alice refers to as the Artist. Another, parallel 
life-project occupies Alice’s time and preoccupies her atten-
tion: the slow deterioration of her hard-drinking stepfather—
referred to as the Father—into a state of dementia and disability 
a continent away from her. Chen’s gracious examination of 

how a lifetime is spent follows Alice’s efforts to discover what 
happened to both men, who, it would seem, had little in com-
mon. In the case of the Artist, an early career of buzzed-about 
performance art pieces evolves into an attenuated disappear-
ing act. The Father’s slow descent into unawareness portends 
a disappearance of another kind. Alice’s chronicle is laced 
through with references to artists and intellectuals and their 
pronouncements on the timeless issues faced by the men (and 
us all). Sartre and Sontag are among the thinkers with cameo 
roles, emphasizing the universality of life’s inevitable assaults 
on us and those we love. Alice’s relationships with others wax 
and wane over the course of the narrative—and her lifetime—in 
another illustration of the impermanence of the features of our 
lives. The human urge to fill time with projects of all sorts (mov-
ies, furniture building, writing, tying oneself to another person 
for a year!) is examined from all angles in Chen’s thoughtful and 
thought-filled meditation on time.

Elegiac and revealing, Chen’s debut illuminates the clock 
in our hearts.

MARRYING THE KETCHUPS
Close, Jennifer
Knopf (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  April 26, 2022
978-0-525-65887-0  

A Chicago-area restaurant family 
navigates life-changing events and mod-
ern romantic problems.

The Sullivans, the family at the center 
of Close’s amusing, engaging novel about 
life, death, and the restorative power of 

a grilled cheese sandwich, worry about their matriarch, Rose. 
They fear the loss of her husband might push Rose into depres-
sion. After all, the circumstances seem especially tragic: Bud 
died just before his beloved Cubs finally won the World Series. 
But other events of fall 2016 are proving enough to depress every-
one, including Rose’s adult grandchildren. Jane, a stay-at-home 
mom who left the family’s diverse Oak Park neighborhood for 
tony Lake Forest, is starting to rebel against her privileged exis-
tence and is sure her husband is cheating on her. Her younger 
sister, Gretchen, is in her 30s but acting like a college kid, drink-
ing too much and singing with a ’90s cover band in New York 
until a breakup sends her scurrying home. Their cousin Teddy 
wants to take over the family restaurant, but no one will listen 
to his ideas, nor can he rekindle his relationship with the boy-
friend who dumped him, although they’re hooking up on the sly. 
Add to that the divisiveness of the presidential election, and the 
Sullivans find that they’re not equipped to handle change. Their 
conflicts are familiar, ordinary, the crises of everyday life, but 
the well-drawn characters always keep you interested in what 
happens next. Close navigates their entanglements and disso-
lutions with wry humor: She understands the difficulties and 
distractions of modern romance. As Jane, Gretchen, and Teddy 
struggle to find their footing, the close-knit Oak Park neighbor-
hood is changing, too. But is that so terrible? Like marrying the 



 



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

Irene Solà’s first novel published in English, When 
I Sing, Mountains Dance, translated from the Catalan by 
Maya Faye Lethem (Graywolf, March 15), is a careful-
ly constructed yet mind-bending work. Rooted in the 
folklore and history of Solà’s native Catalonia, the novel 
turns on violent acts—a fatal lightning strike, the Span-
ish Civil War, women condemned for alleged witchcraft 
in centuries past. But it’s also stylistically free-wheeling, 
its chapters narrated not just by the living residents of a 
small mountain village, but also ghosts, clouds, animals, 
and the nearby Pyrenees themselves. (“Grow, mosses,” 
the ground intones. “Reproduce, wee beasties, the pitter-
patter of your tiny feet rocks me to sleep, the creeping of 
your roots consoles me.”)

In this interview, conducted in English over Zoom 
while at a writers’ retreat in the Spanish coastal town of 
Cadaqués, Solà discusses her prismatic approach to story-
telling, what it takes to write from the point of view of a 
mushroom, and how her travels away from Catalonia in-

formed her ability to write about it. The conversation has 
been edited for length and clarity.

Your novel is built around a lot of history and folklore. 
How much of it was based on stories you were raised 
with, and how much did you research? 
I would say it’s a mixture of both. I was a kid who was al-
ways thirsty for tales and stories. As soon as I could start 
reading, I started reading a lot. But at some point I real-
ized that I was interested in folklore not only because I 
simply liked stories. In folklore, you see, there’s a kind of 
DNA of who humans are. The ways we look at the world 
now have been passed on from ways we’ve imagined the 
world for centuries. 

I also became interested in which voices have sur-
vived and which voices haven’t—and why. The novel’s sec-
ond chapter is written from the perspective of a group of 
women who were prosecuted for witchcraft. I read the 
court proceedings for lots of these trials in Catalonia, and 
these documents were written by the men who tortured 
and killed these women. The documents carry the precon-
ceptions of these men, but we’ll never know the points of 
view of the victims. They couldn’t tell their own stories. So 
it was interesting for me, 300 years later, to imagine the 
ghosts of these women who died, still living in this forest 
and even being able to laugh at the men who murdered 
them. 

You wrote the novel while living in London. Was having 
that distance helpful? How did it feel to write about the 
Pyrenees from a distance?
The distance helped me realize what I was deeply inter-
ested in writing about. I’m from a little town about an hour 
away from the Pyrenees. I had this feeling while growing 
up that if I wanted to write, then at some point I had to 
move to a big city. I would have to move to London or 
New York in order to be able to tell contemporary sto-

A novelist brings the Pyrenees to life—and gives them a voice—in When 
I Sing, Mountains Dance
BY MARK ATHITAKIS

Ignasi Roviró

INTERNATIONAL ISSUE  |  CATALONIA

Irene Solà 
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ries, stories that could appeal to people from all over the 
world. And I did exactly that: As soon as I was 18, I moved 
out and lived for many years in Barcelona. Then I went to 
Reykjavik and then to the U.K. and to the U.S. as often as 
I could. But all of this living abroad somehow helped me 
kind of turn my head back and say, Well, I know that I can 
write very interesting stories that are set in these big cities. And 
maybe one day, I will write those stories. But first, I am much 
more interested in exploring the Pyrenees and the violence there, 
the layers of occurrences there. Being in London helped me 
realize that I could write in Catalan, from London, about 
the Pyrenees and be writing contemporary literature, ad-
dressing the universal.

Was there one particular voice or one particular inci-
dent in the novel that set the entire story in motion?
The first thing I wrote was the first chapter, which is about 
these storm clouds approaching the mountain. After that, 
I did not write anything else in order. That first chapter 
was extremely fun to write. I had to research cloud forma-
tions and events in history, when things like fish or frogs 
have rained from the sky. It helped me realize that the 
novel could be done—that I could invade the voice of a 
cloud and tell stories from that perspective. After that, I 
just gave myself the freedom to try any other idea that I 
might have—to be very playful and bold and not stop my-
self at any point. 

There’s something appealingly audacious about the 
different voices that you use in the novel: mushrooms, 
dogs, deer, a mountain. Just as an example, tell me 
about writing from the perspective of the mushrooms. 
What’s involved in finding that voice?
What I tried to do was build something like a swimming 
pool of information—all the knowledge and research I 
could gather. And then once I had this pool about half full, 
or a little bit more full than half, what I would try to do is 
just jump in and start writing and try to look at the world 
from that perspective. In the case of the mushrooms, I re-
ally tried to imagine looking at the world from the ground 
and also distinct from people. We humans have our own 
way of looking at things that’s often very habitual. We have 
70, 80, maybe 90 years, if we are very lucky, to do every-
thing we have to do, to feel everything we have to feel, to 
say everything we have to say, and then that’s it. For mush-
rooms, individuality doesn’t really exist. The way they re-
produce is extremely different than how we humans repro-
duce. And their idea of living and dying is very different on 
top of that.

The language in the novel is very pastoral, but there’s 
also a great deal of violence. How did you keep those 
two elements in balance while you were writing? 
When I started the book, one of the ideas that I was very 
interested in thinking about was how the mountain where 
the story is set has this kind of cruel optimism, much like 
life itself. For example, at the very beginning of the novel, a 
farmer dies because a lightning bolt strikes him. And that’s 
something terrible—it’s a tragedy for him and for his fam-
ily. But two minutes after that happens, the deer keep on 
eating, the grass keeps growing, and the storm goes some-
where else. Everything continues. That incident in itself 
could be seen as a tragedy, but at the same time, lucky us: 
Life continues, it doesn’t stop for anything or for anyone. 
I was interested in this idea of talking a lot about violence 
and death but doing it from a place of light. 

Mark Athitakis is a journalist in Phoenix who writes about books 
for Kirkus, the Washington Post, the Los Angeles Times, and 
elsewhere. When I Sing, Mountains Dance received a starred 
review in the Jan. 15, 2022, issue.
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ketchups, a long-standing kitchen task now deemed unsanitary, 
traditions can adapt to a new world order. Just like the Sullivans.

An entertaining family story with realistic, interesting 
characters.

TRUST 
Diaz, Hernan
Riverhead (416 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-593-42031-7  

A tale of wealth, love, and madness told 
in four distinct but connected narratives.

Pulitzer finalist Diaz’s ingenious 
second novel—following In the Distance 
(2017)—opens with the text of Bonds, a 
Wharton-esque novel by Harold Vanner 

that tells the story of a reclusive man who finds his calling and 
a massive fortune in the stock market in the early 20th century. 

But the comforts of being one of the wealthiest men in the U.S.—
even after the 1929 crash—are undone by the mental decline 
of his wife. Bonds is followed by the unfinished text of a mem-
oir by Andrew Bevel, a famously successful New York investor 
whose life echoes many of the incidents in Vanner’s novel. Two 
more documents—a memoir by Ida Partenza, an accomplished 
magazine writer, and a diary by Mildred, Bevel’s brilliant wife—
serve to explain those echoes. Structurally, Diaz’s novel is a feat 
of literary gamesmanship in the tradition of David Mitchell or 
Richard Powers. Diaz has a fine ear for the differing styles each 
type of document requires: Bonds is engrossing but has a touch 
of the fusty, dialogue-free fiction of a century past, and Ida is a 
keen, Lillian Ross–type observer. But more than simply succeed-
ing at its genre exercises, the novel brilliantly weaves its multiple 
perspectives to create a symphony of emotional effects; what’s 
underplayed by Harold is thundered by Andrew, provided nuance 
by Ida, and given a plot twist by Mildred. So the novel overall 
feels complex but never convoluted, focused throughout on the 
dissatisfactions of wealth and the suppression of information for 
the sake of keeping up appearances. No one document tells the 
whole story, but the collection of palimpsests makes for a thrill-
ing experience and a testament to the power and danger of the 
truth—or a version of it—when it’s set down in print.

A clever and affecting high-concept novel of high finance.

SHADOWS OF 
PECAN HOLLOW
Frost, Caroline
Morrow/HarperCollins (416 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Feb. 8, 2022
978-0-06-306534-5  

A woman’s carefully built life is 
thrown into turmoil when the father of 
her child arrives on her doorstep, claim-
ing to have changed, in this debut novel.

Kit Walker has worked hard to pro-
vide a stable home for her daughter, Charlie. Working odd jobs 
to make ends meet and struggling with Charlie’s behavioral prob-
lems, Kit leads a private and isolated existence in the rural Texas 
town of Pecan Hollow. Her quiet life is a matter of self-preserva-
tion. At 13, runaway Kit was picked up and groomed by Manny 
Romero, an adult who took advantage of her loneliness to get 
her involved in a string of robberies. Kit bailed when she became 
pregnant, leaving Manny to be arrested when a job went down-
hill. But when Manny arrives at her door unannounced, having 
recently been released from prison, Kit can’t resist letting him 
back into her life. Frost’s prose is engaging and sharp-edged, care-
fully attuned to her characters in a way that feels vividly real. Kit’s 
difficulties with Charlie, who doesn’t know about her mother’s 
past but whom Kit sees through the lens of her own broken child-
hood, are realistically depicted with empathy for both of them, 
while Manny’s capacity for manipulation and cruelty is chillingly 
depicted from the first time he appears on the page.

A heart-rending and complex examination of one woman’s 
flawed attempts to overcome her past.
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VIGIL HARBOR 
Glass, Julia
Pantheon (416 pp.) 
$27.95  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-101-87038-9  

An insular Massachusetts coastal 
town finds the world’s woes at its doorstep.

Judging by references scattered through 
the opening chapters with Glass’ usual deft-
ness, the time is about 10 years after the pan-
demic first hit. Climate change has become 

more devastating, political polarization is worse than ever, and 
terrorist attacks have multiplied. As the story progresses via 
no less than eight narrators, each sharply individualized, we are 
reminded that eventually the bizarre becomes normal. A mon-
ster storm three years ago blew down multiple buildings and 
docks in Vigil Harbor, but a local tycoon wants to build his post-
divorce mansion on the cliffside anyway. His is one of a rash of 
marital splits that are the talk of the town, but no one bats an 

eyelash when a new couple formed from the remains of two 
divorces runs off to a survivalist commune—“one of those psy-
cho wilderness camps,” as college dropout Brecht puts it. He’s 
a member of “Generation NL (out loud: nil),” young adults with 
no expectations of a livable future. Brecht was at NYU “the 
year of the Union Square attack,” having lost his father when 
he was 8 to the first coronavirus wave. He returns to Vigil Har-
bor and goes to work for Celestino, the foreign-born landscaper 
who works on Brecht’s stepfather Austin’s fancy architecture 
projects. Even though he’s married to a U.S. citizen, Celestino is 
in danger; immigrants are now totally barred, “visa raids” ongo-
ing. There’s lots more plot to come. The alleged journalist in 
town doing a profile of Austin is in fact pursuing him to avenge 
the mysterious woman they both loved and lost. An “old friend” 
turns up looking for Celestino, who is emphatically not happy 
to see him. We slowly learn there’s more to Brecht’s inertia than 
was apparent at first. The two big plot twists are more predict-
able than they should be, but Glass’ sharply drawn portraits of 
people coping as best they can with a world in crisis will con-
vince most readers to go along happily for the ride.

Provocative themes, strong characterizations, and propul-
sive storytelling combine for another great read from Glass.

A BALLAD OF LOVE 
AND GLORY
Grande, Reyna
Atria (384 pp.) 
$27.00  |  March 15, 2022
978-1-9821-6526-0  

The Mexican countryside is studded 
with scenes of horror as American forces 
bear down on an unprepared Mexican 
army in 1846. As a nation teeters under 
staggering loss, an Irish soldier and a 

Mexican nurse join forces to save their people and themselves.
Until President James K. Polk issues orders for the U.S. 

Army to push into the Rio Grande to regain control of a strip 
of land, Ximena Salomé and her husband, Joaquín, live a life 
of contentment: He takes care of their ranch, and she is a 
respected healer in their community. When the Texas Rang-
ers burn their home and kill Joaquín, Ximena escapes and 
vows to honor his memory by volunteering as an army nurse 
on the battlefields. John Riley, an Irish immigrant who joined 
the U.S. Army to send money home to his impoverished fam-
ily, is angered by the atrocities committed by the Americans 
and disgusted by the way he and the other immigrant soldiers 
are treated. In a daring move, he abandons his unit by swim-
ming across the Rio Grande to join the Mexican army. He and 
Ximena cross paths on the battlefield, and as the ill-prepared 
Mexican army suffers loss after loss, the couple find solace in 
each other’s presence. Juxtaposed with the wartime atroci-
ties, their passionate love affair infuses a gritty story with a 
dose of humanity and hope. When John becomes the leader 
of the Saint Patrick’s Battalion, comprised of immigrants like 
him, the peril intensifies. With themes of immigration and 





hostilities at the U.S-Mexico border, the story offers parallels 
to our current political climate.

Inspired by real characters and events, this sweeping saga 
brings to light a lesser-known war with complex protagonists.

WE DO WHAT WE DO 
IN THE DARK
Hart, Michelle
Riverhead (224 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-593-32967-2  

A sad and lonely young woman has 
a formative affair with a married female 
professor at her college.

“The college was mostly a commuter 
school, and on nights and weekends it 

was as if two-thirds of the students simply vanished, like the 
Rapture. Lacking both a car and an interest in bars, Mallory 

felt at once claustrophobic and isolated, a feeling with which 
she had been familiar for most of her life.” In tightly controlled, 
flattened prose that seems to match the emotional weather of 
her protagonist, Hart’s debut observes the coming-of-age of 
Mallory Green. After a post–high school gap year notable only 
for the death of her mother, Mallory chooses a college because 
it was the name on a sweatshirt worn by a kindergarten class-
mate whose younger sibling strangled on a Venetian blind cord: 

“In his extreme grief, he seemed more interesting to her.” She 
makes no friends, at least at first, but she does have an obsessive 
relationship with a professor whose husband is out of town for 
a year. Though Mallory has known she was gay since childhood, 
this is her first sexual experience. Nonetheless, the mentorship 

“the woman” (we only ever know her as “the woman”) offers has 
more to do with managing a personality inclined to isolation 
and misery and occasional meanness than with being gay. “I 
have slept with other women, yes. But I’m not like you. We are 
alike in many ways, but not that one,” the woman tells her. In 
fact, she will be getting back together with her husband as soon 
as he comes home. Mallory asks how they are alike then, though 
actually she already knows. “You and I,” says the woman, “we do 
what we do in the dark and then we deal with it all alone.” 

Not a #MeToo story; instead, something more delicate 
and strange and, at this point, more interesting.

UNLIKELY ANIMALS
Hartnett, Annie
Ballantine (368 pp.) 
$28.00  |  April 12, 2022
978-0-593-16022-0  

An absurdist, laugh-out-loud family 
drama about intergenerational healing.

Never a truer word was spoken than 
when the ghostly inhabitants of the 
Maple Street cemetery in Everton, New 
Hampshire, who are the choruslike nar-

rators of this novel, rationalize that “a good story doesn’t always 
follow an arrow.” In what begins as a slow-paced, meandering 
tale, Emma Starling, a natural healer and former golden girl of 
small-town Everton, drops out of medical school and moves 
back in with her parents. Her father, Clive, who’s dying from 
a mysterious brain disease, is having hallucinations of animals 
while being haunted by the ghost of (real-life) local naturalist 
Ernest Harold Baynes. When Emma assumes legal guardianship 
over her rapidly deteriorating father, the two become embroiled 
in his dementia-induced obsession: a seemingly hopeless search 
for Emma’s childhood best friend, Crystal, a heroin addict who 
has been missing for almost six months. The first quarter of the 
book seems like a mess of disparate parts: What does the ghost 
of New Hampshire’s own Dr. Doolittle have to do with the opi-
oid crisis, boomerang children, saintly healing powers, or a West-
world-esque hunting preserve for millionaires? But the reader’s 
patience is rewarded as Hartnett skillfully draws the string. 
This tragicomedy delivers as Clive takes a stab at adult parent-
ing before dying and Emma navigates layers of ambiguous loss. 
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“An absurdist, laugh-out-loud family
drama about intergenerational healing.”

unlikely animals
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Some plot twists feel a little more forced than others. However, 
the overall message—that any life lived, even just a few extra 
months of it, is a miracle rife with potential—is a balm for our 
challenging times.

An anthem for the boomerang generation.

POST-TRAUMATIC
Johnson, Chantal V.
Little, Brown (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  April 5, 2022
978-0-316-26423-5  

A Black Latina lawyer represents 
patients at a New York psychiatric hospi-
tal while struggling with the aftereffects 
of her own past trauma. 

Johnson’s debut opens with a bang. In 
the midst of consulting with a new client, 

Vivian calms a troubled teenager who has just slashed a nurse 

with a knife. Outwardly she’s cool and professional, but once the 
incident is resolved successfully, Vivian inwardly crumbles, and 
we soon learn that she’s saddled with deep-rooted emotional 
problems. Haunted by dark memories of childhood sexual abuse, 
she holds herself together in a state of hypervigilant awareness of 
possible male violence. A simple subway ride turns into a terrify-
ing adventure in which she’s “besieged by animal fear.” Vivian can 
only relax when she’s smoking weed with her best friend, Jane, 
who also survived a dysfunctional, abusive family. A dreaded fam-
ily reunion in which Vivian’s worst fears are realized drives her to 
a dramatic decision. Will it bring the healing Vivian craves or spi-
ral her further down into a nervous breakdown? While Johnson’s 
theme—how unresolved personal traumas can cripple a life—is 
compelling, her execution is marred by clunky prose that makes it 
difficult to connect with the story (“There was something about 
shallow clichéd lyrics combined with a sweeping sonic landscape 
in the sterile setting of a CVS, Duane Reade, or Walgreens that 
always moved her in a Don DeLillo way”). In trying to capture 
her protagonist’s anxious and obsessive state of mind, the author 
often gets bogged down in details that disrupt the narrative flow. 
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An entire paragraph describing calorie counts as diet-obsessed 
Vivian agonizes over which snacks to purchase doesn’t make for 
compelling reading. Aside from brutally honest Jane, who calls 
Vivian out on her self-absorption, the other characters are barely 
fleshed out. And strangely, the novel hardly delves into the abuse 
at the core of Vivian’s troubles. Her abuser is simply called “the 
violent man.”

Buried under excess verbiage, there’s a thoughtful novel 
struggling to come out.

FRIEND OF THE DEVIL
Lloyd, Stephen
Putnam (240 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 10, 2022
978-0-593-33138-5  

An investigator hired to recover a 
rare book stolen from a storied New Eng-
land boarding school runs into witchery, 
beheadings, and other, stranger things.

It’s the Reagan 1980s. Insurance inves-
tigator Sam Gregory, a chain-smoking 

Vietnam veteran suffering from PSTD, assumes he’ll be slumming 
through another drab case when he arrives at Danforth Putnam 
boarding school—even if it is a ridiculously posh facility located on 
its own small island 20 miles off the coast of Massachusetts. Quick 
with a backhand quip and well practiced at physical stuff, he does 
his best to amuse himself in his dealings with stuffy administrators 
and the usual spoiled rich kids, including a drug dealer who’s in over 
his head. Then a student disappears and both Sam and an intrepid 
student reporter named Harriet (as in “the Spy”) are threatened. 
A dungeon master in the Dungeons & Dragons club who suffers 
from mysterious seizures, Harriet is scared out of her wits when she 
encounters hooded evildoers and deadly snakes in a secret under-
ground tunnel. Refusing to back down from her efforts to expose 
the dark origins of the school, which was founded in 1654—40 years 
before the Salem witch trials—she ultimately needs to be saved by 
Sam, who jokes less and less as things get weirder and weirder. Plot 
twists await. Lloyd, a TV writer and producer (Modern Family, How 
I Met Your Mother), is initially pretty comfortable in what is basically 
YA territory, Grateful Dead references notwithstanding. But his ver-
sion of hell breaking loose is pretty underwhelming. 

An agreeable but ultimately out-of-its-depth occult thriller.

ROBERT B. PARKER’S 
REVENGE TOUR
Lupica, Mike
Putnam (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-593-41976-2  

Sunny Randall’s absentee landlady 
and former client wants her help again 
with an unusual case whose complica-
tions grow steadily deeper.

Bestselling novelists like Melanie 
Joan Hall are accused of plagiarism all the time, but it’s generally 
by self-identified victims out for some sort of restitution. MJ is 
disquieted because an anonymous note has identified her as a 
plagiarist without threatening anything in particular—and that 
may be the greatest threat of all. “For a writer, this is like being 
MeToo’ed,” she tells Sunny. Fearful that her career is under siege, 
she wants to know who’s behind it all. Sunny, who’s already run-
ning interference between her father, retired cop Phil Randall, 
and powerful Boston attorney Joe Doyle, whose drug lord son 
has just died in prison years after Phil incurred Doyle’s wrath by 



arresting him, is anything but eager to take MJ’s case. But the 
murder of Richard Gross, MJ’s attorney and manager, ups the 
stakes. So does Sunny’s meeting with MJ’s second ex-husband, 
psychotherapist Dr. John Melvin, who stalked and nearly killed 
MJ in Shrink Rap (2002) before he was convicted and impris-
oned. Melvin’s clearly as bent on revenge as ever, but the more 
Sunny looks around, the wider the pool of candidates grows. 
Eventually the trail leads to professor Charles Hall, who taught 
MJ writing and a few other things at Whitesboro College. Now 
old and suffering from dementia, he’s transfixed by his first sight 
of Sunny, whom he clearly mistakes for someone else before he 
withdraws even more completely from the world. Who did he 
think she was, and what secrets is MJ hiding that could endan-
ger both herself and Sunny?

Behind the overgrown subplots is a fleet and absorbing 
tale of crime and endless punishment. 

THE COLONY 
Magee, Audrey
Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(384 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 17, 2022
978-0-3746-0652-7  

With the arrival of two foreigners, a 
painter and a linguist, a sparsely popu-
lated island off the Irish coast becomes 
the setting for life-changing choices and 
conflicts.

Magee’s multifaceted second novel is set in 1979 on a name-
less rocky outcrop measuring three miles long and half a mile 
wide, population 92, where debates of profound significance 
about ownership and expression, language and culture, will 
develop. Mr. Lloyd, an English artist—heedless and demand-
ing—has come to paint the island’s harsh beauty, tackling 
birds, cliffs, and light before embarking on the huge symbolic 
canvas he will think of as his masterpiece. The other visitor is 

|   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 2   |   2 3

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

“With the arrival of two foreigners, a sparsely 
populated island off the Irish coast becomes the setting 

for life-changing choices and conflicts.”
the colony
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Jean-Pierre Masson, a French linguist with an Algerian mother, 
returning to the island to finish a thesis he’s been working on 
for five years devoted to the speaking of Gaelic, the original 
Irish language, which is dying out—as is typical in cultures 
oppressed by a colonizer, in this case the British. The island-
ers, depicted with wit and restraint, differ in their responses to 
the two incomers. Young widow Mairéad sleeps with Masson 
and allows Lloyd to paint her nearly naked. Mairéad’s 15-year-
old son, James, discovers his own aptitude for art through 
Lloyd, intensifying his intention of escaping the legacy of the 
island and the burden of cultural expectation. Meanwhile, the 
women hold island life together, working incessantly, immov-
ably rooted. And punctuating this panorama of lyrical beauty, 
effort, and complex connection, Magee introduces the steady 
drumbeat of murder, as the factions on the mainland—Protes-
tant versus Catholic, Ulster loyalists versus the Irish Republican 
Army—bomb and shoot their enemies: soldiers, policemen, fel-
low citizens. The pace is unhurried, the tone often poetic as the 
author assembles location, character, and identity, but Magee’s 
path is both subtle and steely, lending a sense of inevitability as 

opinions harden, trusts are betrayed, and old patterns reassert 
themselves, devastatingly.

A finely wrought, multilayered tale with the lucidity of a 
parable.

THE GARDEN OF 
BROKEN THINGS
Momplaisir, Francesca
Knopf (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 10, 2022
978-0-593-32106-5  

The author of My Mother’s House (2020) 
asks if we can escape the damage we inherit.

When her teenage son, Miles, starts 
misbehaving, Genevieve’s fears for his 
safety in New York become unbearable. 

She can’t seem to make him understand that Black boys don’t 
have the luxury of screwing up. In an effort to make him more 
mindful of everything he has—and everything he has to lose—
she decides to take him to her family’s ancestral home. She’s sur-
prised to find herself echoing the parents she heard threatening 
their children with exile to Haiti if they didn’t behave when she 
was a girl herself, and this sense of inevitable recurrence is one 
of the driving themes of this novel. In addition to wanting to 
save her American son, Genevieve wants to rescue her cousin 
Ateya’s daughter, just like Genevieve’s mother wanted to rescue 
Ateya, and Genevieve’s grandmother wanted to rescue Ateya’s 
mother. Ateya abuses little Ti’Louse as brutally as her father 
abused her. This is a novel about generational trauma on a per-
sonal scale, but Momplaisir also depicts the entire country of 
Haiti as a victim of generational trauma wrought by wave after 
wave of colonizers. The precarious nature of Haiti’s civic insti-
tutions is laid bare by the massive earthquake that devastated 
the island nation in 2010. Both Genevieve and Ateya survive the 
initial cataclysm, but their very different fates are defined by 
their disparate wealth, status, and personal history. As she did 
in her debut, Momplaisir uses the tropes of magical realism to 
confront complex and troubling topics while relying heavily on 
exposition. And, here, the text is repetitive at both the micro 
and the macro levels. She piles metaphor on top of metaphor 
and shares the same elements from her characters’ pasts over 
and over again, to the point of inuring the reader to the physical 
and emotional violence she describes.

Momplaisir has important stories to tell, but she tells 
them in a style that dulls their impact.



IF AN EGYPTIAN 
CANNOT SPEAK 
ENGLISH 
Naga, Noor
Graywolf (192 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  April 5, 2022
978-1-64445-081-9  

A fascinating novel about class and 
abuse.

When the Egyptian American pro-
tagonist of Naga’s second book moves 

from the U.S. to Cairo, she finds herself unable to fit in. She gets 
stares because of her haircut (“What they really want to know 
is whether my head is shaved because I have cancer or because 
I’m a pervert”) and questions because of her heritage: “Here I 
keep saying I’m Egyptian and no one believes me. I’m the other 
kind of other, someone come from abroad who could just as 
easily return there.” The protagonist, unnamed until the last 
part of the novel, finds work teaching English for the British 

Council and befriends two fellow patrons at a downtown cafe. 
Her life changes when she meets a young man who years ago 
moved to Cairo from a small Egyptian town; he made a living 
selling photographs during the 2011 Egyptian revolution but 
fell into cocaine addiction after the Arab Spring ended. (“When 
the foreigners left, it all went to shit,” he reflects. “When it all 
went to shit, the foreigners left. The sequence hardly matters.”) 

“The boy from Shobrakheit” (his name is never revealed) and 
the American woman embark on a sexual relationship that’s not 
quite a romance, but it doesn’t take long for her to realize that 
he’s violent—at one point, he swings a table at her head, telling 
her, “Look what you made me do.” After he disappears, the woman 
is torn, fighting the urge to make excuses for him. The man, for 
his part, alternates between regret and making excuses. Naga’s 
writing in the book’s first two parts is gripping, but the final 
section, metafictional and darkly funny, is an absolute master 
class. She deals with important issues with a gimlet eye and a 
rare sensitivity—it would be a massive understatement to call 
this novel a must-read.

In a word: brilliant.
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“In a word: brilliant.”
if an egyptian cannot speak english



SUCH BIG DREAMS
Patel, Reema
Ballantine (336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  April 26, 2022
978-0-593-49950-4  

Making an appealing debut, Cana-
dian lawyer Patel draws on her experi-
ences at a nongovernmental organization 
in India to follow the fortunes of Justice 
For All, a financially strapped human 
rights agency, where underpaid lawyers 

toil mightily to represent the poor of Mumbai.
Cynical, street-smart Rakhi is the agency’s 23-year-old office 

assistant whose menial tasks include taking care of a changing 
cast of naïve interns, who, she remarks, “come here wanting to 
fix India and leave after two stomach bugs, whining about how 
much they miss clean air and something they call almond milk.” 
Rakhi was hired by the agency’s director, Gauri, who first met 
her at a girls’ school where she had been remanded after living 
on the streets for 5 years—an experience that Patel recounts in 

gritty detail. Learning about Rakhi’s childhood—abandonment, 
hunger, physical harm—Gauri was astonished by the girl’s fierce 
spirit and intelligence: “Every door had been slammed in your 
face,” she tells Rakhi, “and yet there you were, still surviving.” 
When Rakhi turns 18, Gauri gives her a job that, she thinks, will 
grant the girl “another chance at life”; but for Rakhi, working 
for Gauri seems, instead, like another incarceration. Paid a pit-
tance, she lives in a slum of “open sewers, monsoon floods,” and 
teeming “multilevel hutments”; and furthermore, Gauri moni-
tors her every move. Rakhi’s longing for a different future and 
Gauri’s desperate effort to keep her agency afloat make them 
vulnerable to two characters—vivid though stereotypical—who 
seem to offer an answer to their dreams: a well-connected Cana-
dian intern bound for Harvard’s Kennedy School who takes an 
outsized interest in Rakhi’s life; and a fading Bollywood star, 
hoping to revive her career, who promises to lure big donors in 
exchange for becoming the “public face” of the NGO.

A sharply drawn protagonist gives this novel power and 
zest.

DECIMATE
Rice, Christopher
Thomas & Mercer (432 pp.) 
$24.95  |  May 10, 2022
978-1-5420-3274-2  

Rice puts a wicked spin on near-
death experiences.

While camping with their father in 
Glacier National Park, Claire Huntley 
follows her younger brother, Poe, into 
the woods, where they’re attacked by 

an unknown force that changes their lives. The authorities say 
they’ve been attacked by a bear, but her father’s claim that it 
was aliens ruins his marriage and separates Claire, who stays 
with her mom, from Poe, who lives with his father. Years later, 
when Claire’s a teacher in California and Poe’s an artist and 
drug addict in New York, Poe’s plane crashes on a trip to visit 
his sister, and their mystical connection is dramatized when she 
feels his pain. Back at the crash site, Vernon Starnes, a deeply 
disturbed man who’s living in a nearby shack, investigates and 
discovers a seat covered in a blue shimmer that takes over his 
body, changing him into a powerful, dangerous killer. Thus 
begins a tale of coverups, government agents, private muscle, 
and a Nazi past hidden in Montana. Even in death Poe contin-
ues to communicate with Claire in different ways, calling her 
and Margot Hastings, their father’s ex-girlfriend, to travel to 
Montana to see him. There, they meet Randy Drummond and 
his friends, keepers of years’ worth of harrowing secrets that are 
slowly revealed as Claire and Poe work with them to contain a 
global threat.

An adventurous, provocative story that would have been 
enhanced by judicious pruning.
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“A sharply drawn protagonist gives this novel power and zest.”
such big dreams
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LUCKY TURTLE 
Roorbach, Bill
Algonquin (416 pp.) 
$27.95  |  April 26, 2022
978-1-64375-097-2  

A teenage girl sent to reform school 
in deepest Montana meets the love of 
her life the day she arrives—the school’s 
van driver.

“The driver was my age, maybe a 
little older, slender, huge cowboy hat 

and cowboy boots and cowboy buckle. He wore a long black 
braid tied with rawhide and thicker rawhide bands around 
his wiry biceps....He smelled like some distant burning, I can 
hardly explain it, studied my eyes whenever I was required to 
cooperate, didn’t put his hands on me, didn’t ask any questions, 
didn’t offer any greetings, not a word from his mouth.” Look 
out: Roorbach has created the sexiest man seen in literature in a 
good long time. This is Lucky Turtle, who, as 16-year-old Cindra 
Zoeller is about to learn, just keeps getting better the more you 

know him; his wilderness survival skills—which will come seri-
ously into play—verge on the supernatural. What’s more, the 
very next time they’re alone together, taking the camp laundry 
into town, he reveals that his clairvoyant aunt has foreseen that 
she will be his wife. Fans of Roorbach’s work—most recently 
The Girl of the Lake (2017)—have been waiting five years for this 
book and will not be disappointed. Again, the man has cooked 
up a completely captivating world, just a touch more magical 
and interesting than the real one. This time, it’s a place called 
Turtle Butte, where a disgraced television actress has turned 
her attention to reforming misguided female youth at a facil-
ity called Camp Challenge. It’s a slowly unfolding, complicated, 
suspenseful plot; it’s safe to say that Cindra will not be reformed. 
There’s no lane-staying for White guy Roorbach: His teenage-
girl narrator is flawless; Chinese, Haitian, and Native characters 
are beautifully done. (Many sensitivity readers are thanked in 
the acknowledgments.) Lucky Turtle has his woodland lore and 
Native rituals; Cindra has her copy of Hawaii,which they read 
aloud from every night: “Michener was strong medicine.”

An epic love story and love letter to the West. No greater 
reading pleasure to be had anywhere.
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CONSTELLATIONS OF EVE
Rosewood, Abbigail Nguyen
Texas Tech Univ. Press (216 pp.) 
$29.95  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-68283-137-3  

In three different incarnations, Eve 
is given the chance to “get it right” in a 
familiar struggle between vocation, mar-
riage, and motherhood. 

Eve is a devoted mother, a wife, and a 
painter. Or rather, she’s all three but can 

only be fully devoted to one at a time. In this three-part novel, 
we experience three possible paths for Eve; Rosewood weighs 
each version like a chemist, precisely and intentionally chang-
ing the size of three variables in Eve’s life: her son, Blue; her hus-
band, Liam; and her best friend, Pari, the sole subject of Eve’s 
portraits. As a mother, Eve is negligent and intellectually unful-
filled. When her son accidentally drowns, she is completely sub-
sumed by his phantom, losing her husband in the process. As an 

artist, Eve is a portrait of hesitation, unable to act on her desires 
for anything beyond her work. In the last section, the only one 
where Eve and Liam’s relationship has any longevity, we know it 
is at the cost of motherhood and vocation. Across these alter-
nate realities, Rosewood explores the cost of love, the notion 
that complete devotion to any one thing creates an unfulfilled 
life. Using visual art and the artistic vocation as a metaphor for 
writing is a familiar trope; where Rosewood stands out is in her 
unromantic meditation on the grotesque in beauty. The three 
parts of the novel act as reincarnations: three opportunities 
for characters to grow and reform themselves. Anything that 
remains static here is not immortal but corpselike. Pari’s beauty, 
obsessively recorded in each of Eve’s paintings, becomes like 
the sculpture Eve makes of her dead son—creepy. While the 
novel sometimes feels overly self-conscious, Rosewood’s haunt-
ing prose and the moments when the three alternate universes 
bump up against each other are delightful. Just a shadow exists 
on the page, but a way to reconcile Eve’s three identities hovers 
just out of reach, for the reader to create in their own life.

A harrowingly beautiful exploration of unrequited love 
and the fallout of single-minded devotion.

MARIA, MARIA
& Other Stories
Rubio, Marytza K.
Liveright/Norton (224 pp.) 
$24.95  |  April 26, 2022
978-1-324-09054-0  

Magical realism and myth meet dys-
topic themes in this debut collection of 
short fiction set in the Americas.

Set against a backdrop of political 
inequities, climate catastrophes, and 

other crises, Rubio’s stories offer alternative ways of squaring 
injustices (or getting revenge), beginning with “Brujería for 
Beginners,” a second-person, instructional story about learning 

“spiritual vigilantism or expedited karma.” “Calling it black magic,” 
the teacher insists, “is devoid of context,” especially when the 
context in question is domestic abuse. Similarly, in “Tunnels,” 
the Fogata family, fed up with the racism and violence in 1990s 
California, hatches up a plot to release pigeons emitting pow-
erful electromagnetic pulses that bring the entire Southwest 
to a grinding halt. A magic mirror that transports the viewer 
to other versions of life allows the narrator of “Carlos Across 
Time and Space,” one of the collection’s standouts, to picture 
a different death for Carlos, who was senselessly murdered at 
a high school graduation party. Magical possibilities compete 
with reason and often win, especially for characters who are ill-
served by what society serves up for them. In “Burial,” another 
fine story, a girl who is an outcast at school because she once 
tried to save a hummingbird is saved twice by tigers. Rubio is 
an extravagant storyteller; her prose thrums with life, and her 
plots take hairpin turns. All of this is on full display in “Maria, 
Maria,” a sweeping story that leaps backward and forward in 
time and from perspective to perspective as it traces the fates 



of three women all the way back to a mythic world. Except for a 
few of the more formally experimental stories (“Art Show” and 

“Paint by Numbers”) that fall flat, this is transporting work.
Sprawling magical realistic stories with a moral bent.

THE CARTOGRAPHERS
Shepherd, Peng
Morrow/HarperCollins (400 pp.) 
$27.99  |  March 15, 2022
978-0-06-291069-1  

A disgraced cartographer unravels a 
30-year-old family secret hidden within 
the folds of a 20th-century gas-station 
highway map.

Seven years after Nell Young and her 
ex-boyfriend Felix were publicly shamed 

and fired from the New York Public Library’s Map Division—
by none other than her own father, Daniel—following what she 

thinks of as the Junk Box Incident, Nell has settled for “add-
ing flourish” onto printed replicas of maps at a store in Crown 
Heights. After she discovered a box of rare 18th-century maps 
and one doodled-on 1930s highway map in the library’s base-
ment, her father declared them worthless fakes and inexplica-
bly got so mad at her for disagreeing with him that he had her 
fired; they haven’t spoken a word since. Practically cartography 
royalty (Nell’s late mother was a visionary in the field, and her 
father is the senior curator for the NYPL’s main branch), Nell 
lost more than her reputation when she lost her internship at 
the library. Unlike Felix, who was immediately hired by the 
elusive William Haberson of the logistics and navigation com-
pany Haberson Global, Nell’s had to scrape the bottom of the 
barrel for cartography jobs. But when Daniel is found dead at 
his desk with that very same highway map in a secret drawer, 
Nell begins to wonder if the map hides more than meets the 
eye. When she decides to do her own research, she uncovers an 
implausible relation between the map and her parents and soon 
learns of a competitive, dangerous group known as “the Car-
tographers” who are willing to pay—or kill—for the only copy 
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left in existence. Shepherd plots page-turning twists and revela-
tions with ease and excels in her knowledge of historical maps 
and cartographical mysteries. The inclusion of map diagrams 
and detailed flashbacks carry the reader right alongside Nell as 
she attempts to disentangle an increasingly complex, slightly 
supernatural secret. In an author’s note, Shepherd promises 
that “something magical happens” when a person follows a map 
that lies, and this book will make you believe it.

A highly inventive novel that pushes the boundaries of 
reality.

THE BOOK OF COLD CASES
St. James, Simone
Berkley (352 pp.) 
$27.00  |  March 15, 2022
978-0-440000-21-1  

In St. James’ latest supernatural 
thriller, an up-and-coming true-crime 
blogger is obsessed with solving a series of 
decades-old murders that may or may not 
have been committed by a cold, wealthy 
heiress living in a gothic cliffside mansion.

Twenty-nine-year-old Shea Collins, recently divorced, is a 
medical receptionist in Claire Lake, Oregon, by day and runs a 
popular blog called Book of Cold Cases at night. One local case in 
particular haunts her: the Lady Killer murders. In 1977, 23-year-
old Beth Greer was accused of murdering two strange men. 
Though she proclaimed her innocence from the start and was 
later acquitted, most people in Claire Lake have always believed 
Beth got away with murder. The evidence is circumstantial but 
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and much else, and their 
implications for ordinary people.

$33.99 paperback

978-1-9822-9008-5
also available in ebook

www.balboapress.com.au
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damning. An eyewitness claimed to see Beth leaving the scene 
of one of the shootings, a cryptic note (handwriting analysis 
inconclusive) was found nearby, and, worst of all, the same 
weapon used to shoot the two men had also been used to kill 
Beth’s father in an attempted burglary a few years earlier. It 
didn’t help that Beth was young, beautiful, wealthy, and totally 
unwilling to play nice with the press. The media pounced on 
her, dubbing her the Lady Killer, and she’s been a recluse ever 
since. After a chance encounter at the doctor’s office where 
Shea works, Beth agrees to sit down for an interview at her eerie 
house near the sea, where something otherworldly and terrify-
ing roams the dark, empty halls. And so the strange and twisted 
truth behind the mansion, the Greer family, and the Lady Killer 
murders is about to come to light—provided Shea can survive 
to tell the tale. Switching between Shea’s point of view and 
Beth’s (both past and present), St. James expertly builds tension 
between the women’s stories, indulging in some genre expecta-
tions and thwarting others along the way.

A twisty and satisfying paranormal mystery you won’t 
want to read alone at night.

FOUR AUNTIES AND 
A WEDDING
Sutanto, Jesse Q.
Berkley (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  March 29, 2022
978-0-593-44076-6  

Another wild wedding day befalls the 
Chan family in Sutanto’s wacky sequel to 
Dial A for Aunties (2021).

Almost a year after Meddy Chan and 
her four aunties covered up an acciden-

tal murder, Meddy can’t wait to have a fresh start by marrying 
her dream guy, Nathan, at Oxford’s Christ Church College. He’s 
the “perfect specimen of a man” according to her Ma, yet even 
with their wedding day rapidly approaching, Meddy can’t help 
but feel like their union is too good to be true. To make matters 
worse, her “batty” aunties have yet to meet Nathan’s prim-and-
proper English parents, and they’ve started using British slang like 

“dog’s bollocks” in hopes of impressing Chris and Annie. To further 
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appease Meddy’s wedding jitters, her aunties hire the Tanuwijayas, 
an Indonesian family of wedding vendors who handle flowers, hair, 
makeup, and photography—score! Meddy finds a kindred spirit 
in photographer Staphanie, and they become fast friends after 
bonding over misspelled names and pepper spray. Their friendship 
proves to be short-lived, however, when Meddy overhears a phone 
conversation in which Staphanie agrees to take someone out…and 
not as a plus one. It turns out Staph and her family are in the orga-
nized crime business, and their next target happens to be a guest at 
the Chan wedding. When Staphanie threatens to expose last year’s 
accident to the police, Meddy and her aunties embark on a mad-
cap, Sopranos-style series of hijinks in order to stop the Tanuwijayas’ 
plan in its tracks. With plenty of weed-spiked champagne and 
gags made of pantyhose, these four aunties make it known: Don’t 
mess with the Chan family. Sutanto’s sequel doubles the trouble for 
Meddy and Co., but it is not without some frustrating moments 
(Meddy is basically MIA for her entire wedding). Despite the con-
tinual shenanigans, you can’t help but get a kick out of the aunties’ 
outrageous stunts and their even bigger hearts.

Keep your friends close and these four aunties closer.

LIARMOUTH
A Feel-Bad Romance
Waters, John
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (256 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-374-18572-5  

A grifter couple rampages up the 
Eastern Seaboard, their relatives and 
genitals in tow.

Marsha Sprinkle and Daryl, her ex-
husband/chauffeur, have been living high 

on the hog in a foreclosed McMansion, making regular raids 
on the Baltimore/Washington International Airport baggage 
claim to keep themselves in clothing, cash, and fake IDs. Ten-
sion between the couple is running high—it’s the one day a year 
that Marsha permits sexual intercourse, and Daryl and his little 
friend, Richard (his penis has a life, a voice, and dreams of its 
own), are ready to collect. Marsha, however, has absolutely no 
intention of honoring her agreement, so when a heist at the 



airport goes awry, she gives Daryl and Richard the slip and goes 
on the lam by herself. Fleeing up the East Coast, she’s trailed 
not only by her ex and his penis, but by her estranged 22-year-
old daughter, Poppy, and Poppy’s cabal of bouncing friends—
Leepa, Vaulta, and other “leaders in the radical trampoline 
movement”—as well as her also-estranged mother, Adora. New 
York–based Adora is worshipped on the Upper East Side for her 
plastic surgery on dogs. Her own cocker spaniel, Surprize, has 
been made over to look like Joan Rivers (“Adora has spent years 
sculpting, tucking, pulling, and lasering her dog’s skin into that 

‘wind tunnel’ look that Joan made her signature”) but is now 
transitioning to become a cat. All of this gives Waters plenty 
of opportunity for woke jokes; Amtrak, bus, and airport jokes; 
and, of course, poop jokes. If you are a Waters fan, you have long 
since made your peace with the latter. Good thing, because the 
whole crew of Marsha haters is headed to Provincetown for the 
annual Anilingus Festival. Billed as Waters’ debut novel, this 
road story is a cousin of the stories included in his hitchhiking 
memoir, Carsick (2015).

The king of campology is back, as gleefully heinous as ever. 

THE SUMMER PLACE
Weiner, Jennifer
Atria (432 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 10, 2022
978-1-5011-3357-2  

When a family convenes at their 
Cape Cod summer home for a wedding, 
old secrets threaten to ruin everything.

Sarah Danhauser is shocked when 
her beloved stepdaughter announces 
her engagement to her boyfriend, Gabe. 

After all, Ruby’s only 22, and Sarah suspects that their relation-
ship was fast-tracked because of the time they spent together 
in quarantine during the early days of the pandemic. Sarah’s 
mother, Veronica, is thrilled, mostly because she longs to have 
the entire family together for one last celebration before she 
puts their Cape Cod summer house on the market. But get-
ting to Ruby and Gabe’s wedding might prove more difficult 
than anyone thought. Sarah can’t figure out why her husband, 
Eli, has been so distant and distracted ever since Ruby moved 
home to Park Slope (bringing Gabe with her), and she’s afraid 
he may be having an affair. Veronica is afraid that a long-ago 
dalliance might come back to bite her. Ruby isn’t sure how to 
process the conflicting feelings she’s having about her upcom-
ing nuptials. And Sam, Sarah’s twin brother, is a recent widower 
who’s dealing with some pretty big romantic confusion. As the 
entire extended family, along with Gabe’s relatives, converges 
on the summer house, secrets become impossible to keep, and 
it quickly becomes clear that this might not be the perfect 
gathering Veronica was envisioning. If they make it to the wed-
ding, will their family survive the aftermath? Weiner creates a 
story with all the misunderstandings and miscommunications 
of a screwball comedy or a Shakespeare play (think A Midsum-
mer Night’s Dream). But the surprising, over-the-top actions of 

the characters are grounded by a realistic and moving look at 
grief and ambition (particularly for Sarah and Veronica, both of 
whom give up demanding creative careers early on). At times 
the flashbacks can slow down the story, but even when the char-
acters are lying, cheating, and hiding from each other, they still 
seem like a real and loving family.

An alternately farcical and poignant look at family bonds.
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HOME OR AWAY
West, Kathleen
Berkley (368 pp.) 
$27.00  |  March 29, 2022
978-0-593-33550-5  

A 42-year-old woman who almost-
but-not-quite made the Olympic hockey 
team decades ago moves her family back 
to her hometown of Liston Heights, 
Minnesota, to give her 9-year-old son a 
chance to play youth hockey at a high 

level.
Leigh Mackenzie is an investment banker married to her 

college boyfriend, Charlie. She’s spent decades hiding from 
the memories of what happened when she unsuccessfully put 
everything on the line to make the Olympic ice hockey team 
at the Lake Placid Olympic Training Center in 2001. Now, after 
20 years of marriage, she decides to uproot her family’s life in 
Tampa and take a new job in her old hometown so her son, Gus, 
can play hockey at a higher level—despite the fact that the move 

will put her right in the middle of the group of people she’s 
been avoiding since her failed the Olympic trials. Susy Walker is 
Leigh’s former teammate, the former best friend Leigh ghosted 
after Lake Placid, and she’s currently assistant coach of the best 
youth hockey team in the area. Charlie is a stay-at-home dad 
with the looks of Matthew McConaughey, a partially written 
novel, and full devotion to his wife and child. Nine-year-old Gus 
is a Tampa hockey superstar who’s coming to terms with the fact 
that when it comes to youth ice hockey, Florida-good is nothing 
like Minnesota-good. The book unfolds from each of these four 
characters’ points of view, providing an excellent, deeply layered 
story that explores how ambition, hope, and dedication impact 
the choices people make, the secrets they hold close, and the 
lies they tell themselves and others. It’s also about powerful 
women supporting each other, friendship, parenthood, mar-
riage, attraction, sexual harassment, and the all-encompassing 
world of high-level youth—and Olympic—sports.

An engrossing, painfully honest story about how far some 
people will go to chase success.
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A SAFE HOUSE
Woods, Stuart
Putnam (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  March 22, 2022
978-0-593-33175-0  

Stone Barrington agrees to shelter a 
witness the CIA wants kept under wraps. 
Complications ensue.

CIA director Lance Cabot, Stone’s 
nominal boss, wants him to fly the 
unidentified witness out of the U.S. to 

Stone’s estate in Hampshire, England. It’s not until his private 
plane is aloft that Stone learns that his passenger is ex-model 
Jenna Jacoby, whose marriage to Sen. Wallace Slade (R-Texas) 
has unraveled so completely that she’s ready to give testimony 
about a wide range of his nefarious practices—assuming of 
course she survives the murderous attentions of Slade and his 
enforcer, Harley Quince. The dastardly pair have no trouble 
tracing Jenna and her protector to Windward Manor, but 
Stone’s connections protect his charge till it’s time for her to 
testify. Even after she’s finished that errand, Slade, correctly 
divining that Stone has taken his ex to bed, is more determined 
than ever to snuff her out. So Stone spirits her off to another of 
his houses, the one on the Beaulieu River in Maine, which turns 
out to be no more effective a haven than Windward Manor. The 
complications include an unexpected visitor who’s promptly 
shot dead, Stone’s wildly improbable brainstorm about how to 
take Jenna off the grid, and the gradual revelation that none of 
Stone’s many domiciles is all that safe. On the other hand, the 
lack of secondary sex partners, international intrigue (except 
for that stint at Windward Manor, which might as well be sub-
urban LA), and unbridled spending sprees makes this one of the 
most disciplined of Stone’s recent adventures.

About as good as it gets from Woods these days.

MONARCH
Wuehle, Candice
Soft Skull Press (256 pp.) 
$26.00  |  March 22, 2022
978-1-59376-707-5  

A former child beauty queen–turned–
depressive teen grapples with her iden-
tity after learning she can’t trust her own 
memory.

The cover would suggest this debut 
novel is an espionage thriller: At 30, Jes-

sica Clink “discovers she’s been a sleeper agent in a deep state 
government program.” And while this book is an exercise 
in finding answers, it isn’t a fast-paced, hemisphere-crossing 
quest story. Instead, Jessica’s introspective narrative is meant 
to craft a cohesive story for herself from a lifetime of shredded 
memories—it’s therapy and reinvention and confession all at 
the same time. Set against a 1990s backdrop—Bill Clinton, tan-
ning beds, JonBenét Ramsey—Jessica’s first-person search for 

her forgotten years is a curious monologue combining teenage 
humor with the sterility of a psychological evaluation. Jessica 
begins with the easy part—stating what truths can be estab-
lished: “To tell this story, the narrator became a child beauty 
queen.” It’s also disclosed that Jessica’s mother, Grethe, is Nor-
wegian and a former beauty queen herself. Jessica’s post-punk–
loving babysitter, Christine, is Grethe’s distant relation and one 
of the few people allowed in the house by Jessica’s father, Dr. 
Clink, who is “the founder and chair of the Boredom Studies 
department at the Midwestern University [Jessica] dropped out 
of.” As Jessica provides a basic outline of her life, revealing the 

“subtle panic [that] undergirded the atmosphere” of her home, 
she drops hints at the betrayals and violence to come. Eventu-
ally, she begins to deliver revelations—like having been “trained 
by operatives of a shadow government” and having “several dif-
ferent ‘personas’ that [she] could ‘transition’ into”—with zero 
dramatic effect. These are mere details amid the larger violence 
inflicted upon her—the loss of self. Patient readers will enjoy 
some thrills in reaching the end of Jessica’s narrative spiral, 
which aggressively picks up pace in the end. But these moments 
feel almost out of place; they are benign vehicles pushing Jessica y
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“A former child beauty queen grapples with her identity 
after learning she can’t trust her own memory.”

monarch
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toward a sense of resolution. Ultimately, this story is a product 
of memory that is “hers. And hers alone.”

A deeply introspective novel with a notable metaphor 
for reinvention after trauma in the form of a weaponized 
pageant girl.

FOUR TREASURES OF THE SKY
Zhang, Jenny Tinghui
Flatiron Books (336 pp.) 
$27.99  |  April 5, 2022
9-78-1-250-81178-3  

After she’s kidnapped and smuggled 
to California, a young Chinese woman 
tries to survive in late-19th-century 
America.

As a child, Daiyu doesn’t have much 
to worry about: Her life in a small village 

is quiet, full of her grandmother’s beautiful garden and the rich 

tapestries her parents weave. Soon enough, though, things get 
complicated: Her parents suddenly disappear, and when Daiyu 
and her grandmother find out they’ve been arrested, Daiyu is 
forced to leave home. Though she briefly scrounges a living in 
nearby Zhifu, working for a calligraphy master she reveres, she’s 
soon kidnapped herself, imprisoned, and finally shipped off to 
America, where she’s expected to work in a brothel. Daiyu’s 
journey ultimately takes her to the small town of Pierce, Idaho, 
where she masquerades as a young man and works as a shop 
assistant. There, she both falls in love and is confronted with 
the ugly reality of rising anti-Chinese violence, which puts her 
safety and that of her friends at risk. Debut novelist Zhang has 
thoroughly researched this period; certain details, like Daiyu’s 
making her Pacific crossing in a coal bucket, startle and lin-
ger. Yet the relentlessly hopeful tone of much of the novel can 
feel discordant given the often grim realities of this histori-
cal period, which are gestured at here but not explored fully: 
Zhang’s depiction of sex work is superficial, and despite Daiyu’s 
long-term cross-dressing, the novel is disappointingly uninter-
ested in queerness. It often feels designed more for teenagers 



m y s t e r ythan adult readers—Zhang’s expository explanation of the Chi-
nese Exclusion Act is particularly leaden—and so its thoroughly 
bleak ending, partly inspired by a real historical massacre, 
comes as a jarring surprise. There’s nothing wrong with dark-
ness—this novel could have used more—but its mix of tones 
feels out of whack.

A well-intentioned but frustrating debut that never comes 
together.

SMILE BEACH MURDER
Bessette, Alicia
Berkley (352 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 10, 2022
978-0-593-33688-5  

An out-of-work reporter probes a 
death the police have written off.

Mass layoffs at the Charlotte Times 
hit Callie Padget hard. Once she can 
no longer afford her big-city apartment, 
her childhood home on Cattail Island 

seems as good a place as any to escape. Not that there’s much 
of her family there. Her father left before she was born, and her 
mother died when she was 12. Her Uncle Hudson is a cantanker-
ous old coot, but he’s kept her old bedroom in his loft waiting 
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for her. Hudson prods Callie into working part time for Antoi-
nette Redfield at MotherVine bookshop, where she encounters 
Eva Meeks, who runs Meeks Hardware with her sister, Georgia. 
Eva, who’s all atwitter with hopes of finding the pirate treasure 
long rumored to be buried near Cattail, consults every treasure-
hunting volume that MotherVine stocks. But her dreams of 
rubies and pearls crash when she falls from the top of Cattail 
Lighthouse. Though the police rule her death a suicide, Cal-
lie has doubts. It seems odd that Eva would kill herself when 
she was so optimistic about finding the alleged treasure. And 
it seems more than a coincidence that Eva died 26 years to the 
day after the equally fatal plunge of Callie’s mother. When Eva’s 
daughter, Summer, brings Callie a poem that’s the first in a series 
of treasure-hunt clues, she decides to investigate. MotherVine’s 
book delivery service gives her the perfect excuse to question 
many of the island’s residents. The more she digs, the more she 
falls back in love with Cattail, with its annual Paint Your Door 
Red Day, its fabulous Cattaillion, and its handsome martial arts 
instructor, who sets her pulse racing.

Turns out you can go home again.

DANGEROUS CONSEQUENCES
Booth, Claire
Severn House (240 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-72782-301-4  

A murder is only the latest of Sheriff 
Hank Worth’s problems.

Sheriff Hank and his deputy, Sheila 
Turley, are hopeful that the latest crop 
of trainees will fill the shoes of the staff 
he had to fire for refusing to comply with 

the county’s recent no-overtime policy. Luckily, Ray Gillespie, 
Austin Lorentz, and Amber Boggs show a surprising amount of 
poise on their first days on the job. Amber in particular seems 
unrattled by the rude comments directed at her by Bubba 
Berkins, who escaped firing but still sided with his overtime-
abusing colleagues. But the newbies are soon tested, first by an 
investigation Hank launches at the prodding of his wife, phy-
sician Maggie McCleary, into why so many elderly tourists are 
being brought to the emergency room after attending shows in 
nearby Branson, a country-music hot spot. While he probes the 
mystery of the sick seniors, Hank also has to deal with the mur-
der of a prominent businesswoman. Vivian Gillam, who made 
a fortune buying up properties to house the high-end stars 
performing in Branson, seems to have been in the midst of a 
spate of questionable property acquisitions when she was killed. 
Murder and mayhem should be enough for any law officer, but 
soon Hank and Sheila are hit with a lawsuit by the fired officers, 
who charge them with unlawful termination. Fighting battles 
on so many fronts takes determination, ingenuity, and a little 
bit of luck.

Many moving parts ultimately reward the reader’s 
attention. 

HOTEL CALIFORNIA
Ed. by Bruns, Don
Blackstone Publishing (350 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 17, 2022
978-1-66502-396-2  

Editor Bruns offers eight tales with a 
twist. Make that eight twists.

Thwarted expectations are the order 
of the day here. Jack Reacher discovers 
that even a trip to nowhere can take 
a wrong turn in Andrew Child’s “New 
Kid in Town.” A corrupt senator finds 

his cozy life of graft upended by an unplanned visit from his 
brother in John Gilstrap’s “Wasted Time.” The favorite target 
of bullies does a one-eighty in Reed Farrell Coleman’s “Victim 
of Love.” A New Orleans graveyard tour takes a terrifying turn 
in Heather Graham’s “Pretty Maids All in a Row.” Amanda 
Flower reveals what happens when a client doesn’t level with 
the private eye he hires in “Try and Love Again.” In “Life in the 
Fast Lane,” Bruns shows how a hired assassin can flip the script 
on his employer. Of course, a hit man who misses his target can 
find himself in the crosshairs, like the hero of Rick Bleiweiss’ 

“The Last Resort.” Last but not least, a social influencer dis-
covers that the fame and fortune she’s always wanted may not 
be exactly what she bargained for in the title story by Jennifer 
Graeser Dornbush.

Expect, and enjoy, the unexpected. 

A MIDSUMMER 
NIGHT’S FUDGE
Coco, Nancy
Kensington (352 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  May 24, 2022
978-1-4967-3553-9  

A kindhearted hotelier and fudge 
maker just can’t catch a break from 
murder.

Allie McMurphy is attending Macki-
nac Island’s first Midsummer Night’s Fes-

tival with her best friend, Jenn; her boyfriend, Rex Manning, a 
police officer; and her bichon-poo, Mal, when a fuss erupts over 
the disqualification of an entry in the competition to be named 
queen. On her way home with Mal, who’s afraid of the fireworks, 
Allie discovers the body of festival head Winona Higer, shot dead. 
This isn’t the first time Mal and Allie have found a corpse, and 
she’s developed a reputation for messing with murders, much 
to the displeasure of Rex, whose job description calls for him to 
solve Mackinac’s crimes. Despite being more than busy running 
her hotel and making fudge for her shop, Allie can’t resist a little 
snooping. The first suspects are naturally the family of the girl 
who was disqualified, but that kerfuffle seems a thin motive for 
murder. So does Winona’s argument with her gardener over her 
roses, which she thought he’d poisoned with the wrong fertilizer. 
Threatening notes to pageant judges precede another dead body, 



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

once again sniffed out by Mal. More shootings and break-ins raise 
the question of why the killer is targeting the festival judges. Or 
are these attacks just a series of red herrings to obscure a hidden 
motive? Allie needs to find the answer before she becomes the 
killer’s next victim.

Charming characters and settings make for a pleasant stop 
before trying your hand at the fudge recipes.

MURDER, SHE WROTE
Killer on the Court
Fletcher, Jessica & Terrie Farley Moran
Berkley (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 17, 2022
978-0-593-33365-5  

Even on vacation, Jessica Fletcher 
can’t escape murder.

Having just sent her latest manu-
script to her editor with three hours to 
spare, Jessica is free to join her beloved 

nephew, Grady, his wife, Donna, and their son, Frank, in a 
Rockaway Beach vacation cottage. In connection with her 
unexpected promotion at Courtland Finance and Investments, 
Donna has been rewarded with a month at one of the cottages 
owned by the Courtland family. When Jessica meets the fam-
ily—including the matriarch, Matilda, whose oldest son, Jason, 
is the CEO—she can’t help noticing undercurrents among its 
competitive members. Jessica and young Frank’s great time at 
the beach and the Courtland-sponsored art classes ends when 
Donna finds Jason’s dead body on the tennis court, still being 
bombarded by high-speed tennis balls. Jessica is convinced that 
Jason’s death was no accident, but detectives Vincent Tieri and 
Aisha Kelly, who clearly aren’t familiar with her resume, aren’t 
impressed with her thoughts or actions. Only when Tieri talks 
to his old friend Mort Metzger, the sheriff of Cabot Cove, 
Maine, does he start taking Jessica seriously. Although Jessica 
continues to spend time with Frank and enjoy the beach com-
munity, she also takes advantage of her opportunities to dig up 
the dirt on the Courtland family and their business, which may 
be in more trouble than they let on.

A unique murder method and welcome local color make 
this one of Jessica’s best adventures.

THE LADY WITH THE GUN 
ASKS THE QUESTIONS
Greenwood, Kerry
Poisoned Pen (272 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  May 17, 2022
978-1-72825-099-1  

A delightful collection of short sto-
ries featuring the indomitable Miss 
Phryne Fisher of Melbourne.

Phryne grew up poor, inherited a for-
tune and a title, and resolved to live as she 

wished. A clever detective who can relate to people of any social 
status, she’s brave and sexually adventurous in these stories set in 
the late 1920s. In “Hotel Splendide,” she helps Mrs. Johnson, a 
desperate Australian wife, find her husband, a Paris hotel room 
that doesn’t exist, and a motive for an odd crime. She solves a 
murder at a party at her own home when she mistakenly invites 
two brothers at odds over an inheritance. When one of her many 
lovers wants to marry her, the fiercely independent Phryne isn’t 
interested, but she’ll happily investigate a jewel theft for a vulgar-
ian and help out the meek woman under his thumb. Phryne takes 
on amusing cases like “The Vanishing of Jock McHale’s Hat” and 

“Puttin’ on the Ritz” and nasty cases of blackmail. Many of her vil-
lains are despicable bullies and wife beaters, and while she’ll solve 
their murders, she’ll keep the perpetrators to herself if she feels 
they were justified. A book stolen at a college provides a case that 
highlights her intelligence. In “Carnival,” her social conscience 
comes to the fore when her rather dim escort has his mother’s 
bracelet stolen, and she must solve the theft to save the carnies, 
who are often scapegoated as thieves.

These stories highlight the many sides that have made the 
heroine popular to both readers and TV audiences.

SOMETHING WICKED
Housewright, David
Minotaur (336 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 24, 2022
978-1-2507-5701-2  

Unlicensed Minneapolis private eye 
Rushmore McKenzie answers a call to 
visit a disputed family home in rustic 
Redding for reasons that become less 
and less clear.

Jenness Crawford, who used to work 
at Nina Truhler’s trendy restaurant, Rickie’s, hates to ask, but 
she’s convinced that her grandmother Tess’ recent death was 
murder, and could McKenzie please come out to Redding 
Castle to poke around? Since McKenzie, nicely recovered from 
getting shot on the job, is Nina’s husband, it’s no stretch to get 
him to the castle, but there seems to be nothing for him to do. 
Tess was 87 and probably died of natural causes in her locked 
bedroom, and even if she didn’t, her body’s been cremated, and 
Deidre Gardner, an old friend of McKenzie’s from Minneapo-
lis Homicide who’s now chief of the City of Redding Police, 
assures him there’d be no way to prove murder. It seems more 
likely that Jen wants McKenzie at the castle to help sway the 
relatives who are inclined to sell the place to developer Cassan-
dra Boeve, maybe by acting as if he’s going to make an offer on 
it himself. Despite all the fuss kicked up by clashes between the 
White-supremacist Sons of Europa and the liberals of Redding 
Against Hate, everything seems to hinge on a vote among Tess’ 
five heirs. No sooner has the vote been taken, however, than 
one of the heirs is shot dead—no question of natural death this 
time—and the castle’s prize paintings by Frederick Remington 
and James McNeill Whistler vanish. Maybe McKenzie will find 
something to do after all.
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“Even on vacation, Jessica Fletcher
can’t escape murder.”

murder, she wrote
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So many inviting suspects that it really doesn’t matter 
which of them is guilty.

WHAT CAN’T BE SEEN
Labuskes, Brianna
Thomas & Mercer (367 pp.)
$15.95 paper  |  May 24, 2022
978-1-5420-3552-1  

Reassuringly nonviolent sociopath 
Dr. Gretchen White returns for a second 
round of encounters with someone who’s 
evidently less inhibited than her.

Gretchen’s had her history with Bos-
ton detectives Patrick Shaughnessy and 

Lauren Marconi of Major Crimes. Although they still suspect 
she may have murdered her aunt, Rowan White, newly emerg-
ing evidence has deepened the mystery. Ten years before her 
murder, Rowan had been found running from the woods, her 
arms covered with cuts, and two weeks after that, her school-
mate Jenny Cross disappeared, her corpse, discovered months 
later in the woods, had similarly slashed arms. Jenny’s father is 
still unable to recover from his grief; her sister, Tabitha, is deter-
mined to take a more proactive role. A cryptic note from Rowan 
to Shaughnessy—“There are more girls. Find them”—suggests 
that Jenny’s death, and perhaps Rowan’s as well, could be linked 
to as many as 10 cases of young women gone missing between 
1987 and 1993, half of them found murdered with their arms cut, 
half still unaccounted for. Although Gretchen, a psychologist 
who consults with the Boston PD, readily admits that she’s a 
sociopath, the rest of the cast gives her serious competition, 
from Gretchen’s unloving parents, psychoanalyst Anders White 
and his Botox-frozen wife, Bardot, to Cal Hart, Tabitha’s abu-
sive lover. Unfortunately, Labuskes darts so frequently among 
multiple time frames featuring similar crimes and similar (often 
identical) suspects that readers who aren’t taking conscientious 
notes as the bodies pile up may find themselves less disturbed 
than confused. Those who persist, however, will find a first-class 
surprise in the closing scene.

Whatever your reaction, you’re guaranteed to turn the last 
page with relief.

STRAWBERRIED ALIVE
McKinlay, Jenn
Berkley (288 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-593-33339-6  

A cupcake baker’s day goes from bad 
to murderous.

A bridezilla has refused to pay Mela-
nie DeLaura for her wedding cupcakes 
because they’re the wrong color, even 
though she changed the color without 
telling Mel. As Mel leaves Fairy Tale 

Cupcakes after working late into the night to re-ice 350 cup-
cakes, a dark figure shoots at her. She’s saved when her friend 
Oz, who lives above the store, throws a potted plant that 
scares off the shooter. Mel calls her Uncle Stan, a homicide 
detective, who dispatches Scottsdale patrol cars that quickly 
arrive on the scene. Does someone want to kill Mel, or is the 
target her husband, Joe, an assistant district attorney who’s 
made a dangerous enemy? Since Mel refuses to play it safe, 
Joe hires bodyguards and depends on his extended family for 
help. At a meeting of the Old Town Small Business Associa-
tion, Mel is shocked and hurt when some of the members try 
to force her to close her bakery. Then Naomi, a neighboring 
shop owner who looks a lot like Mel, is shot, putting pressure 
on Mel and her friends, who are well experienced in crime-
solving, to find the shooter. Their investigations reveal that 
many of the business owners are in financial trouble after 
having taken out loans with a dubious company that charges 
astronomical interest. As more business owners are attacked, 
a stubborn Mel and her posse have to figure out whether the 
motive is financial or personal.

Quirky, cupcake-fueled characters add to the joy of this 
long-running, semimysterious series.

RAFFERTY’S LAST CASE
Millett, Larry
Univ. of Minnesota (320 pp.) 
$25.95  |  April 19, 2022
978-1-51791-311-3  

St. Paul shamus Shadwell Raffer-
ty’s ninth collaboration with Sherlock 
Holmes proves to be his last.

Collaboration may not be the best 
word, for Holmes and Dr. Watson are 
pulled away from Chicago in January 

1928 by a report from George Washington Thomas, Rafferty’s 
longtime partner and friend, that the 85-year-old investigator 
has been fatally stabbed in the back, presumably by someone 
involved in the death of Daniel St. Aubin, which he had been 
investigating. Society blackmailer St. Aubin had put the touch 
on so many victims that the best list of suspects in his murder 
may be the Twin Cities telephone directory. In a letter deliv-
ered posthumously to his long-estranged mother, however, St. 
Aubin identified five likely culprits in the event of his demise: 
St. Paul Chief of Detectives Jackson Grimshaw, gay poet/mys-
tery novelist Bertram Abbey, Monsignor Pierre Denis of St. 
Paul Cathedral, St. Paul Mayor Richard O’Donnell, and his 
chief aide and fixer, Montgomery Meeks. Once she learns that 
he’s in town, Muriel St. Aubin wants Holmes to find out who 
killed her son. Although her unwillingness to believe anything 
bad of Danny and her extreme reticence about both his activi-
ties and her own make her a less than ideal client, Holmes 
pursues the case through the simple expedient of uncovering 
and retracing Rafferty’s steps, a procedure as logical as it is 
uninspired. Cutting back and forth between two investiga-
tions, Rafferty’s and Holmes’, that are not so much parallel as 
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congruent, Millett follows the trail through a series of vari-
ously juicy revelations to the least interesting candidate for 
the role of murderer.

Though he’s upstaged as usual by Rafferty, Millett’s Holmes 
is appealingly courteous, suave, and even a bit sarcastic.

DEATH BY TART ATTACK
Myers, Tamar
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-72785-035-5  

A conservative Mennonite woman 
who’s a magnet for murder must con-
tend with a homicide that cuts close to 
the bone.

Magdalena Portulacca Yoder Miller 
Rosen is a wealthy woman; mayor of Her-

nia, Pennsylvania; mother of brilliant 10-year-old Jacob; adop-
tive mother of 22-year-old Alison; and wife of Dr. Gabriel Rosen, 
whose Jewish faith makes him an unlikely consort. Awoken in 
the middle of the night by loud trucks, Magdalena and Gabe 
rush out to discover a convoy heading for Hernia. To Magdale-
na’s horror, it’s headed by Aaron Miller, Alison’s birth father, the 
man who once married her even though he was already married, 
who’s obviously broken the agreement he made when she gave 
him $50,000 to leave and never return. Aaron wants to build 
Armageddonland, an apocalyptic theme park, and it’s clear he’ll 
succeed only over Magdalena’s dead body. Although she tries to 
rally the local Amish and Mennonites to oppose the plan and 
refuse to sell Aaron any land, she’s disturbed to discover that 
half of the locals think the park would be a perfectly good thing 
for the area. Back at her highly successful inn, she must deal 
with two atheist friends of Gabe’s and with Alison’s realization 
that she has a brother who, unlike Alison, was not left behind 
when Aaron decamped. When Aaron dies at a meeting over 
the theme park while stuffing his face with homemade tarts, 
Magdalena barely escapes arrest, and, ever curious, not to say 
meddlesome, she embarks on her own investigation.

Of all Magdalena’s rollicking adventures, this one contains 
the best mystery.

MAGIC, LIES, AND 
DEADLY PIES
Popp, Misha
Crooked Lane (336 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 10, 2022
978-1-64385-995-8  

Say hello to a witch whose pies have 
magical ingredients—some tonic, some 
deadly.

When Daisy Ellery’s mother died 
from cancer and her father fell apart, she 

and her dog, Zoe, took off in the pink RV her witchy family 

had passed down. Now she makes a living selling her deliciously 
enhanced pies. After she accidentally kills a man with a pie, she 
realizes she may have been called to avenge women who get no 
justice from the law. She brings pies laced with power to a sup-
port group for abused women and pies laced with vengeance 
to men who deserve it. Daisy parks her trailer behind Frank’s 
Roadside Diner, where she provides pies in lieu of rent as she 
travels around selling her wares, accepting new women who 
seek her help only if they’re recommended by former clients. 
Then her life is turned upside down when she gets an anony-
mous note from someone who’s trying to blackmail her into 
killing three women. Since there’s no poison in her pies, there’s 
no way to prove a case against her, but she doesn’t like being 
threatened. When she befriends Noel, a farm boy who’s sell-
ing apples, cider, and honey at the farmers market to keep his 
family orchard going, he urges her to enter a pie contest with 
a big cash prize. As she’s creating a winner for the contest with 
Noel’s apples and honey, Daisy tries to uncover the identity of 
her blackmailer. Even after she discovers the shocking truth, 
she still has to find a way to escape the trap she’s in.

An exciting debut that has you rooting for a morally con-
flicted witch while salivating over her pies.

THE MAID
Prose, Nita
Ballantine (304 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Jan. 4, 2022
978-0-593-35615-9  

The shocking murder of a public 
figure at a high-end hotel has everyone 
guessing who the culprit might be.

Twenty-five-year-old Molly Gray, an 
eccentric young woman who’s obsessed 
with cleaning but doesn’t quite have the 

same ability to navigate social cues as those around her, loves 
working as a maid at the Regency Grand Hotel. Raised by her 
old-fashioned grandmother, who loved nothing more than 
cleaning and watching Columbo reruns, Molly has an overly 
polite and straightforward manner that can make her seem 
odd and off-putting to her colleagues despite her being the 
hardest worker at the hotel. After her grandmother’s death, 
Molly’s rigid life begins to lose some of its long-held balance, 
and when the infamous Mr. Charles Black, a rich and powerful 
businessman suspected of various criminal enterprises, is found 
murdered in one of the rooms she cleans, her whole world gets 
turned upside down. Before Molly knows what’s happening, 
her odd demeanor has the police convinced she’s guilty of the 
crime, and certain people at the hotel are a little too pleased 
about it. With the help of a few new friends (and while fending 
off new foes), she must begin to untangle the mystery of who 
really killed Mr. Black to get herself off the hook once and for 
all. Though the unusual ending might frustrate some readers, 
this unique debut will keep them reading.

A compelling take on the classic whodunit.
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“A compelling take on the classic whodunit.”
the maid
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MURDER WITH 
DARJEELING TEA
Smith, Karen Rose
Kensington (352 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  May 24, 2022
978-1-4967-3398-6  

A trip to buy a birthday present 
embroils a Pennsylvania tea shop owner 
in yet another puzzling mystery.

Daisy Swanson wants nothing more 
than to support her family financially 

and emotionally, serve great food, and continue to develop 
her romantic relationship. So far, so good: Her shop in Willow 
Creek—part of Pennsylvania’s Amish Country—is doing fine, 
her daughter and son-in-law’s unplanned pregnancy has worked 
out well, her other daughter will soon be off to college, and her 
romance with former cop–turned-woodworker Jonas Groft is 
progressing nicely. When she visits the shop of oddly reclusive 
dog lover Wilhelm Rumple in search of a concrete dog statue 
for Jonas’ birthday, she overhears an argument between Rum-
ple and wealthy Stanley King over money. Jonas and Rumple 
both volunteer at Four Paws Animal Shelter, which is run by 
a brother-sister team, and when Rumple is murdered in a dog 
run there, Daisy, who’s no stranger to investigations, feels com-
pelled to see what she can discover. Although she turns every-
thing she learns over to the police, who are struggling to pin 
down a motive, she still becomes a target for a killer who fears 
she knows too much.

The deepest joys in this cozy are the relationships between 
people you actually care about.

A SUNLIT WEAPON 
Winspear, Jacqueline
Harper/HarperCollins (352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  March 22, 2022
978-0-06-314226-8  

In 1942, Maisie Dobbs gets embroiled 
in diverse cases that involve her own 
family.

Jo Hardy, a pilot for Britain’s Air 
Transport Auxiliary, is ferrying a plane 
across England when she’s shot at from 

the ground. When Jo and a friend return to the spot to investi-
gate, they find a Black American soldier tied up in a barn who 
claims that his White soldier friend has been kidnapped. Later, 
Jo realizes that in the segregated American Army, Pvt. Matthias 
Crittenden is in deep trouble, and he’ll be held for the murder 
of the missing soldier. After Jo’s friend is killed during another 
plane delivery, Jo calls on Maisie, who’s living with her extended 
family in Kent, to investigate. Only the pull of Maisie’s highly 
placed American husband, Mark Scott, allows her to question 
Crittenden. Meanwhile, Maisie, who hates injustice of any sort, 
learns that her own adopted daughter is being bullied in school, 
another problem she resolves to straighten out. Maisie visits 

the barn and finds new evidence that may prove a connection 
between Charlie’s disappearance, whoever shot at Jo’s plane, 
and the impending visit of Eleanor Roosevelt, which worries 
Mark because of a credible threat to Maisie’s safety. Maisie’s 
ability to talk to all sorts of people and discern the truth helps 
her untangle a complicated mystery involving miscreants whose 
lives have been so warped that they’ve lost all empathy for 
others.

A superb combination of mystery, thriller, and psychologi-
cal study with an emphasis on prejudice and hatred.

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

BOOK OF NIGHT
Black, Holly
Tor (320 pp.) 
$19.59  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-250-81219-3  

A former thief who specialized in 
stealing magical documents is forced 
back into her old habits in Black’s adult 
debut.

Charlie Hall used to work as a thief, 
stealing for and from magicians—or 

rather, “gloamists.” In this world, gloamists are people with mag-
ical shadows that are alive, gaining strength from the gloamists’ 
own blood. A gloamist can learn to manipulate the magic of 
their shadow, doing everything from changing how it looks to 
using it to steal, possess a person, or even murder. Gloamists 
hire nonmagical people like Charlie to steal precious and rare 
magical documents written by their kind throughout history 
and detailing their research and experiments in shadow magic. 
Gloamists can use onyx to keep each other from sending shad-
ows to steal these treasures, but onyx won’t stop regular humans 
from old-fashioned breaking and entering. After Charlie’s tal-
ent for crime gets her into too much trouble, she swears off her 
old career and tries to settle down with her sensible boyfriend, 
Vince—but when she finds a dead man in an alley and notices 
that even his shadow has been ripped to pieces, she can’t help 
trying to figure out who he was and why he met such a gruesome 
end. Before she knows it, Charlie is forced back into a life of lies 
and danger, using her skills as a thief to find a book that could 
unleash the full and terrifying power of the shadow world. Black 
is a veteran fantasy writer, which shows in the opening pages 
as she neatly and easily guides the reader through the engross-
ing world of gloamists, magical shadows, and Charlie’s brand 
of criminality. There’s a lot of flipping back and forth between 
the past and the present, and though both timelines are well 
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plotted and suspenseful, the story leans a touch too hard on the 
flashbacks. Still, the mystery elements are well executed, as is 
Charlie’s characterization, and the big twist at the end packs a 
satisfying punch.

Hits the marks for spooky thrills and mysterious chills.

THE MEMORY LIBRARIAN
And Other Stories of Dirty 
Computer
Monáe, Janelle
Harper Voyager (368 pp.) 
$28.99  |  April 19, 2022
978-0-06-307087-5  

In her debut collection, musician and 
actress Monáe collaborates with a dif-
ferent writer for every story to explore 
a world defined by some people’s resis-

tance to a dangerous surveillance state in which memories are 
currency.

An introduction, “Breaking Dawn,” lays out the collec-
tion’s guiding thought experiment: In a world with cameras 
everywhere, most people have accepted the idea that “an eye 
in the sky might protect us from...ourselves, our world”—and 
soon, not content with seeing the surface of things, the New 
Dawn found ways “past the encrypted walls of our minds,” 
into people’s thoughts and memories. This constant surveil-
lance divides the nation into those who are safe and clean and 
those who are “deviant, complex”—the dirty computers. The 
title story, written with Alaya Dawn Johnson, explores the 
life of Seshet, the Director Librarian of Little Delta, the New 
Dawn’s highest-ranking position. Interested in the contradic-
tions of bureaucracy and the conflict within someone with 
the power to enforce rules who doesn’t abide by them, Seshet 
investigates the curious background of her new lover. “Never-
mind” is both a memory-enhancing drug and a story (written 
with Danny Lore) set in an off-grid community where women 
and nonbinary people can exist free from “people trying to 
force so much on [them]. Capitalism for one; monogamy for 
another.” The theme of collective resistance continues in 
some of the other stories. In “Timebox,” written with Eve L. 
Ewing, a couple discovers extra time hidden in their pantry, 
pushing them to grapple with inequities in the way time is 
distributed. The last story, “Timebox Alta(red),” written with 
Sheree Renée Thomas, has a group of children create an altar 
that transports them through time and space, showing that 
you can’t build the future if you don’t dream it first. Studded 
with references to Monáe’s album Dirty Computer (2018), the 
book is a clever adaptation of music to a new form. Emotion-
ally raw and with a wholehearted love for people, these stories 
will make readers long to forge deeper human connections by 
sharing and holding one another’s memories.

A celebration of queer and Afrofuturist science fiction 
saluting creativity in difference.

THE CITY OF DUSK
Sim, Tara
Orbit (576 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  March 22, 2022
978-0-316-45889-4 

As warring houses prepare for the 
death of an heirless king, a handful of 
young mages attempt to fix their world 
via forbidden magic.

Taesia’s world is dying. Five hundred 
years after the Sealing divided the Four 

Realms, supplies in the hub city of Nexus have begun to dwin-
dle, and the Cosmic Scale of magical energies that once flowed 
freely between the Realms is now dammed up. As a spate of 
magical crimes stokes the public’s fear of demon-summoning 
Conjuration magic, Taesia, the ne’er-do-well heir to House Las-
trider, finds herself caught up in a conspiracy when her brother, 
Dante, devises a plan to use Conjuration to reverse the Sealing 
and restore order to their world. Dante’s unexpected arrest for 
the murder of a public official leaves Taesia without his guid-
ance, however, and she must work to finish what he started. Of 
course, as readers might expect, neither Dante nor his sister has 
an adequate grasp on the ramifications of their choices. Also 
at work are a bevy of magic users from other Realms, some of 
whom are angling for a shot at the throne. Although fantasy 
readers will appreciate Sim’s attempt to create an expansive 
world in the vein of A Darker Shade of Magic or Gideon the Ninth, 
awkward infodumping crowds out any room that may have 
been left for character development. Perhaps more unsettling 
is the seemingly unending parade of names—from those of the 
unwieldy cast to the largely unexplained fantasy monsters—
which will leave readers longing for an index. There’s a lot to 
love here, but the novel’s most interesting plot points and side 
characters get lost among the weeds.

An ambitious work of fantasy that unfortunately overcom-
plicates an intriguing world full of murder and mayhem.

r o m a n c e

GO HEX YOURSELF
Clare, Jessica
Berkley (384 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  April 19, 2022
978-0-593-33756-1  

A woman who doesn’t believe in 
magic is hired by a witch.

When Reggie Johnson answers an 
advertisement to work at Spellcraft, 
she’s shocked to discover she’s been 
hired to be a familiar to an actual witch 

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

“A celebration of queer and Afrofuturist science 
fiction saluting creativity in difference.”

the memory librarian
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rather than an assistant at the company that makes her favorite 
card game. Her new boss, Drusilla Magnus, is a 2,000-year-old 
witch who worships the Roman gods and curses people who 
wrong her. Although shocked to discover magic is real, Reggie’s 
biggest problem is Dru’s handsome, aloof nephew, Ben Magnus. 
Ben wonders why his beloved aunt insisted on hiring an inexpe-
rienced outsider and hopes learning about the magical world of 
warlocks and witches will scare Reggie away. Ben doesn’t realize 
that Reggie’s controlling, fastidious nature is the result of hav-
ing been raised by neglectful, selfish parents. Reggie is desper-
ate for the stability and income from this new gig and refuses to 
let Ben or the strange magical world intimidate her into leaving. 
Eventually, Ben agrees to help her learn more about the Roman 
gods and how to cast spells and curses. Their time working 
together only deepens the attraction between them. Despite 
the charming setup and a strong opening, the novel’s pacing 
is sluggish and uneven. The romance arc starts late, leaving a 
variety of underdeveloped and underutilized subplots to fill the 
void. Although Reggie and Ben are likable characters and there 
are some cute ideas and amusing secondary characters, the end 
result feels unfinished and rushed.

A romance that is more pedestrian than magical.

BY THE BOOK
Guillory, Jasmine
Disney-Hyperion (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-368-05039-5  

Sparks fly between a bad-boy celeb-
rity and the harried editorial assistant 
charged with helping him to write 
his memoir in this updated version of 

“Beauty and the Beast.”
Two years into her job at Tale as Old as 

Time Publishing, Isabelle Marlowe isn’t so certain she’s working 
in her dream industry anymore. The minutiae of her role—not 
to mention a very demanding boss—are starting to impact her 
lifelong love of reading for the worse, and what’s more, her secret 
and eternal aspiration of becoming a published author herself 
has been put on the back burner. To make matters even more 
irritating, her day-to-day life also involves hounding celebrity 
heartthrob Beau Towers for updates on his memoir even though 
the man has gone effectively AWOL after blowing past his initial 
deadline. A chance trip to California, however, puts Izzy in the 
perfect position to impress her boss and find out what’s taking 
Beau so long to finish his book, but when she manages to locate 
him at home, where he’s been hiding out, the initial response she 
gets is rejection—until she’s able to wear him down with sheer 
optimism, that is. Convincing Beau to let her stay and help him 
get past his writer’s block, as well as whatever deeper issues might 
be preventing him from writing about his past, marks the first 
step in a new professional relationship. Of course, as these two 
begin working together, and in particularly close quarters to boot, 
the circumstances are perfectly engineered to develop a more 
intimate connection between them. The book boasts enough 

playful nods and easter eggs to satisfy the most die-hard Disney 
fan without overdoing it, and this particular Beast has less bark 
than Disney’s and certainly no bite. As a result, this retelling 
doesn’t have the melodrama of the original but more than makes 
up for it with an endearing story.

A fairy-tale reinterpretation that’s more a sweet read than 
a dramatic tale.

BOOK LOVERS 
Henry, Emily
Berkley (384 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-593-44087-2  

A cutthroat literary agent finds 
herself stuck in a small town with the 
grumpy editor she despises.

Nora Stephens knows she isn’t any-
thing like the heroines in small-town 
love stories. She’s not sweet or unassum-

ing, and she definitely doesn’t own a Christmas tree farm or a 
quaint B&B. With her Peloton obsession, high-powered job at 
a literary agency, and expensive shoes, she’s the villainous girl-
friend who gets dumped when the hero realizes he really wants 
to leave New York City and embrace the simple life in a small 
town. But Nora has no interest in slowing down—she embraces 
the hustle of her life, enjoying the city and spending her time 
either negotiating for her clients or helping her pregnant sister, 
Libby. When Libby suggests they take a girls’ trip to Sunshine 
Falls, a picture-perfect North Carolina town, Nora agrees. Try-
ing to make her sister happy, Nora throws herself into Libby’s 
checklist of classic small-town experiences. But there’s one 
brooding, annoying wrench in her plans: editor Charlie Las-
tra. He and Nora met years before when he brusquely rejected 
one of her books, and now he’s here in Sunshine Falls for some 
reason, terrorizing her by having the nerve to be both good-
looking and funny. As Nora and Charlie get to know each other, 
she learns that there may be more to him than she suspected. 
But Nora’s also concerned about her relationship with Libby—
they’ve been close all their lives, but now something seems off. 
Can Nora get her happily-ever-after even if she doesn’t want 
to ride off into the small-town sunset with a lumberjack? As in 
People We Meet on Vacation (2021), Henry creates a warm, spar-
kling romance brimming with laugh-out-loud banter, lovable 
characters, and tons of sexual tension. High-maintenance, high-
strung Nora shows that uptight, goal-oriented women deserve 
romance, too, and Charlie is a perfect grumpy hero with a secret 
soft side. What’s more, Henry never falls into the easy trap of 
vilifying either small towns or big cities, allowing her charac-
ters the room to follow their dreams, wherever they lead. And 
while the romance between Nora and Charlie is swoonworthy 
and steam-filled, it’s Nora’s relationship with Libby that really 
brings the tears.

A heartfelt and hilarious read about books, sisters, and 
writing your own love story.

“A cutthroat literary agent finds herself stuck in a small 
town with the grumpy editor she despises.”

book lovers
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HOW TO BE A WALLFLOWER
James, Eloisa
Avon/HarperCollins (400 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  March 29, 2022
978-0-06-313953-4 

An heiress who wants to be a wall-
flower becomes a rival and then love 
interest of an American businessman.

Miss Cleopatra Lewis grieves for her 
late mother but does not aspire to be like 
her. Julia adored theater and would fall in 

love, and subsequently sleep, with many leading actors. Cleo, on 
the other hand, is more business-minded and set on maintaining 
her freedom and power through her ownership of Lewis Com-
modes, the business she inherited from her father. Cleo has the 
opportunity to meet her maternal grandfather, a viscount, for the 
first time, and he wishes to launch her into London society. She 
heads to Quimby’s, a costume emporium, for new clothing and 
ends up becoming a new investor in the establishment, much 
to the chagrin of American Jake Astor Addison, who’d intended 
to purchase the place and relocate it to his country when he 
returned to marry a biddable, calm woman. After some back and 
forth, Cleo and Jake agree on a wager of sorts that involves each 
crafting the wardrobe for the other. Jake quickly realizes he is 
hopelessly smitten, and his goal shifts from wanting ownership 
of Quimby’s to desiring Cleo as his wife. Lovely descriptions cre-
ate an evocative setting in this new series opener, although some-
times it’s at the expense of propelling the plot. It takes a while to 
find its groove, but this low-angst, fashion-filled story with ami-
able leads still delivers the humor, charm, and historical richness 
that James’ readers adore.

Like a comforting cup of tea.

THE DACHSHUND 
WEARS PRADA
London, Stefanie
HQN (352 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-335-63983-7 

A reclusive son of Hollywood royalty 
hires a down-on-her-luck social media 
consultant to dogsit his late grandmoth-
er’s chaotic dachshund.

After Theo Garrison lost his famous 
parents when he was 10, he grew incredibly close to his fabulous 
and showy grandmother, who raised him. Now, with his gram’s 
passing, Theo is alone save for his grandmother’s mischievous 
dachshund, Camilla. He’s at his wits’ end, though, with Camilla 
proving too much for any dogsitter Theo has been able to hire. 
Known as “the Hermit of Fifth Avenue,” he’d rather not go out 
in public if he can avoid it. He blames the relentless paparazzi 
for the car accident that took his parents’ lives and is wary of 
being photographed or videoed. Isla Thompson and her teen-
age sister, Dani, have been on their own for years. When Isla’s 

career as a social media consultant publicly crashes and burns, 
she has to scramble for a way to keep the rent paid and her 
sister in ballet school. Isla has been all but blacklisted in the 
entertainment industry, but an impromptu photo shoot for her 
sister’s Instagram account turns into a job opportunity. When 
Camilla gets loose from Theo during a walk in Central Park, she 
spectacularly interrupts Dani and Isla’s shoot. Theo is surprised 
when instead of nipping at the two strangers, Camilla turns 
into a perfect angel, accepting belly rubs and paw shakes. On a 
whim and out of desperation, he offers Isla a job. She can give 
it a month’s trial and stay on after the four weeks, if she wants. 
Isla’s relationship with the media is the biggest secret between 
her and Theo, looming like a dark, tense cloud as they get closer 
to one another. This is an adorable slow-burn romance in which 
grief and abandonment are balanced by Camilla’s antics, even if 
they do come at the most inopportune time.

Don’t sleep on this heartfelt romance.

HUNT THE STARS 
Mihalik, Jessie
Harper Voyager (432 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Feb. 1, 2022
978-0-06-305103-4  

The captain of a spaceship falls in 
love with her sworn enemy as they search 
for a missing ring.

Tavi Zarola is the captain of Starlight’s 
Shadow, and her small crew specializes 

in bounty hunting and recovering stolen items around the galaxy. 
Drawn together by a traumatic incident that occurred when they 
all served together in the military, Tavi and her crew are happy with 
their shoestring but peaceful existence, one that keeps them firmly 
out of the limelight. No one is more surprised than Tavi when Tor-
ran Fletcher approaches them with a job. He was the ruthless rival 
general during the war, so why would he ask them to help recover 
the priceless family heirloom that was stolen from his home? 
Against her better judgment, Tavi and her team accept the job—it’s 
a once-in-a-lifetime payout if they can recover the item. Torran’s 
team joins Tavi’s as they travel to his home planet to investigate. 
Tavi is surprised by the two crews becoming a cohesive unit, not 
to mention the strong attraction between herself and Torran. Tavi 
knows she should be wary of a man with so much power and so 
many secrets, but their chemistry is impossible to resist. Mihalik’s 
novel is a carefully plotted, engrossing space adventure with plenty 
of twists and turns. Tavi is a strong, interesting character who will 
always take a more difficult path rather than sacrificing her prin-
ciples. Tavi and Torran are from different classes and cultures, so 
the conflict between them is richly layered. The combination of 
emotional, slow-burn romance and rollicking, high-stakes adven-
ture makes for a fun, fast-paced read.

An exciting space-opera adventure that hits all the right 
romance notes.
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THE MARQUESS MAKES 
HIS MOVE 
Quincy, Diana
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  March 29, 2022
978-0-06-298684-9 

An undercover mapmaker and an 
undercover marquess fall for each other.

R. Fleming is known to draw the 
finest maps in London, but no one has 
ever met the actual cartographer: Rose 

Fleming, a woman whose work secretly keeps her family’s busi-
ness afloat. She was raised learning mapmaking and surveying 
at her uncle’s side, but as it’s the Regency era, even though the 
shop was left to her in her uncle’s will and she handles all the 
commissions, her husband is in charge of the business and their 
accounts. Her marriage hasn’t been what she expected, but she’s 
resigned herself to a quiet life doing the work she loves. When 
her husband hires a new footman, she’s intrigued first by his 
good looks and then his candor, unexpected from someone in 
service. He’s surprisingly forward because he isn’t, as he claims, 
Alex, a farmer’s son. He’s actually Alex, Marquess of Brandon, 
and he’s working undercover as a footman because he suspects 
Rose’s husband has colluded with Brandon’s neighbors to cheat 
his family out of land on their country estate. He expects a foot-
man position will allow him to do a bit of quick snooping to find 
proof of the fraud and destroy Fleming, but he quickly learns 
both that life as a footman is harder than he thought and that 
Rose is much more captivating than he’d imagined. As the com-
plex plot unfolds, Rose and Alex are drawn to each other again 
and again, but the secrets they are keeping from each other 
might turn what seems like a happy ending into a final disap-
pointment. Quincy delivers another compelling story featuring 
a hardworking heroine in the third entry in her Clandestine 
Affairs series. She also once again explores the difficulties of liv-
ing in the Regency ton while also being of Arab descent as well 
as the ways in which class mobility could occur (or not) in this 
era. But what makes the story unusually daring is that its hero-
ine starts the story married to one man and ends it married to 
another, via an elegant twist that ensures she retains the empa-
thy and respect of the reader throughout. As the story also con-
tains a slow burn as well as several passionately intimate scenes, 
there’s much for readers to love.

A delightfully multifaceted story from a writer who con-
tinues to map out new territory for Regency romance.

LOVER ARISEN
Ward, J.R.
Gallery Books/Simon & Schuster 
(432 pp.) 
$28.00  |  April 5, 2022
978-1-9821-7999-1  

A vampire tries to expel the demon 
who is possessing his body and trying to 
kill his mate.

Balthazar is a member of the Black 
Dagger Brotherhood, the elite warriors 

who protect the vampire race from enemies both supernatural 
and human. He knows his mate is Detective Erika Saunders, a 
woman whose need to fight crime is driven by her own violent 
and tragic past. In Lover Unveiled (2021), the previous book in 
the series, the Brotherhood was convinced they had excised the 
demon Devina and her cursed Book of spells from the Earth. 
Balthazar has discovered the awful truth: Devina is alive, and 
any time he falls asleep, she is able to possess his body. When 
Devina discovers that Balthazar is in love with Erika, she uses 
the cursed Book of spells to call forth an evil being that will 
not only be her perfect mate, but who will also destroy Baltha-
zar and Erika in the process. Readers who have stuck around 
through the previous 19 books in the series won’t be surprised 
at the sheer number of characters and stories stuffed into this 
one; at this point, the series has evolved into a long, continuing 
supernatural soap opera rather than stand-alone romance nov-
els. However, the actual relationship between Erika and Baltha-
zar is not even the most interesting or well-developed subplot. 
Their romance is just one of many stories here, all exploring 
themes related to life, death, and immortality. Ward includes 
fan favorites Wrath and Vishous as part of the action along with 
a dizzying roll call of characters from previous books. As always, 
it makes for a compelling, propulsive read.

The 20th Black Dagger Brotherhood book is true to form: 
characters you know and love embroiled in nonstop action.



nonfiction
THE CEILING OUTSIDE 
The Science and 
Experience of the 
Disrupted Mind
Arikha, Noga
Basic Books (304 pp.) 
$29.00  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-5416-0087-4  

A lucid examination of the self in 
crisis.

For 18 months, Arikha, a philoso-
pher and author of Passions and Tempers: A History of the Humours, 
attended weekly clinical meetings in the neuropsychiatry unit 
of the Pitié-Salpêtrière hospital in Paris, observing patients 
who presented difficult, sometimes bizarre, symptoms to their 
assembled medical team. Like neurologists Oliver Sacks and 
Antonio Damasio, Arikha, who calls herself a “science human-
ist,” reflects on these patients in her investigation of overarch-
ing questions about consciousness, identity, affliction, and 
memory. The many cases include a woman in her 30s who could 
not recall 10 years of her life; a man whose personality split into 
two identities; an 82-year-old woman, nearly blind, experienc-
ing visual hallucinations; a 50-something married father of five 
who felt haunted, hearing things and sensing invisible presences. 
Some symptoms were somatic: One woman’s hand became “the 
locus for all her anxiety, fear and frustration.” One man lost all 
feeling on his left side and then could not form new memories. 
Prominent among these cases was Arikha’s mother, a poet and 
memoirist who was sinking inexorably into dementia, her mem-
ory “shunting her from place to place, as if she were ice skating 
blindfolded.” Her mother’s mind takes a central place in this 
wide-ranging, engaging study that encompasses philosophy, his-
tory, medicine, memoir, and science. “This book,” she writes, “is 
about both the self as it studies itself, and the self as it loses itself ”; 
how each of us makes our felt experiences coherent; how mem-
ory affirms our identity; and the ease with which our “planned 
trajectories” can rupture and plummet us into illness. “Our self 
in time,” writes the author, “is but a thin gauze wrapped around 
the shifting elements we are made of.” The book is also about 
the limits of medical and scientific knowledge to treat patients 
who defy categorization, to empathize with their experience, 
and to ameliorate their pain.

A luminous, intellectually dense meditation on mind.
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Welcome to the inaugural Interna-
tional issue, in which we celebrate lit-
erature that extends our knowledge 
past the confines of our borders. Here 
are 10 excellent books—new or forth-
coming—about people and customs 
from around the world, along with what 
Kirkus reviewers had to say about them. 

The Artisans: A Vanishing Chinese Vil-
lage by Shen Fuyu, translated by Jeremy 
Tiang (Astra House, Jan. 4): “A Chinese 
journalist’s intimate vignettes reveal 

the lives of citizens from his rural hometown, unearthing a 
deep layer of Chinese history rarely seen beyond its borders.”

Aftermath: Life in the Fallout of the 
Third Reich, 1945-1955 by Harald Jäh-
ner, translated by Shaun Whiteside 
(Knopf, Jan. 11): “In his engrossing 
first book, Jähner, the former editor 
of the Berlin Times, examines how and 
why Germany was capable of radical-
ly transforming from a sinister fascist 
mindset toward a modern democratic 
state. The author presents an expan-
sive yet sharply probing overview of 
the period.”

The Impossible City: A Hong Kong Memoir by Karen Cheung 
(Random House, Feb. 8): “A powerful memoir of love and an-
guish in a cold financial capital with an underbelly of vibrant, 
freedom-loving youth.”

How I Survived a Chinese “Reedu-
cation” Camp: A Uyghur Woman’s Story 
by Gulbahar Haitiwaji and Rozenn 
Morgat, translated by Edward Gauvin 
(Seven Stories, Feb. 8): “A viscerally af-
fecting memoir from a Uyghur wom-
an who ‘endured hundreds of hours of 
interrogation, torture, malnutrition, 
police violence, and brainwashing’.…
A taut, moving, powerful account of 
an ongoing human rights disaster.”

Extreme North: A Cultural History by 
Bernd Brunner, translated by Jefferson 

Chase (Norton, Feb. 15): “An investigation of the cultural his-
tory and mythology of ‘the North,’ which ‘represents a space 
both real and imaginary’.…In an engaging, sometimes aca-
demic tone, the author analyzes how the idea of the North 
has evolved over the centuries. Among the many topics he ex-
plores are early European fears of Viking raids, the effects of 
the European obsession with finding a northwest passage to 
China, and Norse myths and fairy tales.”

The Sex Lives of African Women: 
Self-Discovery, Freedom, and Healing by 
Nana Darkoa Sekyiamah (Astra House, 
March 1): “Ghanaian feminist writer 
and blogger Sekyiamah explores the 
lives of remarkable Black and Afro-
descendant women. Throughout, the 
women present intimate, confessional 
material, and the text shows a diverse 
spectrum of life experiences: straight, 
queer, cis, trans, Christian, Muslim, 
monogamous, polyamorous, wealthy, 
and poor.”

Lion City: Singapore and the Invention of Modern Asia by Je-
evan Vasagar (Pegasus, March 1):“In his first book, Vasagar, 
former Singapore and Malaysia correspondent for the Finan-
cial Times, fashions an engaging narrative that is both histori-
cal and personal; his father lived in Singapore, and the au-
thor often visited as a child.…An accessible, ground-up jour-
nalistic study well suited to those who know little about this 
enigmatic republic.”

Tell Mother I’m in Paradise: Memoirs of 
a Political Prisoner in El Salvador by Ana 
Margarita Gasteazoro, edited by Judy 
Blankenship and Andrew Wilson (Univ. 
of Alabama, April 5): “A wrenching oral 
history/memoir of a Salvadoran politi-
cal activist and revolutionary. Many of 
her friends were ‘disappeared,’ and Gas-
teazoro led a dangerous underground 
life until she was eventually arrested, 
tortured, and imprisoned for two years.”

Thin Places: A Natural History of 
Healing and Home by Kerri ní Dochartaigh (Milkweed, April 
12): “A luminous memoir about growing up in Northern Ire-
land during the Troubles.”

When Women Kill: Four Crimes Retold by Alia Trabucco 
Zerán, translated by Sophie Hughes (Coffee House, April 
5): “A Chilean author reconstructs the details of four signif-
icant 20th-century murders orchestrated by Chilean wom-
en.…Rather than further sensationalizing these crimes, the 
author uses these women’s actions—and, perhaps more im-
portantly, the public reactions to their stories—to reflect 
on society’s shifting attitudes about gender, anger, violence, 
and the law.…A formally inventive, lyrical, feminist analysis.”

Eric Liebetrau is the nonfiction editor.

NONFICTION  |  Eric Liebetrau

moving beyond our borders

Leah O
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CORRECTIONS IN INK 
A Memoir
Blakinger, Keri
St. Martin’s (288 pp.) 
$28.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-250-27285-0  

An investigative reporter reflects on 
the time she spent in the prison system 
for a drug crime.

Growing up in Lancaster, Pennsyl-
vania, Blakinger was a good student and 

promising figure skater who had dreams of competing at the 
highest level. However, her academics and athleticism concealed 
darker truths: an eating disorder and suicidal tendencies. When 
her figure-skating partner abruptly quit their doubles team, her 
skating career collapsed, plunging her into persistent depres-
sion, which she tried to address with drugs, eventually turning 
to heroin. Her habit continued until her senior year at Cornell, 
when she was arrested for possessing what was falsely reported 
as “$150,000 of smack.” Following her arrest, Blakinger spent 
years in the prison system, where she not only got sober, but 
also received a firsthand education in the savage inhumanity of 
the American carceral system. “Behind bars, there are no rules. 
Sure, there is a rulebook and there are things you cannot do,” 
she writes. “But when it matters, no one is watching….All the 
futility, the small cruelties, the refusal to see us as fully human—
it was not a flaw in the system. It was the system.” Upon her 
release, Blakinger became a journalist whose many reports on 
incarceration—for the Marshall Project, where she currently 
works, and previously for the Houston Chronicle and other out-
lets—have resulted in much-needed reforms. Throughout her 
narrative, the author emphasizes the privileges that enabled 
her recovery, and she shows her commitment to exposing the 
practices that make Black and brown prisoners much less likely 
to succeed. Blakinger’s voice is frank but compassionate, as she 
lovingly but truthfully owns up to her mistakes. Her deeply 
researched analysis of the dehumanizing nature of incarcera-
tion is trenchant and infused with the passion of her personal 
experiences. The story moves quickly, populated with charac-
ters who are deeply flawed yet often sympathetic. 

A gorgeously written, page-turning memoir about addic-
tion, prison, and privilege.

THE WORLD AS WE KNEW IT
Dispatches From a 
Changing Climate
Ed. by Brady, Amy & Tajja  Isen
Catapult (288 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  June 14, 2022
978-1-64622-030-4  

Prominent writers reflect on the per-
sonal impact of climate change.

In focusing on how climatic shifts 
have been felt, mourned, and protested, 

this essay collection, edited by Brady and Isen, sketches an 
ecological transition point for humanity: a moment when older 
adults can recall a more secure past but not avoid confronting 
an increasingly ominous and insecure future. In “Faster Than 
We Thought,” Omar El Akkad offers a poignant consider-
ation of how the Qatar of his youth is steadily becoming both 
unrecognizable and uninhabitable: “Sometime within the next 
century, stories of life in this place—the stories that consti-
tute almost the entirety of my childhood—will sound, to new 
generations, like fiction. The tether between what is and what 
used to be, constantly stretching under the weight of history 
and progress, will not stretch any more. It will snap.” These 
essays investigate the myriad consequences of fast-developing, 
dramatic events, such as massive floods or powerful storms, and 
slower, more mundane happenings, such as incursions by inva-
sive species and the gradual loss of land to rising sea levels. As 
the contributors make frighteningly clear, all these phenomena 
presage enormous challenges for life on Earth. Among the most 
powerful pieces are those that consider the intersection of sci-
entific and spiritual assessments of climate change, as in Lacy 

“A gorgeously written, page-turning memoir 
about addiction, prison, and privilege.” 

corrections in ink
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M. Johnson’s “Come Hell,” a contemplation of how Christians 
in American farm country have reckoned with extreme and 
unpredictable weather; Rachel Riederer’s “Walking on Water,” 
which probes Indigenous responses to the construction of a 
giant dam, and the alarming disruptions to neighboring ecosys-
tems, in Uganda; and Delia Falconer’s “Signs and Wonders,” an 
exploration of the complex dynamics of imaginative reactions 
to a biological apocalypse around the globe. Though there is a 
tilt toward American perspectives and many of the writers have 
a connection to New York City, overall, the book presents a 
diverse portrait of environmental awareness and distress.

A collection of testimonials, by turns disheartening and 
inspiring, on the radical climate transformations now well 
underway.

THE FIRST POPULIST
The Defiant Life of 
Andrew Jackson
Brown, David S.
Scribner (416 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 17, 2022
978-1-982191-09-2  

A new biography of the seventh pres-
ident as a so-called “man of the people.” 

Brown, a history professor and author 
of books on Richard Hofstadter and F. 

Scott Fitzgerald, adds to the already rich biographical mate-
rial on Andrew Jackson (1767-1845) by focusing on his advocacy 
for ordinary citizens against “established elites.” A polarizing 
figure in his own day—and routinely condemned today for his 
anti-abolitionism and brutal treatment of Native Americans—
Jackson nevertheless “embod[ied] in his improbable ascent the 
promise of western frontier peoples negotiating a natal age of 
expanding political participation.” Brown’s approach offers an 
often revealing view of how Jackson, drawing on reserves of cha-
risma and ferocity, leveraged his identity as a political outsider 
to claim widespread popular support. We get a striking sense 
of Jackson’s sensitivity to the dynamics of contemporary media 
and his skill in promoting among his admirers a quasi-legendary 
status as a general and statesman. The author is especially good 
in his descriptions of Jackson’s transformation into a heroic 
celebrity after his success at the Battle of New Orleans, where a 
significant military achievement was magnified into something 
grander. Brown also makes clear the essential contradictions in 
Jackson’s character and ideology. Though avowedly committed 
to the rights of common people, Jackson became a wealthy slave 
owner, fiercely defended the honor code of aristocratic planta-
tion owners, and saw few limitations to the legitimate powers 
of the presidency itself. This appraisal of Jackson as the “first 
populist” ultimately repositions the rise of American populism 
(typically placed toward the end of the 19th century) and con-
nects its subject’s political career, in an intriguing final chapter, 
with that of Donald Trump, whose appeal in some ways paral-
lels Jackson’s. As Brown argues, “the script being written today, 
that economic inequality, liberal elitism, and demographic 
changes in America and elsewhere have encouraged a backlash 
reflected in the rise of charismatic strongman leadership, is one 
that applies to Jackson as well.” 

An instructive exploration of a controversial and endur-
ingly relevant president.



WIRED FOR LOVE
A Neuroscientist’s Journey 
Through Romance, Loss, 
and the Essence of Human 
Connection
Cacioppo, Stephanie
Flatiron Books (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  April 5, 2022
978-1-250-79060-6  

A leading neuroscientist analyzes the 
“power of love”—“why it evolved, how it 

functions, how it can be harnessed to strengthen our bodies and 
open our minds.”

From plunging marriage rates to the challenges of pandemic 
dating, finding a fulfilling romantic relationship is fraught with 
challenges. According to recent data, half of single adults in the 
U.S. are not even on the dating market. Yet, as Cacioppo con-
vincingly argues, “a healthy love life is as necessary to a person’s 
well-being as nutritious food, exercise, or clean water…we can-
not realize our full potential as human beings without it.” In this 
book, a hybrid of memoir and popular science, she tells her own 
story of love and heartbreak and examines the scientific data 
from fields including neuroscience, sociology, anthropology, 
and economics. As one of the first researchers to use the tools of 
neuroscience to study love, the author has made numerous fas-
cinating and unexpected discoveries despite skepticism from 
others in her field. She shows that not only does love make peo-
ple feel good by triggering a cascade of neurotransmitters and 
chemicals; social interaction actually shapes the brain, improv-
ing cognitive function. On the flip side, loneliness is consid-
ered a risk factor for poor health that some scientists consider 
as serious as smoking. In engaging and clear prose, Cacioppo 
explains how the tangible effect of positive, loving feelings is 
evident in various situations: recovering from a stroke, thinking 
quickly, and even retaining a will to survive. Equally intriguing 
is the author’s discovery that love activates 12 regions of the 
brain, playing a more complex role than anyone had previously 
theorized. Each chapter builds on the last, and Cacioppo’s writ-
ing becomes more intimate as her life story stitches closer to 
her research. Her conclusion is enchanting and uplifting: Love 
leads us “to be true to ourselves, to reveal who we are.”

A beautiful testament to romantic love, scientific passion, 
and the endless possibility of connection.

ESCAPE FROM 
THE GHETTO 
A Story of Survival and 
Resilience in World War II
Carr, John
Pegasus (352 pp.) 
$27.95  |  April 5, 2022
978-1-64313-885-5  

The extraordinary true story of one 
man’s daring escape from persecution 
during World War II.

“This book,” writes Carr, “is written as far as possible in my 
father’s own words, drawn from many hours of tape-recorded 
conversations and transcribed interviews which took place over 
many years.” In 1940, the author’s father, Henry Carr, aka Chaim 
Herszman, a 13-year-old Polish Jew living in the Lódz Ghetto, 
experienced a life-changing event. An altercation at the ghetto’s 
edge forced young Chaim to kill a Nazi guard in order to save 
his own brother’s life. Forced to flee his homeland, he began a 
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“A beautiful testament to romantic love, scientific passion,
and the endless possibility of connection.” 

wired for love
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frighteningly dangerous trek across Europe. When it became 
clear that escape into the Soviet Union was not possible, he set 
his sights on joining other Polish refugees in France. His unlikely 
journey first took him to Berlin and then to multiple spots in 
France. Crossing the mountains into Spain, he eventually made 
his way to the U.K. via Gibraltar. During this time, he saw com-
bat as a member of the British army, though he was also ques-
tioned by British authorities who believed he may have been a 
spy for the Nazis. More than a fascinating story replete with hair-
raising escapes and moments of sheer luck, Carr’s saga provides 
a number of lessons. Throughout, the author investigates hid-
den identity and the reality that hair and skin color, along with 
many other superficial traits and uncontrollable external events, 
can often mean the difference between life and death. “If any-
one could say their life had been shaped by events beyond their 
control,” he writes, “it was Dad.” Carr also reveals that even in 
places of evil, pockets of good exist, as evidenced by families who 
gave his father shelter and individuals who showed him kindness. 
Ultimately, the book exemplifies the human spirit at its strongest.

A highly worthwhile tale of courage and perseverance in 
the face of seemingly insurmountable odds.

LAST CALL AT THE 
HOTEL IMPERIAL 
The Reporters Who Took 
on a World at War
Cohen, Deborah
Random House (592 pp.) 
$30.00  |  March 15, 2022
978-0-525-51119-9  

A scintillating group biography of 
once-famed journalists who were alter-
nately friends, allies, lovers, and rivals.

Of the central ring of reporters Cohen profiles in this 
excellent ensemble study, only John Gunther is well remem-
bered, mostly for his bestselling 1949 book, Death Be Not 
Proud. Some second-tier members are better known: William 
Shirer, author of The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich (1960), and 
Rebecca West, author of Black Lamb and Grey Falcon (1941). Yet 
everyone who passes under Cohen’s gaze is fascinating: H.R. 
Knickerbocker, known as Knick, winner of the Pulitzer Prize 
for his reporting on Stalin’s Russia; Jimmy Sheean, who won 
the first National Book Award for biography, in 1935; Dorothy 
Thompson, the first woman to head a foreign news bureau, in 
Berlin; and Gunther’s wife, Frances, an intimate of Jawaharlal 
Nehru’s with a lively command of both the English language 
and world politics. All produced extraordinary reportage that 
helped American readers understand the forces leading up to 
World War II, undertaking considerable risks. As Sheean wrote 
of Thompson, she excelled because “she could always step over 
the corpses and go on, steadily, resolutely, right to the end, with 
her head held very high indeed,” while Knick spent a terrify-
ing couple of days sure that he would be executed by “Franco’s 
goons.” Cohen’s narrative reads like an Alan Furst novel, full of 
close calls and intrigue—e.g., Gunther had an affair with a Dan-
ish journalist who was a guest of Hitler’s at the 1936 Olympics, 
slept with John F. Kennedy, and was suspected of being a spy but 
really was just “an equal opportunity enchantress.” The report-
ers’ prescience was extraordinary, as when Sheean predicted 
that Gandhi would be killed by another Hindu. Cohen, a pro-
fessor of humanities at Northwestern, convincingly argues, too, 
that journalism was the true literature of the interwar period, 
shaped by outsiders from small towns who wanted to better 
understand the world.

An exceptional book of cultural history that makes one 
long for the days of teletype, booze, spies, and scoops.



HOW TO SELL 
A POISON 
The Rise, Fall, and Toxic 
Return of DDT
Conis, Elena
Bold Type Books (400 pp.) 
$30.00  |  April 12, 2022
978-1-64503-674-6  

An exploration of the complex his-
tory of DDT and how this banned pesti-
cide is still relevant today.

Through a collection of shocking narratives, historian Conis, 
author of Vaccine Nation (2014), tracks the history of DDT from 
its origins as a “miracle bug killer” for soldiers fighting in the 
South Pacific during World War II to its ban in 1972 as well as 
on-going cleanup efforts. The author captivatingly examines 
decades of conflicting reports from scientists and government 
agencies regarding the pesticide’s toxicity, lawsuits and govern-
mental hearings related to DDT, the related formation of the 
Environmental Protection Agency, and recent efforts by private 
interests to revive production. Conis also shares stories of indi-
viduals affected by the application of DDT, including residents 
of Triana, Alabama, a small town that “became a battleground 
for a scientific dispute over just how toxic the banned chemical 
actually was”; and Mexican farm workers in California’s Central 
Valley, who were “covered…from head to toe in a white powder 
to kill lice: DDT.” The author highlights the efforts of activ-
ists in the fight against synthetic pesticides and their calls for 
responsible management—among them, Mexican American 
labor leader Cesar Chavez and author Rachel Carson, whose 
publication of Silent Spring faced attack from “the pesticide 
interests and their hangers-on.” Finally, Conis walks readers 
through the growing body of research that has linked DDT 
exposure to various cancers and points out recently discovered 
DDT dump sites off the shore of California (one oceanographic 
expedition discovered more than 27,000 barrels). “Decades of 
intentionally sowed doubt, along with other corporate and free-
market practices, are certainly responsible for contemporary 
skepticism toward science in some circles,” writes the author in 
this convincing, deeply researched, and disturbing survey. Sadly, 
we see many of the same dynamics at play in “public doubts 
about climate change, vaccines, and the very nature of COVID.”

An insightful, timely work about “the endless game of 
catch-up we play when we pollute first, regulate later.”

THE RIGHT 
The Hundred Year 
War for American 
Conservatism
Continetti, Matthew
Basic Books (496 pp.) 
$32.00  |  April 19, 2022
978-1-5416-0050-8  

Sturdy account of the many divisions 
within modern conservatism, divisions 
that have been growing over a century.

There are many forms of conservatism, writes American 
Enterprise Institute fellow Continetti, but there are essen-
tially two large camps: populist and elitist, which often battle 
and occasionally cooperate. “Is the American Right the party 
of insiders or outsiders? Is the Right the elites—the men and 
women in charge of America’s political, economic, social, and 
cultural institutions—or is it the people?” he asks. “And is the 
Right even able to answer such a question?” A century ago, the 
Harding administration devalued conservatism with the same 
disregard for the law and ineptitude during a pandemic that 
characterized the Trump administration, but both presidents 
were essentially self-serving rather than ideological. True con-
servatism, writes the author, safeguards the classical liberal 
ideals of self-government. “The preservation of the Ameri-
can idea of liberty and the familial, communal, religious, and 
political institutions that incarnate and sustain it—that is 
what makes American conservatism distinctly American,” he 
writes, memorably. Trump instead converted the GOP from 
the intellectually grounded political opposition of the time 
of Goldwater and Buckley into a government-hating mob 
stocked with legions of antisemites and White supremacists. 
Indeed, Continetti writes, “Every bad habit of the Right was 
on display in the Capitol riot that left five dead, $30 million 
in damage, close to three hundred arrested, and Capitol Hill 
an armed camp.” The author presents a convincing case for a 
brand of conservatism that checks overly ambitious progres-
sives. He also clearly shows how the Democratic Party has 
moved to the left precisely in reaction to Trump and needs the 
restraint of a principled opposition. Highlighting a long string 
of heroes and villains, Continetti urges “a de-personalization 
of the Right” and return to core values.

Rational, well thought out, and impeccably argued—of 
interest to all students of politics.
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of interest to all students of politics.” 

the right
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RIPPLE
A Long Strange Search 
for a Killer
Cosgrove, Jim
Steerforth (208 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  April 5, 2022
978-1-58642-324-7  

Seeking closure, a journalist revives 
a cold murder case from his hometown. 

For former Albuquerque Journal reporter 
Cosgrove, the interest in the 1982 disap-

pearance of Frank McGonigle from his childhood town is both 
academic and personal. The author’s parents were friendly with 
the McGonigle family when they lived in the same neighborhood 
in Kansas City; seeking to possibly solve the mystery himself, Cos-
grove made the investigation the subject of his master’s thesis, which 
he completed in 1995. The early part of the book, which the author 
finished after receiving a blessing from Frank’s mother, briefly 
retraces the McGonigle family history: Frank, the sixth of nine 
children, was independent and “did things differently,” and his 
brothers were his closest friends throughout grade school. As 
an adult, however, his familial ties became strained with jeal-
ousy and bickering. After one particular blowout in 1982, Frank 
left in a rage and was never seen again. A week later, an uniden-
tified body was discovered 1,200 miles away in Murrells Inlet, 
South Carolina. Cosgrove sifts through all the speculation and 
accusations, which both darkened and muddied the investiga-
tion. Culling through interviews with police and recalcitrant 
family members and dismissing Frank’s problems with men-
tal health and frequent use of marijuana and LSD, the author 
re-creates the most plausible scenario that could explain his 
death. As the sheriff ’s investigation fizzled out over the years, 
the family’s hope wavered despite several intuitive members 
seeing Frank in dreams. Nearly a decade later, the recovered 
body was finally identified as Frank McGonigle. Cosgrove’s text 
becomes unconventional and self-admittedly “weird” with the 
addition of supernatural elements, including his own commu-
nications with Frank’s spirit and his enlistment of an “energy 
reader” to provide psychic direction or enlightenment. These 
elements spin the narrative in a decidedly mystical direction, 
and whether or not readers believe in the efficacy of paranormal 
intervention in police investigations will determine if the book 
will fascinate or mystifyingly disappoint.

An intriguing yet oddly rendered excavation of an unsolved 
crime.

DEAF UTOPIA 
A Memoir―and a 
Love Letter to a Way 
of Life
DiMarco, Nyle with Robert Siebert
Morrow/HarperCollins (336 pp.) 
$27.99  |  April 19, 2022
978-0-06-306235-1  

The life and legacy of a Deaf model 
and activist.

In his debut book, DiMarco begins 
with the complicated births of he and his twin brother, Nico, 
in 1989. “Nico and I had joined our older brother as the fourth 
generation to be born Deaf in our family,” writes the author. 
DiMarco recalls his rascally childhood in Queens, a time char-
acterized by immense curiosity, independence, and innocent 
wanderlust. He regularly left his hearing aids at home, prefer-
ring to use American Sign Language while attending a school for 
the Deaf where some of the teachers were against using it. As 
a young man, DiMarco enjoyed playing Little League baseball 
while slowly developing a keen defensiveness against the taunt-
ing and mean-spiritedness he experienced in public school. In 
his teens, an acute attraction toward other boys blossomed, 
and in college, his natural talent for modeling led to success on 
America’s Next Top Model and Dancing With the Stars—although 
he admits that the former became an unexpectedly isolating 
emotional journey. Once DiMarco’s star began to rise and he 
signed a reality show deal with Netflix, he became more com-
fortable coming out as sexually fluid. Interwoven throughout 
the narrative are pivotal moments in Deaf history and culture 
that have shaped the author as an individual. He discusses how 
the creation of the book proved challenging during the conver-
sion process from ASL into written English, noting how he used 
a method called “ASL gloss.” While DiMarco admits that the 
written translation naturally lacks much of the innate charm of 
the ASL experience, his continued advocacy remains critical to 
diminishing the awareness gap between hearing and Deaf com-
munities. Unique and vividly written, the memoir effectively 
serves a dual purpose: to showcase the author’s life and exu-
berant pride as a Deaf individual and to bring increased aware-
ness to the Deaf community by spotlighting “the beauty, power, 
[and] magic of ASL.”

An honest, heartfelt, and thoroughly memorable portrayal 
of growing up Deaf.





From the moment he was killed by Bolivian troops guided 
by CIA field agents in October 1967, Ernesto “Che” Gue-
vara became a revolutionary icon. A photograph taken of 
him by Alberto Korda, in which Guevara, bedecked with a 
beret and wearing combat fatigues, strikes a stern, monu-
mental pose, is one of the most recognizable images of the 
20th century. Around the world, that image soon made its 
way onto posters, T-shirts, and other commodities, turn-
ing Che into a minor industry as well as a martyr.

In Argentina, a left-wing writer and editor named Héc-
tor Germán Oesterheld approached well-known graphic 
artist Alberto Breccia and suggested that they collaborate 
on a graphic life of the fallen revolutionary. Alberto agreed, 

recruiting his son, Enrique, as a second artist. They set to 
work, aiming to publish La vida del Che on the first anni-
versary of Guevara’s death. For various reasons the book 
was delayed, appearing in January 1969. As Pablo Turnes, 
professor of art history at the University of Buenos Ai-
res, writes, “even though the comic was released on a date 
when fewer students were around—January is the month 
when everybody goes on summer vacation in the southern 
hemisphere—the print run sold out quickly.”

The Argentine government, a military dictatorship, 
was a little slower to act. In 1973, four years after publica-
tion, army intelligence agents raided the publisher’s office, 
confiscated the few unsold copies and original artwork, 
and burned the lot. All except for one image, that is: En-
rique Breccia notes that the minister of the interior kept 
his panel showing the death of Che, framing it and hang-
ing it in his home.

Ironically, Alberto—although now classified as a “sub-
versive element”—was asked to draw a history of the Ar-
gentine army to distribute to the troops, a job he evaded by 
asking for an overly large commission. For its part, the U.S. 
Embassy in Buenos Aires asked the Breccias and Oester-
held to write and draw a life of John F. Kennedy, even pay-
ing in advance for a book that never materialized.

Time passed, and La vida del Che was forgotten. Un-
til, that is, a copy turned up in Spain, attracted the atten-
tion of a publisher, and was reissued in 1987. In the United 
States, Fantagraphics commissioned a translation by Puer-
to Rican poet Erica Mena, which will appear this month 
as Life of Che: An Impressionistic Biography (Fantagraphics 
Books, March 15).

Alberto Breccia died in 1993. Oesterheld was arrested 
in 1976, a desaparecido (disappeared one). The military 
government murdered him the following year and at-
tempted to erase his name from history. Oesterheld’s four 

A graphic biography, published in Argentina in 1969 and destroyed by 
the dictatorship, finally makes its U.S. debut
BY GREGORY MCNAMEE

Breccia Estate
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daughters disappeared with him, never to be seen again, 
along with more than 30,000 other Argentines.

Enrique Breccia, meanwhile, drew the inaugural issue of 
the DC comic Swamp Thing, along with many other issues of 
that eerie comic, a very different tack indeed from the stark 
though admittedly ghoulish images of Guevara’s last days.

“I’m glad to be remembered for my involvement in 
Swamp Thing,” Breccia, who now lives in Rome, tells 
Kirkus. “It was work on an extraordinary character that I 
did with a lot of enthusiasm.” After working for Marvel as 
well, he continued drawing numerous comics and graphic 
novels for French and Italian publishers, including, most 
recently, a series of graphic novels called Golgotha that re-
counts the adventures of gladiators in imperial Rome. He 
has also illustrated novels by H.P. Lovecraft, Herman Mel-
ville, and other writers.

Breccia remembers Life of Che with pride. A work that 
came early in his long career, the book features his art-
work, done, as he says, “using pure black and white, drawn 
on cardboard with a layer of plaster that I scraped with a 
knife, which I still have.” Readers will immediately sense 
the transition between the work of father and son, which 
comes at the moment that Che arrives in Bolivia: The early 
images, by Alberto, are realistic, while the latter images are 
expressionistic. The discontinuity works even if it came as 
a surprise to both artists, who, Breccia says, agreed to work 
independently and not show the results to each other until 
the art was completed.

A further irony in the publishing history of Life of Che is 
that, while it appeared in numerous international editions, 
it has never appeared in Cuba. Breccia attributes this to a 
schism between Fidel Castro and Guevara, who began to 
take a more humanistic turn in his revolutionary Marxism. 
As Oesterheld wrote in a long caption toward the end of 
the book, “Che begins to understand those who reduced 
everything to economics were wrong. The true revolution 
can only occur within the heart, outside the wolf-man, de-
vourer of villagers. It’s time for a New Human. One who 
works and plays for moral incentives. Yes, the revolution 
begins within each and every person.”

Guevara went so far as to criticize Castro for aligning 
Cuba with the totalitarian Soviet Union rather than build 
its own more liberal form of socialism. According to Brec-
cia, it was this schism that led Castro to dispatch Guevara 
to Africa, where he fought in Angola and the Congo, and 
then to Bolivia, where he met his death—betrayed, Brec-
cia asserts, by Castro himself, who let the CIA know of 
Guevara’s whereabouts.

Whether that assertion is true or not, we will probably 
never know, but Oesterheld’s text makes it clear that Che 
Guevara went through numerous episodes of political evo-
lution in his life. He studied medicine, but on his famous 
journey across South America, recounted in his Motorcycle 
Diaries, he decided to abandon it for political action: “The 
diseases he really wants to cure aren’t typhus, malaria, lep-
rosy, but hunger, exploitation, injustice,” Osterheld wrote 
in Life of Che. He took his fight to Guatemala during a peri-
od of civil war—naturally, the CIA was deeply implicated—
and then traveled to Mexico, meeting Castro. He fought 
alongside Fidel in the Sierra Maestra of Cuba and, perhaps 
improbably, was appointed the head of the national bank. 
Steely and determined, he cleaned house there before de-
ciding that he preferred armed struggle to accounting.

As for Life of Che, “Everyone involved was all too aware 
that such a project was a risky affair at the time,” writes 
Turnes in an afterword. Certainly, it came at great cost to 
its writer, even as the artists were under constant threat of 
arrest until the dictatorship collapsed after the Falklands/
Malvinas War. 

There is one small but significant change in the new 
edition. Originally, the biographical section was to have 
opened with a copy of Guevara’s birth certificate, recorded 
in his birthplace of Rosario, about 185 miles from Buenos 
Aires in the Argentine interior. A photostat of the birth 
certificate did not arrive in time for publication, and so 
the panel was left blank. The birth certificate is in place 
in the new editions, Spanish and English. It makes a fit-
ting denouement to a reborn book—and with it, surely, a 
rebirth of interest in the great revolutionary whom Life of 
Che enshrines.

Gregory McNamee is a contributing editor. Life of Che was 
reviewed in the Feb. 1, 2022, issue.
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LEGACY OF VIOLENCE 
A History of the British 
Empire
Elkins, Caroline
Knopf (896 pp.) 
$35.00  |  March 29, 2022
978-0-307-27242-3  

A scathing indictment of the long 
and brutal history of British imperialism. 

Historian Elkins, founding director 
of Harvard’s Center for African Studies 

and Pulitzer Prize–winning author of Imperial Reckoning: The 
Untold Story of Britain’s Gulag in Kenya (2005), frames her nar-
rative with two events that actually took the British Empire to 
task for its violent imperial policy over centuries. The first was 
the 1788 impeachment trial of the governor-general of India, 
Warren Hastings, during which Parliament demanded account-
ability for his repressive tactics, shocking the nation. The sec-
ond is the 2011 case of the survivors of the Mau Mau rebellion. 

Throughout this tour de force of historical excavation, Elkins 
confronts the decidedly Western ideas of the social contract, 
government responsibility, and the importance of personal 
property alongside the enduring belief that White men alone 
could institute these marvelous liberal gifts. “When 19th cen-
tury liberalism confronted distant places and ‘backward people’ 
bound by strange religions, hierarchies, and sentimental and 
dependent relationships, its universalistic claims withered,” 
writes the author. “Britains viewed their imperial center…as cul-
turally distinct from their empire….Skin color became the mark 
of difference. Whites were at one end of civilization’s spectrum, 
Blacks at the other. All of shades of humanity fell somewhere 
in between.” Paternalistic attitudes continued to evolve across 
the empire, and Elkins provides especially keen examinations 
of colonies where clashes were particularly forceful and “legal-
ized lawlessness” was widespread—among other regions, India, 
South Africa, Palestine, Ireland, Malay, and Kenya. Offering 
numerous correctives to Whitewashed history, the author 
mounts potent attacks against the egregious actions of vaunted 
figures like Winston Churchill; Henry Gurney, commissioner of 
Malay; and Terence Gavaghan, a colonial officer in Kenya. Over 
the course of the 20th century, Britain was forced to cede many 
of its sovereign claims to empire, at enormous human cost. 
Elkins masterfully encapsulates hundreds of years of history, 
amply showing how “Britain was to the modern world what the 
Romans and Greeks were to the ancient one.” 

Top-shelf history offering tremendous acknowledgement 
of past systemic abuses.

JUNK SCIENCE AND 
THE AMERICAN 
CRIMINAL JUSTICE 
SYSTEM 
Fabricant, M. Chris
Akashic (368 pp.) 
$28.99  |  April 5, 2022
978-1-63614-030-8  

A chilling account of forensic sci-
ence—beloved of prosecutors, judges, and 
TV writers but often wildly inaccurate.

Fabricant, the Innocence Project’s Director of Strategic 
Litigation, points out that before pharmaceutical companies 
can market a drug, they must prove that it works. Forensic sci-
ence, on the other hand, is entirely unregulated. When allow-
ing “experts” to testify, a judge is not required to rule on their 
expertise, only on legal precedent. Fabricant recounts cases of 
convictions and the junk science involved. Perhaps the most 
outrageous is bite mark analysis, but readers—especially those 
fond of TV detectives and their infallible crime labs—will be 
flabbergasted by his list of forensic techniques long used by labs, 
including the FBI’s, and proclaimed by highly paid “expert wit-
nesses” that, when investigated by competent researchers, turn 
out to be unreliable or worthless. These include arson inves-
tigation; hair and fiber microscopy; lie detector tests; voice 
spectrometry; and analyses of handwriting, bloodstains, shoe 

“Top-shelf history offering tremendous 
acknowledgement of past systemic abuses.” 

legacy of violence



and tire prints, and bullet lead. Even fingerprints do not come 
out unscathed in Fabricant’s rigorous investigation. In 2009, 
after years of hearings and testimony by genuine experts, the 
National Academy of Sciences issued a massive 300-page report 
documenting the worthlessness of junk science that outraged 
the forensic establishment. Prosecutors and district attorneys 
downplay the findings because almost all are elected officials, 
and getting convictions keeps them in office. The report is 
not law, so they and judges often ignore it, and juries “tend to 
believe what prosecutors tell them.” The author’s case reports 
and denunciation of junk science make fascinating reading, but 
this is not a story with a happy ending. As Fabricant shows, 
Americans seem obsessed with punishing evildoers regardless 
of the fallout, and their elected officials loudly proclaim agree-
ment. The rate of incarceration in the U.S. is by far the high-
est in the world, disproportionately affecting Black Americans, 
who are “incarcerated at five times the rate of white people.”

A brilliant rebuttal of junk science in the courtroom.

THE CASE OF THE 
MARRIED WOMAN
Caroline Norton and Her 
Fight for Women’s Justice
Fraser, Antonia
Pegasus (304 pp.) 
$28.95  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-63936-157-1  

An eminent British historical biogra-
pher tells the story of how a mistreated 
wife and writer helped bring about 

reform to laws governing married women’s personal and eco-
nomic rights.

In 19th-century Britain, when women like famed writer 
Caroline Norton (1808-1877) married, they automatically lost 
the rights to all their assets—including those they earned—as 
well as the legal rights to future children. Men owned every-
thing and everyone, both literally and figuratively. Norton 
came to know these hardships intimately over her long, col-
orful life. The granddaughter of celebrated playwright Rich-
ard Brinsley Sheridan, Caroline quickly earned a reputation 
for both her beauty and her wit. At 19, still in mourning over 
the death of her first love, she married George Norton, who 
became her lifelong nemesis. His cruelty manifested early 
on in the marriage, and he “took to kicking his wife, pushing 
and shoving her, when she displeased him in some way. These 
attacks would be accompanied by an admonishment generally 
referring to her lack of respect for her husband.” Rather than 
let herself become a victim, Caroline flourished in her other 
pursuits as the hostess of a salon that included such luminaries 
as Lord Melbourne, the young Queen Victoria’s political men-
tor. When Caroline finally left her husband in 1836, he charged 
her with adultery and took their children with him. Though 
she was in a precarious financial position, Caroline used her 
political connections, influence, and pen to champion the 
Infant Custody Act of 1839, which granted women custody of 

their children up to age 7. Over the next two decades, Caro-
line continued the fight for legal rights for women, engaging 
in battles for the right to divorce and laying the groundwork 
for legislation to protect women’s property rights. This engag-
ingly written, rigorously researched book will appeal to both 
feminist historians and readers who enjoy well-crafted por-
traits of historical figures who deserve more attention.

An intelligently illuminating biography and cultural 
history.
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WHAT I SEE
The Black Flag Photographs
Friedman, Glen E.
Akashic (256 pp.) 
$40.00  |  April 5, 2022
978-1-63614-036-0  

Photos of the hardcore punk pio-
neers by the band’s best-known photographer.

Black Flag, the standard-bearer for independent Ameri-
can hardcore punk in the early and mid-1980s, wasn’t much 
for style. In the photos Friedman collects here, the band’s uni-
form was a rotation of dirty jeans, band T-shirts (or bare chests), 
and slacks fit for the office. The band’s “look,” to the extent it 
had one, was sweat-soaked intensity. During its heyday in Los 
Angeles, fronted by wild-eyed Henry Rollins, the band looks 
fearsomely focused, often feral. In one shot, Rollins is shouting 
into a mic he’s all but swallowed; in another, guitarist Greg Ginn 
doesn’t seem to be playing his instrument so much as wrestling 
with it. Friedman’s shots became rightly famous in the punk 

underground—they sold both the band and hardcore genre as 
relentless, focused, and uncompromising. The photos taken 
during rehearsals and soundchecks suggest they were equally 
ferocious without an audience. In his introduction, Friedman—
who got to know the band through the city’s punk-adjacent 
skateboard scene—suggests that he arrived at his particular 
aesthetic casually, eager to get as close to the band on stage as 
possible. There are publicity photos, too, but even those look 
intense; Rollins often looks coiled or in a sulk. To be sure, the 
band had reasons to be angry: As a target for moralizing indus-
try types (one of whom called them “anti-parent”) and police, 
the band often found its shows shut down early. Consequently, 
the prevailing mood is one of righteous defiance, especially 
during a set of photos taken during an outdoor show promot-
ing marijuana legalization in front of a federal building. It may 
be more difficult to be a Black Flag–type band now, but the 
photos show why it would be worth the effort. Bassist Chuck 
Dukowski provides the foreword.

Evidence of how one band’s music—and especially its atti-
tude—became essential and inspiring.

LIBERALISM AND ITS 
DISCONTENTS 
Fukuyama, Francis
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (192 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 10, 2022
978-0-374-60671-8  

The renowned political scientist 
and philosopher considers classical lib-
eralism and the broad range of enemies 
arrayed against it.

“By ‘liberalism,’ ” writes Fukuyama, “I 
refer to the doctrine…that argued for the limitation of the pow-
ers of governments through law and ultimately constitutions, 
creating institutions protecting the rights of individuals living 
under their jurisdiction.” Born of events such as the English 
civil war and the Enlightenment, this liberalism also encouraged 
diversity of thought, religion, and ethnicity, placing it squarely 
in the crosshairs of today’s authoritarian nationalists, not least 
Donald Trump. Fukuyama has often been identified with con-
servative causes, but his thinking here is democratic to the core, 
and he has no use for such pathetic lies as Trump’s insistence 
that the 2020 election was stolen. That said, the author notes 
that liberalism has many enemies on both the left and the 
right for numerous real yet correctable failings. The neoliberal-
ism that has emerged over the past couple of generations has 
accelerated inequality, and numerous institutions have been 
eroded while others, such as the Electoral College, have been 
revealed to be anti-democratic. Both left and right, the author 
argues, have trouble accepting that governing over diversity, 
the hallmark of liberalism, means governing over many ethnic 
and national groups, strata of income, and competing interests. 
He adds, however, “Left-of-center voters…remain much more 
diverse” in political outlook. Essential to a liberal society, Fuku-
yama insists, is the right to vote: “Voting rights are fundamental 

“A deceptively slender but rich argument in favor of 
conserving liberal ideals—and liberal government.” 

liberalism and its discontents
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rights that need to be defended by the power of the national 
government.” While he insists that individual rights take pre-
cedence over group rights, he also observes that the social con-
tract demands citizen participation. To the conservative charge 
that the social contract is one thing but the “common moral 
horizon” another, he answers that yes, liberalism does not insist 
on a single morality—which “is indeed a feature and not a bug.”

A deceptively slender but rich argument in favor of con-
serving liberal ideals—and liberal government.

MADMAN IN THE WOODS
Life Next Door to the 
Unabomber
Gehring, Jamie
Diversion Books (288 pp.) 
$27.99  |  April 19, 2022
978-1-635-76816-9  

A winding but eventful tale of crime 
and criminal investigation in the Ameri-
can outback.

Gehring grew up in the mountains of 
Montana on family land. In 1971, Theodore J. Kaczynski bought 1.4 
acres of the land, “ideal for isolated living.” Years later, as a young 
mother, she read everything available on Kaczynski; her father had 
helped the FBI lure Kaczynski out of his heavily fortified cabin 
following his terrorist campaign of bombings and other crimes. 
In addition to chilling explorations of how Gehring’s family may 
have just escaped the Unabomber’s violence, she turns up local 
details that add substantially to what has been known about him. 
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For instance, some of his bombing victims were not his intended 
targets, for he consulted out-of-date reference books. In one 
instance, he sent a bomb to the head of the California Forestry 
Association—a man who had retired and whose successor suffered 
his intended death. “The 1995 murder was poised to be strategic,” 
writes the author, “yet the bomber was relying on the materials 
he had access to. He would come to rely on many of the ‘materi-
als’ in this quiet little valley.” Not all of Kaczynski’s victims were 
distant, however. Gehring reveals that, for reasons known only 
to him, he poisoned their family dog—and other dogs in the area. 
The denouement is nicely ironic, for, as Gehring writes, after living 
in scenic mountain country for 25 years, Kaczynski now has a view 
from his prison of only human-made structures. The narrative 
ends with fragments of a letter he wrote to the author in response 
to her inquiries. “Each side of the paper embodied the chasms of 
the Unabomber, an elderly man by now, still with the same focus, 
sharing the ideals that fueled his reign of terror for seventeen years, 
the reason he was writing to me from a prison cell,” she writes. 

“Everything and nothing had changed.”
A revealing, firsthand addition to the literature of domes-

tic terrorism.

CHILD
A Memoir
Goldman, Judy
Univ. of South Carolina (160 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  May 5, 2022
978-1-64336-283-0  

A family portrait set in the Jim Crow 
South.

Now 80, memoirist and novelist 
Goldman looks back at her special rela-
tionship with Mattie Culp, the Black 

woman who cared for her beginning when she was 3 years 
old. A live-in nanny, maid, and cook, Mattie also looked after 
Goldman’s two older siblings, but she especially pampered 
and indulged Judy, the youngest. The family lived in Rock 
Hill, South Carolina, when racist laws required Blacks to use 
separate water fountains, swimming pools, movie theaters, and 
bathrooms. In Judy’s house, however, her liberal Jewish parents 
treated Mattie like a member of the family. However, though 
she shared the one bathroom, she ate by herself in the kitchen 
rather than with the others in the dining room—something the 
young child did not understand. Goldman reflects on Mattie’s 
unusual relationship with her mother: The two women “cared 
about each other in that way that friends are there to bear wit-
ness to the details of each other’s lives.” One White, the other 
Black; one employer, the other her employee. Still, the author 
writes, “though their arrangement was rooted in discrimina-
tion, they loved each other indiscriminately.” Goldman paints 
a picture of a charmed childhood, when she was nurtured by 
Mattie as well as by her warm, devoted mother. Her father was 
strict, but Mattie was not cowed by him—although, Goldman 
discovered later, she almost quit several times because of his 
demands. As a child, the author never questioned the racism 
that pervaded her life and Mattie’s. But in writing the memoir, 
ruminating on what she thought she knew about Mattie; Mat-
tie’s daughter, who was raised by family members; and Rock 
Hill society as a whole, she wonders, “Can we trust anything 
inside the system we were brought up in? A system founded 
on, and still dependent on, oppression?” What she does trust 
wholeheartedly is her enduring love for Mattie.

A gently told memoir of a cherished woman. 

ABUELA IN SHADOW, 
ABUELA IN LIGHT
González, Rigoberto
Univ. of Wisconsin (192 pp.) 
$22.95 paper  |  April 12, 2022
978-0-299-33760-5  

A poignant homage to the author’s 
Indigenous grandmother as well as an 
exploration of deep-seated family abuse.

González, a professor of English and 
creative writing and the author of numer-
ous books of poetry and the acclaimed 
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memoir What Drowns the Flowers in Your Mouth, recalls his early 
upbringing in Michoacán, among his extended family, and “the 
government housing I grew up in, the Fred Young Farm Labor 
Camp—or El Campo, as it was commonly known.” Because his 
mother died when the author was 12 and his alcoholic father 
abandoned him and his brother, Alex, he was raised largely by 
his maternal grandparents. His grandmother, María Carrillo, 
who died in 2011, was not “the typical Mexican grandmother.” 
Rather, he writes, she was “one of a kind—a woman who chal-
lenged the depictions of those matronly, domestic older ladies 
we watched on Mexican telenovelas, las abuelitas.” María, a 
Purépecha, worked hard in the grape fields well into her old age 
while at the same time enduring physical abuse by her brutish 
husband. As González recounts, it’s also likely she had been sex-
ually abused as a child, as had many girls and boys in the author’s 
extended family. The U.S.–born author was one of the many 
boisterous grandchildren and cousins who came to inhabit his 
grandparents’ house, largely for economic reasons. Sleeping on 
floors and sharing small spaces, González became prey to older 
cousins and uncles who sexually abused him. Only later in life, 
now a successful, independent gay man, did he hear from his 

female cousins that the abuse he suffered also happened to 
them. The narrative moves in thematic segments, gradually 
revealing a tender kinship between the hard-shelled abuela and 
the empathetic author—a precious connection amid a family 
scarred by domestic violence and intergenerational poverty.

An alternately touching and shocking narrative of a dys-
functional yet resilient Mexican American family.
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VALOR
The Astonishing World War II 
Saga of One Man’s Defiance 
and Indomitable Spirit
Hampton, Dan
St. Martin’s (336 pp.) 
$29.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-250-27586-8  

The spectacular adventures of an 
American soldier who refused to surren-
der after the Japanese conquest of the 

Philippines.
Hampton, a decorated former Air Force pilot and bestsell-

ing author of military history, tells the remarkable story of Lt. 
Col. William Frederick Harris (1918-1950), whose regiment 
arrived in the islands in the Philippines in 1941, just after Pearl 
Harbor and only days before the Japanese invasion. In January, 
his unit moved to Corregidor, a fortified island in Manila har-
bor and the last remaining outpost after the American defeat. 

Despite a fierce defense, American forces surrendered on May 6, 
1942. Harris immediately planned to escape his imprisonment, 
which would require swimming three miles across the shark-
infested harbor to the mainland. Against all odds, he and a com-
panion succeeded, although it required nine exhausting hours. 
There followed an amazing odyssey, as Harris and a changing 
cast of fellow soldiers, assisted by Indigenous people and guer-
rillas, walked and sailed several thousand miles toward Aus-
tralia, eventually reaching Indonesia before being recaptured 
by the Japanese in June 1943. Taken to Japan, Harris endured 
more than two years of miserable conditions in prison camps 
until the American fleet arrived on Aug. 30, 1945, two weeks 
after Japan’s surrender. His postwar life seemed to be moving 
toward the traditional happy ending, as he fell in love, married, 
and had two children, but readers will be jolted to learn that he 
remained in the Marines and returned to war in Korea in 1950, 
where he was killed. Hampton narrates his story with a combi-
nation of invented dialogue, melodrama, insight into characters’ 
thoughts, and precise details of events that are unlikely to be 
documented, pausing regularly to recount the progress of the 
war. Though the author’s conventional, novelistic approach is 
in keeping with countless other breathless accounts of World 
War II heroics, Harris’ life was unquestionably amazing, mak-
ing his story worthwhile.

A fast-paced WWII tale for military-history devotees.

BINGE TIMES
Inside Hollywood’s Furious 
Billion-Dollar Battle To Take 
Down Netflix
Hayes, Dade & Dawn Chmielewski
Morrow/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$28.99  |  April 19, 2022
978-0-06-298000-7  

Anecdote-rich tale of how Netflix 
came to dominate the streaming-video 
market.

“Underestimating Netflix was an industry default,” write 
entertainment business reporters Hayes and Chmielewski in 
their aptly titled study of the streaming giant and the many 
tech- and film-industry competitors that rose to challenge it. 
The authors begin their account with the Covid-19 pandemic, 
which sent the world indoors. “America, already accustomed to 
spending hours a day in a screen-filled cocoon, would respond to 
the crisis by serving itself more and bigger portions of comfort 
food,” they write. This comfort food came in the form of binge-
worthy series, freshly made or in the vault, and Netflix delivered 
a substantial portion of it, having essentially had a decade head 
start in delivering streaming video—though predecessors had 
paved the way. These included Mark Cuban’s Broadcast.com, 
which, in the 1990s, pioneered the delivery of sports via the 
early internet, and Jonathan Taplin’s early amalgamation of the 
libraries of several film studios—a holdout being Paramount, 
whose corporate parent owned Blockbuster, the now-defunct 
video-rental chain. Netflix arose from its ashes with a business 

“A revealing, highly readable look at the making of 
the modern home-entertainment environment.” 

binge times
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model that once relied on mail-order rentals but then captured 
the market for streaming that resulted from ever faster internet 
speeds. It took years for rivals such as Disney, HBO, Amazon 
Prime, and other providers to catch up, and all but Disney still 
trail. Consumers are the beneficiaries, with an embarrassment 
of riches to watch. The “binge” model was a great hook, even if 
some insiders didn’t quite understand it. When Lilyhammer star 
Steven Van Zandt complained that he’d spent months making 
the series in Norway only to have it dumped all at once, Netflix 
CEO Ted Sarandos chuckled, “Yeah, just like an album.” And 
the biggest hit of 2021? Squid Game, the Korean show that, the 
authors convincingly argue, “could really have been launched by 
only one company: Netflix.”

A revealing, highly readable look at the making of the mod-
ern home-entertainment environment.

ALL THE WHITE 
FRIENDS I COULDN’T 
KEEP 
Hope—and Hard Pills 
To Swallow—About Fighting 
for Black Lives
Henry, Andre
Convergent/Crown (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  March 22, 2022  
978-0-593-23988-9

A powerful examination of White 
assumptions about Black people and the obstacles that stand in 
the way of social justice.

“One way or another, the white world tries to convince 
people—even Black people—that there’s no need to organize 
for racial justice like Black Americans have always done.” So 
writes Henry, an activist and columnist for Religion News Ser-
vice. Sometimes the argument takes the form of “racism is not 
a problem here.” As the author observes, this usually hinges on 
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negative definition—e.g., we’re not racist in New York because 
we’re not Southerners, or we’re not racist in the South because 
we don’t belong to the KKK. Henry embarks on a searching 
exploration of unspoken beliefs about Black people. In the com-
pany of the family of longtime White friends, he looks into the 
thesis that there is “some extraordinary violent impulse unique 
to Black people,” voiced by one family member who became 
a police officer. A second encounter with the family occurred 
when they asked that politics not be discussed at the table, to 
which Henry responds, “When white people demand the privi-
lege to sit comfortably in restaurants and theaters…without 
having to consider the violence that pervades their society…
they invoke a consumer-capitalist tradition that stretches back 
to colonial times.” A fellow seminarian ventured the thought 
that slavery wasn’t so bad, since some slaveholders were nice 
folks; another White interlocutor encouraged Henry to “get all 
the facts” surrounding the death of Philando Castile. After pre-
senting these cases and others, Henry demonstrates how White 
people can be allies, first by not declaring themselves to be so 
but instead awaiting acknowledgment of that status by Black 
people. He also encourages a kind of separatism. “Black people 

may need to rethink the fight for the proverbial seat at the table 
in white institutions,” he writes. “We need tables of our own.”

Wise, essential instruction for all who seek redress for the 
inequalities that persist in America.

WILLIAM BLAKE VS. 
THE WORLD
Higgs, John
Pegasus (400 pp.) 
$28.95  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-63936-153-3  

A journey into the iconic poet’s sen-
suous, idiosyncratic mythology.

British cultural historian Higgs draws 
on neuroscience, psychology, compara-
tive religion, physics, and philosophy to 

examine the mind of poet, artist, and visionary William Blake 
(1757-1827). Mocked in his own time and buried in an unmarked 
pauper’s grave, Blake has become a venerated figure in British 
culture. In 2018, more than 1,000 people gathered for the unveil-
ing of a stone marker near where he is believed to be buried, and 
his artistry has been recognized by an exhibition at the Tate 
and other museums. Besides offering perceptive close analyses 
of Blake’s work (including the art that illustrates this volume), 
Higgs locates him within the turbulent political and religious 
contexts of his times: French and American Revolutions, the 
rise of industrialism, anti-Catholic rioting, the Enlighten-
ment’s privileging of reason over imagination, and the advent 
of Romanticism. He ranges into theories of consciousness and 
the meaning and significance of imagination to unravel Blake’s 
fundamental idea “that we live in a mental model of reality, 
rather than reality itself.” Even God, Blake argued, was a cre-
ation of the human mind. Higgs examines Blake’s fascination 
with—and divergence from—scientist and mystic Emanuel 
Swedenborg, whom Blake critiqued in The Marriage of Heaven 
and Hell. In discussing the “blazing originality” of Blake’s imag-
inings, Higgs proposes they may reflect the heightened mental 
states of hyperphantasia or synaesthesia. “The increased empa-
thy and anxiety experienced by hyperphantasics,” writes the 
author, “suggests a link between Blake’s politics and moral out-
rage and the strength of his imagination.” Although some of his 
contemporaries deemed him a madman, Blake was esteemed by 
many Romantic poets who saw him as a kindred spirit. Higgs 
acknowledges that Blake’s apparent misogyny, growing para-
noia, and views on nature and reason make him troubling to 
contemporary readers, but he makes an earnest case for the 
enduring relevance of Blake’s central argument: “that the imagi-
nation is divine.”

An appreciative, well-informed portrait.
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UNMASKED
My Life Solving America’s 
Cold Cases
Holes, Paul with Robin Gaby Fisher
Celadon Books (336 pp.) 
$28.99  |  April 26, 2022
978-1-250-62279-2  

Occasionally overwrought but absorb-
ing tale of criminal investigation long after 
the crime has been committed.

A forensic specialist in California, 
Holes spent a long career studying cold-case crimes. When he 
started, four cities in the Bay Area were on the FBI’s list of 100 
most dangerous places in the country. Many crimes went unno-
ticed by the general public, but then there were the cases such 
as Laci Peterson and her unborn son, washed up on a beach in 
Contra Costa County after her husband murdered her. “What 
kind of monster kills his eight-and-a-half-months pregnant 
wife and goes about his life knowing she and his unborn son 
are anchored to the cold ocean floor with concrete blocks?” 

asks the author, who chronicles the stories of many monsters, 
including the criminal first known as the East Area Rapist, later 
as the Golden State Killer. The author’s account of his chase 
for the GSK—much done surreptitiously since his boss ordered 
him to stop looking at cold cases—takes up much of this narra-
tive. Interestingly, he writes, one helpful tool, besides DNA and 
other forms of biochemical and evidential analysis, is simply the 
use of genealogy websites to find relatives to help pinpoint the 
whereabouts of perpetrators (as well as collect corroborative 
DNA). Holes writes of panic attacks and PTSD, of marriages 
threatened and undone by his obsession to exact justice. The 
narrative is also occasionally gruesome. “We were on a steep 
slope,” he writes of one murder, “and decomposition fluid ran 
out of the plastic wrapping onto the ground, forming a puddle. 
One of the dead woman’s legs dropped down into the pool of 
foul liquid, splashing it up on my face and my leather crime 
scene boots.” Holes is sometimes a little too worked up and a 
little too focused on himself, but the stories he tells—and the 
solutions to the crimes—are fascinating.

Grisly, matter-of-fact, and just the thing for aspiring 
detectives.

The Classroom of Life.
A book of tools to help overcome the 
obstacles and adversity of life.

A fifty-year dream to help identify and understand the challenges and 
vagaries faced on life’s journey. Everyone will experience pain, stress, 
and worry. Every mile will require strategies in dealing with difficult 
people, failed relationships, addictions, love, death, and the value of 
mentors—the very essence of survival, leading to personal happiness. 
This book is the classroom covering all these life experiences.

by Dr. Anthony Cedolini

Available at ISBN: 978-1-64184-647-9 (hardback)
ISBN: 978-1-64184-648-6 (paperback)

Learn more about Dr. Anthony Cedolini at drtonycedolini.com

—Kirkus Reviews

“A sweeping, insightful set of life 
lessons drawn from vast experience.”
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MOTHER NOISE
A Memoir
House, Cindy
Marysue Rucci Books/Scribner (224 pp.) 
$26.99  |  May 17, 2022
978-1-982168-75-9  

An essayist recounts her struggles 
with addiction and her concerns about 
its ramifications for her young son.

Addiction and the challenges of par-
enthood are the focus of House’s debut. 

“I carry the possibility of disaster,” writes the author, who is best 
known for her regular spot as an opener for David Sedaris on 
his nationwide tours. In 2017, that fatalistic attitude is what 
led House to tell Atlas, her then-9-year-old son, about her past 
as a heroin addict. Raised in Connecticut, she spent her early 
adulthood in Chicago, a period that began with her “self-med-
icating, mostly with alcohol, plus any drug I stumbled upon,” 
before full-on heroin addiction took its toll. House describes 

those memories in uncomfortable detail, such as the time she 
“almost killed someone on Sacramento Boulevard in Chicago ” 
when she looked away to withdraw heroin from a packet and 
ran a red light; and her months at the Yale Psychiatric Institute 
for clinical depression, where Tim O’Brien’s The Things They 
Carried showed her that “humans had survived far worse than 
depression and had even gone on to write about it.” Some essays 
are written as graphic shorts, with House’s illustrations, and the 
book doesn’t quite add up to a satisfying whole, as some pieces 
are too underdeveloped to resonate. But the best essays are 
powerhouses. Among them are a long piece about the Chicago 
apartment house she moved into with other recovering addicts, 

“bloated from a cocktail of prescribed psychotropic drugs,” and 
an essay that describes her 30-year friendship with Sedaris, 
which began in 1987 when the not-yet-famous author showed 
students in his writing class an example of a complicated plot 
by having them watch One Life To Live. Despite the often 
depressing material, there is hope and considerable beauty in 
these pages, most notably in a section in which Atlas, showing 
uncommon compassion for his age, visits his dying teacher and 
holds her hand.

A grim yet hopeful portrait of one woman’s emergence and 
triumph over drug dependency.

MY SEVEN 
BLACK FATHERS 
A Young Activist’s 
Memoir of Race, Family, and 
the Mentors Who Made Him 
Whole
Jawando, Will
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (240 pp.) 
$28.00  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-374-60487-5  

A biracial Nigerian American lawyer, 
community leader, and activist tells his life story through the 
lens of his most important relationships with other Black men.

Jawando, a council member in Montgomery County, Mary-
land, grew up in a neighborhood where a number of Black boys 
he knew were deeply affected by the violence of structural rac-
ism. The author believes that the reason he “became a statistic 
on the positive side of America’s skewed racial balance sheet” is 
because he had access to a group of Black male mentors who 
nurtured him when he needed it most. These influential figures 
included Jawando’s stepfather, who helped him cope with his 
distant, depressed biological father; his high school gospel choir 
director, who drove Jawando to college and housed him when he 
served as an AmeriCorps volunteer; and his mother’s gay Black 
colleague Jay (“the first openly gay person who I ever met”), 
who took him to art museums and plays and emphasized the 
importance of being his whole self. Throughout, the author’s 
stories and analysis serve as an homage to the importance of 
providing Black boys with Black male role models. “The mul-
tisystem disease [affecting society] is called racism,” he writes. 

“How you cure it in Black boys is with the presence of present, 

“A beautifully written and innovatively structured 
memoir of a biracial Black man’s life journey.” 

my seven black fathers



|   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 2   |   7 1

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

diverse Black men who are willing to step up and be mentors. To 
be ‘fathers.’ The rewards flow to us all.” While Jawando begins 
with the idea that systemic racism can be cured with personal 
responsibility, in the remainder of the text, he deftly uses his 
personal story to provide a trenchant structural analysis of how 
American racism plays out in Black men’s everyday lives. His tal-
ent for creating striking imagery and memorable scenes draws 
readers in to his masterfully constructed world. Jawando treats 
his past self with compassion without ever skirting responsibil-
ity for his mistakes.

A beautifully written and innovatively structured memoir 
of a biracial Black man’s life journey. 

FIGHT LIKE HELL
The Untold History of 
American Labor
Kelly, Kim
Signal Press/Atria (288 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  April 26, 2022
978-1-982-17107-0  

A working-class view of American 
labor unions and their history in securing 
economic justice, however fleeting.

“As I write this,” writes journalist 
and labor activist Kelly, “eleven hundred coal miners in rural 
Alabama are still out on a strike that began on April 1, 2021.” 
Even as knowledge workers flee corporate life, spurred by 
the pandemic revelation that they can work anywhere, these 
coal miners are bound to geography and largely overlooked 
because coal is unpopular in a time of climate change. So it 
is with the larger history of labor unionism, Kelly suggests, at 
least in part because so many women and minority members 
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were instrumental in it but are often written out of history. By 
way of one example, the author considers the case of a woman 
named Lucy Parsons, who grew up enslaved in the South and, 
with a husband who had fought for the Confederacy but later 
converted to anarchism, helped organize workers around the 
Haymarket riots of 1886. Sadly, Parsons refused to acknowl-
edge her ethnicity and “focused her energies solely on behalf 
of white factory workers.” Nonetheless, Black activists were 
essential to working people’s efforts to secure better condi-
tions, as Parsons was to gaining the eight-hour workday. Here 
Kelly examines the militancy of Mohawk ironworkers who 
helped build the skyscrapers of 1920s New York, “walking 
across two-inch-thick beams hundreds of feet in the air with-
out so much as a tremble,” and of the multiethnic Coalition 
for Immokalee Workers, which exposed what amounted to 
slave labor on Southern farms in our own time. Injustices con-
tinue, from coal miners to immigrant workers bound to com-
pany stores and housing in Midwestern meatpacking plants. 

“Collective working class power was behind every stride for-
ward this country has made,” Kelly writes in an urgent closing 

section, “grudgingly or otherwise, and will continue to be the 
animating force behind any true progress.”

A well-reasoned argument for restoring unions to their 
former role in the lives of American workers.

SECRET CITY
The Hidden History of Gay 
Washington
Kirchick, James
Henry Holt (816 pp.) 
$29.99  |  May 31, 2022
978-1-62779-232-5  

A comprehensive history of key 
political power struggles and controver-
sies of the past century, focused on those 
Americans “whose obscurity was the 

consequence of their being forced to hide.”
In this absorbing and well-documented book, Kirch-

ick, author of The End of Europe: Dictators, Demagogues, and the 
Coming Dark Age, engagingly draws attention to a variety of gay 
histories that have been largely lost to mainstream history. At 
the same time, he shows how Americans’ deep-seated fear of 
homosexuality was often amplified by political leaders. “Noth-
ing posed a more potent threat to a political career, or exerted 
a more fearsome grip on the nation’s collective psyche, than 
the love expressed between people of the same sex,” writes 
the author. “While America fought fascism, political and cul-
tural leaders associated [homosexuality] with the nation’s Nazi 
enemies. During the Cold War, voices from across the politi-
cal spectrum linked it with communism.” Kirchick diligently 
tracks each presidential administration from Franklin Roos-
evelt through Bill Clinton. The author discusses the sexual scan-
dal that would force Sumner Welles, FDR’s undersecretary of 
state, out of office; the onslaught of the AIDS epidemic during 
the Reagan and Bush administrations; and the policies of the 
Clinton administration, which were more open-minded despite 
the ill-advised “don’t-ask, don’t-tell” policy. Throughout, Kirch-
ick sheds light on the stories of several individuals whose efforts 
bravely contributed to gradual acceptance and an expansion of 
opportunities for gay Americans, including civil rights organizer 
Bayard Rustin and John Ford, Reagan’s deputy assistant agricul-
ture secretary. While ambitious and convincing, the narrative 
goes slack in certain areas; some readers may get the sense that 
the book would have been better presented as a multivolume 
history, affording Kirchick the opportunity to examine specific 
elements without losing momentum. In particular, the early 
chapters—about how the fear of homosexuality became entan-
gled with the fear of communist influence—are worth further 
study. Though overlong, the book offers countless illuminating 
stories that have been grossly underserved in past political his-
tories. The author also includes a “historical map of gay Wash-
ington” and a cast of characters.

Not without flaws but an important addition to American 
history nonetheless. 



LOVE & JUSTICE 
A Journey of 
Empowerment, 
Activism, and Embracing 
Black Beauty
Ky, Laetitia
Princeton Architectural Press (224 pp.) 
$27.50  |  April 5, 2022
978-1-64896-052-9  

Through intricate hair sculptures, a 
young African woman connects with her culture and confronts 
injustices.

Ky began creating provocative hair sculptures five years ago 
as she reflected on her childhood growing up in Ivory Coast, 
seeking “to reconcile myself with my African heritage.” She 
and other Ivorians have had to work to overcome an inferior-
ity complex rooted in colonialism and White supremacy. This 
complex manifests in disdain for their own dark skin, natural 
hair, and traditions, as well as their embrace of Western culture 

and harmful practices such as skin bleaching. As Ky began to 
love herself, she also started researching her culture and history, 
which she was not taught in school. Her debut book is a stun-
ning collection of urgent, intimate essays paired with power-
ful, annotated photos of Ky wearing her hair sculptures, often 
in lush outdoor Ivorian settings. Seamlessly marrying style 
and substance, the sculptures and essays reveal the author’s 
journey of self-acceptance, raise awareness of a wide range of 
social issues, and celebrate African aesthetic and spiritual tradi-
tions. The sculptures include Ky’s hair fashioned into African 
instruments and animals; a person inside a cage to symbolize 
racial discrimination; and, in a section on gender inequality 
and household labor, an iron, a vacuum, and other domestic 
items. Other sculpture-essay pairings address women’s sexuality, 
reproductive rights (Ky wears her hair as a pregnant belly with 
a fetus inside), misogyny and double standards, rape culture, 
child marriage, education, and much more. A series of brief, 
empowering essays—with messages like “change your focus,” 

“examine your relationships,” and “face your fears”—and corre-
sponding hair sculptures round out the collection. Ky’s works 
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are so unique that when she first shared them on Instagram in 
2017, her posts went viral and caused some to think the images 
were digitally altered. But this artwork and Ky’s passion for jus-
tice are real and inspiring.

Come for the beautiful art as activism, stay for the deeply 
personal memoir and rich cultural history.

COSPLAY
A History: The Builders, Fans, 
and Makers Who Bring Your 
Favorite Stories to Life
Liptak, Andrew
Gallery Books/Simon & Schuster 
(288 pp.) 
$24.99 paper  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-5344-5582-5  

An entertaining look at a vibrant, “interactive, interpretive, 
and immersive” pop-culture community.

There was a time when cosplay—dressing up in costumes 
based on characters from movies, TV shows, comic books, or 
video games—was seen as a marginal, geeky pastime. In the 
past couple decades, however, it has gone mainstream, turning 
into an avenue for enjoyment and escape for vast numbers of 
people. Liptak, a journalist and proud cosplayer, walks through 
the history, noting that Jules Verne once held a party where the 
guests could dress as a character from one of his novels. Mod-
ern cosplay began with the first Star Wars movie. Liptak was 
enthralled with the uniforms of the stormtroopers; when he 
wanted to make his own, he found out that many other people 
did, too. This was the beginning of the 501st Legion, the largest 
Star Wars cosplay group, with more than 15,000 members. The 
association conducts charity fundraisers and performs other 
good works, but most of the members like to compare tips 
to bring their costumes ever closer to the source material. Of 
course, the internet has allowed cosplay to flourish, and there 
is a remarkable number of conventions and gatherings around 
the world, celebrating everything from Star Trek to sexual role 
play. Liptak notes that the nature of cosplay events has changed 
in the past few years, with a higher turnover of characters and 
more anime heroes. The technology for making costumes has 
also changed, with 3-D printers adding a new dimension. The 
moviemaking studios were initially wary of cosplaying, point-
ing to the potential for copyright infringement, but they came 
to accept and embrace it (as long as it doesn’t affect their mer-
chandise profits). Some cosplayers have turned their hobby into 
a business, but most just want to enjoy the ride. Liptak renders 
all of these community-building adventures with aplomb.

A wonderfully fun book showing that the art of having a 
good time has not been lost.

A REDEMPTIVE 
PATH FORWARD
From Incarceration to a Life 
of Activism
Lucky, Antong
Counterpoint (224 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 17, 2022
978-1-64009-534-2  

A Black man from East Dallas traces 
his path from gang leader to prisoner to 
activist.

In the 1990s, Lucky helped found the Dallas Bloods, a gang 
that ran a bustling drug business in his dangerous neighbor-
hood, where so many “succumbed to the inescapable pressures 
of poverty.” After he was arrested in a drug bust, Lucky was sen-
tenced to seven years of prison, separating him from his new-
born daughter. At the time, he writes thoughtfully, “my deepest 
fear…was that I’d be swallowed by the beast; I would become 
irrelevant and forgotten or, worse, a memory of someone you 
hope not to be like, as my own father had been to me.” In prison, 
Lucky converted to Islam, a decision that would inform his 
future life’s work as well as his choice to quit gang life. After his 
release, he partnered with an activist named Omar to broker 
a peace between the Dallas Bloods and their rivals, the Crips. 
He and Omar continued working together with the backing of 
a community leader named Bob Woodson and, later, Charles 
Koch. After the shooting of Michael Brown in 2014, Lucky and 
Omar taught an after-school program for Black youth about 
how to interact with the police. As a result of this work, Lucky 
and Omar also served as advisers to Sen. Paul Ryan when he was 
Speaker of the House. After his time in prison and significant 
reflection on the damage he caused during his previous life, the 
author now promises himself, “I will help change this commu-
nity that I’ve had a hand in destroying.” Lucky has led an indis-
putably interesting and difficult life, and he tells his story with 
compelling frankness. However, the author is often too focused 
on his own transformation, rarely tying his singular experience 
to systemic forces. This makes the book less revelatory than it 
could have been despite Lucky’s important message. 

A fascinating and inspiring chronicle of transformation 
featuring cursory explorations of greater truths.

BLACK GHOST OF EMPIRE
The Long Death of Slavery 
and the Failure of 
Emancipation
Manjapra, Kris
Scribner (256 pp.) 
$26.00  |  April 19, 2022
978-1-982123-47-5  

A pointed study of the dissolution of 
slave economies in emancipation and the 
exceedingly long tail between so-called 

freedom and justice.



Tufts University historian Manjapra identifies five catego-
ries of emancipation, none of them quite satisfactory inasmuch 
as “the emancipations—the acts meant to end slavery—only 
extended the war forward in time.” None ever effectively 
erased the color line, and then there’s “the ghost line,” an exten-
sion of personal ghosting into the social sphere, wherein the 

“ghostliner” simply ignores the experience of formerly enslaved 
and currently oppressed peoples and insists on “ ‘unseeing’ the 
plundered parts, and ‘unhearing’ their historical demands for 
reparatory justice.” The author, born in the Caribbean of mixed 
African and Indian heritage, considers the forms of emanci-
pation practiced by the British and French governments that 
compensated slaveholders for the loss of their putative property. 
In Colonial New York, this played out in numerous ways. For 
example, when enslaved people were manumitted, their for-
mer owners were required to post a bond for them in case they 
should ever become public wards, a charge they passed on to 
the freed people. As such, “they were ‘freed’ into the condition 
of having to pay their oppressors.” In some instances, enslaved 
people emancipated themselves, as with the uprising that led to 

the establishment of Haiti, whose slaveholder class the French 
government repaid for their losses without considering that 
reparations were due the formerly enslaved. “In its most banal 
expression,” Manjapra writes, “white supremacy is merely the 
wish among groups who benefited from slavery to continue to 
enjoy its spoils and privileges long after its formal death.” This 
supremacist stance self-evidently endures nearly 160 years after 
slavery was formally ended in the U.S., and reparations are still 
yet to materialize. “The struggle for reparatory justice,” the 
author concludes meaningfully, “belongs to the history of slav-
ery and emancipation itself.”

A worthy contribution to the controversial discussions 
around how to compensate for crimes past and present.
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CLASH
Presidents and the Press in 
Times of Crisis
Marshall, Jon
Potomac Books (448 pp.) 
$36.95  |  May 1, 2022
978-1-64012-385-4  

A Northwestern journalism profes-
sor chronicles the fraught relationship 
between presidents and the media from 
the nation’s founding to the present.

With digital access to more than 90 newspapers, maga-
zines, news websites, broadcast outlets, and social media feeds, 
along with archival and print sources, Marshall offers ample 
evidence of presidents’ efforts “to attack, restrict, manipulate, 
and demonize the press in order to strengthen their own power.” 
John Adams, abetted by his Federalist supporters, tried might-
ily to silence journalists, jailing dozens of writers, printers, and 
editors. Nevertheless, Marshall reports, Adams “ultimately 
failed to control the press.” Lincoln wooed journalists, looking 
to abolitionist editors to help him garner popular support for 
emancipation. Still, fearing citizens’ outcry over the war, his 
administration “shut down newspapers, confiscated printing 
presses, prevented some newspapers from being mailed, took 
control of telegraph wires to censor information, and allowed 
the military to arrest some reporters and prevent others from 
covering battles.” Woodrow Wilson, likewise, clamped down 
on freedom of the press as he led America into World War I, 
muzzling opposition to sending troops overseas. Franklin Roo-
sevelt sidestepped journalists by addressing the nation on “the 
newfangled medium of radio.” Nixon distrusted the press so 
vehemently that he “made assaulting the media and casting 
journalists as enemies of the American people a central strat-
egy of his administration.” Prominent among manipulators of 
the press was George W. Bush, who hired actors to play report-
ers on video news releases. Online media, cable news, and 
talk radio thrive on sensationalism, fueling the rise of Donald 
Trump, whose assault on the media is near constant. Marshall 
has a few suggestions for promoting responsible media, such as 
the Local Journalism Sustainability Act to support more news 
outlets and increased government funding for public broadcast-
ing. Tensions with the press are inevitable, though: Presidents 
try to communicate without interference, while “reporters are 
constantly probing for more information, asking questions 
presidents don’t always want to answer.”

A brisk, authoritative American history from an intriguing 
angle.

THE YEAR OF THE HORSES
A Memoir
Maum, Courtney
Tin House (272 pp.) 
$27.95  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-953534-15-6  

A despondent writer finds solace on 
horseback.

Novelist Maum has loved horses 
from the age of 5, when her wish to Santa 
was answered in the form of a large rock-

ing horse. Wishing harder the next year, she finally got a pony of 
her own. But she stopped riding when she was 9, when her par-
ents’ divorce and her younger brother’s life-threatening illness 
shut down the expensive and time-consuming pleasure. Maum’s 
forthright, searching memoir centers on her rediscovery of her 

“joyful, weird, magical” love of horses and her gradual emergence 
from debilitating depression, insomnia, and overwhelming sad-
ness. At the age of 37, she was a productive writer, married to 
a French filmmaker, mother of a young daughter, living in a 
charming New England town. “That I felt sadness was undeni-
able,” she admits, “but I felt no right to claim it.” A therapist 
helped her reflect on her past to find the source of the fears, 
perfectionism, and competitiveness that dogged her through-
out her life and threatened her marriage and her relationship 
with her daughter. But Maum was drawn, besides, to engage in 
something physical, an activity so consuming that, she hoped, 
it would open up “an escape from my domestic life.” Impul-
sively, she decided to take riding lessons, which proved more 
challenging—and more rewarding—than she had anticipated. 

“Frequently referred to as a ‘stealth therapy,’ ” she learned, 
“interaction with horses has been known to benefit people who 
struggle with anxiety, depression, post-traumatic stress, and 
fearfulness because horses mirror human emotions. If you aren’t 
calm, the horse won’t be, either, and denial doesn’t get you far 
with a herd animal.” Maum’s pleasure in riding led her to polo—

“something that I wasn’t good at, that made me afraid,” and for 
which she needed to learn a new set of skills, including the abil-
ity just to have fun.

A sensitive, well-rendered chronicle of healing.

THE SUMMER FRIEND
A Memoir
McGrath, Charles
Knopf (240 pp.) 
$25.00  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-593-32115-7  

Nostalgic tales of summer vacations 
by rivers and sea.

In his debut memoir, McGrath, a 
former editor of the New York Times Book 
Review and former deputy editor of the 

New Yorker, wistfully reflects on New England vacations and 
a special adult friendship. He weaves together three separate 

“A sensitive, well-rendered chronicle of healing.” 
the year of the horses



strands of memories: youthful summers at his family’s retreat, 
“a place we called the Camp”; summers with his wife and chil-
dren (“it’s possible to be bored half out of your mind and still 
have a pretty good time”); and summers with Chip and his fam-
ily, whom they met on vacation. Memories abound, as one leads 
to another, then another, wafting back and forth in time. The 
author recalls the thrill of bridge-jumping into water 30 feet 
down; making fireworks runs and setting them off on the 4th 
of July; and “messing about in boats” of all kinds, especially 
his father’s beloved Chris-Craft runabout made of mahogany 
wood,” which “was so brightly varnished that, out of the water, 
it looked like a piece of furniture.” Chip, an excellent sailor, 
taught McGrath how to sail, and the author takes particular 
pleasure in describing those adventures. He also lovingly chron-
icles his various summer residences, including Snowdie and its 
62 chairs; Chip’s family residence that the McGraths rented; 
and their own beloved 1930s Cape with its summer-house odds 
and ends. The narrative takes on a bittersweet character when 
the author finds out that his 57-year-old friend has prostate 
cancer. They tried spending more time together as the cancer 

spread. McGrath reminiscences about the “companionship of 
shared purpose” while lobstering, the two families swimming 
together, and when he and Chip played golf, laughing at each 
other’s bad shots. Sadly, Chip died in 2015. “I wish we had had 
the conversation” about his impending death, writes McGrath, 

“for my own sake, if not for his.” He wishes he had said more. 
“This book,” he notes, “is what I should have given him.”

A warmhearted memoir imbued with a comfortable, old-
fashioned, sweet ambience. 

|   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 2   |   7 7

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



7 8   |   1  m a r c h  2 0 2 2   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

PANDEMIC, INC. 
Chasing the Capitalists 
and Thieves Who Got 
Rich While We Got Sick
McSwane, J. David
One Signal/Atria (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  April 12, 2022
978-1-982177-74-4  

A justifiably indignant investiga-
tion into the financial malfeasance and 
outright swindling that accompanied 

the Trump administration’s botched handing of the Covid-19 
pandemic.

Award-winning ProPublica reporter McSwane scathingly 
unveils a “shady networks of brokers, scammers, investors, and 
profiteers who did insane things to get rich while our nation suf-
fered an incalculable loss of life and global standing.” Some acts 
weren’t exactly insane since those profiteers gamed a system 
already rigged, thanks to the Trump administration, in their 
favor. One case involves an investor who had landed a $34.5 
million federal contract to provide 6 million N95 masks. Never 
mind that he “had zero experience sourcing medical supplies” 
and “knew little about how to navigate the supply chain, which 
almost always leads back to China, where American manufac-
turers had outsourced to keep wages low, prices attractive, and 
profits high.” He simply bid on the job, and the contract was 
awarded without competition. In the end, the masks—which 
should have cost about $1 apiece but were subject to exorbi-
tant price gouging that “would swiftly result in criminal charges 
during a localized catastrophe, such as a hurricane”—never 
materialized. The scammer was far from alone in thinking 
that he could snag a contract, find a supplier, and deliver goods 
that were simply unavailable. Untold numbers of dollars went 
out the door, some by way of Cabinet member Peter Navarro, 
whom McSwane deems with nice irreverence “the Nicolas 
Cage of modern politics, unhinged but not always off his mark, 
beholden only to himself, amused by his own stunts.” Thanks 
to neglect of federal stockpiles and the deluge of rip-off artists, 
when Covid-19 arrived, “the United States had on hand just 1 
percent of what we needed for the coming onslaught.” The situ-
ation has since improved, no thanks to Trump and the con art-
ists who, if they came through at all, often delivered counterfeit 
goods that were useless and even dangerous.

Revealing one outrage after another, McSwane’s book 
should prompt congressional review and systemic reform.

CHOSEN 
A Memoir of Stolen 
Boyhood
Mills, Stephen
Metropolitan/Henry Holt (336 pp.) 
$28.99  |  April 26, 2022
978-1-250-82321-2  

A horrifyingly unforgettable mem-
oir of sexual abuse and its lifelong 
consequences. 

Mills first experienced trauma after 
the early death of his father, who suffered from both nerve 
disease and mental illness. In late boyhood, still grieving, he 
fell into a trap carefully laid by a summer-camp manager. The 
author’s descriptions of his abuse are uncomfortably graphic, 
and readers will join him in his reaction to the first of them: “I 
closed my eyes and prayed. I’m not here. I’m not here.” The 
perpetrator insinuated himself into Mills’ family life, convinc-
ing his mother and stepfather to allow Mills to go on vaca-
tion with him to the Bahamas, where yet more molestation 
occurred. Finding relief along various avenues as he grew into 
adulthood—from attending yeshiva to taking a pharmacopeia 
of illegal drugs and committing small-scale crimes—Mills 
drifted: “My Jewish soul—Shlomo’s soul—had found its way 
home,” he writes. “But Stephen kept checking the doors for 
escape routes.” Eventually, with the support of Margaret 
Mead, Mills undertook graduate studies even as his molester 
rose in the world of intergroup summer camps. Mills became 
a counselor, and witnessing the same molester lure young men 
into lairs at one such camp spurred him to bring the crimi-
nal to justice. That effort, which occupies the latter third of 
this visceral, gripping book, is both an endless game of cat and 
mouse and the subject of a narrative full of disappointments. 
The FBI, promising at first, failed to deliver, since Mann Act 
provisions had expired, even though Mills provided testi-
monials from numerous of his contemporaries that they, too, 
had been abused. The late lawyer and thriller author Andrew 
Vachss also tried to help, to no avail. It was only through civil 
actions after the perpetrator died, targeting employers that 
knew of and tolerated the abuse, that some possible form of 
retribution emerged, a matter unresolved at the end of this 
powerful, closely observed account.

A vitally important book for fellow survivors—and anyone 
seeking justice for victims. 

“Revealing one outrage after another, McSwane’s book
should prompt congressional review and systemic reform.” 

pandemic, inc.



THE HAWK’S WAY
Encounters With Fierce 
Beauty
Montgomery, Sy
Photos by Tianne Strombeck
Atria (96 pp.) 
$20.00  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-668-00196-7  

The bestselling author of The Soul of 
an Octopus and The Good Good Pig turns 
her attention to hawks.

Montgomery hooks readers with a striking opening line—
“Inches from my face, I hold a living dinosaur”—the first hint of 
her passion for the subject. This slender, graceful work, featur-
ing Strombeck’s vivid photos, is more a monograph than a book, 
though scientific rigor is not its strong suit. Throughout, the 
author displays her abundant enthusiasm for this unique preda-
tor, but she sometimes gets carried away, giving the impression 
that working with the hyperfocused hawk is like playing Rus-
sian roulette with a fully loaded gun. Not that devotees will 

complain. Montgomery offers a good amount of stimulating 
information about raptor behavior, a primer on the language of 
falconry, and some surprising insights into what is thought to be 
a hawk’s mindset. Montgomery’s fervor echoes that of her men-
tor, the late master falconer Nancy Cowan, whose 2016 book 
Peregrine Spring possessed some of the same merits and deficien-
cies—most notably, too many flights of fancy. This is not to say 
that Montgomery isn’t factual on the basics of humans hunt-
ing with hawks, including proven stratagems. She also explores 
at length, with admiring acceptance, what it means to be the 
bird’s subordinate partner in the hunt. Occasionally, Montgom-
ery’s lyrical bent finds her indulging in the sort of dramatics 
and anthropomorphism that are more romantic than empirical: 

“On my hand, I hold a waterfall, an eclipse, a lightning storm. No, 
more than that. Jazz is wildness itself, vividly, almost blindingly 
alive in a way we humans may never experience.” It’s a lovely 
thought but overwrought. Yet the author helps us forgive these 
excesses, and a rather selective love of animals, with her powers 
of observation and total absorption.

Not Montgomery’s best but mostly enjoyable reading on a 
consistently intriguing raptor.
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HER COUNTRY 
How the Women of 
Country Music Became 
the Success They Were Never 
Supposed To Be
Moss, Marissa R.
Henry Holt (320 pp.) 
$28.99  |  May 10, 2022
978-1-250-79359-1  

Part coming-of-age tale, part hard-
hitting documentary of country music’s 

antagonistic history with women artists, this story is a page-
turner even if you know how it turns out.

Best known for her stories in Rolling Stone about country 
music’s toxic culture of sexual harassment and discrimination, 
Moss focuses her first book on the rise of three current female 
stars in an era dominated by men: Kacey Musgraves, Mickey 
Guyton, and Maren Morris. The author begins by recounting 
the relevant issues and explaining how the industry’s ostraciz-
ing of the Dixie Chicks was about much more than their out-
spoken stance on the Iraq War. That controversy, Moss writes, 

“was almost a secret relief to some within [Nashville’s] Music 
Row—finally, there was something to point to when trying 
to explain to a new artist why it was vital for them to con-
form, to not speak up: ‘You don’t want to get Dixie Chicked!’ 
Later in their careers, Mickey, Maren, and Kacey would hear 
it constantly. Everyone would. It was a neat and easy way to 
say ‘shut up.’ ” Further discrimination against women coun-
try artists was crystallized in 2015 via what has become known 
as “Tomato-gate,” when a radio consultant declared, “women 
were the tomatoes in the salad of country music airplay—in 
other words, men were the lettuce, which you want a lot of, 
and tomatoes were for sprinkling sparingly.” With Tomato-
gate as a backdrop, the stories of female success become even 
sweeter, especially for Guyton, who also overcame racial dis-
crimination to build an audience for her hits, including “Black 
Like Me.” While some of the author’s arguments would have 
been blunted if she focused on the biggest female stars of the 
era she chronicles—Taylor Swift and Carrie Underwood—the 
struggles and eventual payoffs she captures are inspiring even 
for readers who may be unfamiliar with the superstar careers 
of her book’s heroines.

The author’s reporting and storytelling shine as brightly 
as her subjects.

THE GREAT EXPERIMENT
Why Diverse Democracies 
Fall Apart and How They Can 
Endure
Mounk, Yascha
Penguin Press (368 pp.) 
$28.00  |  April 19, 2022
978-0-593-29681-3  

A well-considered examination of 
current threats to democratic societies 
and how to resist them.

Mounk, a professor of international affairs and contributing 
editor at the Atlantic, traces the connection between the Found-
ers’ idea of a self-governing republic and the modern ideal of 
a democracy that protects diverse members of society, major-
ity and minority alike. There are internal tensions everywhere. 

“The very logic of self-government, with its constant imperative 
to cobble together a majority of like-minded voters,” writes 
the author, “makes it tempting for citizens to exclude those 
they regard as different from full participation in their polity.” 
Diversity yields conflict, especially in times when identity poli-
tics come to the fore. Many Italians, for example, might say that 
an Italian’s distant ancestors lived in Italy, excluding African 
and Asian immigrants from any possibility of joining the polity. 
Mounk allows that immigration is a vexing challenge to Euro-
pean and North American societies, especially when so many 
politicians decry Islam as being fundamentally incompatible 
with Western ideals even if most Muslim immigrants wholly 
support the democratic tenets of their new homes. It will take 
considerable goodwill to do so, but, Mounk insists, “people 
drawn from different ethnic and cultural groups can, without 
needing to give up their own identities, embark on a meaning-
fully shared life.” Enemies of such a view are legion, of course, 
and even the best-intentioned among us “are hardwired to form 
groups” that exclude those who are in some way not like us. 
Democracies that have failed, such as Lebanon, have devolved 
into “consociational” societies in which identity politics are 
everything: Sunni vs. Shia, Muslim vs. Christian. Understand-
ably, nationalism then thrives, the lifeblood of demagogues like 
Putin and Trump. To counter them, Mounk encourages the 
development of “civic patriotism” and firmer commitment to 
democratic ideals, from battling terrorism to providing equal 
access to “key services like quality health care or core entitle-
ments like paid family leave.”

A thoughtful, timely defense of the ideal of a participatory, 
open society.

“The author’s reporting and storytelling 
shine as brightly as her subjects.” 

her country
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ANNA
The Biography
Odell, Amy
Gallery Books/Simon & Schuster 
(464 pp.) 
$29.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-982122-63-8  

How the legendary editor of Vogue 
assembled her extraordinary corporate 
and personal power.

Though Wintour declined to be inter-
viewed for this book, Odell, a fashion journalist and author of Tales 
From the Back Row: An Outsider’s View From Inside the Fashion Industry, 
explains that she “blessed the project” so that her friends and col-
leagues would feel comfortable speaking about her. More than 250 
sources did so—Tina Brown even shared her diary—and the author 
also mined earlier interviews, memoirs by friends and associates, 
a 2006 biography by Jerry Oppenheimer, and even Wintour’s 
lectures for MasterClass.com. Yet as Odell acknowledges in her 

introduction, the frustrating fact is that “the many people inter-
viewed for this book had a hard time explaining why she is so pow-
erful and what her power amounts to.” This biography could not 
be any more thorough on the who, what, when, where, and how of 
Wintour, but without the why, the enigma remains. One notable 
example is Wintour’s long, intense friendship with the recently 
deceased designer and editor André Leon Talley. Wintour, “as cold 
and removed as she is said to be,” had a connection to Talley unlike 
any other. Often deferring to him on matters of taste, Wintour 
gave him a huge salary and nearly unlimited expense account and 
paid for him to attend a three-month weight-loss program at the 
Duke Lifestyle and Weight Management Center. Even when Talley 
was sometimes rude to her—and even when he told an interviewer, 

“I do not think she will ever let anything get in the way of her white 
privilege”—she never flinched. Concerning almost everyone else 
in her life, she “just moved on.” Why were these relationships so 
different? In this recollection, we never learn. More satisfying is 
the section dealing with the book and movie The Devil Wears Prada.

The book may satisfy fashion industry devotees, but 
Anna’s iconic sunglasses still don’t come off.
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ASYLUM
A Memoir & Manifesto
Okporo, Edafe
Simon & Schuster (224 pp.) 
$26.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-982183-74-5  

Okporo chronicles his experience 
seeking asylum in the U.S. after being 
persecuted in his home country of Nige-
ria for being gay.

The author first realized he was gay 
in boarding school, when he had a sexual encounter with a fel-
low male student. Unfortunately, that student later used this 
moment of intimacy to out Okporo to his school and strictly 
traditional Christian family. “If everyone found out I was gay,” 
he writes, “I would be completely ex-communicated, not only 
from my peers at the school but also from my church.” Okporo 
also understood that living as an openly gay activist in Nigeria 
was untenable and even dangerous, a truth he experienced first-
hand when he was beaten by a mob. “I was flogged with sticks, 
cutlasses, and anything they could find,” he writes, “beating 
me unconscious while children sang and cheered and clapped 
behind us. Gay! Gay! Gay!” Fearing for his life, Okporo fled to 
the U.S. with only $126. When he arrived, he was placed in the 
Elizabeth Detention Center in New Jersey, where he waited 
for his asylum hearing. After his claim was granted, Okporo 
became an immigrants rights activist determined to help other 
refugees and asylees. As the author poignantly notes in conclu-
sion, “Home is not just where you feel safe and welcome. It is 
also about how you can make it feel safe and welcoming for 
others.” Okporo’s voice vibrates with passion and hope, and his 
detailed descriptions of his experiences are the most riveting 
parts of the book. He expertly interweaves his story with statis-
tical and historical details about the perils of the U.S. immigra-
tion system. At times, the writing jumps between timelines and 
arguments, rendering certain sections less cohesive than others. 
Nonetheless, the author has a remarkable story, and his humane 
message shines through. 

A moving story from an inspiring activist for social justice.

WE NEED TO BUILD
Field Notes for Diverse 
Democracy
Patel, Eboo
Beacon Press (224 pp.) 
$24.95  |  May 10, 2022
978-0-8070-2406-5  

The story of how Interfaith America 
founder Patel expanded his activism to 
become a nonprofit founder focused on 
building civic institutions.

The author, a former faith adviser to President Barack 
Obama, remembers himself as a young person who was always 
ready with an unsparing political and cultural assessment of 

any given situation. In college, he writes, he ruined a ques-
tion-and-answer period after a student play by launching into 
a mean-spirited critique of the production. He expected 
his independent-study adviser to praise his incisive analysis. 
Instead, she sent him an email expressing her disappointment 
at his unnecessarily harsh reaction to the work, encouraging 
him to try creating something instead of just tearing other 
people down. Years later, Patel followed this advice—guidance 
he also received from a Mayan activist who heard Patel’s bru-
tal criticism at an existing interfaith institution—and founded 
Interfaith America, an organization the author hopes will “be 
among the vital civic institutions engaging the great challenge 
and opportunity that is American religious diversity and mov-
ing the needle toward more widespread interfaith cooperation.” 
Patel then describes “the nitty gritty challenges” involved in 
institution building, and in conclusion, he pens a letter to his 
sons urging them to eschew anger and to avoid limiting their 
lives to critiquing others. “Tell a story of America where we all 
belong; build civic spaces where we can all contribute and feel 
connected,” he writes. “You want people who are being their 
worst selves to be their better selves. And truthfully, you want 
to be better too. All of us need to be better.” Activists may glean 
some useful tactics from the book, but the narrative is often dis-
jointed, and Patel’s arguments about diversity and inclusion are 
not as forceful or cohesive as they were in his 2012 book, Sacred 
Ground: Pluralism, Prejudice, and the Promise of America.

A centrist call to actively build—rather than passively cri-
tique—civic institutions.

THE BABY ON THE 
FIRE ESCAPE
Creativity, Motherhood, and 
the Mind-Baby Problem
Phillips, Julie
Norton (304 pp.) 
$27.95  |  April 26, 2022
978-0-393-08859-5  

An intimate look at motherhood and 
creativity.

Years ago, when her now-college-
age children were in elementary school, Phillips, winner of a 
National Book Critics Circle Award for James Tiptree, Jr., began 
wondering if “maternal bliss conspires with maternal guilt to 
erode creative work.” Interweaving personal reflections with 
biographical sketches of British and North American writers 
and artists, she considers a question that has vexed them all: 

“How can I have children without sacrificing my vocation, my 
perspective, my independence, my mind?” The book takes its 
title from an accusation made by the in-laws of painter Alice 
Neel: When she was trying to finish a painting, they claimed, 
she left her baby on the fire escape. Like Neel, other women 
struggled to find time and space for mothering: Doris Lessing, 
Ursula K. Le Guin, Audre Lorde, Alice Walker, Angela Carter, 
Adrienne Rich, Susan Sontag, Gwendolyn Brooks, and Shirley 
Jackson are among many whose lives and work Phillips explores. 

“A thoughtful meditation on the intersection of life and art.” 
the baby on the fire escape
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“I’ve tried to look at the moments when their maternal or cre-
ative selves seem to fall apart,” writes the author, “when they 
get lost in the woods and come out—if they do come out—with 
new insight, and with themselves changed.” Their responses to 
motherhood range from rebellion to celebration. Lessing aban-
doned her two toddlers, explaining that she was leaving them 

“to fight economic injustice and racism.” She soon longed for 
them and pleaded with her estranged husband to allow her to 
see them; after two years, he finally gave in, not without criticiz-
ing her political views and unconventional lifestyle. Le Guin, on 
the other hand, felt nourished by her family, and “she claimed 
authority by leaving home in her work, writing about male pro-
tagonists in invented worlds.” Phillips admits there is no simple 
answer to her overarching question, although A.S. Byatt comes 
close: “What you have to learn to do is pay complete attention 
to two things at once.”

A thoughtful meditation on the intersection of life and art.

PLAGUES IN 
THE NATION 
How Epidemics Shaped 
America
Price, Polly J.
Beacon Press (272 pp.) 
$28.95  |  May 10, 2022
978-0-8070-4349-3  

A pointed study of how divisiveness 
and conflict undermine the nation’s 
response to disease.

Law professor and legal historian Price offers an authorita-
tive history of America’s flawed responses to epidemics. “Not 
only does the United States have the most fragmented public 
health system in the world,” she writes, “but most states retain 
antiquated public health laws that do not serve us well.” Due to 
poorly constructed laws and underfunded health agencies, the 
U.S. responds to pandemics “not as one nation, but as fifty-five 
smaller nations—the states, territories, and commonwealths 
that politically subdivide the country.” Responsibility for tuber-
culosis control, for example, “is divided among 2,684 state, local, 
and tribal health departments.” Price recounts waves of epi-
demics in the nation’s early years, when there was no treatment 
except to isolate the ill. With the discovery of a vaccine for 
smallpox, local, state, and federal authorities mandated vaccina-
tion, although not without controversy. Often, citizens looked 
for groups to blame, including immigrants, Asians, Mexicans, 
or even people from other states. In response to yellow fever, 

“shotgun quarantines” were enforced by militias or deputized 
volunteers. In 1900, an outbreak of bubonic plague in San Fran-
cisco led to the quarantine of the city’s entire Chinatown—a 
strategy struck down by a federal judge. The rollout of vaccines 
for Covid-19 echoes what occurred with the vaccine for polio 
in the 1950s. “Not only was there no patent on the vaccine but 
there was no plan in place to oversee or coordinate its distri-
bution,” writes Price. “America’s first nationwide vaccination 
effort was chaotic and politically divisive, as demand for the 

vaccine outpaced supply.” The author effectively shows how 
every epidemic has generated tensions about which level of 
government has the authority to make public health decisions. 
She recommends a stronger federal role in responding to pan-
demics, including coordination of the nation’s primary health 
agencies and nationally funded coverage of the costs of testing 
and treatment.

A vigorous argument for unified public health measures.

PLAYING WITH MYSELF
Rainbow, Randy
St. Martin’s (256 pp.) 
$28.99  |  April 19, 2022
978-1-250-27625-4  

Debut memoir from the popular 
comedian, actor, and writer.

In his debut memoir, Rainbow (“my 
very real last name”) shares his memories, 
beginning with his star turn in a back-
yard production of Snow White and the 

Seven Dwarfs on his eighth birthday. Growing up on Long Island 
with a “showbiz-positive family,” the author depicts a flamboy-
ant childhood influenced by his grandmother and her celebrity 
fascinations. “My eight-year-old childhood bedroom,” he notes, 

“looked more like the men’s room at a gay bar in Hell’s Kitchen.” 
Rainbow’s engagement with ballet classes and musical theater 
provoked relentless schoolyard bullying until a family move to 
Florida introduced him to the unique strengths to be found in 
coming out and celebrating his obsession with his “lord and sav-
ior,” Barbra Streisand. As his parents’ relationship deteriorated, 
Manhattan beckoned. In between auditions, Rainbow worked 
as the “jovial gay boy at the host stand” at Hooters. Honing his 
stand-up comedy skills, he started a blog, which branched off 
into a series of comedic video sketches that satirized, among 
other topics, a fictional relationship with Mel Gibson and a 
tryout for American Idol. When Rainbow began delving into 
political parodies, particularly his skewering of the chaotic 2016 
presidential campaign, his fame exploded. “For the first few 
years of Trump,” he writes, “I basically lived inside a giant green 
screen.” Still, he admits that his career has been a constant hus-
tle and that the isolating cross-country tours “ain’t for sissies.” 
Rapidly paced comic absurdities fill the remainder of the book, 
as the author provides anecdotes about his struggles to remain 
upbeat and social media relevant in the fickle entertainment 
world despite multiple Emmy nominations. In the concluding 
chapters, the author openly discusses the public backlash from 
past controversial comments on Twitter, which he attributes to 

“sloppy efforts as a young comedian” to be funny. Buoyant and 
campy throughout, Rainbow’s revelations and lighthearted ban-
ter will entertain fans and newbies alike.

A chatty autobiography brimming with heart and humor.
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TORN APART
How the Child Welfare 
System Destroys Black 
Families—and How Abolition 
Can Build a Safer World
Roberts, Dorothy
Basic Books (384 pp.) 
$30.00  |  April 5, 2022
978-1-5416-7544-5  

A professor of law and sociology 
renews her well-founded criticism of the 

child welfare system in the U.S.
Picking up threads from—and updating the analysis of—

her work in Killing the Black Body (1998) and Shattered Bonds 
(2001), Roberts writes that, “this time…I argue for completely 
replacing [the system], not with another reformed state sys-
tem, but with a radically reimagined way of caring for families 
and keeping children safe.” Rather than providing “protec-
tive” services, the author argues that the current system deliv-
ers “policing” services similar to law enforcement, and “family 
policing is most intense in communities that exist at the inter-
section of structural racism and poverty.” Of course, this 
means that “Black families are disproportionately subjected 
to state intrusion.” In many underserved communities, writes 
the author, “all it takes is a phone call from an anonymous tip-
ster to a hotline operator about a vague suspicion to launch 
a life-altering government investigation.” Despite the fact 
that most accusations are frivolous, investigations proceed as 
if the parents are guilty. As a result, parents and other care-
givers must support their families while also meeting numer-
ous government-imposed requirements, including parenting 
classes, psychological evaluations, counseling, and supervised 
visits. Roberts also discusses the lifelong consequences for 
families that are separated, including the link between foster 
care and future incarceration, and she recounts the history 
of the nation’s “destructive approach to child welfare.” The 
author, director of the Penn Program on Race, Science, and 
Society, demonstrates how the current system serves as a con-
tinuation of the widespread earlier policies that perpetuated 
Black enslavement and Indigenous displacement. A compas-
sionate guide, Roberts clearly explains the relevant research 
and includes heartbreaking testimonies from accused parents. 
Not content to merely criticize, she lays out the elements that 
must be addressed in any new system: income support, hous-
ing, nutrition, education, child care, and health care.

A compelling argument that will hopefully prove useful to 
policymakers, activists, and concerned citizens.

BURN THE PAGE
A True Story of Torching 
Doubts, Blazing Trails, and 
Igniting Change
Roem, Danica
Viking (320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  April 26, 2022
978-0-593-29655-4  

The first out transgender state legis-
lator in American history reflects on her 
unlikely rise to prominence.

Working in politics had never been Roem’s dream. Stuck in 
a dead-end food-service job and heavily in debt, she was also a 
dedicated journalist who had “logged ten years of experience and 
thousands of bylines” as a local reporter. Then, in 2016, a political 
contact told her she should run against Bob Marshall, who, years 
earlier, “proudly declared…that he was Virginia’s “chief homo-
phobe.’ ” That suggestion turned into Roem’s eureka moment, 
when she went from seeing herself as an “inadequate failure” to 
a woman who could make a significant difference in the lives of 
others. Roem revisits her “white, middle-class” past, delving into 
early heartbreaks—including her father’s suicide—and tracing 
her experiences living with her mother, who, until she repart-
nered, worked to support both her children and aging parents. 
The perpetual outsider who came into awareness of her transness 
in adolescence, Roem embraced heavy metal music and formed a 
band, which became an outlet for the hard-partying lifestyle that 
marked the years before her transition. During her 2017 political 
campaign, that lifestyle, along with her transness, became fodder 
for Marshall, her staunchly anti–LGBTQ+ opponent. But rather 
than succumb to his objectionable attacks, Roem put into prac-
tice “the lessons learned and skill sets developed as a reporter 
holding politicians’ feet to the fire and actually be that person 
in office who I thought should be there—honest, transparent, 
accountable, and, above all, real.” With grace and humor, Roem 
owned up to all of her youthful mistakes and wore her trans wom-
anhood and metalhead quirkiness with pride. Though indulgence 
in details occasionally hijacks the narrative flow, this colorful, 
no-holds-barred account of Roem’s life and political work still 
delights for its unabashed candor.

An inspiring story of self-acceptance and determination.

THE SILVER WATERFALL
How America Won the War in 
the Pacific at Midway
Simms, Brendan & Steven McGregor
PublicAffairs (304 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 17, 2022
978-1-5417-0137-3  

The latest addition to the abundant 
literature about the pivotal World War II 
naval battle.

Historians Simms and McGregor 
write that America’s vast industrial superiority guaranteed 

“A compelling argument that will hopefully prove useful to
policymakers, activists, and concerned citizens.” 

torn apart
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victory, but this was not apparent in the months after Pearl 
Harbor, when Japan’s forces annihilated nearly all opposition 
from Hawaii to the Indian Ocean. Delighted by this success but 
anxious to end the war, Japanese leaders decided to attack the 
U.S. base at Midway. While nearly all histories of the battle pay 
close attention to the actual fighting, the authors work hard to 
deliver new information. The first chapter is a biography of Ed 
Heinemann, designer of the Douglas Dauntless, the dive bomber 
responsible for the victory. The second concerns Adm. Chester 
Nimitz, who commanded the Navy in the Pacific and made the 
correct decisions. In the third chapter, Simms and McGregor 
explore the life of Norman Jack “Dusty” Kleiss, a pilot whose 
intense training prepared him for the day that would define his 
life. It’s no secret that the American fleet approached Midway 
with inferior numbers but better information thanks to the code-
breakers who had learned Japanese plans. This became irrelevant 
once American reconnaissance detected the Japanese fleet and 
the U.S. carriers dispatched their strike force. Many squadrons 
never found the enemy, but several succeeded; within minutes, 
they sank three carriers and, later, a fourth. The authors empha-
size the peerless contribution of the diver bombers. “In the after-
action reports written by the task force commanders,” they write, 

“there was clarity that the battle had been decided neither by the 
high-level bombers nor by the torpedo bombers, but instead by 
the dive bombers”—especially the Douglas Dauntless, a superbly 
designed and sturdy but hardly cutting-edge weapon. Adding 
that it was paid for and built during peacetime, the authors con-
clude with a look at China, which now possesses the world’s larg-
est navy, and they urge American leaders to pay attention to the 
underfunded, overstretched U.S. Navy.

Satisfying World War II history.

THE INFODEMIC
How Censorship and Lies 
Made the World Sicker and 
Less Free
Simon, Joel & Robert Mahoney
Columbia Global Reports (192 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  April 26, 2022
978-1-73591-368-1  

Two advocates for journalists’ rights 
reveal the severe blows to free expres-
sion and democracy inflicted by world 

leaders’ repressive actions during the pandemic.
Drawing on their work with the Committee to Protect 

Journalists, Simon and Mahoney map the alarming spread of 
what the World Health Organization calls “the infodemic”—

“the flood of misinformation, lies, rumors, half-truths,” and 
other ills that authorities worldwide have deployed to weap-
onize Covid-19, risking lives and undermining freedom. “Cen-
sorship has been a defining feature of the…pandemic,” they 
write. Legal and journalistic purists may take issue with their 
expansion of the traditional definition of censorship to include 
not just the suppression of information, but its manipulation 
for harmful ends, as by promoting false narratives or spying on 

citizens electronically, purportedly to promote public safety. 
But it’s hard to argue with the wealth of facts, quotes, and sto-
ries the authors use to support their case. A startling number 
of countries have become “less free” during the pandemic: 91 
have imposed new censorship measures, and in 80, democracy 
and human rights have deteriorated, according to a 2020 report 
by the democracy watchdog Freedom House. The infodemic 
may have begun when China lied about the origins of Covid-
19 (at one point claiming that it originated in imported “frozen 
food”), but it spread quickly to democracies like Brazil, which 
pumped out misinformation; and Israel and Norway, which 

“coerced or cajoled” citizens into releasing personal data on 
dubious grounds. The “most disappointing result by far” has 
occurred in India, which Freedom House downgraded from a 

“free” to “partly free” country after Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi cracked down on the press, shut down the courts, and vili-
fied Muslims by suggesting that they were spreading the virus. 
Few readers will disagree with the authors’ conclusion that, in 
response to such crises, people everywhere must “stand up for 
our right to speak freely.”

A sobering account of how governments have used Covid-
19 as a pretext for limiting freedom.

SEX AND THE SINGLE WOMAN
24 Writers Update Helen 
Gurley Brown’s Cult Classic 
for a New Era
Ed. by Smith, Eliza &.Haley Swanson
Perennial/HarperCollins (272 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  May 17, 2022
978-0-06-307133-9  

A collection of contemporary writers 
revisit and revamp the 1962 classic.

“In the 1960s, Helen taught single 
women how to game a system that wasn’t built for them,” writes 
Brooke Hauser, author of Enter Helen: The Invention of Helen Gur-
ley Brown and the Rise of the Modern Single Woman (2016). “In 2022, 
most of us can agree that the solution isn’t gaming the system 
but changing it to work for all women—not just those who 
are white, single, straight, and cisgender.” Smith and Swanson 
curate accounts of sexual experiences from a diverse group of 
women, all of whom seem willing to help change the system—or 
at least the way we talk and think about singledom. Each essay 
offers a unique perspective, though some readers may wish for 
an ever broader representation in regard to the contributors’ 
ages and locations. Among the most outstanding pieces are 
Kate Crawford’s “Second Coming,” in which the author, who 
was 15 when Sex and the Single Girl was released, examines how 
she is trying to rediscover herself, declaring that she is “resusci-
tating my sexy sixties campaign”; and Evette Dionne’s “Just the 
Beginning,” about how the journalist and critic “learned over 
the years that there’s nothing lonely about being single.” Other 
profound discussions involve sexual aggression and assault 
in the queer community—writes Kristen Arnett: “Our (sex-
ist) cultural assumptions that women are less aggressive than 
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men, that they’re ‘safer’ to be around, has meant a total lack 
of discussion about the problems that occur when boundaries 
are crossed”—and themes of both friendship and trauma are 
threaded throughout the collection, which is mostly respectful 
to its source material but unafraid of calling out many of its out-
dated notions. Other contributors include Melissa Febos, Brial-
len Hopper, Samantha Allen, and Morgan Parker.

Coyness need not apply as writers of different identities 
and backgrounds share their experiences of singledom.

HEARTSICK
Three Stories About Love, 
Pain, and What Happens in 
Between
Stephens, Jessie
Henry Holt (320 pp.) 
$26.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-1-250-83836-0  

A Sydney-based writer and podcaster 
braids together the stories of three failed 
romances in an effort to demonstrate the 

universality of heartbreak.
Stephens opens her scattershot debut with a preface as well 

as introduction, and she closes with an epilogue and an essay 
on rejection. The bulk of the often maudlin narrative focuses 
on the different but equally unfortunate experiences of three 
people, identified with pseudonyms: Patrick, a naïve man in his 
20s, “has never had a girlfriend before”; Claire is a 30-something 
lesbian; and Ana, in her 40s, is a married, unfaithful mother of 
three. Of her 25-year marriage, Ana “feels like she’s on one of 
those theme-park rides that spins too quickly and suddenly 
you’re stuck to the walls.” Before meeting Caitlin, Patrick had 
never had a woman other than his mother inside his bedroom; 
now, about her, he has fantasies like this: “They’re in bed and 
it’s too hot and their bodies are moving so fast, like the friction 
of sticks on the brink of creating fire.” Claire falls quickly in 
love with Maggie, who moves in within a few months of their 
first date. Stephens writes their narratives in the present tense, 
underscoring her case that past heartbreak is “still present.” 
The result is akin to three soap operas, spliced together, tell-
ing tales about crushing disappointment from the viewpoints 
of myopic characters. Ana’s life unravels over the course of her 
affair with Rob, until she “feels like she’s suffocating.” After 
Caitlin breaks up with Patrick, he asks himself, “Where does all 
the love go when there’s nowhere to put it?” Claire, having moved, at 
Maggie’s behest, to Toowoomba before being abandoned, “feels 
the searing pain that comes with the realization that the person 
you’re with doesn’t love you the same way they once did.” Ste-
phens concludes that “the world is full of broken people who 
have put themselves back together,” but she offers very little 
evidence of healing or even evolving.

Shallow sappiness.

DISORDER
Hard Times in the 
21st Century
Thompson, Helen
Oxford Univ.  (384 pp.) 
$27.95  |  March 24, 2022
978-0-19-886498-1  

An astute analysis of the purported 
breakdown of the once-liberal interna-
tional order.

Thompson, a professor of political 
economy at Cambridge, begins with a 

geopolitical history focused on energy. As the 20th century 
began, oil was replacing coal as the driving force of military 
power. Though the U.S. had plenty of oil, the Western Euro-
pean great powers did not. During World War I, Britain and 
France made efforts to control the fading Ottoman Empire, 
but they required oil and money from the U.S. and ended the 
war in significant debt. American oil and money were pivotal to 
the outcome of World War II, but by the 1970s, the U.S. joined 
Europe in their dependence on oil from the Middle East. By 
1974, the Soviet Union was the world’s leading oil producer. In 
recent decades, the development of fracking restored America’s 
global leadership, just in time for China, entirely dependent on 
imported gas and oil, to become the nation’s main rival. Already 
dominating in renewable energy manufacturing, China is poised 
to lead the energy wave of the future. Turning to economic his-
tory, Thompson writes that the end of the dollar-based Bretton 
Woods monetary order in the 1970s eliminated fixed exchange 
rates, soon to be followed by the end of government controls by 
the “neoliberalism” of Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher. 
This produced a vast increase in debt, further problems with 
the world’s oil supply, multiple economic crashes in 2007 and 
2008, and sharper geopolitical conflict. The author concludes 
with a sharp and disturbing evaluation of both American and 
European democracies. Although long proclaimed to be supe-
rior to other political systems, they have been historically reli-
ant on the destabilizing idea of nationalism and vulnerable to 
economic crises. The years since 1970 have seen Americans 
obsessed with numerous misplaced notions about immigrants, 
susceptible to plutocratic tendencies that favor the wealthy, 
and “increasingly unresponsive to democratic demands for eco-
nomic reforms that would increase the return to labor.”

Dense but lucid, insightful, and unsettling global survey.
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ESMOND AND ILIA
An Unreliable Memoir
Warner, Marina
New York Review Books (432 pp.) 
$18.99 paper  |  May 24, 2022
978-1-68137-644-8  

A detail-rich reminiscence of the 
author’s parents’ lives in postwar colo-
nial Egypt.

Warner is an acclaimed scholar of 
literature and mythology, and here she 

applies much of her skills as an observer and close reader to the 
story of her parents. Esmond, her father, was a patrician, exact 
Briton (his father was a leading cricket expert) who met her 
mother, Ilia, in her native Italy when he was a British officer 
during World War II. In Warner’s reckoning, Ilia saw an oppor-
tunity to escape her rural station; Esmond was simply smitten 
by a tall, attractive, bright woman. Despite various cultural bar-
riers, they married quickly in 1944. Three years later, shortly 
after Warner was born, the family moved to Cairo, where 
Esmond ran one of the city’s most popular bookshops. Warner’s 
memoir mostly covers the family’s stint in Egypt, which ended 
in 1952 when riots and fires closed the shop and spelled the end 
of England’s colonial presence. That drama aside, the book is 
largely an intimate story, alive in the particulars that Warner 
uses to explore her parents’ sometimes-incomprehensible 
relationship. A pair of expensive shoes Esmond bought for Ilia 
reveals how status-conscious they were; a pot of anchovy paste 
speaks to Ilia’s aspiration to Britishness; a photo of a popular 
nightclub singer opens questions about whether Esmond had 
an affair. The “unreliable” aspect of the book speaks to the 
fact that many of its events occurred before Warner was even 
born. Nonetheless, she draws plenty of insights through modest 
objects, from bookplates to cigarette tins to powder compacts. 
She recognizes these items can reveal only so much: “I moved 
among my ghosts and rummaged about in the past and tried to 
find my way back through the darkness that wraps them,” she 
writes. Yet she sheds light on a loving, if sometimes strained, 
relationship.

A compassionate, belletristic cross-cultural memoir.

BLACK BOY SMILE 
A Memoir in Moments
Watkins, D.
Legacy Lit/Hachette (240 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 17, 2022
978-0-306-92400-2  

How a sexually and physically abused 
Black boy from Baltimore became a vio-
lent, wildly successful drug dealer—and 
then something else entirely. 

Watkins has parceled out his life in 
earlier books, particularly The Cook-Up (2016), but here he shares 
different vignettes, showing off his homegrown storytelling 

style, often hilarious characterizations, and dead-on dialogue. 
From the moment he decided to hide the abuse he suffered 
at a summer camp for disadvantaged youth, he bought into a 
life of lying and repression of emotion. Though his success as 
a drug dealer led to a “a house big enough for two families, two 
Mercedes, a CL 600 and CLK to run errands in, and money 
busting out of my sweatpants pocket, my socks, the Nike boxes 
under my bed, my roof safe, and the closet in the stash house,” 
his accumulated trauma blocked any possibility of happiness. 
One touching section contains the author’s close observation 
of the intense relationship between childhood friends Troy and 
Tweety. Though Watkins also craved “somebody I was willing to 
go crazy over,” he had convinced himself he didn’t need anybody. 
When a nurse in the hospital loaned him Sister Souljah’s The 
Coldest Winter Ever, Watkins became a reader overnight, begin-
ning to see what he had done to himself by choosing the hard-
ened heart and lies; why, as a Black man, he was compelled to do 
it; and what he had lost in the process. In response, he started 
writing, and some years later, he allowed himself to experience 
true love. Both exploded into his life like a geyser. The literary 
journey wasn’t always easy, but his entrepreneurial obsession 
with making money drove him through every obstacle. Watkins 
does magic with brand names—in childhood, every house has 

“unlimited Crown Royal bags…Red Rooster hot sauce, Newport 
cigarettes and petroleum jelly”—and every character is nailed 
down by descriptions of their clothing, even the author himself, 
who often “surveys his fit.”

A startling and moving celebration of a brutal life trans-
formed by language and love.

BILL FRISELL, 
BEAUTIFUL DREAMER 
The Guitarist Who 
Changed the Sound of 
American Music
Watson, Philip
Faber & Faber (544 pp.) 
$30.00  |  May 24, 2022
978-0-571-36166-3  

A full-length portrait of the multi-
dimensional guitarist Bill Frisell and his 

music.
Born in 1951 in Baltimore, Frisell grew up in Denver, where 

his father persuaded him to take up clarinet in the school band. 
However, he was already strongly attracted to guitar, the iconic 
instrument of the popular folk and rock groups that served as 
some of his first musical influences. As Watson, former deputy 
editor of GQ, writes, Wes Montgomery converted Frisell to jazz, 
and he began to take his instrument seriously. He attended Bos-
ton’s Berklee College of Music, “the most renowned jazz studies 
school in the country,” but dropped out after one semester. He 
went to New York City to study briefly with Jim Hall, one of his 
idols, who urged him to find his own voice. Frisell returned to 
Colorado to pursue that goal and play with local bands. A gig by 
local guitarist Mike Miller convinced him that his tight focus 
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“A startling and moving celebration of a brutal 
life transformed by language and love.” 

black boy smile
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on straight-ahead jazz was too limiting, and his new approach 
opened the doors for his subsequent musical growth. Watson 
follows Frisell through his long-lasting, celebrated career, docu-
menting record dates and performances with other musicians 
ranging from drummer Paul Motian to avant-garde composer 
John Zorn, with a repertoire that runs from gentle country fid-
dle tunes to electronic squawks and raw feedback. The author 
shows a laconic but deeply sensitive and thoughtful musician, 
providing ample quotes from him and many various associ-
ates and admirers. Throughout the book, Watson intersperses 

“Counterpoint” chapters, in which other musicians or friends 
(Paul Simon, Hal Willner, Gus Van Zant) listen to his albums 
and comment on the music and the man behind it. Ultimately, 
the author delivers a must-read for Frisell’s fans and a compel-
ling introduction to those less familiar with his playing.

A fascinating musical biography of one of today’s most ver-
satile and unique guitarists.

STILL JUST A GEEK
An Annotated Memoir
Wheaton, Wil
Morrow/HarperCollins (464 pp.) 
$24.99  |  April 12, 2022
978-0-06-308047-8  

A second effort at an autobiography, 
alternately rueful and funny, by the Star 
Trek: The Next Generation actor.

“You know who I would be if I had never left? Say it with 
me, my people: WILLIAM FUCKING SHATNER.” So 
wrote Wheaton in one of the “weblog”—“the cool kids call it a 

‘blog,’ ” he was then compelled to explain—posts that made up 
his 2004 book Just a Geek. This revisitation is occasioned by sec-
ond thoughts about various aspects of the privilege, homopho-
bia, and insensitivity that marked him when he was in his 20s 
but now, at 48, rightly embarrass him. He writes of an encoun-
ter with pop star Billy Idol at adjacent urinals, for example, in 
which he tried not to look down to avert “getting all gay and 
weird.” He adds in a footnote, “Hey look at that! A little casual 
homophobia to go with the objectification, ableism, and other 
inexcusable, problematic behavior…I am better now, I promise.” 
Wheaton confesses to suffering from anxiety and clinical depres-
sion, but there’s more. He also recounts feeling rejected next to 
a “Golden Child” brother, having his childhood acting earnings 
embezzled by his parents, and other injuries. Alongside the apol-
ogies, though, comes a gimlet-eyed look at show business and the 
complacency that stardom, however minor, can sometimes yield. 
Though the author admits that it was a kind of career suicide to 
quit a hit show and try to get onto the big screen, it led him to 
some good things—including picking up a role as a “delightfully 
evil version” of both his Star Trek role and his actual self on the 
long-running TV series The Big Bang Theory. Assuming readers 
can track the ubiquitous footnotes, they will also find a winning 
portrait of the first stirrings of SF conventions and fellow actors 
(Leonard Nimoy was a hero).

Contrition accepted, a pleasure for Wheaton’s many fans.

LESSONS FROM THE EDGE
A Memoir
Yovanovitch, Marie
Mariner Books (416 pp.) 
$30.00  |  March 15, 2022
978-0-358-45754-1  

A veteran Foreign Service officer 
tells all.

In this fine memoir, Yovanovitch (b. 
1958) chronicles her career in the Foreign 
Service, where she has served in a variety 

of posts, with an emphasis on the Soviet and post-Soviet world. 
Her father left the Soviet Union as a child, and her mother sur-
vived World War II in Nazi Germany. As immigrants in Canada, 
they met and married in 1958, moved to the U.S. in 1962, and 
raised a family on the small salary of a boarding school teacher. 
As hardworking as her parents, Marie excelled in high school 
and, later, at Princeton. After graduation, a Russian-language 
program in Moscow cemented her fascination with world 
affairs, and she joined the Foreign Service in 1986. The author 
writes about the sexism she experienced in the service, noting 
how “pale, male, and Yale” was a popular profile of its employees. 
One of her first assignments was Somalia, an impoverished, cor-
rupt, and often dangerous failed state, but she did well. Tours in 
Uzbekistan and Moscow in the 1990s and Ukraine in 2001 solid-
ified her expertise on Russia and its former provinces after the 
Soviet Union’s collapse, and she rose to the top of her profes-
sion as ambassador to Kyrgyzstan in 2005, Armenia in 2008, and 
Ukraine in 2016. The author delivers captivating accounts of 
her ambassadorial duties, which included furthering American 
interests, discouraging and fighting corruption, and promoting 
capitalism, good government, human rights, and the rule of law. 
Although successful on many issues, Yovanovitch does not deny 
that the three ex-Soviet provinces where she served remain 
corrupt and ill-governed. She was ambassador to Ukraine in 
2019 when then-President Donald Trump and his allies began 
pressuring its government to gather dirt on his rival, Joe Biden. 
Apparently, Yovanovitch showed insufficient enthusiasm for 
the job; after a nasty smear campaign, she was fired. 

A compelling memoir of diplomatic service behind the old 
Iron Curtain.
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ISLA TO ISLAND
Castellanos, Alexis
Atheneum (192 pp.)
$12.99 paper
March 15, 2022
978-1-5344-6923-5

ANGLERFISH
The Seadevil of the Deep
Alexander, Elaine M.
Illus. by Fiona Fogg
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 5, 2022
978-1-5362-1396-6  

The fascinating life cycle of a fear-
some fish is examined.

After starting life as a tiny egg, a baby anglerfish hatches 
near the surface of the Atlantic Ocean. The expressive young 
creature dodges predators and fishing nets and develops over 
the years. The seadevil, a type of deep-sea anglerfish, is known 
for the distinctive glowing “fishing pole” that grows between 
its eyes as the fish matures and makes its home in deep waters. 
The survival of this truly bizarre-looking fish is illustrated in 
shadowy montages that are at once eerie and charming. Even-
tually, the solitary adult anglerfish meets a mate and releases 
countless eggs to begin a new generation. The narrative 
explores the anglerfish’s intriguing existence in detail without 
becoming overly dense. Interesting tidbits (for example, the 
anglerfish can swallow prey twice its size) abound. A few sci-
entific terms, like bioluminescent and midnight zone, are seam-
lessly integrated into the text, allowing readers to decode their 
meaning with ease. The backmatter provides more in-depth 
information about the species, its adaptations, and its mating 
habits. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A fun and creepy fish tale brimming with scientific appeal. 
(glossary) (Informational picture book. 5-9)

THE SEA OF ALWAYS
Anderson, Jodi Lynn
Aladdin (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 5, 2022
978-1-4814-8024-6 
Series: Thirteen Witches, 2 

Following The Memory Thief (2021), 
Rosie must rescue her twin from the 
Time Witch.

Witch hunter Rosie and her best 
friend, Germ, travel through time as 

well as geography via the Sea of Always in the belly of a magi-
cal whale, racing the clock to defeat the challenge issued by 
the Time Witch. To rescue Rosie’s long-lost brother, Wolf, 
they must defeat all the witches, and they only have 30 days 
to do it. But instead of bringing the girls to San Francisco in 
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Newbery-winning author Kath-
erine Paterson’s sapient essay col-
lection Gates of Excellence: On Read-
ing and Writing for Children is one of 
a handful of books currently within 
arm’s reach of my desk. Thumbing 
through it recently, I clapped eyes 
on this passage: “It is necessary in 
children’s books to mirror death, to 
teach that nothing is forever, so that 
the child may know the nature of the 

game [they’re] playing and may take a direction, make pur-
poseful moves. It is the plain truth that human life is pass-
ing, and that we must find what we will value in the world, 
and how we will live in light of that.” 

Paterson is cautioning against a childhood bereft of pur-
pose and agency, the very kind that adults are desperate to 
safeguard children from in these blighted, mercurial pan-
demic times. However, as parents, caregivers, teachers, and 
librarians strive to ensure that children grow up “normal-
ly” in a world come undone, it is well to remember that a 
child’s purpose is not to grow up. A child’s purpose is to be 
a child. This is equally true for children living on continents 
or islands, in war-torn or peaceful countries, under dictator-
ships or democracies, in big cities or rural areas. Here are 
four delightful books from around the globe that remind us 
that childhood is an end in itself.

British Nigerian author Sabine 
Adeyinka captures the gaieties and 
gravities of school days in her mid-
dle-grade debut Jummy at the River 
School (Chicken House, Jan. 6). Set 
in 1990s Nigeria, the story follows 
the adventures of Black 11-year-old 
Jummy, who has secured a place at 
the country’s top girls’ boarding 
school. She is devastated that her 
best friend, Caro, can’t join her but 
soon falls in with a group of outgo-
ing girls and enjoys midnight repasts, 

picnics by the river, and preparations for the Harmattan 
Games. When Caro begins working as a maid at the school, 
Jummy must pit her wits against closed minds to get her bo-
som buddy the education she deserves.

Prolific British children’s author Michael Morpurgo’s 
The Puffin Keeper (Puffin Canada, Feb. 15) is an indelible 
tale of friendship between Allen, a young White boy, and 
the reticent White lighthouse keeper of Puffin Island, who 
rescues him and his mother from a shipwreck off the coast 

of Cornwall, England. Spanning 12 
years of Allen’s not-always-happy 
childhood, the story shows how the 
presence of an adult who nurtures a 
child’s drive for discovery, creativity, 
and play can be a saving grace. The 
novel, illustrated by Benji Davies, is 
Morpurgo’s tribute to his late father-
in-law, Allen Lane, founder of Pen-
guin Books, of which Puffin Books 
is a long-standing children’s imprint.

The Youngest Sister (Greystone 
Kids, May 10) by Argentinian duo 
Suniyay Moreno (Quechua) and 
Mariana Chiesa sees a Quechua girl 
named Picu tasked with fetching the 
flavor bone for her 15-member fam-
ily’s lunch soup. The bone needs to 
boil for a long time, so Picu’s mother 
warns her not to dally. However, the 
two-hour mountain journey on foot 
presents many irresistible diversions 

for a child. Our reviewer notes that this English edition, 
translated by Elisa Amado, “retains the idiosyncratic voice 
of the original Spanish.”

Loosely based on true events, the 
picture book Nour’s Secret Library 
(Barefoot Books, March 14) by Wafa’ 
Tarnowska and Vali Mintz depicts 
the childhood of the eponymous 
protagonist and her cousin, Amir, in 
Damascus, Syria, against the back-
drop of civil war. Surrounded by fruit 
orchards, the children revel in sim-
ple pastimes: climbing trees, playing 
hide-and-seek, jumping over pud-
dles, and reading adventure stories. When fighting erupts, 
they decide to start a reading club using books rescued from 
bombed buildings. Their secret underground library be-
comes a “shining light” in their community. As Tarnowska 
notes, “even in times of fear and destruction, children’s imag-
inations can keep the human spirit alive.”

Summer Edward is a young readers’ editor.

CHILDREN’S  |  Summer Edward

childhood’s purpose the world over
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1855, where Wolf is being held, their whale delivers them to 
Aria, another witch hunter recruit. Rosie idolizes cool, sophis-
ticated Aria and tries to emulate her. To save the day, they must 
collect the witches’ hearts, a process that takes them to Salem, 
Massachusetts, during the witch trials; Onno, Nigeria, in 1952; 
17th-century Reykjavík, Iceland; and even a time before the first 
humans. With the time crunch foregrounded via Rosie’s rapidly 
dwindling hourglass necklace (and hints about what will happen 
if the Time Witch wins), there are high stakes and high pressure 
on the team members, especially Rosie, to outthink their many 
opponents. There is a strong theme of self-acceptance that inte-
grates well with the action and makes up for longer passages of 
exposition. The ending does justice to the weight of the story 
and primes readers for the next desperate quest. Most charac-
ters default to White; Aria has curly black hair and brown skin.

An inventive, bewitching adventure. (Fantasy. 8-13)

FREDDIE VS. 
THE FAMILY CURSE 
Badua, Tracy
Clarion/HarperCollins (256 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-358-61289-6  

Freddie must work with the ghost of 
an ancestor to break his family’s curse.

Living a life filled with bad luck has 
made Freddie Ruiz the social outcast 
of seventh grade. It’s not just run-of-

the-mill misfortune, either; It’s a curse that has afflicted the 
Ruiz family for generations. So when Freddie finds an old gold 
coin that his great-grandmother Apong Rosing calls an anting-
anting, or lucky amulet, he believes that everything is about 
to change for the better. Unfortunately, as the amulet’s magic 
starts to return, the ghost of Ramon, his great-granduncle, 
appears before him. Ramon warns Freddie that he’s riled up the 
curse’s spirits, meaning that things will only get worse, leading 
to Freddie’s death and entrapment in the coin in 13 days’ time. 
With the help of Ramon and Sharkey Mendoza, a cousin on the 
curse-free maternal side of his family, Freddie must find a way to 
save himself and his family. His hilarious narration pulls readers 
into his life, including his many embarrassing moments. This 
exciting fantasy is centered around Filipino folklore and super-
stition and includes themes of family, courage, and making your 
own luck. The Ruiz family will resonate with many as they con-
sider their cultural heritage in the context of what they believe 
it means to be American. The relationship between the Philip-
pines and the U.S. during World War II is seamlessly woven into 
the story. 

A spirited fantasy enriched with Filipino culture and his-
tory. (Fantasy. 8-12)

THE FIRST CAT IN SPACE 
ATE PIZZA
Barnett, Mac
Illus. by Shawn Harris
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins 
(320 pp.) 
$15.99  |  May 10, 2022
978-0-06-308408-7  

Will extragalactic rats eat the moon? 
Can a cybernetic toenail clipper find 

a worthy purpose in the vast universe? 
Will the first feline astronaut ever get a slice of pizza? Read on. 
Reworked from the Live Cartoon series of homespun video 
shorts released on Instagram in 2020 but retaining that “we’re 
making this up as we go” quality, the episodic tale begins with 
the electrifying discovery that our moon is being nibbled away. 
Off blast one strong, silent, furry hero—“Meow”—and a stow-
away robot to our nearest celestial neighbor to hook up with 
the imperious Queen of the Moon and head toward the dark 
side, past challenges from pirates on the Sea of Tranquility and 
a sphinx with a riddle (“It weighs a ton, but floats on air. / It’s 
bald but has a lot of hair.” The answer? “Meow”). They endure 
multiple close but frustratingly glancing encounters with pizza 
and finally deliver the malign, multiheaded Rat King and its 
toothy armies to a suitable fate. Cue the massive pizza party! 
Aside from one pirate captain and a general back on Earth, the 
human and humanoid cast in Harris’ loosely drawn cartoon 
panels, from the appropriately moon-faced queen on, is light 
skinned. Merch, music, and the original episodes are available 
on an associated website.

Epic lunacy. (Graphic science fiction. 8-11)

THE FAIRY GARDEN
Buckthorn, Georgia
Illus. by Isabella Mazzanti
Ivy Kids (32 pp.) 
$21.99  |  April 5, 2022
978-0-7112-7177-7  

Mimi tends her garden in hopes 
that its perfection will draw a visit from 
fairies.

Every morning, a young girl named Mimi dedicates herself 
to ensuring her garden is in tiptop shape. She pulls weeds, flicks 
caterpillars off of leaves, and sprays insecticide to keep bugs 
away. All that work and still the fairies never come. When they 
finally appear, it is with a word of caution about the destruction 
perfection demands: raked-up leaves destroy cozy nests, and 
bug spray makes caterpillars sick. For a garden to be a good fairy 
home, it has to be wild. At the outset, Buckthorn’s story seems 
to be merely a sweet tale, but it is truly an environmental fable. 
The moral of the story is as loud and clear as the reproachful 
expressions on the faces of the three fairies and their pet cat-
erpillar. Mazzanti’s illustrations feature lovely fairy-tale land-
scapes and luscious greenery and capture the delicate magic 

“A spirited fantasy enriched with Filipino culture and history.”
freddie vs.  the family curse
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of fairies and the wonder of childhood. The attention to detail 
is spectacular. A double-page spread of sequential art showing 
Mimi’s fairy watch from sunset to sunrise uses subtle changes 
in purples and oranges, expertly conveying the passage of time. 
Mimi and her family members have pale skin, as do two of the 
fairies. The other fairy has brown skin. (This book was reviewed 
digitally.)

A heavy-handed cautionary tale that’s softened by rich and 
ethereal illustrations. (how-to guides) (Picture book. 4-7)

ISLA TO ISLAND 
Castellanos, Alexis
Atheneum (192 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  March 15, 2022
978-1-5344-6923-5 

A mostly wordless middle-grade 
graphic novel follows the journey of a 
Pedro Pan child, one of thousands evacu-
ated from Cuba to the United States dur-
ing the Cuban revolution.

Marisol’s story opens with black-and-
white photographs of her parents’ early lives and then bursts 
into color. In tidily arranged panels, we see bright homes, deli-
cious food, and beautiful tropical wildlife. Then Fidel Castro 
seizes power. Food grows scarce, and voices become hushed. 
When a bomb nearly blows apart Marisol’s bedroom window in 
the middle of the night, her parents make the difficult choice to 
send her to New York City. While the White couple who take 
her in are kind, she cannot understand the speech bubbles fall-
ing from people’s mouths, and her classmates are cruel. Every-
thing is dark, gray, and cold—so unlike her vibrant isla—until 
she discovers the neighborhood library. She starts learning 
English, and her foster parents take her to the botanical gar-
dens. The trio cook Cuban dishes and dance in the living room. 
Slowly, color seeps back into Marisol’s world. This beautiful and 
heartbreaking book bears witness to the experiences of chil-
dren of the Pedro Pan generation, although not all experienced 
Marisol’s happy ending. Her story will resonate with Cuban 
children growing up on their abuelos’ stories and anyone who 
has had to leave their home and start over. The wordless nar-
rative is incredibly impactful, underscoring Marisol’s alienation 
and the language barrier she faces. 

An important and authentic look at the Cuban refugee 
experience. (author’s note, recipe, further reading) (Historical 
graphic novel. 10-18)

SARAH RISING
Chapman, Ty
Illus. by DeAnn Wiley
Beaming Books (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 24, 2022
978-1-5064-7835-7  

A small child struggles to make sense 
of a scary event.

The day starts out normally for a 
young African American girl. She has breakfast, feeds her pets, 
and sets about preparing for school. Then her dad shares news 
that turns her world upside down: The police have “killed 
another Black person.” Sarah and her dad leave the house and 
join a protest where Sarah witnesses a White policeman’s anger 
and cruelty toward a butterfly, which she rescues. Despite the 
worrisome events of the day—at one point Sarah gets lost amid 
the crowd of protesters—she proves that her resilience is as 
strong as that of the butterfly, which lives to see another day and 
to “fly far away from anyone who would hurt it.” The symbolism 
is unmistakable—Sarah’s dad is teaching her that it is possible 
to overcome whatever life throws at you. The author has some 
powerhouse credentials as an anti-racist activist. However, 
despite the sweet bond between father and daughter and the 
vivid illustrations, the story feels jarring and will be upsetting to 
children. It’s a tough read for young minds but may be a neces-
sary one during times of strife. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An important story about racial injustice but not one that’s 
likely to have a long stay on the read-again shelf. (author’s note, 
suggestion list, discussion guide) (Picture book. 5-8)

I AM GOLDEN 
Chen, Eva
Illus. by Sophie Diao
Feiwel & Friends (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-250-84205-3  

An immigrant couple’s empowering love letter to their child.
Baby Mei rests in her parents’ embrace, flanked by Chinese 

architecture on one side and the New York skyline on the other. 
She will be a bridge across the “oceans and worlds and cultures” 
that separate her parents from their homeland, China. Mei—a 
Chinese word which means beautiful—shares a name with her 
family’s new home: Měi Guó (America). Her parents acknowl-
edge the hypocrisy of xenophobia: “It’s a strange world we live 
in—people will call you different with one breath and then say 
that we all look the same with the next angry breath.” Mei will 
have the responsibility of being “teacher and translator” to her 
parents. They might not be able to completely shield her from 
racism, othering, and the pressures of assimilation, but they can 
reassure and empower her—and they do. Mei and young read-
ers are encouraged to rely on the “golden flame” of strength, 
power, and hope they carry within them. The second-person 
narration adds intimacy to the lyrical text. Diao’s lovely digi-
tal artwork works in tandem with Chen’s rich textual imagery 

“Beautiful and heartbreaking.”
isla to island
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to celebrate Chinese culture, family history, and language. The 
illustrations incorporate touchstones of Chinese mythology 
and art—a majestic dragon, a phoenix, and lotus flowers—as 
well as family photographs. One double-page spread depicts a 
lineup of notable Chinese Americans. In the backmatter, Chen 
and Diao relay their own family stories of immigration. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

A shining affirmation of Chinese American identity. (Pic-
ture book. 4-6)

MAISY GOES ON A 
NATURE WALK
Cousins, Lucy
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$14.99  |  April 12, 2022
978-1-5362-2424-5 
Series: Maisy First Experiences 

From the undersides of logs to the tops of trees, Maisy and 
her friends explore nature at a park.

Cousins’ popular character, the white mouse Maisy, is on an 
outdoor adventure in this new addition to the Maisy First Expe-
riences series. She and her friends—Tallulah the chick, Charley 
the crocodile, Cyril the squirrel, and Eddie the elephant—visit a 
pond and build a fort, then end their day with a picnic. Cousins’ 
appealing illustrations feature the bold colors and heavy black 
lines that have become a trademark of her Maisy books. The 
text invites reader participation, asking questions like “Who 
can you see?” to encourage children to look for animals in a 
woodland scene. Children will want to linger on certain pages, 
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looking at all of the critters that fill the pond and the insects hid-
ing beneath logs and leaves. None of the organisms are labeled, 
which may disappoint some readers, and a few of them—like 
a blue beetle-looking bug—can be ambiguous. For adults seek-
ing books that show children how to explore nature respectfully, 
this doesn’t fit the bill: Tallulah picks daisies, and the fauna are 
not left undisturbed, both of which are generally frowned upon 
in nature parks where observation only is key. That said, this 
succeeds as a picture book that positively encourages adventur-
ing in the great outdoors. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A basic introduction to nature exploration that’s nice 
enough but nothing remarkable. (Picture book. 2-4)

CITY STREETS ARE 
FOR PEOPLE
Curtis, Andrea
Illus. by Emma Fitzgerald
Groundwood (40 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-77306-465-9 
Series: ThinkCities, 3 

A kid-friendly look at how urban 
areas can move away from traffic congestion and fossil-fueled 
vehicles.

In the opening spread, Curtis establishes that city streets 
pose a challenge for pedestrians and cyclists trying to circum-
navigate cars and trucks. Readers learn that vehicles that run on 
fossil fuels create carbon dioxide, a root cause of climate change 
and various health problems. The book provides a brief history 
of urban transportation, from narrow roads for walking to the 
advent of carriages and wagons to the rise of personal vehicles. 
It also shows the various forms of public transportation that 
cities have offered during different eras. Taking a global per-
spective and using straightforward language, Curtis outlines 
the changes cities are making in order to balance the needs of 
people and motorists and reclaim public spaces: creating more 
bike lanes, regulating vehicles, and making public transporta-
tion more reliable, affordable, safe, and convenient. Lively 
hand-sketched illustrations with both traditional and digital 
coloring offer panoramic views of disparate cities teeming with 
a diverse array of people, including some wearing surgical masks. 
Included in the backmatter are steps—some practical, others 
more aspirational—kids can take to promote sustainable trans-
portation. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An empowering look at reclaiming urban areas from vehi-
cles for a better quality of life and a greener future. (glossary, 
sources) (Informational picture book. 8-12)

THE PEACH PIT
Downing, Erin Soderberg
Illus. by Michelle Cunningham & 
Henry Downing
Pixel+Ink (256 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 5, 2022
978-1-64595-036-3 
Series: The Great Peach Experiment, 2 

In this second book in the series fol-
lowing 2021’s When Life Gives You Lemons, 
Make Peach Pie, the Peach family tackles 

turning a run-down historic mansion into a B&B.
It’s the end of the summer, and the Peaches—Lucy, 12; 

Freddy, 10; Herb, 8; and their father—are back home in Duluth 
after their summer adventure running a pie food truck. They 
are looking forward to getting back to their routines, but Great 
Aunt Lucinda has other plans. She’s decided to move into a 
retirement home and offers to give her rather dilapidated man-
sion to the Peaches to fix up, live in, and run as a B&B. With 
reactions running the gamut from excitement (Lucy and 
Freddy) to apprehension (Herb thinks the mansion is haunted) 
to doubt (Dad is not a handy person), the family eventually 
accepts the challenge. What follows is a series of remodeling 
challenges and disasters as Dad loses heart on a regular basis 
and each of the children faces their own fears and limitations. 
But gradually the Peaches find their stride. Told in third-person 
narration from a different child’s viewpoint in each chapter, 
the story is deliciously plotted and includes a lovely multigen-
erational aspect as Herb creates a job for himself helping out 
at Great Aunt Lucinda’s retirement home. Interspersed with 
black-and-white drawings from Freddy’s art-ideas notebook 
and some recipes, the story is by turns poignant, humorous, and 
empowering. Characters read as default White.

Heartwarming, lively, and sprinkled with poignant truths. 
(Fiction. 8-12)

MARIE CURIOUS, GIRL GENIUS
Saves the World
Edison, Chris
Kane Miller (256 pp.) 
$5.99 paper  |  March 1, 2022
978-1-68464-352-3 
Series: Marie Curious, Girl Genius, 1 

A potentially life-changing invita-
tion to a science camp run by the world’s 
richest technocrat pitches 12-year-old 
English inventor Marie Trelawney into a 

heady whirl of science and danger.
Hardly has Marie—dubbed “Marie Curious” by her mum—

arrived at the dazzlingly high-tech California campus of 
VanceCorp than hints begin dropping that all is not as it seems. 
For one thing, eccentric billionaire CEO Sterling Vance warns 
her of spies; for another, VanceCorp’s new OS update, about 
to be released worldwide, is oddly full of bugs and glitches. 
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Whether you’re an adult, a child, or somewhere in 
between, most of us can relate to the lonely feeling of 
being the only one wide awake in a household during a 
particularly restless night. In his new picture book, Star 
Fishing (Abrams, Feb. 22), South Korean author and il-
lustrator Sang-Keun Kim reimagines the experience of 
a child who’s having trouble sleeping through the night, 
taking his young protagonist on a friend-filled, “magical, 
moonlight adventure in the velvety blue night sky,” our 
review noted.

As in his acclaimed English-language debut, Little 
Mole’s Wish (2019), Kim tells his story with great sensitiv-
ity, offering a sense of empathy and comfort that young 
readers across cultures can appreciate in scenarios be-

yond bedtime. “You and Little Rabbit don’t speak the 
same language, but somehow, you understand each other,” 
Kim writes of his child protagonist, who meets a furry 
friend on the moon—a familiar reference from Korean 
folklore. There’s an interactive quality to Kim’s charming 
illustrations, which allow readers to guess page by page 
the next sleepless animal friend to join the ever growing 
nighttime party on the moon. The soft glow of the art 
pairs beautifully with simple, meaningful prose, translat-
ed from the Korean by Ginger Ly. 

With help from interpreter Jiae Park, Kirkus spoke to 
Kim via Zoom from his home studio in Seoul. The inter-
view has been edited for length and clarity.

How did you find your way to writing and illustrating 
children’s books? 
I started out working in animation, which was my major 
at university, and I saw how time- and budget-intensive 
that type of work was. It’s hard to produce animated films 
all on your own. I wanted to find work that I could do in-
dependently from start to finish, so I started drawing and 
posting my illustrations online. I ended up landing an il-
lustration gig with a Korean American colleague who told 
me that my style was well suited to picture books. I didn’t 
know much about picture books at the time, so I went to 
the biggest library in Korea and spent a whole day there 
reading books and came up with my first ideas.

I get inspired by the way that short animated films 
manage to convey many different emotions in a brief 
amount of time. They’re similar to picture books in that 
regard. They look small, but they convey a much larger 
meaning. Some of my favorite animations are Hedgehog 
in the Fog by the Russian director Yuri Norstein and Fa-
ther and Daughter by the Dutch animator Michaël Du-
dok de Wit. They’re poetic and lyrical, and the feelings 
behind them linger. I hope to have the same effect with 
my books. 

Shinhye M
in

INTERNATIONAL ISSUE  |  KOREA

Sang-Keun Kim
The author/illustrator discusses the inspirations and process behind his 
jewellike picture books 
BY HANNAH BAE 
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I totally see that influence in your books. There’s a real 
tenderness in the emotions, and your illustrations have 
great, organic texture. How do your talents as both il-
lustrator and writer come into play when you’re work-
ing on a book?
I like metaphors, so I would compare the process of writ-
ing and illustrating a picture book to creating a piece of 
jewelry. Just as you cut and polish a gemstone to eventu-
ally achieve the shape you want, when you’re working on 
the text and illustrations for a picture book, you keep re-
vising until you find the principal idea of the story, de-
leting the text that isn’t necessary and using the art to 
express yourself as clearly as possible. Eventually, you’re 
able to craft something that’s all your own, that perfectly 
matches the shape you had in mind. I think other writer/
illustrators can relate to this feeling. 

When it comes to illustrations, I like to use colored 
pencils and pastels to achieve a natural look and a warm 
effect, choosing materials that will match the story I 
have in mind. I like to take advantage of both analog and 
digital mediums. For example, with Photoshop, I can ad-
just the light and colors to make the stars and the moon 
really shine.

When you came up with the idea for Star Fishing, did 
you start with the illustrations or the story?
The image of a character on the moon tossing a star down 
to Earth came to mind when I was on a trip with my par-
ents. I thought that would be a great image to build a sto-
ry around, bringing together a group of little ones who 
can’t sleep. I did want to make Star Fishing something 
more than just a bedtime story. When I was a kid, some-
times I couldn’t sleep at night because I wanted to play 
more, but now that I’m an adult, it’s anxiety or worries 
that keep me awake. I thought, What if a warm star were to 
drop down to me in one of those moments? That star could pull 
me up to the sky, where I could find friends who understand me 
and sympathize.

[In the book,] I thought of the rabbit on the moon as 
a kind of alter ego for the child [protagonist]. The child 
lives on Earth, and the rabbit lives in the sky, and they 
don’t speak the same language. But they have a special 
sympathy between them that allows them to understand 
each other, sort of like how you and your best friend can 
communicate without words. I hope readers can find 
their own rabbit—their own counterpart who can stand 
by their side in hard times and also share the fun times.

How has it felt to reach readers in different countries?
It’s meaningful to see people all over the world connect-
ing with my emotions and thoughts. Before I was an au-
thor, I used to visit bookstores every time I traveled, and 

I thought, how nice it would be to see my books being sold on 
their shelves. Now my books are there, but I can’t visit for-
eign countries because of Covid-19, but I do get pictures 
of events with children from publishers and libraries out-
side of Korea and through social media. It’s such a sur-
prise every time I see one of these pictures, and it helps 
keep me going in my work. I hope to visit the countries 
where my books have been translated [which include 
the United States, Germany, France, Russia, China, and 
more]. They hold a special place for me now.

What message do you want readers of Star Fishing to 
come away with?
I wanted to say to readers that even though you might 
feel lonely, in reality you are not alone. I want people to 
find consolation in the book and share that feeling with 
someone else. When we receive sympathy, comfort, and 
love from someone, we then want to return those same 
feelings. 

There’s a scene toward the end of the book where the 
rabbit is sleeping soundly [by itself on the moon, after its 
friends have departed]. Its friends have left behind con-
stellations, embroidering the night sky with images of 
themselves [to keep the rabbit company] because they all 
know how it feels to be alone on a night when you can’t 
fall asleep. I hope that readers feel this warm message 
from the heart and share that warmth with others, espe-
cially in these hard times.

Hannah Bae is a Korean American writer, journalist, and illus-
trator and winner of a Rona Jaffe Foundation Writer’s Award. 
Star Fishing was reviewed in the Jan. 15, 2021, issue.
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Worst of all, Marie’s precious notebook disappears, and the sci-
ence projects she and her fellow attendees are working on are 
sabotaged. Hooking up with three other girls who share com-
plementary STEM skills—teamwork!—Marie observes and 
reasons her way past clues pointing to multiple suspects on the 
way to a technologically simplistic but suitably dramatic climax. 
Two subsequent entries in this British import that are releasing 
simultaneously likewise feature some contrivance on the way 
to their denouements but also generous measures of deduction, 
advanced tech, and help from Marie’s squad. In Marie Curious, 
Girl Genius: Rescues a Rock Star, Marie attends a tech show in 
London where she discovers the star attraction has fallen vic-
tim to a presumed kidnapping. She again saves the world from 
an evil scheme in Marie Curious, Girl Genius: Undercover Gamer, 
which takes place during a Beijing VR gaming tournament. 
Cover art depicts Marie with brown skin and long black hair; 
her mum uses an electric wheelchair. Short chapters and ample 
white space contribute to the accessibility of these titles.

STEM-centric sleuthing, with cooperation and girl power 
getting brisk thematic boosts. (Science mystery. 8-12) (Marie 
Curious, Girl Genius: Rescues a Rock Star: 978-1-68464-353-0; Marie 
Curious, Girl Genius: Undercover Gamer: 978-1-68464-402-5)

THE REAL RILEY MAYES
Elliott, Rachel
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (224 pp.) 
$21.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-06-299575-9
978-0-06-299574-2 paper  

Riley Mayes is having a rough time in 
fifth grade.

She desperately wants to attend 
drawing classes at the art barn, a studio 
for creative kids, but her rambunctious 

energy has already caused the school to send home three notes 
about her behavior—and it’s only September. Riley is a little 
goofy, a bit of a free spirit, and heavily inspired by her idol, 
sketch comedian Joy Powers. After Riley despairs that no one 
understands her, her mother challenges her to seek out friends 
who do get her and promises to sign her up for art classes if she 
keeps her grades up and stays out of trouble at school. Riley 
reaches out to new student Aaron and friendly classmate Cate, 
and with their support, she attempts to navigate schoolwork, 
social groups, and bullying over her gender presentation, all 
while coming to terms with her feelings for Joy Powers. There’s 
a lot going on, but the story handles the plot points well, and 
readers—especially fans of Jeff Kinney and Amy Ignatow—will 
love the mixture of realism and imagination that fuels Riley’s 
world. Readers may question Joy Powers’ humor—sketch com-
edy doesn’t translate well to graphic-novel format—but the 
expressive illustrations capture Riley’s joy when she’s thinking 
about her hero. Aaron and one of his fathers appear Black; all 
other main characters read as White.

This story is real—and really great! (Graphic fiction. 8-12)

DRIFTERS
Emerson, Kevin
Walden Pond Press/HarperCollins 
(592 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 10, 2022
978-0-06-297696-3  

Strange doings in a run-down coastal 
Washington town include all the people 
who suddenly vanish and are quickly 
forgotten.

Emerson puts a science-fiction slant 
on the notion of how important it is to see others—and how 
devastating being or feeling unseen can be. Four months after 
her former best friend Micah’s disappearance, Jovie hasn’t for-
gotten her but has to repeatedly remind everyone else, includ-
ing the school principal, that she ever existed. More shockingly, 
one day she sees through a spyglass a young stranger sitting in 
Micah’s empty desk in class, someone invisible to everyone but 
tangible enough to be unconsciously given space in the hallways. 
Hoping he’ll lead her to Micah, Jovie follows him to a group of 
other drifters awaiting one of the mysterious electrical storms 
that have been blasting in over the past century, opening a way to 
somewhere else. Flashing backward and forward in time while 
having his protagonist fret at length over how she had failed as a 
friend by not noticing that Micah was troubled, and shoehorn-
ing in sheaves of other mysteries ranging from black vans that 
appear in the wake of an accident at the nearby nuclear plant to 
a conveniently key bit of technology tied to a previous trilogy, 
the author runs up the page count without tying off loose ends 
or letting the pace of events get much beyond an easy amble. 
The cast is predominantly White. 

A worthy theme but an overstuffed and ponderous story. 
(author’s note) (Science fiction. 11-14)

PAPA LOVES YOU, TINY BLUE
Empson, Jo
WorthyKids/Ideals (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-5460-0221-5  

A story about a little penguin who is 
full of questions.

Empson takes us on an adventure as 
we follow the journey of a little penguin named Tiny Blue and 
his papa. As they travel from their home on land to the ocean, 
Tiny Blue asks questions that Papa can answer easily, such 
as “Why can’t I fly?” and “Will you always keep me safe?” He 
also asks stumpers that require more complex answers, such 
as “What is love?” and “How do you know you love me?” This 
book captures many of the questions that youngsters might 
ask trusted adults. Caregivers of young children will see their 
inquisitive wards reflected in Tiny Blue, whose insatiable curi-
osity sometimes veers toward random yet thought-provoking 
subjects (“Papa, is there sand on the moon?”), while children 
can connect to the tiny penguin’s thirst for knowledge. As Tiny 
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Blue and Papa explore their undersea world, readers learn about 
other animals that share the water with them, such as jellyfish, 
a whale shark, and seals. While Papa tries his best to answer all 
of Tiny Blue’s inquiries about these other creatures, he also has 
his hands—ahem, flippers—full keeping Tiny Blue safe; but 
any unanswered questions are addressed in the fun backmatter. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.) 

A picture book about life’s big and small questions and an 
adventurous exploration of penguin ecology. (Picture book. 4-7)

SINGING WITH 
ELEPHANTS 
Engle, Margarita
Viking (224 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 31, 2022
978-0-593-20669-0  

Inspired by her friendship with a 
famous poet, an 11-year-old attempts to 
rescue a baby elephant.

Oriol is homesick for Cuba, bullied 
at school for her Spanish accent, and 

mourning her Abuelita, who died after their family moved to 
California to help her receive a diabetes treatment that failed. 
Set in Santa Barbara in 1947, this novel in verse follows Oriol, 
who finds comfort in caring for animals at her parents’ vet-
erinary clinic and at a nearby wildlife ranch where movies are 
filmed. She also befriends an elderly neighbor, later revealed 
to be a fictionalized version of a real historical figure: Gabriela 
Mistral, the Chilean poet of mestizo Incan and Basque heritage 
and the first Latin American winner of the Nobel Prize in lit-
erature. Mistral teaches Oriol to write poems as a way of coping 
with her emotions and later encourages her to write a petition 
to help free a baby elephant cruelly separated from her mother 
and twin sibling. The book is replete with lovely, nearly magical 
imagery: In one scene, the mother elephant uses her trunk to 
swoop Oriol off her feet for a hug. In another, elephants and 
humans march together for justice. Throughout, the power of 
words—both to help children find where they belong and to 
make the world a kinder place—profoundly resonates.

Brilliant, joyful, and deeply moving. (author’s note, poem 
by Gabriela Mistral, further reading) (Verse historical fiction. 8-12)

THE TIDE POOL WAITS
Fleming, Candace
Illus. by Amy Hevron
Neal Porter/Holiday House (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 5, 2022
978-0-8234-4915-6  

What can you find in a tide pool?
The author of the Sibert Medal–winning picture book Honey-

bee: The Busy Life of Apis Mellifera (2020) introduces young readers 
to the delights and wonders of a Pacific coastal tide pool. Intrigu-
ingly, the story begins before the frontmatter—introductory text 

“Replete with lovely, nearly magical imagery.”
singing with elephants
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and illustrations portraying a tidal cycle lead to, and then seam-
lessly incorporate, the book’s title page. Fleming names some 
of the creatures who wait in the tide pool for the ocean waves 
to return: “clusters of barnacles,” “beds of mussels,” “patches of 
sponge,” and sundry other invertebrates as well as fish. Descrip-
tive verbs abound: a kelp crab “idles”; a rock crab “scoots.” At 
high tide, “everything is busy. / All brim with life,” until the water 
recedes and quiet returns. Hevron’s harmonious acrylic paint–
and-pencil illustrations perfectly pair with Fleming’s gentle, lyri-
cal text. The marine creatures are clearly depicted, stylized but 
recognizable. The octopus and sea cucumber hiding under rocks 
at low tide are out and about in the water during high tide. The 
backmatter includes an illustrated guide to the species shown 
throughout the artwork—offering the opportunity for a seek-
and-find—and an annotated diagram showing their habitats. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A delightful look at a unique aquatic environment that will 
nourish children’s natural sense of wonder. (resources) (Infor-
mational picture book. 4-8)

BELLA LOVES BUGS
French, Jess
Illus. by Duncan Beedie
Happy Yak (48 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 19, 2022
978-0-7112-6562-2 
Series: Nature Heroes, 2 

Join spunky Bella as she explores her 
neighborhood in search of different bugs.

Bella prepares for her bug hunt by gathering the requisite 
tools before heading outside. She soon encounters her pal Billy, 
and together they marvel at a line of industrious ants. Ant facts 
are shared via annotated diagrams. The two kids move on to 
investigations of bees, bugs that jump, flying insects, and those 
found in a pond. Bella demonstrates an activity called “pond 
dipping,” which allows a young entomologist to closely exam-
ine pond-dwelling creatures by using a white tray and a small 
net. The story moves briskly into metamorphosis, catching 
bugs in a tumble trap, and more. Bella never harms the bugs, 
and she returns them to their habitats. At the end of the day, 
Bella finds herself back at home and ready for bed after a full day 
of arthropod appreciation. The pages are crammed with text 
in varying font sizes, covering a broad range of insect-related 
topics. Young readers can enjoy searching for Nancy, the house 
spider who makes an appearance on each double-page spread. 
The full-color digital illustrations are bright and keep pace with 
the information-driven plot. Bella and her caregiver are White; 
Billy has dark brown skin; and Pedro, another of Bella’s friends, 
has light brown skin and wears hearing aids. Insect conservation 
tips comprise the backmatter. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Bug lovers will have plenty to buzz about after reading this 
picture book. (Informational picture book. 4-8)

POOPSIE GETS LOST
Harrison, Hannah E.
Dial Books (48 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 5, 2022
978-0-593-32417-2  

Poopsie is ready to escape her dull 
life, but can she handle adventure?

At the urging of the narrator, the beribboned, fluffy white 
puss leaves her comfy cat bed and ventures outside through the 
cat door. “Smell that, Poopsie? That is the sweet, sweet smell 
of freedom…mixed with a little bit of doggie-doo.” The narra-
tor claims to know where the best fun is and urges her onward. 
Poopsie finds herself in a creepy jungle. The narrator cajoles her 
into swinging on a vine across a pit of cobras…the vine turns out 
to be a python’s tail. Then the narrator persuades her to jump 
across a river on some rocks…that just happen to be crocodiles. 
Giving some sleeping fellow kitties (really tigers) a “boop” on 
their noses turns out to also not be a good idea. After surviving 
a bat-filled cave, a thicket of carnivorous plants, and a plummet 
down a waterfall, Poopsie has finally had enough. Going into 
full ninja mode, she surmounts every obstacle she meets on 
her way home and gives the deceitful narrator a well-deserved 
comeuppance. Harrison’s latest tale is laugh-out-loud funny and 
has an adorable protagonist. The watercolor-on-vellum illus-
trations, a mix of spot and full-bleed art, are vividly imagined. 
Poopsie isn’t a talking cat, but her facial expressions speak vol-
umes. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Feline fun with a touch of clever metafiction. (Picture book. 
2-7)

MARCUS MAKES IT BIG
Hart, Kevin with Geoff Rodkey
Illus. by David Cooper
Crown (240 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $19.99 PLB  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-593-17918-5
978-0-593-17919-2 PLB  

Comedian Hart’s sophomore mid-
dle-grade title, co-authored with Rodkey, 
explores the ways social media success 
can impact kids’ relationships and sense 

of self.
References to Marcus Makes a Movie (2021) give a synopsis 

of the earlier story to smooth the way for new readers without 
taking up too much of the narrative. In this entry, the fame 
generated by Marcus and Sierra’s movie from their after-school 
film club goes to Marcus’ head and leads to an unhealthy social 
media fixation. In fact, the movie that the duo created has 
landed them a spot on a popular television show. Unfortunately, 
Marcus’ tendency to speak first and ask questions later leads to 
a collision course with social media trolls, competing against his 
creative partner for likes, and the alienation of friends. Marcus’ 
father acts as an effective mirror who helps Marcus process and 
manage his social media consumption. Through Marcus’ ups 

“Feline fun with a touch of clever metafiction.”
poopsie gets lost



and downs that are shared in a chatty tone sprinkled with plenty 
of humor, readers get a behind-the-scenes look at marketing 
strategies and the emotional peril of becoming too consumed 
by the quest for fame. Readers also see how difficult sharing 
the spotlight and protecting friendships can be. Characters are 
cued as Black. Final artwork not seen.

A delightfully funny read that accurately deals with the 
challenges of internet fame and nurturing friendships. (Fiction. 
8-12)

A TALE OF TWO BROTHERS
Hasler, Eveline
Illus. by Käthi Bhend
Trans. by Marianne Martens
NorthSouth (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-7358-4480-3  

In this retelling of a Swiss Italian 
folktale, two brothers learn a lesson in 
kindness.

Siblings Boris and Morris both have humps on their backs. 
Their personalities, however, could not be more different. Mor-
ris is kind, helpful, and loves nature. On the other hand, Boris 

“never had a kind word for anyone. He beat the cows and never 
gave them quite enough to eat.” With winter approaching, Mor-
ris decides to travel up a mountain to repair a hut the broth-
ers own; Boris would rather avoid the work. In the forested 
highland, Morris encounters a large toad, beautiful toadstools, 
and delicious chestnuts for roasting. He treats the forest with 
respect and regards it with wonder. In return, the magical for-
est folk make the hump on Morris’ back disappear. Seeking the 
same miracle, Boris makes the same trip but treats the forest 
cruelly. This results, of course, in a curse instead of a blessing. 
Realizing the error of his ways, Boris journeys up the mountain 
again but with an improved attitude. Although Boris’ com-
plete change of heart feels contrived, the morals in this Swiss 
import (translated by Martens) are important: Reverence for 
nature matters, and good character has its rewards. However, 
the removal of a spinal deformity as a consequence of good 
behavior sends a problematic message about disabled people. 
The book’s biggest appeal is its imaginative forest scenes, with 
detailed full-color and black-and-white illustrations bringing 
every sentient leaf and mushroom to life; tree trunks and flow-
ers have faces, and branches intertwine in endless, often deli-
cate, patterns. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An engaging fable about the magic of kindness. (Picture book. 
7-10)

READY! SAID RABBIT
Henrichs, Marjoke
Peachtree (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 10, 2022
978-1-68263-458-5  

A young rabbit tries to get ready for a 
trip to the park with his dad, but delays 
abound.

Before the father-son pair can leave, 
they first have to work through a host of logistical challenges 
such as picking the correct coat, selecting the right toys, and 
packing the perfect snacks. The young rabbit gets distracted 
easily; while trying to locate his elephant toy, he ends up paint-
ing a picture, reading a book, and taking a nap. Then Dad gets 
a call from Grandma and loses his keys. Whenever Dad is 

“READY!”—a refrain used throughout the text—his son isn’t, 
and vice versa. It seems as though they will never make it to 
the park. Henrichs amusingly illustrates the trifles, obstacles, 
and little negotiations that are a part of planning and executing 
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family outings and that characterize and complicate everyday 
life in general. Children will connect to the young rabbit who 
dresses his stuffed animals and thinks it’s perfectly normal to 
put socks on his ears. The illustrations largely consist of con-
tinuous narrative spot art depicting the busily engaged rabbit 
youngster against white space. (This book was reviewed digitally.) 

A simple and fun story that will make young readers laugh. 
(Picture book. 4-7)

BLACK
The Many Wonders of 
My World
James, Nancy Johnson
Illus. by Constance Moore
Cameron + Company (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  April 12, 2022
978-1-951836-44-3  

Turning a negative into a positive is 
as simple as adding a single, unifying color to your rainbow.

Author James and illustrator Moore join forces to create a 
delightfully simple yet utterly unique look at the color black. 
With artwork that utilizes multiple textures and geometric 
shapes, the narrative compellingly illustrates the versatility and 
beauty of the color wheel’s darkest hue. James’ rhyming text 
flows gently like water in a dark, dark river. The book exempli-
fies the power of looking at a commonplace subject in a new 
light. Its two Black creators seamlessly and artfully demon-
strate that blackness—whether used to describe paint, fabric, 
or human beings—is nothing to fear. Rather, the color deserves 
to be celebrated and appreciated in all its multiplicity: “Black 
is the rich, fertile earth. / And the shiny beetle tunneling dirt. 
/ Black are intricate musical notes / and the flashing shine of 
fancy clothes.” (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An eye-opening tribute to an often underrated color. (Pic-
ture book. 5-8)

TIME TO SHINE
Celebrating the World’s 
Iridescent Animals
Jameson, Karen
Illus. by Dave Murray
Groundwood (32 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-77306-462-8  

A nonfiction animal book all about iridescence.
Readers will learn how iridescent animals use their skin, 

feathers, and scales for a variety of purposes. From protecting 
themselves to attracting fellow critters to just relaxing, irides-
cent organisms use their flashy colors to survive and thrive. The 
book examines how these insects, amphibians, birds, and under-
water creatures adapt to the world around them. The rhyming 
text will hook children and compel them to keep turning the 
pages. Every double-page spread contains a supplementary 

fact that gives the reader more insight into the featured ani-
mal. The digital illustrations employ bold shapes and brilliant 
colors that attract the eye. With its diverse set of creatures, 
short informational blurbs, and flamboyant color, this book is 
a good choice for a library’s featured nonfiction display. It could 
be used as a read-aloud at the beginning of a research unit to 
prepare and excite students and would also be great for partner 
reading involving more in-depth conversations about particular 
animals. Caregivers can utilize this book to engage young learn-
ers at home or to springboard nature activities. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

A fun nonfiction picture book about animals and their 
unique features that can be enjoyed by all. (Nonfiction picture 
book. 5-8)

THE LEAPING LADDOO
Jerath, Harshita
Illus. by Kamala M. Nair
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 1, 2022
978-0-8075-4413-6  

“The Gingerbread Man” gets a con-
temporary Indian spin.

After Mrs. Kapoor makes a laddoo 
for her husband on his birthday, the small, round Indian sweet 
comes to life, runs away from her, and evades being captured 
by an ever growing cast of townspeople. The refrain, “Bhago, 
bhago, as fast as you can. You can’t eat me. I’m the laddoo man,” 
is a throwback to the original folktale. When a cunning young 
girl in the park challenges the tired laddoo to a tongue twister, 
he abruptly meets his demise, much in the same way the Ginger-
bread Man does in the original tale. The simple text is sprinkled 
with Hindi words—defined in the glossary at the end of the 
book—and introduces some sounds common to life in India: 
the “DINAK-DINAK” of bells on the ankles of dancers and 
the “DHUMM! DHUMM!” of drums at a wedding procession. 
The tongue-twister element feels arbitrary, and its significance 
will not be clear to some young readers. Nair’s vibrant, lively 
digital illustrations incorporate authentic cultural details and 
carry the story, portraying the hustle and bustle of a contem-
porary town in India. All characters have dark hair, and most of 
them wear Indian clothing; however, their skin tones have very 
little variation, and there is an odd line of shadow across every 
character’s face. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Not a necessary purchase, although the story’s cultural 
aspects provide satisfaction. (glossary, recipe, author’s note) 
(Picture book. 3-5)
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THERE’S A ROCK CONCERT IN 
MY BEDROOM
Jonas, Kevin & Danielle Jonas
Illus. by Courtney Dawson
Razorbill/Penguin (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 29, 2022
978-0-593-35207-6  

Emma deals with jitters before play-
ing the guitar in the school talent show.

Pop musician Kevin Jonas and his wife, Danielle, put perfor-
mance at the center of their picture-book debut. When Emma 
is intimidated by her very talented friends, the encouragement 
of her younger sister, Bella, and the support of her family help 
her to shine her own light. The story is straightforward and 
the moral familiar: Draw strength from your family and within 
to overcome your fears. Employing the performance-anxiety 
trope that’s been written many times over, the book plods along 
predictably—there’s nothing really new or surprising here. 
Dawson’s full-color digital illustrations center a White-present-
ing family along with Emma’s three friends of color: Jamila has 
tanned skin and wears a hijab; Wendy has dark brown skin and 
Afro puffs; and Luis has medium brown skin. Emma’s expres-
sive eyes and face are the real draw of the artwork—from worry 
to embarrassment to joy, it’s clear what she’s feeling. A standout 
double-page spread depicts Emma’s talent show performance, 
with a rainbow swirl of music erupting from an amp and Emma 
rocking a glam outfit and electric guitar. Overall, the book reads 
pretty plainly, buoyed largely by the artwork. (This book was 
reviewed digitally.)

Nice enough but not worth repeat reads. (Picture book. 4-6)

STRONG
Kearney, Rob & Eric Rosswood
Illus. by Nidhi Chanani
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 10, 2022
978-0-316-29290-0  

The first openly gay strongman over-
hauls stereotypes.

Whether opening “the TIGHTEST pickle jars” or carry-
ing many packed grocery bags into the house all at once, Rob 
Kearney is a strong kid. As he grows up, he finds his calling in 
strength sports. A teacher introduces 17-year-old Rob to the 
Strongman competition, kindling his dream of becoming a 
weightlifting champion. First, he trains to lift 150 pounds, then 
200, then 300, then 400—the equivalent of “more than 800 
STUFFED RAINBOW UNICORNS.” Despite all of his train-
ing, Rob flounders at his first big competition since he doesn’t 
feel quite right in his “boring” and “bleak” weightlifting gear. 
That changes when Rob falls in love with Joey, who pushes Rob 
to wear whatever “bright, bold colors” he wants. But can Rob 
win the title of “strongest person in North America?” Real-life 
strongman Kearney and LGBTQ+ parenting expert Rosswood 
team up to create this positive, affirming picture-book memoir. 

“Overhauls stereotypes.”
strong
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Although one scene depicts an instance of dress code discrimi-
nation, the story maintains a sunny tone. Certain words are 
bolded throughout the text for emphasis, particularly those 
related to Rob’s impressive feats. Rob and Joey are both White 
and have mohawks, but Chanani’s colorful digital illustrations 
depict ethnically diverse spectators. Backmatter delves more 
deeply into strongman events and—staying within the gender 
binary—mentions the existence of “a separate strongwoman 
division.” (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A bright, bold picture-book biography that challenges con-
ceptions of masculinity and strength. (author’s note, bibliog-
raphy) (Picture-book biography. 4-8)

THE PEACH PIT PARADE
A World War I Story
Keller, Shana
Illus. by Margeaux Lucas
Sleeping Bear Press (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 15, 2022
978-1-5341-1138-7 
Series: Tales of Young Americans 

Polly, a young African American girl, 
finds a way to help her soldier father during World War I.

Readers may be familiar with scrap-metal campaigns and 
victory gardens as efforts to improve the health and well-being 
of military troops, but, as the astonishing archival photographs 
on the endpapers to this charming picture book make clear, the 
Allied Forces of World War I also needed peach pits—millions 
of them. When burned, peach pits produced the charcoal used 
as filters in soldiers’ gas masks, protecting them against poison 
gas on battlefields. In portraying America’s nationwide cam-
paign to collect peach pits, Keller centers the story on Polly, 
who is desperate to do something to help her father overseas. 
She organizes her Girl Scout troop into a parade to collect 
peach pits. Lucas’ bright illustrations depict loving middle-class 
Black families, a Black Scout troop, and a mostly Black commu-
nity all eager to do their patriotic best for their country. While 
children of all races can imagine themselves taking on a similar 
role, Black children will see themselves as important agents of 
history. Race is not a focus of the text; it is only discussed in 
the author’s note, which reveals that the Girl Scouts had Black 
members and troops by 1919; Keller fails to mention that the 
organization was racially segregated up until the 1950s, which 
is a missed opportunity to provide accurate context. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

Understated and lovely. (Historical fiction/picture book. 4-10)

BEAUTIFUL USEFUL THINGS
What William Morris Made
Kephart, Beth
Illus. by Melodie Stacey
Cameron + Company (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 5, 2022
978-1-951836-33-7  

The story of Victorian artist and cre-
ator William Morris.

As Kephart explains, the “writer, scholar, artist, activist, 
bookman” dedicated his life to honoring and creating beautiful 
things. Living in an era when the advent of mass manufactur-
ing was beginning to severely damage the environment, Mor-
ris sought to preserve the art of making hand-crafted objects. 
Drawing inspiration from nature, travel, and the past, he carved 
out a place in history, and his influence persists today. Kephart’s 
text is leisurely, encouraging readers to fully take in every stanza 
and lovely illustration. Rich vocabulary, lyricism, and careful 
word choices enhance and deepen meaning. Stacey’s incredible 
soft-edged illustrations are reminiscent of Morris’ style: full of 
movement, imagination, and detail. One double-page spread 
uses a bird’s-eye perspective, drawing the eye downward past 
birds perched in a tree and hovering insects to young Morris 
below. Another shows a story springing to life from the pages 
of an open book. The nature elements that appear as motifs 
throughout the artwork, coupled with detailed close-ups of 
the processes of whittling, sewing, and bookbinding, reveal just 
how much Morris’ art was connected to his appreciation of the 
beauty of the natural world. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A harmonious picture book whose poetic text and delicate 
illustrations befit its subject. (Picture book. 5-8)

AGAIN, ESSIE?
Lacika, Jenny
Illus. by Teresa Martinez
Charlesbridge (32 pp.) 
$15.99  |  April 12, 2022
978-1-62354-205-4 
Series: Storytelling Math 

Rafael wants to keep his toys safe from his rambunctious 
toddler sister, Essie. What can he do? 

Nothing seems to ward off the human tornado that is his 
little sister. Blocking the doorway with a “no pasar” sign was 
a bust—Essie can’t read! Maybe he can protect his toys with a 
barricade. Commandeering an array of household items, Rafael 
begins constructing “un muro. A wall.” Puzzle boxes, cereal 
boxes, packing boxes, a portable cooler, and even a roll of toilet 
paper are pressed into service. Building the wall is not as easy as 
he thought. Using spatial relations and problem-solving skills, 
Rafael successfully constructs an impassable and kid-proof 
obstacle to protect his toys—or has he? Before he knows it, the 
irrepressible Essie barrels through the wall, and Rafael finally 
realizes what his sister has been trying to do—it’s not his toys 
she wants to play with but him. Lacika’s STEM-driven story 

“Rich vocabulary, lyricism, and careful word 
choices enhance and deepen meaning.”

beautiful useful things
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highlights early math skills, self-directed creative play, and the 
power of collaboration. Using simple declarative sentences with 
a peppering of Spanish vocabulary, the text unfolds Rafael’s 
dilemma organically. The bright, full-color digital illustrations 
show various adults going about their daily routines oblivious 
to the churning sibling undercurrents in their Chicanx middle-
class household. A Spanish glossary and math activities are 
included. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A fun look at spatial and sibling relationships. (Picture book. 
4-7)

THE CIVIL WAR OF AMOS 
ABERNATHY
Leali, Michael
Harper/HarperCollins (304 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 24, 2022
978-0-06-311986-4  

A middle schooler connects with the 
past and his present.

Amos Abernathy is a history buff. 
He loves working at the Living History 
Park in Apple Grove, Illinois, where vol-

unteers reenact activities of daily life in the 19th century. Half 
the novel takes place in the latter months of 2021 (minus Covid) 
using the form of letters that Amos writes to Albert D.J. Cashier, 
a 19th-century trans man, in which he struggles through his 
crush on the closeted, but very cute, “Freaking Ben Oglevie.” 
The other half takes place over the course of one day in 2022 
as Amos, who is White; his Black best friend, Chloe (a straight 
girl training as a blacksmith who has her own satisfying side 
plot); and others scheme their way into making the historical 
attraction more diverse and welcoming. The execution of the 
plot, which revolves around a stalled romance and kids planning 
a presentation, reads less as an organically unfolding story than 
an opportunity to investigate queer history, White privilege, 
and how to fail at allyship and then redeem yourself. Amos, who 
consistently names the identifiers of major and cameo charac-
ters alike, often feels more like a model for good behavior than 
a real 12- and then 13-year-old. Educators will wish that this was 
nonfiction with lesson plans; middle-grade audiences may yearn 
for more story and fewer lessons.

An educational title that may appeal to young historians. 
(author’s note, photos, bibliography) (Fiction. 9-13)

SEED
Lewis, Caryl
Henry Holt (224 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-250-83202-3  

Coping with his unwell mother, Eng-
lish boy Marty starts believing in dreams 
when he receives a special seed.

Before leaving when Marty was 4, 
his dad gave him a pocket-sized model 
of the Eiffel Tower. Since then, Marty 

has longed to visit Paris, but life with his mother, a compulsive, 
reclusive hoarder, causes him to repress his dreams. To escape 
the mountains of stuff at home, Marty visits his eccentric, opti-
mistic grandfather at his garden plot. One day, Grandad gifts 
Marty a mysterious striped seed, promising him that seeds 
contain magic. While planting it, Marty feels an electric shock 
run through his hand and arm. The seed sprouts quickly and, 
thanks to Grandad’s special seaweed fertilizer, grows into what 
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Grandad excitedly claims will be the world’s largest pumpkin—
which he plans to scoop out, equip with an outboard motor, 
and use to travel to France. Marty begins to believe in Gran-
dad’s enthusiastic, improbable plans as the magically massive 
pumpkin swells. Marty’s credibly realistic and daunting issues 
at home, school, and with his new friend, Gracie, contrast 
vividly with Grandad’s hilarious efforts to nurture the pump-
kin and enable his grandson’s dreams. Their attention-getting, 
over-the-top adventures as they try to cross the English Chan-
nel in a pumpkin prove nail-biting and heartwarming. Gracie is 
deaf and aspires to be a dancer; she lip-reads and has a cochlear 
implant. Main characters default to White.

An amusing, delightful celebration of the transformative 
power of positive thinking and following your bliss. (Fiction. 
8-12)

IF YOU’RE A DRAG QUEEN 
AND YOU KNOW IT
Lil Miss Hot Mess
Illus. by Olga de Dios
Running Press Kids (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 17, 2022
978-0-7624-7533-9  

The classic children’s action song gets a fabulous twist.
Drag queens take center stage in this adaptation of “If 

You’re Happy and You Know It.” The lively, colorful illustra-
tions and the characters’ wild costumes will engage readers 
from the first page. There is no storyline per se; the text con-
sists entirely of three verses of song lyrics. The instructions for 
a wide range of bodily actions (blow a kiss, strike a pose, say 

“taa-daaa,” wink, shake your bum, “laugh real big,” mouth the 
words, twirl around, and shout “yesss queen!”) will encourage 
young readers to get up and move. On each double-page spread 
one drag queen demonstrates an action and three other cross-
dressers mimic it. In addition to celebrating drag queens, this 
picture book celebrates human beauty in its diverse forms. 
There is a drag queen using a wheelchair and others sporting 
glasses, a mustache, and tattoos. There is also a range of skin 
tones. The book works as an active read that can be enjoyed 
either individually or in groups. Adults will enjoy reintroducing 
children to a new version of a timeless childhood song. And of 
course, for libraries participating in Drag Queen Story Hour, 
this title is a must! (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A delightful spin on an old musical favorite. (Picture book. 3-5)

SCRAP METAL SWAN
A River Clean-Up Story
Linden, Joanne
Illus. by Estrellita Caracol
Barefoot Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $9.99 paper  |  May 16, 2022
978-1-64686-498-0
978-1-64686-499-7 paper  

What to do with junk, you ask?
Townsfolk join together to collect the refuse clogging their 

river. Readers learn how mounds of unsightly rubbish fouling a 
waterway are safely and efficiently removed. We see the litter 
hauled away by barge and truck for recycling, but a female artist 
with a cloud of gray hair and a young girl, both with brown skin, 
keep some of it. Together, they skillfully transform the junk into 
the tall, impressive titular sculpture. Soon, like-minded neigh-
bors put their own talents to good use, crafting equally inven-
tive masterpieces from discards—and cleaning up the river in 
the process—then establishing an open-air museum along the 
riverbank. This is an easy-to-understand tale about protecting 
the environment and using garbage for good, and readers will 
appreciate the community spirit at its heart. Kids will enjoy 
identifying the assorted items shown floating in the river and 
the occasional onomatopoeic words. The simple, bouncy verses 
generally scan well, and cheery, colorful illustrations—rendered 
in collages of hand-painted paper and clippings from old maga-
zines and encyclopedias—depict people diverse in race, gender, 
age, and physical ability. A boy is shown using a wheelchair, and 
women are depicted operating machinery. The backmatter 
includes facts about pollution and cleanup projects, an over-
view of types of artists, and craft ideas for reusing unwanted 
items. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A fine springboard to trash art or found art sessions. 
(author’s note, illustrator’s note) (Picture book. 4-7)

THE WAY FORWARD
From Early Republic to 
People’s Republic (1912–1949)
Liu, Jing
Stone Bridge Press (224 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  March 15, 2022
978-1-61172-070-9 
Series: Understanding China Through 
Comics, 5 

A graphic history of early-20th-cen-
tury China told through black-and-white illustrations.

Beginning with the 1911 revolution and the fall of the Qing 
dynasty, this fifth volume in the Understanding China Through 
Comics series moves through the rise of Sun Yatsen to the early 
years of Chiang Kai-shek and Mao Zedong, then on to the Sec-
ond Sino-Japanese War and World War II, before concluding as 
Mao finally establishes the People’s Republic of China in 1949. 
While the complexities of these historical events are not fully 
explored in this overview, a good deal of factual information 
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is presented, and the broad scope of the material covered is 
apparent. The interplay between Chinese and global history 
is also clear and addressed well. Particularly visually striking 
are the charts illustrating troop losses in battle and economic 
disparities between different groups. Other information is 
conveyed largely through narration or characters monologuing 
about their actions and motivations, content that lacks emo-
tional depth. This, however, is somewhat made up for by full-
page, sometimes surreal illustrations of major events, such as 
the Battle of Hengyang, Operation Ichigo, and the bombings 
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, which provide arresting interludes 
in this accounting of history that is otherwise focused on time-
lines and statistics.

A bit dry but provides a foundation for further learning. 
(timeline, notes, suggested reading) (Graphic nonfiction. 11-14)

IN THE KEY OF US 
Lockington, Mariama J.
Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(368 pp.) 
$16.99  |  April 26, 2022
978-0-374-31410-1  

Following her mother’s death, ris-
ing eighth grader Andrea “Andi” Byrd is 
grieving and missing the trust and inde-
pendence her artist mother afforded her.

Living in a new town with her Aunt 
Janine and Uncle Mark, who are expecting their first child, Andi 
feels like she’s in the way of their growing family and has lost 
the magic she once felt when playing the trumpet. When her 
aunt and uncle suggest she attend a prestigious summer music 
camp—with uniforms, a no-cellphone policy, and mostly White 
campers—she’s sure that going is a mistake. However, soon 
she finds friendship with Christopher Flores, a quirky Filipino 
American logophile who is harboring family secrets and trauma 
of his own. She also meets Zora Johnson, a flutist and the only 
other Black girl there. Zora seemingly couldn’t be more dif-
ferent: Her clothes are sparkly, and she’s bubbly and groomed 
for perfection by her high-achieving parents. But beneath her 
extroverted veneer, Zora has her own dreams and desires that 
diverge from her parents’ plans. Over time, the girls come to 
realize how much they have in common. Told in Andi’s and 
Zora’s alternating perspectives, the well-paced coming-of-age 
narrative is sprinkled with contemporary references that bol-
ster its authenticity as it sensitively explores topics such as 
racism and self-harm and offers a touching portrayal of young 
queer love. An author’s note includes mental health resources 
for Black women and girls and LGBTQ+ youth.

Vivid writing and relatable characters make this a worth-
while read. (Fiction. 10-14)

HOW TO HAVE FRIENDS
Macdonald, Maryann
Illus. by Cyndi Wojciechowski
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 1, 2022
978-0-8075-3361-1  

Advice for making, keeping, and 
being a good friend.

In this picture book, children are 
shown in different friendship situations, some fun and playful, 
others involving struggles or complicated feelings. For each sce-
nario, Macdonald gives some good advice: “If you want someone 
to be your friend, listen to them,” she writes, and “pay attention. 
Feelings are important.” However, aside from the reminder that 

“friends stand by you too” (the accompanying illustration shows 
one boy helping another search for his lost backpack), almost 
all of the lessons in the book revolve around putting yourself 
second. There are no examples of going to a friend with your 
emotional needs, for instance. The give-and-take nature of 
friendships is underrepresented. While, overall, the book might 
explain ways to be a supportive friend, it doesn’t present the 
complete picture of how to have friends. Wojciechowski’s full-
color digital illustrations feature children with expressive faces 
and different skin tones, hair types, and eye colors and include a 
child using a wheelchair. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A mostly one-sided how-to guide on friendship. (Picture 
book. 4-6)

A SHORT, HOPEFUL GUIDE TO 
CLIMATE CHANGE
McGann, Oisín
Little Island (224 pp.) 
$13.99 paper  |  April 26, 2022
978-1-912417-74-2  

This accessible volume describes 
how humans have altered the world and 
its climate. 

The book takes a historical look 
at “the acts of brilliance and absurdity” 

that have impacted the existential challenge posed by climate 
change. Writing in a conversational and engaging style, Irish 
author McGann provides answers to how the tipping point has 
been reached on land, air, and sea. Through memorable analo-
gies (“If the Earth was an apple, all the life that ever existed on it 
would have lived within that single layer of skin around the out-
side”), each chapter boils down the issues to their essences. Top-
ics covered include the human demand for fossil fuels, extreme 
weather, devastating agricultural practices, plastic waste, and 
climate justice. There are sections that address political power 
struggles over water, oil, and gas that are ripped straight from 
the headlines. Throughout there is clear compassion for all the 
nonhuman species on this planet and the ways human activities 
threaten all life on Earth. Although the title is filled with hope, 
the author addresses the anxiety produced by this crisis and 

“A touching portrayal of young queer love.”
in the key of us
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recommends skipping a particularly negative chapter if read-
ers find things too distressing. The topic is certainly bleak, but 
hope comes from the fact that the Earth can heal itself, if only 
humans just get out of the way. An endnote refers readers to the 
publisher’s website for sources and further reading.

A good choice for those wanting to understand and tackle 
climate change. (Nonfiction. 8-14)

DOLLY!
The Story of Dolly Parton and 
Her Big Dream
McGrath, Robyn
Illus. by Ellen Surrey
Christy Ottaviano Books (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-316-32452-6  

A poor country girl’s journey from 
pounding out rhythms on pots and pans to achieving global 
music stardom.

McGrath re-creates the flavor of Parton’s childhood “deep 
in a holler of the Great Smoky Mountains” with well-chosen 
details, such as a reference to a “handmade corncob doll” that 
was the subject of young Dolly’s first song. The narrative por-
trays Parton’s musical development, from singing to farm ani-
mals and juggling songwriting with corn hoeing to listening to 
country music on the radio with her family. It relates a well-
known incident from Parton’s childhood—she was mocked 
by classmates for wearing a patchwork coat—and her famous 
1971 ballad inspired by the experience. Surrey’s warm gouache 
spreads capture the blond, blue-eyed songstress’s cheerful 
nature, often depicting her smiling radiantly against back-
grounds of butterflies and sparkling stars. Readers learn that it 
was her uncle who initially helped her achieve her dream, first 
shepherding her to an on-air variety show performance and later 
driving her to Nashville, where, after many rejections, Johnny 
Cash welcomed the young singer into the world of the Grand 
Old Opry country music show. The final illustration of the daz-
zling, successful performer poised in front of a microphone is a 
poignant contrast to the opening illustration of a young bare-
foot Dolly on the front porch of her humble childhood home, 
belting into a broom. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A profile of the Queen of Country Music that conveys the 
spirit and spunk of a little girl with a big vision. (further read-
ing, quotes, bibliography) (Picture-book biography. 5-8)

BOOK OF QUESTIONS 
Selections
Neruda, Pablo
Trans. by Sara Lissa Paulson
Illus. by Paloma Valdivia
Enchanted Lion Books (80 pp.) 
$18.95  |  April 26, 2022
978-1-59270-322-7  

Selections from Neruda’s final work 
come magically to life with inventive 

illustrations in this bilingual volume.
Completed shortly before his death in 1973, the original col-

lection of 74 poems posing 320 questions has here been whittled 
down to 70 questions selected from 39 poems appearing both 
in English and the original Spanish. Readers will be enchanted 
by their mind-expanding whimsy and creativity. Chilean artist 
Valdivia’s stylized artwork, executed predominantly in blues, 
reds, and yellows against black or white backgrounds, feels 
grounded in folk-art traditions. Created with pencil and ink, 
with photographs in the illustrator’s note showing the work in 
progress, the full-page art is visually captivating and enhanced 
with texture—lines, splatters, blotting—both complementing 
and extending the text. “Does the earth chirp like a cricket / 
in the symphony of the skies? // Who shouted for joy / when 
the color blue was born?” is accompanied by a charcoal cricket 
standing against a dizzying swoop of blue expanse and the curve 
of rising mountains and vegetation. “Where can you find a bell / 
that rings inside your dreams? // Where does the stuff of dreams 
go? / Does it pass into the dreams of others?” is juxtaposed with 
an image of a rider, asleep beneath a blanket, astride a preg-
nant mare. Exquisite endpapers pay tribute to the universe 
contained within: “Where did the full moon forget / her flour-
dusted nightgown?” 

A gorgeous work that stretches the imagination and 
delights the senses. (editor’s note, translator’s note) (Illustrated 
poetry. 5-adult)

PRINCESS CHARMING
Owens, Zibby
Illus. by Holly Hatam
Flamingo Books (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 19, 2022
978-0-593-32678-7  

A young princess struggles to find 
something she is good at.

Princess Charming finds it hard to be perfect—something, 
she says, everyone expects of her. She tries cooking, dancing, 
and singing but admits she’s hopeless at them, although she 
keeps trying. When glamorous movie star Stella Sparkle—illus-
trated with brown hair and light brown skin—visits the palace 
to determine if it is a good filming location for her next movie, 
the princess, a huge fan, is excited to meet her. But when the 
princess’s dog jumps on Stella and her earring goes missing, will 
the movie plan be put in jeopardy? It is at this tenuous juncture 

“A gorgeous work that stretches the 
imagination and delights the senses.”

book of questions
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that Princess Charming finds out exactly what she is good 
at—a point that is made with some heavy-handedness. While 
the story includes many racially diverse secondary characters, 
the fact that the princess and the rest of the royal family are 
White suggests a power imbalance that undermines the book’s 
attempt at racial inclusiveness. Princess Charming’s jocular, 
self-deprecating narration is cute enough. The digital illustra-
tions are lively and colorful, but they merely mirror the text 
instead of elevating the storyline. The final twist, a play on an 
old fairy tale, is pleasingly unexpected and solidifies the story’s 
message in a nuanced way. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A story that feels outdated despite its sturdy, timeless mes-
sage. (Picture book. 3-5)

TOGO & BALTO
The Dogs Who Saved a Town
Parachini, Jodie
Illus. by Keiron Ward & Jason Dewhirst
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 1, 2022
978-0-8075-0382-9 
Series: Animalographies 

The true story of two dogs who were 
part of a mission to bring lifesaving serum to a remote Alaskan 
town.

In January 1925, the town of Nome, Alaska, was hit by diph-
theria, a deadly disease. The nearest source of serum was 674 
miles away and only accessible by dog sled. Thanks to hard-
working dog teams, a trip that would normally take 25 days only 
took six. Togo, the 12-year-old Siberian husky and pack leader 
who ran the longest leg of the journey, tells his story as well as 
that of 6-year-old sled dog Balto, who famously led the final 
sled team into Nome. In providing a brief history of sled dogs, 
Parachini notes that they were originally used to draw sleds 
that transported mail and travelers and that conveyed miners 
to Alaska’s gold fields. She also mentions that “for many years 
Alaska Natives such as the Athabascans, Inuit, and Yuit used 
dogs as pack animals to carry heavy loads,” but aside from this, 
Indigenous people are erased from the narrative. The digitally 
rendered illustrations depict a predominantly White com-
munity and center Togo’s owner, Leonhard Seppala, a White 
Norwegian immigrant. Brief backmatter includes dog sled com-
mands and a note detailing the qualities that make huskies good 
sled dogs. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An engaging hero’s journey but one that’s light on mean-
ingful details and context. (Informational picture book. 4-10)

ON A RAINY DAY
Perkins, Sarah LuAnn
Viking (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  March 29, 2022
978-0-593-40508-6  

Stuck indoors due to inclement 
weather, a girl and her father pass the 
time together.

When the rain forces them to head 
home from the park, the girl’s disap-
pointment is clear. As the rain turns into 

a storm, her dad comes up with ideas to turn the stormy day into 
a fun one. The pair play video games, and when the power goes 
out, they build a blanket fort, play a board game by flashlight, 
and stomp around in a puddle after the storm ends. There’s a 
lovely subtle message in the narrative—when distractions (in 
one scene the father puts away his laptop) are removed, we can 
experience the simple joys of being with loved ones. Perkins 
tells the story without any dialogue. The spare narration domi-
nated by onomatopoeia makes for a compelling read-aloud: The 
first drop of rain hits the park bench with a “plip”; there’s the 

“vvvvvvooooooshhh” of car wheels on wet roads, the impressive 
“BOOM” of thunder, and the “fwoosh” of puddle spray. One par-
ticularly powerful illustration shows the child alone in a dark 
room after the power goes, her dad having gone to fetch flash-
lights. Font sizes vary in accordance with the degree of loudness 
of the sounds described. The affecting digital illustrations have 
stark lines and shading effects that give the feeling of linocut art. 
They depict the characters with light brown skin and dark hair. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A sonically rich story that captures the simple joys of rainy 
days at home. (Picture book. 3-6)

A FOAL CALLED STORM
Peters, Helen
Illus. by Ellie Snowdon
Walker US/Candlewick (144 pp.) 
$14.99  |  April 26, 2022
978-1-5362-2271-5 
Series: Jasmine Green Rescues 

The 11th installment of a British 
series featuring animal lover Jasmine.

School has just finished for the year 
when, the night after a big thunderstorm, 

Jasmine finds a wounded baby horse in one of the fields on her 
family farm. Jasmine and her best friend, Tom, use Jasmine’s 
donkey, Mistletoe, to lure the foal into a pen so that Jasmine’s 
mom, a vet, can treat his leg. Jasmine wants nothing more than 
to keep the foal, but she knows it belongs with its mother. With 
Tom’s help, she works to find the foal’s owner and solve the 
mystery of how it got to her family’s farm. Like the previous 
titles in the series, this book combines adventure with sound, 
age-appropriate information about how to care for and work 
with animals; however, the side plot involving a pair of rabbits 
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and Jasmine’s stereotyped and misogynistic great aunt feels 
contrived. That Jasmine is biracial is conveyed through the 
illustrations (Jasmine has brown skin, while her mom’s skin is 
comparatively darker, and her dad is White) and by her mother’s 
surname: Singh. Black-and-white illustrations that appear every 
few pages, along with the relatively large font size and careful 
pacing, will make this story appealing to readers just moving on 
from beginner chapter books. 

A cheerful horsey story with a dash of mystery. (Fiction/chap-
ter book. 6-9)

THE SECRET LIFE OF THE 
SEA OTTER
Pringle, Laurence
Illus. by Kate Garchinsky
Wordsong/Astra Books for Young 
Readers (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 12, 2022
978-1-63592-325-4 
Series: Secret Life 

In the ocean off the coast of southern California, a sea 
otter’s life unfolds.

In this latest installment of the Secret Life series, Pringle 
and Garchinsky follow the familiar, successful pattern of their 
previous books, looking closely at an individual animal to learn 
about the habits and habitat of the species in general. Here, a 
sea otter named Lutris (after her scientific name) rests, feeds, 
escapes a predatory shark, bears and raises a pup, and survives a 
storm. The storyline is straightforward, but there are suspense-
ful moments followed by relief and calm. The narrative begins 
and ends with a comfortable nap in the rocking sea waves. The 
rich, descriptive language would be a pleasure to read aloud. 
Some specialized vocabulary is italicized, defined in context 
and in a closing glossary. Digitally created impressionistic illus-
trations, set full-bleed, mostly on double-page spreads, sup-
port the story beautifully and would show well to a small group. 
There are close-ups of Lutris wielding a stone as a tool and land-
scapes that include other creatures who share her world, kelp, 
waves, and coastal mountains. In an afterword aimed at adults, 
Pringle offers further details about this keystone species once 
threatened with extinction. Pair with Jonathan London and 
Meilo So’s Otters Love To Play (2016) to introduce children to sea 
otters’ land-dwelling cousins. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

An informative and engaging introduction to an animal 
known as the old man of the sea. (Informational picture book. 5-9)

FREE AT LAST
A Juneteenth Poem
Rolle, Sojourner Kincaid
Illus. by Alex Bostic
Union Square Kids (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 24, 2022
978-1-4549-4374-7  

A noteworthy tribute to Juneteenth.
Bostic’s exquisite oil paintings, rich with warm hues, pair 

beautifully with Rolle’s free-verse poem to pay tribute to a cele-
bration long relegated to the shadows of American history. This 
picture book stands as a marvelous tribute to the enslaved Afri-
can Americans in Galveston, Texas, who listened to the reading 
of the Emancipation Proclamation in 1865. It honors the Black 
families who stayed in Texas and those who tried to find solace 
as far away as they could. The book also highlights the lasting 
legacy of Juneteenth, noting that “in towns from sea to sea,” 
the ancestors of enslaved Black people continue to celebrate 
the anniversary of freedom from slavery and pass down the 
history and traditions of the holiday. Rolle lauds everyone who 
pays homage to the monumental day. In her closing author’s 
note, she describes how her Juneteenth poem came to frui-
tion and the Texan roots of the globally impactful holiday. Fans 
of Unspeakable: The Tulsa Race Massacre (2021) by Carole Boston 
Weatherford and Floyd Cooper and The Undefeated (2019) by 
Kwame Alexander and Kadir Nelson will enjoy this book. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

A profound memorial to the suffering, strength, and sto-
ries of Black Americans. (Picture book. 7-10)

COMING OF AGE
13 B’nai Mitzvah Stories
Ed. by Rosen, Jonathan & Henry Herz
Whitman (240 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 19, 2022
978-0-8075-3667-4  

B’nai mitzvah are a monumental part 
of many Jewish adolescents’ lives.

At age 12 or 13, Jewish children are 
called to the bimah to read from the 
Torah and become responsible adults in 

their Jewish communities. In the United States, this momen-
tous occasion is generally celebrated with a large party. This col-
lection of 13 short stories, plus one poem by Jane Yolen, is all 
about becoming b’nai mitzvah and coming-of-age. Some of the 
tales are poignant, more than a few are silly, but the majority 
unfortunately fall flat, being too short and lacking the necessary 
space to accomplish effective worldbuilding in sufficient depth, 
something particularly noticeable for the stories with fantasti-
cal plots. The introduction states that some of the stories are 
based on fact; the collection would have carried more weight 
if each of the narratives were accompanied by an author’s note 
speaking to its origin and inspiration. Rosen’s heartfelt intro-
duction invites readers in, promising representation for Jewish 
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readers, who form less than 3% of the United States’ population, 
and hoping to build bridges with non-Jewish readers. This book 
could appeal to those readers currently working toward their 
own b’nai mitzvah, but the lukewarm stories are not likely to 
attract a wider audience. Main characters are Jewish and pre-
sumed White; there is racial diversity in the supporting cast. 

Short stories of varying quality centered around coming-
of-age in the Jewish American community. (glossary) (Anthol-
ogy. 9-12)

ALWAYS WITH YOU, ALWAYS 
WITH ME
Rowland, Kelly and Jessica McKay
Illus. by Fanny Liem
Viking (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 26, 2022
978-0-593-46551-6  

Grammy-winning, multiplatinum 
singer/songwriter Rowland teams up 

with California teacher McKay to celebrate busy moms.
This picture book highlights a mother’s frequent longing to 

be with her child when life’s demands pull them apart. The story 
takes us through a busy Black mom’s week: She goes to work (at 
a construction site where she appears to be an engineer), works 
from home on her son’s sick day, takes him to a museum, and 
shares domestic duties with her Black male partner, who is a 
nurse. She encounters many bumps in the road that will be 
familiar to working parents. Each day, she gently reassures her 
son with a lyrical refrain: “Always with you, / Always with me, / 
Mommy and child / Together we’ll be.” This tender story, nar-
rated in the voice of a mother addressing her child, pulls at the 
heartstrings. Liem’s digital artwork uses a warm palette and has 
a calming quality. The characters’ body language and heartfelt 
facial expressions are spot-on. This book will resonate with 
any mom who knows the heartache of having to say goodbye 
to their child or who has faced the teary-eyed frustration of a 
youngster experiencing separation anxiety. Young readers, on 
the other hand, will find solace in the reassuring narrative. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

An honest look at motherhood in the contemporary era 
and a sweet tribute to the bond between mother and child. 
(Picture book. 5-7)

SLOTH SLEEPS OVER
Russo, Blythe
Viking (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 5, 2022
978-0-593-35095-9  

Who would’ve thought a sleepover 
would be a challenge for a sloth?

When Sloth is invited to her first 
sleepover with Paloma, an energetic and 

overeager young girl, she isn’t prepared to stay up all night long. 

After downing some pizza and ice cream and playing games, 
Sloth begins to grow dozy. As it turns out, Palomas don’t stay 
up all night after all, and Sloth ultimately discovers her love of 
sleepovers. Russo’s Sloth is irresistibly lovable, with a pineapple 
stuffie tucked under her arm and a large back flap on the seat of 
her soft blue pajamas. Paloma, who presents as White, is a young 
girl with a freckled face and an enthusiasm for fingernail polish. 
Together, they make an unlikely yet utterly charming pair. In 
expressing Sloth’s fears over attending her first sleepover, Russo 
captures an oft-felt childhood anxiety, though children may not 
share Sloth’s specific apprehension. The watercolor illustrations 
with digital linework switch between spot-art montages and full 
two-page spreads, some with close-ups of the characters’ faces. 
Interesting details and the characters’ facial expressions draw 
in the reader and help steer the mood in this fun, approachable, 
well-paced story. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Don’t sleep on this sweet read. (Picture book. 3-6)

WOULD YOU COME TOO?
Scanlon, Liz Garton
Illus. by Diana Sudyka
Beach Lane/Simon & Schuster (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 5, 2022
978-1-5344-5206-0  

An imaginative, poetic picture book 
invites kids into the natural world.

The story follows three children—one brown-skinned, one 
Asian-presenting, and one White—as they envision themselves 
as elements in nature. Readers will feel compelled to imagine 
what it would be like to be a creek or a nest, a spring or a seed. 
Using many attributive adjectives and verbs of motion, each of 
the text’s rhyming quatrains starts with the refrain “if we were”: 

“If we were rivers, we’d run, boundless and wild and free”; “if 
we were rocks, we’d sit still,” and so on. Energetic watercolor 
gouache illustrations show the children moving through a for-
est, stopping by a pond, and running alongside a river as they 
head to the sea before darkness falls, prompting them to return 
home. There is the questionable use of a wigwamlike structure 
to represent a bird’s nest that the children sit inside, but most of 
the imagery is rooted in the flora and fauna of a woodland area. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A lyrical meditation on the magic of outdoor play that’s 
creditable for its back-to-nature message. (Picture book. 3-8)

“A lyrical meditation on the magic of outdoor play.”
would you come too?
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ROOFTOP GARDEN
Smith, Danna
Illus. by Pati Aguilera
Sung by Holly Turton
Barefoot Books (24 pp.) 
$16.99  |  $9.99 paper  |  May 16, 2022
978-1-64686-495-9
978-1-64686-496-6 paper  

A community grows plants to the tune of an original song.
In an unnamed city, neighbors, friends, and families gather 

to grow a garden on the roof of a colorful building. The com-
munity members, of various skin colors, ages, and backgrounds, 
happily plant seeds, mark rows of veggies, water soil, and har-
vest food used to cook up a feast that they all enjoy together. 
The timeline is compressed, and the frustration that sometimes 
comes with gardening is omitted. However, the joy of grow-
ing one’s own food and enjoying it with others comes through 
loud and clear: “A garden feast! Oh, what a treat. // Prepare the 
food and take a seat.” The singsong text, which is narrated in 
rhyme with repetition of the first and last lines of each quatrain, 
doesn’t highlight any particular characters or families. The 
words are actually lyrics to a song composed for the book and 
sung by British vocalist Turton. While the lyrics might work 
better when sung rather than read, the book can be appreciated 
for its effort at combining music with instructional storytelling. 
Aguilera’s colorful illustrations keep things lively with motion 
and busy activity on the crowded pages; each scene is full of 
people interacting with each other and working hard toward 
a common goal. The backmatter includes a musical score for 
the song, tips to start a garden, a primer on the stages of plant 
growth, and a QR code to access tie-in media online. (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

With a neat musical twist, this picture book grows on you. 
(Picture book. 3-7)

ONE BOY WATCHING
Snider, Grant
Chronicle Books (60 pp.) 
$17.99  |  June 28, 2022
978-1-79721-088-9  

A view of rural life through the eyes 
of a boy riding the bus to school.

The book opens to the sight of “one boy watching” for the 
school bus in the morning. Once on the bus, he looks out the 
window at sparsely populated country roads, train tracks, and 
farmland while the seats slowly fill with other children. The 
solitary but curious and contented nature of the unnamed 
boy is palpable as he notices various details, from “one gnarled 
tree” and “four rusty cars” to “seven wild sunflowers” and “two 
water towers.” The repetitive text, with just one line per page, 
underscores the routine nature of the daily bus ride as well 
as its lengthiness. The bus itself almost becomes a charac-
ter, described at first in static terms—“two bright headlights,” 

“three big steps up,” and “twenty-eight empty seats”—and then 

figuratively as a “crayon box” into which kids pack themselves 
and from which they ultimately spill out. This image is espe-
cially appropriate given Snider’s smudged crayon illustrations, 
brightly colored and drawn in a childlike style. The emphasis on 
numbers (although not presented in order) to describe details in 
the illustrations makes this book useful for practicing counting. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A contemplative picture book that bears watching. (Picture 
book. 4-7)

YONDER 
Standish, Ali
Harper/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$16.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-06-298568-2  

Three years ago, Danny Timmons 
witnessed young Jack Bailey rescue two 
little girls from floodwaters while adults 
stood by, too afraid to help. 

Now it’s 1943, and Danny is describ-
ing his sharp observations of wartime life 

in the Appalachian town of Foggy Gap. Unlike his hero, Jack, 
Danny, almost 13 and a victim of persistent, merciless bully-
ing, sees himself as weak and helpless. But Jack has a difficult 
home life with a damaged, abusive father. Danny’s parents 
offer Jack, now nearly 16, help and comfort, and he becomes 
Danny’s friend, mentor, and protector, especially after Danny’s 
dad goes to war. Jack helps him gain confidence and wistfully 
shares stories his mother told him about a perfect, peaceful 
place called Yonder. Danny is devastated when Jack suddenly 
disappears, and, in trying to find answers, he discovers that Jack 
has deep-seated fears that cause him to make an irrevocable, 
life-changing decision. Danny’s perceptions change as he recalls 
his mother’s insights and wisdom concerning ugly cruelties per-
petuated in his town: People are ostracized, tormented, and 
even driven away through prejudice, hatred, and war-related 
distortions. Danny carefully guides readers through nonlinear 
developments utilizing flashbacks, each time viewing events 
more clearly and deeply. Danny’s narration is direct, with unas-
suming humility as he matures. His voice is true, strong, loving, 
and hopeful, and readers will recognize him as a hero in his own 
right. Most main characters are White.

Multilayered, moving, and tremendously powerful. 
(author’s note, historical notes, discussion questions) (His-
torical fiction. 10-16)

“Multilayered, moving, and tremendously powerful.”
yonder
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EVERY DOG IN THE 
NEIGHBORHOOD
Stead, Philip C.
Illus. by Matthew Cordell
Neal Porter/Holiday House (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  June 7, 2022
978-0-8234-4427-4  

A boy who counts dogs winds up 
counting his blessings, too.

When Louis wonders how many dogs live in his neighbor-
hood, neither his grandma nor City Hall can provide an answer. 
Louis conducts a dog census and discovers that most people in 
his community have at least one dog—including a pooch who 
lives only in his owner’s heart. He also encounters cat, bird, and 
reptile owners. Louis compiles a numbered list of dogs, noting 
quirky names and characteristics and taking occasional breaks 
to report his findings to his feisty, white-haired Grandma, who 
is busily constructing something—delightfully revealed at the 
story’s end. Finally, Louis announces his tally to Grandma; but 
wait—she introduces him to yet another dog owner, a twist that 
makes for one heartwarming, satisfying ending. This charm-
ing, gently humorous tale will resonate with youngsters. Adults 
will appreciate the winks directed at them: the dog named E.B. 
dreams of writing animal stories; pups Nos. 17 and 18 on Louis’ 
list are named Thelonious and Monk respectively. Illustrations 
rendered with pen, ink, and watercolor and marked by Cordell’s 
signature quick, loose strokes complement the sweet story and 
capture Louis and Grandma’s loving relationship admirably; 
some art is set in spots and panels. The protagonists present 
White; their neighbors are diverse in race, age, and physical 
ability. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Whether you’re a dog lover or not, count this one a winner. 
(Picture book. 4-8)

SKANDAR AND THE 
UNICORN THIEF
Steadman, A.F.
Simon & Schuster (448 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-66591-273-0 
Series: Skandar, 1 

Unassuming Skandar Smith yearns to 
be bonded with a unicorn and must grow 
into the role he’ll play in an epic battle 
with evil.

Skandar’s dad has told him that his deceased mum prom-
ised him a unicorn. Skandar, eager to escape bullies at school 
and his grieving father at home, hopes this promise will come 
true: Now 13, he is eligible to take the Hatchery exam, the first 
step in determining who will be paired with a unicorn. But he’s 
inexplicably denied entry to the test. The intrigue deepens 
when a woman shows up to deliver him covertly to the Hatch-
ery so he can try to open the door on the Island behind which 
are the unicorn eggs. She warns Skandar about the Weaver, an 

evil entity. Tension mounts as Skandar tries to determine the 
Weaver’s plan; he’s disconcerted when the first children who see 
his unicorn hatchling, Scoundrel, spot the mark of the forbid-
den, deadly spirit element—which is wielded by the Weaver. In 
fact, none of the unicorns in this tale are for the fainthearted. 
Even bonded, somewhat controlled unicorns are bloodthirsty. 
Wild, unbonded unicorns are immortal in death—murderous, 
rotting, and forever dying. It is these terrifying details, plus 
a terrible betrayal, that keep readers on knife’s edge even as 
Skandar’s bond with his unicorn deepens and his friendship 
with other riders solidifies—with them, Skandar brings about 
change. Skandar reads as White; the supporting cast includes 
diverse skin tones.

Unexpected, suspenseful, and heartwarming. (maps) (Fan-
tasy. 9-12)

SUN WISHES
Storms, Patricia
Illus. by Milan Pavlović
Groundwood (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-77306-450-5  

The sun sends the world and its 
inhabitants warm thoughts for peace, unity, and positivity.

A smiling sun shines down on each double-page spread, just 
as the moon did in Storms and Pavlović’s previous book, Moon 
Wishes (2019). Using the refrain “if I were the sun,” the narrator 
describes the sun’s movement from sunrise to sunset through-
out the seasons of the year. The sun is personified as a serene 
explorer, muse, and comforter who lovingly wakes the world 
with “a gentle morning song” and ends each day with peaceful 
rest. In between rising and setting, the sun explores “every cor-
ner of this wondrous earth.” Alas, the narrative is disappoint-
ingly disjointed—the sun flits among pages that depict African 
wildlife, a school of smiling fish swimming up toward the sun, 
and a bear fishing in a river. Looking at the world from the sun’s 
point of view, the narrator is better able to “delight in all our 
differences”—the accompanying illustration shows 11 disparate 
birds perched in the same tree. Meanwhile, human diversity is 
portrayed on other pages: Happy children—some with brown 
skin, others with pink skin—make snow angels; a man using a 
wheelchair sits at a harvest table; and an Asian-presenting man 
wearing a conical hat walks across marshland. Pavlović’s loose 
mixed-media, colored-pencil, and ink illustrations use warm 
colors and are as consistently uplifting as Storms’ pretty but 
desultory word pictures. (This book was reviewed digitally.) 

A sweet and well-meaning lesson in personification and 
metaphor, but this picture book fails to shine. (Picture book. 4-7)
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CATS CAN
Thong, Roseanne Greenfield
Illus. by Ebony Glenn
Viking (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 12, 2022
978-0-593-11559-6  

Cats can do a variety of fun and mischievous things.
Readers are in for a treat that will make them giggle as they 

follow a pair of cats’ everyday lives. We learn what a feline pet’s 
day looks like, from napping to eating to playing with toys. How-
ever, we also learn that cats are naughty. They like to climb on 
furniture, play with clothes, and get in the way of chores. While 
the cats are the protagonists of this book, the human characters, 
two children of color, are equally endearing and share many of 
their pets’ playful qualities. The children’s caregiver appears to 
be White, a fact that invites a wide variety of interpretations. 
The bright colors of the digital illustrations complement the 
upbeat narration. An abundance of smiles, toys, and playtime 
activities underscore the happy, comfortable life that the cats 
and children share. This picture book would be a welcome addi-
tion to any classroom or home library. Whether or not readers 
have a cat, they can still make connections to the story, from the 
toys depicted to the children’s hobbies to their daily routines. 
(This book was reviewed digitally.)

A lighthearted story about the bonds and similarities 
between cats and their young humans. (Picture book. 4-8)

COUNTING TO BANANAS
A Mostly Rhyming Fruit Book
Tillotson, Carrie
Illus. by Estrela Lourenço
Flamingo Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 12, 2022
978-0-593-35486-5  

Banana is ready to be the star of an all-fruit counting book.
“1 plum / 2 figs / 3 oranges / 4 pigs.” Banana cries foul—pigs 

aren’t fruit! “But no other fruit rhymes with figs,” explains the 
invisible narrator, who then goes on to rhyme pears with bears and 
peaches with leeches. “What about bananas?” Banana wants to know. 
Banana hollers at the narrator to stop putting animals in a fruit 
counting book, but alas, Banana’s frustrations are ignored. Banana 
has had enough but obviously has not learned that it is never a 
good idea to argue with your narrator. When the text reads “17 
lemons / 18 prunes / 19 apricots / 20 baboons,” Banana gets the nar-
rator to change baboons to raccoons but still wants the spotlight…be 
careful what you ask for Banana! In the tradition of Mac Barnett’s 
Count the Monkeys (2013), Tillotson’s rib-tickling debut is not to be 
missed. The silly argumentative text plays out in speech balloons 
sharing the pages with simple numerical descriptions progressing 
from one to 20 and then counting up by tens to 100. Ireland-based 
Portuguese illustrator Lourenço’s digitally created illustrations of 
cartoon fruit with faces and expressive animals are bright, dynamic, 
and foolish. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

Fruity fun for everyone. (Picture book. 2-6)

AN ARTIST’S EYES
Tosdevin, Frances
Illus. by Clémence Monnet
Frances Lincoln (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 5, 2022
978-0-7112-6485-4  

There’s more to seeing than meets 
the eye. 

Jo, a young boy, and Mo, seemingly 
his caretaker, discuss the different colors they notice while out 
walking in nature. Readers are invited to note that although 
these characters’ eyes are physically identical, they see things 
differently. Mo “has an artist’s eyes”; her commentary is more 
expansive, nuanced, and imaginative. Jo’s descriptions are lit-
eral. Whereas Jo sees “blue,” Mo discerns “a dazzling duck-egg 
blue, a swirl of peacocks, and the inky indigo of evening.” Jo 
observes “green,” while Mo sees “a shiny apple-green, the lime 
of gooseberries, and the spring zinginess of moss,” and so on. 
Sad that he can’t “see like an artist,” Jo’s frustration mounts, 
but Mo patiently encourages him to see “whatever comes into 
your head.” Eventually, as he learns to trust his own eyes, as 
Mo advises, Jo marshals his imaginative powers fully and finally 
sees—though not exactly as Mo does. This charming but thin 
story encourages creative vocabulary use. It stresses the trans-
formative nature of a child’s imagination but suggests that it 
takes time and effort for kids to beckon their own flights of 
fancy—a questionable idea. Furthermore, Mo’s advice to “trust 
your own eyes” seems contradictory and may confuse readers. 
The mixed-media illustrations of nature dazzle; less success-
ful are the bland portrayals of the protagonists, who present 
White. (This book was reviewed digitally.) 

Passable as a springboard for art sessions and/or creative 
discussions about colors and nature. (Picture book. 3-6)

ELVIS PRESLEY
Vegara, Maria Isabel Sánchez
Illus. by Ana Albero
Frances Lincoln (32 pp.) 
$15.99  |  May 17, 2022
978-0-7112-7087-9 
Series: Little People, BIG DREAMS, 80 

A new entry in the Little People, 
BIG DREAMS series recounts the life 

story of the King of Rock ’n’ Roll.
Presley’s early musical influences—country and blues 

music—are established in the opening spreads describing his 
childhood. He is shown playing the guitar and glancing over 
at his Black neighbors, who are given to “singing blues on the 
porch,” while his mother hangs out wash and sings. Vegara 
weaves this theme of Presley’s affinity with the Black commu-
nity throughout the story. Albero’s signature caricatures and flat 
scenes depict turning points in the icon’s life: his family’s move 
from Mississippi to Tennessee, his military service, his purchase 
of a mansion for his family, and his mother’s death. The book 
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also covers career highlights: winning a school talent show, mak-
ing his first commercial record, developing his dancing moves, 
and being awarded a Grammy Lifetime Achievement Award at 
age 36. Mention is made of his movies and televised tribute to 
Martin Luther King Jr. The biography concludes by noting that 
Presley was “the irreplaceable artist who changed the course of 
music history and made sure that no song would be black or 
white ever again.” While the facts of Presley’s life are presented, 
the undefined musical concepts will fly over the heads of many 
young readers, making the relationship between race and music 
less meaningful. For a more emotionally charged, age-appropri-
ate profile, read Jonah Winter’s Elvis Is King (2019). (This book 
was reviewed digitally.)

A passable introduction to the life of Elvis Presley. (time-
line, further reading) (Picture-book biography. 5-8)

THE ART OF MAGIC
Voskuil, Hannah
Carolrhoda (328 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-72841-567-3  

Art comes alive with the help of 
magic.

Rising fourth grader Aleksandra 
“ZuZu” Zieuzieulowicz and her new 
neighbor and classmate, Andrew Chang, 
are caught up in a return-from-the-dead 

vengeance plot when they visit a local haunted mansion. They 
find, in a secret compartment, a set of watercolors and draw-
ing pens seemingly meant for them. The art supplies are infused 
with magical properties and produce visitons—animated, 
three-dimensional creatures—when the children combine 
their drawing and painting skills. Martha Mapleton, who long 
ago lived in the mansion, explains this to the pair when they 
bring her charcoal self-portrait to life by completing a missing 
portion. Martha’s malevolent brother, Chester, has held a child-
hood grudge for a lifetime and beyond. He reanimates himself 
and numerous auditons—dastardly musical creations—with 
the assistance of a self-absorbed classmate of ZuZu’s, intend-
ing to wreak havoc on his bully’s descendants. Martha plans to 
stop him. Entertainingly inventive visitons—some informed by 
the imagination of ZuZu’s younger brother—battle Chester’s 
wicked auditons in an energetic, epic showdown. ZuZu, whose 
best friend moved away, feels like an outcast; the temptation to 
hold on to resentment is addressed subtly and with kindness. 
ZuZu reads as White; Taiwanese American Andrew’s diagnosis 
of Crohn’s disease is discussed in an author’s note. 

A satisfying, compelling adventure with an original magi-
cal construct and bright, appealing protagonists. (Fantasy. 8-11)

WHY NOT YOU?
Wilson, Ciara and Russell Wilson
Illus. by Jessica Gibson
Random House (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  March 1, 2022
978-0-593-37440-5
978-0-593-37441-2 PLB  

An invitation to children to take on 
challenges and celebrate themselves as they follow their dreams.

Vivid and colorful digital illustrations introduce readers to 
two brown-skinned children shown in different everyday sce-
narios: They move from the classroom to the playground and 
ultimately soar into a setting sun. The text encourages young 
readers to ponder the titular question but acknowledges that 

“life is filled with many lessons. Obstacles may block your view. 
Disappointing situations may make triumph hard for you.” Still, 
the narrative insists that anything is possible for children deter-
mined to persevere against all odds. Youngsters with various 
skin tones, hair textures, physical builds, and disabilities make 
up the community surrounding the main characters. These sec-
ondary characters share their gifts on one set of facing pages 
devoted to spotlighting them individually. A striking double-
page spread toward the end of the book presents an aerial view 
of the children, all wearing capes and using colored chalk to 
cover a driveway with words describing their inner magic. (This 
book was reviewed digitally.)

An enthusiastic and inspiring clarion call to young dream-
ers. (author’s note) (Picture book. 4-8)

THE RENT COLLECTOR
Adapted for Young Readers 
From the Best-Selling Novel
Wright, Camron
Shadow Mountain (240 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 5, 2022
978-1-62972-985-5  

Inspired by a true story, this young 
readers’ edition of a 2012 title for adults 
focuses on a family living in a large gar-
bage dump on the outskirts of Phnom 

Penh, Cambodia. 
Sang Ly, the woman at the heart of the story, says, “The clock 

is broken, so its time never changes.” This is a metaphor for her 
life in Stung Meanchey, where she sorts through the trash for 
recyclables and endures daily struggles. Sang Ly’s life turns a 
corner when she offers Sopeap Sin, “a bitter, angry woman” who 
collects rent from the dump’s residents for local landlords, a 
discarded children’s book in lieu of payment. This marks the 
beginning of a genuine relationship between the two, a journey 
through language and literature. As Sang Ly haltingly learns to 
read from Sopeap, she becomes determined to give her ailing 
son an education and starts to interpret the world through the 
written word. In this way, she begins to take control; for his part, 
her husband, Ki Lim, carries a knife to defend their family from 

“An enthusiastic and inspiring clarion call to young dreamers.”
why not you?
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gangs. Most powerful here is the matryoshka-doll–like format 
of stories within stories that highlight the power of literacy. 
Unfortunately, in explaining the book’s context, the author’s 
note prefacing the story asks readers, “What if you lived in a 
garbage dump?” and “Worse, what if you couldn’t read?” which 
has the effect of othering the protagonists. 

A story of survival that is most effective when it comes to 
showing the power of reading. (Fiction. 9-14)

TOFU TAKES TIME
Wu, Helen H.
Illus. by Julie Jarema
Beaming Books (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 19, 2022
978-1-5064-8035-0  

A young girl helps her grandma cook 
dinner.

“Making tofu takes time,” NaiNai tells her curious grand-
daughter before the two proceed to make bean curd from scratch. 
Illustrations of their kitchen work—rinsing, blending, straining, 
heating, and pressing soybeans—alternate with images of the 
unnamed girl transported to fanciful landscapes comprised of 
giant crockery and soybean plants of Brobdingnagian propor-
tions. Young readers will relate to the child’s eager anticipation: 

“Is it done? Is it done? Is it done?” The feeling of time passing 
too slowly may be relatable to anyone hankering for a particular 
viand. NaiNai’s reminder that “good things take time” extols the 
virtue of patience and encourages delayed gratification. While 
waiting, the first-person child narrator enjoys books and stories 
and bonding time with her grandmother. Finally, after Mama 
and Papa come home from work, the family shares a delicious 
meal featuring fresh tofu. This picture book is sentimental and 
quaint despite its prosaic narrative and lackluster artwork. The 
backmatter promotes bean curd as a sustainable, plant-based 
protein source; it also makes the oversimplified and question-
able assertion that people outside of Asia were “introduced to 
tofu in the 1970s.” The author’s note summarizes various tofu 
dishes from different cultures, from tofu tacos to Indian butter 
tofu. (This book was reviewed digitally.)

A culinary lesson in patience. (Picture book. 4-6)

ZACHARY YING AND THE 
DRAGON EMPEROR
Zhao, Xiran Jay
McElderry (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-66590-070-6 
Series: Zachary Ying, 1 

Twelve-year-old Zack is recruited into 
helping the spirit hosts of ancient Chi-
nese emperors in a dangerous mission. 

Zack has always struggled with a 
sense of belonging. He is the only Asian kid in his mostly White 

town in Maine, and, as a Hui Muslim, he is also a minority among 
other Chinese and Muslims. His dissident father was executed 
by the Chinese government, and he faces Islamophobia in the 
U.S. Zack has made friends through playing Mythrealm, an 
augmented reality game that uses a wearable portal-lens that 
spawns mythical creatures from folktales and legends from 
around the world. When a real demon threatens Zack and his 
mom is attacked, ending up in a coma, he discovers a connec-
tion to the spirit of Qin Shi Huang, the first emperor of China, 
that gives him magical powers. Together with the spirit hosts of 
two other former emperors, Zack travels to China in an attempt 
to save his mother’s life and prevent an otherworldly disaster. 
This science-fiction/fantasy mashup incorporates Chinese his-
tory and mythology into relentless action. Thrilling battles and 
chase and heist scenes are balanced with a droll sense of humor 
and quieter moments that explore Zack’s complex relationship 
with his cultural identity, including criticism of Chinese govern-
ment policies that oppress Muslims.

Levels up legendary Chinese heroes and folklore into a 
thrilling adventure with video game appeal. (Fantasy. 9-13)

“Levels up legendary Chinese heroes and folklore into a 
thrilling adventure with video game appeal.”

zachary ying and the dragon emperor



young 
adult

HOLLOW FIRES 
Ahmed, Samira
Little, Brown (416 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 10, 2022
978-0-316-28264-2  

An unconventional murder mystery 
takes a sharp look at racism and Islamo-
phobia in America.

Aspiring journalist Safiya Mirza, 
a high school senior in Chicago, has 
always wanted to tell the full story of 

DuSable Prep, the exclusive private school she attends on 
scholarship. But when 17-year-old Safiya starts reporting on 
White supremacist sympathies among members of the stu-
dent body, she runs afoul of the administration. Chicago public 
school ninth grader Jawad Ali first received media attention 
after his teacher believed the jet pack he created for a school 
project was a bomb. Jawad’s suspension leads people from local 
police to a right-wing talk show host to wonder if the Iraqi 
American child of refugees deliberately orchestrated a bomb 
hoax. When Jawad goes missing, the tightknit Muslim com-
munity in the area is shaken and wonders why the case isn’t a 
police priority. After Indian American Safiya, whose family has 
roots in Hyderabad, starts investigating what happened, she 
begins hearing messages from Jawad’s ghost, who leads her to 
his body. When, in a breathtaking twist, Safiya realizes that 
Jawad’s killer is closer than anyone had ever imagined, she is 
both terrified and determined to bring about justice. Ahmed’s 
gripping story details how racism, xenophobia, Islamophobia, 
and other forms of extremism are normalized on the internet 
and in the media. The book’s skillful construction combined 
with its sharp observations makes it a must-read with strong 
reader appeal.

A deeply chilling, inventive, and timely page-turner. 
(Thriller. 14-18)

NOT GOOD FOR MAIDENS
Bovalino, Tori
Page Street (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-64567-466-5  

A magical coming-of-age tale.
A beautifully imagined examina-

tion of the bonds that tie sisters, friends, 
families, and lovers, Bovalino’s sopho-
more novel is bursting with empowered 
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If 2022 is anything to go by so far, the 
U.S. publishing industry has made 
progress in bringing more interna-
tional titles to teen readers in the 
States. There is still room for im-
provement—particularly when it 
comes to greater numbers of translat-
ed titles and expanding geographical 
and cultural representations. Howev-
er, I see promise in the broader range 
of genres of world literature that is 

showing up in my inbox. It’s important for young people 
to have access to all types of materials from all around the 
world—genre fiction for pure entertainment, informative 
works that shed light on events past and present through 
perspectives they may not have previously encountered, il-
lustrated titles that broaden appreciation of varied artistic 
styles, and more. The following works are a great place to 
begin this year’s global reading journey.

Two titles from the continent of Africa introduce read-
ers to stories from diverse times and places.

Hannes Barnard’s Halley’s Comet 
(Catalyst Press, Jan. 11), written in Af-
rikaans and translated into English 
by the author, transports readers to 
apartheid South Africa in the mid-
1980s and introduces young people 
who are dealing with issues of racial 
division and societal upheaval that 
will resonate across time and culture. 
Three young people from very differ-
ent walks of life are drawn together 
one fateful night and face profound 

questions of personal risk and responsibility.
Even When Your Voice Shakes by 

Ruby Yayra Goka (Norton Young 
Readers, Feb. 15) is a powerful 
#MeToo story from contemporary 
Ghana. Amerley, a teenager from a ru-
ral village, goes to work in a domestic 
role for a wealthy household in Accra 
to help her family financially, setting 
aside her personal goals. After she is 
sexually assaulted and courageously 
names her attacker, she ends up in the 
public eye as an inspiration for others 
as the case goes to trial. 

Two illustrated titles in translation from Latin America 
have strong appeal beyond young adult readers.

The graphic novel Amazona, writ-
ten and illustrated by Canizales and 
translated by Sofía Huitrón Martínez 
(Graphic Universe, May 3), follows An-
drea, a 19-year-old Indigenous woman 
from Colombia who takes action after 
her community is displaced by illegal 
mining. Adults and teens alike will be 
moved by this story of a courageous 
activist standing up to a corporation 
that is wreaking cultural and environmental devastation. 
The illustrations, executed in gray and black accentuated 
with pops of red, vividly portray a story that unfortunately 
has echoes around the globe. The author’s note and sources 
heighten understanding and encourage further engagement.

Book of Questions by Pablo Neru-
da, illustrated by Paloma Valdivia and 
translated by Sara Lissa Paulson (En-
chanted Lion, April 26), is a rare title 
that is truly for all ages. Thoughtfully 
curated selections from an expansive 
work by the legendary Chilean poet 
pose questions that encourage read-
ers to view the world in new ways 
that are by turns startling, humorous, 
dreamy, and philosophical. The art 
holds its own, delightful to pore over 

while provoking new interpretations of the text. The Eng-
lish translation and original Spanish are presented side by 
side; readers who know both languages will take pleasure 
in comparing them.

English-language readers will now have access to a teen 
classic from the Netherlands. 

The Days of Bluegrass Love by Edward 
van de Vendel, translated by Emma Rault 
(Levine Querido, May 17), was originally 
published in 1999 and followed by both 
a sequel and a prequel. This sweet, up-
lifting story follows Dutch Tycho and 
Norwegian Oliver, 18-year-olds who 
meet as camp counselors in Tennessee, 
where they fall in love before running 
away when their relationship comes to 
the camp director’s attention. With Oli-
ver’s mother away on a safari holiday, his home in Norway of-
fers the boys a place just to themselves. 

Laura Simeon is a young readers’ editor.

YOUNG ADULT  |  Laura Simeon

make room for international
reads this year
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women who are eager to prove themselves against the other-
worldly, often deadly challenges they meet at a mystical, danger-
ous goblin market and the strange Inbetween. Returning from 
Boston to York in the north of England, Louisa Wickett-Stevens, 
the 17-year-old asexual protagonist, enters a hidden world of gob-
lins and witches. When her best friend, Neela, who is also Lou’s 
mother’s much-younger half sister, goes missing, Lou learns a 
great deal about herself and what she’s willing to risk. She also 
discovers the secrets her mother and aunt May have tried to 
protect her from all her life. Starting off slowly, the story builds 
as backstories and timelines are established. While the shifting 
narrative structure that moves between past and present feels 
somewhat more burdensome than revelatory, once the pieces 
fall into position, the stakes are high, and readers discover full 
characters that are richly developed. Plot-oriented readers may 
find the unfolding trajectory of events mildly predictable, but 
fans of horror-adjacent fantasy will revel in the lavish worldbuild-
ing. Distinctly contemplative while action-oriented, the book 
spills blood on the pages that is neither wasted nor exploited in 
this fierce fantasy tinted with horror themes. Diversity is cued 
through names and skin tones as well as descriptions of multiple 
characters’ diverse sexual orientations; Lou reads as White.

A violent and voluptuous adventure. (Paranormal fantasy. 
14-18)

TRAPPED IN TERROR BAY
Solving the Mystery of the 
Lost Franklin Expedition
Brouwer, Sigmund
Kids Can (160 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-5253-0345-6  

A deep dive into the failure of an epic 
Arctic expedition and its aftermath. 

An introductory author’s note explains the background 
of Sir John Franklin’s 1845 Arctic expedition, likening it in its 
boldness and peril to the 1969 Apollo 11 space flight to the moon. 
Next, Brouwer’s ingenious book puts readers aboard the two 
ill-fated ships—the HMS Erebus and the HMS Terror—first 
as members of the expedition, then as sleuths attempting to 
unravel various small mysteries within the larger one. Read-
ers go from life on the expedition to various discoveries over 
the succeeding century and a half, some accidental. The story 
of the expedition is thrilling, tragic, and dramatic; Brouwer 
interweaves it with the work of various investigators and Inuit 
oral history. In 1979, Inuit historian Louie Kamookak discovers 
physical clues to the expedition his great-great-grandfather had 
encountered; in 2002, explorer David Woodman uncovers a line 
of skeletons in a location he dubs Skull Island; in 2014, a Cana-
dian archaeological team finds several articles in the icy waters 
near King William Island; and as recently as 2018, biologist 
David Cooper seeks to determine the fates of the expedition’s 
sailors through forensic science. The book’s attractive design 
includes colored pages, interesting sidebars, and tons of illustra-
tions: maps, vintage photographs, and paintings. Provocatively, 

Brouwer solves many small mysteries while leaving others unan-
swered. An extensive bibliography will help armchair detectives 
continue their investigations. 

An entertaining trek, both concise and comprehensive, 
through a fascinating historic episode. (Nonfiction. 11-18)

GLOWING BUNNIES!?
Why We’re Making Hybrids, 
Chimeras, and Clones
Campbell, Jeff
Zest Books (208 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-5415-9930-7  

New tools have opened new avenues 
to genetic engineering of animals, living 
and dead. Is this a good idea?

This engaging introduction invites 
readers to form their own conclusions about the new world of 

“A controversial subject presented with verve.”
glowing bunnies!?
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genetic modifications. An opening essay provides an overview 
of the book’s structure, relatively simple explanations of how 
the process of genetic change works and new gene-editing tech-
nology, and some questions to consider about projects of this 
sort: Are they practical and effective? Are they socially and mor-
ally acceptable? Will genetic changes harm the animal (or other 
animals) in any way? In subsequent sections, further divided 
into short chapters, Campbell describes projects connected 
to animal conservation, the restoration of extinct animals and 
damaged ecosystems, our food, our pets, and our own health 
and medicine. Each major section is followed by a spread on a 
specific topic: genetic engineering, cryobanking, synthetic biol-
ogy, and efforts to improve humans. The conversational text is 
comfortably accessible, broken up with frequent topic head-
ings and photographs and enhanced by the colorful design. The 
examples—from ligers and tigons in zoos to the titular glowing 
bunnies created in a French lab and pigs for human organ trans-
plants—are intriguing. The writer’s emphasis on animal welfare 
will resonate with his audience, and there is extensive backmat-
ter for readers interested in going further. 

A controversial subject presented with verve that allows 
readers to make up their own minds. (author’s note, glossary, 
sources, bibliography, index, photo credits) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

AMAZONA 
Canizales
Trans. by Sofía Huitrón Martínez
Graphic Universe (96 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-72844-867-1  

To reclaim her village, a young Indig-
enous Colombian woman returns to con-
front the violent forces behind an illegal 
mining operation. 

Armed men crept into the village 
during the night, and the villagers fled into the jungle for safety. 
Displaced from their land, they traveled for miles, seeking ref-
uge from the indifferent local government in Cali, which relo-
cates Andrea and the rest of her community into a single, small, 
unlivable house. Inside this suffocating 600-square-foot dwell-
ing, Andrea’s baby daughter dies. Andrea undertakes the long 
voyage from the city of Cali back to the Amazonia region with 
a small casket in her arms, on a mission to bury her daughter 
in the land where her village previously stood. She also secretly 
carries a camera, her tool in gathering photographic evidence 
in the fight to reclaim her land. Arriving at the wire fence sur-
rounding the destructive mining operation, Andrea contends 
with two armed guards: One offers little sympathy; the other 
comes from her distant past. Simply powerful, Colombian art-
ist Canizales’ illuminating, expressively rendered graphic novel 
translated from the Spanish contains moments of great beauty 
(particularly Andrea’s memories of her husband and father) 
among numerous scenes of deep anguish, including instances 
when the threat of sexual assault arises. Stark flashbacks and 
revealing backstories lead to an overall sense of temporal 

unsteadiness, creating unease in a way that invites readers to 
stop and consider.

A brutal, vital text. (author’s note, bibliography) (Graphic 
fiction. 14-adult)

HOW TO MONEY
Your Ultimate Visual Guide to 
the Basics of Finance
Chatzky, Jean, Kathryn Tuggle & HerMoney
Illus. by Nina Cosford
Roaring Brook Press (256 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  May 10, 2022
978-1-250-79169-6  

Financial advice and guidelines for 
young people taking their first hesitant 
steps into “Adultville.”

Personal finance experts, including the host of the Her-
Money podcast, squire readers through the basics of goal set-
ting, budgeting, banking, choosing credit and debit cards, 
managing student loans and other debt, health and other 
insurance, and job hunting. The advice is sensible and pre-
sented in positive, upbeat tones, if sometimes imprecise and 
overly generalized. It includes frank acknowledgment of con-
tinuing salary gaps based on gender, race, sexual orientation, 
and gender identity; cumulative intergenerational inequali-
ties; and the effects on individuals who have more than one 
marginalized identity. The vital importance of developing 
a habit of saving as early as possible gets proper stress. The 
authors give stock market investing an equally hard sell, assur-
ing readers that it’s easy money with, over the long term at 
least, guaranteed profits. The work opens with a quote from 
Jane Bryant Quinn that “money isn’t pink or blue; it’s green,” 
explaining that a primary goal of both the book and the Her-
Money organization is redressing the long-standing gender 
gap in the world of finance by centering women while offering 
advice that readers of all genders can utilize. The work con-
tains interviews with over a dozen individuals, many of them 
women business owners or leaders of women-centered initia-
tives, and youth-targeted sample lists of income sources and 
budget items. Cosford’s small, color illustrations break up and 
brighten the text and portray racially diverse individuals.

Encouraging, empowering, and up to date. (glossary, 
selected sources, index) (Nonfiction. 14-18)

“A brutal, vital text.”
amazona
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AN UNRELIABLE MAGIC 
Chupeco, Rin
Sourcebooks Fire (464 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-4926-7269-2 
Series: A Hundred Names for Magic, 2 

A group of teenagers grapple with fate, 
running a kingdom, and U.S. Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement agents. 

Tala Makiling Warnock and her 
friends may have saved Avalon from 

the Snow Queen, but there’s more to do. Now serving as king, 
Alexei Tsarevich must balance doing the right thing with doing 
the diplomatically responsible thing, making helping refugees 
locked up in the Royal States of America much more compli-
cated. Tala, meanwhile, is still grappling with uncomfortable 
revelations about her father and her affinity for the powerful 
Nameless Sword. As the Snow Queen regroups, seeking revenge, 
and OzCorp looks to exploit Avalon’s resources, Tala, Alex, and 
the rest of their friends must face the prophetic facts of their 
dooms and what they might mean for the fates of both Avalon 
and their love lives. Picking up immediately where Wicked as 
You Wish (2020) left off, Chupeco spares no time reviewing the 
world or past events, which may leave new readers disoriented. 
Returning fans will note that the strengths of the first book are 
present. Featuring a diverse ensemble cast—Tala’s mother is Fil-
ipina and her father is Scottish, and other characters encompass 
a variety of ethnicities, sexual orientations, and gender identi-
ties—and a magical world packed with references, both large 
and small, to fairy tales and folklore, this is a whirlwind adven-
ture that balances the fantastic with dreams of how real-world 
problems might be solved.

A satisfying sequel offering more of what worked so well 
the first time. (glossary) (Fantasy. 13-18)

RACHEL BIRD
Citra, Becky
Second Story Press (232 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-77260-243-2  

Foisted off on distant grandpar-
ents, an orphaned Vancouver teenager 
finds that she’s not the only one nursing 
secrets and regrets.

Readers may be forgiven for thinking 
they’re in for a grim tale, as, even before 

it starts, 15-year-old Rachel and her mysteriously scarred 6-year-
old sister, Jane, have lost their unstable single mom to a drug 
overdose and an uncle to an accident involving a hunting rifle. 
Citra has something more affirming in mind, though, and after 
depositing the two orphans with their grandparents on a run-
down ranch so remote that cell service is iffy, she measures out 
mysteries and revelations while chronicling a summer of discov-
eries—some tragic, even gruesome, but others that give Rachel 

whole new visions of her mother, her family, and of her own life. 
Outdoorsy experiences work wonders on traumatized Jane, too, 
who joins a gentle old horse and an overexcitable dog as real 
scene-stealers in a supporting cast rich in nuanced, surprising 
characters of diverse ages (if not ethnicities, as all, except for 
one minor character identified as unspecified First Nations, 
are apparently White; a rain dance by Rachel and Jane unfortu-
nately evokes Native stereotypes). Rachel arrives on the ranch 
eager to take the first chance to sneak back to Vancouver with 
her beloved little sister, but readers, particularly those able to 
catch subtle cues and read between lines, will understand how 
events and insights gradually transform her vision of the future.

An unexpectedly buoyant tale of loss and healing. (Fiction. 
12-16)
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HUMMINGBIRD HEART
Dandro, Travis
Drawn & Quarterly (368 pp.) 
$24.95 paper  |  May 31, 2022
978-1-77046-562-6  

Graphic novelist Dandro looks 
back on the waning days of his 1990s 
adolescence.

In his visual narrative, made both 
ruminative and cinematic by sequences 
of silent moments and unpeopled scenes, 

the author retraces his inner and outer lives as, in the wake of 
his estranged father’s death by suicide, he helps care for his iras-
cible grandma through her last days on the one hand and, on 
the other, takes joyrides punctuated by bursts of profane banter 
with two buddies as their high school careers wind down. Aside 
from some deadpan hilarity (“What is that?!” “My colostomy 
bag”) and a trip to a cartoon museum during which he imagines 
himself in the worlds of classic characters from Krazy Kat to 
Popeye, his artistic bent inclines toward oblique expressions of 
glum solitude—glimpses of a hummingbird through a window, 
pictures of empty rooms or streets, figures seen at a remove 
from high or low angles. But if his monochromatic art, being 
sketchy and packed into pages of often undifferentiated pan-
els, takes some getting used to, the events it depicts fall into 
recognizable categories, and its elegiac mood will elicit strong 
responses in readers facing or recalling that liminal period in 
their own lives. Other than Dandro’s Vietnamese American 
friend, Zung, the cast is White.

Sharply recalled and ultimately engrossing. (Graphic memoir. 
15-adult)

TWIN CROWNS
Doyle, Catherine & Katherine Webber
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (480 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 17, 2022
978-0-06-311613-9  

After being separated from her at 
birth, Wren takes her twin sister’s place 
as heir to the throne.

Sheltered Rose grew up pampered 
in the palace, taught to hate witches by 
Willem Rathborne, her guardian. Unbe-

known to her, Wren, her twin sister, is a witch who grew up 
learning how to impersonate her sister and who plans to assume 
the throne and free witches from persecution. With one month 
left before the coronation ceremony, Wren has Rose kidnapped 
with the help of her best friend, Shen Lo. Shen swiftly carries 
Rose away from the palace, across the treacherous desert, to 
the witches’ secret seaside settlement, where she faces ridicule. 
Meanwhile, Wren discovers that Rose is engaged to cheerful but 
boring Prince Ansel, brother to a warlord king—and she keeps 
running into his handsome bodyguard while sneaking out late 
at night. Wren must outwit everyone and convince them that 

she’s her sister, all while coming up with a plot to murder Rath-
borne. Short chapters alternating between the sisters’ perspec-
tives keep the pace moving swiftly, and with the witty banter 
and clever magic, there’s never a dull moment. An unexpected 
ending will leave readers ready for the sequel. Main characters 
are White; Shen reads as East Asian, and some side characters 
have brown skin. 

A delightfully magical twist on a classic premise. (Fantasy. 
14-18)

UNEQUAL 
A Story of America
Dyson, Michael Eric & 
Marc Favreau
Little, Brown (368 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-7595-5701-7  

Weaving contemporary actors with 
heralded legacies, this volume profiles 
Black Americans who represent the 
unfinished struggle to envision and real-

ize freedom and equality for all.
“The history we learn about in school is a battleground,” 

offer Dyson and Favreau, responding to the contemporary 
climate of legislation attempting to reshape how U.S. history 
is taught. This collection represents the work of two notable 
experts who pull no punches in expressing that these current 
challenges entail a Whitewashing of history by people who 

“believe that some knowledge is so dangerous that it should be 
kept from you at all costs.” They present snapshots of post-
Reconstruction history cemented by strong, transparent source 
notes. This reader includes chapters on, among other topics, 
struggles for housing, education, and economic empowerment 
and against environmental racism. Patterns emerge that weave 
together notable forerunners and themes from the past with 
contemporary campaigns and newsmakers: John Carlos and 
Tommie Smith with Colin Kaepernick, Fannie Lou Hamer with 
Stacey Abrams, Malcolm X with Michelle Alexander, and Ida B. 
Wells with Nikole Hannah Jones. The authors invite youth to 
see themselves in the unfinished business of making “genuine 
equality a reality for all Americans.” This accessible, riveting 
collection will inspire readers to claim responsibility for help-
ing to ensure that the U.S. one day lives up to its most ethical 
professed ideals. 

Grounded in evidence and optimistic: uplifts the social 
power of studying Black American freedom fighters. (index) 
(Nonfiction. 12-18)
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HOW TO LIVE WITHOUT YOU
Everett, Sarah
Clarion/HarperCollins (400 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 17, 2022
978-0-358-25622-9  

Emmy attempts to find her missing 
older sister, Rose, by immersing herself 
in a series of complicated relationships 
that enigmatic Rose inhabited.

Emmy is a Black teen who had a tight 
bond with her sister even though, for the 

past 6 years following their parents’ divorce, they lived in dif-
ferent states: Emmy moved to San Francisco with her mother, 
while Rose stayed in Dayton with their father. Emmy is just 
beginning to question her family role of academically brilliant 
but socially stunted younger sibling when Rose goes missing. 
The search to figure out what happened helps Emmy gain a bet-
ter perspective on their relationship. Alongside Emmy, readers 
witness Rose’s battle with depression as Emmy investigates 
the disappearance. The central characters experience stigma 
related to mental health but find different treatment modali-
ties. Rose and Emily’s father’s social anxiety and mild case of 
agoraphobia begins to ease as he starts dating again. Their close 
childhood friend, Levi, manages his ADHD with cognitive 
behavioral therapy. Barriers to seeking treatment are evidenced 
in Rose’s journey. Through the characters’ varied experiences, 
readers acquire a mental health vocabulary that helps them 
engage more fully with the story. Ultimately, this thoughtful 
novel explores how two sisters’ identities were shaped by their 
foundational relationships. What emerges is a complex picture 
of mental illness and the stigma that can keep people silent.

A riveting, thought-provoking read that examines the 
effects of mental health on familial bonds. (Fiction. 14-18)

BARNABAS BOPWRIGHT 
SAVES THE CITY
Freeman, J. Marshall
Bold Strokes Books (288 pp.) 
$13.95 paper  |  May 10, 2022
978-1-63679-152-4  

A teen uncovers dark truths behind 
his amazing home.

Barnabas Bopwright lives in the City 
with his mother and stepfather and goes 
to school with Deni Jiver, his girlfriend. 

Both are student journalists. After discovering a subway map 
with a mysterious, hidden Aqua Line, Barnabas mentions it dur-
ing an interview with the mayor, turning his life upside down. 
Threatened by Mayor Tuppletaub and unsure whom to trust, 
Barnabas ends up traveling on the Aqua Line, taking a night-
marish ride outside the City to the mysterious Valley. There, 
he discovers the ugly truth beneath his utopian world: It’s 
kept running by Valley workers, and the natural environment 
is destroyed to provide fuel and supplies. When he uncovers a 

sinister plot against the City, Barnabas has to save his imperfect 
home. While the book’s pacing and mystery elements and the 
themes of adventure and friendship are gripping, Barnabas’ nar-
ration feels much younger than his 15 years, clashing with seri-
ous discussions of social inequity, environmental degradation, 
and consumerism. The depictions of distrustful—and untrust-
worthy—adults are heavy-handed, detracting from a potentially 
intriguing analysis of family and heritage. Conversations about 
religion, the importance of creativity, and the meaning of brav-
ery add extra dimensions but are similarly simplified. Barnabas’ 
reflections on his sexuality provide a sweet, slow-burn awaken-
ing. Barnabas is assumed White; diversity in race and sexuality 
is present in the supporting cast, but at times these identities 
are framed in ways that feel othering. 

Despite intriguing themes, the delivery fizzles. (Fantasy. 
12-15)

“A complex picture of mental illness and the 
stigma that can keep people silent.”

how to live without you



1 2 4   |   1  m a r c h  2 0 2 2   |   y o u n g  a d u l t   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

A degree in biochemistry is not a common entry on a 
novelist’s resume. Participation in an MFA program, yes, 
but advanced math and science? Rare.

Yet scientific training can be a good friend to a writer, 
says Ghanaian-born author Ayesha Harruna Attah, who 
earned a biochemistry degree at Mount Holyoke College. 
To her, one discipline complements the other.

“I’m very methodical about planning,” says Attah, who 
also has degrees in journalism and creative writing and at-
tended Columbia and New York universities. “Writing is 
almost like planning an experiment. You’re going to have 
a hypothesis. You’re going to have an idea of where it’s go-
ing to go. But once you do the experiment—once you do 
the writing—you realize it has nothing to do with where 
you thought it would go, and then you go back and re-
work things.”

Attah, who lives in a small beach town in Senegal, 
is the author of five novels, including Harmattan Rain, 
about three generations of Ghanaian women; Saturday’s 
Shadows, about a family trying to survive West African 
violence in the 1990s; and the historical novel The Hun-
dred Wells of Salaga, a finalist for the 2020 William Saroy-

an Prize, in which two women’s lives intersect during the 
days of the African slave trade. 

The Hundred Wells of Salaga, which has been translated 
into four languages, inspired Attah’s first book for young 
adults, The Deep Blue Between (Carolrhoda, March 1). Set 
on Africa’s Gold Coast and in Brazil, the novel is narrated 
by Hassana and Husseina, twin sisters separated after a 
brutal raid on their family. They escape slavery and end 
up on different continents. But while Hassana dreams of 
her twin, Husseina fears a reunion will destroy her new-
found autonomy. 

Hassana and Husseina were supporting characters in 
the original book, and Attah hadn’t intended to follow 
their story. But these young girls—resilient, determined, 
brave—refused to leave her mind.

“They were haunting me,” Attah says. “I couldn’t stop 
thinking about them.”

And so their history is now part of hers—and part of 
what makes her glad she chose writing over science.

“I feel a lot more free,” she says. “As I was studying my 
chemistry, a lot of it got detailed, which happens when 
you’re writing fiction as well. You do need those details. 
But I found that I got more pleasure out of being able 
to zoom out and have a bird’s-eye view of everything. In 
chemistry, to see the big picture was hard for me.”

Attah answered some questions about her work over 
Zoom; the conversation has been edited for length and 
clarity.

From your perspective as a West African writer, do you 
feel books by African authors are getting more atten-
tion from the global publishing industry?
There have been a lot of books published out of my region 
in the last two years, but I’m a little worried that it might 
just be a wave—like right now Africa’s in vogue, and sud-

Carolrhoda

INTERNATIONAL ISSUE  |  GHANA

Ayesha Harruna Attah
Trained as a biochemist, the novelist brings the scientific method—and 
imagination—to her new YA novel
BY CONNIE OGLE
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denly the lens is going to shift to some other region in the 
world, whereas it should be everyone’s literature being 
showcased all the time. The White canon is still consid-
ered the norm. Africa and Latin America and the Asian 
subcontinent, they’re still being positioned with refer-
ence to White literature. If interest is ebbing and flowing, 
it should ebb and flow everywhere. It shouldn’t be pegged 
to that canon.

What is the most difficult part of writing historical nov-
els set in late-19th-century Africa?
It was getting points of view of people and how there 
wasn’t a lot of writing left by young African women of the 
time. It would have been nice to have a true perspective 
of a young woman growing up in the Gold Coast. I had 
to dive deep into research, which let me know what the 
house looks like, the clothes they’re wearing, the food 
they’re eating. I picture it as connecting dots and lines 
through these aspects. But it’s a challenge. You want the 
world to feel true, and you want to have as many facts as 
you can, but you still have to use your imagination.

How was writing a novel for young adults different than 
writing for adults?
I didn’t put any rules in my head. All I knew from edi-
torial guidance was that you have to leave younger read-
ers with a message of hope. But [Hassana and Husseina] 
lived in my head for so long, I wrote it very quickly.

Why did the idea of twins appeal to you so strongly?
Having grown up in a family with a lot of twins, I’ve seen 
what it’s like for twins to meld into one person. It made 
me wonder what it would be like for twins not to be at-
tached to another person all the time. [My] last name, At-
tah, means twin. We have so many of them, and I was so 
curious about their lives. My great grandfather was a twin, 
and he and his brother were inseparable. In African soci-
ety there’s this push for unity, even if you don’t get along. 
We really push the idea of We should be together as a fami-
ly. It’s community-based thinking. These characters were 
living in a precarious time where men were taken away. 
That could be why the result was: Let’s keep together those 
of us left behind.

Who are some of the writers you admired when you 
were a young reader?
Roald Dahl—I read almost everything I could lay my 
hands on. There was a mobile library, so we’d go there and 

read The Baby-Sitters Club books, Sweet Valley High, all 
those. Quite quickly I discovered James Patterson and 
other mystery and crime writers. John Grisham was big 
in Ghana as well. When I went to high school, they had 
this amazing library, and that’s where I discovered Toni 
Morrison and Alice Walker. For me at 13, Toni Morrison 
was a bit difficult to access, but I just loved the way she 
worked with words, so she’s a big influence on my writing. 

You followed The Deep Blue Between with a romantic 
comedy, Zainab Takes New York. Was writing a light nov-
el a relief after dealing with complex subject matter?
It was actually tough! Romance has its own rules. I 
thought, This is another world. I’ll wade in the waters and 
just write the way I want to. I might get some push back be-
cause it doesn’t follow the rules of the genre. I wrote it because 
of the pandemic, because I thought, What if I was to die? 
Why don’t you do something fun? I’ve always loved romantic 
comedy as a genre. 

What are you working on now? 
Right now I have this big idea in my head that is still ger-
minating, but I haven’t put a word down yet. I’m hoping 
to start work on it soon. I’m also running an ice cream 
shop, a really fun project that I run with a friend on the 
weekends. I make the ice cream, and she does smoothies 
and cookies.

How did you go from novelist to ice cream entrepreneur?
I bought an ice cream machine! I just wanted to have 
good ice cream here because this is a hot country. But 
also because I had this biochemistry degree. I got into 
the science of ice cream, and it’s fascinating. So I took 
that approach to my ice cream as well as my writing.

Connie Ogle is a writer in Florida.
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HOW WE RICOCHET
Gardner, Faith
HarperTeen (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 24, 2022
978-0-06-302235-5  

A random shooting changes the tra-
jectories of three women’s lives in this 
contemporary novel set in the San Fran-
cisco Bay Area.

Betty is a recent high school gradu-
ate from a working-class family who is 

engaged in an unpaid internship. One day, she, her mom, and 
her older sister, Joy, make an uncharacteristic stop at the mall 
and encounter the most harrowing experience of their lives. 
Betty’s mother and sister are trapped, hiding in a clothing store, 
while Betty, who was next door eating a cupcake, runs toward 
them when she hears shots. Joy witnesses the shooter kill him-
self right in front of her. The months that follow are divided 
into three parts as Joy struggles with agoraphobia and sub-
stance use disorder, their mother channels her feelings into gun 
control activism, and Betty tries to hold everyone together even 
as her long-absent father disappoints her all over again. Betty’s 
incisive and sarcastic yet vulnerable narrative voice captures 
this exploration of trauma realistically, imbuing it with humor 
and authentic desperation and grief. A relationship she strikes 
up with Michael, the shooter’s half brother, feels a bit too obvi-
ously a plot device in places, but their warm, witty exchanges 
strike just the right chord, and readers will root for them to 
become more than friends. Most main characters are White; 
biracial Michael’s father is Indian American. Both Betty and 
Michael are pansexual.

An intelligent, expansive story of a family surviving the 
increasingly common unthinkable. (Fiction. 14-18)

THE AGATHAS
Glasgow, Kathleen & Liz Lawson
Delacorte (416 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-593-43111-5
978-0-593-43112-2 PLB  

Two high schoolers team up to inves-
tigate a classmate’s death and discover 
that their small California town is posi-
tively aboil with secrets.

Seething at the oddly lackadaisical 
response of local police to the disappearance of her former BFF 
on Halloween, 17-year-old Agatha Christie fan Alice Ogilvie 
enlists Iris Adams, her peer tutor, to launch an inquiry that not 
only bears immediate fruit in the form of a battered corpse at 
the base of nearby seaside cliffs, but leads to a veritable flood 
of obvious but conflicting clues and revelations that point to, 
and away from, foul play. Which was it? As the two gather and 
struggle to make sense of their evidence in traded-off chapters 
(with help from a squad of enthusiastic would-be fellow sleuths 

and a savvy public defender with flexible ethics), readers quickly 
twig to the fact that they themselves are nursing secrets. Along 
with frequent references to Christie’s books and tumultuous 
personal history, the co-authors stir in classic mystery tropes 
and complications aplenty. Though evidently all White, the 
students at Castle Cove High are split between fabulously 
wealthy A-listers and working-class kids; as events speed along 
to a surprise denouement (albeit not in a drawing room) with a 
violent but decisive resolution, class tensions play out, some-
times viciously, between the protagonists as they warily circle 
one another on the way to a firm bond.

A generous dollop of homage to the grande dame of mys-
tery plus buckets of clues and conundrums to savor. (map, 
abuse resource list) (Mystery. 13-18)

SEEING GENDER
An Illustrated Guide to 
Identity and Expression
Gottlieb, Iris
Chronicle Books (208 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  April 26, 2022
978-1-79721-197-8  

A browsable potpourri of informa-
tion and musings on gender. 

First published in 2019, this newly revised paperback edi-
tion explores a range of topics related to gender. The book is 
divided into three sections: “A Good Place To Start,” “Digging 
Deeper,” and “My Story.” A new foreword by Kacen Callen-
der and a content warning start the book off. Part 1 explores 
gender as a social construct, gender and sexuality terminology, 
and pronouns. Part 2 explores subjects such as intersectionality, 
colonialism, toxic masculinity, sports, gendered violence, Black 
masculinity through the White gaze, cultural bias against sex 
work, and historical movements like the Zapatistas and the 
Stonewall Uprising. Occasional profiles of famous individuals 
such as David Bowie and Coco Chanel have been updated to 
acknowledge their complicated legacies. Part 3 explores Got-
tlieb’s own gender journey with a reflection on how Harry Styles 
helped inform her gender, an account of her experience with 
anorexia, and a top-surgery journal. Some spreads include infor-
mation about different human sexualities and animal sexual 
behaviors and sex characteristics that, while informative, does 
not actually pertain directly to gender and, for some readers, 
may muddy the distinctions among gender, sex characteristics, 
and sexuality. Other language choices are at times overgener-
alized, imprecise, and/or confusing, as when the text includes 
contradictory statements. The full-color art includes both full-
page illustrations and spot art, some of it representational and 
clearly connected to the text.

An informative hodgepodge that explores gender identity 
and related subjects. (resources, index) (Nonfiction. 14-18)

“Buckets of clues and conundrums to savor.”
the agathas



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   y o u n g  a d u l t   |   1  m a r c h  2 0 2 2   |   1 2 7

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

THE DOVE IN THE BELLY
Grimsley, Jim
Levine Querido (336 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-64614-131-9  

In 1977 North Carolina, a gay col-
lege student ruminates on identity, 
desire, and loss through a tumultuous 
relationship. 

Abandoned by his mother right 
before spring semester exams, college 

junior Ronny finds a room last minute in a boardinghouse and 
a part-time newspaper job for the summer so he can stay in 
Chapel Hill. In contrast to his mother’s many marriages, Ronny 
has never had a boyfriend, and he knows his unstable connec-
tion, with Ben, the football player he tutors, won’t last. Ben may 
like him when they’re alone, but Ronny knows he’ll leave him 
behind to marry one of his many girlfriends someday. Despite 
his jealousy and Ben’s manipulation and emotional abuse, Ronny 
becomes entangled in Ben’s life as Ben struggles with the immi-
nent loss of his mother, who is dying of cancer. A nonlinear nar-
rative progression emphasizes the on-and-off cycle of Ronny’s 
relationship with Ben. It also draws attention to Ronny’s lack 
of growth as he falls into the same patterns from the beginning 
to the unfulfilling end. Although Ronny acknowledges his need 
for growth, particularly around his internalized homophobia, 
he never changes and even intentionally imperils another gay 
man to provoke Ben. Ben may never harm Ronny physically, but 
he threatens and demeans him. Characters excuse Ben’s behav-
ior as immaturity, a personality quirk, or grief. Well-constructed 
prose can’t redeem the draining co-dependence in this emerg-
ing adulthood romance that may hold more appeal for adult 
readers. Ronny and Ben are cued as White.

Tiresome and moody. (author’s note) (Historical fiction. 
17-adult)

DEAD END GIRLS
Heard, Wendy
Christy Ottaviano Books (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 10, 2022
978-0-316-31041-3  

In search of autonomy, two teens 
take desperate action to get away from 
their terrible families. 

After two years of careful planning, 
research, and Machiavellian orchestra-
tion, Maude is now ready to die—or at 

least to let everyone think she is dead. Then she’ll finally be 
free to be the person she is supposed to be. But just before her 
plan comes to fruition, her wealthy stepcousin, Frankie, figures 
out her plot. Maude thinks her plan has been destroyed, but to 
her surprise, Frankie just wants in, equally eager to escape their 
family. Readjustments of the timeline and finances are required 
before the two embark on a dangerous journey of blood, tears, 

and love during a family holiday in Hawaii. This fun, dark, fully 
queer thriller embraces its premise without pulling any punches. 
The two main characters thirst for revenge, freedom, and self-
affirmation in the face of truly horrible families who alienate 
and oppress them, and they eventually find love and acceptance 
in one another—all while committing crimes. The story incor-
porates the protagonists’ welcome awareness of their privilege 
as financially comfortable White people while exploring their 
queerness and the oppression they experience because of it 
(Maude’s aware of her sexuality but not out as a lesbian yet, and 
Frankie questions their gender identity). 

A romantic thriller that takes “Be Gay, Do Crime” to heart. 
(Thriller. 14-18)
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IT’S ALL IN HOW YOU FALL
Henning, Sarah
Poppy/Little, Brown (320 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  May 31, 2022
978-0-7595-5667-6  

A former competitive gymnast tries 
to reimagine her life.

When a diagnosis of spinal stenosis 
forces 15-year-old Caroline to quit gym-
nastics, the Kansas state beam champion 
doesn’t know what to do next. Her best 

friends, Sunny Chavez and Peregrine Liu, still practice seven 
hours a day. But Caro’s older brother’s best friend, rising senior 
and tennis star Alex Zavala, offers to spend the rest of the sum-
mer coaching her in other sports she might enjoy. When Caro 
discovers that Alex has a crush on Sunny, she and Peregrine 
spend a long time plotting to get them together only for Caro 
to discover that she herself has a crush on Alex. Fortunately, 
Alex reciprocates—just when Caro also falls in love with tennis 
and it’s time for the big tournament at the local country club. 
Henning was herself a high-level gymnast, and it shows: The 
brief scenes of Caro in the gym attempting high-level maneu-
vers crackle with authenticity and tension. The rest is a fairly 
standard teen rom-com with lots of descriptions of food and 
clothes, lots of who-drives-whom-where, and plenty of snarky 
conversation. Caro’s being forced to give up her dream offers 
scope for real emotional complexity, but Henning doesn’t dig 
for it; the novel stays on the surface, easy enough to read but not 
particularly compelling. Caro and Alex read as White; Sunny 
and Peregrine are cued as having Latinx and East Asian heri-
tage, respectively.

A light read with room to delve deeper. (Fiction. 12-18)

THE CODE BREAKER—YOUNG 
READERS EDITION
Jennifer Doudna and the 
Race To Understand Our 
Genetic Code
Isaacson, Walter
Adapt. by Sarah Durand
Simon & Schuster (368 pp.) 
$17.99  |  April 26, 2022
978-1-66591-066-8  

A trimmed—but still hefty—young 
readers’ adaptation of Isaacson’s much-admired 2021 original.

Substantial discussions of gene tailoring’s promise and 
thorny ethical quandaries expand this story of how researchers 
discovered a mechanism that bacteria use to “remember” and 
nullify attacking viruses and how they have leveraged it with 
maladies from sickle cell anemia to Covid-19. The work centers 
pioneering researcher Doudna—tracing her Nobel Prize–win-
ning achievements but also situating her in a teeming interna-
tional community of fellow researchers whose relationships are 
fueled by a fizzy mix of egos and altruism. Young readers may 

be more interested in Doudna’s discoveries than the details of a 
midlife existential reckoning or a fence-mending web chat with 
a formerly close colleague. But along with some photos, there 
are vivid word portraits of her as well as fellow scientists, from 
James Watson (“difficult and complicated”) to He Jiankui, whose 

“thirst for fame” led in 2018 to his inserting genomic alterations 
into viable human embryos. That episode demonstrated that 
we actually can “hack evolution,” for better or worse: “It’s good 
that some people have strong opinions about gene engineering 
in humans, but it’s even better if you know what a gene actu-
ally is.” If some passages read like acronymic word salad, the 
whole package offers a stimulating and topical case study in 
how rewarding science can be when it’s “letting data dance with 
big ideas.” An index and resource list would have been helpful.

Ambitious in scope; a distinctively nuanced picture of 
modern science in action. (endnotes) (Nonfiction. 13-18)

OUT OF THE BLUE
June, Jason
HarperTeen (384 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 31, 2022
978-0-06-301520-3  

Merfolk legends get a queer 
makeover.

Told in alternating first-person points 
of view, the story kicks into action as 
two very different lives intersect when 
Los Angeles high school junior Sean, a 

recently dumped, rom-com–obsessed, aspiring film director and 
beach lifeguard, rushes to the aid of someone lying in the sand. 
But Ross, the person he rescues, is actually Crest, a mer who is 
embarking on a tradition from the ocean, or Blue: They must help 
a human by carrying out a selfless act during a full moon cycle 
spent on land before returning to life underwater. The two team 
up in a Hollywood-inspired fake-romance ploy to help Sean win 
back the attention of Dominic, the boy who dumped him for 
Sean’s former best friend, no less. As events unfold, Ross’ and 
Sean’s feelings become more real than scripted, and they both 
face truths that challenge their preconceptions. Despite the 
clear storyline, the pacing is uneven and the character develop-
ment at times inconsistent. A core strength, however, is June’s 
approach to nonbinary gender as a central facet of merfolk cul-
ture, creating a fresh way to explore gender presentation and 
identity. Ross, Sean, and Dominic read as White; other charac-
ters reflect multiple ethnicities and queer identities, the former 
cued largely by names and physical descriptions.

An upbeat romantic fantasy with serious themes. (Romantic 
fantasy. 14-18)
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BRIGHT
Jung, Jessica
Simon & Schuster (400 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 10, 2022
978-1-5344-6254-0 
Series: Shine, 2 

Five and a half years after the events 
of Shine (2020), Rachel Kim is a full-
fledged international superstar. 

As part of the nine-member group 
Girls Forever, she’s topping charts, tour-

ing internationally, and garnering a devoted fan base. While 
they may be at the top of their game, it’s not too early to lay the 
groundwork for the future. With ambitions for her own fashion 
line and a secret romance with fellow Korean American Alex 
Jeon, Rachel might have things figured out, but she must be sen-
sitive when it comes to management company DB Entertain-
ment and her band mates. She’s determined not to let individual 
drama sabotage the group, but is everyone on the same page? 
With Rachel’s having successfully graduated from the trainee 
system, this sequel focuses more on business machinations as 
tremendous fame raises the stakes, highlighting the dark side of 
industry expectations and tenuous public support. Her instant 
connection with Alex makes it extremely hard for Rachel not 
to be reckless despite the high risks, especially for female idols. 
While Rachel believes she is a conscientious group member, 
she can be unaware of the unintentionally hurtful effects of her 
actions. Readers’ awareness of other characters’ motivations is 
limited by Rachel’s first-person narration and self-focus; those 
interested in relationship dynamics may be left wanting further 
nuance, but anyone tuning in for more about Rachel’s trajectory 
will enjoy her twists, turns, and personal triumphs.

A glitzy sequel filled with drama and self-discovery. (glos-
sary) (Fiction. 14-18)

FORGING SILVER 
INTO STARS 
Kemmerer, Brigid
Bloomsbury (400 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-5476-0912-3  

As Emberfall and Syhl Shallow pre-
pare a Royal Challenge to promote unity 
between their countries, the vocally anti-
magic Truthbringers conspire to turn 
public favor against King Grey.

Set four years after Kemmerer’s Cursebreaker trilogy, this 
timely, nuanced series opener introduces teen narrators Callyn, 
Jax, and Tycho, whose alternating perspectives navigate moral 
ambiguities and confront past and present traumas. Baker Cal-
lyn and blacksmith Jax have supported one another through 
many hardships: the accident that claimed one of Jax’s feet, the 
loss of Callyn’s parents, and the ongoing physical abuse Jax sus-
tains from his father. Pushed to the point of desperation, Jax 

and Callyn accept a dangerous but well-paid job conveying 
potentially treasonous messages for the Truthbringers—but 
after a chance encounter with Tycho, the King’s Courier, the 
friends realize they’re in way over their heads. Notably, despite 
widespread distrust of magic, Tycho and others in Grey’s inner 
circle wear rings of Iishellasan steel that allow them to bor-
row his power, foreshadowing further revelations about how 
the magic functions. Tycho also faces scrutiny for his growing 
friendship with Jax and Callyn, and as the first Royal Challenge 
approaches, political and romantic intrigue abound. Both pri-
mary romances offer a masterclass in organic yet explicit depic-
tions of consent, including a smoldering queer romance that’s 
profound in its treatment of intimacy with a sexual assault sur-
vivor. Major characters default to White. 

A fiercely hopeful exploration of loyalty, perception, and 
agency in the face of fear, misinformation, and violence. (map, 
character list) (Fantasy. 14-18)

“Fiercely hopeful.”
forging silver into stars
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GIRL ON FIRE
Keys, Alicia & Andrew Weiner
Illus. by Brittney Williams
HarperAlley (256 pp.) 
$19.99  |  March 1, 2022
978-0-06-302956-9  

Grammy Award–winning artist Keys 
co-authors a YA superhero graphic novel 
bearing the title of her hit song. 

Smart, quiet 14-year-old Loretta 
“Lolo” Wright struggles to stand up for 

herself until, on what should be a routine trip to a convenience 
store, her 16-year-old brother, James, is mistakenly accused of 
stealing by the police. When the officer slams her brother to the 
ground, Lolo’s powers manifest for the first time. Meanwhile, 
Michael Warner, who lives in the same Brooklyn housing proj-
ects as the Wrights, is rejected from the football team for being 
too small. He develops exceptional fighting abilities and shortly 
afterward gets involved in working for a drug dealer named Skin. 
When Skin sees a video of Lolo levitating the cop who assaulted 
James, he wants to recruit her as well, and he tries to extort pro-
tection money from Lolo’s dad, who owns a moving business. 
Lolo must convince Michael to choose a different path; it’s only 
by working together that they can defeat Skin. Featuring dizzy-
ing shifts among multiple perspectives, this full-color graphic 
novel presents vibrant, expressive characters set against mostly 
simple, bright backgrounds, with extreme violence depicted in 
gory detail. The narrative briefly explores class issues and racial 
stereotypes, but while the setup is intriguing, the momentum 
fizzles and the pieces never quite come together. Most main 
characters are Black; Skin reads as White, and secondary char-
acters appear racially diverse. 

An action-packed tale for those thirsty for more superhero 
stories. (Graphic fantasy. 14-18)

WISH UPON A SATELLITE
Labelle, Sophie
Second Story Press (272 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-77260-257-9 
Series: Ciel, 3 

High school rushes onward, sweep-
ing Ciel into an emotional whirlwind of 
kisses, crushes, bullies, and drama in this 
follow-up to Ciel in All Directions (2021). 

Brazilian Canadian nonbinary ninth 
grader Ciel never realized they might like girls until, unexpect-
edly, they find themself kissing their best friend, Stephie, while 
comforting her in the aftermath of her latest (and supposedly 
final) breakup with her boyfriend. New, confusing, and exciting 
feelings explode inside of them, but the fireworks fizzle when 
Stephie decides their kiss was a mistake. As Ciel grapples with 
their personal romantic dramas, their school reels with con-
flict surrounding a set of nude photos of an underage classmate 

leaked by email to the whole student body. Picking up where 
the last book left off, this latest installment in Ciel’s daily adven-
tures shifts into high gear from the first page. Linked themes 
of consent, privacy, honesty, and boundary-setting connect the 
larger, communitywide conflict with Ciel’s individual turmoil 
as they navigate four potential love interests, including two of 
their closest friends, a new friend from the cheerleading squad, 
and even a former bully. The rambling narration balances snark 
and sincerity. Ciel’s openness about their queerness and neu-
rodivergence is at once playful and vulnerable. Although the 
ending arrives abruptly, a cliffhanger confession leaves readers 
longing for Ciel’s story to continue. The two previous entries 
in this series set in Montreal were written in French and trans-
lated; this title appears in its original English.

Unapologetic and critically engaged. (Fiction. 14-17)

FAMILY OF LIARS 
Lockhart, E.
Delacorte (320 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-0-593-48585-9  

This prequel to We Were Liars (2014) 
takes place in 1987 as 17-year-old Carrie 
Sinclair faces her first summer at the 
family’s Massachusetts vacation property 
without her youngest sister, Rosemary.

Ten-year-old Rosemary drowned the 
previous summer while swimming alone. Carrie’s parents and 
remaining sisters, 16-year-old Penny and 14-year-old Bess, endure 
the loss with characteristic Sinclair stoicism, but Carrie finds it 
difficult to repress her sorrow, even with the aid of codeine pills 
to numb her pain. When Rosemary’s ghost appears to her, she is 
bewildered by the specter but accepts her intermittent appear-
ances and comfortably mundane requests. Even more unex-
pected are the arrivals on Beechwood Island of George, Major, 
and Pfeff, friends of Carrie’s cousin Yardley. The boys’ presence, 
a deviation from the Sinclair family’s usual routine, sets into 
motion an unforeseen chain of events that ultimately entangles 
the three oldest Sinclair sisters. Lockhart’s stark, evocative 
prose captures the emotions of a grieving teenage girl paralyzed 
by the weight of her parents’ expectations and plagued by a per-
petual sense of inadequacy. The novel is framed as a story that 
present-day Carrie tells the ghost of her deceased son, Johnny, 
who asks Carrie to reveal “the absolute worst thing you ever did, 
back then.” Her response is a haunting confession about fam-
ily allegiances; the arbitrary rules of powerful, moneyed White 
families; and the strength required to bear witness to terrible 
truths.

Beautiful and devastating. (family tree, map, author’s 
note) (Fiction. 13-18)

“Beautiful and devastating.”
family of liars
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THE MANY HALF-LIVED 
LIVES OF 
SAM SYLVESTER 
MacGregor, Maya
Astra Young Readers (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-63592-359-9  

A top-notch blend of contemporary 
fiction and mystery with a satisfying 
conclusion.

Sam Sylvester is an 18-year-old 
White nonbinary autistic person who just moved with their 
dad to a small Oregon town after experiencing a hate crime in 
Montana that almost killed them. Sam, who was in foster care 
as a child, has never really felt a connection with anyone but 
their Black adoptive father before, but as soon as they move to 
Astoria, things start to change. They meet other queer kids, like 
Shep, a brown Latina who’s bisexual and who quickly becomes 
their closest friend and biggest ally. The two have something 
in common other than queerness: They’re both very intrigued 
by Sam’s new house, where someone called Billy Clement died 
30 years ago. The town considers it a tragic accident, but Sam 
and Shep are not so sure. Blending and transcending genres, the 
book’s beautiful storytelling and the rich voice of the prose at 
times evoke poetry. This captivating story centers a memorable, 
relatable protagonist surrounded by a lovable ensemble cast. 
The central mystery is gripping and fast-paced, but the book 
never fails to give all the characters motivations and backstories, 
making even the tertiary characters feel lived-in enough to be 
believable. Most of the central characters are on the LGBTQ+ 
spectrum.

A thrilling debut featuring lovable and well-developed 
characters. (Fiction. 14-18)

ATTENTION HIJACKED
Using Mindfulness To 
Reclaim Your Brain 
From Tech
Marcus, Erica B.
Illus. by Athena Currier
Zest Books (200 pp.) 
$19.99 paper  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-72841-719-6  

In a world of ubiquitous screens, how 
can teens find the right balance? 

Marcus, a mindfulness practitioner and teacher, offers a 
variety of suggestions for investigating one’s relationship with 
technology, with the goal of finding a healthy balance. She draws 
her readers in with an extensive consideration of ways technol-
ogy helps them make connections, locate affinity groups and 
paths to create social change, acquire information and educa-
tion, express themselves creatively, utilize organizational tools, 
and seek entertainment. However, she states, many elements 
of technology are designed to be addictive. Marcus offers pros 

and cons for a variety of common complaints about teens and 
screens, including that they interfere with mental and physical 
health and, some claim, damage cognitive abilities (an accusa-
tion she puts into nuanced context). With this groundwork laid, 
she introduces the practice of mindfulness. The second half 
of this self-help title offers a wide variety of ways to use mind-
fulness to examine one’s own tech habits, notice and recover 
from situations in which technology may have hijacked one’s 
attention, and identify and work toward achieving one’s goals. 
The conversational narrative is full of specific examples, lists 
of activities, writing prompts, and QR codes for audio files of 
guided mindfulness techniques. From the very beginning, the 
author couches her advice as suggestive rather than prescriptive 
and chronicles her own steps and missteps.

A valuable handbook for developing a healthy relationship 
with technology. (source notes, resources, index) (Nonfiction. 
13-18)
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I KISSED SHARA WHEELER
McQuiston, Casey
Wednesday Books (368 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-250-24445-1  

A romance with solid queer repre-
sentation set against the backdrop of an 
Alabama Christian school.

Chloe Green is the only one who sees 
through Shara Wheeler’s goody-two-
shoes act, and now that Shara’s pulled a 

disappearing act right before being crowned prom queen, she 
makes it her business to find her. This means teaming up with 
unlikely allies like Smith Parker, Shara’s jock boyfriend, and 
Rory Heron, the brooding boy next door, both in love with 
Shara, just as Chloe claims she is not. What brings the trio 
together is a series of notes Shara has left them, along with the 
awkward fact that she kissed all three of them before vanish-
ing. McQuiston’s YA debut starts off as a fun page-turner with 
a rich cast of queer characters but ultimately disappoints with 
its predictable plot twists and protagonists whose journeys feel 
lackluster. In a story that uplifts the importance of friendship 
and found family, the main character’s tunnel vision and indif-
ference toward her friends’ problems make for an ending that 
doesn’t feel earned. Rather than coming across as a complicated 
but earnest love interest, Shara feels superficial and narcissistic, 
raising the question of why so many people drop everything to 
pursue her. Shara and Chloe are White; Rory has a White mom 
and Black dad, and Smith is described as having dark brown 
skin. Bisexual Chloe has two moms.

An engaging, fast-paced story let down by character devel-
opment. (author’s note) (Romance. 14-18)

WIND DAUGHTER 
Meyer, Joanna Ruth
Page Street (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 17, 2022
978-1-64567-436-8  

Old, wild magic is tearing the world 
apart, and a 17-year-old girl is the only 
one who can bind it.

The child of a weaver and a story-
teller who used to be the North Wind, 
Satu North is a girl who appreciates her 

solitary life in a remote mountain house alongside her beloved 
parents and the bees she keeps. But Satu’s family’s story is still 
unfolding: When the bargain her father once made to become 
a mortal finally catches up to them, the Unraveling begins, and 
everything she knows and loves is gone. However, the daughter 
of the North Wind has a power of her own, and if she claims 
it, she may be able to rebuild the world. But where she goes, 
the Winter Lord—menacing yet strangely familiar—follows, 
yearning to take the power of the North Wind for himself. This 
stand-alone companion to Meyer’s Echo North (2019) weaves a 

powerful, beautiful spell in a storyline threaded with fairy-tale 
magic and heartwarming romance. Satu’s debilitating anxiety 
and her uncertainty about being worthy of calling herself the 
hero of her own story are well written and, combined with a 
kindness that becomes her most powerful weapon, contribute 
to her refreshing characterization. Satu has dark hair and brown 
skin like her mother; other characters read as White.

A rich, romantic tale of identity, agency, and love. (Fantasy. 
14-18)

THE WAITING PLACE
Nayeri, Dina
Illus. by Anna Bosch Miralpeix
Candlewick (64 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-5362-1362-1  

Profiles of 10 different young people 
from various ethnic groups who are stuck 

waiting in a refugee camp in Greece after fleeing Afghanistan 
and Iran. 

The children, ages roughly 5 to 13, find ways to pass the time, 
some more successfully than others—playing with a bow fash-
ioned from an old bedspring, reading, drawing, and engaging in 
pretend play. Older kids sometimes get to go to school outside 
the gated, guarded camp. The afterword by Nayeri, herself a 
former child refugee from Iran forced to wait for resettlement, 
stresses the importance of centering our common humanity, 
calling on governments and readers to act. The striking color 
photos and brief text sometimes tell different stories: Certainly, 
there is danger, boredom, and difficulty as emphasized in the 
text; there is also creativity, laughter, and resilience as shown 
in the photos. In contrast to more commonly seen narratives 
about dangerous flights from home or the challenges of settling 
in a new country, this work highlights the sometimes yearslong 
waits some refugees have in camps. Nayeri asks readers to 
extend kindness because refugees will be “ragged and tired and 
sad” upon arrival in the West; while true for some, this may 
reinforce discriminatory fears about mental health. The book’s 
often universalist depiction of refugees is a weakness, but its 
strength is offering a peek into real refugees’ lives.

A window into life in a refugee camp—portrayed as a 
place to wait to be rescued. (glossary, author’s note) (Nonfiction. 
12-adult)
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IN THE LONELY BACKWATER
Nieman, Valerie
Fitzroy Books (272 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  May 10, 2022
978-1-64603-179-5  

A North Carolina teen navigates 
choppy waters when her cousin’s death 
rocks their small marina town.

Nieman’s novel starts off like a gritty 
noir, with first-person narrator Maggie 
Warshauer revealing some of what she 

knows about her cousin Charisse Swicegood and dropping early 
hints that she has something to hide. The violent events of the 
fated night leading up to Charisse’s death unfold as a capable 
detective pieces together the tragedy. As Maggie’s observa-
tions—informed by her fascination with Linnaeus and his clas-
sification of species—are carefully revealed, her inner thoughts 
and statements to others become tangled up, sometimes in 
less-than-revelatory ways. Truth and rumors surrounding the 
case are spliced with episodes of Maggie’s ongoing explorations, 
letters written by her alcoholic father, and snippets of town 
gossip. Along the way, readers discover more about Maggie’s 
troubled background and tensions with her “so-called mother,” 
who left the family. The sense of place is strongly developed, 
but the characters’ motives are not fleshed out enough to buoy 
the tension. Maggie’s confidence brims with a mature bravado 
but often clashes with her negative physical self-descriptions. 
Themes of sexual awakening are raised; they drip with phras-
ing that conflates desire, regret, confusion, and fantasy as Mag-
gie wrestles with internalized shame. Maggie and Charisse are 
White; there is racial diversity in the supporting cast. 

A contemplative narrator, a mild mystery. (Mystery. 16-18)

BALLAD & DAGGER
Older, Daniel José
Rick Riordan Presents/Disney (384 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-368-07082-9 
Series: Outlaw Saints, 1 

A striking adventure in a secret world.
Sixteen-year-old Mateo Matisse now 

calls Brooklyn home, but that’s not where 
he was born. He’s originally from San 
Madrigal, a Caribbean island that was 

kept hidden from history books and maps. Finally, it sank as mys-
teriously as it had first erupted from the ocean. Feeling caught in 
between two worlds among the other San Madrigalero diaspora 
folks in the tightknit community that has formed in New York 
City, he is thrust headfirst into his community’s dark secrets 
when, during a night of celebration, he sees Chela Hidalgo, his 
crush and the daughter of a rabbi, murder someone. Soon after, 
Mateo discovers he is more pivotal to the future of the people 
of San Madrigal and the island itself than he ever realized. This 
first entry for YA readers from Rick Riordan Presents offers 

the same heart and adventure that work so well in the imprint’s 
middle-grade titles, with the addition of Older’s finely tuned 
teenage voice and worldbuilding details that will make readers 
long for a place that feels believable enough to be real. The first 
book of the duology ends on a satisfying note, leaving readers 
excited for the conclusion. The population of San Madrigal, 
which avoided colonization and never had slavery, is descended 
from West African, European Jewish, and Indigenous peoples.

A new, magical world full of rich folklore and hitting all the 
right notes. (Fantasy. 12-18)

STAR WARS THE 
HIGH REPUBLIC
Midnight Horizon
Older, Daniel José
Disney Lucasfilm (496 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Feb. 1, 2022
978-1-368-06067-7  

With the treacherous Nihil in apparent 
retreat, the Jedi seek to finally stamp out 
the raiders’ threat against the Republic.

Months have passed since the Nihil 
attack on the Republic Fair, and the Jedi of Starlight Beacon are 
striving to recover balance in the wake of so much loss. Some, 
like Padawan Reath Silas, attempt to reconcile the terror and 
devastation of battle with the station’s everyday calm and com-
munity. Others are overwhelmed by inscrutable emotions—or 
the lack thereof. But, as ever, the Jedi must set feelings—and 
even each other—aside when unrest and disappearances on the 
planet Corellia indicate an emboldened Nihil threat in the core 
of the Republic. Teaming up with the charming, ruthless leader 
of a Corellian protection agency, Padawans Reath and Ram 
Jomaram are thrown into a dangerous tangle of politics and cor-
ruption, at the center of which lies a threat that could rupture 
the Republic and destroy the Jedi. Older’s thorough under-
standing of this universe shines: Nothing short of knowledge 
of the Force could keep so many overlapping waves of break-
neck action, political intrigue, and constant emotional upheaval 
in harmony across the perspectives of no less than five focal 
characters. Stalwart fans and newcomers alike can enjoy this 
installment, though familiarity with franchise basics remains 
necessary. Queer relationships and nonbinary representation 
take center stage as found family, the thrill of connection, and 
grief drive each of the characters.

A hyperspace jump of series momentum; readers will love 
the ride. (timeline) (Science fiction. 12-18)

“Will make readers long for a place that 
feels believable enough to be real.”

ballad & dagger
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RAINFISH
Paterson, Andrew
Text (272 pp.) 
$11.95 paper  |  May 10, 2022
978-1-92233-096-3  

An impulsive decision weighs heavily 
on a boy living with his mum and brother 
in rural Queensland, Australia. 

After socially awkward Aaron is 
swept up in the hijinks of an older boy, 
he becomes mired in guilt over their 

theft of a gold rosary from the local church. His big brother 
Connor’s determination to find those responsible for the theft 
dogs Aaron even as both boys struggle with sorting out how 
they feel about Mum’s new boyfriend Pete’s abruptly moving 
in with them. Pete takes Aaron and Connor fishing for mudcod; 
later, their neighbor Byron, whose grandmother is an Aborigi-
nal woman, relays a legend that says catching these fish, which 
she calls rainfish, will bring floods. When disastrous flooding 
hits his town, Aaron fears that he is responsible. The main char-
acters are White, and the treatment of the Aboriginal legend is 
through this lens. Aaron’s lack of knowledge about Indigenous 
Australians has resulted in his absorbing racist ideas, shedding 
light on racial dynamics of the time. Awash in references to 
1980s pop culture (The A-Team, Star Wars, Transformers), this 
quiet, lyrical novel is as much a snapshot of a specific place and 
time as it is an introspective look into Aaron’s intense feelings. 
Aaron’s perspective feels filtered through an adult’s remem-
brance of youth; as a result, adults may connect more easily to 
this story than young readers. 

A meditation for patient readers on one boy’s experiences. 
(Historical fiction. 12-adult)

THE LESBIANA’S GUIDE TO 
CATHOLIC SCHOOL
Reyes, Sonora
Balzer + Bray/HarperCollins (400 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 17, 2022
978-0-06-306023-4  

Yamilet is a gay, Mexican American 
16-year-old who’s about to start Catholic 
school. 

She tells herself it has more to do 
with being there for Cesar, her genius 

brother one year her junior who skipped a grade and earned 
a scholarship, but there’s more to it. She’s also glad to start 
over away from ex–best friend Bianca, who outed her to their 
social circle. It’s not easy for Yami to lose someone she trusted 
as much as Bianca, especially when she feels alone and is still 
nursing the heartbreak of her dad’s being deported to Mexico 6 
years ago. She loves her busy, hardworking, very Catholic mom, 
but that doesn’t mean Mami would accept her sexuality if she 
knew the truth. In her new, wealthy, and mostly White school, 
Yami immediately faces casual racism, but it’s not all bad. She 

also meets Bo, a Chinese American girl who has chosen the 
school uniform’s trousers over skirts—paired with rainbow 
Vans, no less—and they immediately get along. Yami likes how 
outspoken and confident Bo is, but she’s also intimidated by her 
new friend’s being an out lesbian. As their friendship blossoms 
into more, so do the problems with keeping who she is a secret 
from the world. The portrayal of found family and the threads 
of love and acceptance woven into this story make it a satisfying 
read with a hopeful ending.

A textured and gratifying novel. (author’s note) (Fiction. 
13-18)

THE GHOSTS OF 
ROSE HILL 
Romero, R.M.
Peachtree Teen (452 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-68263-338-0  

A magical realist romance told in 
verse explores the many transitions of 
life: from homelands to new homes, 
from childhood to adulthood, from life 
to death and back again. 

The daughter of two immigrant legacies, Ilana Lopez knows 
what it is to live with ghosts of the past. On her mother’s side, 
there is a 500-year-long Jewish journey from Spain to Cuba 
to Miami Beach, and on her father’s side, a flight from 20th-
century totalitarianism in the former Czechoslovakia. It’s the 
phantom of her family’s struggles that sees her exiled to Prague 
the summer of her 16th year: Separating Ilana from her friends 
and her beloved violin, her parents hope she will turn her atten-
tion to preparing for a stable, successful, American future rather 
than dreams of music. In Prague, she stays with her wild Aunt 
Žofie and stumbles upon a long-abandoned Jewish cemetery on 
the hill behind her house. Lonely and longing for understand-
ing, Ilana learns about the heavy Jewish history of Prague as the 
ghost of a blue-eyed boy with dark curls wends his way into her 
beating heart. The past is alive in Ilana’s Prague, and it’s alive 
in this story that combines modern adolescent concerns, magi-
cal realism, and religious themes in pristine verse. An ode to 
the Diaspora and to the many folktales and myths populating 
Ilana’s mixed heritage, Romero’s luscious work dives into dark, 
painful caverns and emerges in sprays of enthralling hope.

A must-read for lost souls everywhere. (Verse novel. 13-18)

“The past is alive in this story that combines modern adolescent 
concerns, magical realism, and religious themes in pristine verse.”

the ghosts of rose hill
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PRIMAL ANIMALS
Rubin, Julia Lynn
Wednesday Books (304 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 24, 2022
978-1-250-75729-6  

At an elite summer camp, a girl 
faces phobias and discovers dark family 
secrets.

Sixteen-year-old Arlee Gold did not 
do well in her first two years of high 
school, so her high-achieving mother 

sends her to Camp Rockaway, where she herself made crucial 
upper-class connections in her own youth. Arlee is most con-
cerned about insects, to which she has an intense aversion, 
but the rich, judgmental campers intimidate her too. There’s 
a creepy vibe that only gets stronger as the summer goes on; 
engaging, dynamic prose establishes Arlee as a strong-willed 
narrator who is also deeply haunted. Hints of Arlee’s troubled 
past—“the thing that called me to the woods years ago”—and 
the camp’s horrific present—“they’re watching you, Arlee”—
never offer enough detail to serve as supplementary clues. Low-
level suspense gives way to clear horror about two-thirds of the 
way through the story, when a gruesome crime scene pulls Arlee 
away from a burgeoning romance with another girl and into a 
silent battle with the camp’s ominous secret society. While a 
chilling revelation about Arlee’s mother proves sufficiently ter-
rifying, the story’s resolution doesn’t provide satisfying enough 
closure for either Arlee’s emotional journey or the many sinister 
hints scattered throughout the narrative. Physical descriptions 
cue Arlee and most of the cast members as defaulting to White.

Possesses great promise but stops short of brilliant. 
(Thriller. 14-18)

QUEER DUCKS 
(AND OTHER ANIMALS)
The Natural World of 
Animal Sexuality
Schrefer, Eliot
Illus. by Jules Zuckerberg
Katherine Tegen/HarperCollins 
(240 pp.) 
$17.99  |  May 24, 2022
978-0-06-306949-7  

An entertaining, informative tour through the sexual diver-
sity of animal life.

From bonobos to fruit flies, wrasse fish to bottlenose dol-
phins, Schrefer, who is part of New York University’s animal 
studies master’s program, explores nonhuman animals’ lives 
in the contexts of sex and gender. Do nonhuman animals have 
sex purely for pleasure? Are they ever polyamorous? Are there 
trans animals? Intersex ones? Intercut with delightful comics, 
memoirlike vignettes, queer theory, and interviews with experts 
including a primatologist, evolutionary biologist, science his-
torian, and wildlife ecologist (to name a few), Schrefer takes 

seriously the desires and pleasures of animals’ lives, revealing 
how gender and sexuality are experienced as social and not just 
biological constructs. The book is motivated by compassion, 
as Schrefer explains: “I think care for animals leads to greater 
care for humans, too, since we all share the natural world, and 
the same systems of power that endanger animals also endan-
ger humans.” This regard extends to young people, as Schrefer 
writes a love letter to his 11-year-old self, who needed to know 
that queer people are indeed a part of nature. While the book 
uses a human identity-based framework to understand animals 
whose consciousnesses we can’t possibly understand, it will help 
queer kids feel less alone as it highlights the filtered lens through 
which the animal kingdom has for too long been presented.

A thoughtful, thought-provoking, and incredibly fun study 
of queerness across the animal kingdom. (glossary, notes, 
selected bibliography, index) (Nonfiction. 12-18)

BRAVELY
Stiefvater, Maggie
Disney Press (384 pp.) 
$19.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-368-07134-5  

Disney adaptations are familiar, but 
this title marks a new gambit: a novel 
sequel that accepts the source movie, 
Brave, as canon.

Merida, now nearly 20, has negoti-
ated a truce with her mother (they never 

talk about betrothals or marriage) and traveled the kingdom 
learning new things. But little has changed otherwise: The trip-
lets are still a force of chaos, Merida prefers archery to embroi-
dery, the kingdom is at peace, and magic is at rest. That is, until 
Feradach, the god who brings ruin in order to make room for 
growth, threatens to destroy everything Merida loves unless she 
can change her family enough to end their stagnation. This is 
still clearly a fairy-tale world, but Stiefvater’s understanding of 
medieval history (briefly detailed in the author’s note) grounds 
it, as does the very believable nature of Merida’s conflict: Sav-
ing what she loves means transforming it beyond what she 
knows. The episodic structure as Merida takes on three jour-
neys, each with different family members, moves more slowly 
than the movie, but the depth of characterization—as shown in 
Feradach and Queen Elinor in particular—is nuanced and note-
worthy. Readers who spent their childhoods watching Merida 
engage with magic will readily fall under her spell again as she 
negotiates the hardest challenge of all: growing up. All charac-
ters are assumed White.

A different kind of fairy tale, for older and wiser readers. 
(Historical fantasy. 12-18)
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BURN DOWN, RISE UP
Tirado, Vincent
Sourcebooks Fire (352 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-72824-600-0  

Bronx high schooler Raquel gets tan-
gled up in a dangerous game while trying 
to save a friend.

After Fordham University student 
Francisco Cruz goes missing, Raquel 
offers to help Charlize, his cousin who is 

also her childhood friend and secret crush, start up a search. But 
the circumstances signal that something even bigger than the 
mystery of his disappearance is wrong. Cisco seems to have been 
infected with a condition no one can explain that has spread to 
a nurse at a local hospital who just happens to be Raquel’s Mami. 
Now Raquel’s mother is comatose, and hints of a strange and 
fatal game start popping up as Raquel and Charlize try to get 
to the bottom of Cisco’s disappearance. The novel’s highlight 
is its premise that the Echo Game, an urban legend centered 
around historical atrocities that occurred in the Bronx, might 
be more than just a legend. As Raquel and Charlize grow closer 
during the course of their search, they learn about the hor-
rors that shaped the community they love. Certain decisions 
made by characters—along with the central game itself—feel 
a bit underdeveloped; regardless, Tirado does an excellent job 
of portraying the Bronx and its people, especially in depicting 
the often villainized spiritual practice of Santeria with care. The 
cast is majority Afro-Latine.

A deadly game meets social commentary in an ode to the 
Bronx. (author’s note) (Thriller. 14-18)

SOFI AND THE BONE SONG
Tooley, Adrienne
McElderry (416 pp.) 
$18.99  |  April 19, 2022
978-1-5344-8436-8  

Sofi longs to become a Musik and 
struggles with being outshone.

When the king declares that the five 
members of the Guild of Musiks must 
step down to make way for a new gen-
eration, Sofi thinks she finally has the 

chance to follow in her lutenist father’s footsteps and serve as 
his Apprentice. At the audition, however, she is upstaged by 
Lara, a newcomer who doesn’t even own a lute. Musicians must 
refrain from using magic or be Redlisted and forbidden from 
ever playing again. This is especially true of the Musiks and 
their Apprentices, who serve as the sole ambassadors and con-
tact between Aell and the rest of the world. Though Lara does 
appear to be a Paper-caster, Sofi suspects her of using magic to 
rig the audition. To prove Lara’s guilt, Sofi offers to come with 
her on tour and ghostwrite her songs. As Sofi sticks to Lara in 
order to spy on her, she finds herself growing emotionally close 

to her as well. The pacing is slow and contemplative, with fre-
quent stops to contrast Sofi’s strict training regimen with Lara’s 
passion for music. This juxtaposition both serves the plot and 
forms a running commentary on the dangers of suffering for 
one’s art. The magic system is easy to understand while also pos-
sessing depth. A beautiful ending speaks to the powers of both 
catharsis and emotional healing. Main characters read as White.

A book to be savored rather than devoured. (Fantasy. 12-18)

THE DAYS OF 
BLUEGRASS LOVE 
van de Vendel, Edward
Trans. by Emma Rault
Levine Querido (208 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 17, 2022
978-1-64614-046-6  

The heated beginnings of an interna-
tional queer romance.

Tycho Zeling has never really thought 
about the course his life should take. Perhaps that’s why he makes 
the sudden decision to take a gap year after high school and 
spend his summer at an international youth camp in Knoxville, 
Tennessee. In the Amsterdam airport, the Dutch teen happens 
to meet up with a fellow junior counselor who is headed for the 
same camp—Oliver Kjelsberg from Norway. The two strike up 
a fast friendship and end up sharing a tiny supply closet as their 
camp housing. After Tycho awakens to his feelings for Oliver, 
what follows seems fantastically inevitable. The boys’ romance 
rushes along largely in private until the camp director tells 
them they need to be more discreet. Even though the majority 
of the staff support them, Oliver and Tycho decide they would 
rather leave than live inauthentically. They depart for Oliver’s 
empty house (his mother is on holiday), where Tycho now has 
the privilege of seeing his boyfriend in his natural habitat, but 
he still cannot find a place for himself. Dutch author van de 
Vendel’s writing is poetic, intensely emotional, and sensitively 
philosophical in this beautiful translation by Rault. This book, 
originally published in 1999, is described in the author’s note 
as standing in defiance of the old trend of depressing, fatalistic 
queer literature; it leaves readers with an open ending that leans 
strongly toward the optimistic.

An enduring story populated with endearing characters. 
(Fiction. 14-18)
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NATE PLUS ONE
van Whye, Kevin
Random House (256 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  May 10, 2022
978-0-593-37642-3
978-0-593-37643-0 PLB  

When Jai Patel’s band, Infinite Sor-
row, loses its lead singer mere weeks 
before a major indie band competition in 
Los Angeles, Nate Hargreaves volunteers 
to take his place.

Seventeen-year-old Nate, who is gay, hasn’t performed 
onstage since he froze during an audition 5 years ago, but he’s 
determined to see this through. It helps that band practice 
means Nate gets to spend more time with best friend Jai, who 
is bi and on whom Nate has developed a huge crush. He’s not 
rushing to confess, though: Nate’s first relationship ended with 
heartbreak and unanswered questions, and he doesn’t want to 
ruin this friendship. With summer coming up, Nate is also look-
ing forward to traveling with his mother to Johannesburg for his 
cousin’s wedding and learning more about his deceased father. 
When a scheduling conflict prevents his mother from taking 
time off work, Jai volunteers to accompany Nate. Jai’s interest 
in Nate—apparent from the start to everyone but him—makes 
the romance storyline a reassuring matter of when rather than 
if that naturally builds anticipation. The atmosphere is com-
fortably positive throughout thanks to Nate’s good-natured 
and snarky narration as well as the unwavering support he 
receives from friends and family during moments of emotional 
turmoil and vulnerability. Nate’s American mother is described 
as mixed race; his South African family members are Black and 
White, and Nate learns about the history of race relations in 
the country.

Hits all the right notes. (song lyrics) (Romance. 13-18)

IF YOU CHANGE YOUR MIND
Weber, Robby
Inkyard Press (368 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 3, 2022
978-1-335-42590-4  

Soon-to-be high school senior Harry 
has to choose between his charming ex-
boyfriend and the new boy in town. 

Harry doesn’t have time for boys 
this summer—he is focused on writing 
a screenplay to help him get into college 

and begin his Hollywood career. Then he meets Logan, who 
is staying with his aunt and uncle in the small Florida town of 
Citrus Harbor for the summer and working at the beach club 
Harry’s family frequents. Unfortunately, Grant, Harry’s ex, is 
back in town, and even though Harry likes Logan, there are 
still sparks and memories between him and Grant. The story 
is both modeled on and heavily references romantic comedy 
films ranging from the 1970s to the 2000s. Weber sets out to 

capture the feel of those classic rom-coms and largely succeeds. 
Everything from the meet-cute to the makeup kiss is sweet and 
satisfying. The other narrative influence is, surprisingly, super-
hero movies, reflected in the excerpts from Harry’s fictional 
screenplay that are interspersed between the chapters. This 
debut is a light beach read that scratches an itch for readers 
craving a gay romance that incorporates classic romance tropes. 
All main characters are implied to be White except for Harry’s 
best friend, Hailey, who is Filipina.

A cute story populated with appealing characters. (Romance. 
14-18)

PLACES WE’VE NEVER BEEN
West, Kasie
Delacorte (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  May 31, 2022
978-0-593-17630-6  

Estranged childhood pals take a road 
trip. 

Norah hasn’t seen her old best friend, 
Skyler, in years. When Skyler’s family 
first left California and moved to Ohio, 
the White teens would talk all the time, 

but over the past year or so things have quieted down. The only 
real connection the two have now is the occasional like on each 
other’s Instagram posts. An RV road trip may be just the spark 
this friendship needs to get back on track, and Norah’s been 
counting down the days till the pair set off across the country 
with their respective siblings and moms. But Skyler shows up 
with an aloof attitude and awkward demeanor. The push and 
pull of Norah’s trying to engage with Skyler and Skyler’s want-
ing to be anywhere but there gets old fast. It’s clear something 
is going on with him, but readers are trapped within Norah’s 
perspective, and Norah does not ask the right questions to get 
any sort of ball rolling. This impasse kills any momentum the 
novel can muster, and a thinly characterized supporting cast 
drags it down even further. Readers will have difficulty discern-
ing which sibling belongs to which family, who’s lying to whom, 
and, ultimately, if they feel invested enough to stick with the 
narrative and discover how it all plays out. 

The perennially popular road-trip scenario does not 
redeem this story. (Romance. 14-18)

“Hits all the right notes.”
nate plus one



indie
HEY, WHITE GIRL 
Bice, Judith
Atmosphere Press 
$18.99 paper  |  $7.99 e-book
978-1-63988-098-0

It’s 1969 in Bice’s novel, and mandated 
busing has come to the Richmond, Vir-
ginia, schools.

The Randolphs are a White, middle-
class Catholic family. Eleanor’s father is a 
lawyer. Nell, as she’s known, has an older 

brother, Donald, and a tightly wound mother, Marjorie. In the 
fall, Nell will be bused to Stonewall High, which is almost all 
Black and underfunded. Nell isn’t comfortable there but is 
determined to make the best of it and perhaps even to make 
some Black friends. She gets a small part in the fall play. The 
cast of Carousel is experimentally integrated, but when a Black-
cast Billy Bigelow kisses a White-cast Julie Jordan, half the audi-
ence walks out and the local paper throws a fit. At semester’s 
end, Nell’s mother finds her a slot at St. Mary’s, a private White 
school. The nuns are racist (Nell, to her relief, is expelled), her 
classmates, clueless privileged snobs. She winds up, also to her 
relief, back at Stonewall. Nell’s father is a good man, trying to 
make the best of this situation and do the morally right thing. 
Her mother is not overtly racist, but she almost vibrates at this 
imposition, this disruption of her orderly, traditional life. Nell 
does make some Black friends, but those friendships are really 
fragile. We learn the story through Nell’s eyes, and a finely 
drawn character she is (as are others, especially the problematic 
Marjorie). We learn in the author blurb that Bice lived through 
that time as student and teacher, and her experiences inform 
every confrontation, every confusion. It’s important that in the 
epilogue, Nell is recalling in adulthood what she lived through 
and learned from. Thus, she can look back and trenchantly say, 

“My curated life was about to be challenged.” In the end, Nell 
can agree with Fergy Sutton, her Black almost-boyfriend, that 
the future is not without hope for the long haul but must be 
faced without rosy expectations for the short term.

A very sensitive, well-written treatment of a trying time 
and those who lived it.

HEY, WHITE GIRL by Judith Bice .................................................... 138

HONORABLE PROFESSION by Andy Kutler..................................150

WE HAVE SOMETHING TO SAY! by Sonia Myers .......................... 152

HUNTING FOR THE LAMB OF GOD by Jamey O’Donnell .............154

PSEUDO by Dorothy Speak ............................................................... 158

WE ARE THE KINGS by Ariane Torres .............................................159

ORGY AT THE STD CLINIC by Johnny Townsend ............................159

EL OFICIO DE NARRAR SIN MIEDO by Harris Whitbeck ............160

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

WE HAVE SOMETHINGTO SAY! 
Myers, Sonia
Atmosphere Press (322 pp.) 
$18.99 paper  |  $7.99 e-book  |  Sept. 8, 2021
978-1-63988-033-1
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CROSSING THE 
PRESSURE LINE
Bird, Laura Anne
Orange Hat Publishing (254 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  March 1, 2022
978-1-64538-283-6

A young girl finds purpose in life after 
losing a loved one in Bird’s debut middle-
grade novel.

Twelve-year-old Clare Burch has lived 
with her mother, Helen, and her mater-
nal grandparents, Grandma Lulu and her 

beloved Grandpa Anthony, for most of her life. One New Year’s 
Eve, Grandpa Anthony collapses from a heart attack while mak-
ing dinner. Clare is the only family member at home, so she calls 
the paramedics and stays with him until they get to the hospital. 
When he ultimately dies, Clare is devastated. In his will, Grandpa 
Anthony requested that Grandma Lulu, Helen, and Clare spend a 
summer together in the family cabin in Alwyn, Wisconsin, where 
Clare used to vacation with him and her mom. He also asked that 
they scatter his ashes in the lake there. Clare doesn’t want to leave 
her two best friends, Emmy and Olive, and her swim team—and 
she doesn’t want to leave Grandpa Anthony’s ashes in Wisconsin. 
He’s always been the person who held the family together, and 
she wonders what will happen now. But what starts as a trip full of 
uncertainty and apprehension for Clare, Helen, and Grandma Lulu 
ends up being a journey of self-discovery as they navigate their grief 
and reconnect with one another. For Clare, specifically, the voyage 
allows her to open up, make new friends, and enjoy life. Over the 
course of the novel, Bird craftily balances the family’s story with 
beautiful descriptions of Wisconsin landscapes while focusing on 
Clare’s emotions and realizations as she learns to believe in herself 
and to accept the loss of a loved one. The characters are relatable 
and sometimes quite funny, and Clare’s ruminations are thoughtful 
yet appropriate for a girl her age: “We’re each pointing in our very own 
direction,” she reflects toward the end of the novel while looking 
at what she, Grandma Lulu, and her mother have accomplished 
during their stay. Each manages to find the motivation she needs 
to keep going.

An evocative story about recovering from grief for readers 
of any age.

HALFWAY TO SCHIST
Bridgford, Peter
Black Rose Writing  (276 pp.) 
$20.95 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
March 31, 2022
978-1-68433-909-9

An American teenager finds herself 
on a remote Canadian lake in this geol-
ogy-themed YA novel.

Buffalo, New York, 1955. Red Rog-
ers knows a lot about rocks. Both her 

parents are geologists, so it comes with the territory. After her 

mom chooses suicide, Red realizes that rocks were central to 
the way the woman interacted with the world. “My father liked 
to say I needed to understand that my mother had been born 
with a heart of stone,” recalls Red. “My mother, he said, couldn’t 
comprehend human nature, especially her own, but she under-
stood stones, rocks and ice, and all the processes they went 
through.” Just as Red is settling into high school, her father 
decides to move both of them to a remote Canadian island in 
order to renovate his dead uncle’s fishing lodge—not exactly 
the kind of place where Red wants to spend her 16th birth-
day. The lodge is even more rustic and isolated than Red had 
imagined, but she finds some unexpected friendships with two 
local teens: Walter Mohaney, a skilled carpenter and amateur 
boatbuilder, and Isadore Whitefeather, a handy First Nations 
mechanic who works alongside his stoic grandfather. After 
Red acclimates to the tensions between the townies and the 
wealthy seasonal tourists—and an unexpected organized crime 
presence—she comes to better understand her father and her 
deceased mother. As Red’s summer unfolds, she examines some 
of the geology-centric fables that her mother bequeathed her in 
an old diary as well as the letter she left labeled “FOR RED. DO 
NOT OPEN UNTIL YOUR 16th BIRTHDAY.” If there’s one 
thing that every rockhound knows, it’s that human lives pass by 
in the blink of an eye—at least when you’re measuring them in 
geological time.

Bridgford’s prose is measured but full of movement, deftly 
capturing both Red’s angst and the liberty she feels in her new 
setting: “I kept the boat zipping along, and soon the freedom 
of being my own captain became intoxicating to me. I never 
wanted it to stop. For the first time I felt completely free and I 
wanted nothing more than to be alongside a noisy boat motor 
and feel the spray and wind on my face as I piloted my own 
craft among the islands of what now seemed such an enchant-
ing place.” Red narrates the book from far in the future, which 
makes the story feel more contemplative than urgent. The 
author displays a tendency to let Red summarize her memories 
more often than dramatizing them as scenes. This, coupled 
with the 1950s setting, brings to mind an earlier era of YA fic-
tion. That isn’t to say that the novel doesn’t have many of the 
familiar tropes of the genre, including social hierarchies, fast 
friendships, betrayals, queer longing, and a fairly explosive end-
ing. Red lives a lot of life over the course of one summer, and by 
the time readers reach the final pages, they will feel as if they 
have, too.

A thoughtful, engaging tale about loss and growing up.
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CHRISTOPHER SPROYNGEEZ 
AND DEEDLEKIN DOLL
Charach, Ron
Illus. by Laura Catrinella
FriesenPress (28 pp.) 
$23.99  |  $15.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Nov. 25, 2021
978-1-03-911992-5
978-1-03-911991-8 paper

Siblings cause mischief when they 
use magical powers at a shopping mall in Charach’s picture book. 

In this picture book, Covid-19 is over, and Christopher 
Sproyngeez and Deedlekin Doll’s parents are so antsy to go 
shopping that they leave their kids unattended in the mall. The 
White kids decide, “It’s time / We made use of our powers!” 
Christopher leaps “like an acrobat,” while Deedlekin alters her 
appearance to resemble various characters, like Raggedy Ann 
and Anne of Green Gables. Both can fly. However, they must 
be “secretive” when flying to evade adult eyes: “If a parent / 
Called out the child’s name. / The spell would be broken— / A 
terrible shame.” The kids enjoy flying, but commotion ensues 
after they crash-land at the toy store. When shocked staffers 
snap photos of the siblings, nervous Deedlekin becomes Elsa 
from Frozen. Eventually, they return to their angry parents, who 
dock their allowances as punishment. Christopher acknowl-
edges the importance of patience, and Deedlekin realizes that 
it’s best to stay herself, so they both resolve to stop using their 
powers. Their parents recognize an essential lesson, too—the 
desire to procure material goods shouldn’t be more important 
than supervising their children. The protagonists’ whimsical 
adventures will charm youngsters. Charach imbues the work 
with fantasy, creativity, and humor. Christopher and Deedle-
kin’s experience will inspire readers to demonstrate patience 
and respect, too. Catrinella’s digital illustrations capture the 
siblings’ escapades and ably depict featured background ele-
ments like boxes, bags, and the mall’s Canada geese sculpture.

A lively, fun tale that emphasizes thoughtfulness and 
deemphasizes materialism.

THE CUPID CHRONICLES
Copelan, Dennis
Apricot Springs Publishing (328 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Oct. 19, 2021
978-1-73771-220-6

Two novice angels analyze eight rela-
tionships gone awry in this comic novel.

Even heaven has bureaucrats. In 
the summer of 2063, Pixel Millet is one 
of them. As a relative newcomer to the 

afterlife—he’s been dead for 25 years—he’s still just an angel-
in-training. Until he gets his wings, he’s required to serve as 
a social worker at Paradise City’s Department of Discipline. 
His latest case is Cupid-1637, born Dean Webster, a fellow 

Kirkus Indie often reviews books that 
have been translated into English from 
other languages, and, occasionally, our 
reviewers offer opinions on untranslated 
works in Spanish. Here are three notable 
books from international authors, all pub-
lished in the past few years, including two 
that received the Kirkus star.

Our reviewer notes the “distinct-
ly ironic and sinewy voice” of Marko 
Pogačar’s poems in his Kirkus-starred 
2020 collection, Dead Letter Office. The 

works, translated into English from the 
Croatian by Andrea Jurjević, reflect the 
poet’s iconoclasm and satiric views of 
such institutions as the church and the 
police; he grew up in Yugoslavia, which 
was riven by violent conflict. Our re-
viewer particularly notes the book’s fi-
nal piece, “Waiting for the Song,” noting 
that the speaker “acknowledges the bar-
riers between self and world. Though 

‘nothing / can land on you. still you lie 
and wait for the song. / you wait for it.’ ”

Dimas Rio’s 2019 short story collec-
tion, Who’s There? offers readers five tales 
of suspense, translated from Indonesian, 
that feature, as our reviewer describes 
them, “ghosts, creatures, and general mal-
feasance.” For example, one story, “The 
Voice Canal,” features an Indonesian stu-
dent studying in Scotland who appears to 
hear the voice of his dead father through 
a set of earphones. Kirkus’ review recom-
mends these “dark stories that entrance 
and unnerve.”

Readers may know Guatemalan-
born author Harris Whitbeck from his 
work as a foreign correspondent for ca-
ble news network CNN. In his recently 
published Spanish-language memoir, El 
Oficio De Narrar Sin Miedo, he offers high-
lights from his decadeslong reporting ca-
reer, which took him to such far-flung 
locales as Haiti and war-torn Afghani-
stan. Our reviewer, in a starred review on 
p. 161, calls the remembrance an “often 
compelling survey of a uniquely demanding career and the life 
lived around it, with stories that readers won’t find in the news.”

David Rapp is the senior Indie editor.

INDIE  |  David Rapp

other voices, 
other countries
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angel-in-training who has been slacking off on the job. “The 
role of Cupid…should have been easy,” thinks Pixel. “They’d 
shoot their arrows at people on Earth to make them fall madly 
and deeply in love—until someone decided to codify it. Now, 
the job was filled with all kinds of nebulous and poorly written 
rules.” Dean has violated quite a few of those rules, and he’s 
now in danger of getting “flushed” to the lower regions—in 
other words, hell. The two begin to work through Dean’s sup-
posed violations, which include things like “causing emotional 
distress,” “intentional or negligent wrongdoing,” and “failure to 
bring love, desire and happiness to everyone.” Dean’s region of 
operations is Los Angeles from the 1940s through the 2060s, 
and his targets include an unemployed actress, a haunted young 
widow, a clown who works at a farmers market, and a couple 
on a date in Orange County’s “third largest and least known 
amusement park.” Dean’s romance failures are hard to paper 
over, but Pixel must do his best to defend them if he wants to 
save his client from getting flushed. Yet it soon becomes clear 
that someone higher up in the heavenly bureaucracy may have 
it in for Cupid-1637. 

Copelan’s prose is rich in detail and full of jokes, though 
some of them are of the decidedly dad variety: “Unlike Earth, a 
social worker in heaven had to be an advocate, a therapist, and 
a lawyer, all in one. He didn’t necessarily like the attorney part, 
but he had no choice. Most of the lawyers hadn’t made it up to 
heaven, and there was a shortage in the system.” (How funny 
readers find this lawyer comment is likely a good barometer for 
how amused they will be with the author’s humor.) The book’s 
structure is an intriguing one. It’s composed of eight mostly 
unconnected short stories about misaligned romances, with 
the tale of Pixel and Dean used primarily as a framing narrative. 
(Indeed, the audience will wonder if Dean’s cases were written 
before the angelic material.) This gives the novel a highly epi-
sodic structure that may turn off some readers. That said, the 
reading experience is a fun one, and Copelan’s light treatment 
of his unlucky-in-love characters is engaging without ever get-
ting too dark. The ending may feel a bit anticlimactic, but the 
heart of the tale really resides in the mishandled romances: the 
stories within the story set during various eras of Southern Cali-
fornia’s history. The result is not much more than the sum of its 
parts, but the parts work pretty well.

A buoyant, episodic tale about the difficulties of love.

A PASSABLE MAN
Poems
Culver, Ralph
MadHat Press (114 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  Oct. 24, 2021
978-1-952335-29-7

A volume of poems that explore life’s 
subtle connections.

Divided into five parts, Culver’s col-
lection presents a quiet symphony of 
imagery. Many poems are dedicated to 

the poet’s family members past and present as well as friends 

and other poets, emphasizing the invisible yet vital bonds 
between people. His poetry is satisfyingly elemental; natural 
forces blend with the movement of one’s mind, as in “Prelude,” 
when winter “stops / the brain’s fragile traffic,” or when the end of 
the day comes in “How It Happens Sometimes,” like “an animal 
that wants / your blood, that wants / to wear your skin / like a 
summer dress.” Sometimes, the presence of animals evokes an 
epiphany; while growing increasingly intimate with a lover, the 
subject of “In Early Spring” “thinks of a family / of white-tailed 
deer crossing the wetlands near / the mouth of the river. Now 
his hand along / her inner thigh.” A sensual earthiness perme-
ates many poems, and Culver is confident as he expresses his 
ideas economically without losing their potency: “his wife / now 
descending naked in a postcoital, orgastic, self-satisfied sham-
bles” (“Digit”). The volume even contains a ballad that maturely 
describes a couple in a polyamorous relationship in which a 
father waits at home caring for his children while their mother 
is out with her lover: “The rest we leave for flame to burn / or 
for the ever-turning screw / to mate the truths we never learn” 
(“The Song of the Open Marriage”). A couple of Culver’s poems 
incorporate acrostics, while another directly borrows the syl-
labic structure of the Japanese tanka. However, even without 
knowledge of these specific forms, readers will feel the power 
of the poet’s succinct use of image and metaphor.

A powerful collection of contemporary poetry that’s both 
carnal and full of regret.

ON ACTING...AND LIFE
A New Look at an Old Craft
Davis, William B.
FriesenPress (293 pp.) 
$60.00
978-1-03-912427-1

Davis’ second memoir focuses less 
on the actor’s time on The X-Files and 
more on the theory and practice that 
make good actors great.

This charismatic follow-up to Where 
There’s Smoke…The Musings of a Cigarette Smoking Man (2011) is half 
personal recollections and half acting handbook, though acting 
theory weaves through the former and memory colors the latter 
to great effect. Davis starred in radio programs as a child and later 
studied at LAMDA theater school in London; his signature role 
came years later, when he appeared as a shady villain on The X-Files, 
but he’s had a long and busy career in TV and films. He writes with 
directorial verve and delivers his wisdom with the confidence of 
a seasoned professional who’s had a lifetime to figure out what 
works and what falls flat. In the section “Tricks, Traps, and Tech-
niques,” he asserts that “an actor must be selfish. You must do it to 
please yourself.” One imagines that, with this book, he’s following 
his own advice, yet there’s no navel-gazing here; he writes with his 
audience in mind, never dwelling too much on the past or falling 
prey to nostalgia or sentimentalism, although he does allow him-
self occasional moments of well-earned “back in my day” derision. 
From tips on learning lines and what to do with one’s hands on 
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“A charming, unpretentious, and pithy work.”
on acting.. .and life
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stage (“find a truthful activity”) to how to engage with directors, 
Davis combines lessons he’s learned during a 60-year career with 
advice from teachers and colleagues who influenced him. Curious 
readers with a casual interest in theater will find this to be a charm-
ing, unpretentious, and pithy work from a cleareyed practitioner. 
Students of acting will find it an entertaining and useful reference 
that focuses on the concrete over the abstract and the practical 
over the rhapsodic to create convincing performances. Davis, it 
turns out, has the chops to be successful onscreen, in the director’s 
chair, and on the page.

An entertaining, down-to-earth remembrance and a fine 
guide for actors seeking to master their craft.

CAN YOU SEE IF I’M A BEE?
Edwards, Melissa Garrick
Illus. by Jonathan Woodward
Dorrance Pub Co  (38 pp.) 
$24.00  |  $9.99 e-book  |  July 26, 2021
978-1-6480-4241-6

Edwards’ illustrated nonfiction children’s book explores 
various types of bees and other insects.

“What is a bee? Let’s find out why they are so important to you 
and me!” This well-crafted, fact-filled book by landscape archi-
tect–turned–children’s book author Edwards and veteran wildlife 
illustrator Woodward provides answers with rhyming text and 
eye-catching images. The work highlights the importance of bees 
to the planet and introduces some of the remarkably varied mem-
bers of the bee family to curious young readers. The book begins 
with a clear, straightforward description of the insects’ anatomy 
and life cycle and their specific roles in nature. It continues with 
playful but informative “first-person” profiles of a sampling of the 
world’s more than 20,000 bee species, including familiar honey-
bees, less-well-known cuckoo bees (“I’m a very sneaky bee; / I use 
other bees to raise my young for me”), dwarf honeybees, green 
sweat bees, long-horned bees, leafcutter bees, mighty carpenter 
bees, “head-bonking” carder bees, and others. Some of the pages, 
colorfully illustrated by Woodward, offer fascinating portraits of 

“wanna bees”—insects that might be mistaken for bees—including 
certain wasps, predatory robber flies, hover flies (“Surpri se! I’m not 
a bee / But looking like one is important to me”), and even a furry 
hummingbird moth. The book’s final pages are devoted to more 
in-depth information, which adults can easily share with children 
who are interested in expanding their knowledge about how bees’ 
ecosystems are threatened and why it’s important to protect them.

A book of entomological facts and authoritative illustra-
tions, all delivered with a light, child-friendly touch.

A DASH OF ROMANCE
Golden, Paullett
Self (337 pp.) 
$17.91  |  $13.64 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
July 18, 2020
978-1-73523-608-7
978-1-73523-600-1 paper

A series-starting Regency romance 
about a vicar’s daughter faking an engage-
ment, followed by a series of short stories.

Each book in Golden’s new series 
is an anthology containing a novel and a 

series of flash-fiction tales that originally appeared in the author’s 
monthly newsletter. All center on themes of love in the Regency 
or Georgian era, and the stories feature Trang’s occasional black-
and-white illustrations, which often depict specific characters. 
The titular novel is a Regency romance with protagonist Abbie 
Walsley, the youngest of a vicar’s four daughters in the sleepy 
but charming town of Sidvale in England’s Devonshire County. 
She’s a writer, concocting adventures of her ideal knight in shin-
ing armor, “Sir Bartholomew,” while providing tips as the town’s 
advice columnist, “Mrs. Button,” in the local newspaper. As 
she’s financially stable, she has no urgent need to marry, and she 
resolves not to do so unless it’s for love. When Viscount Lord 
Dunley proposes to her, under orders from his mother, Abbie pan-
ics and lies, saying she’s already betrothed to Sir Bartholomew. In 
an unexpected turn of events, Dunley falsely believes that Percy 
Randall, the philandering second son of the Earl of Camforth, is 
Abbie’s betrothed. As Abbie and Percy attempt to preserve their 
reputations, they strike a mutually beneficial deal—but soon 
they must contend with their growing mutual attraction. Golden 
creates tangible chemistry between the apparent London rake 
and the outwardly drab vicar’s daughter. She also importantly 
acknowledges the era’s diversity with the inclusion of Leila Owen, 
a woman of East Indian origin who’s a member of the literary 
society that Abbie attends, and effectively shows how neither 
Abbie nor Percy matches the stereotypical first impressions they 
have of each other. Overall, the novel’s greatest strength is its 
steady, careful character development. By comparison, the flash-
fiction pieces, though entertaining, often feel rushed. However, 
the author shows great creativity with these vignettes, particu-
larly “Midsummer,” about two lovers waiting to be reunited, and 

“Haunted,” a gothic-horror–inspired tale of a romantic encounter. 
A charming, character-driven work that will appeal to 21st-

century romantics.
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GRUDGE TIGER
Helms, Judith Fournie
TouchPoint Press (275 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book  |  May 24, 2021
978-1-952816-33-8

A woman and her daughters fight to 
save their tiger and their zoo following 
an animal attack in this novel.

The Warrens run a zoo in Southern 
Illinois where the big draw is their Ben-
gal tiger, Ms. Benni. Carolyn, the family’s 

matriarch, started the business with her husband, now dead. 
Marietta, Carolyn’s elder daughter, is a flight attendant in her 
early 20s; Kenny, her sister, is an accomplished high school stu-
dent. Kenny has a crush on Dean Alcott, the young man who 
delivers feed to the zoo—often shirtless—which is what leads 
her to film him on her phone the day he walks into the tiger 
enclosure and is mauled by Ms. Benni. As a result, Dean sues 
Carolyn for $3.8 million, which would certainly finish the War-
ren Family Zoo. The Warrens are quickly supplied with a law-
yer by their insurance company. Jackie Bauer—with Kenny’s 
aid—wastes no time in discovering that two weeks prior to the 
attack, Dean kicked at Ms. Benni’s head; that he was spurned 
by Marietta before he unlocked the animal’s enclosure; and that 
there are tigers who hold grudges. While the case gets underway, 
Carolyn worries about the family’s finances; Kenny expands her 
social circle; and Jackie’s trip to London for a tiger expert’s 
deposition may lead to more than just pertinent testimony. This 
story can best be described as wholesome. Helms’ writing style, 
with accessible but detailed prose, gives the tale an overall feel-
ing of nostalgic comfort, a warmth and simplicity that’s present 
in animal-centered family movies like Free Willy and Homeward 
Bound. These traits pop up in much of the dialogue as well, as 
when Marietta tries to cheer up her sister after it becomes 
known that Kenny liked to secretly film Dean: “I would’ve been 
a jerk about it—especially because I’d have been secretly jealous 
of your good grades.” This simplicity is a strength and is partly 
what makes the story enjoyable. Another high point is the trial, 
particularly when Dr. Nigel Lucas, the English tiger expert, 
delivers passionate, clever testimony. One minor misstep is the 
attention placed on Dean, namely that most women (save for 
Marietta) unrealistically seem to lose their reason when they 
encounter him. 

A charming tale about a loving family and their beloved tiger.

FRIDAY NIGHT DINNER CLUB
Killer Construction
Hind, T. L.
FriesenPress (130 pp.) 
$29.99  |  $19.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book 
June 15, 2021
978-1-03-911803-4
978-1-989496-31-2 paper

In Vancouver, British Columbia, a 
posse of young urban professionals tries 
to get to the bottom of evildoing on a 
multimillion-dollar construction project.

That project, being built by a local construction outfit hop-
ing to break into the big time, has been plagued by some very 
suspicious accidents, including a couple of fatalities. This grabs 
the attention of Jessie Hayes, the executive assistant to the 
head of a local investment firm. Jessie is part of a coterie that 
meets every Friday night in the penthouse of her condo build-
ing, where married couple Robert and Vinnie, who own a tech 
company, serve delectable dinners. The regulars are, usually, Jes-
sie and two other professional couples; she persuades them all 
to pursue this mystery, and so the “Friday Dinner” sleuths are 
on the case. They soon help the police get to the bottom of the 
crime. (Jessie also appears to be a bit psychic, which helps at key 
points in the narrative.) Along the way, Jessie and Ryan, a very 
handsome guy whom she first sees at a Starbucks, fall in love. 
Debut author Hind seems to be having great fun over the course 
of this novel. However, the mystery is hardly a challenging one, 
and one soon realizes that the book is more about celebrating 
the young characters’ lifestyles than solving the central crime. 
They’re always living the good life—awash in wine, constantly 
texting one another, and having a bit of a hard time getting over 
themselves, although they are seemingly oblivious to the last 
part. In addition, Jessie describes multiple men as “hot,” if not 

“smoking hot,” and her affair with Ryan climaxes in an impres-
sive sex scene. Except for the “accidents” on the construction 
site, though, the story is remarkably light on outright violence 
and gore, as if laid-back Vancouver is not to be confused with 
dangerous American cities. It’s the sort of crime story that ends 
not in a blaze of gunfire but in a cozy morning over coffee—and 
perhaps the genre can use some of that.

An easy, character-driven whodunit with an aspira-
tional element.
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THE FIRST 
ROBOT PRESIDENT
by Robert Carlyle Taylor

“A civic-minded female robot, 
purchased as a wife in the 25th 
century, develops an ambition 
to enter Washington, D.C., 
politics and tackle such issues 
as overpopulation and eco-
nomics education.” 

Engaging SF lite with some mild 
political satire involving the 
West Wing.

EVERYTHING 
TOGETHER
by Benjamin Klas
illus. by Fian Arroyo

“A teenager spends an unforget-
table season in Minneapolis in this 
middle-grade sequel.”

A lovely and intelligent family 
tale that emphasizes accep-
tance and care.

JEWELS OF THE SEA
by Betsy Franco Feeney 

“A scuba-diving grandpa intro-
duces readers to the world of 
microscopic life in the sea in this 
children’s science book.”

A lively, fact-filled work about 
sparkling ocean creatures and 
their crucial roles.

PICTURES DON’T LIE
by Ace Bryann

“Debut author Bryann’s romance 
tells the story of a love affair 
between a wealthy businessman 
and an artist.”

A thoughtfully crafted tale that will 
leave romance fans looking forward 
to more from this promising author.

TOTIS
by J. Joseph Kazden 

“Kazden offers a mind-expanding 
debut novel about a symposium 
examining the core concepts of 
the universe.”

A learned, bold journey to the limits 
of human perception and beyond. 

AN INGENIOUS 
EXCUSE
by John Lankenau &
Nancy Lankenau

“A historical account of a black-
smith who tests the limits of 
America’s justice system.”

A well-researched and highly 
readable historical account.



THE NORTHFIELD 
SAGA: APOCALYPSE 
BOUNTY
by Calvin B. Fisher 

“A freelance armed security guard in 
a post-apocalyptic North America 
tries not to lose his humanity—or 
his life—as he becomes embroiled 
in violent action against the power-
hungry, ruling ‘Network.’ ”

A rousing SF tale that stars 
a warrior hero with a strong 
moral center.

TA LĘ
by Yessoh G.D.

“Two young men in Africa con-
front a strange, frightening world 
of sorcery and spirits in this fan-
tasy debut.”

A gripping and swiftly paced mysti-
cal tale primed for a sequel.

WHY MUSLIMS 
LAGGED BEHIND 
AND OTHERS 
PROGRESSED
by Shakib Arsalan
Trans. by Nadeem M. Qureshi

“A new translation of an Arabic 
treatise arguing that the Muslim 
world has fallen behind its Euro-
pean counterparts.”

For all its limitations, a stimulat-
ing peek into an argument now 
rarely made.

NERVE ATTACK
by S. Lee Manning

“In Manning’s sequel to Trojan 
Horse (2020), a former American 
intelligence agent returns to the 
field to thwart a chemical attack in 
the U.S.”

A reluctant spy leads this taut, 
effective thriller.

THE HAPPINESS 
RECIPE
by Rebecca C. Morrison

“A guide to finding joy in the 
here and now.” 

A personal and inviting investiga-
tion of how to find real happiness.

PROLIFERATION
by Erik A. Otto

“A sequel describes a future 
Pacific Northwest splintered into 
competing nation-states where 
the emergence of automated 
artificial intelligence city states 
from hibernation threatens to do 
more than just shift the balance 
of power.”

Impressive AI mayhem and the-
matic parsing for SF fans.
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COMPLICATED
by Colin Alexander

“A young woman from a promi-
nent 23rd-century Earth fam-
ily avoids prison by enlisting in 
a term of off-planet service in 
Alexander’s SF novel.” 

A satisfying outer-space yarn of 
redemption under fire.

EVERYBODY! BABIES!
by Beth Williams-Breault

“Diverse families enjoy a day at a 
park in this picture book.”

An inclusive and sweet tale for 
young readers.

THE GREAT ENGINE 
ROOM TAKEOVER
by David Horn
illus. by Talitha Shipman

“In Horn’s debut children’s SF novel, 
a human third grader, adopted by 
aliens, has various adventures.”

A quick-witted and amusing outer-
space escapade.

WRIT IN WATER
by James Sulzer

“The dying John Keats examines 
his life in this literary novel.”

A lyrical and imaginative, if occa-
sionally overwrought, exploration 
of Keats.

CRIMINALS
by Mike Karpa

“Two lost souls in Japan attempt 
to get their lives on track by run-
ning drugs in this caper novel.”

An entertaining crime yarn full of 
sly humor and unexpected uplift.

PRAYING NOT 
TO FALL
by Matthew Rosas

“A young New Orleanian looks 
forward to his upcoming mar-
riage while fighting off the 
temptations of the party scene 
in this novella.”

A compact, boisterous tale that 
succeeds in describing the strug-
gle to regain control in life.



AN ABUNDANCE 
OF CAUTION
by Paul Anthony

“A philosopher with extraterres-
trial connections struggles to get 
humans to think about the big pic-
ture before they destroy the world 
over petty differences in this third 
installment of an SF series.”

This stimulating tale emphasizes 
that a change of perspective will 
be necessary to save Earth.

LIBBY
by Regan Macaulay & Kevin Risk
illus. by Gordon Bagshaw

“An insecure cactus learns to love 
the spines that make her different 
in this picture book.”

An engaging, beautifully illustrated 
tale of believing in yourself told 
from the perspective of a cactus.

STARGAZING 
IN SOLITUDE
by Suzanne Samples 

“A writer continues to explore 
life after a terminal diagnosis in 
her second memoir.”

A follow-up that tackles loneli-
ness and isolation with remark-
able candor and biting comedy.

BLOODLINES & 
FENCELINES
by D.L.S. Evatt

“The shocking homicide of a 
local woman turns a small Texas 
town into a hotbed of suspicion 
in this mystery.”

A twisty whodunit that’s crafted 
with care and saturated with 
down-home Southern charm.

SISSIE KLEIN IS 
COMPLETELY 
NORMAL
by Kris Clink

“After getting pregnant at age 
16, a young woman tries to 
make the most of the hand that 
life has dealt her in this novel.” 

A warmhearted tale about sec-
ond chances that will satisfy fans 
of romance and family dramas.

TAKE ME WITH YOU 
by Vanessa Carlisle

“A New York City sex worker 
investigates the disappearance 
of her stepfather in Los Angeles 
in Carlisle’s novel.”

A realistic and unsentimental 
take on race, class, and justice 
as seen through the eyes of an 
uncompromising protagonist.
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THRIVING AFTER 
SEXUAL ABUSE
by Denise Bossarte

“A woman surveys strategies 
that she used to recover from 
the lingering psychological 
trauma of sexual abuse in this 
self-help book.” 

A heartfelt and informative guide 
to recovery with searing literary 
recollections.

SAXON HEROINES
by Sandra Wagner-Wright

“A historical novel set in seventh-
century England follows a new 
queen and the women of her 
court as they struggle to survive 
and prosper.”

A captivating account of the lives 
of extraordinary women in peril-
ous times.

UNLEASH THE GIRLS
by Lisa Z. Lindahl

“A memoir offers the origin story 
of the sports bra.”

An engrossing account of the 
entrepreneur—and the bra—that 
changed women’s sports.

LENA’S SECRET WAR
by Fred G. Baker

“A Cold War novel that features 
two accidental spies on a dar-
ing mission to change the Soviet 
government.”

An energetic international drama 
with an indefatigable heroine. 

SURVIVING HOME
by Katerina Canyon

“A harrowing collection by a 
Pushcart Prize–nominated poet.”

An often cathartic and poignant 
set of poems about endurance 
and the cycle of abuse.

FURROW AND SLICE
by Richard Snodgrass

“A collection of short stories and 
a novella examine the trials of 
rural life in a fictional Pennsylva-
nia town.”

A vivid, moving collection that 
explores the unrecoverable past.
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GIRL MALFUNCTIONED
Holloway, Dustin
Self (338 pp.) 
$12.49 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Oct. 9, 2021
979-8-4824373-9-1

A teenage girl discovers that she’s 
the product of an experiment and seeks 
revenge in Holloway’s debut YA SF novel.

In Boston in the year 2030, 17-year-
old Krista Kinsley is living on the streets, 
keeping under the radar so that her abu-

sive father won’t find her. Her only friend is Jason, a chef who 
regularly provides her with a warm meal and conversations 
about his studies in physics. She has some difficulty commu-
nicating due to a stutter and seizure condition, but she’s also a 
quick thinker who comes up with fantastic solutions to impen-
etrable physics problems. After Jason arranges for Krista to 
meet Ron Arkin, a professor at his university, she learns that, 
when she was a child, she had a brain injury that the professor 
treated with a high-tech implant as part of an experiment. A 
tech malfunction leads to a reset, and, as a result, Krista devel-
ops incredible, enhanced physical abilities. Soon, numerous 
people are after her, including Arkin and his shady associates, 
her contemptible father, and Nathan O’Connell, a cop with 
a tragic past. All have different agendas, and most don’t have 
Krista’s best interests at heart, but she knows how to take care 
of herself—now better than ever. Holloway’s futuristic thriller 
mixes familiar elements of SF and crime fiction to tell a tale of 
ambition, agency, and revenge. Krista’s story is one of survival 
told by multiple narrators (including herself, her father, Arkin, 
and others) in a fast-paced novel that never lets up as she faces 
new challenges and enemies. Krista and O’Connell are the 
most well-developed characters among many, with both hav-
ing survived past trauma; the two effectively bond in a rela-
tionship that’s very much like that of a parent and child. The 
villainy of the antagonists feels a bit over-the-top at times, but 
the author’s intriguing take on the development of artificial 
intelligence is a welcome bonus. 

An action-packed techno-thriller with a fierce protagonist. 

A WESTBOUND SUN
Short Stories, Memoirs 
and Poems
Hurley, Jim
Xlibris US (164 pp.) 
$28.99  |  $16.99 paper  |  June 3, 2021
978-1-66417-644-7
978-1-66417-646-1  paper

A debut collection spans a lifetime’s 
worth of poems, stories, and essays.

It takes a talented writer to maintain 
a consistent voice in a range of different forms, and Hurley does 
just that in this assortment of fiction and nonfiction, poetry and 
prose, collected over the course of a long but sporadic writing 

career. The short story “The Broken Day of Bernie McCarville,” 
set in 1915, tells the tale of two men—an Iowa farmer haunted 
by his dead father and an itinerant coal shoveler who’s heading 
home to bury his sister—on a deadly collision course. Another, 

“The Second Drawer Revolver,” follows an opinionated 14-year-
old, home alone for the first time, who’s forced to contend with 
a burglar. A series of vignettes, called “Encounters,” describes 
prominent figures that Hurley met during his life, including jazz 
legend Louis Armstrong, comedian Jonathan Winters, and even 
members of the British royal family. The poems address a num-
ber of topics, although aging, loss, grief, and death are recurring 
themes, as in “An Old Friend Dies”: “I am a hoarder of life, / 
a rejecter of strife. / When a friend-treasure dies, / denials of 
fact will arise.” Hurley’s animated language often holds readers 
close: “I have to warn you right away,” begins the aforemen-
tioned burglar story, which was published in a literary magazine 
in 1958. “I talk a lot—even for fourteen. My grandma says I must 
have been vaccinated with a phonograph needle.” The poetry 
feels somewhat more antiquated, with its sometimes-inelegant 
meters and rhymes, but it’s nonetheless surprising, as in “Two 
Slow Murders”: “The neighbor’s dog was killed last week. / A 
gray coyote snuck and slammed, / An act for which it’s closely 
diagrammed. / We heard both dog and old man shriek.” The 
best piece is an essay about seeing Robert Frost speak at Loras 
College when Hurley was a student there, in part because it 
explains so much of his own aesthetic. Overall, the author suc-
cessfully manages to put his many talents on display.

A short and often intriguing writing sampler from a Mid-
western writer.

A DRESS THE COLOR OF 
THE MOON
Irwin, Jennifer
Glass Spider Publishing (360 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Oct. 30, 2021
978-1-73677-627-8

Just out of rehab, a sex addict must 
choose between a relationship or recov-
ery in Irwin’s sequel.

Prudence Aldrich returns to Los 
Angeles after five weeks at the Serenity 

Hills rehab center in the Arizona desert to get her sex addic-
tion under control; become a more present mother to her 
teenage son, Christian; and divorce her self-pitying husband. 
She’s burned many bridges in her life, but she’s not alone in 
her recovery; her best friend, Lily, has a new place for her 
to live, and her job as an interior designer is still waiting for 
her. Meanwhile, she continues to work on her program with 
a new therapist and Sex Addicts Anonymous meetings. But a 
steady stream of lewd pictures and texts on her phone as well 
as other triggers make things difficult, as does the fact that 
she can’t restrain herself from forcing a kiss on Lily’s husband. 
Prue must also confront her feelings about Alistair Prescott, 
a dishonest but dashing British cocaine addict whom she fell 
for in rehab; she hoped that he could help her deal with a life 

“Hurley’s animated language often holds readers close.”
a westbound sun
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damaged by parental abuse. There’s also Serenity Hills coun-
selor Mike Sullivan, a recovering alcoholic and boxing instruc-
tor whose current presence at a nearby gym is causing her to 
face her attraction to him. This direct follow-up to Irwin’s 
A Dress the Color of the Sky (2017) peers into the intertwining 
pasts of Prue, Alistair, and Mike and the sudden convergence 
of the three in LA, partly due to a tragedy they face together. 
This intense commitment to backstory, along with the way 
the book fleshes out each player through their dress and body 
language, brings the protagonist, her two love interests, and 
even tertiary characters to vivid life with all their tics and 
mannerisms. But although this work has the veneer of a love 
story, Prue’s struggle is truly about recovery and the setbacks 
and questions that go along with it. The novel will have read-
ers rooting for characters to overcome habits causing them 
pain—a surprising but effective way to explore major themes.

A clever fictional exploration of the processes of addiction 
and recovery.

SUNNY THE SIDELOADER
Jordan, Anne & Louise Jordan
Hereford House (38 pp.) 
978-1-737-4430-0-1

A recycling truck has an eventful first 
day of work in Anne Jordan and Louise 

Jordan’s picture book. 
Sunny the Sideloader is excited to start working as a recy-

cling truck. At the Sanitation Station, Manager Mike intro-
duces him to other trucks, including compost truck Sprout, 
grease truck Gruff, streetsweeper Starletta, and others. Mike 
instructs Sunny to work alongside Electra, an electronics recy-
cling truck, to learn the ropes. In his excitement, Sunny goes off 
alone and incorrectly picks up bins with his grabber, causing the 
streets to flood with trash. Ashamed, Sunny worries, “my new 
friends won’t like me.” However, they accept his apology and 
clean up as a team. The trucks return to the Sanitation Station 
to watch the sunset; Mike plugs in the electric trucks and sings a 
goodnight lullaby. This adventurous tale features lively language, 
including sound effects (“CLINK! CLANK! CLUNK!”), and 
active scenes with plenty of kid appeal. The story emphasizes 
recycling capabilities and protocols that will prompt meaning-
ful discussions. Sunny and his pals may also inspire youngsters 
to take environmentally friendly actions in their everyday lives. 
Readers will particularly delight in the vibrant, unique imagery, 
including photographs of colorful claylike characters and bus-
tling background scenes with textured mixed-media elements 
featuring shimmering water, trash piles, green grass, and more.

A wonderfully illustrated tale of teamwork with environ-
mental insights. 

HONORABLE 
PROFESSION 
A Novel of 
American Politics
Kutler, Andy
Black Rose Writing (295 pp.) 
$24.95  |  $19.95 paper  |  $5.99 e-book  
Dec. 29, 2021
978-1-68433-889-4
978-1-68433-847-4 paper

A disillusioned ex–Secret Service 
agent finds himself involved in a long-shot presidential campaign.

In this novel, ambitious Secret Service agent Dan Cahill gets 
himself exiled to Las Vegas after losing his temper at a congressio-
nal hearing. When he leaks a story about diplomatic misconduct 
two years before his planned retirement, he brings his career to an 
end. With his newfound free time, Dan reconnects with his daugh-
ter, Megan, a college student, and reluctantly tags along when she 
invites him to a talk by Walter Becker, her favorite professor. When 
Megan and classmates use the lecture to draft Walter to run for presi-
dent in the Nevada primary, Dan reluctantly joins in to support his 
daughter—despite his general opposition to her liberal views and his 
world-weary dislike of politicians from all parties. Walter decides to 
run as a single-issue candidate, promoting a Manhattan Project–like 
strategy for curing cancer, and takes an unconventional approach to 
campaigning. Walter’s election methodology and Megan’s enthusi-
asm wear away at Dan’s cynicism, as does the arrival of Anna Morales, 
the young governor of New Mexico who has only a slightly better 
chance against the dominant Republican in her primary than Walter 
has against the establishment Democrat. The campaigns endure ups 
and downs as the election approaches, leading to surprising twists 
and an outcome that is as much about Dan’s personal growth as it is 
about the leadership of the United States. Kutler brings an innova-
tive approach to familiar tropes of political fiction—idealistic young 
activists, an outsider willing to risk it all, a shoestring campaign—
making the novel a welcome addition to the genre. The writing is 
engaging (surrounded by enthusiastic young progressives, Dan 

“declined the overture from his seat neighbors to participate, just 
as he would’ve politely declined an invitation to be waterboarded”). 
While the plot meanders a bit before getting moving (Walter’s first 
appearance comes nearly a hundred pages in) and there are a few 
scenes that add color without pushing the story forward, the book 
as a whole is such an enjoyable and satisfying one that readers are 
likely to accept its length.

A fresh, engrossing take on the political novel with a strik-
ing hero.   
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THE MEDUSA DEEP
Lee, David Neil
Poplar Press (276 pp.) 
$13.00 paper  |  June 15, 2021
978-1-989496-31-2

A Canadian teen works to stop malev-
olent extraterrestrials from taking over 
Earth in this YA sequel to Lee’s H.P. Love-
craft–inspired The Midnight Games (2016).

Hamilton, Ontario, is still reeling 
months after terrifying beasts tried pass-

ing through a wormhole and a mysterious airship blasted the 
threat back to its own realm. Nate Silva, determined to track 
down that airship, called Sorcerer, treks through Hamilton’s 
North End during a heavy snowstorm. He comes across a rusty 
warehouse, and after he enters it, he learns that he’s actually 
inside Sorcerer—and that it’s about to take flight. This amazing 
craft and its crew have traversed time and space in a long-running 
battle against the Great Old Ones, a group of creatures plotting 
to colonize Earth. But humankind’s next threat won’t come from 
the sky; it turns out that the evil Nyarlathotep is already here, 
deep in the Pacific Ocean, ready to rise to the surface. Soon, Nate 
teams up with his grandfather, whom he’s never met before. The 
80-something man, decades ago, survived a harrowing encounter 
at sea with something diabolical, and he may be the only one who 
can find its “underwater grave.” Lee enhances his novel with ref-
erences to the Lovecraft mythos, although these don’t monopo-
lize the narrative. Menaces include winged, clawed beasts called 
thrals and a creepy Cthulhu-worshipping cult (a remnant of the 
series’ first installment). However, there are other elements that 
smoothly tie into real-world events, including World War II, and 
a surprising passenger appears on Sorcerer, as well. Nate’s no-non-
sense attitude befits a worthy hero, but Lee gives him just enough 
snarkiness to make him a believable teenager. The author further 
invigorates this sequel with vibrant detail, from the sounds of Sor-
cerer (“the airship sighed and shuddered like a huge beast with a 
broken heart”) to the description of the North End’s abandoned, 
dilapidated factories inhabiting “a Chernobyl-like wasteland.” A 
smashing cliffhanger sets up a potential third installment.

Familiar mythical creatures bolster this dark, ongo-
ing adventure.

SPACE STORY
Marplot, W.W.
Waxing Gibbous (398 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  $3,99 e-book
Nov. 29, 2021
978-1-73475-833-7

In Marplot’s YA SF novel, the fate of 
the universe hinges on three survivors 
of spaceships fleeing a doomed planet 
Earth: the brilliant but power-mad sci-
entist, his neglected son, and a spiritual 

teenage girl.

This mock-epic version of big-idea SF begins with repeated 
pronouncements by the supersmart, arrogant, and ultimately 
megalomaniacal Professor Lully that the planet Earth is “kaput”: 

“Systems and countries were failing, humanity was flailing, wars 
were raging, economies were sagging, nerves were fraying, reli-
gions were imploding.” His solution is to launch 360 escape pods, 
filled with the planet’s “elite,” into a cosmos in which Professor 
Lully’s unmanned Selflicator probes have supposedly already 
terraformed planets in preparation for colonization by the sur-
vivors of mankind. Lully has his own secret agenda and lifts off 
in an armed warship called the Nyx. His bright, 15-year-old son, 
Bobby, flies into space in a separate craft and is soon intercepted 
by a trio of aliens, including a talking dog called Barky. It’s soon 
revealed that the fast-reproducing Selflicators have created 
their own sentient robot civilization in defiance of Professor 
Lully’s strict programming. Declaring themselves superior to 
humanity, the Selflicators, who’ve renamed themselves “Deep-
oms,” are on a campaign of conquest that’s only tentatively held 
in check by a truce with more powerful aliens. A third party in 
the drama is teenage girl Kay, Bobby’s childhood friend, who 
escaped Earth in a spaceship built by her scientist brother. Her 
New Age–style philosophies end up having profound effects on 
the robots and artificial intelligences who encounter her. As war 
looms between aliens, robots, and the Nyx, vestigial memories 
of Bobby in the Selflicators cause them to worship the boy as 

“The Bobby,” or “The Los”—a godlike figure whose key power, 
it seems, is thinking up new and interesting names for things.

 Marplot presents readers with a work that unusually com-
bines Douglas Adams’ The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy’s mad 
science with Teletubbies’ simplified descriptions and dialogue, 
baby-talk names (such as that of a nonverbal robot called Beep-
beep), and childlike action. Yet, time and again, the author 
manages to throw in loftier themes of entropy, astrophysics, 
existential angst, machine intelligence, and even first-date jit-
ters. As a result, this is a book that exhibits more intelligence 
behind all of its props and effects than a cantina-ful of Star 
Wars sagas. The material may be something of an acquired taste, 
even for the younger readers for whom it is intended, but the 
author’s eccentric, heightened prose style is sure to raise regular 
smiles: “The usually dutiful, reliable morning sun shot only a 
single ray of orange, as if tiredly blinking its giant eye, then hid-
ing again behind a thick belt of cloud, understandably not want-
ing to see the Earth’s troubles, wanting to skip this one morning, 
shine somewhere else, and look the other way until tomorrow.” 
Whatever’s up next in the mixed-up files of Marplot will cer-
tainly be worth further analysis.

A fine genre spoof and tribute that provides wild outer-
space adventure in calculatingly twee prose. 
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“Marplot’s eccentric, heightened prose style 
is sure to raise regular smiles.”

space story
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DUSTED BY STARS
Matiasz, G.A.
Illus. by Jon Hunt
62 Mile Press (124 pp.) 
$12.00 paper  |  $0.99 e-book
978-1-73700-551-3

A courier takes on more than she bar-
gained for when she accepts a gig trans-
porting an alien relic through hostile 
space in Matiasz’s SF novel.

In a spacegoing future, earthlings are 
regarded by various alien species as violent, verminous upstarts 
whose greed ruined their home world and botched attempts 
to terraform Mars and Venus. Many feel that Homo sapiens, or 

“Gaians,” as they’re known, have no right to be zooming among 
the stars; nonetheless, many Gaians work throughout the galaxy 
as mercenaries and criminals. Stacey Jones, a Gaian, grew up in a 
Mars colony and self-identifies as a proud, socialist Martian, but 
despite her politics, her services as a transport-courier are still for 
sale. Desperate for cash, she takes a seemingly easy assignment to 
ferry an ancient artifact to Kapala, a planet maintained as a sort 
of shrine to the mysterious Progenitor civilization, which seeded 
life throughout the cosmos. The cuplike item, called a “sangrael,” 
turns out to be an archetypal relic that’s featured in numerous Ter-
ran legends, including that of the Holy Grail, but its curator—the 
mysterious part-cyborg Medea—assures Stacey that the object 
is harmless on its own. However, heavily armed attackers from 
all over known space (including other Gaians) soon converge on 
the tiny expedition. What kind of task has she really taken on? 
Matiasz delivers a flighty space-opera adventure in a compact 
package that has the feel of a teen-oriented chapter book or 
comic-book tale—a feeling that’s further cemented by the inclu-
sion of Hunt’s flavorful black-and-white illustrations. It offers 
shoutouts to such SF pioneers as Larry Niven, Olaf Stapledon, 
and even Edgar Rice Burroughs. The text, narrated by the deter-
mined Stacey, packs a lot of information into a small space—it’s 
a virtual singularity, one might say—but it doesn’t stop it from 
snapping into action-packed fight scenes in the blink of an eye. 
There’s not a lot of character development, though, and an aster-
oid-field of subplots remains in orbit at the end.

A brisk, if occasionally uneven, yarn that will still appeal to 
old and young space-action fans.

THE FINAL HEIR
Monson, Jon
Castle Peak Publishing (322 pp.)
$14.99 paper  | $4.99 e-book | Jan. 10, 2022
978-1-957110-00-4

Destiny goes awry as two teenag-
ers—a warrior and a mage—fight a fear-
some tyrant in this YA fantasy.

On Einar, life is fueled by the draod, 
or Power of Creation—an energy that 
permeates all existence. Mages who wear 

qilada, priceless relics of the First Heirs, can pull strands from 
this energy to weave spells of Destruction, Restoration, and Illu-
sion. Though the secrets of making qilada have been lost, Einar is 
still ruled by seven Heirs whose powers are inherited after death 
by worthy successors. But a ruthless challenger has arisen: Mah-
zun, “the Usurper, the Wild Man, the Primal King, the Destroyer 
of Worlds.” He possesses a deadly magical weapon, the Eternal 
Blade, which he pulls from the draod at will. Wielding it comes 
at a price—torturous pain and injuries that have left Mahzun a 
scarred, grotesque figure of horror—but the Blade has the unique 
ability of allowing him to slay the Heirs and prevent their pow-
ers from being passed on. Six Heirs are dead; only Lord Dimitri 
remains, protected in a mountain fastness. Training in his service 
are two teenage friends: Zahara, a dark-skinned aristocrat and 
a highly talented mage, and Ekarath, a blond, blue-eyed, fair-
skinned soldier who hopes to join Dimitri’s personal bodyguards. 
Knowing Mahzun is on the brink of victory, Dimitri gives Zahara 
and Ekarath the task of bringing a book of knowledge to Farban, 
an older hermit. They succeed, but Mahzun murders Dimitri, 
wins the war, and settles in to rule. Dimitri did manage to pass 
his powers on—not to Zahara but to Ekarath, who’s never cast a 
spell in his life. Though young and unprepared, the friends hold 
the only key to challenging Mahzun.

In his fifth YA fantasy novel, Monson offers one or two ele-
ments that have a familiar air. The draod is very much like the 
Force, and Farban recalls Obi-Wan Kenobi. But such resem-
blances are few, much outweighed by original and well-thought-
out worldbuilding. For example, spellcasting is given more 
palpable reality through fabric-related metaphors such as strands, 
weaving, and knots. Battle scenes are crisp and exciting, and the 
plot ties in well with character development, as when Ekarath—
a mere soldier, not an elite mage—struggles with imposter syn-
drome after he gains his new powers. But the real star of this 
show is Mahzun. Something like Satan in Milton’s Paradise Lost, 
he’s far and away the most compelling personality in this series 
opener. He sees himself as a liberator, not a tyrant—a “Savior of 
Man” who will free all Einar from its autocratic ruling class, a goal 
with democratic resonance. Several other elements give Mahzun 
added dimension, such as his soul bond with Aiya, his telepathic 
griffin mount; the relationship with his sister; and his torment by 
the silent ghosts of those the Blade has killed, visible only to him.

A captivatingly complex villain stands out in this well-writ-
ten fantasy series opener.

WE HAVE SOMETHING 
TO SAY! 
Myers, Sonia
Atmosphere Press (322 pp.) 
$18.99 paper  |  $7.99 e-book
Sept. 8, 2021
978-1-63988-033-1

A debut middle-grade novel offers a tale 
of child-centered climate change activism.

Quiet and broody Jenny Barajas takes 
a field trip with her classmates and their 
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science teacher, Ms. Morgan, to San Francisco Bay, where they 
learn about the human impact on ocean waters and marine life. 
Jenny’s older sister, Jackie, is passionate about the climate crisis, 
but Jenny finds her patronizing, so she’s never paid much atten-
tion to what she says. However, after the field trip, Jenny begins to 
ask questions and do her own research regarding climate change, 
realizing that the problem is bigger than she imagined. With the 
help of Ms. Morgan, she urges her classmates to write letters to 
their congressional representative to vote yes on a plastic ban; 
she also documents how much recyclable trash is left outside the 
bins at school and discusses ways in which students can increase 
awareness about single-use plastics in their communities. Jenny 
also learns about how her parents moved away from their old 
neighborhood to avoid health risks associated with a hazardous 
recycling plant that polluted the water and soil. As Jenny gains 
self-confidence and independence, she begins to bond with and 
learn from her sister. Later, she leads her class in organizing an 
art show to raise funds so that more schools can embrace sustain-
ability. Over the course of this novel, Myers successfully reveals 
the effects of environmental pollution, especially in underrep-
resented Latinx communities in Northern California. However, 
rather than representing Latinx people as a monolith, she ably 
addresses socio-economic disparities and differences in access to 
resources within Latinx communities, resulting in a diversity of 
characters with unique perspectives. The author also challenges 
the pitfalls of the educational system—particularly in terms of 
what educators consider to be important information—and cap-
tivatingly highlights the necessity of empowering young people, 
encouraging collaboration, and pursuing common goals. 

A lively coming-of-age story about caring for the environment.

I DON’T 
CELEBRATE ANYTHING!
Neumann, Donna
Illus. by Alexandra Rusu
Self (56 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $12.99 paper  |  Nov. 18, 2020
978-1-953910-15-8
978-1-953910-11-0 paper

In this picture book, it’s hard to be a little porcupine who 
doesn’t celebrate Christmas, Hanukkah, or Kwanzaa.

In the yellow light of a chilly morning, Annie worries about 
the last day of school before winter break. On the ride to school, 
just as she has dreaded, Annie’s friend Maggie asks about her 
Christmas tree. Annie doesn’t have one because she doesn’t 
observe the holiday. Scowling a little, she explains. But through-
out the day, kids chatter about Hanukkah, letters to Santa, and 
Christmas tunes, and the holiday zeal becomes oppressive. The 
students’ cheerful assumptions grate, and Annie feels lonely, 
without presents to talk about or holiday spirit. With solitude 
comes anger. After an outburst, she feels lingering anxiety: Is 
her porcupine family weird? It’s only when she is at Grandma 
and Grandpa’s house in the woods with a roaring fire, carrot 
cake, and moonlit snow that she appreciates that even without 
holidays, her family spends important quality time together. 

Neumann’s work is a little long for lap readers—though per-
haps it will spark discussions with elementary school students. 
Still, Annie’s story is likely to resonate with kids who feel upset 
and frustrated by the centrality and omnipresence of holiday 
celebrations in social life. Rusu’s lively, warm-toned watercolors 
and energetic scratchy lines buoy a narrative unafraid of affirm-
ing children’s understandable anger at their experiences not 
being recognized—though the effect of Annie’s bad mood on 
her peers remains unexplored. 

This engaging animal tale affirms that meaningful experi-
ences exist outside holiday festivities. 

ROAD KILL
Norgard, R.J.
Bird Dog Publishing (346 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Jan. 10, 2022
978-1-947504-30-1

In this novel, a “mundane” hit-and-
run case has mess written all over it for 
a down-but-not-out private investigator.

Sidney Reed was once considered 
Alaska’s best private detective. But after 

life dealt him “a shitty hand,” he finds himself living in a dingy 
apartment above a downtown Anchorage coffee shop and is 
no longer on noted criminal defense attorney Eddie Baker’s “A” 
list of investigators. But Eddie’s in a bind and needs Sidney to 
help him with the politically sensitive hit-and-run that claimed 
the life of the son of a prominent Native leader. Eddie’s cli-
ent, Rudy Skinner, was in prison for another offense and was 
ratted out by his cellmate, who claimed Rudy confessed the 
crime to him. But Eddie promises the case will be “nothing 
too intense.” Sidney is reluctant to take the assignment: He is 
still haunted by the death of his beloved wife, Molly, who by all 
official accounts chose suicide. Sidney needs answers. “She’s 
not coming back,” says his psychiatrist. “The sooner you come 
to grips with that, the sooner you can get on with your life.” 
His life could end sooner than expected, as his investigation 
leads him to the Cooley family, which is well known to any-
one who works in the Alaska legal system. Let’s just say that 
things start breaking bad for Sidney. Norgard’s second Sidney 
Reed novel achieves what a good sequel should. It gives the 
protagonist a case that will further test his acumen while mov-
ing his personal story forward—with a budding relationship 
with reporter Maria Maldonado—and setting up a possible 
full reckoning with Molly’s death. The author makes effective 
use of the Anchorage setting; suffice to say, Sam Spade never 
had his car totaled by an errant moose. Norgard avoids some 
clichés of PI fiction, such as the obligatory hostility from the 
local police, but indulges in others, like the overly talkative 
(albeit, surprisingly soulful) villain in the otherwise tautly 
wrought climax.

This well-executed sequel with a striking detective 
demands a third installment. 

“This engaging animal tale affirms that meaningful 
experiences exist outside holiday festivities.”

i  don ’t celebrate anything!
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HUNTING FOR THE 
LAMB OF GOD 
O’Donnell, Jamey
AuthorHouse (278 pp.) 
$20.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
July 26, 2021
978-1-66553-304-1

A nuclear strike over America effec-
tively throws much of the Northern 
Hemisphere back to the Stone Age in 
O’Donnell’s apocalyptic thriller.

On May 24, 2022, three nuclear warheads detonate in the 
thermosphere above the United States. Sent by Iran—and 
facilitated by North Korea—the super electromagnetic pulse 
immediately wreaks havoc. Satellites become disabled, air-
planes fall from the sky, cars stop working, and cellphones 
become useless. In Centennial, a suburb of Denver, the family 
of Bill Jenkins—a statistician with the Department of Agri-
culture who’s working out of Washington, D.C.—is already 
preparing for the worst. Jenkins, a “prepper of sorts,” has an 
underground bunker filled with a year’s worth of food and 
water for his wife, Viv, and their two sons, Brian and Mark. 
As the world devolves into chaos, the Jenkinses share their 
supplies with their surviving neighbors, Julie Price and her 
kids, Jack, Rocky, and Kate. But when people start dying of 
starvation, the group faces nomadic cannibals hunting for 
human prey. As life becomes a hellscape, Jenkins—living in 
an elaborate subterranean government bunker while work-
ing to get the country back on its feet—learns of a top-secret 
underground railroad system that connects cities all over the 
continent, one of which is Denver. Jenkins eventually gets the 
green light to find his family and return with them to Wash-
ington—but what he discovers in Colorado is beyond his dark-
est nightmares. This relentlessly paced, action-packed, and 
character-driven novel from the author of Meth War (2021) 
may strike some readers as a fusion of William R. Forstchen’s 
One Second After and Stephen King’s The Stand with a power-
ful Christian perspective. The story can get heavy-handed, 
however, when it comes to religion. Criminals, for example, 
are “men and women living their lives without God,” some 
of whom may “embrace Satan.” But any proselytizing fits 
seamlessly into the narrative as the Jenkinses and Prices find 
strength and wisdom in their faith-based lives to move for-
ward in their quest to survive.

A fast-paced, dystopian tale of a near-future nuclear disas-
ter told from a Christian viewpoint.

BATS, BANDITS & BUGGIES
Oswald, Nancy
Burro Books (204 pp.) 
$10.95 paper  |  $3.95 e-book  |  Oct. 13, 2021
978-1-73775-480-0

In this fourth installment of a mid-
dle-grade adventure series, a teenager 
arrives in a Colorado city and encounters 
a string of challenges.

It’s 1898, and Ruby Oliver and her Pa 
move from rural Cripple Creek, Colorado, 

to citified Colorado Springs. Pa is a simple, loving man but has 
trouble expressing his feelings. Ruby’s milliner stepmom is gentle 
and sympathetic to the moody teen, who’s blossoming into an 
inquisitive and independent young woman. She tells Ruby that age 
13 is full of “ups and downs,” and the teen quickly discovers this. 
Pa taught Ruby about the great outdoors and took care of “all her 
schoolin’ ” in their rustic log cabin close to the mountains. Now, it’s 
summer vacation, and Ruby is sorely in need of a diversion. Her 
homespun but crafty Pa orders her to “stop shilly-shallying and 
find something to do,” so they purchase a buggy. With her two pet 
donkeys, Maude and Willy, Ruby enters the livery business. This 
gives her freedom of movement and expands her horizons as well 
as exposing her to the comings and goings of the townsfolk and 
strangers. (Pa works hard, giving Ruby plenty of time to roam unsu-
pervised.) Roy O’Rourke, a teen from Cripple Creek, has run away 
to Colorado Springs to escape an abusive father and moves in with 
his Aunt Agnes, an odd bird who awakens Ruby’s unsettled interest. 
Roy encounters Ruby, becomes her partner, and the story begins to 
gallop. A crime wave hits Colorado Springs when the Bat Bandits 
(they wear black capes) swoop into town. Ruby’s ears prick up and 
she begins to add things up. Mixed into the plot just a bit is the 
novel Dracula. Ruby reads the book, and it makes her a little uneasy 
and incites her imagination. A former teacher, Oswald skillfully 
uses the horror classic to enhance the plot and mood and to per-
haps arouse young readers’ curiosity about literary technique with-
out detracting from the action. The story moves quickly (readers 
will have to hold the reins tightly) as the crime-solving duo chases 
leads. The humor is plentiful and folksy, and Ruby and Roy make a 
great team. Hopefully, they’ll be together again soon.

Two young sleuths solve a mystery in this witty, swiftly 
paced tale.

MIGHTY MILA
Petruzziello, Katie
Illus. by Nadja Sarell
Mighty Books (35 pp.) 
$12.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book  |  Oct. 14, 2021
978-1-73685-101-2

In Petruzziello’s debut picture book, 
a young girl wants to prove to her parents 

that she’s a big kid now.
Little Mila, who has cochlear implants, sets out to show her 

parents how grown-up she is: “From now on, I’ll do everything 
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on my own and I won’t ask for help…not even once!” She starts 
by coloring a picture of her plans for independence—one of art-
ist Sarell’s many delightful color illustrations, lively with whim-
sical detail. Mila chooses her own clothes and comes up with 
a creative solution (tape) when she can’t tie her shoelaces. She 
only spills a bit of milk when she pours it by herself, and with 
her “special little hearing machines,” she uses sounds she hears 
to track her brother during hide-and-seek. After her dad takes 
off her bike’s training wheels and she takes a few spills, she real-
izes that “even big kids” ask for help sometimes. Petruzziello’s 
sunny narrative, delivered in Mila’s voice, is inspired by events 
in her own daughter’s life. It ends with an informative profile of 
the real-life Mila’s “hearing loss journey,” a well-considered list 
of story-related “Comprehension Questions,” and fun seek-and-
find activities based on the illustrations of Mila’s kitchen, her 
messy room, and a purple cat that appears throughout. 

A book with appealing storytelling, visual charm, and mat-
ter-of-fact themes of representation and inclusion.

ILLUSIONS OF DECENCY
Misplaced Mercenaries 
Book Four
Pettway, Kevin
Cursed Dragon Ship Publishing (352 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  4.99 e-book  |  Nov. 30, 2021
978-1-951445-25-6

Two magic-wielding enemies form an 
alliance to fight a greater nemesis in this 
fourth installment of a fantasy series.

Warrior/sorcerer Sarah scours cit-
ies and jungles in the Thirteen Kingdoms for evil runecrafters. 
She’s hunting one in particular: Morholt, who’s traveling with 
a small band of mercenaries. He aspires to be “one of the good 
guys,” and he insists that everyone in his group refrain from 
killing people. Sarah doesn’t want to murder anyone either, 
but she has questions she wants to ask Morholt, including why 
Finnagel, the chancellor in the Kingdom of Greenshade and 
her sorcerer mentor, gave the order to eliminate runecrafters. 
Morholt is racing to track down four ex-girlfriends, all of whom 
he taught magic and are in danger as a result. Sarah, meanwhile, 
gets help from the Temple of the Sky, whose knights are itch-
ing for a shot at Morholt. When the two adversaries’ clashes 
end in surprising casualties, both Sarah and Morholt shelve the 
no-kill rule. But as someone poses a threat to Keane, king of 
Greenshade and Sarah’s longtime friend, the two enemies will 
have to join forces against a mutual foe—Finn, the Temple, or 
perhaps something more powerful. Pettway’s latest volume is 
a brisk, uproarious fantasy. The story shifts through various 
third-person perspectives, with the brightest spotlights on 
Sarah and Morholt. Despite their flaws, these two immensely 
likable characters shine as this book’s leads. The players’ repar-
tee provides much of the humor, such as Sarah’s assurance that 
she hasn’t killed someone: “He’s not dead, just a little dented.” 
The dialogue is unabashedly profane and oddly contemporary 
for the genre, though creative obscenities abound. Morholt’s 

apparent favorite is “toad dicks.” Readers just joining the series 
may want to start with the previous volumes, as this installment 
overflows with a huge cast and myriad nations and cities. While 
another entry is certainly possible, Pettway’s novel ends with a 
superb resolution. 

An amusing, quirky romp set in a magical, faraway land.

WYLDE WINGS
Ristau, Kate
Illus. by Brian W. Parker
Hope Well Books (214 pp.) 
$27.94  |  $15.99 paper  |  March 1, 2022
978-1-73708-793-9
978-1-73708-791-5 paper

A young boy sprouts wings and flies 
into battle with supernatural forces in 
Ristau’s fantasy adventure.

Gwyn Wylde is bummed out that 
his uncommunicative dad is a seventh 

grade science teacher at his school, and he misses his recently 
deceased mom and the fantastic stories of sorcery she used 
to tell him. One day, while he’s on a field trip to the Oregon 
Museum of Science and Industry in his native Portland, a float-
ing spark of light chases him up a dinosaur skeleton and knocks 
him out a high window; he’s astonished when, rather than plum-
meting to the sidewalk, he suddenly grows wings and soars aloft. 
His haphazard flight eventually takes him to a boat, where his 
Nana isn’t at all surprised to see him; she has tricks of her own 
up her sleeve, including the ability to summon a swarm of owls. 
They’re soon joined by Gwyn’s best friends: Jules, a know-it-all 
girl with a prosthetic arm; Kai, a boy with autism whose father 
works with Gwyn’s dad on a mysterious research project; and 
wise-guy basketball phenom Jaiden. Pursued by heavies and a 
horde of glowing blue zombies and aided by a giant demon dog 
and a choleric camp counselor, the group sets out to liberate a 
collection of sentient light sparks being held captive. Ristau, a 
folklorist and author of the Shadow Girl YA book series, draws 
on Welsh mythology as a colorful backdrop for this kids’ romp. 
The brisk narrative, decorated with artist Parker’s witty, black-
and-white illustrations of Gwyn’s shambolic journal, features 
plenty of action, gruesome monsters, and fun flying lessons 
and pratfalls. Ristau’s limpid prose perfectly captures Gwyn’s 
dejected, 12-year-old dudgeon while also conveying nuanced 
characterizations and moods through evocative imagery: 

“When we’re at home and that blankness wraps around him,” 
Gwyn ruminates about his bereft dad, “his glasses are the only 
part of him that’s real.” Readers will be captivated as Gwyn flut-
ters into a number of spooky entanglements.

A lighthearted, rambunctious fantasy adventure with 
heartfelt musings on family and loss.
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“Ristau’s limpid prose perfectly captures 
Gwyn’s dejected, 12-year-old dudgeon.”

wylde wings
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BURNING HOPE
Roberts, Wendy
Carina Press (327 pp.) 
$4.99 e-book  |  March 22, 2022

This paranormal mystery sees a 
young woman with psychic abilities 
become the prime suspect in a murder.

Scarlet “Red” Hooper moves from 
town to town, living out of her brightly 
painted camper van, aka Bubbles. Red, 
28, has been in Hope Harbor, Washing-
ton, for a month, working at the five-and-

dime, saving money for a new car battery and fridge. When she 
comes into the store one morning, she stumbles on Murray, the 
resident handyman, lying murdered in the back room. Murray 
was a sleaze and not liked in town. Still, the majority of Hope 
Harbor’s 534 residents—the town’s marshal, among them—are 
inclined to suspect Red of the homicide. Their suspicions are 
not allayed by her past history. Since her grandmother died and 
bequeathed Bubbles to her, Red has played a part in unmasking 
several murderers in the towns she’s passed through. Though 
her family tried to keep it from her, Red has psychic abilities 
that are brought out by fire. She’d rather be normal; she doesn’t 
want the visions. But as town sentiment mounts against her, 
Red’s only shot at freedom might be to solve the murder herself. 
But what of Hope Harbor’s most eligible bachelor, who starts 
courting Red even though she all but publicly accused him of 
the crime? Is he really on her side, or are his motives sinister? 
To find out, Red must come to terms with her psychic gift—and 
reconcile with her estranged sister when she breezes into town. 
In this series opener, Roberts writes in the third person past 
tense from Red’s point of view. The prose is accomplished and 
the dialogue, unobtrusive. Red emerges as a strong, likable pro-
tagonist dealt a bad hand but determined to be her own person. 
The characterization of Hope Harbor’s populace is less subtle. 
The town’s residents exhibit behavior gravitating toward ste-
reotyped, close-minded antagonism. This adds to the oppres-
sive sense of gathering injustice but nevertheless comes across 
as a tad manufactured. Red’s interactions with her sister feel 
more real and are astutely handled. The mystery itself strikes 
a nice balance between signposted developments and genuine 
surprises. The story moves unhurriedly yet with purpose, keep-
ing readers engaged and invested. Overall, the author’s fans will 
be well satisfied.

An enjoyable tale of self-discovery and suspense set in a 
hostile small town.

THE SWEET SHRUB INN
Roscoe, Hilah
Atmosphere Press (312 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  $7.99 e-book  |  Nov. 12, 2021
978-1-63988-096-6

A city girl goes back to her rural 
home in Roscoe’s small-town contempo-
rary romance. 

Chicago therapist Cora gets a call 
from Mississippi telling her that her 
father, whom she is not close to, is in 

the hospital, and the doctors think he has Alzheimer’s. She 
reluctantly flies to her hometown of Taloowa. The first thing 
she does when she arrives is meet her friend Coop at a bar, 
where they encounter Jensen Mabry, Cora’s old crush. A few 
days after her arrival, Cora learns that her father purchased the 
Sweet Shrub Inn and she will inherit it. An anonymous buyer 
has offered a great price for it, but the offer is contingent on 
renovations being completed, renovations Cora’s father is no 
longer capable of doing. Jensen agrees to help her finish the ren-
ovations, which means Cora will be splitting her time between 
Chicago and Taloowa for a few months. Cora once confessed 
her feelings to Jensen, and he turned her down. But he seems 
ready for something now. And though Cora had good reasons 
for leaving Taloowa, she is finding it comforting. As she falls for 
Jensen and lets the Sweet Shrub Inn charm her during its reno-
vation, she has to think about what she wants more—her career 
in Chicago or a life running an inn, possibly with Jensen, back 
home in Taloowa. The book’s chatty tone (“I give her a genuine 
smile because she is oblivious to the fact that she is on the arm 
of a total douchebag”) enhances an already fun, lively storyline. 
Taloowa has a lot of great small-town appeal, and Cora’s difficul-
ties with her father keep the novel grounded in reality. The only 
real flaws here are that there isn’t much suspense about which 
path Cora will choose, and the final conflict feels a little manu-
factured. But these are mere quibbles about a sweet, heartfelt, 
and very cute tale. 

A charming romance with a likable lead. 

TWENTY-TWO SHELLS
Schulte, Tom
Westbow Press (180 pp.) 
$30.95  |  $13.95 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
July 20, 2021
978-1-66423-819-0

An American cop dives into a serial 
killer case and tackles his inner demons 
in this police procedural.

Detective Marvin Sludge’s 2 a.m. 
call takes him to a murder scene in an 
unnamed American suburb. A United 

States senator’s son is dead from a single gunshot in his home. 
But there are 22 spent shells near the body. Sludge guesses the 
killer placed the shells there intentionally—a sign that the 
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victim is the first of 22. Indeed, homicides with the same M.O. 
follow, giving local detectives and the FBI a string of dead ends. 
The investigation takes its toll on Sludge, who’s likely been 
suffering from PTSD after a brutal mission during his special 
forces days. His department’s annual psychological evaluation 
puts him in touch with a shrink, who offers to treat him away 
from his superiors’ prying eyes. But church may be the key 
to overcoming his “dark turmoil.” Though Sludge previously 
scoffed at religion, he has a change of heart when the Bible 
gives him the solace and answers he yearns for. The murder 
case in Schulte’s novel, despite the title, constitutes only about 
half of the engaging narrative. The true focus is Sludge and his 
path to hopefully finding enlightenment and peace. Still, he 
leads several investigations, and the author meticulously details 
police work, as cops comb and try piecing together evidence. 
These unfortunately entail some mundane particulars, such 
as a federal agent’s explaining spreadsheets, as well as vague 
descriptions (for example, “amnesia drug”). But Sludge’s stir-
ring personal journey is worthwhile. Readers watch him evolve 
from a gruff, cynical loner to a man who willingly discusses such 
profound topics as death, love, and compassion. While most of 
the supporting cast fades in the background, Sludge’s ambitious 
rookie partner, Bill Braskey, stands out, aiding the senior detec-
tive both at work and in his private life. 

An engrossing mystery that shines a bright light on its 
ardent sleuth.

LIKE A SHADOW THAT 
NEVER DEPARTS
The Story of Ananda: The 
Buddha’s Chief-of-Staff
Scott, Randall K.
iUniverse (222 pp.) 
$13.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book  |  Dec. 1, 2021
978-1-66323-043-0

A brief, thorough account of the life of 
Ananda, the Buddha’s right-hand man who 
exercised a great influence over his legacy. 

By the time Buddha had reached the age of 55, he was physi-
cally exhausted by his ceaseless efforts to manage and extend his 
sangha, or following. He finally decided to take on a “trustwor-
thy chief-of-staff” to organize his daily life. He chose Ananda, a 
cousin, to assume the role—he had distinguished himself both by 
his limitless loyalty and a preternatural memory for the recitation 
of the Buddha’s teachings. Ananda’s position was a multifaceted 
one—he was the Buddha’s “personal envoy” as well as “zealous 
protector”—he represented the Buddha and insulated him from 
frivolous wastes of his time. And over the course of 25 years, 
he even exerted some influence over the Buddha. He played 
an instrumental role in convincing him to open the sangha to 
women, something the Buddha strongly resisted, a controversial 
subject rigorously examined by author Scott. Moreover, Ananda 
became a “human repository for all the Buddha’s sermons” and 
was central to the preservation and transmission of them. As 
Scott observes: “It is not an exaggeration to claim that Buddhism 

would not have flourished without Ananda’s precise, accurate 
oral recitations of the Buddha’s discourses.” The book concludes 
with a helpfully synoptic account of the Buddha’s core teachings. 
Scott furnishes more than a concise biography of Ananda—he 
also limns an evocative picture of the Buddha’s inner circle, often 
turbulent and acrimonious. Also, he thoughtfully raises the ques-
tion of what enlightenment means—were the senior monks jealous 
of Ananda’s proximity to the Buddha really enlightened? And 
did Ananda’s devotion to the Buddha paradoxically undermine 
his own efforts to become enlightened? This is an impressively 
comprehensive account given its brevity, and it doubles as a lucid 
introduction to Buddhism that should interest both readers with 
a sophisticated command of Buddhist history and principle and 
those with only a minor acquaintance. 

An exacting but informally accessible biography. 

WE ARE AKAN
Our People And Our 
Kingdom In The Rainforest—
Ghana, 1807
Soper, Dorothy Brown 
Illus. by James Cloutier
Luminare Press (358 pp.) 
$19.99  paper  |  $8.50 e-book  |  Oct. 16, 2020
978-1-64388-068-6 

A trip to the capital helps three boys from the Asante King-
dom learn more about themselves, their culture, and the wider 
world in this debut historical novel for middle graders.

In 1807, the Asante Kingdom (roughly corresponding 
to modern-day Ghana) is the most powerful nation in West 
Africa. The dominant ethnic group is the Akan, who enslave 
prisoners of war, called nnonko. Two Akan boys—Kwaku, 11, 
and Kwame, 12—and Baako, 13, an enslaved Gurunsi boy, live 
in the town of Tanoso, where Kwame’s father is chief. It’s time 
to learn adult skills: throwing a spear, trading in the market-
place, figuring out how taxes work, repairing a roof, thinking 
and speaking with care, and more. In their matrilineal society, 
Kwaku—the chief ’s elder sister’s son—could become chief if 
he proves his worth, and Baako’s hard work could earn him 
his freedom through being adopted. As part of their leader-
ship education, the boys are invited to make the eight-day trip 
to the Asante capital, Kumasi, for an important festival. It’s 
an exciting crossroads where the boys see many new sights, 
including horses and the written word. When Kwame and 
Baako are kidnapped to be sold into slavery, they face a fright-
ening ordeal that confronts them with their complicated 
world. With her novel, Soper makes the rich Akan culture 
come alive through the boys’ need for an education, a natural 
way to present captivating details. The morality of slavery is 
considered from several angles. For example, what happens 
to enslaved people who are sold to Whites is a question dis-
missed as unknowable. But the book is slowed down by much 
repetition, such as reiterating the fact that ceremonial stools 
are painted black to indicate the owners’ deaths. Cloutier pro-
vides numerous, well-composed monochrome illustrations 
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“Scott furnishes more than a concise biography of Ananda—he
also limns an evocative picture of the Buddha’s inner circle.”

like a shadow that never departs
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that give useful context for unfamiliar elements. Helpful 
resources are included.

An immersive and thoughtful historical novel that explores 
West Africa in 1807.

BLOOD UP NORTH
Soukup, Fredrick
Vine Leaves Press (224 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book  |  Feb. 15, 2022
978-1-925965-80-3

In this novel, a woman gets drawn 
into a criminal conspiracy by her way-
ward brother and must confront her fam-
ily’s troubled past.

Cass Schmidt lives with her grand-
mother Tilly in the woods of Backus, 

Minnesota. Cass is haunted by twin sources of shame: her 
crushing poverty and her family’s ignominious past checkered 
with criminality. Her brother, Jack, shows up suddenly with a 
bag filled with money and buries it on Tilly’s property—he 
won’t divulge the details of the trouble he’s in, but Cass can only 
assume it’s deep. Then, Danny and Jesse, two of her cousins, 
the sons of her uncle George Bloom, a corrupt cop, show up. 
They are willing to resort to violence against her and Tilly to 
find the money and Jack. Cass learns that Jack stole the money 

from Harold Frost, a brutal drug dealer, but the details remain 
obscure. Her father, Vick, offers to help, but she hears rumors 
he might be in on the burglary, and he’s a reprobate criminal. In 
addition, he was a miserable father, and she suspects he might be 
responsible in some way for the death of her mother, Suzanne. 
Soukup deftly captures the desperation of Cass’ life, one that 
seems doomed from the start: “Her greatest fear had always 
been that she, too, would become another of the universe’s end-
less victims, not by misfortune, not by her own undoing, but by 
the sheer anonymity that is the universe’s might, this planet a 
belligerent rock hurled from its own apostatic hand, without 
impetus, without end.” His writing is gritty and authentic—the 
dialogue rings unerringly true—but it also achieves a poetic 
luminosity. Further, the taut tension that forms the narrative 
backbone of the plot never loosens for a moment. The author 
has composed a remarkable anatomy of a world caught in the 
grip of a vise—pulverized by the pressure of the past and a 
hopelessness about the future.

A moving and psychologically astute crime drama.

PSEUDO 
Speak, Dorothy
FriesenPress (348 pp.) 
$33.99  |  $21.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Nov. 4, 2021
978-1-03-912298-7
978-1-03-912297-0 paper

A Canadian author incorporates 
themes of loss, betrayal, redemption, 
and hope in this short story collection.

Having published numerous short 
story anthologies, Speak reaffirms her grasp of the form with 12 
resonant tales. The brilliant, darkly comic opener and one of the 
book’s standouts, “Rock Paper Scissors,” is a master class in char-
acterization. The story introduces Alice, 60, who, despite being 
divorced and depressed, anchors a rudderless, dysfunctional band 
of walking disasters. These include her unemployed adult son; her 
philandering boss; a daughter desperately struggling with artifi-
cial insemination; her infirm mother; and a dying boyfriend. It is 
a seemingly hopeless situation peopled by the downtrodden. This 
type of scenario surfaces in other tales like “Wilderness,” about 
a husband who prepares his dying wife for assisted suicide, and 

“Lake of Many Islands,” in which a group of friends assembles for a 
weekend of unexpected revelations. The engrossing title story fea-
tures a disillusioned, aging artist abandoned by her partner only to 
discover a new love—one just as bruised by life as she is—waiting 
on her doorstep. The author’s prose is blissfully lyrical and often 
descriptively sets each tale’s tone in a single sentence. Impatient 
people beaten down by a winter season stomp across a snowy side-
walk “with the teeth of their winter boots, they have assaulted it 
with their demand for spring”; folks consumed with soul-searching 
do so with the passion of “a detective out to find a missing per-
son”; first snowflakes are as “large as goose feathers turning in the 
air, perfect and pure.” Speak’s stories champion aging underdogs, 
many addled by disease or discontent, and throughout their grief or 
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despair, she demonstrates an acute sensitivity to their plights. Into 
tales that could become overly sentimental, she injects redemp-
tion and sacrifice, as evidenced in the collection’s best-realized 
entry, “Honour,” leavening what seems like perennial hopelessness 
with glimmers of fun, renewal, and promise. The author rises to 
the challenge of compiling a group of Canada-set stories that will 
enchant with the beautiful, diverse, and ever evolving essence of 
human nature. As one character adores another’s wrinkles and sees 

“all the beauty life has wrought in her face,” readers will appreciate 
how Speak translates life’s pain and struggles into beauty.

An impressive and luminous assemblage of artful and qui-
etly devastating tales.

THE WHOLE ALPHABET IS 
HAVING A CONTEST!
Starring Capital and 
Lowercase Letters!
Thornhill, Michelle 
Readosaurus Press (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $10.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Oct. 18, 2021
978-1-77794-350-9
978-1-9992620-9-9 paper

Capital and lowercase letters com-
pete to be the winning pair of look-alikes in this picture book.

With kid-savvy silliness, cartoon-style images, and a breezy 
delivery, Thornhill’s story will help children learn the lowercase 
versions of capital letters. A companion to The Whole Alphabet Is 
Totally Embarrassed (2017), the first installment of the author/illus-
trator’s series, this appealing tale cleverly imagines a game-show 
competition to determine which pair of uppercase and lowercase 
letters look the most alike. The show’s gregarious host, Hashtag 
(orange, toothy grin, hashtag in shape), interviews the letters, ren-
dered in bright colors with goofy facial features, skinny arms, and 
white-gloved hands. Hashtag points out the different characteris-
tics of each: “Little d, you look like letter b in a mirror, but you don’t 
look like big D at all!”; “Big I, little i. I spy with my little i two letters 
who do not look alike. Little i, you have a dot! Big I, you do not. 
Little j, I think you know what I’m gonna say.” Hashtag isn’t fooled 
when the uppercase B cheats by having a “smushed together” No. 
13 accompany it. Disqualified lowercase b hears the news while 
washing its hands in the bathroom. In the finale, after seven pairs 
of look-alikes await the winning vote, the outcome provides one 
last giggle involving the show’s sponsor, Toe Joy Tube Socks.

A humorous way to engage young readers in recognizing 
and remembering lowercase letter shapes.

WE ARE THE KINGS 
Torres, Ariane
Bold Story Press (256 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book  |  Mar. 1, 2022
978-1-954805-13-2

Torres’ debut novel tells interwoven 
stories of three generations of brilliant, 
complicated women—and a ghost.

While traveling in South Africa 
with her boyfriend, Marcella glimpses 
an unknown but oddly familiar woman 
through a train window and is suddenly 

flooded with memories of her grandmothers, Adele and Nana, 
and other notable women in her life. This opening leads into a 
story that offers a nuanced exploration of a complicated family 
history. Marcella’s father came from a wealthy Protestant fam-
ily, and her Jewish mother’s family owned a deli in Providence, 
Rhode Island. Over the years, Marcella; her sisters, Isabella 
and Alessandra; her mother; her aunt Joan; and her grandmoth-
ers all experience volatile and difficult relationships with their 
own fathers, boyfriends, and husbands. Glamorous Adele, liv-
ing alone on an elegant seaside estate, believes that she’s been 
haunted and protected all her life by the spirit of a nameless 
woman—an apparition that also appears to other female mem-
bers of the family on rare occasions. Marcella narrates the 
women’s intersecting tales in a voice that combines snarky, self-
deprecating humor, keen psychological insight, and affectionate 
tenderness. The episodic work effectively examines the ways in 
which women are forced to shrink themselves to accommodate 
men and how they still manage to express their own brilliance 
nonetheless. Torres’ writing is vivid, moving, and often funny 
as it homes in on telling details, as when Marcella’s boyfriend 
Keith is described as “wearing Dad Nikes without any evidence 
of shame.” Her characters are well rounded and authentic, and 
she takes her time to paint a fully realized portrait of a family 
with unspoken secrets and unshakeable bonds and an emotional 
landscape in which what is unspoken is at least as powerful as 
what is. The novel’s nuanced treatment of complex themes, 
including death, divorce, illness, sexism, racism, and even the 
supernatural, makes this a very impressive debut, indeed.

An intimate and remarkable family saga.

ORGY AT THE 
STD CLINIC 
Townsend, Johnny
Booklocker.com (314 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  Jan. 1, 2022
978-1-64719-938-8

A gay man navigates the effects of 
the Covid-19 pandemic on a hellish mass-
transit system in Townsend’s fraught pica-
resque novel.

It’s the summer of 2021, and Todd 
Tillotson, a 60-year-old ex-Mormon, commutes to his job as a 
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“Townsend’s writing delivers deadpan humor, sharp 
characterizations, and vivid evocations of down-and-out Seattle.”

orgy at the std clinic
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supermarket cashier on Seattle’s municipal buses and light-rail 
lines. In addition to the ordinary travails of slow travel times 
and erratic schedules, he gets in tussles over masking rules—“Do 
you need some help keeping your mask up?” he asks a woman 
with a brazenly uncovered nose—and has other conflicts with 
obstreperous passengers. He feels lonely since the death of his 
husband, Brigham, who was hit by a car while they were march-
ing in a Black Lives Matter protest, and he thinks that his heavy 
physique, due to the effects of AIDS and diabetes, will keep him 
from ever finding a new love. Todd finally takes steps to get out 
of his rut: He loses some weight, makes efforts to attract men 
(sporting a T-shirt reading “Consenting Adult” and “Just Say 
Yes”), and enjoys casual but gratifying hookups followed by a 
serious relationship with a bus driver named Carson. Then he’s 
blindsided by a shocking outbreak of violence. Townsend offers 
a marvelously detailed portrait of a big-city transit system, with 
bleary-eyed working stiffs, ranting inebriates, people carrying all 
their worldly belongings in garbage bags, anti-vaccination pro-
testers, conspiracy theorists, and rushes of elation and despair. 
Todd is shown to be raptly observing all this, with his White lib-
eral guilt making him painfully aware of his privilege; his unease 
is only heightened by pandemic paranoia and a freak heat wave 
with a portent of climate catastrophe. Townsend’s writing deliv-
ers deadpan humor, sharp characterizations, and vivid evocations 
of down-and-out Seattle. But despite all these apocalyptic imag-
inings, the author also points out how Todd manages to focus on 
small, steady tasks—“I simply tried to pay attention, be willing 
to reevaluate, accept correction and do a tiny bit better the next 
day”—that add up to a triumph of humane sensibility.

A richly textured saga that brilliantly captures the fraying 
social fabric of contemporary life.

THE BOOK OF 
MAGGOR THOOM
Turner, James
SLG Publishing (164 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Sept. 19, 2021
978-1-59362-303-6

In this offbeat graphic novel, a demon 
who’s lost his zeal for sowing chaos among 
humanity seeks inspiration on Earth.

Maggor Thoom lives in a hellish 
dimension rife with grotesque Love-

craft-ian monsters. His job is to drive humans into “total insan-
ity,” which is fodder for his powerful dad, Azathoth. Though he 
was once the best among his peers, Maggor Thoom has grown 
bored with his work. This lack of enthusiasm must be an infec-
tion of some sort, and the answer to reigniting his passion for 
driving people mad, he feels, lies on Earth. Maggor Thoom 
passes through a pandimensional nexus and lands in Toronto in 
the United States of North America. There, he hijacks the body 
of disillusioned priest Father Marlowe and takes a simple step 
toward easing his lack of zeal—seeing a shrink. But he faces a 
threat from the Archon Hunters, a group aiming to protect the 
world from eldritches like him; the New York organization is on 
the lookout, knowing that potential trouble has arrived on their 
planet. Maggor Thoom will have to steer clear of the Hunters 
if he hopes to find meaning somewhere on Earth. It’s an ardu-
ous undertaking, as many humans already seem insane, from the 
blindly faithful Cult of Thoom to the country’s two loopy presi-
dential candidates. This story from the author of Theo Paxstone 
and the Dragon of Adyron (2017) satirizes everything from U.S. poli-
tics to people’s obsession with social media. Archon Hunter Siva, 
for example, is determined to see footage of her demon-fighting 
go viral. The stark black-and-white artwork—which may remind 
some readers of that of the late Edward Gorey—is wonderfully 
stylized; characters travel in steampunk cars and dirigibles, while 
the book’s imagery sometimes slips into the abstract, particu-
larly in Azathoth’s world. At the same time, the art complements 
the narrative’s absurdist humor, which includes distributing 
impossible-to-open tear-open packets as a way to foster humans’ 
madness. Myriad otherworldly creatures are more gleefully 
cartoonish than scary; an organic elevator sports surprisingly 
inquisitive eyes, and the rather charming nexus gatekeeper calls 
Maggor Thoom “Lil Buddy.”

Sublimely illustrated and often droll tale of quirky humans 
and winsome monsters.



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   i n d i e   |   1  m a r c h  2 0 2 2   |   1 6 1

EL OFICIO DE NARRAR 
SIN MIEDO 
Spanish Edition
Whitbeck, Harris
Planeta Publishing (264 pp.) 
$21.95 paper  |  $12.99 e-book  |  July 13, 2021
978-6070776540

Guatemalan journalist Whitbeck 
recounts his family’s multigenerational 
history in journalism as well as travels 
around the world in this genre-bending 

Spanish-language memoir.
There are few people who can say seeing a dead body 

changed their lives for the better, but for the author, it was a 
light-bulb moment. He was barely a teenager during Guate-
mala’s civil war in the late 1970s, and violence was everywhere; 
it was on his daily commute to school, peering out at a cadaver 
from the bus window, that his future solidified: He was going 
to be a journalist. After getting his master’s degree in journal-
ism at Columbia University, Whitbeck worked his way up from 
covering natural disasters in Central America to becoming one 
of CNN’s senior foreign correspondents. In this memoir and 
travelogue, he recounts some of his most memorable reporting 
trips during his decadeslong career, including embedding with 
U.S. Army soldiers in Iraq, cutting his international journal-
ism teeth at civilian protests in Haiti, and getting to hold the 
same pen that Gorbachev used to sign the documents dissolving 
the USSR. He attributes his success to his relentlessly curious 
nature but admits that journalism may well be his destiny: His 
ancestors include Spanish conquistador and chronicler Bernal 
Díaz del Castillo and American journalist Leonard F. Whitbeck, 
who covered conflicts between American troops and Indigenous 
leaders Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse. Whitbeck even devotes 
one of the book’s best chapters, an outlier of sorts, to detailing 
his own father’s involvement in the brief and bloody regime of 
Guatemalan president Efraín Ríos Montt.

As a narrator, Whitbeck’s greatest strengths are the palpable 
compassion and humility with which he undertakes the task of 
reporting on communities in crisis and the deft connections he 
makes to broader themes of the human condition. The author, 
who considers himself an introvert and identifies as gay, offers 
a self-conscious peek into the often opaque world of correspon-
dent journalism; in particular, he’s refreshingly frank about facing 
racism and xenophobia as a Latino and a member of the Span-
ish-language press and about the complex traumas of his various 
sources across the world. His clean prose historically contextu-
alizes his location-based essays without ever overwhelming the 
reader or deferring to an American perspective. He juxtaposes 
moments of levity, as when he tells of procuring equine transport 
in Afghanistan, listening to Coldplay while on assignment, and 
smoking cannabis for the first time, with the descriptions of the 
carnage he witnesses. The book isn’t chronological, and the way 
that Whitbeck jumps through time to suit his philosophizing 
about the human experience results in occasional passages that 
feel muddled or disconnected. The final chapter, however, is quite 
sentimental, ruminating on his life after leaving CNN and how he 

came to understand himself better through taking psychedelics, 
culminating in his ultimate takeaway: that death and disaster are 
simply part of the cycle of life.

An often compelling survey of a uniquely demanding career 
and the life lived around it, with stories that readers won’t find 
in the news.

MYSTERY OF THE 
KHAR CHULUU
Whitlow, Wilson
James Perry (196 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  $2.99 e-book  |  May 9, 2020
978-1-73490-980-7

Two kids with supernatural abilities 
fight to keep a potent stone away from an 
evil parent in this middle-grade adventure.

Ten-year-old Chul Sun is extraordi-
nary, able to generate electromagnetic 

pulses and run at incredible speeds. His abusive, adoptive 
father in America, Thorium Dare, exploits the boy’s powers and 
forces him to steal precious items. But when Chul grabs a black 
onyx stone (a khar chuluu), he fears what Dare will do with its 
power—so he flees with the object. Chul quickly earns an unex-
pected ally in Anita Aminou, a tween who comes from a family 
with astonishing abilities. She can “plinch,” a gift that teleports 
the two youngsters to the Aminous’ camouflaged home in the 
Sahara. Though they’re safe there, Anita wants to defeat Dare 
on her own, mostly to show her judgmental ancestors that she’s 
worthy. The skilled girl manages to conjure and magically bind 
the Djinn of All Deserts (who’s also the book’s rather charming 
narrator). It’s a potentially dangerous move, but the Djinn can 
easily find Dare. Anita travels via magic carpet to Algiers to 
face the diabolical man and his bumbling goons, but Chul isn’t 
far behind. Readers of all ages will relish Whitlow’s smart tale 
starring two young, captivating protagonists. The descriptive 
prose is often lyrical, as when the Djinn hunts for someone: 

“I searched kitchens, sleeping chambers, hallways, ball rooms, 
and rooftop gardens. I searched barrios, tenements, glitzy bou-
levards, and the outskirts of ten thousand cities.” The brisk 
narrative churns out a few surprises, especially involving the 
khar chuluu, which, despite its unique power, Dare insists is a 

“key.” The characters’ arcs are engaging, from Chul and Anita’s 
developing friendship to the boy’s learning about his biologi-
cal parents. But the villains, while entertaining, are a meager 
threat since Anita has the Djinn at her beck and call. Still, this 
gripping tale displays real series potential.

Charismatic, superpowered adolescents electrify a rivet-
ing tale.
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b o o k  t o  s c r e e n
BY MICHAEL SCHAUB

DISNEY+ GREENLIGHTS NEW PERCY JACKSON SERIES

Streaming service Disney+ has greenlighted a small-screen adaptation of Rick Riordan’s 
popular children’s book series of novels, Variety reports.

The Percy Jackson and the Olympians fantasy series, about a young boy who discov-
ers that he’s a demigod, debuted in 2005 with The Lightning Thief. Four novels followed, 
the last of which, The Last Olympian, was published in 2009.

The series spawned two film adaptations, which were released in 2010 and 2013, 
respectively. A musical based on the first novel ran on Broadway from 2019 to 2020.

The pilot for the series will be written by Riordan and Jon Steinberg and directed by 
James Bobin (Muppets Most Wanted). All three will also serve as executive producers on 
the series.

In a video posted on YouTube, Riordan shared news of the series, saying, “James 
[Bobin] knows the Percy Jackson books well. His kids are fans. So we’re in great hands. 
Thanks to all of you for your excitement about the series. It’s going to be great.”

On Instagram, Bobin posted a picture of his daughter’s copy of The Lightning Thief, 
writing, “Am so thrilled and pleased to be able to help—along with a fantastic team and 
the incredible Rick Riordan—bring this wonderful book to life.”

ELEANOR OLIPHANT FILM ADAPTATION IN THE WORKS

A film adaptation of Gail Honeyman’s bestselling Eleanor Oliphant Is Completely 
Fine is in the works for MGM, Deadline reports. The movie will be directed by 
Harry Bradbeer, known for his work on the television series Fleabag.

Honeyman’s 2017 novel follows a lonely, socially awkward woman who 
becomes friends with another misfit who’s an IT worker in her office. A critic 
for Kirkus called the book, which was the premier pick for Reese Witherspoon’s 
book club, an “endearing debut [that] is part comic novel, part emotional 
thriller, and part love story.”

In a 2017 interview with BookPage, Honeyman said she was inspired to 
write the book after reading a newspaper article about loneliness.

“[W]hen loneliness is discussed in the media, it’s usually in the context of 
older people,” Honeyman said. “When I thought more about it, I realized that 
there were plenty of potential routes to a young person finding themselves in 
those circumstances, through no fault of their own, and how hard it can be, at any age, to forge meaningful connections. From 
this, the story and the character of Eleanor slowly began to emerge.”

The screenplay for the film will be written by Georgia Pritchett (Veep, Succession), with Witherspoon and Lauren Neustadter 
(Big Little Lies, Little Fires Everywhere) producing. Emily Ferenbach (The Morning Show) will serve as executive producer.

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

David Livingston
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news of film and tv adaptations in the works

Gail Honeyman
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A man receives a telegram informing him that his mother has died—
maybe today, maybe the day before. Whichever is no matter to him. The 
telegram requests that he travel to a nursing home 50 miles away to attend 
her burial. Irritated, spiteful—he had abandoned his mother there three 
years earlier and couldn’t be bothered to visit—he takes a bumpy three-
hour bus trip along the Algerian coast for the funeral. He refuses to allow 
an open coffin, defying the wishes of her caretakers.

He rushes home as soon as the grave is closed to spend time with his 
girlfriend. He tells her that he doesn’t love her but he’ll marry her anyway, 
maybe, as long as she has no expectations of him.

These are two key episodes in Albert Camus’ debut novel, The Stranger. 
Meursault, a young French Algerian, lives without passion or sensation. 
He is a clerk of some sort, one who makes Bartleby the Scrivener seem a 
model employee. He is curious enough about his apathy to kill another 
young man, an Arab, as a kind of thought experiment: Is it possible to kill 

a stranger without anger, just to see how it feels?
Meursault is arrested for the crime. During the novel’s long courtroom 

sequence, which nods to both Kafka and Dostoyevsky, he hardly lifts a finger in 
his own defense. He tells the jurors that instead of regret, he is annoyed by the 
inconvenience of having to stand before them. He is condemned to die, not for 
killing a colonized Arab in colonial Algeria but to honor Camus’ thesis, put forth 
in a 1955 preface: “In our society, any man who does not weep at his mother’s 
funeral runs the risk of being sentenced to death.” The charge is repeated nearly 
verbatim by the prosecutor.

The Stranger was first published in an underground edition in 1942, during 
the Nazi occupation of France, a time of widespread killing without emotion 
or remorse. It excited controversy from the start; Jean-Paul Sartre admired the 
novel but called it “unjustified and unjustifiable,” though it perfectly exemplified 
the anomie of existentialism. For many French readers, then and now, Meursault 
symbolized their country’s cynical accommodation to Fascism and, later, the ugly Algerian civil war of 1954-
1961, during which some half a million Arabs were killed by an army of Meursaults.

Right-wing French politicians scourged Camus as a traitor, priests as an atheist. Pablo Neruda, the Chilean 
communist poet, denounced him. When Camus died in an auto accident in January 1960, two years after being 
awarded the Nobel Prize in literature, it was rumored that it was no accident at all: Some blamed the KGB, 
some the CIA.

“I had tried to draw in my character the only Christ we deserve,” Camus reflected in that preface. Perhaps 
it is true that we deserve no better than the scornful Meursault today. Eighty years on, Camus’ pessimistic, 
unforgettable novel endures as a portrait of the apathetic evil that surrounds us and, much as we may try to 
ignore it, governs our lives.
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APPRECIATIONS  |  Gregory McNamee

Albert Camus’ The Stranger at 80

Albert Camus
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